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The American Civil War and the
Preservation of Memory

he American Civil War, which

raged from 1861 until 1865, was

the United States” defining event.

Anticipated for 40 years, from
the time the United States Congress first limited
the extension of slavery into the western territo-
ries, the war sealed the fate of the institution of
slavery and ended forever the question of seces-
sion. And while the country was very different in,
say 1870, than it had been a decade earlier, in
some respects it had changed very little.

The war concluded with the passage of
three constitutional amendments: the 13th
(1865), which abolished the institution of slav-
ery; the 14th (1868), which granted citizenship
to 4 million freed slaves; and the 15th (1870),
which gave them the right to vote. In 10 short
years, the war had completely altered the social,
political, and economic landscape of the country.

The suddenness of emancipation and the
apparent reversal of African American fortunes
can only be fully understood when one remem-
bers that in 1857, a short 8 years before
Congressional abolition of slavery, the Supreme
Court determined in the Dred Scott case that
African Americans, slave or free, could not attain
full, or even partial, citizenship. “The unhappy
black race,” wrote Chief Justice Roger B. Taney,
“were separated from the white by indelible
marks, and laws long before established, and were
never thought of or spoken of except as prop-
erty....[blacks were deemed to be] beings of an
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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.”!

Throughout the country and among
Members of Congress, North and South, there
existed no political support for the termination of
the institution of slavery. In early 1861,
Congress, in an effort to forestall the secession
movement, passed the first 13th Amendment
which guaranteed African American slavery
wherever it then existed against Federal interfer-
ence. (It must be noted that while the amend-
ment was ratified by three States, the ratification
process was soon overtaken by the war. The
amendment was quickly abandoned and replaced
4 years later with the 1865 amendment that abol-
ished slavery.)2 Moreover, had the war ended
within the first 18 months after the firing on Fort
Sumter, prior to the preliminary issuance of the
Emancipation Proclamation, slavery would have
continued throughout the United States.

When the war began in 1861, the abolition
of slavery, although the dream of William Lloyd
Garrison, the country’s leading abolitionist, and a
small minority of northerners, was not a goal of
the United States Government. In 1861,
President Lincoln raised large numbers of volun-
teer troops to preserve the Union, not rid the
country of the “peculiar institution.” While pos-
sessing a moral aversion to slavery, Lincoln never-
theless feared the racial consequences of whole-
sale emancipation and was unsure about the con-
stitutionality of abolition. One of the wonders
and truly noteworthy aspects of the war years was
how steadily and relatively quickly—Dby January
1863—the abolition of slavery joined preserving
the Union as a war aim.

As much as the country had changed dur-
ing the decade of the 1860s, in some very impor-
tant respects it remained the same. As noted
above, the war ended forever the question of
secession and constitutionally abolished the insti-
tution of slavery. Achieving political equity for



the former slaves, as envisioned in the 14th and
15th Amendments, proved to be more challeng-
ing.

The institution of slavery had been built on
deep and imbedded racism toward African
Americans and on the concomitant presumption
of white supremacy. Indeed, the Confederacy and
its Constitution were founded on, as Alexander
Stephens, Vice President of the Confederacy
would put it, these cornerstones, these articles of
faith. “Our new government is founded ...,” he
lectured in 1861, “upon the great truth that the
negro is not equal to the white man; that
slavery...is his natural and normal condition.” And
presumptions of white supremacy could not be
legislated away.

Although the Reconstruction Era, 1865 to
1877, attempted to institute political equality
upon the former states of the Confederacy, what-
ever successes were attained, were achieved on the
strength of the United States military occupation
of the South. Racism remained following
Reconstruction and successfully undermined the
spirit and intent of the just-ratified 13th, 14th,
and 15th Amendments to the Constitution. The
failure to enforce these changes to the
Constitution, it must be said, was not solely a
southern failure, but a failure of the United States
Government in all three branches: executive, judi-
cial, and legislative. It was a failure of the nation.

Over the next several decades, the rights of
black Americans slowly eroded throughout the
American South with the enactment of Jim Crow
laws which segregated blacks socially and margin-
alized them politically and economically. Indeed,
the white supremacy evident before the war was,
by 1900, just as evident throughout the South. It
is not a stretch to observe that black Americans for
100 years following Appomattox were systemati-
cally deprived of those Jeffersonian ideals of “life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

Between 1890 and 1920, three black
Americans were lynched every week somewhere in
the American South.3 While obligated to pay
taxes, black Americans were denied even basic
benefits enjoyed by white Americans. Grossly infe-
rior public schools; segregated and, again, inferior
public transportation facilities and restrooms; seg-
regated seating in theaters; and physical intimida-
tion characterized the black southern experience
for a century following the war.

As much of the white South was turning
back the clock for its former slaves, it was also

revising the memory of the war. Stunned by the
devastating losses incurred during the 4-year
struggle, southerners hoped to regain their equi-
librium by rewriting the history of the war. The
creation and defense of the Lost Cause philosophy
dominated southern literary and historical pro-
duction well into the 20th century. Under this
interpretation, the South did not as much lose the
war as it was overwhelmed by superior military
might. Under this interpretation, slavery was a
benign institution wherein slaves were content,
even happy, and more importantly, faithful and
devoted to their masters. Under this interpreta-
tion, the war had its origins not in disputes over
the institution of slavery, but in the loftier ideals
of States rights and constitutional authority.

So successful was this campaign to correct
the memory of the war that Lost Cause ideology
was endorsed not only in the South, but in many
regions of the United States. A country eager to
move ahead into the Industrial Age and the
Progressive Era preferred to remember the glory of
combat and the romance of an idealized war over
an institution based on human servitude. Gaines
Foster, Nina Silber, Gary Gallagher, and David
Blight have all contributed brilliant insights into the
development of this post-Civil War phenomenon.

By the centennial of the war in 1961, the
principles of the Lost Cause were so deeply
ingrained in the American psyche that the 4-year
celebration (emphasis on celebration!) rarely con-
sidered the role of slavery in prompting the war
and rarely considered the legacy of slavery in con-
temporary society. Two who dared to think
beyond the conventions of the deeply segregated
country the United States had become by 1960
were Robert Penn Warren and Oscar Handlin.

Warren — son of the South, writer and his-
torian — produced “ The Legacy of the Civil
War” in 1961 and accurately commented upon
the myths, North and South, that had developed
over the 100 years since the war and how those
myths prevented the country from seeing the war
for what it was and productively addressing the
legacies of it. The psychological costs of the war,
argued Warren, were more subtle, pervasive, and
continuing than the economic costs. The South
developed the “Great Alibi” wherein defeat was
turned into victory and defects became virtues.
The North, on the other hand, developed the
“Treasury of Virtue” which made it the great
redeemer, the savior of the nation, assigning to the
North a morality and a clarity of purpose it never
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possessed. “When one is happy in forgetfulness,”
Warren wrote, “facts get forgotten.”

Oscar Handlin, a professor of history at
Harvard University, also commented upon the
limitations of the Centennial celebration.

An anniversary is an occasion for retrospective
reconsideration. It affords an opportunity for
analysis of what happened and why and for an
estimate of the consequences that extend down
to the present. But it is precisely in this respect
that both the scholarly and the popular treat-
ments of the Civil War touched off by the cen-
tennial fail us most seriously....the men of the
North and of the South seized upon the war as
a symbol. But in doing so, they grotesquely
distorted the actuality of the war as it had been.
And the continued preservation of that symbol
also obscures the surviving problems left by the
war.

In spite of dozens of recent scholarly works
on the war, its causes and its consequences, popu-
lar discussions of the war rarely engage the role
arguments over the institution of slavery played in
prompting the war, or consider how quickly the
constitutional rights of black Americans were
ignored in the rush toward sectional reconcilia-
tion. Indeed, in the opinion of Columbia
University scholar Eric Foner, the popular 1990
television production “The Civil War,” produced

by Ken Burns, bore “more resemblance to turn-of-

century romantic nationalism than to modern
understandings of the war’s complex and ambigu-
ous consequences.”7 The miniseries, according to

Foner, chose to remember the war as a family
quarrel among white Americans and to celebrate
the road to reunion “without considering the price
paid for national reunification — the abandon-
ment of the ideal of racial justice.”

Foner’s critique elaborated upon comments
made a few years earlier by a prominent southern
historian. At the conclusion of his analysis of the
Confederacy and the development of the New
South, Gaines Foster observed that,

The rapid healing of national divisions and
damaged southern self-image, however, came
at the cost of deriving little insight or wisdom
from the past. Rather than looking at the war
as a tragic failure and trying to understand it,
or even condemn it, Americans, North and
South, chose to view it as a glorious time to be
celebrated. Most ignored the fact that the
nation had failed to resolve the debate over the
nature of the Union and to eliminate the con-
tradictions between its equalitarian ideals and
the institution of slavery without resort to a
bloody civil war. Instead, they celebrated the
war’s triumphant nationalism and martial
glory.8

Much of the public conversation today
about the Civil War and its meaning for contem-
porary society is shaped by structured forgetting
and wishful thinking. As popular as the war is
today, there is little interest — outside academic
circles — in exploring the causes of the war and
considering its profound legacies. Suggestions that
slavery really was at the core of mid-19th-century

Almost a century after the
ratification of the 14th
Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution, President
Lyndon B. Johnson, with
Meartin Luther King, Jr., look-
ing on, signed the Civil
Rights Act of 1964. This
photo is part of an online
travel itinerary, “Historic
Places of the Civil Rights
Movement” created by the
National Register of Historic
Places at <www.cr.nps.gov/
nr/travel/civilrights/>. Photo
by Cecil Stoughton, cour-
tesy National Archives and
Records Administration.
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disagreements between the Northern and
Southern States are met with a charge of being
“politically correct,” a charge designed to shut
down conversation on the subject rather than
examine the documented links between the insti-
tution of slavery, westward expansion, and the
balance of power in Congress.

Recognizing the truth in Robert Penn
Warren and Oscar Handlin’s assessment of the
war and realizing that descriptions of battles
alone do not lead to an understanding of war, the
managers of the National Park Service’s Civil War
battlefields have decided to add to the military
history in their interpretive programs an assess-
ment of the war’s causes and consequences.
Interpreting historic sites in the context of the
times in which they gained national prominence
is fundamental to National Park Service educa-
tional programs. Presenting that context occurs at
sites as diverse as Women’s Rights National
Historical Park in Seneca Falls, NY, site of the
1848 Women’s Rights Convention; Marsh-
Billings-Rockefeller National Historical Park in
Woodstock, VT, which commemorates the con-
servation movement in the United States; and the
USS Arizona Memorial in Honolulu, HI, which
remembers the Japanese attack on Pear] Harbor
on December 7, 1941. But interpreting the
causes of the Civil War at battlefield sites turns
out to be highly controversial. A portion of the
American public is adamantly opposed to it.”

Some believe, and believe strongly, that
only military events should be discussed at battle-
field sites; others believe that a discussion about
the causes of the Civil War might lead to a dis-
cussion about slavery. This group, in spite of
scholarly evidence to the contrary, denies that
slavery was a cause of the Civil War. In short,
they argue, military history is good; any attempt
to explain why these armies were at each others’
throats is bad. The editorials and letters attacking
the National Park Service for its expanded inter-
pretive programs demonstrate how emotionally
Americans feel about their history, particularly
the history of the Civil War. For its part, the
National Park Service is being guided by the phi-
losophy that organized killing requires an expla-
nation; and organized killing on the scale of the
American Civil War demands it. What the
Service is confronting are the effects of over 100
years of many white southerners trying to find
meaning, vindication, and perhaps redemption in
a war that dealt them a crushing defeat, not only
militarily, but also socially and economically.10

8

The purpose of the study of history is not
to determine the heroes and the villains in the
past, but to gain an understanding of how a soci-
ety got from then to now, to understand what
decisions and actions of the past affect current
conditions, and to provide the basic tools of citi-
zenship for more informed decisionmaking in
our own time. Alexander Stille, author of “The
Future of the Past,” puts it very simply, “knowing
where you have come from is important in form-
ing an idea of where you want to go.”1! An
understanding of the American Civil War must
involve a broad view. While the shooting began
in 1861, the differences between Northern and
Southern States began during Jefferson’s time
with the Declaration of Independence, the
Constitution, and the abolition of slavery in the
North. And while the shooting stopped in 1865,
the legacy of the war continues to resound
throughout our society today.

As this country approaches the sesquicen-
tennial of the Civil War in a few short years, it is
the hope of the National Park Service that the
150th anniversary of that event will spark a
national discussion about the meaning of the war
in the 21st century. Such a discussion would logi-
cally and responsibly explore the war’s causes and
consequences, look unblinkingly at the issue of
slavery as the principle dividing issue in 19th-
century America, and consider the legacy of
racism which prevented the country from experi-
encing Lincoln’s “new birth of freedom” for a
century following Appomattox. Such a discussion
would, it is hoped, prompt a deeper and more
thoughtful consideration of how the echoes of the
war continue to resound throughout our society.
Such a discussion could only benefit the country
as it makes decisions about the kind of future it
wants to create for its children and grandchildren.
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here are literally thousands of Web

sites that relate to America’s Civil War.
As with everything on the Internet, some sites
are soapboxes for their authors and fans, while
others provide a wealth of information for inter-
ested searchers. For classroom instruction, teach-
ers recommend or provide hot links for students
to sites that have <.edu> (education), <.gov>
(government), or <.mus> (museum), domain
names because information on these sites is
deemed more reliable and less likely to have an
agenda that the author is promoting. With that
said, however, there are individual sites that pro-
vide excellent information for studying the Civil
War. James F. Epperson, a math professor, main-
tains three such Web sites. One discusses the
causes of the Civil War and includes copies of, or
links to, many primary documents from the
period and can be found at <http://www.
hometown.aol.com/jfepperson/civil. html>.

One of the most important benefits of the
Internet for students of history is the accessibility
to primary source documents. Rather than trav-
eling to a library or museum, researchers are able
to view these documents online through the col-
lections of the Smithsonian Institution

The Civil War in Cyberspace

<http://www.si.edu>, the Library of Congress
<http://www.loc.gov>, and the National Archives
and Records Administration <http://www.
nara.gov>, to name just three. An excellent study
of the Civil War in the Shenandoah Valley area
that includes an extensive amount of primary
source material is the “Valley of the Shadow”
project through the University of Virginia’s
Center for Digital History, authored by Dr.
Edward L. Ayers <http://jefferson.village.
virginia.edu/vshadow2/>. The site is updated fre-
quently, and educational lesson plans and a CD-
ROM version are also offered.

Finally, the National Park Service Web site
<www.nps.gov> provides links to each Civil War
park (as well as all national parks), many of
which have informational and educational mate-
rials online. In addition, the site’s “Links to the
Past” section <www.cr.nps.gov> has a wealth of
material, including information about ongoing
efforts to preserve battle sites and a searchable
database of military records as well as online
exhibits featuring objects from the National Park
Service’s museum collections.
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