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Introduction

The question of the 1861-65 Civil War in the United States remains, a century and a half later, an issue of hot
dispute. In the capitalist media and popular literature, it is most often treated as an unfortunate, “fratricidal” event
and referred to with neutral phrases like “the war between the states.” Films such as Gone with the Wind, which be-
moaned the victory of the North from the slaveholders’ vantage point, and Birth of a Nation, which celebrated the
birth of the racist terrorists of the Ku Klux Klan, are treated as cinematic “classics.” The post-Civil War Reconstruc-
tion was long vilified as a period of corruption, of “scalawags and carpetbaggers,” instead of what it was: a brief pe-
riod of democratic flowering and progress toward equality cut short by the resurgence of racist terror in the service
of white supremacy. Confederate war bonds may be worthless, but latter-day defenders of slavery (“the Southern
way of life”) are trying to wipe out the memory of the revolutionary achievement of the abolition of slavery, in
which tens of thousands of black former slaves and free men took up arms to fight for freedom.

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, the founders of modern communism, paid close attention to the phenomenon
of slavery in the United States, Latin America and European colonies. When the U.S. Civil War broke out, Marx
chronicled this world-historic struggle in the European press. He also played a leading role in mobilizing British
workers in particular in defense of the North and against their own bourgeoisie, which by and large supported the
slaveholding South (from which the textile mills of Manchester obtained their cotton). It is striking today how
accurately he was able to see from a distance what the preeminent black Abolitionist and former slave Frederick
Douglass emphasized: that whatever the motives of the government of Abraham Lincoln and the Northern bour-
geoisie, this war would inevitably turn on the question of slavery. Even today, some would-be Marxists such as
the Progressive Labor Party (PLP) dismiss the Civil War as nothing but a dispute between two sets of bosses, re-
fusing to see the vital importance for the working class of freeing blacks from the chains of servitude (see page
29). Not surprisingly, these same “communists” refuse to defend semi-colonial countries such as Iraq and Af-
ghanistan against the depredations of U.S. imperialism (now continued by black Democrat Barack Obama).

Marx’s admonition in the first volume of Capital — “Labor cannot emancipate itself in the white skin where in
the black it is branded” — is a powerful rebuke to modern-day revisionists who retrospectively refused to take
sides in the Civil War, calling to mind earlier American socialists who at most downplayed and ignored the strug-
gle against special oppression.

In a mirror image of the PLP “economists,” who only see the dispute between Northern and Southern capital,
others on the left have failed to grasp, or more accurately, have lost sight of the capitalist character of slavery in
the American South. This is the case of the Spartacist League/U.S., from which the founders of the International-
ist Group were expelled in 1996. In the days when it stood on the program of revolutionary Trotskyism, the SL
accurately stated:

“Capitalist accumulation for the slavocracy could only take the form of the linear expansion of the plantation
system into the West, while capitalist accumulation for the Northern bourgeoisie meant industrialization. The
‘irrepressible conflict’ between these two counterposed systems of capitalist accumulation — industrial capital
linked by railroads, based on independent farmers, requiring protective tariffs, ‘free’ labor, the creation of a
domestic market and concentration in the cities; and slave capital, which required free trade, slave labor, the
suppression of the domestic market and rural autarchy — finally culminated in the Civil War.”

—“Black Oppression and Proletarian Revolution, Pt. 1: The Material Basis for Black Oppression in the U.S.,”
Young Sparactus, September-October 1973

In recent years, however, the Spartacist League press has painted a different portrait of the conflict between
Northern and Southern rulers. Thus an article on “Mexican-American War: Prelude to American Civil War,” Part
2 (in Workers Vanguard, 10 April 2009), while correctly linking the war to the drive for expansion of slavery,
writes that the conflict over war aims in the 1848 U.S. invasion of Mexico *“shows that the contradictions between
the slave system in the South and the capitalist system in the North could no longer coexist in the same country.”
And again, “The invasion of Mexico called the question: would the slavocracy or the bourgeoisie control the
United States?” Here the slavocracy and the slave system are counterposed to the bourgeoisie and the capitalist

continued on page 31



Part I.: Modern Slavery and Capitalism
Karl Marx

The Poverty of Philosophy
1847
[excerpt]

Direct slavery is just as much the pivot of bour-
geois industry as machinery, credits, etc. Without
slavery you have no cotton; without cotton you have
no modern industry. It is slavery that gave the colonies
their value; it is the colonies that created world trade,
and it is world trade that is the precondition of large-
scale industry. Thus slavery is an economic category
of the greatest importance.

Without slavery North America, the most progres-
sive of countries, would be transformed into a patriar-

chal country. Wipe North America off the map of the
world, and you will have anarchy — the complete decay
of modern commerce and civilization. Cause slavery to
disappear and you will have wiped America off the map
of nations.*

Thus slavery, because it is an economic category,
has always existed among the institutions of the peo-
ples. Modern nations have been able only to disguise
slavery in their own countries, but they have imposed
it without disguise upon the New World.

Karl Marx

Grundrisse der Kritik der Politischen Okonomie

(Outlines of the Critique of Political Economy)
1857
[excerpt]

The concept of capital contains the capitalist. Still,
this error is in no way greater than that of e.g. all phi-
lologists who speak of capital in antiquity, of Roman,
Greek capitalists. This is only another way of express-
ing that labour in Rome and Greece was free, which
these gentlemen would hardly wish to assert. The fact

! This was perfectly correct for the year 1847. At that time
the world trade of the United States was limited mainly to
import of immigrants and industrial products, and export of
cotton and tobacco, i.e., of the products of southern slave
labor. The Northern States produced mainly corn and meat
for the slave states. It was only when the North produced
corn and meat for export and also became an industrial
country, and when the American cotton monopoly had to
face powerful competition, in India, Egypt, Brazil, etc., that
the abolition of slavery became possible. And even then this
led to the ruin of the South, which did not succeed in replac-
ing the open Negro slavery by the disguised slavery of In-
dian and Chinese coolies, F.E.

[Note by Friedrich Engels, to the 1885 German edition.]

that we now not only call the plantation owners in
America capitalists, but that they are capitalists, is
based on their existence as anomalies within a world
market based on free labour....

[The United States is] a country where bourgeois
society did not develop on the foundation of the feudal
system, but developed rather from itself; where this so-
ciety appears not as the surviving result of a centuries-
old movement, but rather as the starting-point of a new
movement; where the state, in contrast to all earlier na-
tional formations, was from the beginning subordinate
to bourgeois society, to its production, and never could
make the pretence of being an end-in-itself; where, fi-
nally, bourgeois society itself, linking up the productive
forces of an old world with the enormous natural terrain
of a new one, has developed to hitherto unheard-of di-
mensions and with unheard-of freedom of movement,
has far outstripped all previous work in the conquest of
the forces of nature, and where, finally, even the an-
titheses of bourgeois society itself appear only as van-
ishing moments.



Karl Marx
Capital

(Volume )
1867

Part lll: The Production of Absolute
Surplus Value

Chapter X: The Working Day
[excerpt]

Capital has not invented surplus-labour. Wherever
a part of society possesses the monopoly of the means
of production, the labourer, free or not free, must add
to the working time necessary for his own mainte-
nance an extra working time in order to produce the
means of subsistence for the owners of the means of
production whether this proprietor be the Athenian
nobleman, Etruscan theocrat, civis Romanus, Norman
baron, American slave owner, Wallachian boyar, mod-
ern landlord or capitalist.... But as soon as people,
whose production still moves within the lower forms
of slave-labour, corvee-labour, etc., are drawn into the
whirlpool of an international market dominated by the
capitalistic mode of production, the sale of their prod-
ucts for export becoming their principal interest, the
civilised horrors of overwork are grafted on the bar-
baric horrors of slavery, serfdom, etc. Hence the Negro
labour in the Southern States of the American Union
preserved something of a patriarchal character, so long
as production was chiefly directed to immediate local
consumption. But in proportion, as the export of cotton
became of vital interest to these states, the over-
working of the Negro and sometimes the using up of
his life in seven years of labour became a factor in a
calculated and calculating system. It was no longer a
question of obtaining from him a certain quantity of
useful products. It was now a question of production
of surplus-labour itself:...

The slave-owner buys his labourer as he buys his
horse. If he loses his slave, he loses capital that can
only be restored by new outlay in the slave-mart. But
“the rice-grounds of Georgia, or the swamps of the
Mississippi may be fatally injurious to the human con-
stitution; but the waste of human life which the culti-
vation of these districts necessitates, is not so great
that it cannot be repaired from the teeming preserves
of Virginia and Kentucky. Considerations of economy,
moreover, which, under a natural system, afford some
security for humane treatment by identifying the mas-
ter’s interest with the slave’s preservation, when once

Karl Marx in 1861.

trading in slaves is practiced, become reasons for rack-
ing to the uttermost the toil of the slave; for, when his
place can at once be supplied from foreign preserves,
the duration of his life becomes a matter of less mo-
ment than its productiveness while it lasts. It is accord-
ingly a maxim of slave management, in slave-
importing countries, that the most effective economy
is that which takes out of the human chattel in the
shortest space of time the utmost amount of exertion it
is capable of putting forth. It is in tropical culture,
where annual profits often equal the whole capital of
plantations, that Negro life is most recklessly sacri-
ficed. It is the agriculture of the West Indies, which
has been for centuries prolific of fabulous wealth, that
has engulfed millions of the African race. It is in Cuba,
at this day, whose revenues are reckoned by millions,
and whose planters are princes, that we see in the ser-
vile class, the coarsest fare, the most exhausting and
unremitting toil, and even the absolute destruction of a
portion of its numbers every year.” [quote from J.E.
Cairnes, The Slave Power (1863)]....

In the United States of North America, every inde-
pendent movement of the workers was paralysed so
long as slavery disfigured a part of the Republic. Labour
cannot emancipate itself in the white skin where in the
black it is branded. But out of the death of slavery a
new life at once arose. The first fruit of the Civil War
was the eight hours’ agitation, that ran with the seven-
leagued boots of the locomotive from the Atlantic to the
Pacific, from New England to California.



Part VIII: Primitive Accumulation
Chapter 31: Genesis of the Industrial Capitalist

[excerpt]

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the
extirpation, enslavement and entombment in mines of
the aboriginal population, the beginning of the con-
quest and looting of the East Indies, the turning of Af-
rica into a warren for the commercial hunting of black-
skins, signalised the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist
production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief
momenta of primitive accumulation. On their heels
treads the commercial war of the European nations,
with the globe for a theatre. It begins with the revolt of
the Netherlands from Spain, assumes giant dimensions
in England’s Anti-Jacobin War, and is still going on in
the opium wars against China, &c....

The colonial system ripened, like a hot-house,
trade and navigation. The “societies Monopolia” of
Luther were powerful levers for concentration of capi-

tal. The colonies secured a market for the budding
manufactures, and, through the monopoly of the mar-
ket, an increased accumulation. The treasures captured
outside Europe by undisguised looting, enslavement,
and murder, floated back to the mother-country and
were there turned into capital. Holland, which first
fully developed the colonial system, in 1648 stood al-
ready in the acme of its commercial greatness....

Liverpool waxed fat on the slave-trade. This was
its method of primitive accumulation.... Whilst the
cotton industry introduced child-slavery in England, it
gave in the United States a stimulus to the transforma-
tion of the earlier, more or less patriarchal slavery, into
a system of commercial exploitation. In fact, the veiled
slavery of the wage-workers in Europe needed, for its
pedestal, slavery pure and simple in the new world.

Karl Marx

Capital
(Volume 111)
Part VI. Transformation of Surplus Value into Ground Rent
Chapter 47: Genesis of Capitalist Ground Rent

[excerpt]

Take, for instance, the slave economy. The price
paid for a slave is nothing but the anticipated and capi-
talised surplus-value or profit to be wrung out of the
slave. But the capital paid for the purchase of a slave
does not belong to the capital by means of which
profit, surplus-labour, is extracted from him. On the
contrary. It is capital which the slave-holder has parted
with, it is a deduction from the capital which he has
available for actual production. It has ceased to exist
for him, just as capital invested in purchasing land has
ceased to exist for agriculture. The best proof of this is
that it does not reappear for the slave-holder or the
landowner except when he, in turn, sells his slaves or
land. But then the same situation prevails for the
buyer. The fact that he has bought the slave does not
enable him to exploit the slave without further ado. He
is only able to do so when he invests some additional
capital in the slave economy itself....

We need not further investigate slave economy
proper (which likewise passes through a metamor-

phosis from the patriarchal system mainly for home
use to the plantation system for the world-market)
nor the management of estates under which the land-
lords themselves are independent cultivators, pos-
sessing all instruments of production, and exploiting
the labour of free or unfree bondsmen, who are paid
either in kind or money. Landlord and owner of the
instruments of production, and thus the direct ex-
ploiter of labourers included among these elements of
production, are in this case one and the same person.
Rent and profit likewise coincide then, there occur-
ring no separation of the different forms of surplus-
value. The entire surplus-labour of the labourers,
which is manifested here in the surplus-product, is
extracted from them directly by the owner of all in-
struments of production, to which belong the land
and, under the original form of slavery, the immedi-
ate producers themselves. Where the capitalist out-
look prevails, as on American plantations, this entire
surplus-value is regarded as profit...



Plantation capitalism: Flor de Cuba sugar mill in the 1850s. Estate was worked by 409 slaves
and 170 indentured Chinese workers. (Engraving from Rebecca J. Scott, Slave Emancipation in Cuba [1985])

Karl Marx

Theories of Surplus Value
(Volume IV of Capital)
1861

Part 2, Chapter XIlI
[excerpt]

Firstly: There are the colonies proper, such as in
the United States, Australia, etc. Here the mass of the
farming colonists, although they bring with them a
larger or smaller amount of capital from the mother-
land, are not capitalists, nor do they carry on capitalist
production. They are more or less peasants who work
themselves and whose main object, in the first place, is
to produce their own livelihood, their means of subsis-
tence. Their main product therefore does not become
a commodity and is not intended for trade. They sell
or exchange the excess of their products over their
own consumption for imported manufactured com-
modities etc. The other, smaller section of the colo-
nists who settle near the sea, navigable rivers etc.,
form trading towns. There is no question of capitalist
production here either.

In the second type of colonies—plantations—

where commercial speculations figure from the start
and production is intended for the world market, the
capitalist mode of production exists, although only in a
formal sense, since the slavery of Negroes precludes
free wage-labour, which is the basis of capitalist pro-
duction. But the business in which slaves are used is
conducted by capitalists. The method of production
which they introduce has not arisen out of slavery but
is grafted on to it. In this case the same person is capi-
talist and landowner. And the elemental [profusion]
existence of the land confronting capital and labour
does not offer any resistance to capital investment,
hence none to the competition between capitals. Nei-
ther does a class of farmers as distinct from landlords
develop here. So long as these conditions endure,
nothing will stand in the way of cost-price regulating
market-value.

Part 3, Chapter XXI
[excerpt]

[T]he slave-holding states in the United States of
North America ... are associated with a world market
based on capitalist production. No matter how large
the surplus product they extract from the surplus la-
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bour of their slaves in the simple form of cotton or
corn, they can adhere to this simple, undifferentiated
labour because foreign trade enables them [to convert]
these simple products into any kind of use-value.



George E. Novack

Negro Slavery in North America
(1939)

First published in the New International, Volume V,
Number 10, October 1939.

History is rich in examples of the revival of institu-
tions appropriate to more primitive civilizations in ad-
vanced societies. Mankind is infinitely ingenious in
adapting old cultural forms to new uses under the
changed conditions of a new social order. Like a thrifty
housewife, humanity hesitates to discard familiar acqui-
sitions, however outmoded; it prefers to store them in
attics or cellars in the hope of finding a use for them in
the future. The history of economics, no less than the
history of philosophy, religion, and politics, shows that
such expectations are often realized.

The rise of chattel slavery in America is a striking
case in point. Slave labor was the characteristic form
of labor in ancient society and the economic founda-
tion of the classical Greek and Roman cultures. Long
after it had vanished from the centers of European so-
ciety it was reborn in the New World at the dawn of
capitalist civilization and continued to flourish in the
bosom of the capitalist system for three centuries and a
half. This reversion of the infant society of the New
World to one of the most antiquated social institutions
of the Old World, its longevity and its tenacity, makes
chattel slavery the most conspicuous instance of the
law of combined development in American history.

American society, the child of European capital-
ism, reproduced not only the features of its father but
also of its more remote forebears. Almost every form
of social relationship known to mankind sprang up on
the soil of the New World, either in a pure form or in a
medley of combinations. All the successive stages of
civilization preceding the advent of capitalism, primi-
tive communism, barbarism, slavery, feudalism, had a
place in the sun until they withered away or were up-
rooted by the advance of capitalist forces. This varied
profusion of social institutions makes the early history
of America an extremely instructive textbook for the
student of civilization.

Except for self-employed farming, chattel slavery
was the earliest, the most widespread, and in the long run
proved also to be the hardiest of all these pre-capitalist
methods of production in the field of agriculture. Wher-
ever the European settled in America, slavery was sooner

or later established. It made its way through the Spanish,
Portuguese, Dutch and French possessions; it became the
keystone in the structure of the richest English and
French colonies; it constituted the foundation of the
Southern Cotton Kingdom. In the course of three hun-
dred and fifty years slavery thrust its roots so deeply into
North American soil that it required the greatest revolu-
tion of the nineteenth century to destroy it.

The history of chattel slavery in North America
must be divided into two distinct periods. The first
period extended from the introduction of slavery into
the New World by the Spaniards and Portuguese at the
beginning of the sixteenth century through its devel-
opment in the West Indies and North American coast
to its decline in the British and French colonies at the
end of the eighteenth century. The second period cov-
ers the rise, growth, and decay of the Cotton Kingdom
in the United States during the first part of the nine-
teenth century.

These two epochs of chattel slavery were the off-
spring of two different stages in the development of
capitalist society. In its initial phase American slavery
was a collateral branch of commercial capitalism; in
its final stage it was an integral part of industrial capi-
talism. We shall see that opposite forms of plantation
life dominated the slave system of the two periods in
North America.

Slavery in the North American Colonies

The Introduction of Slavery: The first question that
suggests itself in connection with chattel slavery is:
how did such an historical anomaly come into being?
Slavery in America is as old as its discovery. When
Columbus set sail for “the Indies” in 1492, chattel
slavery was a familiar institution in Spain and Portu-
gal. The Spaniards were accustomed to enslave the
peoples they conquered. The Moors, the African Ne-
groes, and the American aborigines were all infidels,
subject by divine law to serve Christian masters. Slav-
ery did not however constitute the productive basis of
Spanish society but existed alongside of it in the inter-
stices of feudal life. Many Spanish vessels engaged in
the slave trade and carried Negro slaves in their crews.
It is not surprising to find that captain Christopher Co-
lumbus likewise had African slaves among his crew on
his first voyage of discovery. It is even less surprising
that within two years after reaching the West Indies he



had five hundred of the natives seized and sent back to
Spain to be sold on the auction block at Seville. Chat-
tel slavery was one of the blessings brought, like
syphilis, to the natives of the New World by their
white conquerors.

The Spanish adventurers who followed Columbus
took possession of the inhabitants of the West Indian
islands, Mexico, and Peru, forcing them to labor in the
mines and in the sugar fields. When the West Indians
died off from overwork, starvation, and abuse until
only a miserable few were left, large numbers of Ne-
groes were transported from Spain and the West Coast
of Africa to replace them.

From 1520 on, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, Dutch,
and English vessels poured Negroes in a never-ending
stream into the West Indies. Sanctified by religion and
legalized by the crown, the African slave trade became
the most profitable of commercial enterprises. A Flemish
favorite of Charles V of Spain obtained the exclusive
right of importing four thousand Negroes annually into
the West Indies and sold the patent for 25,000 ducats to
some Genoese merchants who established the first regu-
lar trade route from Africa to America. In 1562 John
Hawkins, an English sea-dog who scented the profits of
the slave trade, sailed to Guinea with three ships and a
hundred men provided by a company of gentlemen in
London, where he procured at least three hundred Ne-
groes and sold them in Hispaniola (Spanish Santo Do-
mingo). The next year the first Negroes were imported
into the English West Indies.

The slave traffic had already been flourishing for
over a century when the first boatload of twenty Ne-
groes was brought to Jamestown, Virginia, in 1620 by
a Dutch vessel. Negro slavery made its way more
slowly and gradually in the coastal colonies than in the
West Indian islands.

There were not more than three hundred Negroes
in Virginia thirty years after their introduction. By the
close of the seventeenth century, however, Negro
slaves began to displace white servants as the main
body of the laboring population in Virginia and Mary-
land. Black slavery was soon transformed from a sup-
plementary source of labor into the fundamental form
of agricultural production.

Negroes were imported into South Carolina by
way of the West Indies when it was discovered in
1694 that the lowlands were suitable for rice cultiva-
tion. Thereafter slavery spread as fast and as far
throughout the English colonies as conditions permit-
ted. Georgia was the only colony to oppose its intro-
duction. So long as the philanthropic Oglethorpe gov-
erned the colony, slavery and rum were prohibited.
When Georgia reverted to the Crown in 1752 the in-
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habitants were finally allowed to gratify their desires
for black labor and hard liquor. On the eve of the
Revolution there were over half a million Negroes
among the three million inhabitants of the colonies.
Less than forty thousand lived in the North; the rest
were concentrated in the South. In five Southern colo-
nies the Negroes equaled or outnumbered the whites.
The reason was obvious. While the ownership of slaves
in the North was a badge of aristocracy and wealth, in
the South it was the necessary basis of society.

The Necessity of Chattel Slavery

Why did Negro slavery strike such deep roots in
the New World? Some historians attribute its persis-
tence to physical factors. There is no doubt that favor-
able natural conditions facilitated the development of
slavery. The tropical and semi-tropical regions of the
earth have always been the motherlands of chattel
slavery. This particular form of production thrives best
upon an extremely rich soil which yields abundant
crops with comparatively little cultivation by the crud-
est labor. Warm climates moreover enable the working
force to labor without pause from one year’s end to the
next and to be sustained with a minimum of the neces-
sities of life. The smaller the amount of labor required
for the maintenance and reproduction of the actual pro-
ducers, the greater is the surplus value available for ap-
propriation by the agricultural exploiter. Slavery cannot
flourish without an inordinately high rate of surplus
value since it is the costliest of all forms of labor.

Different natural conditions in the North as well as
in the regions adjoining the plantation districts in the
South led to the prevalence of quite different forms of
agricultural labor. Slavery withered away in these
parts, not through the indisposition of its proprietors to
employ slave labor, but because the rocky soil and
harsh climate prevented the cultivation of staple plan-
tation crops. They were suitable only for raising corn,
wheat, and other foodstuffs in which expensive slave
labor could not compete with the small self-employed
farmer or the hired laborer. Consequently, in those
sections of the colonies, agriculture fell mainly into the
hands of the small family farmers.

However great a role natural conditions played in
the development of slavery, they did not constitute the
decisive factors. Nature by itself only provided a more
or less receptive seedbed for implanting this form of
labor. For slavery to become the predominant method
of colonial agriculture, certain social conditions had to
be present. The main reasons for the growth of slavery
were therefore to be found, not in the natural environ-
ment, but in the specific social and economic problems
confronting the colonial planters.



They proposed to grow
sugar, tobacco, and rice for
commercial export to Europe.
The large-scale agricultural
operations required for culti-
vating these crops cannot be
carried on by solitary laborers.
They demanded an associated
working force of considerable
proportions. How were such
working forces to be procured
in the colonies where land was
plentiful but labor lacking? ,

The labor problem was the |
most serious of all problems
for the colonial planter. Some §/|
form of bondage was neces-
sary to bring workers to the
new lands and to keep them §&
working thereafter for their &
masters.  The  colonizers
grasped at any kind of labor
within reach. Negro slavery was neither the first nor
the only form of servitude in North America; it was
preceded by Indian and white slavery.

The sparse native Indian population proved no so-
lution. The English colonists tried to enslave the North
American Indians in the same manner as the Spaniards
enslaved the natives of West Indies, Mexico, and Peru.
When they discovered that the Indians were either not
numerous enough or, like certain African tribes, would
not submit to slavery but sickened and died in captiv-
ity, they had little further use for them. They pro-
ceeded either to slaughter them on the spot or to drive
them westward.

At first the landed proprietors relied upon the im-
portation of white bondsmen from the mother country.
England and the continent were combed for servants to
be sent to America.

Some of these indentured servants came of their
own accord, voluntarily agreeing to serve their masters
for a certain term of years, usually four to seven, in re-
turn for their passage. Many others, especially German
serfs, were sold by their lords to the slave merchants
and ship-owners. In addition the overflowing prisons of
England were emptied of their inmates and the convicts
brought to America to be sold into servitude for terms
ranging from four to fourteen years.

The Cromwellian conquest of Ireland in the middle
of the seventeenth century made slaves as well as sub-
jects of the Irish people. Over one hundred thousand
men, women, and children were seized by the English
troops and shipped over to the West Indies where they

were sold into slavery
upon the tobacco planta-
tions. In The Re-
Conquest of Ireland
James Connolly quotes
the following instance

, of the methods used.
“Captain John Vernon
was employed by the
Commissioners for Ire-
land to England, and
contracted in their be-
half with Mr. David Sel-
lick and the Leader un-
der his hand to supply
them with two hundred
and fifty women of the
Irish  nation, above
twelve years and under
the age of forty-five,
also three hundred men
above twelve years and
under fifty, to be found in the country within twenty
miles of Cork, Youghal and Kinsale, Waterford and

Wexford, to transport them into New England.”
This British firm alone was responsible for shipping
over 6,400 girls and boys...

As a result of the insistent demands of the planters
for labor, the servant trade took on most of the horrible
features of the slave trade. Gangs of kidnappers
roamed the streets of English seaports and combed the
highways and byways of Britain and Ireland for raw
material. In the rapacious search for redemptioners the
homes of the poor were invaded. Where promises
could not persuade, compulsion was brought into play.
Husbands were torn from their wives, fathers from
their families, children from their parents. Boys and
girls were sold by parents or guardians; unwanted de-
pendents by their relatives; serfs by their lords—and
all this human cargo was shipped to America to be
sold to the highest bidder.

Thus the bulk of the white working population of
the English colonies was composed of bondsmen and
criminals, who had been cajoled or coerced into emi-
gration and had to pass through years of bondage be-
fore they could call themselves free. These people and
their children became the hunters, trappers, farmers,
artisans, mechanics, and even the planters and mer-
chants, who were later to form the ranks of the revolu-
tionary forces against the mother country.

These white bondsmen however provided neither a
sufficient nor a satisfactory supply of labor. They
could not be kept in a permanent condition of en-



slavement. Unless they were marked or branded, if
they ran away they could not readily be distinguished
from their free fellows or their masters. As production
expanded, it became increasingly urgent to find new,
more abundant, and more dependable sources of labor.

The Negro slave trade came to the planter’s res-
cue. Negroes could be purchased at reasonable prices
and brought in unlimited numbers from the African
coasts. They were accustomed to tropical climates and
could be worked in such miasmic, malaria-breeding
swamplands as those of South Carolina. They were
gregarious, prolific, and, once domesticated, were
willing to breed in captivity. By keeping the Negroes
scattered, ignorant, and terrorized, the slave-owners
could keep them in perpetual subjection and prevent
them from escaping with impunity. The color of the
black man’s skin became the sign of servitude, ena-
bling the white man to keep the slave yoke fixed
firmly on his shoulders.

The profits of the slave trade were another potent
factor in the extension of Negro slavery. The traffic in
slaves became too lucrative an enterprise to remain in
private hands. The sovereigns of Spain and England
contended with each other for the lion’s share of the
trade to fill the royal treasuries. The possession of the
slave trade was one of the richest prizes at stake in the
War of the Spanish Succession. The Treaty of Utrecht
which concluded the war in 1713 awarded a monopoly
of the slave trade to England. Their majesties organ-
ized a company for carrying on the traffic: one quarter
of the stock was taken by Philip of Spain; another by
Queen Anne of England; and the remaining half was
divided amongst her subjects. Thus the sovereigns of
Spain and England became the largest slave merchants
in the world.

The slave trade became a cornerstone of Anglo-
American commerce. Many fortunes in Old and New
England were derived from the traffic. This trade en-
joyed the special protection of the Crown whose
agents persistently vetoed the efforts of colonial legis-
latures to abolish or restrict it. It is estimated that from
1713 to 1780 over twenty thousand slaves were carried
annually to America by British and American ships. In
1792 there were 132 ships engaged in the slave trade
in Liverpool alone.

How economic necessity and political pressure
combined to impose slavery upon the colonial upper
classes is explained in the following extract from a
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letter written in 1757 by Peter Fontaine, a Huguenot
emigrant to Virginia, to a friend across the Atlantic:

“The Negroes are enslaved by the Negroes them-
selves before they are purchased by the masters of
the ships who bring them here. It is to be sure at our
choice whether we buy them or not, so this is our
crime, folly, or whatever you please to call it. But our
Assembly, foreseeing the ill consequences of import-
ing such numbers amongst us, hath often attempted
to lay a duty upon them which would amount to a
prohibition, such as ten or twenty pounds a head, but
no governor dare pass such a law, having instructions
to the contrary from the Board of Trade at home. By
this means they are forced upon us, whether we will
or not. This plainly shows the African Company hath
the advantage of the colonies, and may do as it
pleases with the ministry...
“To live in Virginia without slaves is morally im-
possible. Before our troubles, you could not hire a
servant or slave for love or money, so that unless
robust enough to cut wood, to go to mill, to work
at the hoe, &c., you must starve or board in some
family where they both fleece and half starve you.
There is no set price upon corn, wheat, and provi-
sions, so they take advantage of the necessities of
strangers, who are thus obliged to purchase some
slaves and land. This of course draws us all into
the original sin and curse of the country of pur-
chasing slaves, and this is the reason we have no
merchants, traders, or artifices of any sort here but
what become planters in a short time.
“A common laborer, white or black, if you can be
so favored as to hire one, is a shilling sterling or
fifteen pence currency per day; a bungling carpen-
ter two shillings or two shillings and sixpence per
day; besides diet and lodging. That is, for a lazy
fellow to get wood and water, £19.16.3, current
per annum; add to this seven or eight pounds more
and you have a slave for life.”

“It seems probable,” says Charles Beard in The
Rise of American Civilization, “that at least half of the
immigrants into America before the Revolution, cer-
tainly outside New England, were either indentured
servants or Negro slaves.”

The original foundations of American society
rested not upon free but upon slave and semi-servile
labor, both white and black.



Slaves on the run. (Drawing by Gustave Doré, 1866.)

George E. Novack

The Colonial Plantation System
(1939)

First published in the New International, Volume V,
Number 12, December 1939.

In the colonial period, before the rise of large-
scale industry, slavery existed in two different eco-
nomic forms in the Western world, one representing its
past, the other its future. The first was the patriarchal
form in which it had flourished from time immemorial.
The patriarchal plantations were largely self-sustained,
retaining many features of natural economy. Produc-
tion was divided into two parts, one devoted to the
cultivation of such cash crops as tobacco, corn, hemp,
etc.; the other to the needs of home consumption.

The plantation system developed along these lines in
the Virginia and Maryland colonies. The average estate
was relatively small, employing from five to twenty
hands, part of whom were likely to be white redemption-
ers. Blacks and whites worked together in the fields
without insurmountable barriers or deep antagonisms
between them. Relations between masters and slaves,
with notable exceptions, had a paternal character. The
slaveowner was not an absentee landlord who entrusted
his estate to the supervision of an overseer and was inter-
ested solely in the maximum amount of profit to be
gained from his operations. He lived upon his plantation
the year round and regarded it as his home.

11

Field hands were often indulgently treated. Negro
servants, who replaced white servants in the household
as well as in the field, were frequently on intimate and
trusted terms with the master and his family, remained
in the same family generation after generation, and were
regarded as subordinate members of the household.

Such plantations raised their own food, wove their
own cloth, built their own houses. Agriculture for domes-
tic use was sometimes supplemented by domestic manu-
facture. George Washington’s estate, for example, con-
tained a weaving establishment. Other planters owned
spinning and weaving factories employing not only slave
labor but white servants on a wage-labor basis.

In South Carolina and Georgia the plantation sys-
tem developed according to a different pattern. There
chattel slavery lost its patriarchal characteristics and
became transformed into a purely commercial system
of exploitation based upon the production of a single
money crop. The typical rice and indigo plantations in
the coastal regions were of large size, employing about
thirty slaves working under a white taskmaster. The
proprietors were either absentee owners living in
Charleston, Savannah, or Jamaica who came to inspect
the estates several times a year or who lived only part
of the year upon their plantations owing to the preva-
lence of malaria in the hot months. South Carolina and
Georgia’s economy was so utterly dependent upon



slave labor that they became the strongholds of the
slave system in the English colonies on the mainland.

Until the rise of the Cotton Kingdom, the capitalist
plantation system in the English colonies was per-
fected on the largest scale in Jamaica. Economically
considered, the whole island was converted into one
vast plantation devoted to the cultivation of sugar cane
and the making of sugar which was then shipped over-
seas for sale. The individual plantations, carved in
large sections out of the fertile soil, were in many
cases owned by absentee landlords resident in England
and managed by hired superintendents. They were ex-
tremely productive and worked entirely by slave labor.

“The average unit of industry in the Jamaican
sugar fields came to be a plantation with a total of
nearly two hundred Negroes, of whom more than half
were workers in the field gangs,” writes Ulrich B.
Phillips in his introduction to the first volume of The
Documentary History of American Industrial Society.

“The laborers were strictly classified and worked in
squads under close and energetic supervision to
near the maximum of their muscular ability. The
routine was thoroughly systematic, and the system
as efficient on the whole as could well be, where
the directors were so few and the Negroes so many
and so little removed from the status of African
savagery. The Jamaican units were on the average
the largest in all the history of plantation industry.”

The concentration of production upon one com-
mercial staple combined with the exclusive use of
slave labor gave rise to the social and economic con-
sequences that were later to prevail in the Cotton
Kingdom. The small farmers who had originally popu-
lated the island were pushed out and gradually disap-
peared. The inhabitants came to be divided into two
absolutely opposed classes: the planters and their
agents on top and the Negro slaves on the bottom. A
sprinkling of merchants and mechanics between them
catered to the needs of the plantation owners. The
sugar lords were absolute rulers of the island, exploit-
ing it for their exclusive benefit and representing it at
Westminster.

This type of chattel slavery prefigured the future
and was to predominate within the Southern Cotton
Kingdom. Except for the far South, slavery was a de-
caying institution in the English coastal colonies at the
time of the Revolution. The decline in the value of
tobacco compelled many planters to turn to the raising
of other crops in which slave labor could not profitably
compete with free labor. Finding their slaves to be an
economic liability, some masters entertained ideas of
emancipation. The slave system began to disintegrate,
giving way here and there to tenant farming, share-
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cropping, and even wage-labor.

Virginia and Maryland were then among the lead-
ing centers of abolition sentiment in the colonies.
Some of the wealthiest and most influential planters in
the Old Dominion, such as Washington and Jefferson,
advocated the abolition of slavery and the restriction
of the slave trade. Henry Laurens of South Carolina,
President of the Continental Congress, who owned
slaves worth twenty thousand pounds, wrote his son in
1776 that he abhorred slavery and was devising means
for manumitting his chattels. But most slaveholders,
especially those in Georgia and South Carolina where
rice and hemp could not be grown without slaves,
flatly opposed any restrictions upon the trade which
would prevent them from buying the labor they
needed. They found support among Northern mer-
chants who benefited from the slave traffic.

In the first draft of the Declaration of Independ-
ence, Jefferson had inserted an indictment of George
I11 for promoting and protecting the slave trade against
colonial protests. But, he tells us,

“... the clause, reprobating the enslaving of the in-

habitants of Africa, was struck out in complaisance

to South Carolina and Georgia, who had never at-
tempted to restrain the importation of slaves, and
who, on the contrary, still wished to continue it. Our

Northern brethren, also, | believe, felt a little tender

under those censures; for though their people had

very few slaves themselves, yet they had been pretty
considerable carriers of them to others.”

The Revolutionary War impressed the dangers of
slavery upon the minds of the colonists. Aroused by
proclamations from royal governors and military com-
manders promising them freedom, thousands of Negroes
escaped to the British camps and garrisons; while the
slave owners, fearful of insurrection and the safety of
their property and families, were unable or unwilling to
serve in the Continental armies. New England, with a
population less numerous than that of Virginia, Carolina,
and Georgia, provided more than twice as many troops to
the revolutionary forces. The South was easily conquered
by the redcoats who were defeated and expelled from
New England at the beginning of the war.

Although the Revolution had been proclaimed and
fought in the name of liberty and equality, it brought little
immediate alteration in the status of the mass of Negroes
who lived in the South. Only the few thousands in the
North benefited from the liberating legislation of that
period. The state constitution of Massachusetts led the
way by abolishing slavery in 1780; Pennsylvania passed
an act of gradual emancipation the same year; in the suc-
ceeding years other Northern states illegalized slavery
within their borders. But not for a half century after the



Declaration of Independence, in 1826, was slav-
ery legally abolished in New York.

When the delegates to the Constitutional
Convention met in secret conclave at Philadel-
phia to form the Union, the question of the
abolition of slavery was not even placed upon
the agenda. The discussions concerning slav-
ery revolved around those issues pertaining to
the interests of the Southern planters and
Northern capitalists whose representatives
composed the Convention. The questions in
dispute concerned the slave trade, the use of
slaves as a basis for taxation and representa-
tion, and the protective tariff.

In return for the protective tariff granted to
the capitalists, the delegates from South Caro-
lina and Georgia, whose platform was “No
Slave Trade—No Union,” were granted a
twenty-year extension of the slave-trade, a fugitive
slave law, and a provision allowing three-fifths of the
slaves to be counted as a basis for taxation and politi-
cal representation.

The slaveholders proved powerful enough to obtain a
Constitution that not only protected their peculiar institu-
tion but even erected additional legal safeguards around
it. General Charles C. Pinckney, delegate to the Constitu-
tional Convention, reported with satisfaction to the South
Carolina ratification convention that:

“By this settlement, we have secured an unlimited

importation of Negroes for twenty years. Nor is it

declared when that importation shall be stopped; it
may be continued. We have a right to recover our
slaves in whatever part of America they may take
refuge. In short, considering all circumstances, we
have made the best terms for the security of this
species of property it was in our power to make.
We would have made better if we could; but, on

U.S. Constitutional Convention, 1787. Constitution was a
slaveholder’s document, upholding chattel slavery.

the whole, | do not think them bad.”

The Constitution, then, was a slaveholder’s docu-
ment; the United States was founded upon slavery.
Some of the founding fathers recognized that slavery
was the chief crack in the cornerstone of the new Re-
public, a crack which in time might widen to a fissure
capable of splitting the union apart. Jefferson propheti-
cally warned the slaveholders that they would one day
have to choose between emancipation or their own de-
struction. But before Jefferson’s prophecy was fulfilled,
chattel slavery was to flourish more luxuriantly than
ever in North America and spread beyond the Missis-
sippi to Texas. It was to make cotton king of American
economy and the cotton barons autocrats of the nation;
and it was ultimately to flower in that anachronistic
Southern culture which proclaimed slavery to be “a per-
fect good,” eternally ordained and sanctified by the laws
of God, Justice, History, and Mankind.

George Novack

Uneven and Combined Development in History
1957
[excerpt]

First published in Labour Review [London], Volume
2, No. 2, March-April 1957 under the pen name
William F. Warde. Reprinted as a chapter in George
Novack, Understanding History: Marxist Essays
(Pathfinder Press, 1972).

The most significant peculiarity in the evolution of
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the British colonies in America came from the fact that
all the organisational forms and driving forces belong-
ing to earlier stages of social development, from sav-
agery to feudalism, were incorporated into, conditioned
by, and in the case of chattel slavery, even produced by
the expanding system of international capitalism.

There was no mechanical serial reproduction on
American soil of outmoded historical stages. Instead,



colonial life witnessed a dialectical admixture of all
these varied elements, which resulted in the emergence
of combined social formations of new and special
types. The chattel slavery of the American colonies
was very different from the chattel slavery of classical
Greece and Rome. American slavery was a bourgeoisi-
fied slavery which was not only a subordinate branch
of the capitalist world market but became impregnated
with capitalist features. ...

In these historical leaps, stages of development are
sometimes compressed and sometimes omitted alto-
gether, depending upon the particular conditions and
forces. In the North American colonies, for example,
feudalism, which flowered in Europe and Asia over
many centuries, hardly obtained a foothold. Feudal-
ism’s characteristic institutions—Ilanded estates, serfs,
the monarchy, the established church and the medieval
guilds—could find no suitable environment and were
squeezed out between commercial chattel slavery on
the one hand and the budding bourgeois society on the
other. Paradoxically, at the very time that feudalism
was being stunted and strangled in the North American
colonies, it was undergoing vigorous expansion on the
other side of the world in Russia.

On the other hand, slavery in the Southern colo-
nies of North America sank deep roots, enjoyed such
an extensive growth and proved so tough and durable
that it required a separate revolution to eradicate it.
There are, indeed, still, to this day, significant anach-
ronistic survivals in the South of chattel slavery....

Slavery and Capitalism

The development of chattel slavery in North
America provides an excellent illustration of this dia-
lectic. From the world-historical standpoint, slavery on
this continent was an anachronism from its birth. As a
mode of production, it belonged to the infancy of class
society; it had already virtually vanished from Western
Europe. Yet the very demands of Western Europe for
staple raw materials, like sugar, indigo, and tobacco,
combined with the scarcity of labour for carrying on
large-scale agricultural operations, implanted slavery
in North America. Colonial slavery grew up as a
branch of commercial capitalism. Thus a mode of pro-
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duction and a form of property which had long passed
away emerged afresh out of the demands of a higher
economic system and became part of it.

This contradiction became more accentuated when
the rise of capitalist factory industry in England and
the United States lifted the cotton-producing states of
the deep South to top place in American economic and
political life. For decades the two opposing systems
functioned as a team. They then split apart at the time
of the American Civil War. The capitalist system,
which at one stage of its development fostered slav-
ery’s growth, at another stage created a new combina-
tion of forces which overthrew it.

The combined formation of the old and the new, the
lower and the higher, chattel slavery and capitalism
turned out to be neither permanent nor indissoluble; it
was conditional, temporary, relative. The enforced asso-
ciation of the two tended toward dissociation and grow-
ing conflict. If a society marches forward, the preponder-
ant advantage, in the long run, goes to the superior struc-
ture which thrives at the expense of the inferior features,
eventually outstripping and dislodging them....

One of the major problems left unsolved by the
bourgeois democratic revolution in the United States
was the abolition of the old stigmas of slavery and the
extension of equality to the Negroes. This task was
only partially solved by the industrial bourgeoisie of
the North during the American Civil War. This failure
of the bourgeoisie has ever since been a great source
of embarrassment and difficulty for its representatives.
The question now posed is whether the present ultra-
reactionary capitalist rulers of the USA can now carry
through to fulfilment a national task which it failed to
complete in its revolutionary heyday.

The spokesmen for the Democrats and Republi-
cans find it necessary to say that they can in fact do
this job; the reformists of all kinds claim that the bour-
geois government can be made to do it. It is our opin-
ion, however, that only the joint struggle of the Negro
people and the working masses against the capitalist
rulers will be able to carry through the struggle against
the hangovers of slavery to its victorious conclusion.
In this way, the socialist revolution will complete what
the bourgeois-democratic revolution failed to realise....



Part 2: The U.S. Civil War
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“A Negro Regiment in Action.” Engraving by Thomas Nast, appeared in Harper’'s Weekly, 14 March 1863.

Karl Marx

The North American Civil War
(October 1861)

First published in Die Presse (Vienna) No. 293, 25
October 1861.

For months the leading weekly and daily papers of
the London press have been reiterating the same litany
on the American Civil War. While they insult the free
states of the North, they anxiously defend themselves
against the suspicion of sympathising with the slave
states of the South. In fact, they continually write two
articles: one article, in which they attack the North,
and another article, in which they excuse their attacks
on the North.

In essence the extenuating arguments read: The
war between the North and South is a tariff war. The
war is, further, not for any principle, does not touch
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the question of slavery and in fact turns on Northern
lust for sovereignty. Finally, even if justice is on the
side of the North , does it not remain a vain endeavour
to want to subjugate eight million Anglo-Saxons by
force! Would not separation of the South release the
North from all connection with Negro slavery and en-
sure for it, with its twenty million inhabitants and its
vast territory, a higher, hitherto scarcely dreamt-of,
development? Accordingly, must not the North wel-
come secession as a happy event, instead of wanting to
overrule it by a bloody and futile civil war?

Point by point we will probe the plea of the Eng-
lish press.

The war between North and South -- so runs the
first excuse -- is a mere tariff war, a war between a pro-
tectionist system and a free trade system, and Britain



naturally stands on the side of free trade. Shall the
slave-owner enjoy the fruits of slave labour in their en-
tirety or shall he be cheated of a portion of these by the
protectionists of the North? That is the question which
is at issue in this war. It was reserved for The Times to
make this brilliant discovery. The Economist, The Ex-
aminer, The Saturday Review and tutti quanti [the rest]
expounded the theme further. It is characteristic of this
discovery that it was made, not in Charleston, but in
London. Naturally, in America everyone knew that
from 1846 to 1861 a free trade system prevailed, and
that Representative Morrill* carried his protectionist
tariff through Congress only in 1861, after the rebellion
had already broken out. Secession, therefore, did not
take place because the Morrill tariff had gone through
Congress, but, at most, the Morrill tariff went through
Congress because secession had taken place. When
South Carolina had its first attack of secession in 1831,
the protectionist tariff of 1828 served it, to be sure, as a
pretext, but only as a pretext, as is known from a state-
ment of General [Stonewall] Jackson. This time, how-
ever, the old pretext has in fact not been repeated. In the
Secession Congress at Montgomery [Alabama] all ref-
erence to the tariff question was avoided, because the
cultivation of sugar in Louisiana, one of the most influ-
ential Southern states, depends entirely on protection.

But, the London press pleads further, the war of
the United States is nothing but a war for the forcible
maintenance of the Union. The Yankees cannot make
up their minds to strike fifteen stars from their stan-
dard. They want to cut a colossal figure on the world
stage. Yes, it would be different if the war was waged
for the abolition of slavery! The question of slavery,
however, as The Saturday Review categorically de-
clares among other things, has absolutely nothing to do
with this war.

It is above all to be remembered that the war did
not originate with the North, but with the South. The
North finds itself on the defensive. For months it had
quietly looked on while the secessionists appropriated
the Union’s forts, arsenals, shipyards, customs houses,
pay offices, ships and supplies of arms, insulted its
flag and took prisoner bodies of its troops. Finally the
secessionists resolved to force the Union government

! Rep. Justin Morrill of Vermont introduced a tariff protect-
ing industry in 1858, and it was approved by the House of
Representatives in 1860 with virtually all Southern Con-
gressmen opposing it and all Northern Representatives vot-
ing in favor. It was only passed in the Senate due to the
withdrawal of Southern Senators following the secession of
the Confederacy. Morrill also originated land-grant colleges.
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out of its passive attitude by a blatant act of war, and
solely for this reason proceeded to the bombardment
of Fort Sumter near Charleston. On April 11 (1861)
their General Beauregard had learnt in a meeting with
Major Anderson, the commander of Fort Sumter, that
the fort was only supplied with provisions for three
days more and accordingly must be peacefully surren-
dered after this period. In order to forestall this peace-
ful surrender, the secessionists opened the bombard-
ment early on the following morning (April 12), which
brought about the fall of the fort in a few hours. News
of this had hardly been telegraphed to Montgomery,
the seat of the Secession Congress, when War Minister
Walker publicly declared in the name of the new Con-
federacy: No man can say where the war opened today
will end. At the same time he prophesied that before
the first of May the flag of the Southern Confederacy
will wave from the dome of the old Capitol in Wash-
ington and within a short time perhaps also from the
Faneuil Hall in Boston. Only now ensued the procla-
mation in which Lincoln called for 75,000 men to de-
fend the Union. The bombardment of Fort Sumter cut
off the only possible constitutional way out, namely
the convocation of a general convention of the Ameri-
can people, as Lincoln had proposed in his inaugural
address. For Lincoln there now remained only the
choice of fleeing from Washington, evacuating Mary-
land and Delaware and surrendering Kentucky, Mis-
souri and Virginia, or of answering war with war.

The question of the principle of the American Civil
War is answered by the battle slogan with which the
South broke the peace. Stephens, the Vice-President of
the Southern Confederacy, declared in the Secession
Congress that what essentially distinguished the Consti-
tution newly hatched at Montgomery from the Constitu-
tion of Washington and Jefferson was that now for the
first time slavery was recognised as an institution good
in itself, and as the foundation of the whole state edi-
fice, whereas the revolutionary fathers, men steeped in
the prejudices of the eighteenth century, had treated
slavery as an evil imported from England and to be
eliminated in the course of time. Another matador of the
South, Mr. Spratt, cried out: “For us it is a question of
founding a great slave republic.” If, therefore, it was
indeed only in defence of the Union that the North drew
the sword, had not the South already declared that the
continuance of slavery was no longer compatible with
the continuance of the Union?

Just as the bombardment of Fort Sumter gave the
signal for the opening of the war, the election victory
of the Republican Party of the North, the election of
Lincoln as President, gave the signal for secession. On
November 6, 1860, Lincoln was elected. On Novem-



ber 8, 1860, a message telegraphed from South Caro-
lina said: Secession is regarded here as an accom-
plished fact; on November 10 the legislature of Geor-
gia occupied itself with secession plans, and on No-
vember 13 a special session of the legislature of Mis-
sissippi was convened to consider secession. But Lin-
coln’s election was itself only the result of a split in
the Democratic camp. During the election struggle the
Democrats of the North concentrated their votes on
Douglas, the Democrats of the South concentrated
their votes on Breckinridge, and to this splitting of the
Democratic votes the Republican Party owed its vic-
tory. Whence came, on the one hand, the preponder-
ance of the Republican Party in the North? Whence,
on the other, the disunion within the Democratic Party,
whose members, North and South, had operated in
conjunction for more than half a century?

Under the presidency of [James] Buchanan [Lin-
coln’s predecessor] the sway that the South had gradu-
ally usurped over the Union through its alliance with
the Northern Democrats attained its zenith. The last
Continental Congress of 1787 and the first Constitu-
tional Congress of 1789-90 had legally excluded slav-
ery from all Territories of the republic north-west of
the Ohio. (Territories, as is known, is the name given
to the colonies lying within the United States itself
which have not yet attained the level of population
constitutionally prescribed for the formation of
autonomous states.) The so-called Missouri Compro-
mise (1820), in consequence of which Missouri be-
came one of the States of the Union as a slave state,
excluded slavery from every remaining Territory north
of 36 degrees latitude and west of the Missouri
[River]. By this compromise the area of slavery was
advanced several degrees of longitude, whilst, on the
other hand, a geographical boundary-line to its future
spread seemed quite definitely drawn. This geographi-
cal barrier, in its turn, was thrown down in 1854 by the
so-called Kansas-Nebraska Bill, the initiator of which
was St[ephen] A. Douglas, then leader of the Northern
Democrats. The Bill, which passed both Houses of
Congress, repealed the Missouri Compromise, placed
slavery and freedom on the same footing, commanded
the Union government to treat them both with equal
indifference and left it to the sovereignty of the people,
that is, the majority of the settlers, to decide whether
or not slavery was to be introduced in a Territory.
Thus, for the first time in the history of the United
States, every geographical and legal limit to the exten-
sion of slavery in the Territories was removed. Under
this new legislation the hitherto free Territory of New
Mexico, a Territory five times as large as the State of
New York, was transformed into a slave Territory, and
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the area of slavery was extended from the border of
the Mexican Republic to 38 degrees north latitude. In
1859 New Mexico received a slave code that vies with
the statute-books of Texas and Alabama in barbarity.
Nevertheless, as the census of 1860 proves, among
some hundred thousand inhabitants New Mexico does
not yet count half a hundred slaves. It had therefore
sufficed for the South to send some adventurers with a
few slaves over the border, and then with the help of
the central government in Washington and of its offi-
cials and contractors in New Mexico to drum together
a sham popular representation to impose slavery and
with it the rule of the slaveholders on the Territory.

However, this convenient method did not prove ap-
plicable in other Territories. The South accordingly
went a step further and appealed from Congress to the
Supreme Court of the United States. This Court, which
numbers nine judges, five of whom belong to the South,
had long been the most willing tool of the slaveholders.
It decided in 1857, in the notorious Dred Scott case,?
that every American citizen possesses the right to take
with him into any territory any property recognized by
the Constitution. The Constitution, it maintained, rec-
ognises slaves as property and obliges the Union gov-
ernment to protect this property. Consequently, on the
basis of the Constitution, slaves could be forced to la-
bour in the Territories by their owners, and so every
individual slaveholder was entitled to introduce slavery
into hitherto free Territories against the will of the ma-
jority of the settlers. The right to exclude slavery was
taken from the Territorial legislatures and the duty to
protect pioneers of the slave system was imposed on
Congress and the Union government.

If the Missouri Compromise of 1820 had extended
the geographical boundary-line of slavery in the Terri-
tories, if the Kansas-Nebraska Bill of 1854 had erased
every geographical boundary-line and set up a political
barrier instead, the will of the majority of the settlers,
now the Supreme Court of the United States, by its
decision of 1857, tore down even this political barrier
and transformed all the Territories of the republic, pre-
sent and future, from nurseries of free states into nurs-
eries of slavery.

At the same time, under Buchanan’s government

2 In Dred Scott v. Sandford, the United States Supreme
Court ruled that the drafters of the Constitution had viewed
all African-Americans as “beings of an inferior order, and
altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in
social or political relations, and so far inferior that they had
no rights which the white man was bound to respect.” This
racist ruling made explicit the white supremacy on which
the U.S. was founded.



the severer law on the surrendering of fugitive slaves
enacted in 1850 was ruthlessly carried out in the states
of the North. To play the part of slave-catchers for the
Southern slaveholders appeared to be the constitu-
tional calling of the North. On the other hand, in order
to hinder as far as possible the colonisation of the Ter-
ritories by free settlers, the slaveholders’ party frus-
trated all the so-called free-soil measures, i.e., meas-
ures which were to secure for the settlers a definite
amount of uncultivated state land free of charge.

In the foreign, as in the domestic, policy of the
United States, the interest of the slaveholders served as
the guiding star. Buchanan had in fact bought the office
of President through the issue of the Ostend Manifesto,
in which the acquisition of Cuba, whether by purchase
or by force of arms, was proclaimed as the great task of
national policy. Under his government northern Mexico
was already divided among American land speculators,’
who impatiently awaited the signal to fall on Chihua-
hua, Coahuila and Sonora. The unceasing piratical ex-
peditions of the filibusters* against the states of Central
America were directed no less from the White House at
Washington. In the closest connection with this foreign
policy, whose manifest purpose was congquest of new
territory for the spread of slavery and of the slavehold-
ers’ rule, stood the reopening of the slave trade, secretly
supported by the Union government. St[ephen] A.
Douglas himself declared in the American Senate on
August 20, 1859: During the last year more Negroes
have been imported from Africa than ever before in any
single year, even at the time when the slave trade was
still legal. The number of slaves imported in the last
year totalled fifteen thousand.

Armed spreading of slavery abroad was the
avowed aim of national policy; the Union had in fact
become the slave of the three hundred thousand slave-
holders who held sway over the South. A series of
compromises, which the South owed to its alliance

® The Mexican-American War of 1846-48 was really an
American invasion of Mexico, spurred on by the Southern
slavocracy, which sought to expand the territory of the slave
states. Together with the 1845 annexation of Texas and
1846 “independence” of California, the U.S. stole more than
half the territory of Mexico in this war and the subsequent
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.

* In the 1850s, Southern freebooters (mercenaries), or fili-
busters, led a series of expeditions against Cuba and Central
America, seeking to add them to the United States as slave
territories. The most famous was William Walker, who after
invading Baja California in Mexico and failing to take the
northern Mexican state of Sonora, in 1855 invaded Nicara-
gua and proclaimed himself president of the republic.
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with the Northern Democrats, had led to this result. On
this alliance all the attempts, periodically repeated
since 1817, to resist the ever increasing encroachments
of the slaveholders had hitherto come to grief. At
length there came a turning point.

For hardly had the Kansas-Nebraska Bill gone
through, which wiped out the geographical boundary-line
of slavery and made its introduction into new Territories
subject to the will of the majority of the settlers, when
armed emissaries of the slaveholders, border rabble from
Missouri and Arkansas, with bowie-knife in one hand
and revolver in the other, fell upon Kansas and sought by
the most unheard-of atrocities to dislodge its settlers from
the Territory colonised by them. These raids were sup-
ported by the central government in Washington. Hence
a tremendous reaction. Throughout the North, but par-
ticularly in the North-west, a relief organisation was
formed to support Kansas with men, arms and money.
Out of this relief organisation arose the Republican Party,
which therefore owes its origin to the struggle for Kan-
sas. After the attempt to transform Kansas into a slave
Territory by force of arms had failed, the South sought to
achieve the same result by political intrigues. Buchanan’s
government, in particular, exerted its utmost efforts to
have Kansas included in the States of the Union as a
slave state with a slave constitution imposed on it. Hence
renewed struggle, this time mainly conducted in Con-
gress at Washington. Even St[ephen] A. Douglas, the
chief of the Northern Democrats, now (1857-58) entered
the lists against the government and his allies of the
South, because imposition of a slave constitution would
have been contrary to the principle of sovereignty of the
settlers passed in the Nebraska Bill of 1854. Douglas,
Senator for lllinois, a North-western state, would natu-
rally have lost all his influence if he had wanted to con-
cede to the South the right to steal by force of arms or
through acts of Congress Territories colonised by the
North. As the struggle for Kansas, therefore, called the
Republican Party into being, it at the same time occa-
sioned the first split within the Democratic Party itself.

The Republican Party put forward its first platform
for the presidential election in 1856. Although its can-
didate, John Fremont,®> was not victorious, the huge

> John C. Frémont was a U.S. Army officer who in 1846
placed himself at the head of the settlers revolt that pro-
claimed California “independence” from Mexico. In 1856 he
was the first Republican presidential candidate. During the
Civil War he was a major-general in the Union Army, in
charge of the Department of the West (notably in Missouri),
where he imposed martial law and issued an order freeing the
slaves. President Lincoln revoked the proclamation and re-
lieved Frémont of his command.



number of votes cast for him at any rate proved the
rapid growth of the Party, particularly in the North-
west. At their second National Convention for the
presidential election (May 17, 1860), the Republicans
again put forward their platform of 1856, only en-
riched by some additions. Its principal contents were
the following: Not a foot of fresh territory is further
conceded to slavery. The filibustering policy abroad
must cease. The reopening of the slave trade is stigma-
tised. Finally, free-soil laws are to be enacted for the
furtherance of free colonisation.

The vitally important point in this platform was
that not a foot of fresh terrain was conceded to slavery;
rather it was to remain once and for all confined with
the boundaries of the states where it already legally
existed. Slavery was thus to be formally interned; but
continual expansion of territory and continual spread
of slavery beyond its old limits is a law of life for the
slave states of the Union.

The cultivation of the southern export articles, cot-
ton, tobacco, sugar , etc., carried on by slaves, is only
remunerative as long as it is conducted with large
gangs of slaves, on a mass scale and on wide expanses
of a naturally fertile soil, which requires only simple
labour. Intensive cultivation, which depends less on
fertility of the soil than on investment of capital, intel-
ligence and energy of labour, is contrary to the nature
of slavery. Hence the rapid transformation of states
like Maryland and Virginia, which formerly employed
slaves on the production of export articles, into states
which raise slaves to export them into the deep South.
Even in South Carolina, where the slaves form four-
sevenths of the population, the cultivation of cotton
has been almost completely stationary for years due to
the exhaustion of the soil. Indeed, by force of circum-
stances South Carolina has already been transformed
in part into a slave-raising state, since it already sells
slaves to the sum of four million dollars yearly to the
states of the extreme South and South-west. As soon
as this point is reached, the acquisition of new Territo-
ries becomes necessary, so that one section of the
slaveholders with their slaves may occupy new fertile
lands and that a new market for slave-raising, therefore
for the sale of slaves, may be created for the remaining
section. It is, for example, indubitable that without the
acquisition of Louisiana, Missouri and Arkansas by
the United States, slavery in Virginia and Maryland
would have been wiped out long ago. In the Secession-
ist Congress at Montgomery, Senator Toombs, one of
the spokesmen of the South, strikingly formulated the
economic law that commands the constant expansion
of the territory of slavery. “In fifteen years,” said he,
“without a great increase in slave territory, either the
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slaves must be permitted to flee from the whites, or the
whites must flee from the slaves.”

As is known, the representation of the individual
states in the Congress House of Representatives de-
pends on the size of their respective populations. As
the populations of the free states grow far more
quickly than those of the slave states, the number of
Northern Representatives was bound to outstrip that of
the Southern very rapidly. The real seat of the political
power of the South is accordingly transferred more
and more to the American Senate, where every state,
whether its population is great or small, is represented
by two Senators. In order to assert its influence in the
Senate and, through the Senate, its hegemony over the
United States, the South therefore required a continual
formation of new slave states. This, however, was only
possible through conquest of foreign lands, as in the
case of Texas, or through the transformation of the
Territories belonging to the United States first into
slave Territories and later into slave states, as in the
case of Missouri, Arkansas, etc. John Calhoun, whom
the slaveholders admire as their statesman par excel-
lence, stated as early as February 19, 1847, in the Sen-
ate, that the Senate alone placed a balance of power in
the hands of the South, that extension of the slave ter-
ritory was necessary to preserve this equilibrium be-
tween South and North in the Senate, and that the at-
tempts of the South at the creation of new slave states
by force were accordingly justified.

Finally, the number of actual slaveholders in the
South of the Union does not amount to more than three
hundred thousand, a narrow oligarchy that is confronted
with many millions of so-called poor whites, whose
numbers have been constantly growing through concen-
tration of landed property and whose condition is only
to be compared with that of the Roman plebeians in the
period of Rome’s extreme decline. Only by acquisition
and the prospect of acquisition of new Territories, as
well as by filibustering expeditions, is it possible to
square the interests of these poor whites with those of
the slaveholders, to give their restless thirst for action a
harmless direction and to tame them with the prospect
of one day becoming slaveholders themselves.

A strict confinement of slavery within its old ter-
rain, therefore, was bound according to economic law to
lead to its gradual effacement, in the political sphere to
annihilate the hegemony that the slave states exercised
through the Senate, and finally to expose the slavehold-
ing oligarchy within its own states to threatening perils
from the poor whites. In accordance with the principle
that any further extension of slave Territories was to be
prohibited by law, the Republicans therefore attacked
the rule of the slaveholders at its root. The Republican



election victory was accordingly bound to lead to open
struggle between North and South. And this election
victory, as already mentioned, was itself conditioned by
the split in the Democratic camp.

The Kansas struggle had already caused a split be-
tween the slaveholders’ party and the Democrats of the
North allied to it. With the presidential election of 1860,
the same strife now broke out again in a more general
form. The Democrats of the North, with Douglas as
their candidate, made the introduction of slavery into
Territories dependent on the will of the majority of the
settlers. The slaveholders’ party, with Breckinridge as
their candidate, maintained that the Constitution of the
United States, as the Supreme Court had also declared,
brought slavery legally in its train; in and of itself slav-
ery was already legal in all Territories and required no
special naturalisation. Whilst, therefore, the Republi-
cans prohibited any extension of slave Territories, the
Southern party laid claim to all Territories of the repub-
lic as legally warranted domains. What they had at-
tempted by way of example with regard to Kansas, to
force slavery on a Territory through the central gov-
ernment against the will of the settlers themselves, they
now set up as law for all the Territories of the Union.
Such a concession lay beyond the power of the Democ-
ratic leaders and would only have occasioned the deser-
tion of their army to the Republican camp. On the other
hand, Douglas’s settlers’ sovereignty could not satisfy
the slaveholders’ party. What it wanted to effect had to
be effected within the next four years under the new
President, could only be effected by the resources of the
central government and brooked no further delay. It did
not escape the slaveholders that a new power had
arisen, the North-west, whose population, having almost

doubled between 1850 and 1860, was already pretty
well equal to the white population of the slave states -- a
power that was not inclined either by tradition, tem-
perament or mode of life to let itself be dragged from
compromise to compromise in the manner of the old
North-eastern states. The Union was still of value to the
South only so far as it handed over Federal power to it
as a means of carrying out the slave policy. If not, then
it was better to make the break now than to look on at
the development of the Republican Party and the up-
surge of the North-west for another four years and begin
the struggle under more unfavourable conditions. The
slaveholders’ party therefore played va banque [went
for broke]. When the Democrats of the North declined
to go on playing the part of the poor whites of the
South, the South secured Lincoln’s victory by splitting
the vote, and then took this victory as a pretext for
drawing the sword from the scabbard.

The whole movement was and is based, as one
sees, on the slave question. Not in the sense of whether
the slaves within the existing slave states should be
emancipated outright or not, but whether the twenty
million free men of the North should submit any
longer to an oligarchy of three hundred thousand
slaveholders; whether the vast Territories of the repub-
lic should be nurseries for free states or for slavery;
finally, whether the national policy of the Union
should take armed spreading of slavery in Mexico,
Central and South America as its device.

In another article we will probe the assertion of the
London press that the North must sanction secession
as the most favourable and only possible solution of
the conflict.

Karl Marx

The Civil War in the United States
(November 1861)

First published in Die Presse No. 306, 7 November
1861.

“Let him go, he is not worth thine ire!” Again and
again English statesmanship cries — recently through
the mouth of Lord John Russell — to the North of the
United States this advice of Leporello to Don Juan’s
deserted love. If the North lets the South go, it then
frees itself from any admixture of slavery, from its
historical original sin, and creates the basis of a new
and higher development.
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In reality, if North and South formed two autono-
mous countries, like, for example, England and Hano-
ver, their separation would be no more difficult than
was the separation of England and Hanover. “The
South,”” however, is neither a territory closely sealed
off from the North geographically, nor a moral unity.
It is not a country at all, but a battle slogan.

The advice of an amicable separation presupposes
that the Southern Confederacy, although it assumed
the offensive in the Civil War, at least wages it for de-
fensive purposes. It is believed that the issue for the
slaveholders’ party is merely one of uniting the territo-



ries it has hitherto dominated into an autonomous
group of states and withdrawing them from the su-
preme authority of the Union. Nothing could be more
false: “The South needs its entire territory. It will and
must have it.” With this battle-cry the secessionists fell
upon Kentucky. By their “entire territory” they under-
stand in the first place all the so-called border states-
Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, Ken-
tucky, Tennessee, Missouri and Arkansas. Besides,
they lay claim to the entire territory south of the line
that runs from the north-west corner of Missouri to the
Pacific Ocean. What the slaveholders, therefore, call
the South, embraces more than three-quarters of the
territory hitherto comprised by the Union. A large part
of the territory thus claimed is still in the possession of
the Union and would first have to be conguered from
it. None of the so-called border states, however, not
even those in the possession of the Confederacy, were
ever actual slave states. Rather, they constitute the
area of the United States in which the system of slav-
ery and the system of free labour exist side by side and
contend for mastery, the actual field of battle between
South and North, between slavery and freedom. The
war of the Southern Confederacy is, therefore, not a
war of defence, but a war of conquest, a war of con-
quest for the spread and perpetuation of slavery.

The chain of mountains that begins in Alabama and
stretches northwards to the Hudson River — the spinal
column, as it were, of the United States — cuts the so-
called South into three parts. The mountainous country
formed by the Allegheny Mountains with their two par-
allel ranges, the Cumberland Range to the west and the
Blue Mountains to the east, divides wedge-like the low-
lands along the western coast of the Atlantic Ocean
from the lowlands in the southern valleys of the Missis-
sippi. The two lowlands separated by the mountainous
country, with their vast rice swamps and far-flung cot-
ton plantations, are the actual area of slavery. The long
wedge of mountainous country driven into the heart of
slavery, with its correspondingly clear atmosphere, an
invigorating climate and a soil rich in coal, salt, lime-
stone, iron ore, gold, in short, every raw material neces-
sary for a many-sided industrial development, is already
for the most part free country. In accordance with its
physical constitution, the soil here can only be culti-
vated with success by free small farmers. Here the slave
system vegetates only sporadically and has never struck
root. In the largest part of the so-called border states, the
dwellers of these highlands comprise the core of the
free population, which sides with the Northern party if
only for the sake of self-preservation.

Let us consider the contested territory in detail.

Delaware, the most north-eastern of the border
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states, is factually and morally in the possession of the
Union. All the attempts of the secessionists at forming
even one faction favourable to them have since the
beginning of the war suffered shipwreck on the una-
nimity of the population. The slave element of this
state has long been in process of dying out. From 1850
to 1860 alone the number of slaves diminished by half,
so that with a total population of 112,218 Delaware
now numbers only 1,798 slaves. Nevertheless, Dela-
ware is demanded by the Southern Confederacy and
would in fact be militarily untenable for the North as
soon as the South possessed itself of Maryland.

In Maryland itself the above-mentioned conflict
between highlands and lowlands takes place. Out of a
total population of 687,034 there are here 87,188
slaves. That the overwhelming majority of the popula-
tion is on the side of the Union has again been strik-
ingly proved by the recent general elections to the
Congress in Washington. The army of 30,000 Union
troops, which holds Maryland at the moment, is in-
tended not only to serve the army on the Potomac as a
reserve, but, in particular, also to hold in check the
rebellious slaveowners in the interior of the country.
For here we observe a phenomenon similar to what we
see in other border states where the great mass of the
people stands for the North and a numerically insig-
nificant slaveholders’ party for the South. What it
lacks in numbers, the slaveholders’ party makes up in
the means of power that many years’ possession of all
state offices, hereditary engagement in political in-
trigue and concentration of great wealth in few hands
have secured for it.

Virginia now forms the great cantonment where
the main army of secession and the main army of the
Union confront each other. In the north-west highlands
of Virginia the number of slaves is 15,000, whilst the
twenty times as large free population consists mostly
of free farmers. The eastern lowlands of Virginia, on
the other hand, count well-nigh half a million slaves.
Raising Negroes and the sale of the Negroes to the
Southern states form the principal source of income of
these lowlands. As soon as the ringleaders of the low-
lands had carried through the secession ordinance by
intrigues in the state legislature at Richmond and had
in all haste opened the gates of Virginia to the South-
ern army, north-west Virginia seceded from the seces-
sion, formed a new state, and under the banner of the
Union now defends its territory arms in hand against
the Southern invaders.

Tennessee, with 1,109,847 inhabitants, 275,784 of
whom are slaves, finds itself in the hands of the South-
ern Confederacy, which has placed the whole state
under martial law and under a system of proscription



which recalls the days of the Roman Triumvirates.
When in the winter of 1861 the slaveholders proposed
a general convention of the people which was to vote
for secession or non-secession, the majority of the
people rejected any convention, in order to remove any
pretext for the secession movement. Later, when Ten-
nessee was already militarily over-run and subjected to
a system of terror by the Southern Confederacy, more
than a third of the voters at the elections still declared
themselves for the Union. Here, as in most of the bor-
der states, the mountainous country, east Tennessee,
forms the real centre of resistance to the slaveholders’
party. On June 17, 1861, a General Convention of the
people of east Tennessee assembled in Greenville, de-
clared itself for the Union, deputed the former gover-
nor of the state, Andrew Johnson, one of the most ar-
dent Unionists, to the Senate in Washington and pub-
lished a “declaration of grievances,” which lays bare
all the means of deception, intrigue and terror by
which Tennessee was “voted out” of the Union. Since
then the secessionists have held east Tennessee in
check by force of arms.

Similar relationships to those in West Virginia and
east Tennessee are found in the north of Alabama, in
north-west Georgia and in the north of North Carolina.

Further west, in the border state of Missouri, with
1,173,317 inhabitants and 114,965 slaves — the latter
mostly concentrated in the north-west of the state — the
people’s convention of August 1861 decided for the
Union. Jackson, the governor of the state and the tool
of the slaveholders’ party, rebelled against the legisla-
ture of Missouri, was outlawed and took the lead of the
armed hordes that fell upon Missouri from Texas, Ar-
kansas and Tennessee, in order to bring it to its knees
before the Confederacy and sever its bond with the
Union by the sword. Next to Virginia, Missouri is at
the present moment the main theatre of the Civil War.

New Mexico — not a state, but merely a Territory,
into which twenty-five slaves were imported during
Buchanan’s presidency in order to send a slave consti-
tution after them from Washington — had no craving
for the South, as even the latter concedes. But the
South has a craving for New Mexico and accordingly
spewed an armed band of adventurers from Texas over
the border. New Mexico has implored the protection of
the Union government against these liberators.

It will have been observed that we lay particular
emphasis on the numerical proportion of slaves to free
men in the individual border states. This proportion is
in fact decisive. It is the thermometer with which the
vital fire of the slave system must be measured. The
soul of the whole secession movement is South Caro-
lina. It has 402,541 slaves and 301,271 free men. Mis-
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sissippi, which has given the Southern Confederacy its
dictator, Jefferson Davis, comes second. It has 436,696
slaves and 354,699 free men. Alabama comes third,
with 435,132 slaves and 529,164 free men.

The last of the contested border states, which we
have still to mention, is Kentucky. Its recent history is
particularly characteristic of the policy of the Southern
Confederacy. Among its 1,135,713 inhabitants Ken-
tucky has 225,490 slaves. In three successive general
elections by the people — in the winter of 1861, when
elections to a congress of the border states were held,;
in June 1861, when elections to the Congress in Wash-
ington took place; finally, in August 1861, in elections
to the legislature of the State of Kentucky — an ever
increasing majority decided for the Union. On the
other hand, Magoffin, the Governor of Kentucky, and
all the high officials of the state are fanatical support-
ers of the slaveholders’ party, as is Breckinridge, Ken-
tucky’s representative in the Senate in Washington,
Vice-President of the United States under Buchanan,
and candidate of the slaveholders’ party in the presi-
dential election of 1860. Too weak to win over Ken-
tucky for secession, the influence of the slaveholders’
party was strong enough to make this state amenable
to a declaration of neutrality on the outbreak of war.
The Confederacy recognised the neutrality as long as it
served its purposes, as long as the Confederacy itself
was engaged in crushing the resistance in east Tennes-
see. Hardly was this end attained when it knocked at
the gates of Kentucky with the butt of a gun to the cry
of: “The South needs its entire territory. It will and
must have it!”

From the south-west and south-east its corps of
free-booters simultaneously invaded the “neutral”
state. Kentucky awoke from its dream of neutrality, its
legislature openly took sides with the Union, sur-
rounded the traitorous Governor with a committee of
public safety, called the people to arms, outlawed
Breckinridge and ordered the secessionists to evacuate
the invaded territory immediately. This was the signal
for war. An army of the Southern Confederacy is mov-
ing on Louisville, while volunteers from Illinois, Indi-
ana and Ohio flock hither to save Kentucky from the
armed missionaries of slavery.

The attempts of the Confederacy to annex Mis-
souri and Kentucky, for example, against the will of
these states, prove the hollowness of the pretext that it
is fighting for the rights of the individual states against
the encroachments of the Union. On the individual
states that it considers to belong to the “South” it con-
fers, to be sure, the right to separate from the Union,
but by no means the right to remain in the Union.

Even the actual slave states, however much external



war, internal military dictatorship and slavery give them
everywhere for the moment a semblance of harmony,
are nevertheless not without oppositional elements. A
striking example is Texas, with 180,388 slaves out of
601,039 inhabitants. The law of 1845, by virtue of
which Texas became a State of the Union as a slave
state, entitled it to form not merely one, but five states
out of its territory. The South would thereby have
gained ten new votes instead of two in the American
Senate, and an increase in the number of its votes in the
Senate was a major object of its policy at that time.
From 1845 to 1860, however, the slaveholders found it
impracticable to cut up Texas, where the German popu-
lation plays an important part, into even two states
without giving the party of free labour the upper hand
over the party of slavery in the second state. This fur-
nishes the best proof of the strength of the opposition to
the slaveholding oligarchy in Texas itself.

Georgia is the largest and most populous of the
slave states. It has 462,230 slaves out of a total of
1,057,327 inhabitants, therefore nearly half the popula-
tion. Nevertheless, the slaveholders’ party has not so
far succeeded in getting the Constitution imposed on
the South at Montgomery sanctioned by a general vote
of the people in Georgia.

In the State Convention of Louisiana, meeting on
March 21, 1861, at New Orleans, Roselius, the politi-
cal veteran of the state, declared:

“The Montgomery Constitution is not a constitution,
but a conspiracy. It does not inaugurate a government
of the people, but a detestable and unrestricted oligar-
chy. The people were not permitted to have any say in
this matter. The Convention of Montgomery has dug
the grave of political liberty, and now we are sum-
moned to attend its burial.”

Indeed, the oligarchy of three hundred thousand
slaveholders utilised the Congress of Montgomery not
only to proclaim the separation of the South from the
North. It exploited it at the same time to reshape the
internal constitutions of the slave states, to subjugate
completely the section of the white population that had
still preserved some independence under the protection
and the democratic Constitution of the Union. Between
1856 to 1860 the political spokesmen, jurists, moralists
and theologians of the slaveholders’ party had already
sought to prove, not so much that Negro slavery is justi-
fied, but rather that colour is a matter of indifference
and the working class is everywhere born to slavery.

One sees, therefore, that the war of the Southern
Confederacy is in the true sense of the word a war of
conquest for the spread and perpetuation of slavery.
The greater part of the border states and Territories are
still in the possession of the Union, whose side they
have taken first through the ballot-box and then with
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arms. The Confederacy, however, counts them for the
“South” and seeks to conquer them from the Union. In
the border states which the Confederacy has occupied
for the time being, it is holding the relatively free high-
lands in check by martial law. Within the actual slave
states themselves it is supplanting the hitherto existing
democracy by the unrestricted oligarchy of three hun-
dred thousand slaveholders.

Were it to relinquish its plans of conquest, the
Southern Confederacy would relinquish its capacity to
live and the purpose of secession. Secession, indeed,
only took place because within the Union the transfor-
mation of the border states and Territories into slave
states seemed no longer attainable. On the other hand,
were it to cede the contested territory peacefully to the
Southern Confederacy, the North would surrender to the
slave republic more than three-quarters of the entire
territory of the United States. The North would lose the
whole of the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean,
except the narrow strip from Penobscot Bay to Dela-
ware Bay, and would even cut itself off from the Pacific
Ocean. Missouri, Kansas, New Mexico, Arkansas and
Texas would draw California after them. Incapable of
wresting the mouth of the Mississippi from the hands of
the strong, hostile slave republic in the South, the great
agricultural states in the basin between the Rocky
Mountains and the Alleghenies, in the valleys of the
Muississippi, the Missouri and the Ohio, would be com-
pelled by their economic interests to secede from the
North and enter the Southern Confederacy. These north-
western states, in their turn, would draw after them into
the same whirlpool of secession all the Northern states
lying further east, with perhaps the exception of the
states of New England.

What would in fact take place would be not a disso-
lution of the Union, but a reorganisation of it, a reor-
ganisation on the basis of slavery, under the recognised
control of the slaveholding oligarchy. The plan of such a
reorganisation has been openly proclaimed by the princi-
pal speakers of the South at the Congress of Montgomery
and explains the paragraph of the new Constitution which
leaves it open to every state of the old Union to join the
new Confederacy. The slave system would infect the
whole Union. In the Northern states, where Negro slav-
ery is in practice unworkable, the white working class
would gradually be forced down to the level of helotry.
This would fully accord with the loudly proclaimed prin-
ciple that only certain races are capable of freedom, and
as the actual labour is the lot of the Negro in the South,
so in the North it is the lot of the German and the Irish-
man, or their direct descendants.

The present struggle between the South and North
is, therefore, nothing but a struggle between two social



systems, the system of slavery and the system of free
labour. The struggle has broken out because the two
systems can no longer live peacefully side by side on
the North American continent. It can only be ended by
the victory of one system or the other.

If the border states, the disputed areas in which the
two systems have hitherto contended for domination,
are a thorn in the flesh of the South, there can, on the
other hand, be no mistake that, in the course of the war
up to now, they have constituted the chief weakness of
the North. One section of the slaveholders in these dis-
tricts simulated loyalty to the North at the bidding of
the conspirators in the South; another section found
that in fact it was in accordance with their real inter-
ests and traditional ideas to go with the Union. Both
sections have equally crippled the North. Anxiety to
keep the “loyal” slaveholders of the border states in
good humour, fear of throwing them into the arms of
secession, in a word, tender regard for the interests,
prejudices and sensibilities of these ambiguous allies,
has smitten the Union government with incurable
weakness since the beginning of the war, driven it to
half measures, forced it to dissemble away the princi-
ple of the war and to spare the foe’s most vulnerable
spot, the root of the evil — slavery itself.

When, only recently, Lincoln pusillanimously
revoked Frémont’s Missouri proclamation on the
emancipation of Negroes belonging to the rebels,
this was done solely out of regard for the loud pro-
test of the “loyal” slaveholders of Kentucky. How-
ever, a turning point has already been reached. With
Kentucky, the last border state has been pushed into
the series of battlefields between South and North.
With the real war for the border states in the border
states themselves, the question of winning or losing

them is withdrawn from the sphere of diplomatic
and parliamentary discussions. One section of
slaveholders will throw off the mask of loyalty; the
other will content itself with the prospect of a finan-
cial compensation such as Great Britain gave the
West Indian planters. Events themselves drive to the
promulgation of the decisive slogan — emancipation
of the slaves.

That even the most hardened Democrats and dip-
lomats of the North feel themselves drawn to this
point, is shown by some announcements of very recent
date. In an open letter, General Cass, Secretary of
State for War under Buchanan and hitherto one of the
most ardent allies of the South, declares emancipation
of the slaves the conditio sine qua non of the Union’s
salvation. In his last Review for October, Dr. Brown-
son, the spokesman of the Catholic party of the North,
on his own admission the most energetic adversary of
the emancipation movement from 1836 to 1860, pub-
lishes an article for Abolition.

“If we have opposed Abolition heretofore,” he
says among other things, “because we would preserve
the Union, we must a fortiori now oppose slavery
whenever, in our judgment, its continuance becomes
incompatible with the maintenance of the Union, or of
the nation as a free republican state.”

Finally, the World, a New York organ of the dip-
lomats of the Washington Cabinet, concludes one of
its latest blustering articles against the Abolitionists
with the words:

“On the day when it shall be decided that either
slavery or the Union must go down, on that day sen-
tence of death is passed on slavery. If the North cannot
triumph without emancipation, it will triumph with
emancipation.”

Karl Marx

Address of the International Working Men’s Associa-
tion to Abraham Lincoln
(November 1864)

Sir:

We congratulate the American people upon your
re-election by a large majority. If resistance to the
Slave Power was the reserved watchword of your first
election, the triumphant war cry of your re-election is
Death to Slavery.

From the commencement of the titanic American
strife the workingmen of Europe felt instinctively that
the star-spangled banner carried the destiny of their
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class. The contest for the territories which opened the
dire epopee, was it not to decide whether the virgin
soil of immense tracts should be wedded to the labor
of the emigrant or prostituted by the tramp of the slave
driver?

When an oligarchy of 300,000 slaveholders dared
to inscribe, for the first time in the annals of the world,
“slavery” on the banner of Armed Revolt, when on the
very spots where hardly a century ago the idea of one



great Democratic Republic had first sprung up,
whence the first Declaration of the Rights of Man was
issued, and the first impulse given to the European
revolution of the eighteenth century; when on those
very spots counterrevolution, with systematic thor-
oughness, gloried in rescinding “the ideas entertained
at the time of the formation of the old constitution”,
and maintained slavery to be “a beneficent institution”,
indeed, the old solution of the great problem of “the
relation of capital to labor”, and cynically proclaimed
property in man “the cornerstone of the new edifice”
— then the working classes of Europe understood at
once, even before the fanatic partisanship of the upper
classes for the Confederate gentry had given its dismal
warning, that the slaveholders’ rebellion was to sound
the tocsin for a general holy crusade of property
against labor, and that for the men of labor, with their
hopes for the future, even their past conquests were at
stake in that tremendous conflict on the other side of
the Atlantic. Everywhere they bore therefore patiently
the hardships imposed upon them by the cotton crisis,
opposed enthusiastically the proslavery intervention of
their betters — and, from most parts of Europe, con-
tributed their quota of blood to the good cause.

While the workingmen, the true political powers
of the North, allowed slavery to defile their own re-
public, while before the Negro, mastered and sold
without his concurrence, they boasted it the highest
prerogative of the white-skinned laborer to sell himself
and choose his own master, they were unable to attain
the true freedom of labor, or to support their European

brethren in their struggle for emancipation; but this
barrier to progress has been swept off by the red sea of
civil war.

The workingmen of Europe feel sure that, as the
American War of Independence initiated a new era of
ascendancy for the middle class, so the American An-
tislavery War will do for the working classes. They
consider it an earnest of the epoch to come that it fell
to the lot of Abraham Lincoln, the single-minded son
of the working class, to lead his country through the
matchless struggle for the rescue of an enchained race
and the reconstruction of a social world.

Signed on behalf of the International Working-
men’s Association, the Central Council:

Longmaid, Worley, Whitlock, Fox, Blackmore, Hart-
well, Pidgeon, Lucraft, Weston, Dell, Nieass, Shaw,
Lake, Buckley, Osbourne, Howell, Carter, Wheeler,
Stainsby, Morgan, Grossmith, Dick, Denoual, Jour-
dain, Morrissot, Leroux, Bordage, Bocquet, Talandier,
Dupont, L.Wolff, Aldovrandi, Lama, Solustri, Nus-
perli, Eccarius, Wolff, Lessner, Pfander, Lochner,
Kaub, Bolleter, Rybczinski, Hansen, Schantzenbach,
Smales, Cornelius, Petersen, Otto, Bagnagatti, Setacci;
George Odger, President of the Council; P.V. Lubez,
Corresponding Secretary for France; Karl Marx, Cor-
responding Secretary for Germany; G.P. Fontana, Cor-
responding Secretary for Italy; J.E. Holtorp, Corre-
sponding Secretary for Poland; H.F. Jung, Correspond-
ing Secretary for Switzerland; William R. Cremer,
Honorary General Secretary.
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Part 3: Articles From The Internationalist
Lessons of the Second American Revolution

—excerpted from “What ‘Post-Racial’ America?
Barack Obama vs. Black Liberation,”” The Internation-
alist No. 28, March-April 2009

Black people in capitalist America are still today
a race-color caste segregated at the bottom of U.S.
capitalist society.

At the same time black workers are an integral and
strategic part of a multiethnic proletariat. While the
rulers conspire to keep black and white divided, the
experience of class struggle can unite black workers
with their white, Latino and Asian brothers and sisters,
immigrant and U.S.-born, against their common capi-
talist enemy. And although legal equality is a bour-
geois-democratic demand — a watchword of the French
Revolution of 1789, which proclaimed “freedom,
equality, fraternity” — genuine freedom and actual
social, economic and political equality for blacks in
America, whose oppression has always been central
to the preservation of the capitalist order, can only
come about through a socialist revolution.

To understand why this is so, one need only con-
sider the outcome and legacy of the first two American
revolutions. The first, the War for Independence from
Great Britain, was solely a political revolution to
throw off colonial rule. Although the Declaration of
Independence had ringing procla-
mations of democratic ideals, such
as “all men are created equal,” the
practice was far different. The
Constitution was based on com-
promise between Southern plant-
ers and Northern merchants,
manufacturers and bankers in or-
der to preserve the interests of
capitalist property and ward off
the threat of social revolution.
Voting was limited to men of
property and human bondage was
enshrined by counting three-fifths
of the slave population in calculat-
ing representation in Congress.
The Atlantic slave trade was le-
gally permitted for 20 years (and
continued unabated right up to the
Civil War). But while plantation
agriculture flourished (the number
of slaves increased from 700,000
to 4 million) and the slaveholders

Frederick Douglass
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dominated national politics, slavery increasingly di-
vided the country. The Haitian Revolution inspired
slave revolts — notably those led by Gabriel Prosser
(1800), Denmark Vesey (1822) and Nat Turner (1831).
The 1845 annexation of Texas and 1848 war on Mex-
ico were fueled by a drive to extend the number of
slave states, and Abolitionist agitation and border wars
led to political polarization.

In 1858, Abraham Lincoln declared, “I believe this
government cannot endure permanently half slave and
half free.” The future Republican president made clear
his intention was not to abolish slavery, only to limit
its extension. However, immediately after Lincoln’s
1860 election the South began preparing secession.
When fighting broke out, some Northern and British
capitalists treated it as simply a war over tariffs. But
the Southern planters were determined to defend the
fount of their wealth, and the Confederate Constitution
explicitly endorsed slavery. After the April 1861 at-
tack on Fort Sumter, South Carolina ended efforts at
compromise, Frederick Douglass, the former slave and
great Abolitionist, observed:

“The American people and the Government in

Washington may refuse to recognize it for a time,

but the ‘inexorable logic of events’ will force it

upon them in the end: that the war
now being waged in this land is a
war for and against slavery; and
that it can never be effectively put
down till one or the other of these
vital forces is completely de-
stroyed.”

—Douglass’ Monthly, May 1861,
cited in James M. McPherson,
The Negro’s Civil War (1965)
Across the sea in London, Karl
Marx arrived at the same conclu-

sion. In November 1861, the
founder of modern communism
wrote:

“The present struggle between the
South and North is, therefore,
nothing but a struggle between two
social systems, the system of slav-
ery and the system of free labour.
The struggle has broken out be-
cause the two systems can no
longer live peacefully side by side



on the North American continent. It can only be

ended by the victory of one system or the other.”

Today some self-proclaimed Marxists who refuse to
understand that the struggle against black oppression is
key to workers revolution in the U.S. say they wouldn’t
take sides in the Civil War, dismissing it as a squabble
between two sets of bosses (see page 29 of this bulle-
tin). Not surprisingly, using the same rationale they also
refuse to defend Iraq and Afghanistan against U.S. im-
perialist attack. Yet a century and a half ago, Marx,
Douglass and hundreds of thousands of free blacks and
slaves could see further. Black men rushed to enlist in
the Union Army, understanding that its victory by the
force of their arms was the only guarantee of emancipa-
tion from the bonds of servitude.

The destruction of slavery in the Civil War, in
which some 180,000 black men fought in the Union
Army and 40,000 died, constituted the Second Ameri-
can Revolution. It ushered in the only really democ-
ratic chapter of American history: Reconstruction. It
brought legal freedom for 4 million slaves, decreed in
the Emancipation Proclamation and codified in the
13th Amendment to the Constitution. It extended citi-
zenship to all born in the United States — except Native
Americans and women! — in the 14th Amendment, and
outlawed discrimination in voting rights on the basis
of race or color in the 15th Amendment. Despite resis-
tance, not only from the defeated Southern planters but
also from “moderate” capitalist politicians from the
victorious North and border states (including Lincoln’s
successor Andrew Johnson), Reconstruction govern-
ments in the militarily occupied South for the first time
brought black men to political office. Over 600 blacks
served as state legislators, as well as 15 U.S. Repre-
sentatives and two black Senators. Prior to the Civil
War education for slaves was a crime, during Recon-
struction networks of public schools for blacks arose
across the South, although segregated.

Conditions were laid for a deeper social transforma-
tion: the first halting steps toward racial equality were
made and workers began building labor unions in the
fight for the eight-hour day. But from the beginning this
was undercut and ultimately reversed by the failure to
provide the freedmen and women with economic condi-
tions that would enable them to exercise their formal
democratic rights. The former slaves did not receive “40
acres and a mule” General William Sherman promised
in his famous Field Order No. 15 to the tens of thou-
sands of black refugees who joined his army as it
marched across Georgia to Savannah. President Andrew
Johnson revoked Sherman’s order and ordered confis-
cated lands returned to their former owners. Lacking
capital and land, blacks found themselves forced by
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“The First Vote,” from cover of Harper's Weekly,
16 November 1867.

economic necessity back onto the plantation to which
they were bound by the sharecropping system. From
chattel slaves they had become landless peasants and
tenant farmers. Almost immediately, the remnants of
the Confederate Army began terrorizing blacks through
the hooded nightriders of the Ku Klux Klan, seeking to
intimidate the former slaves from exercising their newly
won and tenuous rights.

But meanwhile, black workers had begun to or-
ganize. In 1865, there were an estimated 100,000 black
mechanics in the South. In 1867 there was a wave of
strikes, including on the levee in Mobile, Alabama and
on the docks in Charleston, South Carolina where the
Longshoremen’s Protective Union Association won
higher wages. William Sylvis, head of the National
Labor Union founded in 1866, reported from the for-
mer Confederacy that he was convinced that “a vigor-
ous campaign will unite the whole laboring population
of the South, white and black, upon our platform,” and
“we will have a power in this part of the country that
will shake Wall Street out of its boots.” However, al-
though a plan to organize black workers was approved,
many local unions in the North refused to admit black
members. In 1870 a National Colored Labor Union
was formed that affiliated with the NLU. The latter
issued a call for a labor party, saying that “inasmuch as
both the present political parties are dominated by the
non-producing classes, the highest interest of our col-
ored fellow-citizens is with the workingmen, who, like
themselves, are slaves of capital and the politicians.”



These first steps toward
working-class racial unity soon
halted. The National Labor Un-
ion ignored calls for a campaign
to gain full legal equality for
blacks, engaged in chauvinist
agitation against Chinese labor-
ers, and was soon swallowed up
in a populist crusade (the green-
back movement) against the re-
turn to the gold standard. The
NCLU, in turn, became effec-
tively an appendage of the Re-
publican Party and ignored
struggles of black workers, such
as the Baltimore Longshore-
men’s Association strike in 1871.
Then in September 1873 the fail-
ure of a leading New York bank-
ing house touched off the first
Great Depression, throwing mil-
lions out of work. Unions were
decimated. In the South, reaction
was on the march, as pressure
built to put an end to Reconstruc-
tion. This was accomplished in
the infamous Compromise of
1877, following the contested election of 1876. Repub-
lican Rutherford Hayes was awarded the White House
in exchange for the withdrawal to their barracks of the
remaining federal troops in the former Confederate
states. White supremacy was reestablished and over
the next decades “Jim Crow” segregation was insti-
tuted, more rigid even than under slavery.

Once the initial shock of the 1873 panic wore off,
workers’ struggles picked up again. A bitter 1875
strike over wage reductions in the northeastern Penn-
sylvania coalfields was crushed and the miners’ union
destroyed. The mine owners with their Coal and Iron
Police and Pinkerton labor spies spread terror by ar-
resting, hanging and assassinating labor militants ac-
cused of being members of a secret “terrorist” society,
the Molly Maguires. Yet only two years later, the
Great Railroad Strike of 1877 broke out in West Vir-
ginia, spreading to Maryland and Pennsylvania, and on
to Illinois. The bosses’ press blamed “the hands of
men dominated by the devilish spirit of Communism.”
This strike, too, was broken by a series of massacres as
federal troops and militias shot down 40 strike sup-
porters in Pittsburgh and scores more elsewhere (see
“1876,” in The Internationalist No. 9, January-
February 2001). But the outcome could have been very
different. The destruction of Black Reconstruction in

The Great Railroad Strike of 1877: National
Guard troops shoot down strikers in Balti-

more. (Engraving from cover of Harper's Weekly, 11 Au-
gust 1877.)
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the South emboldened the
federal government in
sending soldiers to slaugh-
ter Northern strikers. In-
deed, Thomas Scott of the
Pennsylvania Railroad, one
of the original robber bar-
ons, engineered the Com-
promise of 1877. Hayes
dispatching troops to mas-
sacre strikers was the pay-
back.

It was perhaps too early
for a workers revolution:
even in the midst of a De-
pression, American capital-
ism was in its phase of ex-
pansion. But the develop-
ment of the class struggle
could have been very dif-
ferent had the former slaves
had the economic where-
withal to fight back against
the plantocracy and their
KKK terror squads, and if
black and white workers
had been able to forge real
bonds of class unity. The potential for this was indicated
as poor blacks and whites joined in the Populist move-
ment in the 1880s. But the racist rulers responded with
lynching and disenfranchising blacks through poll taxes,
literacy tests and other subterfuges. The workers
movement would have been tremendously strengthened
if not divided by race and poisoned with racism. Black
people could have been spared 90 years of hideous seg-
regation, denial of basic democratic rights and outright
terror. Because the destruction of slavery was not ac-
companied by the social and economic emancipation of
the slaves, the democratic rights won in the bloodiest
war in American history were largely reversed. The leg-
acy of the defeat of the struggle for full equality and
freedom following the Civil War meant that the
“American dream” was a nightmare for blacks.

The post-Civil War Reconstruction of the South
marked the high point of the struggle for black free-
dom in the United States. It was also the limit to what
can be achieved without going beyond democratic
rights to attack the underlying economic structure of
black oppression. ...

Since the abolition of slavery, there have been
sharply different programs in the struggle for black
freedom. In periods of defeat, the views of compromis-
ers like Booker T. Washington gain force, along with



separatists like Marcus Garvey who despair of any posi-
tive resolution in the U.S. Whether preaching submis-
sion or escape, both seek accommodation with the capi-
talist rulers. This is also true of currents such as the Na-
tion of Islam under Elijah Mohammed and Louis Farra-
khan. In periods of advancing social struggle, on the
other hand, the fight for integration predominates.
Those struggles have generally been led by bourgeois
liberals such as the NAACP (National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People), CORE (Congress
for Racial Equality) in its early years, or King’s South-
ern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). When the
liberal integrationists reached a dead end following the
passage of the *60s Civil Rights laws, many young
black radicals turned toward the advocates of “black
power” who rejected King’s turn-the-other-cheek paci-
fism. But the Black Panthers and other radical national-
ists were destroyed by the combination of racist state
repression and internal discord.

Historically, most of the left in the U.S. has sup-
ported the liberal integrationists, particularly since the
mid-1930s when the Stalinists embraced the “popular
front,” joining social-democratic reformists in tailing
after liberal Democrat Franklin D. Roosevelt. Some-

times these leftists hold up the picture of Malcolm X
as an icon, as they do with the image of Che Guevara,
to give a radical allure. But politically they are solidly
in the Martin Luther King camp, and today either
openly or with a fig leaf of independence they want to
profit from Obama’s popularity. As opposed to con-
servative accommodation and liberal integrationism,
we Trotskyists fight for a program of revolutionary
integrationism. We stress that the fight for black free-
dom and equality in capitalist America can only suc-
ceed by overturning the economic foundations of black
oppression. We recognize the radical impulse of many
black nationalists who were breaking from the liberal
preachers, but emphasize that the oppressed black poor
and working people can only achieve power through
common struggle together with their class sisters and
brothers of all races. We stand for black liberation
through socialist revolution.

Challenge Hailed Racist Anti-Draft Riots of 1863

PLP: “Communists” Who Accuse Marx
of Selling Out on U.S. Civil War

—reprinted from The Interna-
tionalist No. 28, March-April
2009

In the Progressive Labor
Party (PLP) newspaper Chal-
lenge (4 June 2008), an article
on “Civil War’s Hidden History:
Women Workers Battled Gov't,
Bosses” favorably reviewed the
book by A People’s History of
the Civil War (2005) by Georgia
historian David Williams. The
review praised “the anti-war sen-
timents of the general popula-
tion” and particularly the “in-
spiring story” of women who
participated in 1863 anti-draft
riots in New York. Yet these
riots were racist pogroms
against the black population,
burning their homes and Killing
at least a dozen blacks.

Lynching of a black man on Clarkson St., New York City, in July 1863
draft riots. (Drawing from lllustrated London News, 8 August 1863,)
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This grotesque portrayal of lynch
mobs as heroic working-class fighters
evidently caused some unease inside the
PLP, as the promised second part of the
review never appeared. Instead there
were several letters pro and con. A cou-
ple (by “Red Historian” and “Anti-
racist Red”) described the anti-draft ri-
ots as the racist gang violence that they
were. But another (by “Red Teacher”)
explicitly linked the Civil War to PL’s
position on the U.S. invasion of Iraq:
“Workers were convinced to fight an
intra-capitalist war, then, just as they
are convinced to fight in the U.S. impe-
rialist war in Iraq today.” PL refused to
defend Iraq (a semi-colonial country)
against the U.S. invasion on the spe-
cious argument that it was just a
squabble between bosses.

And the Civil War was just an “in-
tra-capitalist” dispute?! The black
troops who flocked to the Union army
in this bloody battle that abolished
slavery didn’t think so. This “debate” in
the PLP is hardly academic, nor is it a
momentary slip. Almost three decades
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Slavery,” which dismissed Lincoln as
nothing but “a racist through and through.” It
attacked the “mistakes” of “German Marxists
who had come to the U.S. in 1848 and partici-
pated in the war under Lincoln’s leadership
(e.g., General [Colonel Joseph] Wedemeyer)”
and of “Marx himself, who wrote several letters
to Lincoln offering friendly advice, rather than
attacking Lincoln for the class enemy of the
workers that he was.”

This all reflects an idealist perversion of
Marxism. These self-proclaimed “communists”
don’t have a clue when it comes to a materialist
understanding of history. These are the people
who argued that “Marxist communism in 800
A.D.” “would have been the best way to run the
world if it could have been done” (PL Maga-
zine, Summer 1982)! Perhaps they will blame
the collapse of Mayan civilisation on a lack of
scientific communist consciousness.

To be consistent, PL should attack Karl
Marx as well for his statement in the 1848
Communist Manifesto that the communists
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“fight with the bourgeoisie whenever it acts in a
revolutionary way, against the absolute monar-
chy, the feudal squirearchy,” while maintaining
the workers’ political and organizational inde-
pendence.® After the defeat of the 1848 revolu-
tions, Marx concluded that it is “our task to
make the revolution permanent until all the
more or less propertied classes have been driven
from their ruling positions, until the proletariat
has conquered state power....” Permanent revo-
lution is key in the imperialist epoch of capital-
ist decay, when the bourgeoisie cannot play a
revolutionary role.

Genuine communists stood with the Union
army in the U.S. Civil War, the Second Ameri-
can Revolution. &

® Marx’s support for the North in the U.S. Civil War was not
an isolated position. He also supported bourgeois revolu-
tionary struggles in Italy (Garribaldi), Poland and elsewhere.



Introduction...

continued from page 2

system, as if they were two different ruling classes and two different modes of production, rather than two sec-
tions of the bourgeois ruling class whose interests clashed, and where defeat of the slave masters was necessary
for industrial capitalism to flourish.

This is no isolated blip. Thus an article in Workers Vanguard of 17 November 2000 states that: “The two sys-
tems, one based on slavery, the other — Northern capitalism — based on what was called “free labor’ in contradistinc-
tion to slavery, inevitably came into conflict. In a capitalist society such as the American North, workers own their
labor power, which they sell on the market.... Under slavery, in which a slave’s person and thus his labor power is
owned, the economy inevitably works quite differently.” Again, slavery is contrasted to capitalism.

Marx repeatedly made clear in the writings contained in Part 1 of this bulletin that modern slavery was part
and parcel of the capitalist system, or mode of production. “Direct slavery is just as much the pivot of bourgeois
industry as machinery, credits, etc.,” he writes in The Poverty of Philosophy (1847). “The fact that we now not
only call the plantation owners in America capitalists, but that they are capitalists, is based on their existence as
anomalies within a world market based on free labour,” he states in the Grundrisse (1857). It was on the basis of
this understanding that he based his analysis of the U.S. Civil War and his calls on the working class to fight for
the victory of the North in order to put an end to slavery which are contained in Part 2 of this bulletin.

The capitalist nature of plantation production using slave labor has also been elaborated in several recent stud-
ies, notably by James Oakes, Slavery and Freedom: An Interpretation of the Old South (1998), and Joyce Chaplin,
An Anxious Pursuit: Agricultural Innovation and Modernity in the Lower South, 1730-1815 (1993). Much of this
scholarly literature was in response to Eugene Genovese, a former Marxist become reactionary who praises the
reactionaries of the Old South. In his first major work, The Political Economy of Slavery (1961), Genovese po-
lemicized against references to “planter capitalism” and those who saw “the plantation system inseparably linked
with the international development of capitalism,” arguing that planters were “precapitalist, quasi-aristocratic
landowners.” The bankruptcy of this analysis is mirrored in Genovese’s own evolution.

In two articles in 1939, George Novack, a theoretician of the then-Trotskyist Socialist Workers Party, elabo-
rated on the evolution of the initial patriarchal slavery of Britain’s American colonies into the commercial capital-
ist slavery of the sugar and cotton plantations (see pages 7-14 of this bulletin). In a later essay, he noted how this
phenomenon reflected the more general phenomenon of combined and uneven development, a key element under-
lying Leon Trotsky’s perspective of permanent revolution. Failure to understand the contradictions in colonial and
semi-colonial capitalist countries, where modern production has existed alongside or used pre-capitalist methods
for the extraction of surplus value, can have serious programmatic consequences.

This was shown in a previous attack by the Spartacist League on the Internationalist Group and League for
the Fourth International, in which the SL claimed that we denied permanent revolution in saying that Mexico to-
day, and Latin America generally, were not semi-feudal or still characterized by “feudal remnants.” We replied
that it was absurd to pretend that all semi-colonial capitalist countries today are semi-feudal (although there are
still some where this applies, such as Nepal). That does not invalidate Trotsky’s theory that held that in the impe-
rialist epoch, when the bourgeoisie is no longer capable of being a revolutionary force, in countries of belated
capitalist development, the solution of democratic tasks characteristic of the great bourgeois revolutions is impos-
sible without the working class taking power. Trotsky added that the proletariat, led by its communist party,
would have to proceed to overthrow and extend the revolution internationally if it was not to go down to defeat.

In fact, the latter-day SL had taken over the argument of the Stalinist purveyors of “two-stage” revolution,
who claimed that Latin America was still feudal or semi-feudal in order to justify a program of bourgeois-
democratic (“two-stage”) revolution. Although the working class in the United States was not sufficiently devel-
oped to take power in the 1860s, the fact that genuine democracy for the former slave population was not possible
without sweeping away the foundations of the capitalist plantation economy was shown by the subsequent defeat
of Reconstruction and the institution of Jim Crow segregation (see pages 26-29 of this bulletin). Today, as
throughout the past century, Marxists fight for black liberation through socialist revolution. B
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