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Week 1 
Readings: 
Antebellum Southern Exceptionalism: A New Look at an Old 
Question: 
• Antebellum - occurring or existing before a particular war, especially the US Civil War. 

E.g. "the conventions of the antebellum South" 

• Something unique about the American experience -  abundance, free land on the 
frontier, the absence of a feudal past, exceptional mobility and the relative lack of 
class conflict, or the pragmatic consensual liberalism of their politics - these set the 
American people apart from the rest of mankind. 

• The South has possessed a separate and unique identity, which appeared to be out of 
the mainstream of American experience.  

• The Southern identity was being threatened by the North, and this was the underlying 
cause of secession. 

• The North and South had evolved separate societies with institutions, interests, values 
and ideologies so incompatible, so much in deadly conflict, that they could no longer 
live together in the same nation. 

• McPherson suggested that the North was exceptional in its development, while the 
South "resembled a majority of the societies in the world."  

• McPherson compared Northern and Southern "urbanization, industrialization, labour 
force, demographic structure, violence and martial values, education, and attitudes 
toward change." He found compelling differences that were increasing over time.  

• McPherson agreed with David Potter's thesis of Southern distinctiveness as a result of 
its "folk culture." This "gemeinschaft culture," McPherson argued, emphasized kinship, 
agricultural life, tradition, social hierarchy, deference, and honour. The North by 
contrast was moving toward a "gesellschaft culture"--"impersonal, bureaucratic, 
meritocratic, urbanizing, commercial, industrializing, mobile, and rootless." 

• Two different cultures - Northerners and Southerners -  which although have a 
common parentage, have been separated by climate, morals, religion and by 
estimates so totally opposite to all the constitutes honour, truth and manliness that 
they cannot exist under the same government.  

• By 1860 the North had a free-labour ideology, which was the dominant political force. 
• Slavery as was prominent in the South was foe to this free-labour ideology. 
• Southerners believed the only way to uphold their special civilisation was by having a 

separate nation. 
• The Confederacy was a political ratification of an irrevocable separation that had 

already taken place in the hearts and minds of people. 
• Assimilationist's of Southern history argue that this concept existed only in heart and 

mind as both the Northerners and Southerners shared the same culture e.g. politics, 
religion, heritage, etc. 

• Potter Thesis - Language and law are unimportant, it is the uses to which they are put 
which is important. 
o The same can be said of law: Northern states passed personal liberty laws to defy 

a national Fugitive Slave Law supported by the south; a Southern dominated 
Supreme Court denied the right of Congress to exclude slavery from the 



territories - a ruling most Northerners felt was a complete subversion of the 
Constitution. 

o Even religion was less shared than thought with Protestantism being split down 
the middle into Methodist and Baptist. 

• Separate Potter Thesis - the primary characteristic distinguishing the South from the 
rest of the country was the persistence of a 'folk culture'. 

• The South desired as Louis Wigfall put it " we want no manufacturers, we desire no 
trading, no mechanical or manufacturing classes". 

• Due to this attitude the South received fewer than 1/8 of the great antebellum stream 
of immigration. 

• The most crucial demographic difference was the difference between blacks and 
whites. 95% of the United States black people lived in slave states. 

Lecture: 
• "Through blood drawn by lash and blood drawn by sword, we learned than no union 

founded on the principles of liberty and equality could survive half-slave and half free. 
We made ourselves anew and vowed to move forward together". The Civil War is a 
moment that can be looked upon and unify the people. 

• "What makes us exceptional, what makes us America is our allegiance to an idea 
articulated in a declaration made more than two centuries ago. We hold these truths 
to be self-evident, that all men are created equal that they are endowed by their 
creator with certain unalienable rights, and among these are life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness". 

• "We have never relinquished our scepticism of central authority… Our celebration of 
initiative and enterprise; our insistence on hard work and personal responsibility, are 
constants in our character. 

• "For history tells us that while these truths may be self-evident, they’ve never been 
self-executing. That while freedom is a gift from God, it must be secured by his people 
here on earth. The patriots of 1776 did not fight to replace the tyranny of a king with 
the privileges of a few, or the rule of a mob. They gave to us a republic, a government 
of, and by, and for the people. Entrusting each generation to keep safe our founding 
creed. And for more than 200 years we have". 

• "America will remain the anchor of strong alliances in every corner of the globe. And 
we will renew those institutions that extend our capacity to manage crisis abroad. For 
no one has a greater stake in a peaceful world than its most powerful nation. We will 
support democracy from Asia to Africa, from the Americas to the Middle East, because 
our interests and our conscience compel us to act on behalf of those who long for 
freedom. And we must be a source of hope to the poor, the sick, the marginalized, the 
victims of prejudice. Not out of mere charity, but because peace in our time requires 
the constant advance of those principles that our common creed describes; tolerance 
and opportunity, human dignity and justice". 

• "Let us each of us now embrace with solemn duty, and awesome joy, what is our lasting 

birthright. With common effort and common purpose, with passion and dedication, let us 
answer the call of history and carry into an uncertain future that precious light of freedom". 

 


