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At the Grand Convention of 1787, the collection of slaveholding states that would
become the Old South was hardly of one mind. The combination of developments and
accommodations that would create the Old South over the coming decades have often received
less attention from historians dedicated to the understanding of region during its late antebellum
maturity than they deserve. Just as Ira Berlin and others have recently restored a strong sense of
chronology, or synchronism, to the study of the experience of the enslaved with a careful look at
generational change within the slave population, it isincumbent upon historians of the whole
South to recapture the changing attitudes among slaveholders and common whites during the era
of the Cotton Revolution in order to round out the story of “making slavery, making race” in the
Old South.*

To aremarkable degree, the story of evolving attitudes among white southerners toward



Lacy K Ford

davery and race parallels the northern process so well-characterized by James Brewer Stewart as

the emergence of “racial modernity.”?

Defining racial modernity as a “reflexive disposition” on
the part of whitesto view race as “biologically determined, self evident, and immutable” and to
define themselves as the innately “superior race,” Stewart argued that the new ideology of racial
modernity which emerged in the Jacksonian North reflected a settled conviction on the part of a
majority of white northerners that no amount of education, property, or paternalism could lift
African Americans far enough fast enough to render them fit for civic equality in abiracia
republic. According to Stewart, the ideology of racial modernity held that whites had both the
authority and responsibility to define and control the relationship between two permanently
unequal, subject only to the obligations of stewardship posited by increasingly hegemonic
humanitarian ideals.®

If racial modernity defined blacks a permanently inferior status and denied them
economic and political rights based on skin color, its flip side was the increasing tendency of
white Americans to see their skin color as a source of entitlement to all the rights and privileges
of citizenship. This aggressive new tendency of white Americans, regardless of class, wealth,
ethnicity, or region to assert privileges and rights on the basis of skin color received substantial
scholarly attention during the 1990s, when a new genre of historical scholarship, commonly
known as “whiteness’ studies, argued convincingly that throughout the American experience,
periodic reconsiderations of race made, remade, and even “un-made” the concept of race
according to specific historical circumstances and contingencies. Historically constructed rather

than genetically determined, societal understandings of race necessarily change over time,
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perpetually constructed and reconstructed by complex and on-going social and political
negotiations.” Y et strikingly, even as the emergence of racial modernity received increasing
scholarly attention and the field of whiteness scholarship burgeoned across chronologica and
disciplinary boundaries, the coming of racial modernity to the antebellum South, aregion which
by the 1830s served as home to more than ninety percent of the nation’s African Americans and
virtually al its slaves, and the concomitant rise of “whiteness’ as a unifying ideal in aslave
society, trailed behind. While afull account of the emergence of racial modernity in the early
nineteenth century South lies well beyond the scope of this essay, in the following pages, | will
try to identify some of the key tensions within the slaveholding South, particularly in the area of
public policy toward slavery and race, and to a lesser extent between the South and outside
critics of dlavery, which propelled the South toward a reconsideration and redefinition of the

meaning of slavery and race to the region’ sidentity.”

In 1784, Joseph Clay, a Savannah merchant, told prominent Georgia politician James
Jackson that “the Negro business is a great object with us, both with aView to our Interest
individually, and the general prosperity of this State and its commerce, it isto the trade of this
Country, as Soul to the Body....” The“planter,” Clay explained, “will asfar asin his power
sacrifice everything to obtain Negroes,” and no South Atlantic “business house” could remain
financially “stable” without a share of the lucrative slave trade.® Clay’s portrayal of
Confederation-era Savannah highlighted the South Atlantic region’s lingering hunger for slave

imports. Soitishardly surprising that South Carolina and Georgia delegates to the Philadel phia
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convention made keeping the international slave trade legal, at least for atime, a sine qua non of
joining the new Union. Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, who would later emerge as a prominent
Charleston Federalist, told the Philadel phia convention that “ South Carolina and Georgia cannot
do without slaves’ and implied that without some protection for the right to import slaves, these
two southern-most states of the Confederation would not join the new Union.” To securea
window of opportunity for reopening the foreign slave trade, should individual states choose to
do so, South Carolinaand Georgia delegates formed a momentary but momentous alliance with
New England shipping interests. The South Atlantic delegates agreed to allow Congressto
approve navigation laws by a simple magjority rather than a two-thirds vote, sacrificing the de
facto southern veto over national maritime policy. The right to block such legislation, which the
South enjoyed under requirements of atwo-thirds mgjority for approval, had long been held as
crucial to theregion’s agricultural export economy. New England del egates reciprocated by
accepting atwenty year constitutional moratorium on any federal prohibition of the slave trade.
Slaveholders in the Chesapeake joined other commercial interests in the mid-Atlantic region to
denounce the Convention’ s willingness to tolerate the international slave trade® “Twenty years
will produce all the mischief that can be apprehended from the liberty to import slaves,” James
Madison complained, and so “long aterm will be more dishonorable to the American character

"9 George Mason, less nationalist Virginian than

than to say nothing in the Constitution.
Madison, also recognized that allowing the slave trade to remain constitutional for so long
rendered expansion of the institution, which he viewed as a “ dangerous instrument” threatening

the prospective republic with bloody insurrection, inevitable. “The Western people are aready
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calling out for slaves for their new lands, and will fill that country with slavesif they can be got
thro’ S. Carolinaand Georgia,” Mason complained.’® Mason contrasted the Constitution’s
solicitude for the slave trade with its failure to present an explicit clause “that will prevent the
northern and eastern states from meddling with our whole property of that kind.” Mason
conceded that slaves were not “a desirable property,” but argued that ending slavery would
“involve usin great difficulties.”™ Of course, South Carolina delegate Charles Pinckney, the
young Charleston prodigy who later emerged as the leading Jeffersonian Republican in South
Carolinaviewed the possibility of slavery’s continued expansion, which he believed the
international slave trade fostered, with enthusiasm rather than dread. Slavery, asit expanded
across space, would enhance the prospects of American farmers for independence and
competency. “In anew country, possessing immense tracts of uncultivated lands, where every
temptation is offered to emigration, and where industry must be rewarded with competency,”
Pinckney maintained, “there will be few poor, and few dependent.” The “vast extent of
unpeopled territory which opens to the frugal and industrious a sure road to competence and
independence will effectually prevent for a considerable time the increase of the poor or
discontented, and be the means of preserving that equality of condition which so eminently
distinguishes us,” the precocious South Carolinian concluded.* Thus both Pinckneys and their
South Atlantic colleagues | eft Philadel phia well-pleased with the compromise they extracted at
the Convention, a compromise which secured a constitutional guarantee that the foreign the slave
trade could remain open until at least 1808, if individual states chose to permit it, while the

otherwise influential Virginians found themselves outflanked by resolute delegates from South
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Carolinaand Georgia.

For all its enduring power, some scholars increasingly see the Constitution’s creation
came not only through compromise and negotiation but also as the result of a sectional bargain
over the issue of davery, abargain that was never put to the floor of the Convention for a series
of formal votes, but emerged as a gentlemen’ s understanding over savery. The unwritten
constitutional bargain went something like this. Delegates concerned over the existence of
davery in anew nation rhetorically pledged by an upper South rhetorician to the notion that “all
men are created equal” and “entitled to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’ sought some
assurance from states heavily involved with slavery that they would work toward its eventual
elimination. Inreturn for this assurance, northern delegates agrees to do nothing to interfere
with slavery where it existed and allow the states most interested in the subject of Slavery guide
its ultimate demise. Compromises over representation and taxation, and over the future of the
international slave trade, reflected specific issues formally considered by the sitting convention,
but the scope of the gentlemen’ s agreement stretched considerably further into an understanding
of acommon commitment to the new nation as a Union of equals and an understanding that
slavery would be tolerated until phased out by the very white southerners whose safety and
fortunes hinged so heavily on slavery.*®

A sense of lasting obligation to the terms of the tacit compromise that created the Union
spurred upper South politicians to look toward the gradual elimination for slavery, especially
since Virginians had played such alarge role in writing the document. The emancipationist

strain among early national Virginia slaveholders ran deep and certainly predated the
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Consgtitution. Thomas Jefferson’s passionate denunciation of slavery in Notes on the State of

Virginiarevealed the depth of the early republican fears about slavery. “The whole commerce
between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most boisterous passions, the most
unremitting despotism on the one part, and degrading submissions on the other,” Jefferson
lamented, “.... The man must be a prodigy who can retain his manners and morals undepraved by

such circumstances.” 4

Scholars now know that Jefferson was not such aprodigy. In the face of
seemingly incontrovertible DNA evidence that Jefferson fathered at least one child (and
probably more) by his slave Sally Hemings, historians can now read Jefferson’s reference to the
“boisterous passions’ encouraged by the master-slave relationship as a measure of indirect
personal confession aswell as apoint of larger social commentary.™ But Jefferson’s rather
sweeping indictment of slavery as anti-republican contained almost all of the criticisms that
reverberated throughout the upper South for the next fifty years. For Jefferson, the practice of
slaveholding schooled Virginians in the most unrepublican character. Masters, and indeed all
white children in a slaveholding society, were “daily exercised in tyranny” and transformed into
“despots’ by the power of mastery and the potential, indeed the inevitability, of its abuse.
Jefferson worried that either “arevolution of the wheel of fortune”or a Divine justice that “ could
not sleep forever” together with the “numbers’ of slavesin Virginia might unleash either aslave
rebellion or a bloody civil war whites and slaves. To avoid such a cataclysm, Jefferson yearned
“for atotal emancipation” carried out “with the consent of the masters, rather than by their

» 16

extirpation.

Jefferson retained the views outlined in his Notes on the State of Virginia, with only
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minor modification, until his death in 1826. He believed that slavery was an evil which must be
eliminated, but he also believed that the evil must be eliminated gradually and in an orderly
fashion, and that the elimination must be guided and paced by the very planter elite whose
members would have to sacrifice their wealth and patrimony with emancipation. As he neared
death, Jefferson realized that public opinion was still not ready for a general emancipation,
however gradual. A general emancipation in Virginia, Jefferson reasoned, not only called for
“time, patience and perseverance’ but also the “revolution in public opinion which the cause
requires.” He cautioned champions of emancipation to allow for the “snail-paced gait” at which
the “advance of new ideas on the public mind” proceeded.”*” Yet if Jefferson counseled
patience to advocates of emancipation, he also urged reluctant slaveholders to start the
emancipation process sooner rather than later if they expected to control it. “Nothing is written
more certainly in the book of fate than that these people are to be free” Jefferson opined, and
“the South needs to act soon if It isstill in our power to direct the process of emancipation
peaceably” and “in slow degree.”*®

Jefferson’ s friend, St. George Tucker, ayoung professor of law at William and Mary,
shared the Sage of Monticello’sinterest in gradual and timely emancipation. In 1795, Tucker
prepared a plan for general emancipation which he planned to submit to the Virginialegislature.
“Theintroduction of slavery into this country,” Tucker claimed, “is at this day considered among
its greatest misfortunes by a very great majority” of Virginians. Though often “reproached for
an evil,” Virginians, Tucker insisted, could not have “avoided” slavery any more than

“hereditary gout or leprosy.”*® But while exonerating the “present generation’ of Virginians
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from any blame for slavery, Tucker also admitted that prospects for general emancipation were
at best doubtful. Tucker recognized that while many whitesin early national Virginia conceded
that slavery was an evil, they were nevertheless reluctant to give it up. “The malady has
proceeded so far,” Tucker acknowledged, “as to render it doubtful whether any specific plan can
be found to eradicate, or even palliate the disease.” Tucker saw this reluctance as the poisonous
product of generations of slaveholding experience. He argued that early national Virginians had
little appetite for general emancipation because “every white man felt himself born to tyrannize”
while viewing blacks as “ of no more importance than ....brute cattle.” Tucker knew that
overcoming such “deep-rooted, and innate prejudices’ might lie “beyond the power of human
nature to accomplish.”® When Tucker finally submitted his detailed plan for general
emancipation to the legislature in 1797, his worst fears about the Virginia s unwillingness to
address the slavery issue were realized. The Assembly politely ignored his proposal.?* A
chagrined Tucker admitted that he had underestimated the opposition to general emancipation in
Virginia. Only “actual suffering” by slaveholders, Tucker speculated, might open their earsto
the “voice of reason.”#

Just three years later white Virginians narrowly missed feeling such “actual suffering”
when authorities, acting on atip from slave informants, scotched an alleged insurrection plot in
Richmond in 1800. The subsequent investigation identified the slave Gabriel Prosser as the
leader of the aborted rebellion and discovered an elaborate plan for seizing Richmond,
murdering the sitting governor, James Monroe, and fighting the “White People for freedom.”*

Prompt and vigorous reprisal against the aleged insurrectionists ensued. White authorities
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executed twenty slaves in Richmond during the fall of 1800, and, after a protracted search,
Gabriel was captured aboard a ship in Norfolk, tried and put to death. For short security,
Governor James Monroe increased the militia’s presence in Richmond, but he still worried that
plans for an extensive insurrection “may occur again at any time, with more fatal consequences,
unless suitable measures be taken to prevent it.”** Over the longer term, the Virginialegislature
debated proposals for tighter regulation if the state’ s black population, slave and free, during its
next several legidative sessions. In 1804, the Old Dominion legislature banned the “common
practice” of permitting slaves and free blacks to gather unsupervised “at meeting houses and
places of religious worship in the night.” The legidative majority believed such meetings might
turn “productive of considerable evil to the community.”?

Concerns aroused by Gabriel’ s rebellion aso hardened white attitudes toward free blacks.
Asaresult, the state’ s liberal manumission laws of 1782 faced repeated challenges from
legidlators eager to slow the pace of private manumissions, and perhaps even prohibit them
entirely. During both the 1804-1805 and the 1805-1806 sessions of the Virginialegidature, the
state’ s policy of allowing masters to manumit slaves at their own discretion came under sharp
attack from legislators who feared that free blacks might one day “furnish the officers and around
whom the slaves will rally” to sustain arebellion.® With the specter of Gabriel’sinsurrection
plot fresh in the minds of many white Virginians, one champion of restricted manumission
charged that “ blacks who are free obtain a knowledge of facts by passing from place to placein
society; they can thus organize insurrection.” The movement to restrict private manumission

faced opposition form politicians determined to defend the rights of slaveholders to control their

10
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own property, even if it meant freeing slaves. These legislative debates over the state’s
manumission policy ended in a partial victory for both sides. Defenders of private manumission
prevented restrictionists from returning control of individual emancipation to the state legislature,
but while conceding the masters' right “to dispose of property freely,” restrictionists gained
critical support for abill requiring all manumitted slaves to leave the state within twelve months
of their emancipation or forfeit their freedom.*’

The crisis of fear which followed the Gabriel insurrection threat also gave new impetus to
the colonization movement in Virginia. In 1801, the Virginia House of Delegates urged Governor
Monroe to find an appropriate location for sending blacks deemed “ obnoxious to the peace or
dangerousto society.” Acknowledging that the resolution emerged in response to “the conspiracy
of slaves ... in this city and neighborhood last year,” Monroe urged his friend and new President
Thomas Jefferson to use federal authority to locate and procure land for a colony of former slaves
and unwelcome free blacks. Monroe called slavery “an existing evil,” but complained of “the
extreme difficulty in remedying it.”?® But both Monroe and Jefferson recognized that
colonization might emerge as the means for ultimately ridding Virginia of free blacks and
reducing its slave population. After giving Monroe' s request slow but serious consideration,
Jefferson ultimately rejected the idea of placing afree black colony within the existing territory of
the United States, and instead pondered St. Domingue as an option, noting coyly that its “ present
ruler might be ... willing to receive...[those] deemed criminal by us, but meritorious perhaps by
him.” If lower South slaveholders objected to St. Dominque or any other West Indian location on

grounds that such a colony was likely to emerge as a staging ground for future efforts to incite
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insurrection in the American South, as Jefferson surmised they might, “ Africawould offer alast
and undoubted resort.”? Following the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, Jefferson momentarily
changed his mind and recommended the Louisiana territory as a possible site for acolony. In
1805 the Virginia General Assembly formally asked its representatives in Congressto set aside a
portion of the Louisianaterritory as a destination for free blacks and slaves who might be deemed
threats to public safety. Soon, however, deepening tensions between the young American
republic and both of the two major European powers, Britain and France, delayed Virginia's

active pursuit of colonization for more than a decade.®

Virginia s post-Gabriel discussion of manumission and colonization reflected a strong
consensus among the state’ s white leaders that free blacks and free whites could never effectively
share citizenship in abiracial republic because of the intractable white prejudice against
“degraded” free blacks. In the early nineteenth century, whites in the upper South remained
uncertain about whether the observed “ degradation” of free blacks resulted from decades of
experience living either under slavery or in close proximity to slavery or whether it was a sign of
innate racial inferiority. The comparatively open-minded Jefferson suspected that blacks were
innately inferior, especially in the “faculties of reason and imagination,” but he also admitted that
much consideration should be given to the “differences of condition, of education, of
conversation, of the sphere” in which blacks, slave and free, lived. Thus Jefferson hazarded his
preliminary judgment in favor of white supremacy “with great diffidence” admitted that “further

observation” was needed to firmly settle the question. Despite his own personal uncertainty,
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however, Jefferson expressed no doubt that the “ Deep-rooted prejudices’ against blacks on the
basis of color would forever block their inclusion in awhite republic.®* Emancipation advocate
St. George Tucker aso questioned the idea of innate black inferiority, but, like Jefferson, Tucker
was quick to point to “deep-rooted” and innate “ prejudices’ of whites as an ineradicable barrier to
the acceptance of blacks as equalsin Virginiasociety. Tucker thought it misguided to impose
slavery on people by nature “equally free and independent” simply because they “differ in
complexion,” but he acknowledged that sentiment in Virginia advocated precisely such a policy.*
James Madison, usually judiciousin al his expressions of opinion, described free blacks as
“Generally idle and depraved” and worried that they “retain the bad qualities of the slaves with
whom they continue to associate, without acquiring any of the good ones of the whites...,” but
concluded that blacks were excluded from republican society chiefly by “by prejudices ag[ainst]
their color and other peculiarities.”

Thus Virginia s post-Gabriel reconsideration of race and slavery concluded with a
lukewarm endorsement of a very gradual, almost glacial, approach to emancipation coupled with
the removal, whether by colonization or other means, of the resulting free black population. Such
apolicy would gradually diminish the importance of slavery to Virginia s economy and at the
same time prevent alarge free black caste from emerging as the inevitable by-product of
emancipation. This carefully calibrated “whitening” of the state appealed to many Virginians
with lingering reservations about slavery and yet strong aversion to aracially mixed republic asa

near-perfect solution to their most vexing problems. But it was a near-perfect solution laden with

so many complexities and contingencies that it defied implementation in the imperfect world of
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early nineteenth century America. Within ayear of the passage of the Old Dominion’s removal
law, for example, three of Virginia s neighboring states, Maryland, Delaware, and Kentucky
passed laws forbidding free black immigrants from settling in their states, an action later followed
by a number of other states. Maryland, doubtless expressing sentiments shared by Virginia's
other neighbors, bluntly groused that the Old Dominion was “vomiting” free blacksinside its
borders.* Along Virginia s southern border, North Carolina, also hoping to prevent Virginia
from passing its problems south, restricted the immigration of free blacks by requiring in-
migrants to post a substantial bond with local sheriffs.* Virginia discovered early on that
“exporting” its black population, whether slave or free, to other states could prove problematic
due to opposition from the recipient states and territories. But exportation, whether through sale
or manumission and removal remained a potentially effective, and, in the case of sae, a
profitable, method for the diminution of slavery in the Old Dominion, and hence Virginians
proved slow to abandon the idea.

But Gabriel’ srebellion scare had an even longer reach, as concern over possible unrest
and insurrection aso heightened in the South Atlantic region once news from Virginia circul ated.
Though the Charleston press suppressed the details of the Virginiainsurrection scare, South
Carolinians appeared well-appraised of events.*® United States Senator Jacob Read, a Charleston
Federalist, alerted Governor John Drayton that a Methodist pamphlet seeking to “promote ...
emancipation” was circulating in South Carolina, along with an antislavery petition whose
authors hoped to present it to the state General Assembly. Upon receiving the news from Read,

Drayton stepped up patrols and issued “some instructions regarding better government of
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negroes.” While he sought to tighten laws dealing with slave control, Governor Drayton saw the
conduct of free blacks as the greater problem. Sensing support for a crack down as news
regarding Gabriel’s alleged intentions circulated, Drayton complained that free blacksin
Charleston “are assuming some of the rights of citizenship,” (chiefly taking cases to court) and
urged the legislature to end the privilege in short order. Following Virginia, South Carolina also
passed alaw outlawing all secret, nocturnal or “behind-closed-doors’ assemblies which included
slaves and free blacks, even if whites were present. The law prohibited night meetings for
religious instruction, and, and thus interfered with the efforts of Methodists other evangelicals to
proselytize slaves.®’

Moreover, as rumors of Gabriel’ srevolt reverberated through South Carolina, whites
discovered alleged (and probably imagined) insurrection plotsin their midst. In 1802, the sighting
of one slave whose absence from his home plantation was not readily explained in the heavily
black Georgetown area prompted the rapid spread of rumors that an armed brigade of French-
speaking Caribbean insurrectionists loomed off the coast, ready to come ashore in Winyah Bay
and lead an insurrection.® The local militiainvestigated the complaint with skepticism but poor
communication among militialeaders led Governor John Drayton to mobilize the state militia for
an invasion that never occurred. Embarrassed by the launching of afull-scale mobilization based
on false information, Drayton blamed the specter of St. Domingue for his hasty overreaction,
citing hisfear of the arrival of “French Brigands Incendiary prisoners of colour,” and
Georgetown militia colonel Peter Horry initiated disciplinary proceedings against an otherwise

highly-regarded young officer for failing to properly vet rumorsin time to prevent mobilization
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and the concomitant fright among the Lowcountry’ s white population.®

Y et even in 1802, as insurrection rumors filled the air and thoughts of Haiti remained
vivid in the minds of white South Carolinians, voices from the first cotton belt demanded slaves.
An Edgefield district grand jury complained that the ban on the foreign slave trade served as an
“insurmountable Bar in the way of men of Property moving into this state, and in this way the
Vaue of our Landed property is Reduced and the growing wealth and population of the upper
Country obstructed.” A wary state legislature, still dominated by Lowcountry interests and
skittish in the aftermath of the Gabriel and Georgetown scares, turned a deaf ear to such
arguments. A legidlative proposal to reopen the foreign slave trade was defeated
overwhelmingly, 86-11, in the South Carolina House of Representatives and by voice vote in the
Senate.™® Even without the help of additional imported slaves, however, the cotton revolution
expanded steadily, and in some portions of South Carolina s inner coastal plain and in the upper
Savannah River valley, the boom was nearly a decade old by 1803. But the fear of Carribean-
inspired insurrection spawned by the Haitian Revolution lingered on, waxing and waning in
concert with the tenor of the latest news from the Caribbean. In weighing the balance between
fear of alarger slave population and the possibility of declining slave values on the one hand, and
the ambitions of interior cotton growers on the other, the South Carolinalegislature, dominated
by the Lowcountry’ s white minority routinely voted to keep the international trade closed. But the
balance of fear and greed against ambition and opportunity shifted dramatically, if momentarily,
in 1803 when a coincidence of luck and vision brought the Louisianaterritory into American

possession, opening an eager new market for imported slaves. In 1803, just one year after an
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almost desultory legidative rejection of inland cotton growers' pleas for a reopened external slave
trade, South Carolina politicians suddenly reconsidered the issue, a reconsideration undoubtedly
prompted by the prospect of supplying slaves to the Louisiana territory.*

Alone among slavehol ding states, South Carolina decided in 1803 to take advantage of the
Constitution’ s remaining window of forbearance and reopen the international slave trade, a
reopening which, according to contemporary estimates, brought nearly 40,000 new Africansinto
American between 1804 and 1807. This decision to reopen the trade drew sharp rebukes from
other slaveholding states as well as denunciation from representatives from states where gradual
emancipation was well underway. Even the SC legisature questioned the wisdom of its own
action and debated closing the trade at every session during the four-year interval in which the
trade was open. At the legidlature's 1805 session, Governor Paul Hamilton pleaded with the
legislature for “an immediate stop to thistraffic.” Hamilton complained that the trade was
“draining us of our specie, thereby embarrassing our commercial men, and materially lessening
the sale of our produce.” Hamilton also warned the legislature that “in proportion as you add to
the number of Slaves, you prevent the influx of men who would increase the means of defense
and security.” 1n 1805, Hamilton believed he had reason to worry about security, as rumors of
insurrection swept through Columbia during the legislative session. South Carolina authorities
deployed militia units and distributed weapons to guard the legislature chambers.** As
insurrection rumors flew wildly, New England visitor Edward Hooker reported that an innocent
“Negro” was shot by patrols during the scare, and that the “town negroes were al in dreadful

consternation ... fearing | suppose that they will be butchered by one party or the other.” The

17



Lacy K Ford

House of Representatives bill which proposed closing the trade included a declaration that “the
importation of slavesis...dangerous to its tranquility and safety,” but the bill failed by a narrow
margin.*®

Such fear of slave insurrection, and indeed, occasional confirmation of such fears by
actual rebellions, such as the one that occurred along Louisiana' s so-called German Coast in
1811, remained part of life in the slaveholding South throughout the antebellum era despite the
efforts of white southerners to reassure themselves that slaves in their locale were happy, docile,
and unlikely to cause trouble unless provoked by incendiary outsiders. The divided mind of the
early national South, with one side urging perpetua vigilance against the unthinkable horrors of
insurrection while the other side assured that the benevolent nature of local slavery left area
slaves peaceful and content, appeared in boldest relief in South Carolina, where arguments for the
beneficence of davery proved most profuse and where fear of the state’ s emerging black majority
ran deep. Astheimportation of slavesfrom Africadrew to aclosein 1807, Federalist Jacob Read
sounded the rhetorical alarm, pleading with South Carolina Governor Charles Pinckney to pursue
aplan of militiareform that would leave South Carolina better prepared to quell slave rebellions.
The “militiain its present state is not in a position to do any valuable military service,” Read
complained after reviewing mustersin the state’ s slave majority Lowcountry. But the vigilant
Read, who had warned Governor Drayton about insurgent Methodists in 1800, again saw
problems not only in the state militia’ slack of preparedness, but the continued exertions of
evangelicals who criticized slavery and sought to spread the gospel among slaves. “Itisvain to

conceal from ourselves,” Read maintained, “the fact that there are spread every where through the
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state the religious and other enthusiasts who are preaching very dangerous doctrines and inciting
in our black population sentiments that must lead to fatal results which nothing but their want of a
common head & someone daring enough to make the attempt and in a degree capable of directing
their measures prevents their carrying int amost sanguinary execution.” Read concluded that
only by the militia and “a due execution of the patrol laws can we be saved.”*

Y et while such fears of arepeat of St. Domingue never receded far from the minds of
Lowcountry planters, Upcountry leaders often downplayed such fears. Asayoung War Hawk
attempting to prepare the southern mind for awar to defend export staples, Upcountry
Congressman John C. Calhoun questioned the impact of “the disorganizing effects of French
principles’ on the southern slave population. “I cannot think our ignorant blacks have felt much
of their baneful influence.” Calhoun opined in 1811, “ | dare say not more than one-haf of them

"4> Whether or not those whites living in black majority

ever heard of the French Revolution.
parishes or districts in his home state found Calhoun’s claim that no more than half of their slaves
had heard of the French Revolution and its call for “liberty, equality, and fraternity” reassuring or
alarming remains unknown, but throughout the antebellum era South Carolina remained
convinced of the benefits of perpetual slavery and stayed perpetually alert for the first hint of
insurrection. In the lower South, slavery had indeed twisted the conventional Jeffersonian
wisdom. Eternal vigilance became the price of savery.

In1807, President Jefferson and Congress had moved quickly to insure that alaw banning

the international slave trade would be in place at the earliest moment allowed by the Constitution.

Across the slaveholding South, the Congressional prohibition on the foreign slave trade signaled
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aturning point in the way masters and other southern whites conceived of the institution of
slavery, even though this turn toward a new conceptualization of slavery was already well
underway when the African trade was finally banned in 1808. As ageneration of Slavery
scholars, led by Eugene Genovese, have argued, the paternalist ethos among slaveholders
emerged in part directly from the pattern of resistance and accommodation, and resistance to
accommodation and still further accommodation to resistence that characterized the day-to-day
reality of the master-slave relationship. The daily, ongoing negotiations between masters and
slaves, negotiations which took place in the most uneven context of power and terror, but
negotiations compelled nonethel ess by both the master’ s thirst for profit and the slaves desire to
play some rolein shaping their everyday existence, created room for maneuver on the part of
slaves and the need for some measure of paternalism for masters.”® As early as 1800, William
Moultrie, a Lowcountry planter, Revolutionary war hero, and two-time governor of South
Carolina, stated the case for practical paternalism succinctly. Moultire claimed that in “the part of
the country where | live, thereis great moderation & [i]ndulgence given to slaves....” He argued
that such kindness was “for the best in the end” because it rendered Slavery “[m]ore satisfactory
and profitable.” “[W]hat you may think you lose in making small crops you amply make up for by
the [i]ncrease and long life of your slaves,” Moultrie contended. No better rational for
paternalism was required. Moultrie also contrasted such paternalistic conduct favorably with the
treatment of slavesin earlier decades. Herecalled that slaves had formerly received as many as
fifty lashes “for not doing what was called their task...when it was perhaps impossible for them to

doit.”%’
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In astimulating recent book, Jeffrey Y oung has argued convincingly that the idea of
master-slave relations characterized by paternalism “had been foreign to the vast majority of
eighteenth century planters,” who had both “ despised and feared” their slaves and never viewed
theideal of plantation domesticity as an intellectual mooring for their society.”® During the first
two decades of the nineteenth century, paternalism as a social ideal gained increasing acceptance
among slaveholding whites. To be sure, the paternalistic ideal was hardly the reality of plantation
and farm life in the slaveholding South of the early nineteenth century. Especialy in the lower
South, the cotton boom and the rapid expansion of slavery produced as much cruelty, as much, if
not more, disruption of slave family and community life, and as much tension between masters
and slaves as ever, but as the ideal of paternalism advanced, southern slaveholders conceived of
themselves and explained themselves to the rest of the world through the prism of paternalism
and domesticity. As Y oung pointed out, between 1800 and 1815 southern “slaveowners
established an ideological defense of slavery” that centered on the concept of “domestication.”*
Coupled with the end of the foreign slave trade, paternalism helped make slavery into atruly
“domestic institution,” as Jacksonian and late antebellum southerners frequently styled it, and
enshrined aform of “domesticity” asthe core of the region’sjustification for slaveholding. This
ideology not only empowered the slaveholder, making him master of exterior worlds, large or
small, depending on the scope of his property, but also master of his own household, where white
dependents, including spouses, children, and extended families looked to the master, the head of
the household, for both protection and comfort in return for loyalty and obedience.>

No matter what label is placed on the reconceptualization of slavery which occurred
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during years from 1800-1820, or even how the evolution of paternalism is understood or
explained, a new consensus emerged among slavehol ders about the preferred characterization of
the master-slave relationship during thisera. And, quibbles aside, that consensus emerged around
an ideal best and most readily defined as the paternalist ideal. By the early nineteenth century,
the emerging paternalistic ideal as understood by white slaveholders consisted of four main
conventions. First, slaves must be recognized as fellow human beings, regardless of their
presumed degree of inferiority, the “uncivilized” condition of their native African society, and
any perceived limitations on their potential. Thus it was incumbent upon whites, and especially
upon Christian and republican whites, to recognize the humanity of slaves and treat them
accordingly. Second, based on the common humanity of master and slave, the day-to-day
governance of a slave population should be conducted along the same lines that male household
heads governed their white families, that is, with a combination of fairness and firmness, a
balance of affection and discipline, and that this familial treatment would produce the master’s
preferred form of subordination among slaves: willful obedience. Paternalism would render
slaves more manageable, slave labor more efficient, and slave unrest more uncommon. Third,
paternalism required stewardship, most commonly Christian stewardship, which included not
only practicing the “golden rule” with respect to the treatment of slaves, but also regular and
systematic efforts to teach slaves Christianity and improve their “morals’ generaly. Finally,
paternalism required the paternalist to show some larger scope of humanitarian concern, not
simply in the daily treatment and provisioning of slaves, or even in the nurture of slave families

and religion, but also in the acceptance of a broader social responsibility for making slave society
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work humanely as well as profitably.*

Indeed, within afew years after the ban on the foreign slave trade, few southern observers
doubted that the need to cultivate a family atmosphere which encouraged longevity and
reproduction among slaves hastened the rise of “paternalism” as the popular construct for
understanding slavery in the South, and perhaps even as an elusive ideal for its day-to-day
management. In 1815, South Carolinian William Johnson, a US Supreme Court Justice,
Carolinian, summed up these views well. Johnson argued that the “interest of the owner isto
obtain from his slaves labor and increase” and that intelligent owners knew that neither could “be
expected without due attention to their health and comfort, or without bestowing upon their
offspring the care which infancy and childhood” required. Johnson deemed “sufficient food and
clothing” essential to effective labor, but the jurist also asserted that effective masters went
further, offering not just the necessities but also “[j]ust treatment, a kind word, and alittle extra
indulgence or gratification.” Such paternalistic practices, Johnson maintained, “ produce
wonderful effects’ including the “return of affection and fidelity [from slaves].”** Johnson also
argued that if anyone needed an extra reason for benevolence, “they too will seein the
propagation of their slaves the only resource for future wealth.” The “fear of the lash” Johnson
explained, could compel only “reluctant services,” but paternalism could nurture a*“ generous
motive for obedience” among slaves and inspire work performed with “alacrity and affection.”
Where the slave “is treated indeed as a bondsman but still as a man--where, whilst respect and a
faithful discharge of the duties assigned him are exacted in the one hand, on the other he is treated

with kindness, humanity and encouraging benevolence,” Johnson explained, paternalism found
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fulfillment. Johnson admitted that all masters were imperfect paternalists, flawed, as the judge
styled it, by a*“too frequent readinessto yield ourselves up in passion in our treatment” of slaves.
But he credited slaves with a specia endurance, one that often led slaves to water the “fresh
grave of amaster with the bitterest tears.” To critics of paternalism, Johnson replied that “the
experiment” was at least worth trying, although he cautioned that “afavorable result ought not to
be hastily expected, for their [Slaves'] uncultivated natures must be gradually wrought upon.” But
when a well-implemented regimen of paternalism has taken hold, Johnson predicted, “the
Christian... will often see more to be envied in the life of the slave than in that of the master.”>
By the time Congressional debates over the admission of Missouri as a slave state erupted
in 1820, leading politicians from the lower South had become well-versed in the rhetoric of
paternalism, and they offered an affirmative defense of the slaveholder as paternalist in response
to the northern condemnation of the institution that occurred during the Missouri crisis. For the
most part, white southerners still pulled up short of calling slavery a positive good, but they did
not hesitate to characterize the master-slave relationship, and indeed the entire set of social
relationships surrounding slavery, in paternalistic terms. To be sure, the use of the ideology of
paternalism as a defense for slavery asit existed in the South at the time of the Missouri
controversy did not necessarily reflect an emerging consensus among southern slaveholders
around the paternalist ideal, much less that slaveholders actually practiced the paternalism they
preached to their northern criticsin any systematic manner, but it did reveal the centrality of the
idea of paternalism, especially as defined and explained by the teachings of evangelical

Christianity, to the slaveholders’ evolving understanding of their society and its placein the
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world.

During the Missouri debates, criticisms from northern senators concerning the inhumanity
of dlavery, drove Georgia senator Freeman Walker to counter that such commentary relied on
“erroneous impressions in relation to the treatment of slaves.” Walker declared that slavesin the
South were “far from being in that state of intolerable vassalage which some gentlemen seem to
believe,” and contended that southern slaves “are well clothed, well fed, and treated with kindness
and humanity.”>* North Carolina Senator Nathaniel Macon, the laconic and determined Old
Republican, also defended slavery as a cultivator of domesticity. Macon invited northern senators
to “go home with me, or some other Southern member, and witness the meeting between the
slaves and their owner, and see the glad faces and hearty shaking of hands.”>> The upper South’s
Richard Johnson of Kentucky also turned to paternalism to defend the conduct of slaveholders.
Slaves, Johnson argued, “were trained to industry” and compensated by “kindness and humanity.”

Using the emerging familial metaphor, Johnson declared that the slave’ s “master is his guardian.”
The slave enjoyed “the rights of conscience” and worshiped God “as he chooses’. As proof of
the latter proposition, Johnson offered the observation that “quite as great portion of them
become believers... and are admitted into the communion of the Christian church” as were whites.

Moreover, growing Christian sentiment in slaveholding communities offered slaves protection

from the cruelty of the occasional harsh master. “No man among us can be cruel to hisslave,”
Johnson avowed, “without incurring the execration of the whole community.”*® Y et both Walker
and Johnson remained careful not to claim that slavery was anything other than a long-standing

problem which white southerners tried the best to meliorate to the extent circumstances would
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alow. The“evil [slavery], if it be one, already exists,” Walker argued, “It has taken deep root in
out soil, and | know of no means of extirpating it.” Johnson also denied that southernersin
Congress were trying to “justify the abstract principle of slavery” but rather merely sought to
defend their honor as slaveholders saddled with the responsibility of doing their best to manage a
“necessary evil.”>’

No other southern defender of slavery sounded as quite as aggressive or confrontational a
tone as South Carolina' s Senator William Smith, the redoubtable champion of the movement to
reopen the African slave trade in 1803. In avariety of speeches to the Senate during the Missouri
controversy, Smith moved, albeit tentatively, away from the assumption, made explicit in Richard
Johnson’ s remarks, that slavery remained a“ necessary evil.” Instead, Smith took issue with the
much-guoted denunciation of slavery penned by Thomas Jefferson in his Notes. Smith
reformulated Jefferson’s claim that “the whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual
exercise of the most boisterous passions’ into a paternalist claim that “the whole commerce
between master and slave is patriarchal.” In fact, Smith argued, southern slaves were “so
domesticated, so kindly treated by their masters’ that southerners worried little about
insurrection. Rather than living in a state of “constant alarm” or “constant danger,” Smith
maintained, abolitionists could not “excite one among twenty [slaves} to insurrection.” Nor, in
Smith’s view, did observations of slavery breed arrogance and despotism in young whites as
Jefferson feared. With black children as “constant associates,” Smith argued young whites
developed such affection for young slaves that “in thousands of instances there is nothing but the

shadow of slavery left” when whites and their youthful slave companions reached adulthood.”®
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Smith’ s sweeping contradiction of Jefferson’s contention that slavery was unrepublican provided
apositive sanction for slaveholding that seemed to shock his northen listeners, who heard Smith’s
remarks as a bold departure from previous southern defenses of slavery as a necessary evil.

Smith certainly never explicitly called slavery a positive good, but he did offer an aggressive
defense of paternalism, of a“patriarcha” commerce between master and slave. A robust
application of paternalism, Smith contended, effectively meliorated whatever “evil” rested
inherently in Slavery.

Just two years after Smith’s defense of paternalism, the new paternalist approach to slave
management came under internal attack in the months immediately following Charleston’ s savage
response to rumors of a slave insurrection allegedly organized by free black Denmark Vesey.”® A
lengthy memorial from the citizens of Charleston summed up popular complaints well. It
emphasized the failure of the “ advantages’ offered by paternalism to produce “ satisfaction and
affection” among slaves and observed that whites had been repaid for their kindness with the
creation of an insurrection plot “comparable to the worst West Indian atrocities.” These citizens
called for tighter restrictions on slaves who hired out away from their masters, legislation
banning blacks from the “mechanical arts’ (unless these slave mechanics worked under the direct
supervision of their masters), the end of importation of slaves form the upper South, and severe
penalties for anyone who taught slaves to read and write. This petition branded slaves an “ enemy
in bosom of the state” but rather than calling for an end of the peculiar institution or even a
continued amelioration of its harshest features, the petitioners offered a direct indictment of

paternalism and argued that force was “the only principle that can maintain slavery.”®

27



Lacy K Ford

Almost immediately, advocates of paternalism, led by the increasingly influential southern
clergy, mounted a passionate rebuttal. Richard Furman, leader of South Carolina s Baptists,
quickly defended paternalism against the increasingly formidable criticisms from civil authorities
who viewed religion and leniency in the treatment of slaves as key factors in the development of
dave unrest. A master, in Furman’sview, served as “the guardian and even father of his slaves,”
and “[dlaves] become part of hisfamily, (the whole, forming under him alittle community) and
the care of ordering it, and of providing for its welfare, devolves on him.” Thus, Furman
explained, “what is effected, and often at a great public expense, in afree community, by taxes,
benevolent institutions, bettering houses, and penitentiaries, lies here on he master....” The
Charleston-based divine insisted that a “just and humane master, who rules his slaves and
provides for them, according to Christian principles’ should “rest satisfied that heisnot in
holding them, chargeable with moral evil, nor with acting...contrary to the genius of Christianity.”

Furman conceded that laws to prevent and punish insurrection were necessary in a slave society,
but he also emphasized the need “ on the other hand” for laws “to prevent them [slaves] from
being oppressed and injured by unreasonable, cruel masters, and others.” Furman also defended
the Christian mission to the slaves against critics who blamed evangelism, among with the slave
literacy it encouraged, for the Vesey plot. If slavesreceived their instruction “from right
sources,” Furman argued, “they will not be in danger of having their minds corrupted by
n 61

sentiments unfriendly to the domestic and civil peace of the community.

Astheideaof paternalism gained strength in the lower South, the colonization movement,
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gained new momentum in the upper South with the founding of the American Colonization
Society in 1816. While whites in the upper South remained uncertain whether slavery had
rendered blacks “unfit” for freedom or the alleged racial inferiority of blacks had rendered them
ready subjects for slavery, whites virtually believed that the color of both slaves and free blacks
would always serve as a badge preventing both their recognition as citizens or their progress as
denizensin awhite republic. Whites, like Jefferson, who were unwilling to admit their own
prejudice on the subject, could readily attribute the overweening prejudice to society at large,
absolving themselves from individual responsibility. Thus no matter the strength of the
misgivings about slavery harbored by whites in the upper South, and given the absolute size of
the region’ s slave popul ation, most whites could not envision any systematic plan of
emancipation, even of the most gradual nature, which was not also accompanied by the removal
of free blacks from upper South society. Old-line Federalist Charles Fenton Mercer predicted that
colonization would wipe “from the character of our institutions the only *blot” which stains
them.”®? At the opposite end of Virginia's partisan spectrum, Old Republican John Taylor of
Caroline also endorsed colonization, calling slavery a“ misfortune to agriculture” but predicting a
bloody confrontation between blacks and whites if slaves were freed in large numbers and
allowed to remainin Virginia. “If England and Americawould erect and foster a settlement of
free negroes in some fertile part of Africa, it would soon subsist by its own energies,” Taylor
surmised in an optimistic assessment of colonization prospects his 1813 Arator essays, and
“dlavery might then be gradually reexported, and philanthropy gratified....”®®* The Virginia

legislature quietly endorsed the idea of colonizing free blacks in 1816, and when American
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Colonization Society held itsfirst national meeting in Washington in 1817, it elected Virginia's
Bushrod Washington as the society’ sfirst president, and the names of many prominent
Virginians, including James Madison, John Marshall, James Monroe, and John Tyler, appeared
on the membership rolls.®* In neighboring Maryland, Robert Harper pleaded the case for
colonization, insisting that skin color condemned blacks to “hopeless inferiority and degradation”
and presented an impassable barrier to “social equality.” Harper complained that free blacks too
often lived as paupers “at the expense of the community” and retained the ability to stir resistance
among slaves. Harper also contended that the presence of a black working class in Maryland,
dlave and free, led whites to see “labour as a badge of slavery” hindered the formation of a
reliable class of free white laborersin the state..®® Maryland formed a state chapter of the ACSin
1817, and in both its1817-1818 and 1818-1819 sessions, the Maryland |egis ature unanimously
endorsed the principle of colonization.*®

Y et even with the dominant political tradition and the prevailing economic trendsin the
upper South favored colonization, the movement’ s champions confronted serious, and perhaps
insurmountable, practical difficulties. Even the modest plansfor colonization required finding
locations for colonies, raising money to pay for the transportation of free blacks, finding fundsto
subsidize the operation of the coloniesin their critical early years, and persuading reluctant free
blacks to go voluntarily. Additionally, upper South leaders who favored compensated
emancipation confronted the even more daunting task of raising funds to compensate masters.
Upper South coloni zationists recognized the scope of these problems, but championed the cause

nonetheless. Indeed, most colonizationists in the upper South supported removal not because
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they viewed it as an efficient and decisive method for ending slavery, but because they perceived
it as a prudent measure for a gradual “whitening” the upper South. Sincere opponents of slavery
hoped the colonization movement, whatever its short-term effectiveness, would help generate
momentum toward general emancipation at a future date. And whitesin no hurry to end slavery
supported colonization as a means of marginally “whitening” the region by removing a portion of
its existing free black population and newly manumitted slaves.®’

In the lower South, the advent of the ACS received at best alukewarm reception. Lower
South supporters of colonization saw the movement almost exclusively as a means of reducing
the size of its free black population and removing the trickle of slaves freed by private
manumissions rather than as means of either reducing slavery’simportance to the region or asa
modest beginning to a strategy of gradual emancipation. Nevertheless, the Society attracted some
favorable attention and afew subscribers from every lower South state. In South Carolina,
modest but symbolically important subscriptions were received from such unlikely and disparate
donors as Charlestonian Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, an aging Lowcountry Federalist, and
William Smith, the aggressively proslavery Upcountry Republican.®® In Georgia, where favorite
son and presidential aspirant William Crawford served a national vice-president of the ACS, the
Society opened a handful of local auxiliaries. But in Georgiathe Society functioned largely as a
vehicle for returning illegally imported slavesto Africa. In 1817, the Georgialegislature passed a
statute which directed the governor to turnover all slavesillegally imported into the state to the
Colonization Society for repatriation to Africa, provided the Society could reimburse the state for

any expenses incurred by taxpayers. At least thirty or forty slaves were colonized under this law
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during its first five years of operation.*® Alabamalargely ignored the ACS s early activities, but
in Mississippi and Louisiana, colonization received significant support for a number of wealthy
planters, especially from those in the Natchez hinterland, where interest in reducing the area' s
growing free back population sustained the movement. But state and local auxiliary chapters
were not organized in these lower South states until years later. Asthe Georgialegislature
explained retrospectively, at the time of “the first establishment of the Colonization Society,”
whatever support the organization developed in the lower South emerged “from the general
impression in the Southern states’ that its object “was limited to remova” of the “free people of
color and their descendants and none other.” ™ To the extent whites in the lower South suspected
the Society wanted a broader emancipation, it was either ignored or sharply criticized. By 1820,
lower South whites focused on how to acquire and control the slaves they needed to sustain their

staple economy, not on how to phase out slavery or reduce its centrality to the region’s economy.

Faced with acombination of general indifference or outright hostility from the lower
South in addition to the financial and logistical challenges posed by colonization, many upper
South politicians also supported the idea of “diffusion,” the notion that slavery should be allowed
to expand because the institution weakened as it expanded into new areas, as a practical means of
gradually “whitening” their region and perhaps setting slavery on the road to eventual
elimination. Diffusionists advanced the seemingly anomalous argument that while slavery
remained a definite evil, it was an evil whose consequences proved |ess del eterious when it was

allowed to expand and more harmful when it was confined or restricted.” The diffusion

32



Lacy K Ford

argument appeared as early as the 1798 Congressional debate over the expansion of avery into
the Mississippi territory, when Virginian John Nicholas, who publically |abeled slavery a
“misfortune,” argued against excluding slavery from the southwestern territory on grounds that
allowing slavery to expand westward would “ spread the blacks over alarge space, so that in time
it might be safe to carry into effect the plan which certain philanthropists have so much at heart
[emancipation].””* Nicholas fellow Virginian and Jeffersonian William Branch Giles agreed
that diffusion diluted the evils of davery, and argued that diffusion of the slave population across
space would yield an “amelioration” in the overall the condition of slaves by “lessening their
numbers’ in the older slaveholding states and “ spreading them over alarge surface of country.”
Many of savery’s harsher aspects, Giles concluded, resulted from slaves being “ crowded
together” in only afew states.”® Kentucky’s John Breckinridge echoed these sentiments a few
years later. “1 wish our negroes were scattered more equally not only through the United States
but through our territories,” the Bluegrass senator observed, “ so that their power might be lost.”
The “power” of the enslaved that Breckinridge feared most was that of insurrection. Worried that
“our slaves at the South will produce another St, Domingo,” Breckinridge believed that diffusion
would “ disperse and weaken the race—and free the southern states from a part of its black
population, and of its danger.””* Of course an aging Thomas Jefferson gave the idea of beneficent
diffusion its most formidable endorsement during the Missouri crisis of 1820-1821. Jefferson
declared that the “diffusion” of slaves “over a greater surface would make them individually
happier,” and he insisted diffusion would “ proportionally facilitate the accomplishment of their

[slaves] emancipation by dividing the burthen on a greater number of coadjutors.” ™ In
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Jefferson’ s view, the spreading of slaves across a broad southern space would encourage an
eventual emancipation by thinning the concentration of slaves and dispersing the financial
sacrifice and social risks ultimately involved in emancipation. With the foreign slave trade
closed, James Madison agreed that “an uncontrouled dispersion of slaves now in the U.S. was not
only best for the nation, but most favorable to slaves, also both as to their prospects for
emancipation, and as to their condition in the meantime.” Madison argued that since the
importation of African slaves was prohibited, “a diffusion of those in the Country, tends at once
to meliorate the actual condition, and to facilitate their eventual emancipation.”

In several respects diffusion represented a thoroughly Jeffersonian remedy to the problem
of slavery in early national America. By spreading the peculiar institution across time and space,
diffusion purchased security for the expansive republican vision of the Jeffersonians at the
expense of ideological purity. Just asthe movement of the white population into the territory
acquired through the Louisiana Purchase nurtured independence through expanding possibilities
for yeoman self-sufficiency despite the irritation of Jeffersonian constitutional scruplesinvolved,
diffusion reduced the danger of insurrection by dispersing potentially dangerous concentrated
slave populations and promoted paternalism and humane treatment by sending slaves to the richer
soils of new territories even as it extended the geographical reach of an institution Jefferson
yearned to banish from the republic. Additionally, diffusion facilitated the possibility of
emancipation at some distant date by insuring that slaves comprised a smaller percentage of the

overall population in any given state than would otherwise have been the case.”” While public

arguments in favor of diffusion often focused on the advantages expansion offered slavesin terms
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of treatment, living conditions, and prospects for future emancipation, in practice, the policy of
diffusion served the interests of the upper South’ s whites, and especially its slaveholders, well by
encouraging the westward expansion of davery. Diffusion insured a market for the surplus slaves
from old tobacco states and thus provided upper South slave owners with a means of both
divesting themselves of expensive labor and recouping the capital they had invested in slaves. It
facilitated the development of promising western lands, where upper South investors often held
large speculative interests, and it helped protect, at least for atime, the political clout of
slaveholding states in Congress through the creation of additional slave states. In other words,
Jeffersonian Republicanism, not unlike the Sage of Monticello himself, could advocate the
eventual end of slavery in the American republic while insisting that any steps toward this end,
however tentative, be taken under the direction of slaveholders, largely in their interest, and at
their preferred pace. And, again paraleling Jefferson’s personal handling of the matter, any steps
toward general emancipation, no matter how slow and halting, involved only a minimum financial

sacrifice by slaveholders, or better still, no sacrifice at all.”

The relative effectiveness of colonization and diffusion as methods of minimizing
davery’simportance and “whitening” the region remained a source of serious debate and
disagreement in the upper South throughout the early national era. Even those individuals most
firmly committed to diminishing slavery often disagreed over the best combination of means
toward that end. Moreover, any plan to phase out slavery drew sharp dissent from portions of the

upper South where slavery was most firmly entrenched. While generally not prepared to argue
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that slavery was a positive good, slaveholders from Tidewater and Southside Virginia, the
Northside tobacco belt of North Carolina, afew plantation countiesin southern Maryland and
Delaware, and the Bluegrass region of Kentucky remained in no hurry to see slavery end, and
perhaps thought it never would. But, on the whole, upper South whites answered the crucial
questions about slavery by deciding that the institution was, over the long term, incompatible with
republicanism, public safety, and even the prospects for sustained economic development in the
region. Y et even asthey conceded the problems slavery presented to their society, upper South
whites they also rejected the idea of afree biracial society and looked to remove blacks, whether
dave or free, from the region. Still, despiteinternal conflict and confusion, and the inevitable
complications arising from any effort to address the problem of slavery, whitesin the upper South
tended to agree on the need to gradually wean the region from its reliance on slave labor, either
by phasing out slavery entirely or, as seemed more feasible, by significantly reducing both the
number of slavesin the region and the importance of slavesto the area’s economy. Over time, a
loose and uneasy consensus emerged in the upper South around the idea of diminishing the
importance of slavery very gradually through individual manumission and colonization, the sale
of slaves to other parts of the South, and the resulting spread or diffusion of slaves across awider
territory. In sum, they supported the expansion of slavery (and hence the diffusion of slaves), the
colonization of willing free blacks and any newly freed slaves, and an active interstate slave trade
to provide the most financially attractive option for diminishing slavery in the Upper South: the
sale of davesto the cotton South. Together these policies stood as the upper South’s tentative

plan for the gradual elimination of slavery. Yet it stood more asthe fig leaf behind which
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Virginians could stand to proclaim their fidelity to the understood constitutional compromise than
as an actual plan of emancipation. And for many in the upper South, it seemed enough of a
program to convince them that they stood as opponents of slavery. Ideologically, upper South
whites disowned slavery even as they carefully protected their right to own slaves.”

Lower South whites generally supported the westward expansion of slavery, but only for
some of the same reasons articulated by upper South diffusionists. They supported the expansion
of slavery because it opened new opportunities for slaveholder entrepreneurship, kept the value of
slave property high, and protected whites from highly-concentrated slave majorities rather than
because they wanted to diffuse the ill-effects of Slavery over alarger area and facilitate
emancipation in the long run. Usually careful not to sound too eager or enthusiastic about the
expansion of slavery in their public pronouncements, the actions, if not the rhetoric, of lower
South politicians of the erarevealed their reluctance to see the expansion of slavery restricted in
meaningful ways. Georgia senator Freeman Walker skillfully maintained the delicate balance
required of the apologetic expansionist in his remarks during the Missouri debate. Sounding very
much like an upper South diffusionist, Walker argued in 1820 that the “restriction” of slavery
would “deteriorate the condition of whites more than it would ameliorate the condition of slaves.”

Since “the poison cannot be entirely destroyed, the political physician would recommend that it
be scattered and disseminated through the system, so asto lose its effects,” Walker anal ogized,
“the more widely then, this evil is diffused, (paradoxical asit may seem,) the less fatal will be its
effects.” The diffusion of slavery hardly guaranteed the amelioration of slave life, but it certainly

enhanced white security. If slaves“should ever do us harm,” Walker explained, “it will be by
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their dense population: when they can act in concert on short notice.” Sensitive the views of his
opponents, Walker remained willing to rest his public case for the expansion of slavery on the
idea of diffusing an evil rather than enlarging a “positive good.”® The strongest argument for
davery as a*“positive good” emerged not from the cautious rhetoric of politicians but from
thousands of white planters and lesser slaveholders who regularly voted with their feet and
resources as they moved to Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisianawith their slaves, and often
looked to purchase even more slaves upon arrival. With few exceptions, by 1820, lower South
whites were still seeking to embrace slavery, albeit on their own terms, rather than puzzling over

how to extricate themselves from it.

With the lower South’s economic future increasingly tied to slavery, and its leaders more
outspoken in defending the South’ s holding of slaves, the lower South grew more suspicious of
the colonization movement, which it now saw as a possible threat to Slavery rather than as a
useful instrument for the removal of free blacks. During the 1820s, slaveholdersin heavily black
areas around Natchez advocated colonization as the solution to the growth of a potentially
troublesome free black population in the region. In 1827, the Woodville Republican, traditionally
the voice of southwestern Mississippi planters, took up the cudgels for colonization, praising the
efforts of the ACS and urging the formation of a Mississippi chapter. But the newspaper’s
campaign attracted sharp criticism from readers. One writer complained of the ACS's efforts to
obtain financial assistance from Congress as antithetical to the prevailing state’ s rights sentiments

in the Mississippi, and predicted that if Congress established a precedent by legislating on a
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matter so closely related to slavery, it would soon consider calls for a general emancipation.®
Apart from Mississippi, Georgiawas the only lower South cotton state to exhibit significant
interest in the early colonization movement. The activity of the ACS received a mixed reaction in
Georgia, where Crawford’ s involvement with the ACS gave the organization a modicum of
credibility. Few Georgia whites contemplated a general emancipation, no matter how gradual or
voluntary, but the colonization movement gained a tenuous foothold in the state as a means of
reducing the state' s existing free black population and insuring the removal of any slaves
subsequently manumitted by willing masters. By the middle of the 1820s, the ACS's official

organ, the African Repository, enjoyed a small but healthy circulation in Georgia at |least four

local auxiliaries of the Colonization Society existed in the state, including one in the yeoman-
dominated upper Piedmont county of Jackson. Founded in 1825 through efforts of Joel Early,
brother of one-time Georgia Governor Peter Early, the Jackson County Auxiliary, heralded
colonization as “one of the greatest National and Christian enterprises’ and supported the
colonization of as many free blacks as possible and such slaves as “may be by their respective
owners from time to time emancipated.” Y et Georgia’'s hillcountry colonizationists clearly
viewed their movement as a means of “whitening” the already white Georgia Upcountry.®
Colonization made little headway in neighboring Alabama, with its sizeable hillcountry, despite
the energetic efforts of James G. Birney, a Kentucky native who moved to Huntsville to publish a
colonization newspaper. After months of effort, the usually optimistic Birney admitted a
“deadness to the subject of African Colonization” in Alabama arising from pandemic white fears

that the Society might one day interfere with slavery rather than continue its focus on the
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colonization of free blacks. With the promise of cotton profits driving their calculations, many
lower South whites decided their region would flourish with slave labor and suffer without it and
distrust and dislike of the colonization movement spread with the success of the fleecy staple.®®
Asthe lower South came to suspect colonization as a harbinger of abolition, many upper
South politicians still saw colonization as one means of reducing the burden of slave labor on the
region’s economy while simultaneously “whitening” its demography. At the macroeconomic
level, slavery appeared more of adrain than a boon to the upper South economy. Virginia saw
itself trailing free labor Pennsylvania and Ohio in improvements and saw the prodigious profits
from slave labor coming only from the southwest as Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana joined
the cotton economy. Fearing economic stagnation, the upper South valued colonization as one
means of diminishing slavery’ simportance, a means they wanted to keep viable until the course
of dlavery’s, and the region’s, future emerged with more definition. By the early 1820s, ACS
auxiliary societies flourished in counties and towns across the Old Dominion. In 1825, the
Richmond auxiliary praised the ACS's efforts, claiming that the success of Liberia had proven to
even “the most skeptical” that the ACS could establish a* permanent and flourishing colony” for
free people of color and needed only state and federal aid to enjoy more widespread success. Just
to the south, in North Carolina, the Raleigh chapter of the ACS continued to thrive well into
thel820s. Raleigh Register editor John Gales, an emigrant with strong French republican
leanings, gave strong and frequent support to the idea of colonization, sometimes putting himself
at odds with North Carolina slaveholders. Slavery, Galeswrotein 1825, “isan evil, agreat evil,

but one imposed on us without our consent...” and one he refused to concede “irremediable,
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hopel ess, and perpetual,” though Gales agreed that the state must accept it temporarily on the
“broad plea of necessity.” Through colonization, Gales maintained, the Old North State could
trade its whole slave population for half as many whites and emerge “among the foremost in the
race of active improvements now running in most of the free states.” Both Gales and the Reqgister
took criticism for this pro-colonization stance, but the newspaper continued to actively support
the movement until 1830.%* But even as North Carolina’s small but loyal band of colonizationists
continued their efforts, leading politicians criticized colonization as athreat to lavery. Asearly
as 1825, Nathaniel Macon, the former Speaker of the United States House and the elder statesman
of North Carolina politics, observed that, whatever their expressed intent, the multiplication of
“colonizing societies’ nurtured the “spirit of emancipation” in the slaveholding states, and
distinguished North Carolinajurist William Gaston, a quiet supporter of colonization, admitted to
afriend that he was “reluctant” to speak publicly inits favor, even if the movement was restricted
to the removal of free blacks, because he knew that many black-belt planters suspected
colonization as a disguised forerunner of abolition.®® Thus the sharpening disagreement over the
value of the colonization movement widened the gap between upper and lower South on a matter
directly related to Slavery.

While Virginia native Jesse Burton Harrison had doubtless overstated the case when he
asserted in 1832 that ailmost “al mastersin Virginia assent to the proposition that when the slaves
can be liberated without danger to ourselves, and to their own advantage, it ought to be done,” he
nonethel ess expressed a sentiment common in the upper South but deeply feared by the lower

South, where the various whitening strategies of their northern slaveholding neighbors prompted
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growing concern.?® At least one out-of state newspaper attributed Virginia's continued lively
interest in colonization to growing lower South concerns that Virginia and other upper South
states were simply “exporting” the problem of savery to their region through the domestic slave
trade. One out-of-state newspaper claimed that “Virginiawould long since have found her
negroes a burden, had it not been for her continued exports,” and predicted that as southern states
“enacted laws against importation” such profits might slow. The newspaper admitted that such
laws were often “badly” observed when first passed, but predicted that they would “assume
strength in time.”®

Without question, by the 1820s, the sale of slaves to the cotton South had emerged as the
most practical strategy for weakening the grip of slavery on the upper South, and as the internal
slave trade flourished, it remained a source of tension between upper and lower South. From the
writing of the Constitution in 1787 until the closing of the foreign slave trade in 1808, upper
South politicians consistently opposed the international trade, much to the chagrin of slave-
hungry lower South planters and farmers. The upper South’ s steady opposition to the importation
of foreign slaves centered not only on its desire to slow the growth of its own slave population,
but also on adesireto limit the supply of slaves available to other staple-growing regions, thus
enhancing the value of upper South slaves in the domestic slave trade. Indeed, the upper South
viewed the interstate slave trade as a vital safety-valve for venting its burgeoning “ surplus’ slave
population in a profitable manner and as akey to its emerging “whitening” strategy, as Thomas
Dew bluntly explained in his widely-circulated commentary on the Virginia slavery debates of

1832. Thelower South, though divided internally on the wisdom of importing more slaves from
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overseas, had nevertheless favored keeping that option open to individual states for aslong as
possible. Once the foreign trade ended, however, the lower South knew it could acquire the
davesit wanted from the upper South through the interstate trade, but it worried about the upper
South sending troublesome and even incendiary slaves south through the trade and about draining
itself of precious capital. Thus theissue of the internal slave trade remained a pivot point
between upper and lower South throughout the Jacksonian era. Any practical hope of fulfilling
the upper South’s desire to diminish slavery’s importance in the region hinged on the lower
South’ s degpening involvement in an institution that, within the slavehol ding states, became
increasingly lesslocalized and more sectiona by the year, as the cotton revolution and the slave

trade did their steady work.®®

The lower South wanted to buy slaves yet questioned the motives of upper South sellers.
Moreover, despite its intensifying involvement with the cotton economy, every report of aslave
insurrection, real or imagined, underestimated or exaggerated, prompted the states of the lower
South to reconsider state policies on matters related to the control of the slave and free black
populations. Central to these periodic reevaluations loomed the perennial question of how best to
regulate the interstate slave trade. Virtually every state in the lower South formally considered
the need for better control of its slave and free black population in the years following the aborted
Denmark Vesey rebellion in Charleston in 1822. Alabama debated the desirability of limiting or
closing the interstate slave trade throughout the 1820s. Under terms of the state’s 1819

congtitution, Alabamaresidents or legal immigrants could import slaves for their own use, but
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popular pressure to regulate the activity of slave traders produced annual legidative initiatives on
the subject. Crafted primarily to prevent the importation of “undesirable or troublesome” slaves
from other states, these laws also protected the investments of existing slaveholders while
keeping the state from growing “too black.” Late in 1826, the Alabama legislature passed an
outright ban on the importation of slavesfor sale or hire. Stiff penaltiesfor violators were
included. But the teeth were removed from this legislation during the General Assembly’s 1832
session, and the slave trade flourished with little governmental interference thereafter.®® In

L ouisiana, where the sugar-growing parishes had long relied heavily on slave labor, the Red
River cotton boom and the slaves who made it possible raised scattered alarms about the size and
proportion of the state’s slave population. As Louisiana planters incurred staggering debts while
enlarging their slave holdings, the state prohibited the interstate slave trade (excluding residents
and immigrants) in1826 for a period of two yearsin an effort to slow the outflow of private
capital from the state as well asto control the growth of the state’ s slave population. But, under
public pressure from staple growers, the legislature repealed the restriction on slave importation a
year early in 1828. In 1829 Louisiana again tried to insure itself against becoming a dumping
ground for the troublesome slaves from both the upper South and other older staple-growing
states by establishing a“character” test for imported slaves.®® In a climate of renewed fear of
insurrection following the news of the Turner revolt in 1831, Louisiana Governor Andre Roman
called a special session of the legislature in 1831 to secure the state against threats to white
security. At the special session, the legidlature again banned the activity of professional slave

traders, allowing only citizens and immigrants who intended to settle permanently in Louisianato
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bring slaves into the state, and required even these citizens and immigrants to appear before
parish judges to explain their intentions in detail.™* Louisiana planter J. S. Johnston applauded the
new restrictions, predicting that if the slave trade was effectively “ suppressed for atime’
Virginians and other slaveholders in the upper South would “be obliged to emigrate.” Virginia
would then “feel the difference between selling slaves for money and having them carried away
by her own people,” a shift in migration patterns that “will be as beneficial to us[Louisianag] asit
will beinjurious to her [Virginia),” Johnston surmised. %

In neighboring Mississippi, where the extensive early participation in thefirst cotton
boom by planters and farmers in the Natchez hinterland established slavery early in the states's
territorial history, public officials had long shown concern about white safety in area’ s with high
proportions of slaves and free blacks. In fact, Mississippi’s original state constitution, approved
in 1817, gaveitslegislature the “full power to prevent slaves from being brought into this State as
merchandise” but guaranteed immigrants the right to bring slaves along when they arrived to
settle in the state, but Mississippi’ s first assembly of legislators chose to regulate the interstate
trade rather than eliminateit. In 1822, the Mississippi legislature, influenced by reports of the
Vesey scare, revived alapsed territorial practice and adopted a “ character test” for imported
slaves. The character test statute required either the slave traders or prospective buyers to procure
character references for the slaves in question from two freeholders in the slaves' previous area of
residence. Designed to prevent the “dumping” of troublesome or rebellious slaves from other
parts of the South and slow the work of slave traders, this regulation did not apply to either

Mississippi residents or immigrants who intended to settle permanently in Mississippi. In 1825,
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the legislature enhanced its regulation of the interstate slave trade by imposing atax of 2.5
percent on all slaves purchased at auction in the state, but loud public outcry against this tax
prompted the legislature to lower the surcharge to one percent the following year. Still, despite
taxes and regulation, demand for slaves grew as new lands in central and northern Mississippi
opened for settlement.*

In 1828, Mississippi Governor Gerard Brandon, complained that the state had become a
“receptacle for the surplus black population of the Middle States,” exciting “uneasinessin the
minds of many of our fellow-citizens.” Brandon also blamed slavery for the wide gap between
the rich and poor in Mississippi and argued that the increasing number of slaves in the state
discouraged white immigration. As aremedy, Brandon proposed limiting the growth of Slavery
in Mississippi by closing the interstate slave trade altogether. But while a number of white
Mississippiansin heavily black southwestern portion of the state shared Governor Brandon'’s fear
that an emerging black majority might be roused to rebellion by dissatisfied slave imports or
ambitious free blacks, the legislature imposed no additional restrictions on the interstate slave
trade until news of the Nat Turner rebellion reached the region in 1831, rendering visions of
servile insurrection tangible. Against this backdrop of rebellion, Mississippi’s 1832
Constitutional Convention considered further regulation of the interstate slave trade. A coalition
of Natchez area planters and piney woods whites passed a provision giving the legislature the
power to prohibit the introduction for slaves “as Merchandise” after March 1, 1833, though
Mississippi citizens and immigrants were guaranteed the right to import slaves for their own use

until at least 1845. The new constitutional restriction sought to regulate the slave trade and
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prevent the “dumping” of troublesome slaves into Mississippi by impecunious or alarmed planters
in other slaveholding states.'®

But displeasure with the constitutional ban on the interstate slave trade surfaced
immediately after the convention as the opening Choctaw and Chickasaw lands of northern and
central Mississippi reinvigorated demand for slave labor in the state, and instead of fleshing out
the constitutional prohibition on the slave trade with statutory penalties at its 1833 session, the
Mississippi legislature promptly reversed the state' s course on regulation of the slave trade and
approved by the necessary two-thirds margin a proposed amendment repealing the new
constitution’ s ban on the interstate slave trade and submitted the amendment to the people for
approval at the upcoming fall elections. Asthe campaign unfolded, most Mississippi observers
expected the amendment to pass easily. The conservative Natchez Courier, though formerly an
advocate of “the interdiction of thistrade,” endorsed the amendment because the newspaper held
“no hopes” that the legislature could draft an “ effective” restriction law that would be “respected”

191 \When the votes were cast in November 1833, the amendment won a strong

by citizens.
plurality of those voting on the question, 4531 in favor and 1093 against, but it failed to receive
the majority of all votes cast in legidative elections required by the constitution. The unexpected
failure of the amendment left Mississippi’s policy towards the interstate slave trade confused. The
next legislature failed to muster the two-thirds majorities needed to submit the amendment lifting
the ban to voters again, and instead revived the old policy of taxing slave purchases, approving a

2.5 percent levy on gross sale price. Thus while the supreme law of Mississippi prohibited the

importation of slaves as merchandise after March 1, 1833, the legislature imposed no sanctions on
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violators and instead taxed the presumably unconstitutional trade. In face of such contradictions,
slaves poured into Mississippi in record numbers over the net five years.’®?

Thus the prolonged controversy over the slave trade revealed fundamental contradictions
in the minds of lower South whites as | ate as the early 1830s. With the lower South’s cotton
economy expanding westward at a furious pace, slavery provided the labor essential to sustained
economic growth in the region. At the same time, the growth of the region’s slave population,
whether through natural increase, importation from overseas, or by emigration and sale from the
upper South, heightened white anxiety about the dangers, including but not limited to
insurrection, of living in aslaveholding society, especially where alarger and larger proportion of
the population was enslaved. Thus, as staple profitsrolled in and slave majorities emerged in
many counties, lower South whites found the perennial tension between greed and fear, between
opportunity and anxiety, a very tangible public policy dilemma, especialy at moments when the
occasional insurrection scares gripped southern communities. Even as most lower South whites
yearned for enough slaves to bring cotton riches to their region, they also fretted over the dangers
associated with a growing black population and debated proposals for modulating the region’s
still-volatile racial demographics. Asthe occasional insurrection scares ebbed, however, the drive
for flowing cotton profits usually prevailed, and the region grew ever more deeply enmeshed in
the slave economy.

Thus, while the lower South grew more involved in maintaining but regulating slavery,
the upper South remained interested in plotting slavery’ s gradual geographic reconfiguration, if

not its ultimate demise. Ironically, the domestic slave trade unified southern interests even
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though it emerged from different subregional aspirations. The upper South needed the trade as an
outlet for its surplus slaves every bit as much as the lower South wanted the trade to supply the
cotton revolution’s demand for slave labor. But at another level, the internal slave trade revealed
the conflicting interests of the upper and lower South. The upper South’s interest in supplying the
lower South’s demand for slaves grew in part from its to reduce its dependence on, and hence its
commitment to, slavery as the basis for republican society, while the lower South hunger for
daves reflected an intensifying commitment to slavery both as alabor and a socia system. Inthe
realm of politics, thisled to differences over how to defend slavery and over the potential danger
emanating form abolitionist criticism. At least prior to the rise of immediatism in the early 1830s,
and to an extent thereafter, the upper South remained inclined to portray slavery as atemporary
evil that the region sought to end at its own preferred pace. The lower South grew more
interested defending slavery as an acceptable means of maintaining republican independence and
opportunity in amanner consistent with Christian morality, and with turning all challenges to
davery away with ferocity and dispatch.

The reconfiguration of slavery desired by the lower South was not a demographic one but
an ideological one, one which understood slavery not as a violation of the republican faith but its
safeguard, not as an economic scourge on southern society but as the foundation of its wealth and
stability, and not as amoral blot on a Christian society but as the great humanitarian effort of the
southern people to lift Africans from what whites conjured as the primitive pagan society of their
homeland to a higher standard of material comfort and an exposure to Christianity in the

slaveholding South. By the time northern abolitionists launched their petition campaign of the
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late 1830s, many lower South champions of slavery were ready to reply with an affirmative
defense, and predictably, South Carolina’ s John C. Calhoun proved willing to take a leading role
in such adefense. During the late 1830s, while speaking against the reception of a series of such
abolition petitions presented to Congress, Calhoun praised slavery unequivocally as “a great
political institution, essential to the peace and existence of one-half thisUnion.” A “mysterious
Providence had brought together two races, from different portions of the globe, and placed then
in nearly equal numbersin the Southern portion of this Union,” and there they “were inseparably
united, beyond the possibility of separation,” Calhoun asserted, brushing aside colonization in a
single phrase. Experience, Calhoun maintained, suggested that slavery had “ secured the peace
and happiness of both [races].” Under slavery, the “inferior” race had “improved” and “attained a
degree of civilization never before attained by the black race in any age or country.” Under “no
other relation,” the South Carolina senator asserted, could roughly equal numbers of blacks and
whites “ co-exist together.” %

Such affirmative defenses of davery still made upper South skin crawl, however, asthe
tradition of apologetic defenses of a necessary evil confronted the bold assertion of Slavery asa
positive good. A telling vignette illustrating the upper South’s reluctance to abandon its old
ground of disowning slavery while owning slaves in the face of the lower South’s evolving
ideological reconfiguration of slavery emerges from an impromptu exchange on the floor of the
United States between moderate Virginia senator William Cabell Rives, a self-styled Madisonian,
and Calhoun, the self-styled political strategist for the lower South. Asthe Senate debated the

handling of petitions related to slavery, Virginia' s Rives rose to express his “pain and
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mortification” that northern senators even raised the issue of abolition in the chamber. Rives
pleaded with them “to | et the subject alone—not to invade the peace of the firesides of their
brethren” by *an aggression upon their dearest interests.” During his remarks, Rives averred that
while he defended slavery as an “existing institution,” he differed from Calhoun over the issue of
“davery in the abstract.” Calhoun injected that he had never defended “slavery in the abstract”
but rather “ dlavery as existing where two races of men, of different color, and a thousand other
particulars, were placed in immediate juxtaposition.” Following up, Calhoun asked the Virginian
if he considered slavery a“good.” Rives declared that to the contrary, he believed dlavery was a
“amisfortune and an evil in all circumstances, though in some, it might be the lesser evil.”
Calhoun answered Rives, arguing that a comparison of the social experiments underway in both
North and South might reveal that “the defense of human liberty against the aggressions of
despotic power had been always the most efficient where domestic slavery was found to prevail.”

In any case, Calhoun refused to “admit” slavery an evil, instead, he insisted, “1t was a good—a
great good.” Calhoun, however, quickly qualified his assertion. He had not “ pronounced
davery in the abstract agood” but rather defended slavery as “a good where a civilized race and a
race of a different description are brought together.” %

Rives countered and that he “did not believe Slavery to be agood, either moral, political,
or economical” even though he was “willing to perish in the last ditch in defense of the
constitutional rights of the South.” But Rives proceeded to remind the Senate that “it never
entered” the minds of the founders who laid the “foundation of the great and glorious fabric of

free government” to contend that “domestic slavery was a positive good-a great good” and he
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denounced the positive good doctrine of Calhoun as a*new school” of proslavery thought.
Claiming the great tradition of “Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Marshall, the brightest names of
my own state” in “lamenting the existence of slavery as a misfortune and evil to the country”
Rives refused to join Calhoun in contending “that slavery is apositive good; that it isinseparable
from the condition of man,...and that it is even an essential ingredient in republican

government.”*®

But if Rives stood in 1837 as alatter day exemplar of alegitimate upper South
“antislavery” tradition, Calhoun articulated an emerging lower South belief that racially-defined
slavery for blacks served as the best guarantor of democracy and opportunity among whites. Like
the many similar proslavery arguments which followed, Calhoun expressed the lower South’s
growing acceptance of skin color, or “whiteness,” as the basis for citizenship, a position already
reflected in the bulk of the many state constitutions written during the Jacksonian era'® With his
defense of slavery based on race and white egalitarianism, Calhoun had both embraced the
emerging southern version of racial modernity and reversed the Jeffersonian formulation of
davery as athreat to republican values. Jefferson, and others following in hisfoot steps, saw
racial separation, to be achieved in North America by colonization, as the key to self-rule for both
races. Whites could enjoy republican government on the new American continent and repatriated
blacks could help establish racial self-government for blacks on African soil. As Peter Onuf has
argued, Jefferson never doubted black capacity for self-government, but his prejudice lead him to

deny the possibility of abiracia republic of equalsin the United States.’®” Calhoun, speaking
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more than a decade after Jefferson’s death and with alonger and closer view of the impact of the
cotton revolution on the lower South, saw the enslavement of blacks as the lasting foundation for
the white freedom. For Calhoun, and much of the lower South, racial slavery replaced racial
separation as the key to the future of republican liberty. Moreover, where Jefferson thought
slavery corrupted the republican character by imbuing whites with a penchant for aristocratic
mastery, Calhoun believed slavery protected republican society by freeing common whites from
the fear of abject dependency generated by free-labor capitalism and insulated propertied whites,
including yeoman as well as planter, from the threat of proletarian revolution and reprisal. From
the 1790s to the 1830s, from Jefferson to Calhoun, from upper South to lower South, the white
construction of slavery in the South had been completed. Once seen as the root of corruption and
hypocrisy in republican society, racial slavery was acclaimed the surest foundation of an
egalitarian republicanism crafted for whites only.’® In his remarks, Calhoun expressed a growing
lower South faith in an ideology which identified the expansion of freedom and opportunity for
one race with the sustained oppression and exploitation of another. At least in the civic ream,
that white independence and opportunity was best sustained by the enslavement of blacks
emerged as the dominant ideology of the late antebellum South. Whatever reservations about
white egalitarianism flourished among the Old South €elite in private, and however much the
social order they defended remained bore the scars of gross inequality and social stratification, the
egdlitarian strain of “herrenvolk republicanism” became the prevailing political ideology of the
so-called region, if for no other reason than its ability to win support among common whites for

the slaveholding order.*®
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In 1837, Calhoun’ s defense of slavery as a positive good, though doubtless shared by
many Southside Virginians, still jarred Rives, the protege of Jefferson and Madison, and other
upper South moderates, who continued to express the position that slavery must be seen asa
necessary and temporary evil. Like Rives, the upper South as a whole declined to embrace
dlavery as a positive good, still hoping to “whiten” itself through some combinations of methods.
Y et, just as Rives, the colonizationist and ever-so-gradual emancipator, joined Calhoun, the bold
defender of slavery as a positive good, in seeking an effective defense against the abolition
petitions and literature steadily emanating from proliferating antislavery enclavesin the North,
the upper South shared the lower South’s desire to control the future of slavery in theregion in
the face of growing outside criticism. Aslate as 1857, Rives believed that slavery could il
gradually disappear “under the influence of a humane and enlightened public opinion” in the
South, but if and only if “national agitation” of the issue “could be made to cease.”'® As Drew
McCoy noted, it took the Civil War itself to persuade Rives to reconsider Calhoun’s argument
and find it plausible. In aletter to a Richmond newspaper penned in 1863, with the carnage of
war swirling around him, Rives admitted that, after observing the “operation of what is called free
society” in the North for the previous twenty years, it would be “a blind and unreflecting man,
indeed, who has not been brought to the question of the practicability of maintaining Republican
Government, with universal suffrage, in any community where domestic servitude does not
exist.”™ The upper South followed Rives on his tortured journey toward risking all on behalf of
slavery. Perpetually unable to find a solution to the “problem” of slavery, the upper South

ultimately, and reluctantly, threw its weight behind the lower South cause only when forced to
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choose sidesin abloody civil war. The divided minded of the Old South came belatedly and
tenuously together just before its proud but horribly flawed society succumbed to the ringing

battle cry of freedom raised by enslaved blacks and blue-clad Union soldiers of both races.
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