
Where Historians Disagree - The Causes of the Civil War

In his second inaugural address in March 1865, Abraham Lincoln looked back at the 
beginning of the Civil War four years earlier. "All knew," he said, that slavery "was somehow 
the cause of the war." Few historians in the decades since Lincoln spoke have doubted the 
basic truth of Lincoln's statement; no credible explanation of the causes of the Civil War can 
ignore slavery. But historians have, nevertheless, disagreed sharply about many things. Was 
the Civil War inevitable, or could it have been avoided? Was slavery the only, or even the 
principal, cause of the war? Were other factors equally or more important?

This debate began even before the war itself. In 1858, Senator William H. Seward of New 
York took note of two competing explanations of the sectional tensions that were then 
inflaming the nation. On one side, he claimed, stood those who believed the sectional 
hostility to be "accidental, unnecessary, the work of interested or fanatical agitators." 
Opposing them stood those (like Seward himself) who believed there to be "an irrepressible 
conflict between opposing and enduring forces." For at least a century, the division Seward 
described remained at the heart of scholarly debate.

The "irrepressible conflict" argument was the first to dominate historical discussion. In the 
first decades after the fighting, histories of the Civil War generally reflected the views of 
Northerners who had themselves participated in the conflict. To them, the war appeared to 
be a stark moral conflict in which the South was clearly to blame, a conflict that arose 
inevitably as a result of the militant immorality of slave society. Henry Wilson's History of the 
Rise and Fall of the Slave Power (1872–1877) was a particularly vivid version of this moral 
interpretation of the war, which argued that Northerners had fought to preserve the Union 
and a system of free labor against the aggressive designs of the South.

A more temperate interpretation, but one that reached generally the same conclusions, 
emerged in the 1890s, when the first serious histories of the war began to appear. 
Preeminent among them was the seven-volume History of the United States from the 
Compromise of 1850 . . . (1893–1900) by James Ford Rhodes. Like Wilson and others, 
Rhodes identified slavery as the central, indeed virtually the only, cause of the war. "If the 
Negro had not been brought to America," he wrote, "the Civil War could not have occurred." 
And because the North and South had reached positions on the issue of slavery that were 
both irreconcilable and unalterable, the conflict had become "inevitable."

Although Rhodes placed his greatest emphasis on the moral conflict over slavery, he 
suggested that the struggle also reflected fundamental differences between the Northern 
and Southern economic systems. In the 1920s, the idea of the war as an irrepressible 
economic, rather than moral, conflict received fuller expression from Charles and Mary 
Beard in The Rise of American Civilization (2 vols., 1927). Slavery, the Beards claimed, was 
not so much a social or cultural institution as an economic one, a labor system. There were, 
they insisted, "inherent antagonisms" between Northern industrialists and Southern planters.

Each group sought to control the federal government so as to protect its own economic 
interests. Both groups used arguments over slavery and states' rights largely as smoke 
screens.

The economic determinism of the Beards influenced a generation of historians in important 
ways, but ultimately most of those who believed the Civil War to have been "irrepressible" 
returned to an emphasis on social and cultural factors. Allan Nevins argued as much in his 



great work, The Ordeal of the Union (8 vols., 1947–1971). The North and the South, he 
wrote, "were rapidly becoming separate peoples." At the root of these cultural differences 
was the "problem of slavery," but the "fundamental assumptions, tastes, and cultural aims" 
of the two regions were diverging in other ways as well.

More recent proponents of the "irrepressible conflict" argument have taken different views of 
the Northern and Southern positions on the conflict but have been equally insistent on the 
role of culture and ideology in creating them. Eric Foner, in Free Soil, Free Labor, Free 
Men (1970) and other writings, emphasized the importance of the "free-labor ideology" to 
Northern opponents of slavery. The moral concerns of the abolitionists were not the 
dominant sentiments in the North, he claimed. Instead, most Northerners (including 
Abraham Lincoln) opposed slavery largely because they feared it might spread to the North 
and threaten the position of free white laborers. Convinced that Northern society was 
superior to that of the South, and increasingly persuaded of the South's intentions to extend 
the "slave power" beyond its existing borders, Northerners were embracing a viewpoint that 
made conflict almost inevitable. Eugene Genovese, writing of Southern slaveholders in The 
Political Economy of Slavery (1965), emphasized Northerners' conviction that the slave 
system provided a far more humane society than industrial labor, that the South had 
constructed "a special civilization built on the relation of master to slave." Just as 
Northerners were becoming convinced of a Southern threat to their economic system, so 
Southerners believed that the North had aggressive and hostile designs on the Southern 
way of life. Like Foner, therefore, Genovese saw in the cultural outlook of the section the 
source of an all but inevitable conflict.

Historians who argue that the conflict emerged naturally, even inevitably, out of a 
fundamental divergence between the sections have therefore disagreed markedly over 
whether moral, cultural, social, ideological, or economic issues were the primary causes of 
the Civil War. But they have been in general accord that the conflict between North and 
South was deeply embedded in the nature of the two societies, that slavery was somehow 
at the heart of the differences, and that the crisis that ultimately emerged was irrepressible. 
Other historians, however, have questioned that assumption and have argued that the Civil 
War might have been avoided, that the differences between North and South were not so 
fundamental as to have necessitated war. Like proponents of the "irrepressible conflict" 
school, advocates of the war as a "repressible conflict" emerged first in the nineteenth 
century. President James Buchanan, for example, believed that extremist agitators were to 
blame for the conflict, and many Southerners writing of the war in the late nineteenth century 
claimed that only the fanaticism of the Republican Party could account for the conflict.

The idea of the war as avoidable gained wide recognition among historians in the 1920s and 
1930s, when a group known as the "revisionists" began to offer new accounts of the origins 
of the conflict. One of the leading revisionists was James G. Randall, who saw in the social 
and economic systems of the North and the South no differences so fundamental as to 
require a war. Slavery, he suggested, was an essentially benign institution; it was in any 
case already "crumbling in the presence of nineteenth century tendencies." Only the political 
ineptitude of a "blundering generation" of leaders could account for the Civil War, he 
claimed. Avery Craven, another leading revisionist, placed more emphasis on the issue of 
slavery than had Randall. But in The Coming of the Civil War (1942), he too argued that 
slave laborers were not much worse off than Northern industrial workers, that the institution 
was already on the road to "ultimate extinction," and that war could therefore have been 
averted had skillful and responsible leaders worked to produce compromise.



More recent students of the war have kept elements of the revisionist interpretation alive by 
emphasizing the role of political agitation and ethnocultural conflicts in the coming of the 
war. In 1960, for example, David Herbert Donald argued that the politicians of the 1850s 
were not unusually inept, but that they were operating in a society in which traditional 
restraints were being eroded in the face of the rapid extension of democracy. Thus the 
sober, statesmanlike solution of differences was particularly difficult. Michael Holt, in The 
Political Crisis of the 1850s (1978), emphasized the role of political parties and especially 
the collapse of the second party system, rather than the irreconcilable differences between 
sections, in explaining the conflict, although he avoided placing blame on any one group.

Holt, however, also helped introduce another element to the debate. He was, along with 
Paul Kleppner, Joel Silbey, and William Gienapp, one of the creators of an "ethnocultural" 
interpretation of the war. The Civil War began, the ethnoculturalists argue, in large part 
because the party system—the most effective instrument for containing and mediating 
sectional differences—collapsed in the 1850s and produced a new Republican Party that 
aggravated, rather than calmed, the divisions in the nation. But unlike other scholars, who 
saw the debate over slavery as the central factor in the collapse of the party system, the 
ethnoculturalists argue for other factors. For example, William Gienapp, in The Origins of the 
Republican Party, 1852–1856 (1987), argued that the disintegration of the party system in 
the early 1850s was less a result of the debate over slavery in the territories than of such 
ethnocultural issues as temperance and nativism. The Republican Party itself, he argued, 
was less a product of antislavery fervor than one of sustained competition with the Know-
Nothing Party over ethnic and cultural issues. Gienapp and the other ethnoculturalists would 
not entirely dispute Lincoln's claim that slavery was "somehow the cause of the war." But 
they do challenge the arguments of Eric Foner and others that the "free labor ideal" of the 
North—and the challenge slavery, and its possible expansion into the territories, posed to 
that ideal—was the principal reason for the conflict. Slavery became important, they 
suggest, less because of irreconcilable differences of attitude than because of the collapse 
of parties and other structures that might have contained the conflict.


