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One of the most important improvements in the treatment of the Civil War during the last few decades is the increased recognition that slavery brought it about.  Assumptions that were once widespread – that those who initiated secession did so because of differences about tariffs, internal improvements …. anything but slavery – are now generally discarded.   The seven states of the lower South that founded the Confederacy, it is now generally agreed, left the Union precisely because they feared that Lincoln’s election pointed to the end of slavery in the United States.
 But a number of modern works by influential scholars continue to deny that this was the concern of the four states of the upper South -- Arkansas, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Virginia – that remained within the Union until after the fall of Ft. Sumter and Lincoln’s reaction to it.  When those states finally left, it is said, they did so for reasons unrelated to slavery.  (Given the immense military importance to the Confederacy of two of those states – North Carolina and Virginia – this is a pretty important question.)

I do not believe this interpretation can stand the test of a close study of what the political elite of the upper South was thinking and saying in early 1861 – thinking and saying specifically about their slaves and how secession would affect their ability to hold onto those slaves.


Prior to the outbreak of the war, many southerners were “unionists” (i.e., opposed secession) not out of antipathy toward masters or disregard for the masters’ interests but because they were masters – simply masters who assessed the risks to themselves and their favorite institution differently from some of their colleagues.  Many upper South slave-masters were closely tied to northern businessmen.  They saw the federal government not as an engine of the South’s destruction but as the necessary framework for and promoter of an all-national cooperation and prosperity that benefited the South as much as it did the North.  They also feared that attempting to break up the Union would ultimately prove more dangerous to slavery than would remaining within it.  As the slaveholders who were physically nearest to the free states (and, in case of war, nearest to invading Union armies), secession and war would expose them and their property to the greatest devastation -- and would give their slaves the greatest opportunities to escape from their control and even turn against them.  

William A. Graham, a major North Carolina planter, former governor, and probably the most influential opponent of secession in that state, predicted in February 1861 that secession would certainly trigger a war that would threaten the entire future existence of slavery.  He and other unionist masters intended to remain within the United States and use their influence there to pull the teeth of the Republican tiger – to use the threat of secession as a bludgeon with which to beat the Republicans into submission and compel them to give up the attempt to stop slavery’s further expansion within the United States. 
Upper South masters, thus, still tried to remain in the Union not because they thought less of slavery but because they sought a different means with which to preserve it.

But as we know, Lincoln refused to succumb to their blackmail.  He refused to abandon the Republican platform, and most members of his party stood with him in this.  On April 12, 1861, Ft. Sumter fell to Confederate forces in South Carolina that were besieging and bombarding it.  One day later, Abraham Lincoln called 75,000 state militiamen into federal service to put down the rebellion.  


Within five days of Lincoln’s call to arms, Virginia left the Union.  Arkansas and Tennessee followed suit on May 6.  North Carolina withdrew two weeks afterward.  All soon joined the Confederacy.

Why?

They left, many claimed at the time, in defense of constitutional norms -- because they regarded Lincoln’s decision to put down the lower South’s rebellion as an intolerable violation of states’ rights.  They left, some said, to defend all states’ right to regulate their own affairs.  Or because Lincoln was insulting southern honor.  Or out of loyalty to kinfolk, neighbors, and others they felt bound to by a shared culture.  In short, the upper South left, it was said, not to protect slavery but because of constitutional qualms and local and cultural affinities.  And these claims have found an echo among some leading historians of the subject.

Now unquestionably, many people in the upper South did come to think and act in this way, did feel driven to leave the Union by abstract notions including regional loyalty, pride, and honor and devotion to state sovereignty.  The fact remains, however, that the upper South’s political leadership as a whole finally opted to leave the Union primarily to safeguard property in slaves and its beloved slave-based society.  Those states seceded, that is, in pursuit of the same basic goals that guided their lower-South counterparts. 


The case of William A. Graham, mentioned earlier, captures this pattern clearly.  When the recently-unionist Graham jumped aboard the secessionist bandwagon after Ft. Sumter, he publicly and candidly explained his own change of orientation.   He had initially denied that a Lincoln presidency was sufficient reason to break up the Union.  But for Graham, Lincoln’s response to Sumter’s fall had created a new situation, one that posed a new practical question -- what to do now that war had actually begun between the slave states of the cotton kingdom (which he called “sister States of identical interest” to ours) and a Union led by the Republican party?  


Facing that question, the unionist Graham found himself driven to secessionist conclusions.  “In its consequences,” Graham now foresaw, the Union’s war against the seceding states would inevitably become “a war upon the institutions of the Southern States in general.”  Therefore, “however widely we have differed from, and freely criticized the course taken by these [cotton] States” as premature in the past, Graham observed, we must remember that “they are much more closely united with us” than were “any of the Northern States.”  The upper and lower Souths were bund together not only by “ties of kindred” and “affection” but also by the “peculiar interest” they shared – the very interest that was now being “denounced and warred upon at the North.”  To remain tied to that antislavery North precisely as it warred upon these fellow masters, Graham concluded, would earn for the slaveowners of the upper South only the bitter reward that Homer’s Cyclops promised to Ulysses – the privilege of being “the last to be devoured.”  For once the cotton states were “subdued upon the issues involved in the contest,” explained Graham, “our turn will come next.”

By beginning an armed conflict over slavery, thus, the cotton states had forced their more cautious upper-South colleagues to choose sides in a fight defined by their own most basic institutions and values.  The choice that they made in the spring of 1861 finally united the great majority of the southern master class in an armed insurrection against a federal Union that most of them had once prized. The fact that they had earlier differed concerning the best strategic or tactical methods with which to pursue those interests had never canceled out their fundamental unity of purpose: the preservation of the institution that underpinned their wealth and power and that lay at the center of their culture and political philosophy… and at the center of the Confederacy’s founding.

