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How Different from Each Other Were the Antebellum
North and South?

EDWARD PESSEN

How DIFFERENT FROM EACH OTHER were the North and South before the Civil
War? Recent work by historiansof antebellum America throws interesting new
light on this old question. Since some of these studies deal with individual communities,' others with single themes of antebellum life, they are in a sense Pirandelloan pieces of evidence in search of an overarching synthesis that will relate
them to one another and to earlier findings and interpretations.My modest
hope is that the discussion that follows will be useful to historiansin pursuit of
such a synthesis.
The terms "North" and "South" are, of course, figures of speech that distort
and oversimplify a complex reality, implying homogeneity in geographical sections that, in fact, were highly variegated. Each section embraced a variety of
regions and communities that were dissimilar in climatic, topographical, demographic, and social characteristics. If, as Bennett H. Wall has written, "there
never has been the 'one' South described by many historians,"2 neither has there
been the one North. Historians who have compared the antebellum South and
North without referring to the diversity of each have not necessarily been unThis essay is an expanded version of a paper presented at the Ninety-Fourth Annual Meeting of the American
Historical Association held in New York, December 1979. I wish to thank Bertram Wyatt-Brown, chairman of
the AHA session, and Herbert G. Gutman, Grady McWhiney, and, above all, Bennett H. Wall, the commentators, for their helpful criticisms and suggestions. I am indebted, too, to Jane H. Pease, Joe Gray Taylor,
William H. Pease, John B. Boles, John V. Mering, Barbara Welter, Norman Dain, Phyllis Dain, the late Bell
Irwin Wiley, the late T. Harry Williams, John N. Ingham, the late Hans J. Morgenthau, Dr. Karl J. Leone,
Myrna Chase, Don Doyle, Thomas R. Frazier, Stanley Buder, Otto Pflanze, and the anonymous referees of
the AmericanHistorical Review for their valuable advice. All deficiences in this essay are my responsibility alone.
' I first seriously thought of comparing the North and South after reading three papers by young historians
on which I was asked to comment at the meeting of the Southern Historical Association held in Atlanta in
November 1976. Whitman H. Ridgway's "The Decline of the Post-Revolutionary Establishment: Maryland
Community Elites in the First Party Era," J. Mills Thornton III's "The Growth of Elitism in Alabama Politics, 1840-1860," and Donald De Bats's "Political Elitism in Antebellum Georgia" revealed striking similarities between politics in these Southern communities and in the Northern communities that I had been examining.
2 Wall, "An Epitaph for Slavery," Louisiana History, 16 (1975): 233. Useful recent statements orn Southern
diversity include D. W. Meinig, "The Continuous Shaping of America: A Prospectus for Geographers and
Historians," AHR, 83 (1978): 1195; Sam Bowers Hilliard, Hog Meat and Hoecake: Food Supply in the Old South,
1840-1860 (Carbondale, Ill., 1972); Ralph A. Wooster, Politicians, Planters, and Plain Folk: Courthouseand Statehouse in the Upper South, 1850-1860 (Knoxville, 1975); Randolph B. Campbell and Richard G. Lowe, Wealth
and Power in Antebellum7exas (College Station, Texas, 1977); and Gavin Wright, The Political Economyof the Cotton South: Households, Markets, and Wealth in the Nineteenth Century(New York, 1978).
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aware of this diversity. Their premise, in speaking of the North and South, is
that the Mason-Dixon line divided two distinctive civilizations, the basic similarities within each of which transcended its internal differences.
The modern discussion is a continuation of a scholarly controversy that has
engaged some of the giants of the American historical profession. Charles A.
Beard, Ulrich B. Phillips, Allan Nevins, David M. Potter, C. Vann Woodward,3
and other scholars of stature have been drawn to the theme because it is inextricably related to perhaps the most fascinating of all questions in American
history: the causes of the Civil War.4 Many historians attribute that "irrepressible conflict" to the fundamental differences between the two civilizations that
were parties to it.5 Even those scholars who have played down the role of sectional differences in bringing on the war have found themselves unable to avoid
comparing the ways of life and thought of the two belligerents.6
Unsurprisingly, the discussion has produced a variety of interpretations. Some
scholars have emphasized the similarities of the North and South, a much
greater number have stressed their dissimilarities, and others have judiciously alluded to their significant likenesses-"commonalities," in Potter's terminologyand unlikenesses.7 The greater popularity, among scholars and laity alike, of
3 Beard, The Rise of AmericanCivilization (New York, 1927); Phillips, Life and Labor in the Old South (Boston,
1929); Nevins, Ordealof the Union, 6 vols. (New York, 1947), esp. vol. 2: A House Dividing, 1852-1857; Potter, The
South and the Sectional Conflict (Baton Rouge, 1968), and The ImpendingCrisis, 1848-1861, ed. Don E. Fehrenbacher (New York, 1976); and C. Vann Woodward, "The Irony of Southern History,"Journal of SouthernHistory
[hereafter,JSII, 19 (1953): 3-19, and AmericanCounterpoint:Slaveryand Racism in the North-SouthDialogue (Boston,
1971).
4 Book-length discussions of the causes of the Civil War include Edwin C. Rozwenc, ed., The Causes of the
AmericanCivil War (Lexington, Mass., 1972); Thomas J. Pressly, AmericansInterpretTheir Civil War (Princeton,
1954); Howard K. Beale, What Historians Have Said about the Causes of the Civil War, Theory and Practice in Historical Study, Social Sciences Research Council (New York, 1946); and Lee Benson, "Explanations of American Civil War Causation: A Critical Assessment and a Modest Proposal to Reorient and Reorganize the Social Sciences," in his Toward the ScientizficStudy of History: SelectedEssays (Philadelphia, 1972), 223-333.
According to Allan Nevins, the sectional "schism in culture" created an atmosphere in which "emotions
grew feverish, in which every episode became a crisis, every jar a shock"; Ordeal of the Union, 2: 554. In Eugene D. Genovese's version, the South's "special civilization built on the relationship of master to slave" was "at
the root of the conflict with the North"; Genovese, The Political Economyof Slavery:Studies in the Economyand the
Societyof the Slave South (New York, 1965), 35. Carl N. Degler has recently written that, "because of those differences" between the sections, "which clustered around the existence of slavery in the South, eleven states broke
away to form the Confederate States of America"; Degler, Place over Time: The Continuityof SouthernDistinctiveness
(Baton Rouge, 1977). Also see Arthur C. Cole, The IrrepressibleConflict, 1850-1865 (New York, 1934); and Heywood Fleisig, "Slavery, the Supply of Agricultural Labor, and the Industrialization of the South,"'Journal of
EconomicHistory [hereafter, JEM], 36 (1976): 592. For my own thoughts concerning the relationship between
sectional differences and the outbreak of the war, see pages 1148-49, below.
6 For critics of what David Potter described as the "school of historical thought" that "sees the [Civil
War]
as a clash of profoundly dissimilar cultures," whose people ostensibly "were at odds because they lived in different cultural worlds," see Potter, The ImpendingCrisis, 1848-1861, 30-31, and The South and Sctional Conflict,
76-78; James G. Randall, "The Blundering Generation," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 27 (1940): 3-28;
and Francis B. Simkins, The Everlasting South (Baton Rouge, 1963), 38.
7Carl N. Degler's work contains interpretations that emphasize both differences and similarities between
North and South; Degler, The OtherSouth:SouthernDissentersin the NineteenthCentury(New York, 1974), and Place
over Time. To the writings of Potter and Woodward, about which the same can be said, can be added James G.
Randall and David Donald, The Civil War and Reconstruction(Boston, 1969); T. Harry Williams, Romance and
Realism in SouthernPolitics (Athens, Ga., 1961); Charles G. Sellers, ed., The Southerneras American (Chapel Hill,
1960); and Grady McWhiney, Southernersand Other Americans (New York, 1973). A particularly strong, if not
entirely persuasive, assertion of the essential similarity of the two sections over the entire course of American
history is Howard Zinn, The SouthernMystique (New York, 1964), a work that is present-minded in the extreme.
Thomas P. Govan has answered his title question pithily and bitingly in the negative; Govan, "Was the Old
South Different?"JSH, 21 (1955): 447-55. Works that emphasize sectional differences include Nevins, Ordealof
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comparisons that emphasize differences is doubtless due, in part, to the fact that
the war heightened our perceptions of those supposedly irreconcilable differences and, in part, to the fact that several dissimilarities were so striking, so
unarguable, so obviously significant. While much of the scholarly controversy
has concerned subtle sectional distinctions, whether in values, ideals, or other
complex intangibles that might be read one way or the other, depending on the
predilections of the interpreter, other disparities transcend subjectivity, based as
they are on hard, quantifiable evidence.
Here were two sections containing roughly equal areas for human settlement.
Yet on the eve of the Civil War the population of the North was more than 50
percent greater than that of the South. The most dramatic disparity concerned
racial balance: roughly one-quarter of a million Northern blacks comprised
slightly more than 1 percent of the Northern population; the more than four
million blacks in the South constituted one-third of the Southern population.
And almost 95 percent of Southern blacks were slaves. Although the value of
agricultural products in the two sections was almost equal, Northern superiority
in manufactures, railroad mileage, and commercial profits was overwhelming,
far surpassing the Northern advantage in population. Similarly, Northern urban development outdistanced Southern, whether measured by the number of
cities or by the size and proportions of the population within them.8 What did
these and other, harder to measure, differences signify? To what extent were
they balanced out by important sectional similarities? These are among the
questions this essay will consider.
In comparing the great antebellum sections, it is useful to remember that all
powerful, complex, and viable contemporaneous societies are likely to converge
or be similar in some respects, dissimilar in others. It would be lovely were we
able to estimate precisely the relative significance of the various criteria of comparison, the points at which similarities or differences become critical, and the
nature of the balance between likenesses and unlikenesses that would justify appraising two societies as "essentially" different or similar. Alas, we cannot. A society or civilization is a complex Gestalt. The subtle reciprocity binding together
the Union; Phillips, Life and Laborin the Old South; Simkins, The EverlastingSouth; Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southem Sectionalism (Baton Rouge, 1948); Avery 0. Craven, The Growth of SouthernNationalism, 18481861 (Baton Rouge, 1953), and 7he Comingof the Civil War (2d ed., Chicago, 1957); Clement Eaton, Freedomof
Thought in the Old South (Durham, 1940), and The Civilization of the Old South: Writings of ClementEaton, ed. Albert D. Kirwan (Lexington, Ky., 1968); Frank E. Vandiver, ed., The Idea of the South: Pursuit of a Central Theme
(Chicago, 1964); W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York, 1941); William R. Taylor, Cavalier and Yankee:
The Old South and the AmericanNational Character(New York, 1961); Forrest McDonald, "The Ethnic Factor in
Alabama History: A Neglected Dimension," Alabama Review, 36 (1978): 256-65; Raimondi Luraghi, The Rise
and Fall of the Plantation South (New York, 1978); Eugene D. Genovese, The Worldthe SlaveholdersMade: Two Essays in Interpretation(New York, 1969), and The Political Economyof Slavery;and Eugene D. Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, "The Slave Economies in Political Perspective," Journal of American History [hereafter,
JAHI, 66 (1979): 7-23.
8 These well-known facts are drawn from the U.S. census reports from 1830 to 1860. In a provocative recent essay Leonard P. Curry has argued for the rough equality of antebellum urban development in the North
and South. Curry has demonstrated that a large proportion of the South's relatively small antebellum population increase occurred in Southern cities. But, in his ingenious manipulation of demographic data, he failed
to consider that a large proportion of a small absolute figure is itself a small absolute figure. Curry's argument
for the qualitative similarity of cities in all sections is more successful. Curry, "Urbanization and Urbanism in
the Old South: A Comparative View," JSH, 40 (1974): 43-60.
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its elements cannot be understood by mechanically attempting to weigh the significance of each of these elements and then adding up the total. The impossibility of contriving a simplistic calculus for measuring societies does not, of course,
mean that a sensible comparison is impossible. It means only that such a comparison will inevitably be subjective and serve, at best, as a point of departure to
those who evaluate the evidence differently.
A comprehensive comparison of the two sections would overlook nothing, not
even the weather, which, according to Phillips, "has been the chief agency in
making the South distinctive."9 In the space available here I shall focus on what
our sociological friends might call three social indicators: (1) the economy, (2)
the social structure, and (3) politics and power. In selecting these matters for examination, I do not mean to suggest that they are more important than values,
ideals, the life of the mind, or any number of other features of antebellum life.
Tangible phenomena may be easier to measure than intangible, but they offer
no better clue to the essential character of a place and a people. I emphasize economic, social, and political themes because all of them are clearly important,
the evidence on them is substantial, and each has recently been re-examined to
interesting effect.

hesitates to call them economic "systems" in the face of the contradictory and largely planless if not improvisatory nature of these practices-were similarly complex. Northerners and
Southerners alike made their living primarily in agriculture. Guided by the
unique weather and the unequal length of the growing seasons in their sections,
Northern and Southern farmers increasingly specialized, but in dissimilar crops.
Tobacco and, above all, rice, sugar, and cotton were largely unknown to the
North. Yet in the South, as in the North, farmers-whether large or smallsought and, for the most part achieved, self-sufficiency. They produced more
grains and corn than anything else and in both sections raised and kept domestic animals roughly equal in quantity and, it has recently been claimed, comparable in quality."0 In view of the regularity with which Northern farmers
brushed aside the lonely voices in their midst who urged subordination of profits
to the "long-range needs of the soil," their money-mindedness in planting wheat
(their own great dollar earner) year after year, and their unsentimental readiness to dispose of "family land" so long as the price was right, what Stanley L.

THE ECONOMIC PRACTICES OF EACH SECTION-one

1

Phillips, LifeandLaborin theOldSouth,3. I hope to pursue this comprehensiveinvestigation in the future.
ForrestMcDonald and Grady McWhiney, "The Antebellum Southern Herdsman: A Reinterpretation,"

JSH, 41 (1975): 147-66; Lewis Cecil Gray, History of Agriculturein the SouthernUnited States to 1860, 2 vols. (Washington, 1933); Percy W. Bidwell and John I. Falconer, History of Agriculturein the Northern United States, 16201860 (Washington, 1925); Paul W. Gates, The Farmer's Age: Agriculture, 1815-1860 (New York, 1962); Albert

Economic
Review,54 (1964): 352-64; RobFishlow, "Antebellum InterregionalTrade Reconsidered,"American
ert E. Gallman, "Self-Sufficiency in the Cotton Economy of the Antebellum South," AgriculturalHistory,
44 (1970): 5-24; Raymond C. Battalio and John Kagel, "The Structureof Antebellum Southern Agriculture:
South Carolina, A Case Study," ibid.,25-38; and William H. Hutchinson and Samuel H. Williamson, "SelfSufficiency of the Antebellum South: Estimates of the Food Supply,"JEH, 31 (1971): 591-612.
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Engerman has said about Southern planters seems to apply equally well to
Northern agriculturalists: they were certainly not "non-calculating individuals
not concerned with money.""
The enduring popularity of Gone with the Wind suggests that the American
popular mind continues to believe that the Old South was a land of large plantations populated by masters both honorable and courtly, cruel and sinful, by
Southern belles "beautiful, graceful .. ., bewitching in coquetry, yet strangely
steadfast," by loyal, lovable, comic, but sometimes surly Negroes, and by white
trash or "po' buckra." American historians have, however, known for a least half
a century that the plantation legend "is one of great inaccuracy"-false to the
character of Southern society, to the diversity of Southern whites, and to the realities of black life.'2 Great plantations centering on splendid mansions did exist
in the Old South but not in very great numbers.'3
The most distinctive feature of the antebellum Southern economy, as of
Southern life as a whole, was, of course, its "peculiar institution." Slavery had
not been unknown in the North, flourishing through much of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries and persisting in New Jersey until 1846. But it had involved relatively few blacks and had had slight effect on Northern life and
thought. ' Northern public opinion, better represented by the authors of the
Federal Constitution in 1787 and the Missouri Compromise in 1820 than by the
abolitionists of the antebellum decades, accepted slavery, approved of doing
business with those who controlled it, abhorred its black victims, and loathed
Northern whites who agitated against it. Northern acquiescence in Southern
slavery does not erase this most crucial difference between the sections, but it
does argue for the complementarity and economic interdependence of North
and South.'5
The profitability and other economic implications of antebellum slavery have
become the subjects of intense recent debate, stimulating the development of
" Engerman, "A Reconsideration of Southern Economic Growth, 1770-1860," AgriculturalHistory,49
(1975): 343-61.
Plantation:
A Studyin the Development
andAccuracy
of a Tradition
12 See Francis Pendleton Gaines, The Southern
(New York, 1924). For some interesting work on the psychological role of the plantation myth or legend, see
George B. Tindall, "Mythology:A New Frontierin Southern History,"in Vandiver, TheIdeaof theSouth,1-15;
C. Hugh Holman, "The SouthWilliams, Romance
and Realismin Southern
Politics;Taylor, Cavalierand Yankee;
as American,180-99; and Cash, TheMindof the South.
erner as American Writer," in Sellers, TheSoutherner
'" Lee Soltow, Men and Wealthin the UnitedStates, 1850-1870 (New Haven, 1975), 133, 142; and Fleisig,
"Slavery, the Supply of Agricultural Labor, and the Industrializationof the South," 585-87.
The Abolitionof Slaveryin the North(Chicago, 1967); Edgar J.
14 Arthur Zilversmit, The First Emancipation:
McManus, BlackBondagein the North(Syracuse, 1973); and Ira Berlin, "Time, Space, and the Evolution of
Afro-AmericanSociety in British Mainland North America,"AHR, 85 (1980):44-78. For the argument that
Northern rejectionof slavery had been dictated almost entirely by cost considerations,see Carville V. Earle,
Review,68 (1978): 51-65.
"A Staple Interpretationof Slavery and Free Labor," Geographical
C
1819-1821 (Lexington, Ky., 1953); Philip S. Foner, Businessand
Glover Moore, TheMissouriCompromise,
Conflict(Chapel Hill, 1941); Kinley J. Brauer, Cottonversus
Slavery:The New YorkMerchants
and the Irrepressible
Expansion,1843-1848 (Lexington, Ky., 1967);Leonard L.
Conscience:
MassahusettsWhigPoliticsandSouthwestern
Anti-Abolition
MobsinJacksonianAmerica(New York, 1970); and
of Property
and Standing":
Richards, "Gentlemen
BrianJ. Danforth, "The Influence of Socioeconomic Factors upon Political Behavior:A Quantitative Look at
New York City Merchants, 1828-1844" (Ph.D. dissertation, New York University, 1974). Danforth has persuasively argued that many Northern businessmenwere ready to subordinate all other political considerations
to their lucrative cotton trade with the South.
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cliometrics or the new economic history."6 Since slavery was more than a labor
system, historians have also searchingly investigated its noneconomic implications for both blacks and whites.'7 A fair reading of the recent evidence and argument is that, while more slaves by far worked as field hands, slaves also performed with great efficiency a great variety of other jobs, many of them skilled,
allowing for significant economic differentiation within the slave community.'8
And, as exemplary workers and as costly and valuable properties, skilled slaves
were ordinarily spared gratuitous maltreatment or deprivation."' Despite the inevitable brutality of the system, slaves appear to have managed to maintain the
integrity of their personalities, customs, values, and family ties.
Several trade unionists in the antebellum North agreed with slavery's apologists that not only the working and living conditions but in some respects the
"liberty" enjoyed by Northern hirelings compared unfavorably with the situation of slaves.20 These were patently self-serving arguments, designed to put the
lot of the Northern worker in the worst possible light. The fact remains that the
economic gap between enslaved black and free white workers in antebellum
South and North was narrower than historians once thought. Evidence bearing
on the conditions of white Northern as well as black Southern labor demonstrates that during the middle decades of the nineteenth century the real wages
of Northern workingmen declined and their living conditions remained bleak,
their job security was reduced, their skills were increasingly devalued, and in
many respects their lives became more insecure and precarious.21
" A sampling of the recent literature includes Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer, "The Economics of
Slavery in the Ante Bellum South,"Journalof PoliticalEconomy,
66 (1958):95-130; Harold D. Woodman, "The
Profitabilityof Slavery:A Historical Perennial,"JSH, 29 (1963): 303-25; Yasukichi Yasubi, "The Profitability
and Viability of Plantation Slavery in the United States," EconomicStudiesQyarterly,12 (1961): 60-67; Alfred H. Conrad et al., "Slaveryas an Obstacle to Economic Growth in the United States: A Panel Discussion,"
JEH, 27 (1967): 518-60; Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross: The Economicsof American

NegroSlavery,2 vols. (Boston, 1974); Paul A. David and Peter Temin, "Slavery:The ProgressiveInstitution,"
JEH, 34 (1974): 739-83; Richard Sutch, The TreatmentReceivedby AmericanSlaves: A Critical Review of the Evidence

in Time on the Cross (Berkeleyand Los Angeles, 1975); Herbert G. Gutman, Slaveryand the Nurmbers
Presented
Game:A Critiqueof Time on the Cross (Urbana, Ill., 1975); and Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman,
"Explaining the Relative Efficiency of Slave Agriculturein the Antebellum South," Ameri'canEconomic
Review,
67 (1977): 275-96.
1' Stanley M. Elkins provocatively compared the personalitiesand psyches of slaves to those of European
concentration camp inmates in a work that has inspired a massive and increasinglycritical discussion of its
thesis; Elkins, Slavery:A Problemin AmericanInstitutional Life (Chicago, 1959). The following publications, all of

them severelycritical of Elkins'sargument, make important contributionsof their own: John W. Blassingame,
The Slave Community:Plantation Life in the AntebellumSouth (New York, 1972); George P. Rawick, From Sundown to
Sunup: The Making of the Black Community(Westport, Conn., 1972); Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The
World the Slave Owners Made (New York, 1974); Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom,
1750-1925 (New York, 1976); and Lawrence W. Levine, Black Cultureand Black Consciousness:Afro-AmericanFolk
Thoughtfrom Slavery to Freedom(New York, 1977).
18 On this point, see Robert S. Starobin, Industrial
Slaveryin the OldSouth(New York, 1970);Charles B. Dew,
"Disciplining Slave Ironworkersin the Antebellum South: Coercion, Conciliation, and Accommodation,"
AHR, 79 (1974): 393-418; and Wall, "An Epitaph for Slavery," 239.
19 In TimeontheCross,Fogel and Engerman have argued cliometricallyand, as their critics have pointed out,
unpersuasivelythat slaves were rarely whipped and were comparatively well fed. For contrasting viewpoints
on the quality of the slaves' diet or, more precisely, on the quality of the pork eaten by Southerners, both
white and black, see Kenneth F. Kiple and Virginia A. Kiple, "Black Tongue and Black Men: Pellagra and
Slavery in the Antebellum South,"JSH, 43 (1977):411-28; and Grady McWhiney, "The Revolution in Nineteenth-Century Alabama Agriculture,"AlabamaReview,31 (1978): 3-32.

Finch, Rise and Progressof the General Trades' Union of the City of New York(New York, 1833); and the
2John
New York WorkingMan's Advocate,March-April 1844.
21

Antebellum labor spokesmen in the North made precisely these charges;see Edward Pessen, Most Uncom-

monjacksonians: The Radical Leadersof the Early Labor Movement(Albany, N.Y., 1967), pt. 2. Diverse modern evi-
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At mid-century industrial workers in the South as in the North worked primarily in small shops and households rather than in factories. Trade unionists in
Baltimore, Louisville, St. Louis, and New Orleans were with few exceptions
skilled and semi-skilled white artisans, precisely as they were in Philadelphia,
New York, Boston, and Pittsburgh. In Southern as in Northern towns and cities,
the least skilled and prestigious jobs were those done preponderantly by Catholic immigrants rather than by older Protestant, ethnic groups.2 Significantly,
the South attracted far fewer of the antebellum era's "new immigrants"-that
is, Germans and Irish-than did the North. For all of their smaller numbers in
the South, European immigrants played an economic and social role there that
was not dissimilar to what it was in the North. Diverse measurable evidence indicates that the pattern of immigrant life in the United States was national,
rather than distinctly regional, in character. A similar point can be made about
Southern urbanism and manufacturing-namely,
quantitative distinctiveness
(or deficiency), qualitative similarity to the North. Although the value of Southern manufactured products was usually less than one-fifth of the national total
during the antebellum decades, the South was hardly a region devoid of industrial production. Articulate Southerners "crusade[d] to bring the cotton mills to
the cotton fields," and, whether due to their exhortations or to the play of market forces, the amount of capital the slave states invested in cotton manufacturing doubled between 1840 and 1860, surpassing their rate of population
growth.23 Because the South nevertheless lagged far behind the Northeast in
manufacturing, one influential school of historians has described the antebellum
for that matter, Southern society as a whole-as noncapitalist,
economy-and,
prebourgeois, or "seigneurial."24
Some historians have criticized Southern deficiencies in commerce, finance,
transportation, and manufacturing as manifestations of economic wrongheadedness and irrationality and have attributed to these deficiencies the South's
defeat in the Civil War. A number of modern economic historians, cliometricians for the most part, have interpreted the evidence somewhat differently. Invoking the old argument of "comparative advantage," they have noted that
heavy investment in cotton, the nation's great dollar earner in international
trade, was hardly irrational, since it enabled the South to equal the national
rate of profit during the era. Southerners who did invest in Southern factories
dence sustains labor's complaints to a surprising degree. See Stanley Lebergott, Manpower in Economic Growth
(New York, 1964); Walter B. Smith, "Wage Rates on the Erie Canal, 1828-186 1,"JEH, 23 (1963): 298/31 1;
Bruce Laurie, "'Nothing on Compulsion': Life-Styles of Philadelphia Artisans, 1820-1850," Labor History, 15
(1974): 337-76; Herbert G. Gutman, "Work, Culture, and Society in Industrializing America, 1815-1919,"
AHR, 78 (1973): 531-88; and Alan Dawley, Class and Community:The Industrial Revolutionin Lynn (Cambridge,
Mass., 1976).
22 This point is the thesis of a paper on antebellum Southern free labor by Herbert G. Gutman and Ira Berlin that Gutman presented to the Columbia University Seminar on the City in the spring of 1976. For the
North, see Theodore Hershberg et al., "Occupation and Ethnicity in Five Nineteenth-Century Cities: A Collaborative Inquiry," Historical MethodsNewsletter, 7 (1974): 174-216; and Kathleen Neils Conzen, ImmigrantMilwaukee, 1836-1860: Accommodationand Communityin a FrontierCity (Cambridge, Mass., 1976).
23 Herbert Collins, "The Southern Industrial Gospel before 1860,"JSH,
12 (1946): 386-402; and Starobin,
Industrial Slavery in the Old South, 13.
24 See, in particular, Genovese, The Political Economyof Slavery,and The Worldthe SlaveholdersMade; Barrington
Moore, Jr., Social Origins of Dictatorshipand Democracy:Lord and Peasant in the Making of the Modern World (Boston,
1966); and Luraghi, The Rise and Fall of the Plantation South.
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got a return that compared favorably with industrial profits elsewhere. (Why,
ask the critics, didn't they invest more of their capital that way?) If Southern
manufacturing was outdistanced by that in the Northeast, it compared favorably with industrial production in the Northwest and, for that matter, in Continental Europe in the mid-nineteenth century. If the South suffered inordinately
in the wake of the financial panics of 1837 and 1839, it was, as Reginald C.
McGrane noted long ago, precisely because the South had speculated excessively in transportation projects and land acquisition as well as other investments. The South's "unusually favorable system of navigable streams and rivers" has been cited to explain its lag in railroads. Yet in the 1840s Southern
railroads "equalled or exceeded the national average capitalization per mile."
The views of many scholars are expressed in Gavin Wright's recent observation
that "before the War the South was wealthy, prosperous, expanding geographically, and gaining economically at rates that compared favorably to those of the
rest of the country."25
Antebellum Northern investors, like their counterparts in the South and in
Europe, put their money into American products, industrial and agricultural,
solid and flimsy, drawn almost entirely by the profit margin likely to result from
their investment. Investors in all latitudes appear to have been indifferent to
possible long-range consequences of their financial transactions, acting rather on
the principle that the "rational" investment was the one likely to pay off. That
the railroads, the diversified industry, and the commercial superiority of the
North turned out to have important military implications in the 1860s could
hardly have been anticipated by earlier profit-seekers. When the commercial
magnates known as the Boston Associates invested heavily in factories built in
the new suburbs of Boston, they hardly had in mind outfitting Union troops a
generation later; they were much more concerned about maintaining close ties
with Southern cotton magnates on whose raw materials they were so heavily dependent. There is something bizarre in historians, more than a century after the
event, scrutinizing the economic behavior of antebellum capitalists and subjecting that behavior to unrealistic tests of rationality and farsightedness that
these men themselves would have found farfetched.
To argue, however, as several historians have, that a substantial Southern
25 Wright, The Political Economyof the CottonSouth, 89. The other assertions in this paragraph are based on
Paul A. David, "The Growth of Real Product in the United States before 1840: New Evidence, Controlled
Conjectures,"JEH, 27 (1967): 151-95; Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross, 1: 254-55; Fred Bateman and
35 (1975): 182Thomas Weiss, "Comparative Regional Development in Antebellum Manufacturing,"JEH,
208; Fred Bateman et al., "Profitability in Southern Manufacturing: Estimates for 1860," Exploratzonsin EconomicIlistory, 12 (1975): 211-12, 226-30; James Roger Sharp, TheJacksonians versusthe Banks: Politics in the States
after the Panic of 1837 (New York, 1970), 28; McGrane, The Panic of 1837: Some Financial Problemsof the Jacksonian Era (Chicago, 1924); James A. Ward, "A New Look at Antebellum Southern Railroad Development," JSH, 39 (1973): 413, 419-20; Lewis E. Atherton, The SouthernCountryStore, 1800-1860 (Baton Rouge,
1949); Mern E. Reed, New Orleansand the Railroads: The Strugglefor CommercialEmpire, 1830-1860 (Baton Rouge,
1966); Fred Bateman and Thomas Weiss, "Manufacturing in the Antebellum South," in Paul Uselding, ed.,
Research in Economic History: An Annual Compilation of Research, 1 (Greenwich, Conn., 1976): 1-44; Fleisig,
"Slavery, the Supply of Agricultural Labor, and the Industrialization of the South," 592; and Fred Bateman et
al., "The Participation of Planters in Manufacturing in the Antebellum South," AgrinulturalHistovy, 48 (1974):
277-97. Blaine A. Brownell has argued that Southern industrialism was expanding and that there were
"remarkable structural similarities in Southern and Northern industry on the eve of the Civil War." But his
argument largely rests on the impressionistic observations of European visitors. Brownell, "Urbanization in the
South: A Unique Experience?" Mississippi Qyarterly,26 (1973): 105-20.
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lag-whether in railroad mileage or urban growth-is not as great when it is
measured in per capita rather than absolute terms26 explains away rather than
explains these fundamental sectional differences. For it can reasonably be maintained that the antebellum South's comparatively small white population
(which accounted for its high per capita rates) was not due to historical accident
but to significant features, if not failings, in Southern civilization. That all differences between two communities indubitably have a historical explanationbe it the smaller population, the hotter climate, or the prevalence of enslaved
blacks-in no sense detracts from the significance of those differences. The burden of my argument is not that antebellum economic developments in the states
south of the Potomac were almost exactly like, let alone a mirror image of, those
in the states north of the river but rather that the economies were similar in significant ways that are often taken for granted, as, for example, in the similar operation of the profit motive or the similarity of the laws of inheritance in the two
sections. And even where, as in industrial production and labor systems, the
South and North differed most glaringly, modern evidence has reduced and
placed in a somewhat different perspective the gulf between them. As for the recent suggestion that the South was not capitalistic, I shall defer comment until I
have first dealt with social and political matters, since capitalism concerns more
than economic arrangements alone.

HISTORIANS HAVE LONG KNOWN that a society's social structure offers an important clue to its character. The kind of social classes that exist, the gulf between
them, their roles in society, the ease or difficulty of access to higher from lower
rungs on the social ladder, and the relationships between the classes tell as much
about a civilization as do any other phenomena.27 What distinguishes modern
from earlier historians in their treatment of social class is the extent to which
they have borrowed from social scientists both in theorizing about class and in
the methodology used for measurement. Employing these new approaches, historians have drastically modified earlier notions of antebellum society.
The ancient belief that the white antebellum South consisted of two classes,
wealthy planters at the top and a great mass of poor whites below, may continue to command some popular acceptance. That belief has been so long dead
among historians, however, that as early as 1946 Fabian Linden could remark
that "the debunking of the 'two class' fallacy" had "become the tedious cliche."28For, beginning in 1940 and continuing steadily thereafter, Frank L. Ows2b Fogel and Engerman, Timeon the Cross,1: 254; and Curry, "Urbanization and Urbanism in the Old
South," 43-60.
27 For a discussion of the variety of ways of defining class, see Harold Hodges, SocialStratification:
Class in
America(Cambridge, Mass., 1969); Leonard Reissman, Class in AnericanSociety(New York, 1967); W. Lloyd
Warner with Marchia Meeker and Kenneth Eells, SocialClassin Amnerica:
A Manualof Procedure
for the Measurementof SocialStatus(New York, 1960); Bernard Barber,SocialStratification:
A Comparative
Analysisof Structure
and
Process(New York, 1957); Reinhard Bendix and Seymour Martin Lipset, eds., Class,Status,and Power:Social
in Comparative
Stratljication
Perspective
(New York, 1966); and Edward Pessen, Riches,Class,and Powerbeforethe
Civil War(Lexington, Mass., 1973), 165-247.
'28 Linden, "Economic Democracy in the Slave South: An Appraisalof Some Recent Views,"Joumalof Negro
History,31 (1946): 187.

Figure1: D'Evereux, located in Natchez, Mississippi,is one of the best examples of Greek revival architecture
in the South; it was built in 1840, and James Hardie was the architect. Photographreproducedcourtesyof the
author-photographerfrom G. E. Kidder Smith, A PictorialHistoryofArchitecture
in America,1 (New York:American Heritage Publishing Company, Inc., 1976): 367.

ley and a group of scholars influenced by his work utilized hitherto neglected
primary sources to reveal that the most typical white Southerners by far were
small farmers working the modest acreage they owned with few, if any, slaves.'
The too neat portrait that the Owsley school drew of the white Southern social structure was quite similar to the picture of Northernsociety accepted by historians less than a generation ago.' The white population was ostensibly composed primarily of the great "middling orders," hard-working, proud, and not
unprosperous farmers for the most part, whose chance to rise even higher so29
Ulrich B. Phillips and Lewis Cecil Gray early in this century portrayeda Southern economy and society
in the Southern
composed of diverse elements; Life and Laborin the Old South,339-40; and Histotyof Agriculture
UnitedStatesto 1860,passim.But Frank L. Owsley and his discipleseffectively dealt the death blow to the twoclass concept. Representativewritings by the "Owsley School" include Frank L. Owsley and Harriet C. Owsley, "The Economic Basis of Society in the Late Ante-Bellum South,"JSH, 6 (1940): 24-45; Harry L. Coles,
"Some Notes on Slaveownershipand Landownershipin Louisiana, 1850-1860,"ibid.,9 (1943):381-94; Frank L.
Owsley, Plain Folk of the Old South(Baton Rouge, 1949); Blanche H. Clark, The TennesseeYeoman,1840-1860
(Nashville, 1942); Chase C. Mooney, "Some Institutional and Statistical Aspects of Slavery in Tennessee,"
HistoricalQuarterly,
50 (1942): 195-228; and Herbert Weaver, MississippiFarmers,1850-1860 (NashTennessee
ville, Tenn., 1945).
30 In David Potter'sphrase, the Owsley School had "delineatedthe structureof antebellum society in terms
in which large slaveholdersand plain farmerswere practically indistinguishable";TheSouthandSectionalConflict, 14. For a devastating critique of the Owsley approach, see Linden, "Economic Democracy in the Slave
South," 140-89. For an equally critical recent statement, see Wright, "'Economic Democracy' and the Concentration of AgriculturalWealth in the Cotton South, 1850-1860," Agricultural
History,44 (1970):63-94. Also
see Eaton, The Growthof Southern
Civilization,154-60; and Campbell and Lowe, WealthandPowerin Antebellum
Texas.For a rare-rare, that is, in this scholarlyera-opposing viewpoint, see Eugene D. Genovese, "Yeoman
Farmers in the Slaveholders'Democracy," Agnrcultural
History,49 (1975): 341.

Figure2: Rose Hill, located in Geneva, New York, is a fine example of Northern Greek revival architecture;
William K. Strong, a retiredNew York City merchant, built the mansion in 1839 on land purchased from the
Rose family. Photograph reproduced courtesy of the author-photographer
tory of Architecturein America, 188s

from Kidder Smith, A Pictorial His-

cially matched the opportunities an increasingly democratic society gave them
to exert political influence and power. Small groups of rich men-great planters
in the one clime and merchants and industrialists in the other---occupied the
highest social plateau; professionals who served the rich were slightly above the
middle, which was occupied by small business people and independent farmers,
skilled artisans, and clerks; and below them stood industrial and landless agricultural laborers. Since class is determined not by bread alone, blacks-whether
slave or free and regardless of how much individuals among them had managed
to accumulate-were
universally relegated to the lowest levels of the social
structure, scorned even by white vagrants and frequently unemployed workers,
urban and rural, who constituted America's equivalent of a propertyless proletariat."i
The achievement of recent research is its transformation of what was a rather
blurred image of social groups, whose membership and possessions were both
31 For the Southern class structure,see Frank Huffman, Jr., "Town and Country in the South, 1850-1880:
76 (1977): 366-81; Owsley, Plain
A Comparisonof Urban and Rural Social Structures,"SouthAtlanticQyarterly,
Folkof the Old South;Craven, The Comingof the Civil War,27-31; James C. Bonner, "Profile of a Late AnteBellum Community," AHR, 49 (1943-44): 663-80; D. L. A. Hackett, "The Social Structure of Jacksonian
Louisiana," LouisianaStudies, 12 (1973): 324-53; McDonald and McWhiney, "The Antebellum Southern
Herdsman";and Roger W. Shugg, Originsof ClassStrugglein Louisiana(University, La., 1939). For a devastating critical analysis of Shugg's research,see Joseph G. Tregle, Jr., "Another Look at Shugg's Louisiana,"
LouisianaHistory,17 (1976): 245-81. And, for a modest, lovely book about merchants and their place in the
Southern community, see Atherton, TheSouthern
Country
Store,1800-1860.
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unclear, into a more sharply focused picture. By digging deeper, particularly in
nineteenth-century data on wealth and property, historians have come close to
knowing the numbers of families belonging to different wealth strata and the
amount of wealth these families owned. The beauty of the new evidence on who
and how many owned what and how much is that in the antebellum era wealth
appears to have been the surest sign of social, as well as of economic, position.
Antebellum wealth was almost invariably made in socially acceptable ways.
Modern scholars have found that "the social divisions of antebellum America
were essentially wealth-holding categories." The upper class did not comprise so
much the families who "controlled the means of production" as it did the families who "controlled the vast wealth created largely through the exchange of
goods produced."32 Degree of wealth was the surest sign of the quality of housing, furnishings, and household goods a family could afford, of its style of living
and uses of leisure, and of the social circle within which it moved and its individual members married. Gathering from the manuscript census schedules, probate inventories, and tax assessors' reports statistically valid samples or, in some
cases, evidence on every family in the community under study, modem scholars
have been able to arrange the antebellum Southern and Northern populations
on a wealth-holding scale. While it is close to a statistical inevitability that the
distribution of wealth in the South and North would not be precisely the same,
the most striking feature of the evidence is how similarly wealth was distributed-or maldistributed-in the two sections.
On the eve of the Civil War one-half of the free adult males in both the South
and the North held less than 1 percent of the real and personal property. In contrast, the richest 1 percent owned 27 percent of the wealth. Turning from the
remarkable similarity in sectional patterns of wealthholding at the bottom and
the very top, the richest 5 to 10 percent of propertyowners controlled a somewhat greater share of the South's wealth, while what might be called the upper
middle deciles (those below the top tenth) held a slightly smaller share in the
North. The South also came close to monopolizing wealthy counties, the per
capita wealth of which was $4,000 or more and, despite its smaller population,
the South, according to the 1860 census, contained almost two-thirds of those
persons in the nation whose worth was at least $110,000. According to Lee Soltow, the leading student of this evidence, these sectional disparities "could be attributed almost entirely to slave values.... If one could eliminate slave market
value from the distribution of wealth in 1860 ..., the inequality levels in the
North and South were similar."33
In view of the centrality of slavery to the antebellum South, it is idle to speak
of "eliminating the market value" of slaves from the sectional comparison.
Northern free labor, rural and industrial, also represented a form of "sectional
wealth," if a much overlooked form. Although as individual human beings they
32 Wright, ThePoliticalEconomy
of theCottonSouth,37; and Edward Pessen, "The Social Configuration of the
Antebellum City: An Historical and Theoretical Inquiry,"Joumalof UrbanHistory,2 (1976): 278-79.
" Soltow, Menand Wealthin the UnitedStates,1850-1870 (New Haven, 1975), 99, 101, 133-34, 149, 152, 158.
But see Wright, ThePoliticalEconomy
of the CottonSouth,25-27.
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did not add to their own private wealth or to the wealth of the employers they
served, their labor created wealth for themselves and for these same capitalists at
rates of productivity that, I believe, even Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman would concede compared favorably with the rates of the most efficient
slaves. In other words, the North had access to a form of wealth, free labor, that
was roughly as valuable per capita as was slave wealth, however absent this
Northern wealth was from the reports prepared by census takers and assessors.
Given the known habits of these officials to overlook small property holdingsprecisely the kind of holdings that would have been owned by Northern working people-and to accept as true the lies people swore to as to their worth,34 it
is likely that the fairly substantial cumulative wealth owned by small farmers
and modest wage earners was almost entirely omitted from the wealth equation.
Such groups were far more numerous in the North than in the South. Had
slaves been treated as part of the potential property-owning Southern population to which they actually belonged, instead of being treated as property pure
and simple, the total wealth of the antebellum South would have been diminished by several billion dollars: the product of multiplying the number of slaves
by the average market price of almost $1,000 per slave.35 The addition of nearly
four million very poor black people to the number of potential propertyowners
in the South would have increased its rate of inequality (and the Gini coefficient
of concentration that measures it), although not everywhere to the same extent.36
Wealth in both sections was distributed more equally-perhaps the more apt
phrase is less unequally-in the countryside than in towns and cities. While the
rural North has been less intensively investigated than its Southern counterpart,
enough research has been completed to disclose that the North was hardly a
haven of egalitarian distribution of property. Rural Wisconsin (which had a
Gini coefficient of inequality as high as that of antebellum Texas), the Michigan
frontier, and northwestern New York State were centers of inequality and pov" See Edward Pessen, "The Egalitarian Myth and the American Social Reality: Wealth, Mobility, and
Equality in the 'Era of the Common Man,' " AHR, 76 (1971):995, 998, and "The Wealthiest New Yorkersof
the Jacksonian Era: A New List," New-YorkHistoricalSocietyQyarterly, 54 (1970): 148-52; Soltow, Men and
Wealthin the UnitedStates,1850-1870, passim;and Richard K. Jones, "Stonington Borough:A Connecticut Seaport in the Nineteenth Century" (Ph.D. dissertation,City University of New York, 1976), 424-25. Jones has
shown that in dozens of cases the market value of probated estates was two to four times the value that had
only recently been attributed to these same estates by assessors.
35 Randolph B. Campbell and Richard G. Lowe's stimulating and excellent "counterfactualexercise"in assessing the effect on the antebellum South's distributionof wealth of "freeingthe slaves" has the one omission
that I can detect of failing to restore-and with interest-the capital that Southernershad invested in slave
purchases; Wealthand Powerin Antebellum
Texas,55, 135, 146-53. The same theme has also engaged Gavin
Wright, Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman, Lee Soltow, and Robert Gallman. Also see Engerman, "Some
ConsiderationsRelating to Property Rights in Man,"JEH, 33 (1973):43-65.
36 This is, at least, the conclusion of Campbell and Lowe, who have found that "freeing"slaves and thus
diminishing the wealth of rich propertyownersis balanced out by the substantial enlargement of potential
propertyowners,in the personsof very poor blacks. In antebellum Charleston,by contrast, transformingslaves
from property into (potentially property-owning)people would have had a marked effect on wealth distribution, increasingthe proportionof the propertylessby almost a third and substantially expanding the percentages of wealth owned by the richest 1 percent and 10 percent. The explanation of this maldistribution is the
very large proportionof blacks in Charleston,where they comprised more than 50 percent of the population.
See Michael P. Johnson, "Wealth and Class in Charleston in 1860," paper presented at the Citadel Conference on the South, held in Charleston, April 19-21, 1979, p. 5.
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erty. At mid-century, the proportion of white men who owned land in any
amount was substantially lower in the Northwest than in the South. The percentage of free males owning land in the North as a whole was slightly smaller
than in the South. Owing to the absence of slaves and to the relative paucity of
very large farms, wealth was somewhat less unequally distributed in the rural
North than in the South.37
In investigating the distribution of wealth in the antebellum rural South,
scholars have probed data on different states, counties, and regions. The patterns throughout are remarkably similar, whether for wealth in general, land
and real estate, or personal and slave property. Accentuating the maldistribution of landed wealth-whether in Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas, the
"cotton South," or the agricultural South as a whole-was a fact of life that the
Owsley school neglected: the dollar value per acre of large farms owned by
slave-owning planters was substantially greater than the value per acre of the
small farm. And yet, regardless of the nature of the soil or the proportion of
large farms in a given region, the rates of wealth concentration were remarkably
similar as well as constant during the decades before the war. Paralleling the recent finding that in antebellum Texas, no matter what the differences were "in
climate, soil, and extent of settlement, the most striking fact is. . . the high degree of concentration in wealthholding across all the regions," another recent
study reports no great differences in "the degree of inequality" between the cotton South and the other "major agricultural regions" of grain, tobacco, sugar,
and rice production in 1860.38
The distribution of slave wealth closely followed the pattern of other forms of
Southern wealth.39 During the decade before the war, slaveownership was confined to between 20 and 25 percent of white families, and maldistribution of this
form of property was the rule within the slave-owning population. Half of all
slaveowners owned five or fewer slaves, with only one-tenth owning the twenty
or more slaves that by Ulrich B. Phillips's definition made them "planters." Less
than one-half of 1 percent owned one hundred or more slaves. As with other
forms of wealth, the concentration of slave wealth increased slightly between
1850 and 1860.4
7 ee Soltow, Patters of Wealthholding
since1850 (Madison, Wisc., 1971), 78, 79, 88, and Men and
in Wisconsin
Texas, 128-29;
Wealthin the UnitedStates,1850-1870, 41; Campbell and Lowe, WealthandPowerin Antebellum
George Blackburn and Sherman L. Richards, Jr., "A Demographic History of the West: Manistee County,
Vale":A Hardscrabble
Michigan, 1860,"JAH, 57 (1970):613, 618; and Wendell Tripp, ed., Through"Poverty's
in UpstateNew York,1832-1867 (Syracuse, 1974).
Boyhood
Texas,35-42, 45, 55, 129-30, 135; Albert Niemi, Jr.,
38 Campbell and Lowe, Wealthand Powerin Antebellum
"Inequality in the Distribution of Slave Wealth: The Cotton South and Other Southern Agricultural Regions,"JEH, 37 (1977): 747-53; Linden, "Economic Democracy in the Slave South," 150-51, 157-59, 161-64,
170-72; Bonner, "Profileof a Late Ante-Bellum Community," 673, 675; Soltow, Menand Wealthin the United
States,1850-1870, passim;and Gavin Wright, "'Economic Democracy' and the Concentration of Agricultural
Wealth in the Cotton South, 1850-1860," 74. For Wright's minor revisionsof the wealth estimates for 1850,
of the CottonSouth,31. Huffman's "Town and Country in the South" is
see his more recent PoliticalEconomy
indeed the "hurriedsurvey" its author conceded it to be.
"9According to Albert Niemi, "inequality in slave holdings is a good proxy for inequality in total wealth"
throughout the antebellum South; "Inequality in the Distribution of Slave Wealth."
of
Texas,43-44. Also see Wright, ThePoliticalEconomy
4 Campbell and Lowe, WealthandPowerin Antebellum
the CottonSouth,34-35; Linden, "Economic Democracy in the Slave South," 150-52, 166; and Soltow, Menand
Wealthin the UnitedStates,1850-1870, 134, 142.
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While the South had long lagged behind the North in urban development,
recent scholarship has unearthed evidence that Southern cities grew at a remarkable rate during the antebellum decades.4" If the Southern rate of urban
expansion still did not match the Northern quantitatively, Southern cities, old
and new, were qualitatively not unlike their Northern counterparts.42 Antebellum cities in all latitudes were amazingly similar in the roles they played in the
political, administrative, financial, economic, artistic, and intellectual affairs of
their regions. Antebellum cities were also alike in the types of men who ran
them, in the underlying social philosophies guiding those men, and in their "social configurations."43 Not the least of the similarities of cities in both great sections was in their distribution of wealth.
Three things can be said about the distribution of wealth in the towns and
cities of the Old South. Property ownership was even more concentrated there
than in rural areas. Riches became more unequally distributed with the passage
of time, with the proportion of the propertyless increasing sharply between 1850
and 1860. There was an increase too in the proportion of urban wealth owned
by the largest wealthholders-at least for the dozen communities measured to
date.44 And the patterns of wealth distribution in Southern cities were very
much like those that obtained in the North.
The pattern of wealth distribution in Providence and Newport (Rhode Island), Pelham and Ware (Massachusetts), Newark, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Mil4' Curry, "Urbanization and Urbanism in the Old South"; Huffman, "Town and Country in the South";
Lyle W. Dorsett and Albert H. Shaffer, "Was the Antebellum South Antiurban? A Suggestion,"JSH, 38
(1972): 93-100; Brownell, "Urbanization in the South"; Richard J. Hopkins, "Are Southern Cities Unique?
26 (1973): 121-44; James M. Russell, "Atlanta, Gate City of the
Persistenceas a Clue," MississippiQuarterly,
South, 1847 to 1885" (Ph.D. dissertation,Princeton University, 1972);and David R. Goldfield, "Pursuingthe
American Dream: Cities in the Old South," in Blaine A. Brownell and David R. Goldfield, eds., The City in
Southern
History:7he Growthof UrbanCivilizationin the South(Port Washington, 1977), 52-91, 198-204.
42 Curry has offered an ingenious but unpersuasiveargument designed to show that the urban proportion of
the antebellum South's total population growth compared favorably with the Northern figure. For my critique, see note 8, above. The fact remains,however, that, from a starting point at the beginning of the century
that was well behind the North, the South, by a number of significant measures,did come close to matching
Northern urban growth during the antebellum decades.
" Pessen, "The Social Configuration of the Antebellum City," 267-306; D. Clayton James, Antebellum
NatGrowthin Texas,
of UIrban
chez(Baton Rouge, 1968);Kenneth W. Wheeler, To Weara City'sCrown:TheBeginnings
1836-1865 (Cambridge, Mass., 1968); Richard C. Wade, The UrbanFrontier(Cambridge, Mass., 1959); Robert C. Reinders,Endof an Era:New Orleans,1850-1860 (New Orleans, 1964);Michael H. Frisch, TownintoCity:
andtheMeaningof Community,
1840-1880 (Cambridge,Mass., 1972);Sam Bass Warner,
Massachusetts,
Springfield,
Jr., ThePrivateCity:Philadelphiain ThreePeriodsof Its Growth(Philadelphia, 1968);Stuart M. Blumin, The Urban
AmericanCommunity
(Chicago, 1976); Richard S. Alcorn,
Threshold:
Growthand Changein a Nineteenth-Century
"Leadershipand Stability in Mid-Nineteenth-CenturyAmerica:A Case Study of an Illinois Town,"JAH, 61
(1974):685-702; Harold Hurst, "The Elite Class of Newport, Rhode Island, 1830-1860" (Ph.D. dissertation,
New York University, 1975);Pessen, Riches,Class,andPowerbeforetheCivil War;and Robert Doherty, Societyand
Power:Five New EnglandTowns,1800-1860 (Amherst, Mass., 1977). In preparation is a comparative study of
antebellum Charleston and Boston by Jane H. Pease and William H. Pease that, from the glimpses of it I
have seen, promises to be a fascinating piece of work pointing in a direction that differs from the one I have
followed. The Peases presented a stimulating paper, "Social Structure and the Potential for Urban Change:
Boston and Charleston in the 1830's,"at the Ninety-Third Annual Meeting of the American Historical Association, held in San Francisco, December 28-30, 1978.
HistoricalQuarterly,
81
4 Susan Jackson, "Movin' On: Mobility through Houston in the 1850's,"Southwestern
(1978): 260;Jackson, "The People of Houston in the 1850's";Campbell and Lowe, WealthandPowerin Antebellum Texas,passim;Robert E. Gallman, "Trends in the Size Distribution of Wealth in the Nineteenth Century:
Some Speculations,"in Lee Soltow, ed., Six Paperson theSize Distribution
of WealthandIncome(New York, 1969);
Johnson, "Wealth and Class in Charleston in 1860," 4, 12-13; Wheeler, To Weara City'sCrown,31, 79, 110,
Natchez,136-37, 153-59, 165-66, 169-70, 178.
114, 131-32; and James, Antebellum
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waukee, the great cities on the Northeastern seaboard, and a dozen other Northern urban centers was impressively consistent and glaringly unequal. The sharp
maldistribution of the 1820s and 1830s became more widely skewed with the
passage of time (the Gini coefficients of inequality for 1860 matched those prevalent in the South). On the eve of the Civil War, the wealth of most cities, while
greatly augmented, was "less widely dispersed than it had been earlier"; the
propertyless groups in Stonington (Connecticut) and Chicago, for example,
comprised between two-thirds and three-fourths of all households by the outbreak of the war.45
Nor do sectional rates of vertical mobility appear to have been much different. In 1856 Cassius M. Clay told an Ohio audience that "the northern laboring
man could, and frequently did, rise above the condition [into] which he was
born to the first rank of society and wealth," but he "never knew such an instance in the South."46 Recently unearthed evidence on the social origins of the
men in the "first rank" does not sustain Clay's surmise, so popular with contemporary yeasayers. In the South, "increasing barriers to slaveownership resulting
from higher slave prices and the growing concentration of wealth" left "lesser
planters," not to mention laboring men, with their "aspiration thwarted."47 And
in Wayne County (Michigan), Newport, Stonington,
in the North-whether
small towns in Massachusetts, Chicago, and Brooklyn, or the great cities of New
and rich men of humble birth were a
York, Boston, and Philadelphia-eminent
rarity. Evidence on the more likely movement from a lower social position to an
adjacent one, rather than to the very top, remains in pitifully short supply. In
antebellum Philadelphia, small New England counties, and rural Georgia, even
the modest movement from one plebian level to another appears to have seldom
occurred.48
45

Doherty, Society and Power: Five New England Towns, 48; Hurst, "The Elite Class of Newport, Rhode Is-

land," 58, 65, 67, 76, 77;Jones, "Stonington Borough," 351-52; Stuart M. Blumin, "Mobility and Change in
Antebellum Philadelphia," in Stephan Thernstrom and Richard Sennett, eds., Nineteenth-Century
Cities:Essays
in the New UrbanHistory(New Haven, 1969), 204; Pessen, "The Egalitarian Myth and the American Social
Reality," 1019-27; Craig Buettinger, "Economic Inequality in Early Chicago, 1840-1850,"Journalof Social
History,11 (1978): 414; and Lee Soltow, "The Wealth, Income, and Social Class of Men in Large Northern
Cities of the United States in 1860,"in James D. Smith, ed., The Personal Distributionof Incomeand Wealth (New
York, 1975), 235-41. I have omitted a discussion of comparative sectional income because of the paucity,
spottiness, and unrealiability of aggregate income estimates for this period. For a devastating critique of the
weaknessesin the 1840 census, in Richard A. Easterlin'sstudy based on it, "InterregionalDifferences in Per
Capita Income, Population, and Total Income, 1840 to 1950," in Trendsin the AmericanEconomyin the Nineteenth

Studiesin Incomeand Wealth,vol. 24 (Princeton, 1960), and in the numerousstudies that in turn rely on
Century:
Easterlin'sconjectures,see Gerald Gunderson, "Southern Ante-Bellum Income Reconsidered,"Explorations
in
EconomicHistory, 10 (1973): 151-76.
4 Clay, as quoted in Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor,Free Men: The Ideologyof the RepublicanParty beforethe Civil
War (New York, 1970), 48. Also see Eaton, The Growth of SouthernCivilization, 152-53; Simkins, The Everlasting
South, 38-39; and Owsley, Plain Folk of the Old South, 133-34.
47 Wright, The Political Economyof the Cotton South, 35-37; James L. Roark, Masters without Slaves: Southern
Planters in the Civil War and Reconstruction(New York, 1977), 8; Shugg, Origins of Class Struggk in Louisiana, 33;

Bonner, "Profileof a Late Ante-Bellum Community," 673, 675, 679; and Michael P. Johnson, "Planters and
Patriarchy:Charleston, 1800-1860,"JSH, 46 (1980):47.
48 Alexandra McCoy, "The Political Affiliations of American Economic Elites: Wayne County, Michigan,
1844-1860, as a Test Case" (Ph.D. dissertation,Wayne State University, 1965);Jones, "Stonington Borough";
Hurst, "The Elite Class of Newport, Rhode Island," 47-53; Danforth, "The Influence of Socioeconomic Factors upon Political Behavior";Doherty, SocietyandPower:FiveNew EnglandTowns,61-62, 69; Stuart Mack Blumin, "Mobility in a Nineteenth-CenturyAmerican City: Philadelphia, 1820-1860" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1968); Peter R. Knights, The Plain People of Boston, 1830-1860: A Study in City Growth
(New York, 1971), chap. 5; Pessen, Riches, Class, and Power beforethe Civil War, pt. 2; and Buettinger, "Economic

Inequality in Early Chicago," 416-17.
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Throwing important, if indirect, light on the relatively slight opportunities for
upward social and economic movement antebellum America offered to poor or
economically marginal men is the era's high rate of physical or geographical
mobility. In rural as well as urban communities, in large cities and small, and
on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line, armies of footloose Americans were on
the move, following trails never dreamed of in the Turner thesis. One-half of the
residents, primarily the poorer and propertyless, left those communities from
one decade to another in their search for a more acceptable living.49 I have no
doubt that future research will yet disclose that, during what was a period of economic expansion in both sections, significant numbers of Americans improved
their lot, even if modestly.50 To date, however, the data reveal equally slight
rates of social mobility and high rates of geographical mobility on both sides of
the Mason-Dixon line.
Carl Degler has recently observed that Southern society "differed from northern in that the social hierarchy culminated in the planter, not the industrialist."5' At mid-century, great Northern fortunes, in fact, owed more to commerce
and finance than to manufacturing. What is perhaps more important is that a
sharply differentiated social hierarchy obtained in both sections. In Degler's
phrase, planter status was "the ideal to which other white southerners aspired."
A good case can be made for the equally magnetic attraction that exalted merchant status had for Northerners. If the fragmentary evidence on Virginia,
Georgia, and the Carolinas, which Jane H. Pease has so effectively exploited, is
any indication, then great planters lived less sybaritically and consumed less
conspicuously than historians have previously thought. If Philip Hone's marvelous diary-two dozen full-to-the-brim volumes of life among the swells during the antebellum decades-has broader implication, then the Northeastern social and economic elite commanded a lifestyle of an elegance and costliness that,
among other things, proved irresistably attractive to the aristocratic Southerners
who graced Hone's table, pursued diversion with other members of Hone's set,
and married into its families-the Gardiners, Coolidges, Coldens, Bayards, Gouverneurs, and Kortrights."
That the social structures of the antebellum South and North were in some
important respects similar does not, of course, make them carbon copies of one
another. In this as in other respects the chief difference between the sections was
that one of them harbored a huge class of enslaved blacks. John C. Calhoun,
49Knights, The Plain People of Boston, 1830-1860, 76, 108-09, 115-18; Doherty, Society and Power: Five New
England Towns, 3; Don H. Doyle, "The Social Order of a Frontier Town: Jacksonville, Illinois, 1825-1870,"
paper presentedto the Annual Meeting of the Organization of American Historians,held in Denver, April 18,
1974, p. 2; Huffman, "Town and Country in the South," 372-73; Linden, "Economic Democracy in the Slave
South," 178, 180-81; Hopkins, "AreSouthern Cities Unique?" 139;Michael B. Katz et al., "Migrationand the
Social Order in Erie County, New York, 1855,"Journal of InterdisciplinaryHistory, 8 (1978):669; Goldfield, "Pursuing the American Urban Dream," 60; and Jackson, "Movin' On: Mobility through Houston in the 1850's,"
251, 269, 282.
"?Edward Pessen,"Social Mobility in American History:Some Brief Reflections,"JSH,45 (1979): 165-84.
' Degler, Place over Time, 56.
12 Pease, "A Note on Patterns of Conspicuous Consumption among Seaboard Planters, 1820-1860,"JSH,
35 (1969): 381-93; and Edward Pessen, "Philip Hone's Set: The Social World of the New York City Elite in
the 'Age of Egalitarianism,'" New- YorkHistorical SocietyQyarterly,56 (1972): 285-308, "The Lifestyle of the Antebellum Urban Elite," Mid-America, 55 (1973): 163-83, and "The Marital Theory and Practice of the Antebellum Urban Elite," New YorkHistory, 53 (1972): 389-410.
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James H. Hammond, George Fitzhugh, and other influential Southern champions of white supremacy never ceased reminding their antebellum audiences,
therefore, that in the South "the two great divisions of society [were] not the rich
and the poor, but white and black, and all the former, the poor as well as the
rich, belong to the upper classes."53Several historians have recently agreed that
great planters and small white farmers in the South shared common interests,
for all the disparity in their condition.54 The interests of the different social
classes will be considered in the discussion of influence and power that follows.
Whatever these interests may have been, Southern whites, rural and urban,
lived as did Northerners-in a stratified society marked by great inequalities in
status, material condition, and opportunity.

in antebellum America have been
the subjects of massive recent research. Most discussions of antebellum politics
have stressed differences between the major parties. The literature takes on new
meaning peculiarly germane to this discussion when it is recast and its focus
shifted to a comparison of politics in the North and South. Politics, as Samuel
Johnson once observed, often touches human beings but lightly. A recent study
of antebellum North Carolina reports that its political system, which was indifferent to pressing problems, was only saved from "violent explosions" by "its
own practical insignificance."55 That people may be indifferent to the politics of
their time, perhaps sensibly so, does not render politics insignificant to the historian. In retreating from history as past politics, some of us appear to have taken
up a history of nonpolitics. This is silly. For how the political system works,
whether for good or for ill, is as important a clue to the character of a civilization as any other.
By mid-century the American political system was everywhere formally democratic. Notorious exceptions to and limitations on democracy persisted, but
they persisted in both North and South and for largely the same reasons. If
blacks could not vote in the Old South, with rare exceptions neither could they
vote in the Old North, where they were barred by statute, subterfuge, custom,
and intimidation.56 The South initiated the movement to limit the powers and
terms of office of the judiciary and substitute popular elections for the appointment of judges. When Fletcher M. Green reminded us a generation ago that antebellum Southern states created new, and modified old, constitutions that were
INFLUENCE, POWER, AND, ABOVE ALL, POLITICS

53 Calhoun, Speech before the U.S. Senate, as quoted in Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, 1: 419.
Genovese, "Yeoman Farmers in a Slaveholders' Democracy," 338; Degler, Place over Time, 80-81; Wright,
The Political Economyof the CottonSouth, 42; and Otto H. Olsen, "Historians and the Extent of Slaveownership in
the Southern United States," Civil War History, 18 (1972): 101-16.
5 Harry Legare Watson II," 'Bitter Combinations
of the Neighborhood': The Second American Party System in Cumberland County, North Carolina" (Ph.D. dissertation, Northwestern University, 1976), 65.
" The best comprehensive overview of the political and other
deprivations suffered by Northern free blacks
is Leon Litwack, North of Slavery (Chicago, 1971). Invaluable on Northern racial attitudes is George M. Fredrickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-AmericanCharacterand Destiny, 1817-1914 (New
York, 1971). As is still true in the twentieth century, apportionment discriminated in favor of rural over urban
areas; see Michael P. Johnson, Towarda PatriarchalRepublic: The Secessionof Georgia(Baton Rouge, 1977), 87-88.
54
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fully as democratic as those in Northern states, he concluded that by this "progressive expansion in the application of the doctrine of political equality .. ., the
aristocratic planter class had been shorn of its political power." Power, he
claimed, had now been transferred to "the great mass of whites."57 As Green's
critics were quick to point out, popular suffrage and theoretical rights to hold
office are not synonomous with popular power.58 Yet these are not empty or hollow rights. That they have often been made so testifies not to their insignificance
but rather to the importance of the larger context in which democratic political
gains are registered. It remains neither a small matter nor a small similarity that
on the constitutional level the antebellum North and South were similarly democratic and republican.59
At least as important as a society's system for selecting political officeholders is
the kind of men who are regularly selected and their characteristic performance
in office. In collecting evidence on political figures, scholars have sought to measure the measurable-above
all, the social and economic characteristics of officeholders and party leaders. I think it safe to assume that historians performing these chores have the wit to know that an individual of whatever
background is perfectly capable of transcending it. Their unspoken working assumption is one that has been known since before Aristotle: the material and social circumstances of men in power may throw some light on their motives and
behavior, taking on added significance when these circumstances are uniform or
close to uniform. That Charles A. Beard's mechanistic overemphasis of these
points may have given them a bad name does not detract from their usefulness.
Abundant data have been accumulated on the occupations, wealth and property ownership, church affiliations, education, and other social indicators not
only of antebellum officeholders in several dozen cities equally divided between
South and North and in counties in every Southern state but also of state officials in all of the Southern and most of the Northern states and of Congressmen
from most of the states in the Union. The resultant picture inevitably is not uniform. Humble county and town officials, for example, were less likely to be
drawn from the highest levels of wealth and from the most prestigious occupations than were men who occupied more exalted state and federal positions.0
Aldermen and councilmen usually did not match the mayor either in wealth or
in family prestige. But the relatively slight social and economic differences
found between men at different levels of government or between men nominated by the parties that dominated American politics from the 1830s to the
5 Green, "Democracy in the Old South,"JSH, 12 (1946): 3-23. Also see David Donald, "The Confederate
as a Fighting Man," ibid.,25 (1959): 178-93; and, for a valuable discussion of the movement to democratize
and limit the powers of the judiciary, see Maxwell Bloomfield, AmericanLawyersin a ChangingSociety(Cambridge, Mass., 1976).
58 In Clement Eaton's phrase, "the existence of a democratic political machinery is ... no guarantee that
democracy will prevail in the functioning of government"; The Civilizationof the Old South,298-99. Also see
Campbell and Lowe, WealthandPowerin Antebellum
Texas,3, 109.
5 For an interestingargument that stressesthe importance of the political ideology of republicanismto the
antebellum South, see Michael Holt, The PoliticalCrisisof the 1850s (New York, 1978).
' See particularly the two definitive studies by Ralph A. Wooster: ThePeoplein Power:Courthouse
and Statehousein theLowerSouth,1850-1860 (Knoxville, 1969), and Politicians,Planters,andPlainFolk:Courthouse
andStatehousein the UpperSouth,1850-1860 (Knoxville, 1975).
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1850s were not differences between the North and South.6" In the South as in
the North, men similar in their dissimilarity to their constituencies held office
and exercised behind-the-scenes influence. In contrast to the small farmers, indigents, laborers, artisans, clerks, and shopkeepers-the men of little or no propmen
erty who constituted the great majority of the antebellum population-the
everywhere
who held office and controlled the affairs of the major parties were
lawyers, merchants, businessmen, and relatively large property owners. In the
South they were inordinately men who owned slaves and owned them in unusually large numbers.62 It may well be that a society that is stratified economically
and socially will confer leadership on those who have what Robert A. Dahl has
called substantial material "advantages."63 It is not clear that this is an iron law.
What is clear is that the Old South and the North awarded leadership to precisely such men.
More important than the social and economic backgrounds of political leaders are their public behavior and the ideologies or "world views" underlying this
behavior. Not that the thinking or action of powerful men is totally unaffected
by their material circumstances. But, in view of the complexity of any individ61 For a recent comparisonof Whig and Democratic candidates and party leaders,see myJacksonianAmerica.
Society, Personality,and Politics (rev. ed., Homewood,
62

Ill., 1978), 235-41.

My generalizationson the social and economic standing of antebellum political leaders in the South and

North are based on the following studies: William Barney, The SecessionistImpulse: Alabama and Mississippi in

1860 (Princeton, 1974), 61, 63, 81-89; James M. Russell, "Elites and Municipal Politics and Government in
Atlanta, 1847 to 1890,"in Robert C. McMath and Orville V. Burton, eds., Southern
in theNineteenth
Communities
Century(Westport, Conn., 1980); Peter D. Levine, The Behaviorof State Legislative Parties in theJacksonian Era: New

Jersey,1829-1844 (Rutherford, N.J., 1977), 72; Watson, "'Bitter Combinations of the Neighborhood,'" 121,
224; Burton W. Folsom II, "The Politics of Elites: Prominence and Party in Davidson County, Tennessee,
1835-186 1,"JSH, 39 (1973): 359-78; James, AntebellumNatchez, 93-94; Wheeler, To Weara City's Crown, 31, 88,
113; Campbell and Lowe, Wealth and Power in AntebellumTexas, 117, 123, passim; William H. Pease and Jane H.

Pease, "'Money, Class, and Party': Charleston's Nullification Politics, 1830-1833," paper presented to the
Ninth Annual Conference in History, held at the State University of New York, Brockport,October 1976, pp.
10, 15, 35-36; Alcorn, "Leadershipand Stability in Mid-Nineteenth-CenturyAmerica,"697-98; Hurst, "The
Elite Class of Newport," 83, 84, 96, 115; Robert A. Dahl, Who Governs?Democracyand Power in an American City

(New Haven, 1961), 62-66; Edward Pessen, "Who Governed the Nation's Cities in the 'Era of the Common
87 (1972): 591-614; Michael H. Frisch,"The Community Elite and the EmerMan'?"PoliticalScienceQuarterly,
gence of Urban Politics: Springfield, Massachusetts, 1840-1880," in Thernstrom and Sennett, Nineteenth-Century Cities, 282, 284-85; Doherty, Societyand Power: Five New England Towns, 40; Robert M. Ireland, The County

Courtsin Antebellum
Kentucky
(Lexington, Ky., 1972);Kathleen Kutolowski, "American Political Elites: A Case
Study of Local Power, 1803-1860," paper presentedat the Annual Meeting of the Organization of American
Historians,held in St. Louis, April 1976;Whitman H. Ridgway, "McCulloch vs. the Jacksonians: Patronage
and Politics in Maryland,"Maryland
HistoricalMagazine,70 (1975): 350-62; W. Wayne Smith, "JacksonianDemocracy on the Chesapeake: Class, Kinship, and Politics," ibid., 63 (1968):55-67; Joseph Harrison, Jr.,
"Oligarchs and Democrats-The

Richmond Junto," Virginia Magazine of Histoty and Biography, 78 (1970): 189;

De Bats, "Political Elites and the Structureof Georgia Politics";Milton Henry, "Summaryof Tennessee Representation in Congress from 1845 to 1861," Tennessee
HistoricalQuarterly,
10 (1951): 140-48; John V. Mering,
The Whig Party in Missouri (Columbia, Mo., 1967); Edwin A. Miles,Jacksonian Democracyin Mississippi (Chapel

Hill, 1960);Grady McWhiney, "Were the Whigs a Class Party in Alabama?"JSH, 23 (1957): 510-22; Thomas B. Alexander et al., "The Basis of Alabama's Ante-Bellum Two-Party System," AlabamaReview, 49
(1966):243-76; Brian G. Walton, "The Second American Party System in Arkansas, 1836-1848," Arkansas
HistoricalQuarterly,
28 (1969): 120-55; Gene W. Boyett, "Quantitative Differencesbetween the ArkansasWhig
and Democratic Parties, 1836-1850," ibid., 34 (1975): 63-66; Soltow, Patternsof Wealthholdingin Wisconsin since
1850, and J. Mills Thornton III, Politics and Power in a Slave Society:Alabama, 1800-1860 (Baton Rouge, 1978),

66. Maniyof these studies, when they do present data on wealth, do so only for officials and leaders. When
they also contain evidence on the average wealth of the people, the disparity is always striking;the wealth of
the leaders usually ranged from four to twenty times the wealth of the led.
"' Dahl, Who Governs?,85.

AntebellumNorth and South

1139

ual's ideology and of the diverse elements that help shape it, the effect of these
circumstances cannot be assumed and is likely to vary from one individual to
another. Although the political philosophies of men do not lend themselves to
quantitative or precise measurement, the burden of recent scholarship is that
most Southern and Northern political activists were similarly ambitious for
worldly success, opportunistic, materialistic, and disinclined to disturb their societies' social arrangements.i' Men with values such as these were ideally suited
to lead the great pragmatic parties that dominated antebellum politics.65
Many parties flashed across the American political horizon during the antebellum decades. That the Antimasonic Party, the Liberty Party, and the Free
Soil Party almost entirely bypassed the South is an important difference between the sections. The South was not hospitable to organized political dissent,
particularly dissent hostile to the expansion of slavery. These parties were small
and ephemeral organizations whose leverage stemmed not so much from any
great voting support they were able to command as from the nearly equal
strength in both sections of the great major parties, the Democrats and the
Whigs. Whoever would evaluate the actions of those who held executive or legislative office in antebellum America must, almost invariably, evaluate Whigs or
Democrats-at least until the mid- 1850s, when a new party emerged during the
great controversy over the extension of slavery in the territories.
The Democrats and Whigs were national parties drawing their leaders and
followers from both sections. They could usually count on intersectional support
for the national tickets they presented quadrennially to the nation at large. Inoccupied by Southerners Jackson, Tyler,
terestingly, the presidency-whether
Polk, and Taylor and the Southern-born Harrison or Northerners Van Buren,
in the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s in the
Fillmore, Pierce, and Buchanan-was
hands of Whigs and Democrats who displayed great sensitivity toward the political and economic interests of the slave-owning South.' In the 1840s Congressmen voted not by region as Northerners or Southerners but primarily as Whigs
and Democrats. Party rather than sectional interest prevailed in the roll calls on
most issues reaching the national political agenda. In the 1850s, as Thomas B.
Alexander has reported, "forces greater than party discipline ... were evidently
at work . . ., forcing party to yield to section on a definable number of issues."
"' Pessen, Jacksontan America, 172-74. Political leaders are no less idiosyncratic than are other men; they
have, of course, been interpreted differently elsewhere. Yet the version I have given of their operative values
and the prevalence of these values amo-ng leaders in all latitudes follows the evaluations in older studies of
antebellum politics and such recent biographies as Irving H. Bartlett, Daniel Webster(New York, 1978); Chase C.
Mooney, William H. Crawford (Lexington, Ky., 1974); John A. Monroe, Louis McLane: Federalist and Jacksonitan (New Brunswick, N.J., 1973); Herman J. Viola, Thomas L. McKenny:Architectof America's Early Indian Policy
(Chicago, 1974); James C. Curtis, AndrewJackson and the Searchfor Vindication(Boston, 1976); and Robert V.
Remini, AndrewJackson and the Courseof AmericanEmpire, 1767-1821 (New York, 1977).
65 By pragmatic parties I mean, as do most historians and political scientists who have used the term, parties
largely but not solely concerned with electoral success, parties not devoid of principles so much as parties of
flexible or shifting principles.
"6 The great political influence of these interests raises questions about the recent interpretation likening the
place of the South within the antebellum United States to that of weak and underdeveloped nations in the
modern world order.
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Yet, even in the 1850s, "both major parties maintained a high level of cohesion
and intersectional comity" with regard to the range of issues not bearing on
slavery and its right to expansion.67
The great national issues of antebellum politics, culminating as they did in
Sumter and the ensuing war, were of transcendant importance to Americans. A
good case can nonetheless be made that local and state politics touched the lives
of people more often and more directly than did national politics, particularly
during an era when the men in the nation's capital were inclined to treat laissez
faire as an article of faith.68 State governments in North and South, by contrast,
engaged in vigorous regulation of a wide range of economic activities.69 Local
governments taxed citizens and, if with limited effectiveness, sought to provide
for their safety, regulate their markets and many of their business activities, look
after the poor, maintain public health, improve local thoroughfares, dispose of
waste, pump in water, light up the dark, and furnish some minimal cultural
amenities through the exercise of powers that characteristically had been
granted by state government. States chartered banks, transportation companies,
and other forms of business enterprise, determined the scope of such charters,
themselves engaged in business, disposed of land, and regulated local communities. The great question is how did the actual operations of local and state
governments in the North and South compare during the antebellum decades.
Antebellum state government was almost invariably controlled by either
Whigs or Democrats. The major parties were essentially state parties, bound together in the most loosely organized national confederations. Citizens divided
not by geographical section but by party preference within each state. The parties were in all latitudes characteristically controlled by tight groups of insiders
that sometimes monopolized power, sometimes shared it with rival factions, in
the one case as in the other controlling nominations and conventions, hammering out policy, disseminating and publicizing the party line, organizing the
faithful to support it, enforcing strict discipline, and punishing those who dared
challenge either the policies or the tactics pursued by the leadership. While
party policies could conceivably have been infused with the noble principles
proclaimed in party rhetoric, such infusion rarely appears to have been the case.
The "Albany Regency," the "Richmond Junto," the "Bourbon Dynasty" of Arkansas, and similar cliques in control elsewhere have been described as realists
rather than idealists.
"i Alexanider, Sectional Stress and Party Strength:A Study of Roll-Call Voting Behavior in the United States House of
Representatives,1836-1860 (Nashville, 1967), 110. Also see Joel H. Silbey, The Shrine of Party: CongressionalVoting
Behavior, 1841-1852 (Pittsburgh, 1967); and David J. Russo, "The Major Political Issues of the Jacksonian Period and the Development of Party Loyalty in Congress, 1830-1840," Transactionsof the American Philosophical
Society, 62 (1972): 1-51.
68 For an interesting argument on the relatively slight impact of national government, see Philip S. Paludan, "The American Civil War Considered as a Crisis in Law and Order," AHR, 77 (1972): 1013-34. For the
argument that state legislatures were "the centers of political power," at least in the Upper South, see Wooster,
Politicians, Planters, and Plainfolk, 27.
A Studyof the Role of Governmentin the AmericanEconomy69 Oscar Handlin and Mary Handlin, Commonwealth:
Massachusetts, 1774-1861 (New York, 1947); Louis Hartz, EconomicPolicy and Democratic Thought: Pennsylvania,
1776-1860 (Cambridge, Mass., 1948); Milton S. Heath, ConstructiveLiberalism: The Role of the State in Economic
Developmentin Ceorgia to 1860 (Cambridge, Mass., 1954); James N. Primm, EconomicPolicy in the Developmentof a
WesternState: Missouri, 1820-1860 (Cambridge, Mass., 1954); and Carter Goodrich, GovernmentPromotionin American Canals and Railroads, 1800-1900 (New York, 1960).
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To call attention to the gulf between the pronouncementsand the actions of
antebellum state political leaders is not to indulge in cynicism but simply to report the facts as historianshave recordedand interpretedthem. J. Mills Thornton's recent description of antebellum Alabama's political leaders as demagogues who felt a "secret contempt for the voters" they publicly extolled and
whose "primary function was to gain as many offices as possible for the party
faithful" is not unlike historians' characterizations of other leaders in other
states, both in the North and in the South.70In New York as in Alabama, in
Michigan as in Georgia, in Pennsylvania as in Mississippi,in Illinois as in Missouri, the "compelling aim" of the major parties and the groups that ran them
appears to have been "to get control of the existing machinery of government"
and to dispense to party loyalists the jobs that attended electoral success. While
seemingly preoccupied with patronage and gerrymanderingor with keeping
from the agenda of state governments issues that posed a "threat to property
and the social order or which threatened ... stability,""7the major parties did
not sidestep altogether economic, social, and cultural issues of some moment.
The most germane feature of roll call evidence on such issues is how little there
is to choose between legislative voting patterns in the South and the North.72
In towns and cities, unlike the states, party counted for little. Candidates for
the mayor'soffice and the local council or board of aldermen did not fail to remind voters of the moral superiorityof their own parties. But, as students of antebellum urban politics have noted, it mattered little whether this major party
or that won the election or whether the town was located north or south of the
Mason-Dixon line. True, the problems faced by cities in Texas, where "Indian
fighting was probably the most important municipal activity," were unknown
in the Northeast (and, for that matter, the Southeast). The amazing thing is
how similar were both the problems taken up by local government everywhere
and the measuresenacted for coping with them.
Perhaps in no other milieu was governmental policy so permeated with class
bias. Whether it was Natchez or Springfield,Charleston or Brooklyn, New Orleans or Boston, the lawyers, merchants, and large propertyownerswho occupied city hall ran things in the interestsof the "wealthierinhabitants."Tax rates
were everywhereminuscule and property flagrantly underassessed,at the insistence of large taxpayers. Valuable lots were leased to rich men at ridiculously
low rates, if not sold to them for a song. Funds provided by the niggardly bud70Thornton, PoliticsandPowerin a SlaveSociety,43, 95, 115, 140, 150, 246.
71 See Ronald P. Formisano, TheBirthof MassPoliticalParties:
Michigan,1827-1861 (Princeton, 1971), 42-43,
55; Watson, "'Bitter Combinations of the Neighborhood' "; Ridgway, "The Decline of the Post-Revolutionary Establishment,"and "McCulloch vs. the Jacksonians";Shugg, Originsof ClassStruggkin Louisiana,127,
155-56; and Rodney 0. Davis, "Partisanshipin Jacksonian State Politics: Party Division in the Illinois Legisin American
History(New York, 1970), 149-62. Also see the
lature," in Robert P. Swierenga, ed., Quantfication
studies cited in note 62, above.
72 Herbert Ershkowitzand William G. Shade have examined roll calls in New Hampshire, Pennsylvania,
Ohio, New Jersey, Virginia, and Missouri between 1833 and 1843;see their "Consensusor Conflict? Political
Behaviorin the State Legislaturesduring the Jacksonian Era,"JAH, 58 (1971):591-621. For an informed criticism of this essay and an effective argument that "partisanvoting behavior on selected roll calls" does not
indicate the existence of "contrastingbelief systems,"see Levine, The Behaviorof StateLegislativePartiesin the
JacksonianEra, 16, 201, 206, 232.
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gets typical of the time were spent most freely to improve or widen streets used
by businessmen rather than to clean streets in the neighborhoods of the poor.
Improved public facilities for disposing of waste or carrying fresh water into the
city were usually introduced first in upper-class residential districts. The "indisputable connection between the policies of the city council and the interests of
the wealthier inhabitants" that Richard Wade discerned in Cincinnati early in
the era could be found in most other cities.
A contemporary New Yorker attributed to corruption the not atypical favoritism the city showed its propertied elements, observing that "nearly every alderman has in some degree owed his success to the personal efforts and influence of
'backers,' who must be recompensed for their services."73In the absence of evidence that local officeholders were so motivated, it is more reasonable to assume
that they acted out of an honest conviction that the prosperity of the larger
community depended in the first instance on the prosperity of its wealthiest inhabitants. That such beliefs were colored by the material advantages of those
who possessed them, as by the conservative social values typically absorbed by
men of their standing, seems equally reasonable. In any case, the pattern of uncommonly prosperous propertyowners controlling localities in the interests of
men and families similarly situated was not confined to one geographical section.74
Power is not, of course, confined to control of government.75 Control over
banks, credit, capital, communications, and voluntary associations, which in an
era of laissez faire often exercised more influence than did public authorities
over education and culture, crime and punishment, social welfare and poverty,
gave to those who had it a power that was barely matched by those who held
the reins of government. The burden of recent research is that small social and
economic elites exercised a degree of control over the most important institutions in the antebellum North that bears close resemblance to the great power
attributed to the great planter-slaveowners by William E. Dodd a half century
ago and by Eugene D. Genovese more recently. Influential voluntary associa[[William A. Brewer] A Few Thoughtsfor Taxpayersand Voters(New York, 1853), 74.
Full documentation of this point would present a catalogue of almost all of the studies of antebellum localities that I have already cited. For these two paragraphsI have primarily drawn up Wheeler, To Weara
City'sCrown;draft typescript of Pease and Pease's comparative study of antebellum Charleston and Boston
Natchez;Frisch, TownintoCity;
(which I have used with the kind permissionof the authors);James, Antebellum
David R. Goldfield, "The Businessof Health Planning: Disease Prevention in the Old South,"JSH, 42 (1976):
557-70; Wade, The UrbanFrontier,209; and Hurst, "The Elite Class of Newport," 92-94.
of Social
7 There is a vast theoretical literatureon power. Classic discussionsinclude Max Weber, The Theory
7

and EconomicOrganization,ed. Talcott Parsons (London, 1964), 152, and From Max Weber:Essays in Sociology,ed.

H. H. Gerth and C. W. Mills (London, 1947), 180;Talcott Parsons,"Some Reflections on the Place of Force
in Social Processes,"in Harry Eckstein,ed., InternalWar(New York, 1964), 57; and Carl J. Friedrich,Man and
His Government:An Empirical Theoryof Politics (New York, 1963), 199-200. In a stimulating recent paper, Ber-

tram Wyatt-Brownhas argued that Southern custom afforded nonslaveowningwhites and small slaveowners
an informal power to get away with a great deal in the way of personal violent behavior, even to the extent of
destroying property,in exchange for accepting the fundamental social order of the antebellum South; WyattBrown, "The Yeomanry and the Issue of Justice: Southern Social Structure and the 'Unanimity of Violence,' " paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Organization of American Historians, held in New
Orleans, April 12, 1979. William Faulkner made a similar point about the postbellum South in several of his
writings.
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tions and financial institutions appear to have been run by similarly atypical
sorts on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line.76
Shortly after secession, Governor Joseph E. Brown told the Georgia legislature
that in the South the "whole social system is one of perfect homogeneity of interest, where every class is interested in sustaining the interest of every other
class." Numerous Southerners agreed with him, and many scholars concur. In
their failure to challenge planter supremacy, small farmers-slaveowners and
nonslaveowners alike-ostensibly demonstrated the unique identity of interest
that was said to bind all whites together in the antebellum South.77 The interest
of a group is a normative term, known only to God (and perhaps to Rousseau in
his capacity as authority on the General Will), in contrast to its perceived interests, as stated in its words and implicit in its actions. There are, therefore, as
many interpretations of the "true interests" of Southern-or, for that matter, of
farmers as there are historians writing on the subject. The
Northern-small
South's large enslaved black population doubtless affected the perceptions of all
Southern whites, if in complex and unmeasurable ways. Recent research indicates that poorer and nonslave-owning Southern whites were, nevertheless,
sensitive enough to their own social and economic deprivation to oppose their
social superiors on secession and other important matters.78 Whether the acquiescence of the mass of antebellum Northerners in their inferior social and economic condition was in their own interest will be decided differently by conservative, reformist, and radical historians. Our admittedly insubstantial
evidence on the issue suggests that the degree of social harmony coexisting with
subtle underlying social tensions was, racial matters apart, not much different in
the North and the South.
76 Dodd, The Cotton Kingdom: A Chronicleof the Old South (New Haven, 1921); and Genovese, The Political
Economyof Slavery, and The World the SlaveholdersMade. Also see Doherty, Society and Power: Five New England
Towns; David J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic (Boston
1971); John H. Ellis, "Businessmen and Public Health in the Urban South during the Nineteenth Century:
New Orleans, Memphis, and Atlanta," Bulletin of the History of Medicine, 44 (1970): 197-212; Gail O'Brien,
"Power and Influence in Mecklenburg County, 1850-1880," North CarolinaHistori'calReview, 54 (1977): 120-44;
John Duffy, "Nineteenth-Century Public Health in New York and New Orleans: A Comparison," Louisi'ana
History, 15 (1974): 325-37; M. J. Heale, "From City Fathers to Social Critics: Humanitarianism and Government in New York, 1790-1860," JAH, 63 (1976): 21-41; and Walter S. Glazer, "Participation and Power:
Voluntary Associations and the Functional Organization of Cincinnati in 1840," Historical Methods Newsletter, 5 (1972): 151-68. For a study of the distribution of diverse forms of power in one community, see Edward
Pessen, "Who Has Power in the Democratic Capitalistic Community? Reflections on Antebellum New York
City," New YorkHistory, 58 (1977): 129-56.
" Brown, as quoted in Johnson, Toward a PatriarchalRepublic, 42. Also see Owsley, Plain Folk of the Old South,
134; Craven, The Coming of the Civil War, 32; Olsen, "Historians and the Extent of Slaveownership in the
Southern United States," 101-16; Genovese, "Yeoman Farmers in a Slaveholders' Democracy," 332, 338; and
Barney, The Road to Secession,xiii-xiv, and The SecessionistImpulse, 3, 187. Although he has rejected Genovese's
argument of planter hegemony, Degler has accepted Olsen's thesis that small and large Southern farmers had
interests that were "at least parallel, not antagonistic"; Place over Time, 77, 80.
78 Johnson, Toward a PatriarchalRepublic, xx-xxxi, 33-34, 65-66; Paul D. Escott, "Southern Yeomen and the
Confederacy," South Atlantic Quarterly,77 (1978): 146-47, "An Irrepressible Conflict within the South? Class Influences on the Balloting for Secession," paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Organization of American Historians, held in New Orleans, April 12, 1979, pp. 1, 2, 7, 14-15, and After Secession:Jefferson Davis and the
Failure of ConfederateNationalism (Baton Rouge, 1978), 21-32; Roark, Masters without Slaves, xi, 2, 21-22, 42-48,
55; and Wright, The Political Economyof the CottonSouth, 42, 70.
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no more than a swift allusion to a number of
other matters that are fascinating either because, like religiosity and values, they
are intangible or, like crime and violence, they resist precise measurement.79
Scholars of a revisionist bent can have a field day with these themes, for the
growing literature on them yields tantalizing evidence that appears to overturn
the traditional view of a distinctive antebellum South. Legal briefs can thus be
written attesting the near similarity of the South and North in their achievements in science, medicine, public health, and other aspects of intellectual and
cultural life, in their ideals of womanhood, in their racial attitudes, in their violence and attitudes toward violence, in their materialism as in other values, in
aspects of humanitarian reform, and in religion, particularly in the roles played
by evangelicalism and the Benevolent Empire in the Protestant denominations
that were predominant in both sections.80 Much of this literature implicitly proLIMITATIONS OF SPACE PERMIT

7 Michael Stephen Hindus recently pointed out that statistics deal only with reported crime, not with the
"dark figure"or "crimeswhich will never be known to the historian";Hindus, "The Contours of Crime and
Journalof LegalHistory,21 (1977): 214. Or,
Justice in Massachusettsand South Carolina, 1767-1878," American
as David J. Bodenhamer has said, "No one can determine the true amount of crime in any society"; Bodenhamer, "Law and Lawlessnessin the Deep South: The Local Response to Antebellum Crime," paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Organization of American Historians, held in New Orleans, April 12,
1979, p. 6.
' The following is a sampling of the burgeoning literatureon these themes: Watt L. Black, "Education in
the South from 1820 to 1860 with Emphasis on the Growth of Teacher Education," LouisianaStudies,12
(1973): 617-29; Laura D. S. Harrell, "The Development of the Lyceum Movement in Mississippi prior to
1860,"Journal of Mississippi History, 31 (1969): 187-201; Michael B. Katz, The Ironyof Early School Reform (Cambridge, Mass., 1968); Stanley K. Schultz, The CultureFactory:Boston Public Schools, 1789-1860 (New York, 1973);

Robert C. Reinders, "New England Influenceson the Formation of Public Schools in New Orleans,"JSH, 30
Spots:Scien(1964): 181-95; Doyle, "The Social Order of a FrontierTown," 17;William Stanton, TheLeopard's
tific Attitudes towardRace in America, 1815-1859 (Chicago, 1966), 13; John Duffy, "Medical Practice in the AnteBellum South," JSH, 25 (1959): 53-72, and A History of Public Health in New YorkCity, 1625-1866 (New York,

1968);James 0. Breeden, "Body Snatchers and Anatomy Professors:Medical Education in Nineteenth-Cen83 (1975): 321-45, and "Thomsonianismin Virginia,"
tury Virginia," VirginiaMagazineof HistoryandBiography,
ibid., 82 (1974): 150-80; Gerald Grob, Mental Institutions in America:Social Policy to 1875 (New York, 1973); Norman Dain, DisorderedMinds: The First Centuryof Eastern State Hospital in Williamsburg, Virginia, 1766-1866 (Wil-

liamsburg, 1971); Goldfield, "The Businessof Health Planning: Disease Prevention in the Old South," 55770; Philip English Mackey, "EdwardLivingston and the Origins of the Movement to Abolish Capital Punishment in America," LouisianaHistory,16 (1975): 145-66; Gordon E. Finnie, "The Antislavery Movement in the
Upper South,"JSH, 35 (1969): 319-42; Lawrence J. Friedman, "Purifying the White Man's Country: The
The
American Colonization Society Reconsidered,"Societas,6 (1976): 1-24; BarbaraWelter, DimityConvictions:
AmericanWomanin the NineteenthCentury(Athens, Ohio, 1976);John C. Ruoff, "Frivolity to Consumption: or,
Southern Womanhood in Antebellum Literature,"Civil WarHistory,18 (1972): 213-29; Ronald W. Hogeland,
"'The Female Appendage':Feminine Life-Stylesin America, 1820-1860," ibid.,17 (1971): 101-14; Kathryn L.
15 (1977): 387-401; Litwack, Northof
Quarterly,
Seidel, "The Southern Belle as an Antebellum Ideal," Southern
Slavery; Ira Berlin, Slaves without Masters: The Free Negro in the AntebellumSouth (New York, 1974), and "The

Structureof the Free Negro Caste in the Antebellum United States,"Journalof SocialHistory,9 (1976): 297-318;
John L. Stanley, "MajorityTyranny in Tocqueville's America:The Failure of Negro Suffrage in 1846,"Politi84 (1969): 412-35; William D. Miller, "Myth and New South City Murder Rates," Missiscal ScienceQuarterly,
26 (1973): 143-53; Guy A. Cardwell, "The Duel in the Old South: Crux of a Concept," South
sippi Quarterly,
66 (1967): 50-69; Richard M. Brown, "HistoricalPatternsof Violence," in Hugh D. Graham
AtlanticQuarterly,
and Ted R. Gurr, eds., Violencein America: Historical and ComparativePerspectives(New York, 1969), 50; Leon-

andStanding";
David Grimsted,"Rioting in ItsJacksonian Setting," AHR,
ard L. Richards, "Gentlemen
of Property
77 (1972): 361-97; Robert E. May, "Dixie's Martial Image: A Continuing HistoriographicalEnigma," Historian 40 (1978):213-34; Bodenhamer,"Law and Lawlessnessin the Deep South," 11, 18-19; Parton Yoder, "Private Hospitality in the South," MississippiValleyHistoricalReview,47 (1960): 419-33; Bertram Wyatt-Brown,
"The Antimission Movement in the Jacksonian South: A Study in Regional Folk Culture,"JSH, 36 (1970):
501-29; Timothy F. Reilly, "Parson Clapp of New Orleans: Antebellum Social Critic," LouisianaHistory,16
(1975): 167-91; John Jentz, "A Note on Genovese's Account of the Slaves' Religion," Civil WarHistory,23
(1977): 161-69; Stuart M. Blumin, "Churchand Community: A Case Study of Lay Leadershipin NineteenthCentury America," New YorkHistory,56 (1975): 393-408; and Michael S. Franch, "The Congregational Com-
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Figure3: A typical antebellum market scene: this engraving by J. R. Brown depicts a fruit market in Pittsburgh.
Reproduced courtesy of the Bettman Archive, Inc., New York.

motes the concept of sectional convergence either by upgrading Southern or by
downgrading Northern achievements. But, since historians-unlike embattled
attorneys-cannot content themselves with evidence that is both insubstantial
and contradicted by evidence pointing in an opposite direction, they are best
advised to reservejudgment."i Wisdom consists in re-examining and re-evaluating the earlier literatureon these themes, weighing carefully the merits of the
recent contributions, and, above all, in probing for additional evidence.
HAVING EXAMINED economic developments, social structure, and politics and
power in the antebellum sections, let me now return to the question of capitalism in the Old South. Several historians have recently argued that Southern
planters constituted a "seigneurial"class presiding over a "pseudocapitalistic"
munity in the Changing City, 1840-1870," MarylandHistoricalMagazine,71 (1976): 367-80. In addition, Bell
Irwin Wiley has adduced substantial evidence on the similarityof the values of young Southernersand Northerners in uniform;see his The Life ofJohnnyReb:The Common
Soldierof the Confederacy
(Indianapolis, 1943) and
The Life of Billy Yank:The Common
Soldierof the Union(Indianapolis, 1952).
81 For unusually interesting if not always convincing recent essays emphasizing sectional disparitieswith regard to these themes, see Raleigh A. Suarez, "Chronicleof a Failure:Public Education in Antebellum Louisiana," Louisuzna
History,12 (1971): 109-22; Duffy, "Nineteenth-CenturyPublic Health in New York and New
Orleans";Donald G. Mathews, "Religion in the Old South: Speculation on Methodology,"SouthAtlanticQyarterly,73 (1974): 34-52; Sheldon Hackney, "Southern Violence," AHR, 74 (1968-69): 906-25; John Shelton
Reed, "To Live-and Die-in Dixie: A Contribution to the Study of Southern Violence," PoliticalScienceQuarterly,86 (1971): 429-43; and Wyatt-Brown, "The Yeomanry and Issues of Justice."
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society, a class whose "world view" ostensibly set them "apart from the mainstream of capitalist civilization." By this analysis, the Old South, though influenced by modem capitalism, belonged (as do early modem India and Saudi
Arabia, among others) to the category of "premodern" societies that have been
the economic and political dependencies of the dynamic industrial world that
exploits them. The antebellum South's banking, commercial, and credit institutions did not in this view manifest the section's own capitalistic development so
much as they served to facilitate the South's exploitation by the "capitalistic
world market." This argument can be accepted uncritically only by accepting
Eugene D. Genovese, Barrington Moore, Jr., and Raimondi Luraghi as the arbiters and interpreters of what represents "every normal feature of capitalism."82
Capitalism is not a rigid system governed by uniform economic practices, let
alone inflexible definitions. The economy of the antebellum United States, like
capitalistic economies in Victorian England and other nations, was composed of
diverse elements, each playing a part in a geographical and functional division
of labor within the larger society. As Lewis C. Gray and Thomas P. Govan long
ago and other scholars more recently have observed, Southern planters had the
attitudes and goals and were guided by the classic practices of capitalistic businessmen.83 The antiurbanism and antimaterialism that Genovese has attributed
to the great planters is unconvincing because thinly documented and contradicted by much other evidence.84 Some people, including planters themselves, may have likened the planter class to a seigneurial aristocracy. Unlike the
lords of the textbook manor, however, Southern planters depended heavily on
outside trade, participated enthusiastically in a money economy, and sought
82 Genovese, The PoliticalEconomy
of Slavery,1-3, 19, 23, and The Worldthe Slaveholders
Made, 33, 130-31;
Moore, SocialOrigirns
of Dlctatorship
andDemocracy,
121; and Luraghi, TheRiseandFall of thePlantationSouth,8.
For an excellent criticism of the enormities in Luraghi'swork, see Bennett H. Wall's review essay, "The Myth
of the Planter Past," PlantationSociety,1 (1979): 273-80. Space requirementsdictate that I lump together the
views of Genovese, Moore, and Luraghi that do not always coincide and that, in Genovese'scase to his credit,
are being modified and refined in each new essay he publishes.
83 Gray, Historyof Agrlculture
in the SouthernUnitedStates,1: 301-02; Govan, "Was the Old South Different?"
448; Bateman and Weiss, "Manufacturingin the Antebellum South," 11-13; Tony Freyer, "Law in Antebellum Maryland and Southern Character," paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Organization of
American Historians,held in New Orleans, April 12, 1979, p. 2; and John R. Killick, "The Cotton Operations
of Alexander Brown and Sons in the Deep South, 1820-1860,"JSH, 43 (1977): 169. In a quite recent essay,
Shearer Davis Bowman has suggested the compatibility of the conservativesocial and political stance of planters and Junkers with "entrepreneurial,profit-orientedeconomic behavior";Bowman, "Antebellum Planters
and Vormarz
Junkers in Comparative Perspective,"AHR, 85 (1980): 779-808.
84 Genovese'sassertionthat slaveholders"distrustedthe city and saw in it something incongruouswith their
local power and status arrangements"is documented by a single piece of secondary evidence; The Political
Economy
of Slavery,24. For numerous testimonies to the alacrity of large planters in establishing town residences
for themselves, their evident delight in doing so, and the great influence they enjoyed in cities, see Huffman,
"Town and Country in the South," 366-86; and Dorsett and Shaffer, "Was the Antebellum South Antiurban?" 93-100. Equally unpersuasive are Genovese's assertions that white Southerners were "drearily repressed... in their sexual mores," ostensibly harboring "unconsciouswishes about mother or sister or something equivalent,"and that "many travellers"thought Southern values distinctive from Northern;ThePolitical
Economy
of Slavery,28-30, and The WorldtheSlaveholders
Made,96, 146. Genovese based the latter observation on
uncited comments by Tocqueville and Achille Murat. In view of the many dozens of visitorswho found that
most of the important American values commanded national, not sectional, obeisance, it is hard to disagree
with Degler'scontention that the South's "systemof values"was "quite congruent with [that ofl the rest of the
country";PlaceoverTime,68. For an effective refutation of the notion that the Creole elite were beyond greed
and grasping, indifferent to money, and contemptuous of those who lived to amass it, see Joseph G. Tregle,
Jr., "Early New Orleans Society: A Reappraisal,"JSH, 18 (1952): 20-36.
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continuously to expand their operations and their capital. Marx once said that
the limits of the serf's exploitation were determined by the walls of the lord's
stomach.85 The limits of the slave's exploitation were determined by the expanding walls of the world cotton market.
That slavery is not the classic labor system associated with a Marxist definition of capitalism is, of course, true. The problem with Marx as Pundit of capitalism, for all the undeniable brilliance of his interpretation, is that he was, as he
conceded, more interested in changing the system than in explaining it. Those
of us content with merely understanding so complex a phenomenon as capitalism know that, whether in its labor system or in other respects, it is a flexible
and constantly shifting order, susceptible of diverse definitions. The Southern
economy did differ in important respects from the Northern, developing special
interests of its own. Yet, far from being in any sense members of a colony or dependency of the North, the Southern upper classes enjoyed close ties with the
Northern capitalists who were, in a sense, their business partners. The South was
an integral component of a wealthy and dynamic national economy, no part of
which conformed perfectly to a textbook definition of pure capitalism. In part
because of the central place in that economy of its great export crop, cotton, the
South from the 1820s to the 1860s exerted a degree of influence over the nation's
domestic and foreign policies that was barely equalled by the antebellum North.
India within the Empire indeed! The South's political system of republicanism
and limited democracy, like its hierarchical social structure, conformed closely
to the prevailing arrangements in the North, as they also did to the classic features of a capitalistic order.
The striking similarities of the two antebellum sections of the nation neither
erase their equally striking dissimilarities nor detract from the significance of
these dissimilarities. Whether in climate, diet, work habits, uses of leisure, speech
and diction, health and disease, mood, habits, ideals, self-image, or labor systems, profound differences separated the antebellum North and South. One suspects that antebellum Americans regarded these matters as the vital stuff of life.
The point need not be labored that a society, one-third of whose members were
slaves (and slaves of a distinctive "race"), is most unlike a society of free men
and women. An essay focusing on these rather than on the themes emphasized
here would highlight the vital disparities between the antebellum South and
North. And yet the striking dissimilarities of the two antebellum sections do not
erase their equally striking similarities, nor do they detract from the significance
of these similarities.
The antebellum North and South were far more alike than the conventional
scholarly wisdom has led us to believe. Beguiled by the charming version of
Northern society and politics composed by Tocqueville, the young Marx, and
other influential antebellum commentators, historians have until recently believed that the Northern social structure was far more egalitarian and offered far
85 My source for this epigram is my class notes for a graduate course in medieval economic history that I
took thirty years ago at Columbia University. Fortunately, the authority for the citation is the reliable and
admirable Karl Helleiner, my teacher.
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greater opportunity for upward social movement than did its Southern counterpart and that white men of humble position had far more power in the Old
North than they did in the Old South.86 In disclosing that the reality of the antebellum North fell far short of the egalitarian ideal, modern studies of social
structure sharply narrow the gulf between the antebellum North and South.87
Without being replicas of one another, both sections were relatively rich, powerful, aggressive, and assertive communities, socially stratified and governed by
internal arrangements. That they
disconcertingly-oligarchic
equally-and
were drawn into the most terrible of all American wars may have been due, as is
often the case when great powers fight, as much to their similarities as to their
differences. The war owed more, I believe, to the inevitably opposed but similarly selfish interests-or perceived interests-of North and South than to differences in their cultures and institutions.
It is a commonplace in the history of international politics that nations and
societies quite similar to one another in their political, social, and economic arrangements have nevertheless gone to war, while nations profoundly different
from one another in their laws of property or their fundamental moral and philosophical beliefs have managed to remain at peace.8 The Peloponnesian War,
which, like the American Civil War, was a bitter and protracted struggle between two branches of the same people whose societies were in vital respects dissimilar from one another, appears to have owed little to these differences. In
Thucydides' great account, Athens and the Athenians were profoundly unlike
Sparta and the Lacedaemonians, whether in "national" character, wealth, economic life, ideals and values, system of justice, attitudes toward freedom, or lifestyle. But to Thucydides, as to the leading spokesmen for the two sides, these
dissimilarities were one thing, the causes of the war quite another. Athens and
Sparta fell out primarily because both were great imperial powers. "The real
cause of the war," concluded Thucydides, "was formally ... kept out of sight.
The growth of the power of Athens and the alarm which this inspired in
Lacedaemon, made war inevitable."89 None of this is to say that sectional differences had no influence whatever on the actions of those influential men that in
' For the influence of Tocqueville's "egalitarian thesis," see Pessen, Riches, Class, and Power beforethe Civil
War, chap. 1. In the early 1840s Marx believed that the conquest by Northern workersof the right to vote
representedthe "political emancipation" of the working classes-a necessaryfirst step to full emancipation.
And, influenced by his reading of Thomas Hamilton's Men and Manners in America (1833), Marx also believed
that class lines were regularlybrushed aside in the Northern states. See Karl Marx, Early Writings, pt. 1 (New
York, 1963), particularly"Bruno Bauer, DieJudenfrage," in TheJewish Qwstion, 12. Eric Foner has asserted that
the Republican Party ideology, emphasizing the great social and economic opportunities available to Northern labor, was given "plausibility"and "a strong cultural authenticity" by the alleged closenessof the facts of
Northern life to these claims made by Republican spokesmen;Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, 33-34. Foner's
conclusions appearedjust prior to the publication of a number of empirical studies that cast grave doubt on
the accuracy of Republican propaganda-at least in this respect.
87 For a discussion and cataloguing of these studies, see Edward Pessen, "On a Recent Cliometric Attempt
to Resurrectthe Myth of Antebellum Egalitarianism,"Social ScienceHistory, 3 (1979): 208-27.
PoliticsamongNations:TheStruggle
for PowerandPeace(2ded., New York,1954).Also
8 HansJ. Morgenthau,
see Potter, The South and Sectional Conflict, 76-78; and Randall, "The Blundering Generation," 3-28.
89 Since I am using the causes of the Peloponnesian War only as a suggestive model for my brief consideration of the causes of the American Civil War, I trust I shall be forgiven for referringonly to one study of
that earlier war. My generalizationsand quotations are drawn from Thucydides, The PeloponnesianWar, trans.
Richard Crawley (New York, 1951), 15, 33, 40, 46-49, 50, 65-67, 80-81, 104-06, 118, 189, 253, 440, 509.
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April 1861 culminated in the outbreak of the American Civil War. The point
rather is that, insofar as the Peloponnesian War throws any light whatever on
the matter, wars between strikingly dissimilar antagonists break out not necessarily because of their differences, important as these are, but because of their
equally significant similarities.
Late in the Civil War, William King of Cobb County, Georgia, reported that
invading Union officers had told him, "We are one people, [with] the same language, habits, and religion, and ought to be one people."' The officers might
have added that on the spiritual plane Southerners shared with Northerners
many ideals and aspirations and had contributed heavily to those historical experiences the memory and symbols of which tie a people together as a nation.
For all of their distinctiveness, the Old South and North were complementary
elements in an American society that was everywhere primarily rural, capitalistic, materialistic, and socially stratified, racially, ethnically, and religiously heterogeneous, and stridently chauvinistic and expansionist-a society whose practice fell far short of, when it was not totally in conflict with, its lofty theory.
9 Roark, MasterswithoutSlaves,222.

