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Abstract of Thesis 

 

Working within the field of nineteenth century transatlantic history this thesis takes as its 

starting point British attempts to engage with the American Civil War. It emphasizes the 

historiographical oversights within the current scholarship on this topic which have tended to 

downplay the significance of antebellum British commentators in constructing an image of the 

United States for their readers which was highly regionalized, and which have failed to 

recognize the antebellum heritage of the tropes deployed during the Civil War to describe the 

Union and Confederacy. 

Drawing on the accounts of over fifty British pre-war commentators and supplemented 

by the political press, monthly magazines and personal correspondence, in addition to 

significant amounts of Civil War propaganda this thesis contends that the understanding of 

the British literate classes of the conflict was part of a continuum. It equally emphasizes that 

by measuring the reception of texts among the literate public it is possible to ascertain the 

levels of British understanding of different aspects of the American nation and its sections in 

this period. It aims to demonstrate that any attempt to understand the conflict in a British 

context must adequately reflect the long-standing image of the United States as being 

characterized by discrete regions with particular social, cultural, economic and political 

identities. At the same time, it makes clear that pre-war discussions of the United States as a 

nation did not preclude the use of sectional identities; in fact the tropes of the pre-war United 

States themselves came to be highly sectionalized during the conflict. This thesis, therefore, 

places the American Civil War in both a transatlantic framework and emphasizes the 

extensive chronological span of British engagements with American sectionalism in order to 

explain the occasionally counter-intuitive and often confusing attitude of the British towards 

the conflict. 
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‘The Inextinguishable Struggle Between North and South,’ American Sectionalism in 

the British Mind, 1832-1863, An Introduction 

 On the 7th October 1862 William Ewart Gladstone, the Chancellor of the Exchequer 

under Prime Minister Lord Palmerston, gave a speech in Newcastle-Upon-Tyne which 

caused a political and diplomatic furore. Despite the moves against slavery made by the 

Union in the summer and early autumn, and its victory at the Battle of Antietam three weeks 

before, Gladstone told those listening that Confederate President Jefferson Davis, had ‘made 

a nation,’ implying that it was time for Her Majesty’s government to recognise that fact.1 Given 

the backdrop of this speech it is natural to ask why Gladstone, the doyen of mid-Victorian 

liberalism and an avowed opponent of slavery, would come out in favour of the Confederacy 

being admitted into the family of nations given its status as a slaveholding state. Diplomatic 

and political historians have combed the archives for information on the Anglo-American 

relationship during the US Civil War and have advanced a variety of explanations for the 

views held by members of the British government and the British people. In doing so they 

have considered tariffs, national pride, the demand for cotton and, of course, slavery as 

central to the British understanding of the conflict. However, if we are to comprehend 

Gladstone’s apparently contradictory reactions to the war we need to look elsewhere. 

Furthermore, understanding this speech can shed light not only on Gladstone but also on the 

Anglo-American relationship more broadly since he was a genuinely representative figure. In 

fact, Gladstone was simply the most visible advocate of a set of complex British ideas about 

the United States which contributed to the British reaction to the Civil War; recognition of 

which should force historians to re-think the Anglo-American connections of the period. 

                                                           
1
 Thesis title quotation taken from John F.T Crampton to Lord Clarendon, 7

th
 Feb 1853 in James J. 

Barnes & Patience P. Barnes (eds.), Private and Confidential: Letters from British Ministers in 
Washington to The Foreign Secretaries in London, 1844-67 (London & Toronto: Associated University 
Presses, 1993); Morning Post, 9

th
 October 1862; Whether or not Gladstone was aware of the 

preliminary Emancipation Proclamation when he made his Newcastle speech is difficult to ascertain. 
The first press reports of Lincoln’s announcement appear on the same day that Gladstone’s speech 
was given (7

th
 October) however his diary makes no note of having read these reports; Gladstone had 

a family connection to the slave trade see Roland Quinault, ‘Gladstone and Slavery,’ The Historical 
Journal, 52.2, (2009), 363-383; Quinault does make clear that Gladstone was no pro-slavery advocate 
and leaned towards a gradualist abolitionism from the 1840s. 
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  This thesis therefore undertakes the task of re-thinking the Anglo-American 

relationship by giving a broader and deeper scope to the study of Britain and the American 

Civil War, emphasizing that British understanding of the American North and South was part 

of a continuous discourse which predated the conflict by at least thirty years. This British 

discourse of American sectionalism had been constructed by a disparate group of 

intellectuals from across the middle and upper echelons of Victorian society and drawn from 

across the nation. In this period these men and women produced travel narratives about, set 

novels in, and published philosophical musings on, the United States. It is in the pages of 

these works and by considering their reception by readers that we can discover the depth of 

British engagement with sectionalism and begin to comprehend how it was that Gladstone 

could adopt a position of opposing slavery but supporting the Confederacy. This study will 

ultimately explain more fully the British reaction to America’s bloodiest conflict; a reaction 

which was often as puzzling and contradictory as Gladstone’s own.  

 The investigations of historians and literary scholars into British cultural products 

dealing with the United States during the Victorian era all indicate the existence of a culturally 

constructed ‘America’ in the British mind. Too often though, historians have been content to 

place this view within simplified political categories and draw conclusions without 

understanding that ‘North’, ‘South’ and indeed ‘America’ were contested categories in British 

discourse. By examining how commentators constructed ideas about the United States we 

can see that sectional differentiation was not simply a war-time phenomenon but part of a 

continuum of cultural discussions which encompassed both regional identity and the national 

characteristics of the United States. In fact, according to the historian James Epstein, 

America itself was ‘[a] “real” place where ones [that is an individual either writing or reading 

about America] imagined hopes, fears and desires could be tested.’2 America was therefore 

                                                           
2
 Some of the complexities of national images are discussed in William W. Freehling, The South Vs. 

The South: How Anti-Confederate Southerners Shaped the Course of the Civil War (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001); Edward Pessen, ‘How Different from each other were the Antebellum North 
and South?,’ American Historical Review, 85.5 (1980), 1119-1149; Susan-Mary Grant, North over 
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both a factual and fictional location for the British, combining the familiar as well as the 

strange and providing a space for cultural and political figures to experiment and speculate. 

 The significance of Britain’s constructed image of the United States as it effected the 

Civil War has received little scholarly attention from historians. The most common approach 

taken in attempting to examine the Anglo-American connection in the nineteenth century has, 

for the most part, involved using the works produced by British cultural commentators in only 

a very limited way. This does not mean, however, that historians have entirely ignored the 

period in a broader sense. The ground of the Anglo-American connection both before and 

during the Civil War has been well covered in the works of scholars including Jay Sexton, 

Phillip E. Myers, Howard Jones, Duncan Andrew Campbell and many others, all of whom 

have developed scholarly understanding of the complex connections between Britain and the 

USA and the influence of both international and domestic factors on events. Within a 

specifically Civil War context various aspects of the relationship between the two nations 

have been subjected to historical scrutiny; from Kenneth Bourne’s analysis of the logistics of 

military preparations in Canada, to the examinations of war-time economic policy undertaken 

by Stanley Lebergott and Judith Fenner Gentry, as well as the relationship between the 

British working classes and events in America as considered by Mary Ellison and Frank L. 

Owsley. While these areas of enquiry have produced innovative studies and stimulated 

productive debate they all tend to play down the simple fact that the information about the 

United States received by most of the British population was mediated by individuals and 

institutions; be they journalists, politicians or writers. Therefore, empirical facts such as trade 

figures and passenger numbers do not fully explain British public opinion toward America and 

its regions. After all, mistaken assumptions about the nature of the United States could have 

as much of an impact on British perceptions as verifiable truths. In the introduction to their 

                                                                                                                                                                                      
South: Northern Nationalism and American Identity in the Antebellum Era (Lawrence: University of 
Kansas Press, 2000); James Epstein, ‘‘‘America’ in the Victorian Cultural Imagination’, in Fred M. 
Levanthal & Roland Quinault (eds.), The Anglo-American Attitudes from Revolution to Partnership 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), 120. 
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2000 edited collection on Anglo-American attitudes, Fred M. Levanthal and Roland Quinault 

highlighted these flaws in historical research as they reviewed the current literature, and 

concluded that ‘there has been a serious lack of historical investigation of Anglo-American 

attitudes in the widest sense of the phrase. While many studies of ‘Anglo-American relations’ 

exist, they have focused primarily on diplomatic and government-to-government contacts 

rather than on social, economic, intellectual, or cultural connections.’3 

 Diplomatic historians have seen the Civil War as something which raised the tensions 

between Britain and the United States to a level not seen since the war of 1812. The lucrative 

cotton trade and attempts by the North to blockade it, as well as the smuggling efforts of the 

South and the British to relieve the so-called ‘Cotton Famine’ have stimulated debate and 

shed light on the almost symbiotic relationship between the economies of the nations, and the 

political power those in the industry attempted to exert. Similarly, diplomatic tensions 

heightened during the war, and in assessing the political controversies over Queen Victoria’s 

Declaration of Neutrality on behalf of her government or Gladstone’s Newcastle speech or the 

Trent affair, scholars have analysed what motivated individuals to take up a cause during a 

conflict which was raging three thousand miles away. The study which essentially began 

serious historical debate on the relationship between Britain and the United States during the 

                                                           
3
 Some of the most significant works in the area of government to government and diplomatic Anglo-

American history include Kenneth Bourne, Britain and the Balance of Power in North America 1815-
1908 (London: Longman’s, 1967); David. L. Dykstra, The Shifting Balance of Power: American-British 
Diplomacy in North America 1842-1848 (Lanham, New York & Oxford: University Press of America, 
1999); Jay Sexton, Debtor Diplomacy: Finance and American Foreign Relations in the Civil War Era, 
1837-1873 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005); Phillip E. Myers, Caution and Cooperation: The American 
Civil War in British-American Relations (Kent: Kent State University Press, 2008); Dean B. Mahin, One 
War at a Time: The International Dimensions of the American Civil War (Washington DC: Brassey’s, 
1999); Charles S. Campbell, From Revolution to Rapprochement: The United States and Great Britain, 
1783-1900 (New York, London, Sydney, Toronto: John Wiley & Sons, 1974); Reginald C. Stuart, 
United States Expansionism and British North America, 1775-1871 (Chapel Hill & London: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1988); Martin P. Claussen, ‘Peace Factors in Anglo-American Relations, 1861-
1865,’ Mississippi Valley Historical Review 26.4 (March 1940), 511-522; Kenneth Bourne, ‘British 
Preparations for War with the North, 1861-1862,’ English Historical Review 76 (October 1961), 600-
632; Stanley Lebergott, ‘Through the Blockade: The Profitability and Extent of Cotton Smuggling, 1861-
1865’, Journal of Economic History 41.4 (December 1961) 867-888;  Judith Fenner Gentry, ‘A 
Confederate Success in Europe: The Erlanger Loan,’ Journal of Southern History 36.2  (May 1970) 
157-188; Mary Ellison, Support for Secession: Lancashire and the American Civil War (Chicago & 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1972); Frank Lawrence Owsley, King Cotton Diplomacy: Foreign 
Relations of the Confederate States of America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1931); Fred M. 
Levanthal & Roland Quinault, ‘Introduction’, in Anglo-American Attitudes, 1. 
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Civil War was E.D Adams’s classic two volume 1925 book Great Britain and the American 

Civil War. Adams’s work, combined with a journal article written by Joseph H. Park the 

previous year acted as the point of departure for scholarly engagement with the Anglo-

American connection, a field of investigation which Frank Lawrence Owsley’s 1931 book King 

Cotton Diplomacy developed further. Two schools eventually emerged; those such as Park 

and later Phillip Foner who contended that the cause of the Union was intimately associated 

with liberalism and radical working class politics, and those who maintained the opposite. 

These included Mary Ellison and Joseph M. Hernon, the latter of whom confidently concluded 

that ‘from the available evidence one can say that a great many British workingmen, and 

possibly a majority, shared Gladstone’s sympathy with Confederate independence.’4 These 

works, however, could not offer an adequate explanation to the question of why certain 

individuals supported the Confederacy and others the Union. This is a particular issue when 

applied to somebody like John Arthur Roebuck. If Foner and Park were correct, how could 

the former Chartist and the committed radical MP for Sheffield become so active in the British 

pro-Confederate lobby? 

 Two of the most recent studies of Britain and the American Civil War have shown 

themselves to be much more sensitive to the contradictions in these traditionalist paradigms. 

In the 2001 book Divided Hearts: Britain and the American Civil War, the historian R J M 

Blackett presented an image of Britain as divided down to a very local level, with, for 

example, the Lancashire town of Preston having a strong pro-Confederate presence while 

Rochdale, a mere twenty-five miles away, was a pro-Union stronghold. Duncan Andrew 

Campbell’s 2003 work English Public Opinion and the American Civil War combines an 

analysis of ideologies and practical political and economic pressures to present a fluid 

impression of support which in many ways builds on the work of Blackett (although they differ 

                                                           
4
 E.D Adams, Great Britain and the American Civil War [Two Volumes] (London: Longman’s, Green’s 

and Co., 1925); Joseph H. Park, ‘The English Workingmen and the America Civil War,’ Political 
Science Quarterly 39.3 (September 1924) 432-457; Owsley, King Cotton Diplomacy; Philip S. Foner, 
British Labor and the American Civil War (New York & London: Holmes & Meier, 1981); Ellison, 
Support for Secession; Joseph M. Hernon, ‘British Sympathies in the American Civil War: A 
Reconsideration’, Journal of Southern History 33.3 (August 1967) 356-367, 362. 
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significantly on many points). For Campbell, only a committed few, such as John Bright, 

Richard Cobden, James Spence and William Schaw Lindsay consistently and vocally 

advocated the cause of a party in the conflict. By contrast for the vast majority in Britain the 

Civil War was of limited interest and commitment to a side was lukewarm if it existed at all.5  

While it is clear that all of these approaches to the Anglo-American political 

relationship offer a great deal in terms of understanding how America fitted into explicitly 

political debates in Britain, they nonetheless all tend to try and comprehend British 

interactions with the United States in political terminologies such as Liberal, Radical or Tory 

rather reflecting the true intellectual complexity of British opinion. This is an opinion which, if 

Campbell is correct about the general apathy among British society, owed more to popular 

culture than to an in-depth understanding of the nuances of American sectionalism. 

Overlooking this level of complexity is a serious omission in the current scholarship, since a 

recognition of the depth of what was going on ideologically and intellectually and the way that 

ideas about sectionalism were constructed and negotiated before the war, and then 

transmitted to an apathetic public, can help to explain why the anti-slavery Gladstone might 

speak out publically in favour of the South or why Lindsay, a Liberal MP and close friend of 

Cobden, was an active member of the Southern Independence Association (SIA). Cases 

which attempts to equate domestic political opinion with an individual’s stance on the Civil 

War have been unable to account for. 

  The diverse scholarship on the Anglo-American connection throughout the early and 

mid-nineteenth century allows us to understand the many complex threads of diplomacy, 

ideology, economics and politics that ran between Britain and the United States in the period. 

It nonetheless ignores, or pays very little attention, to a major element of the Anglo-American 

story. The tendency of these histories is to focus on the overtly political and therefore to often 

                                                           
5
 R.J.M Blackett, Divided Hearts: Britain and the American Civil War (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

Press, 2001); Duncan Andrew Campbell, English Public Opinion and the American Civil War 
(Rochester: Boydell Press, 2003); Overall Campbell is highly critical of Blackett’s work. 
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miss the important cultural influences on British views of America and its distinctive regions. 

Blackett’s Divided Hearts, for example, makes no mention of Charles Dickens or his novel, 

The Life and Adventures of Martin Chuzzlewit, despite the fact that this text offered a 

commentary on various aspects of America’s sectional issues which literate members of the 

British public were certainly aware of at the outbreak of the Civil War. The literary scholar 

Andrew Sanders has explained the relevance of texts such as these to their intended 

audience and noted, with reference to historical novels particularly, that they ‘are not, as a 

rule, escapes into a romantic past, but an attempt to prove that man and his society develop 

as part of a process which includes and envelopes the present,’ something applicable to the 

genre more broadly. Even in the case of a relatively apolitical writer like William Makepeace 

Thackeray, Sanders has been careful to emphasize how much his writing reflected 

contemporary concerns. Similarly, in considering Dickens’s work on America, Malcolm 

Bradbury highlights his use of the United States to pass comment on important contemporary 

issues including democracy, a free press, greed and the morality of modernity. Thackeray, 

Dickens, Anthony Trollope, Frances Trollope, Sir Charles Lyell and Harriet Martineau are just 

a few of the significant British intellectuals who critiqued America in this period and while 

literary scholars are far ahead of historians in terms of recognizing their influence on British 

opinion, their role in fostering a British understanding of sectionalism and the repercussions 

of their publications during the Civil War has only begun to be explored.6  

 Although many academic studies have failed to engage adequately with the central 

role played by British cultural commentators in the development of an American image, a 

number of texts by both historians and literary scholars have examined this rich source of 

evidence. Max Berger’s studies emphasized the possible utility of the travel narrative as a 

                                                           
6
 The terminology of ‘literary politicians’ applies to many of these figures. The term has usually been 

used to describe ‘public intellectuals who saw deeply into the politics of their day without taking a direct 
role (for whatever reason) [and who] were vitally important contributors to both the political and literary 
discourse of their day’ see Brent E. Kinser, The American Civil War and the Shaping of British 
Democracy (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011); Andrew Sanders, The Victorian Historical Novel, 1840-1880 
(London & Basingstoke: MacMillan Press, 1978), 11, 99-102; Malcolm Bradbury, Dangerous 
Pilgrimages: Trans-Atlantic Mythologies and the Novel (London: Secker & Warburg, 1995), 84-118. 
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historical source in understanding the Anglo-American relationship and subsequent 

investigations have continued his work. A similar tradition is identifiable when it comes to the 

use of the novel as a source of potential information on the relationship between the two 

nations, particularly in the field of literary scholarship, and in more limited sense by historians. 

Even within the context of the Civil War some of these sources have been utilized (most 

notably in Sheldon Vanauken’s 1988 book The Glittering Illusion and in journal articles by 

Charles E. Shain and Donald Bellows). The emphasis on cultural commentators in these 

works is useful but they still suffer from numerous drawbacks. Vanauken for instance drew 

broad inferences from limited evidence particularly in his confident description of Britain as ‘a 

proud and intensely pro-Southern nation.’ Both Shain and Bellows, in concentrating their 

analysis solely on the Civil War, exposed a shortcoming, not only in their specific studies, but 

in scholarly attempts to comprehend the Anglo-American dimensions on the conflict more 

generally.7  

In contrast to Shain and Bellows express purpose of this study is to consider Anglo-

American relations over the longue duree and place an emphasis on the role of cultural 

commentators in the Anglo-American information network. By concentrating on the pre-Civil 

War discourse which dealt with sectionalism in the United States and its reception among the 

literate classes, this study will emphasize the importance of the intellectual framework of 

‘America’ created by cultural commentators in British interpretations of the conflict. In doing 

this it will demonstrate that the issues discussed by both journalists and propagandists during 

                                                           
7
 Max Berger, ‘American Slavery as seen by British Visitors, 1836-1860,’ Journal of Negro History 30.2 

(April 1945), 203-219; Max Berger, The British Traveller in America, 1836-1860 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1943); Susan Balee, ‘English Critics, American Crisis and the Sensation Novel,’ 
Nineteenth Century Contexts 12.2 (1993), 125-143; Deborah A. Thomas, Thackeray and Slavery 
(Athens, 1993); Arthur A. Adrian, ‘Dickens on American Slavery: A Carlylean Slant,’ PMLA, 67.4 (June 
1952), 315-329; Bradbury, Dangerous Pilgrimages; Donald Bellows, ‘A Study of British Conservative 
Reaction to the American Civil War,’ Journal of Southern History 51.4 (November 1985); Sheldon 
Vanauken, The Glittering Illusion: English Sympathy for the Southern Confederacy (Worthing: 
Churchman Publishing, 1988) 137; Charles E. Shain, ‘The English Novelists and the American Civil 
War,’ American Quarterly, 14.3 (Autumn 1962), 399-421; Christopher Mulvey, Anglo-American 
Landscapes: A Study of 19

th
 Century Anglo-American Travel Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1983). 
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the Civil War did not simply blindside an unsuspecting public but drew on a range of pre-

existing ideas. 

 Beginning an analysis from the perspective of British politics in the early 1860s (as so 

many scholars have) is also a partial explanation for the under-appreciation of the level of 

British awareness of American sectionalism prior to the Civil War years; something which is 

implicit in much of the historiography on the conflict. Two quotes, one from the historian Frank 

Thistlethwaite and another from Martin Crawford, written nearly thirty years later, neatly sum 

this up. For Thistlethwaite, ‘the South had her own contacts with Britain; but they were with a 

Tory world, tenuous, ambivalent, sentimental and waning in force,’ while Crawford stated that 

‘a glance through any leading British newspaper will confirm how underrepresented the slave 

states had become within the Anglo-American information network.’ When considering 

political and business affairs, these statements are doubtless justified given the extensive 

connections between political and trade organizations based in the mercantile North and 

British industrial leaders. This connection is something Jay Sexton has highlighted through 

his recognition that 85 percent of chartered banks were located in the North prior to the Civil 

War, while the South lacked any true financial infrastructure. Taking into account the complex 

relationship between finance and politics, it is unsurprising that the North might seem to have 

preoccupied British imaginations. However, Crawford also makes the point that The Times 

did not simply disregard the slave states and their concerns. In 1856, Thomas H. Gladstone 

was sent by the paper to cover the bleeding Kansas controversy, a significant dispute with 

obvious implications for sectional relations, and George Bancroft Davis and Louis Fillmore 

toured the Southern states on behalf of the newspaper in 1857. Despite this recognition 

among those who have considered British opinion there is often an oversimplification of both 

the knowledge and viewpoint of the British population which stems from a lack of appreciation 

of British engagement with both the South and the United States in a broader sense. When 

discussing the war for example, Kenneth Bourne asserted that Britain had a natural antipathy 

towards the Confederacy because of slavery, but he never really explored this claim. What 
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Bourne failed to take into consideration was the fact that the southern states were not 

necessarily defined exclusively by slavery in the British imagination; the region possessed a 

far more complex image prior to secession. In addition, a small but influential intellectual 

community in Britain which included Thomas Carlyle, Matthew Arnold and John Ruskin, far 

from being abolitionists, saw slavery, if not as a positive good, then at least as a justifiable 

evil.8 Bourne’s oversight on the slavery topic typifies a common theme in much of the existing 

scholarship of this period: the oversimplification of pre-existing ideas which the British held 

about sectionalism and a lack of recognition of the complexity which the issues at stake in the 

sectional conflict had for the British.  

Emphasizing the pre-Civil War roots of British interpretations of sectionalism is also an 

important addition to the history of Anglo-American relations given the vast historiography 

dealing with the development of sectional identities in the United States itself. Building 

significantly on the early works of academics such as W.J. Cash and William R. Taylor, 

research into the nature of southern nationalism has proved incredibly fruitful, with more 

recent texts including those by Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and Eugene Genovese, as well as 

Michael O’Brien, providing a history of southern sectionalism which traced its roots back well 

before the outbreak of the Civil War. The antebellum North has also begun to receive the 

requisite attention with a greater appreciation among historians such as Susan-Mary Grant of 

the importance of identity in the northern states well before the election of Abraham Lincoln.9 

                                                           
8
 Frank Thistlethwaite The Anglo-American Connection in the Early Nineteenth Century (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1959) 173; Martin Crawford, The Anglo-American Crisis of the Mid-
Nineteenth Century: The Times and America, 1850-1862 (Athens & London: University of Georgia 
Press, 1987); Sexton, Debtor Diplomacy, 134; Bourne, Britain and the Balance of Power, 243; Bellows, 
‘A Study of British Conservative Reaction.’ 
9
 The historiography dealing with American sectionalism and the development of distinctive national 

identities in the North and South is vast. For an illustration of the issues see Maurice G. Baxter, One 
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In America, therefore, the history of sectionalism has long been a topic of debate, yet there is 

little in any of these works which engages with the extent to which these sectional identities 

crossed the Atlantic and influenced the way the British looked at the United States, despite an 

increased emphasis in Civil War scholarship highlighting the international dimensions of the 

conflict. 

 Taking the disparity between American studies of sectionalism and transatlantic 

studies of the phenomenon as its main focus this thesis will extend the current scholarship of 

the Anglo-American connection in the mid-Victorian era by illustrating the roots of British 

debates over sectionalism and national identity going back to 1832. In so doing, it highlights 

the necessity of comprehending British engagement with the American Civil War as part of a 

discourse which predated the conflict. The works of Martin Crawford on The Times and Jay 

Sexton on transatlantic finance offer some of the most insightful analysis of this period 

precisely because they transcend the chronological boundaries of the American Civil War. 

Crawford rightly noted in the introduction to his work on The Times during the 1850s and 

early 1860s that a lack of chronological diversity in the work of scholars had resulted in a 

‘failure to appreciate the process of Anglo-American conflict . . . by focusing their studies 

heavily on the years 1861 to 1865 . . . historians have remained largely impervious to 

developments that, by the time of secession, were fashioning new levels of cooperation and 
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understanding across the Atlantic divide.’ As Crawford also pointed out, this omission is 

bizarre since ‘the years 1861 to 1865 reveal no independent identity for attitudes towards the 

United States.’ While he does regularly touch on sectional issues, his work is not the specific 

examination of sectionalism in an Anglo-American context which is so clearly needed, as his 

explicit intention was ‘to redefine the Anglo-American crisis of the mid-nineteenth century 

through an examination of the processes of mutual criticism between the two countries.’ It is 

here, therefore, that this study diverges sharply from that of Crawford. For him sectional 

differentiation was a side-show whereas this study contends that it was central to the pre-war 

era.10  

Although sectional discourse was at its clearest and most powerful in the works of 

cultural commentators of the period and it is by understanding their works that scholars can 

better comprehend the depth of the British engagement with sectionalism, this is not a project 

solely devoted to the published texts- however important the commentators were. By gauging 

the reception of these published works we can begin to identify the prevalent tropes of 

sectionalism and place them alongside images of the American nation as they were 

understood by educated Britons in order to trace their usage during the Civil War. The 

gauging of the reception of printed texts in the period following the Great Reform Act can be a 

notoriously difficult task. The contemporary publisher and author Charles Knight reported that 

the price of a complete book fell from 16s (shillings) down to 4s. 41/2d (pence) between 1828 

and 1832 which, although it continued to limit books to a minority of the population, certainly 

increased the size of this minority. Actually quantifying this fully is an almost impossible 

challenge however since, as Richard Altick pointed out, Victorian census data on literacy was 

deeply unreliable since to qualify as literate for census purposes an individual only needed to 

have signed their marriage license. Despite the problems of providing figures, most literary 

scholars and historians agree on the general increase in the reading public during this period, 

and while the price of literature did put it beyond the reach of many, a distinct class of literary 
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consumers existed in Britain. This literate class, with some disposable income and leisure 

time, read the works of Charles Dickens or Thomas Carlyle, not merely to escape reality, but 

with the eye of informed contemporary observers. As Robert A. Colby has described the 

process with reference to the novel, ‘nineteenth century readers were expected to chew and 

digest them, not swallow them like puddings.’ Similarly, while Brent E. Kinser concedes that ‘it 

may be impossible to determine exactly how much influence [politically aware writers of the 

period] had on the shape of the British polity,’ he also asserts that ‘whether or not people 

agreed with Carlyle, they listened.’ It was men and women like Carlyle who set the terms of 

the debate on America and in many cases had direct access to the halls of power since 

‘politicians and men of letters mingled in the same class, the same salons and the same 

country house parties.’ The book historian Jonathan Rose has rightly warned against trying to 

‘discern the ideological messages that books transmit to readers,’ in any over simplified way 

such as assuming the uncritical transfer of political ideas between text and reader. This 

thesis, however, by considering a large corpus of literature, will attempt to demonstrate the 

development of a broad set of ideas rather than the specific interaction of author and reader. 

What is more it considers the reception side of the reader/writer equation by frequently 

engaging with the ideas of non-commentators which have the unmistakable hallmarks of 

being influenced by popular published accounts.11 
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 Even if, as historians, we cannot always empirically demonstrate the influence of a 

given text, we do have certain tools which allow us to indicate a text’s influence on the 

intellectual climate. In an article entitled ‘a New Model for the Study of the Book’, Thomas R. 

Adams and Nicolas Barker give a potential model, recognizing four areas in which reception 

can be measured, (meaning, in this context, the public impact of a given text). The first is 

direct documentation, specifically reviews and personal records in which a text is the subject; 

the second is popularity based on immediate reprints; the third is the later reprinting of a text 

and the final element is the appropriation of passages or concepts in other texts.12 For the 

methodological purposes of this study, these are practical ways of assessing reception. 

Although records may be patchy in some areas, there is enough evidence which can be 

discovered in newspapers adverts and reviews as well as the references within the published 

materials themselves to make a claim that a text had a public impact and offer a compelling 

analysis given that these writers had a formative influence on British ideas about the United 

States. There are, for instance, references to fictional characters from novels and short 

stories on America in the British press as well as more general recurring motifs in 

descriptions of rural plantations or the political culture of New York City in travelogues and 

propaganda. 

In terms of the sources examined in this work and the audience who consumed them, 

the emphasis here is on the views of America constructed through a cultural lens rather than 

those with an explicit political purpose. For the sake of pragmatism this examination will 
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therefore classify all fiction, travel narratives and published political pamphlets as well as 

general socio-political philosophy as being cultural, in the sense that they were not written 

with the express purpose of fundamentally altering government policy on the United States 

unlike, for instance the content of a cabinet meeting or parliamentary debate. In terms of 

forming distinctions between sources purporting to be fact, and those recognizably fictive (i.e. 

novels and short stories) this thesis treats them interchangeably. As the literary scholar 

Christopher Mulvey noted in his 1990 book Transatlantic Manners, ‘travel literature is in many 

respects a form of fiction,’ a view this thesis adopts. Despite an emphasis on the cultural 

sphere, this work will not simply disregard political discourse, on the contrary, political 

discourse is integral. Instead of examining politics in microscopic detail for underappreciated 

elements of policy, however, the aim here is to understand mainstream political discourse 

about the United States as being at least partially constructed by cultural commentators. The 

historian, James Epstein, in his study, ‘”America” in the Victorian Cultural Imagination,” 

presents a concise rationale for this in explaining his own intention to suggest how ‘America’ 

was put into discourse, offering often elusive points for debate and anxiety about Britain’s 

own future as a modern polity and society.’ Although Epstein concentrates his analysis on the 

work of Dickens and Matthew Arnold, he is able to effectively fulfil this aim within his limited 

scope, providing a useful model to understand the relationship between the political and 

cultural views of ‘America.’13 This work builds on that of Epstein methodologically, while at the 

same time offering an analysis of a considerably more comprehensive corpus of literature 
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with the express purpose of emphasizing the image of sectionalism running through it and the 

consequences this had for British engagement with the Civil War. 

 It would be difficult to overstate the significance of cultural commentators in the 

development of the image of the United States in Great Britain in the years before the Civil 

War. Intellectual heavyweights of the period such as the novelists Charles Dickens, Frances 

Trollope and William Makepeace Thackeray, the scientists Sir Charles Lyell and George 

Combe and political reformers including Joseph Sturge and Harriet Martineau all published 

works which were eagerly purchased and read by a rapidly expanding and politically aware 

middle and upper class literati. In the pages of these books readers simply did not find a 

coherent nation which they could neatly classify as the United States. Instead, they were 

introduced to a nation divided by sectional differences which, even though these differences 

did incorporate slavery, were not limited to the distinction between slaveholding and non-

slaveholding states. Authors presented readers with images of North and South as divided in 

terms of their political institutions, their social norms and their ethnic complexion. Moreover, 

they increasingly found themselves being provided with positive images of the one section at 

the expense of the other all of which went alongside various images of the national identity of 

the United States. Key cultural commentators therefore established a distinctly British 

discourse of American sectionalism which became central to the way that British people 

understood the United States between 1832 and 1861.  

A word must be said here about chronology, particularly since this thesis concludes 

1863, as opposed to 1865. This study self-consciously eschews the notion that the period 

1861-1865 represented a discrete era of Anglo-American understanding and instead makes 

the case for a different set of chronological boundaries being employed. The year 1832 

provides an obvious starting point, since during this year the most significance travel narrative 

of the pre-war period was published (Frances Trollope’s Domestic Manners of the Americans) 

and the Great Reform Act was passed, changing the nature of British politics, while in the 
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United States itself the nullification controversy raged. Additionally, in the following year, the 

British abolished slavery all of which meant that the early years of the 1830s fundamentally 

altered attitudes both to the United States and to relevant ideas which were, or would be, 

intimately associated with it. Ending in 1863 appears, at first sight, to be less intuitive given 

that the American Civil War carried on for two more years. However the Emancipation 

Proclamation fundamentally altered British perceptions of the conflict and for this reason its 

official adoption on 1st January 1863 marked the beginning of a new phase of British 

engagement with the United States and American sectionalism.14   

Chapter one examines the issues of race, slavery and labour as British commentators 

saw them within the context of American sectionalism in order to illustrate the lack of a 

dominant, coherent discourse presenting the South as a region defined by an adherence to 

slavery enforced by violence and the North as populated by abolitionists with a benevolent 

attitude towards black Americans. This distinction challenges the sometimes implicit 

assumption common in the existing scholarship on British reactions to the American Civil War 

which conflates Britain and abolition as one and the same. Instead, it contends that while 

most British people disliked slavery as an abstract idea, many described the conditions of 

slaves in the South as mitigated in one form or another and were shocked at the treatment of 

free blacks in northern cities such as New York and Philadelphia. Chapter two concentrates 

on the ethnic and cultural connections which reached across the Atlantic. It demonstrates the 

sectional and national complexion of British ideas about the ethnic make-up of the United 

States before the Civil War. It also considers the extent to which areas of the United States 

aped British cultural practices and the forms their culture took, as well as the Anglophila (or 

lack thereof) of the population and the rhetoric of Anglophobia in the United States nationally 
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during this period. It demonstrates how the ethnically and culturally non-British areas of 

America, particularly Pennsylvania and New York, were perceived as embracing 

Anglophobia, while New England and the South became representatives of particular forms 

of Britishness in the hands of commentators. Chapter three examines the pre-war British 

engagement with the political side of the sectional debate and the increasing disillusionment 

with the American national polity. It illustrates British awareness of the differences between 

North and South and the two regions’ incompatible aims reaching back to the early 1830s as 

well as the increasingly negative discourse around American national politics as a whole, 

something which Civil War propagandists explicitly sectionalized during the conflict. Each of 

these three chapters deals with a distinctive theme but does so utilizing a chronological 

structure in order to demonstrate the extent to which British commentators built upon the 

ideas of one another and consequently constructed a distinctly British sense of American 

sectionalism which had significant Civil War reverberations. 

 With the outbreak of the Civil War this pre-existing discourse of sectionalism, 

particularly when it was fused with ‘sectionalized’ national tropes (meaning ideas-usually 

negative- which were central to sectional propaganda despite having been national features 

before the conflict), became a crucial tool with which the British people attempted to 

comprehend the bloody conflict in the United States and a vital weapon in the propaganda 

battle waged by Union and Confederate advocates. It is this period of conflict which chapter 

four examines in order to illustrate how propagandists, journalists and politicians attempted to 

appropriate or subvert pre-existing ideas to emphasize either the justness of the Confederate 

nation, or the right of the Federal Government in acting to reunify the country. With all this in 

mind, we can once again return to Gladstone standing by a podium in Newcastle-Upon-Tyne 

on 7th October 1862 announcing to the world that Jefferson Davis had ‘made a nation.’ 

Historians have so far found this sentiment difficult to explain, however, that is because they 

have ignored the breadth and depth of British engagement with sectionalism in the United 

States. In a sense, Gladstone’s sentiment cannot be traced simply to the Trent affair, or the 
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tariff policy of the Confederacy. Rather its roots lay much further back in the past when at 

twenty-three years old Gladstone settled down to read Frances Trollope’s Domestic Manners 

of the Americans.15 
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Chapter One: ‘A Blight Over Everything’ Race and Slavery in British views of the 

American Sections 

 The fact that the twenty-three year old W.E Gladstone, having recently graduated 

from Christ Church College Oxford, read Frances Trollope’s Domestic Manners, is a 

particularly pertinent one when it comes to understanding his stance on the Confederate 

States of America. Logic would dictate that this archetypal liberal statesman would have no 

sympathy with the cause of the South after its secession from the Union. Certainly for him, 

and many like him, the position of the millions of African Americans held in bondage in the 

South had a profound influence on the way they saw the region both before and during the 

war. The first Confederate commissioners to Britain, William L. Yancey, Dudley Mann and 

Pierre Rost described in very clear terms the British attitude to slavery when they noted that, 

‘the anti-slavery sentiment [is] universally prevalent in England.’ The fact that Gladstone’s 

Newcastle speech of the 7th October 1862 encouraged the official recognition of the slave-

holding Confederacy, however, suggests that Yancey, Mann and Rost failed to understand 

the complexity of British opinion on slavery and sectionalism. In order to comprehend the 

apparent paradox of the Civil War, during which a number of British mainstream liberals and 

abolitionists failed to side with the North, the intellectual climate needs to be examined in 

depth. In the case of Gladstone, the fact that as a young man he had read the self-identifying 

liberal, Frances Trollope, describe how ‘the State of a domestic slave in a gentleman’s family 

[is] preferable to that of an American “help”’ (meaning free domestic labour in this context) we 

begin to understand the various ideological strands which influenced British mainstream 

opinion.16 The roots of the complex relationship between British views of slavery and 

sectionalism extend back at least as far as the 1830s and by understanding them in this 

broader chronology we can begin to engage more fruitfully with British attitudes toward 
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American slavery and the impact of those attitudes on opinions toward the American Civil 

War. 

 It is clear that during the war the pro-Union lobby tried to make the causes of the 

Union and the abolition of slavery synonymous. Given the perceived commitment to abolition 

on the part of the British this seemed to be a sensible political move. Yet the connection 

between the Union war effort and abolition was not immediately apparent to many in Britain, 

particularly before President Lincoln issued and enforced the Emancipation Proclamation. 

The reasons for the lack of consensus about the role of slavery in the conflict among the 

British literati are complex and have never been adequately explained. The primary reason 

for the limited belief in the link between ending slavery and the Civil War was that many pre-

war British commentators on America did not hold the South solely responsible for the stain 

of the slave system. Therefore, to most, slavery was an American problem, not necessarily a 

southern one.17 Before the war the British commonly recognized the South as a slave-holding 

region, yet the United States as a whole apparently benefited from the slave system, making 
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the North equally as implicated in the eyes of many. Understanding this pre-war way of 

thinking about American slavery as ultimately, a national, rather than just a sectional 

phenomenon is a crucial precursor for understanding British reactions to the Civil War. It 

undermined the idea of a natural association between the cause of the Union and that of 

abolition. As a result it allowed even those who made it clear they rejected slavery, to take up 

the cause of the Confederacy. Following a chronological structure this chapter will trace the 

development of ideas about race, slavery, labour and American sectionalism in the works of 

some of the period’s most renowned intellectuals and in doing so will demonstrate the 

complex history of British engagement with these themes up until the eve of the Civil War.  

The 1830s: Frances Trollope to Charles Augustus Murray  

One of the first observations made by the novelist Frances Trollope upon arriving in 

New Orleans in December 1827, and which she later recounted as part of her Domestic 

Manners of the Americans, provides an insight into the complex relationship between British 

views of slavery and sectionalism during the late 1820s and early 1830s. Almost immediately 

after stepping from the boat in the Crescent City, Trollope commented on the ‘gentleness’ she 

saw exhibited by a master to their slave, while she later made a more general observation 

that domestic slaves were ‘tolerably well fed, and decently clothed.’ In fact within the context 

of the United States, Trollope contended that ‘the State of a domestic slave in a gentleman’s 

family [is] preferable to that of an American “help”.’ All of these observations came despite the 

that fact that prior to her arrival in the United States she had made absolutely clear her 

revulsion of slavery in the abstract. Implicit in Trollope’s descriptions of the ‘gentleness’ of 

New Orleans slaveholders, and absolutely integral to the underplaying of the evils of slavery 

in British discourse on the South, was the paternal connection between master and slave 

which the southern system of ‘care’ could apparently offer.18  
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For Trollope, however, it was not just that southern slavery was not always as bad as 

slavery in the abstract, or as she had imagined it would be in practice. Freedom, just as 

desirable in principle as slavery was objectionable, could be underwhelming in the context of 

the American system. Trollope for example had direct access to a freed slave community 

established by her acquaintance, the British radical reformer Frances Wright, at Nashoba in 

Tennessee and found the successes of the settlement to be limited at best. Consequently, 

from her own experience in the South, Trollope concluded that ‘to emancipate them [the 

slaves] entirely throughout the Union cannot, I conceive be thought, consistently with the 

safety of the country.’19 These illustrations of the slave system emphasize the points which 

became absolutely central to the British understanding of sectionalism and slavery in the 

United States; the experience of southern slavery as a mitigated form of the system 

combined with a distinct lack of confidence in American abolition (in its various guises). 

Trollope’s overall conclusion about the place of slavery in America reflected her experiences 

of the system as well as the position and achievements of freedmen and illustrate very clearly 

the sense of ambiguity she came to feel: 

I am far from intending to advocate the system of slavery; I conceive it to be essentially wrong: but so 

far as my observation has extended, I think its influence far less injurious to the manners and morals of 

the people [than] the fallacious ideas of equality [my emphasis], which are so fondly cherished by the 

working classes of the white population of America.
20                 
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The impression of Trollope was therefore one in which slavery was actually the lesser of the 

two key evils which she identified in the United States.  

In addition to her descriptions of political equality she presented a sanitized version of 

slavery in which the solution to the slave problem was not necessarily abolition but merely the 

amelioration of conditions. Implicit in all of this, and absolutely central to the British image of 

southern slavery as being in some way mitigated, was the notion of racial hierarchy.21 Other 

commentators would go on to make this more explicit in their observations. However, even in 

Trollope’s work slavery was made more palatable by the supposed existence of a paternal 

connection between master and slave. At its best, Trollope’s southern slave-holder fulfilled 

the paternal duty thrust upon him and took care of members of a ‘lower’ race. Certainly 

Trollope considered abolition as an ultimate good as her fictional companion piece, The 

Refugee in America, made clear with its frequent critiques of the slave system, something 

taken a step further in her later, overtly abolitionist novel Jonathan Jefferson Whitlaw. But 

within the social make-up of the region and the current context of the South the ‘gentleness’ 

of some planters impressed her.22 
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Trollope’s observations were typical of the mainstream liberal perspective in Britain 

with her rejection of slavery as a labour system yet her recognition that within an idealized 

southern context it could be mitigated. American abolition in this period sat uneasily with 

British views of the subject. From a pragmatic point of view the different approaches which 

were evident in the two nations probably stemmed from the difference between imperial and 

domestic slavery, but the British also recognized the sectional tensions inherent in American 

slavery and abolition which added a further complication. The controversial work of the 

American Colonization Society (ACS) during the 1830s in Britain is illustrative of the 

difficulties of taking particular abolitionist policies across the Atlantic and the way they 

informed the debate on sectionalism. According to Mr. T.J. Buckton, speaking in front of the 

Hull Literary and Philosophical Society as part of a critique of the ACS, it was ‘well known that 

the free citizens of America were the vilest slave-dealers on the face of the earth.’ Similarly, a 

Sheffield newspaper writing on the same topic the following year stated that ‘the grand object 

of the Society [ACS] is, in fact, nothing less than to banish, from the land of their birth to the 

pestilent shores of Africa, the intelligent, free coloured people, in order, with greater impunity, 

to bind the yoke of slavery more firmly on the necks of their brethren.’ As well as domestic 

opinion, the press drew on various sources which presented the free black American 

perspective on the race issue and colonization in the United States. Here the sectional 

implications (or lack thereof) of the ACS and British concerns about American anti-slavery 

became clear with one source commenting how ‘in every [my emphasis] part of the United 

States, there is a broad and impassible line of demarcation between every man that has one 

drop of African blood in his veins [original emphasis].’ In a positive review of the French 
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aristocrat Achille Murat’s The Letters of Achille Murat in 1833, the Morning Chronicle not only 

thoroughly recommended the text to its readers for its ‘depth of observations,’ and ‘perfect 

freedom from prejudice,’ but quoted the work at length including a section in which it was 

suggested that, on the whole, the North was content with colonization schemes and that ‘the 

hypocritical sympathy which a certain class of men in the North affect for our slaves will not 

hasten their emancipation by a single day.’ These debates about slavery and abolition in the 

context of the United States all went ahead against the backdrop of British anti-slavery 

discussions. Crucially, however, even those who rabidly attacked slavery in its southern form 

did not necessarily emphasize the role of northerners in combating the labour system. On the 

contrary, most Americans in the North were seen as equally complicit in slavery. An editorial 

in the Edinburgh Review in 1833 summed this up succinctly when it noted that ‘the great 

majority of the white inhabitants and legislature seem all but insensible of the existence of this 

tremendous evil [slavery].’23 

The lack of any clear anti-southern campaign in Britain in the mid to late 1830s, at the 

height of the British abolition movement, can be better understood if the difference between 

the act of slave-holding and the endorsement of slavery is recognized. Certainly southerners 

held men, women and children in bondage, but, as was evident in Trollope’s work, the British 

rarely saw the northern states as committed to abolition and the region was actively criticized 

for its hypocrisy when it came to the treatment of free blacks. In March 1832 for instance, the 

Leicester Chronicle or Commercial and Agricultural Advertiser drew its readers attention to 

the fact that ‘in New York, any barber who should shave or dress a black man [original 

emphasis] would be sure to lose the custom of all white ones.’ This same anecdote was 
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printed in the Morning Chronicle, a popular national liberal newspaper, while later in the same 

year an edition noted that ‘in the free states, the coloured people are by no means exempt 

from the effects of the most unjustifiable prejudice.’ The complex relationship between race 

and slavery in the United States even made an appearance in the British parliamentary 

debate about abolition in 1833. Both Robert Peel and William Cobbett presented the free 

black population in the North as proof of the lack of development of freed slaves and 

therefore an argument against British abolition based on the notion of inherently different 

capacities of the races. The extreme-Tory newspaper John Bull placed the national hypocrisy 

and racism of the US in some of the starkest terms in 1833 when it informed its readers that 

an American always viewed any amount of ‘negro blood,’ as tainting a person.24 Although 

only the southern states actually held slaves, the image of the North was overwhelmingly that 

of a region with an aggressive racial prejudice running through its society. 

This lack of a definite sectional division on the subject of slavery was similarly noted 

by William Lyon Mackenzie who published Sketches of the United States and Canada in 

1833. Mackenzie was a Scottish born emigrant to Canada who went on to publish a liberal 

newspaper out of York (Toronto). His account of North America emphasized one of the most 

powerful negative images which would undermine the arguments made by partisans of the 

northern states during the Civil War (that they were fighting against slavery), namely that ‘in 

all parts of the Union, and by all classes of white society, their ebony brethren are treated as 

a degraded caste, inferior by nature, whether learned or unlearned, rich or poor, virtuous or 

vicious.’ Mackenzie also quoted a member of the ACS who noted ‘that there are now 300,000 

free persons of colour in the Union, where they are held to be a separate caste. . .there are 

more applications from coloured people desirous to go to Liberia than the Society’s (ACS) 

funds can remove.’ In terms of the issue of slavery in a sectional context, Mackenzie, and the 
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press writing around the time of emancipation in the British Empire, placed an emphasis on 

the lack of a coherent division between North and South in the sense that neither section had 

a committed abolition movement when compared to the British. Indeed, as historian Seymour 

Drescher has noted, the sort of abolitionism which flourished in Britain during the late 1820s 

and 1830s did not have an American equivalent until the 1850s. This was something British 

observers of the early 1830s were patently aware of.25  

 The growing canon of material which linked slavery with a more general American 

hypocrisy for which the whole nation was responsible was strengthened by a rejection among 

many mainstream intellectuals of what Charles Dickens would subsequently classify in his 

novel Bleak House (1853), as ‘telescopic philanthropy.’ This term essentially denoted the 

philanthropic impulse which drove people to advocate benevolent action in an international 

context while ignoring domestic problems such as poverty. Twenty years prior to Dickens’s 

use of the term, the radical publisher William Cobbett had characterized American anti-

slavery in somewhat similar language in his Weekly Political Register pointing out to his 

readers that ‘the deluded people [have been] engaged in some many years in bawling about 

negro slavery, while a great part of them were in much greater slavery than the negroes 

themselves.’ This notion of misplaced sympathy continued to have purchase, particularly 

among British political radicals of the 1830s including Joseph Rayner Stephens and the 

Chartist James ‘Bronterre’ O’Brien, for whom slavery on the American model was the lesser 
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of two evils when compared to British urban labour. O’Brien’s fellow Chartist Peter McDouall 

claimed he would prefer being a ‘slave of the West Indies and possess all the physical 

benefits of real slavery, than be the white factory slave of England, and possess all the 

hardships of an unreal freedom.’26 The early 1830s, therefore, although they saw the British 

abolish slavery, did not see the beginnings of a coherent image of the United States which 

divided the South from the North in terms of slavery versus freedom. From the editors of John 

Bull to Chartists, slavery and the hypocrisy of American equality were national problems, not 

peculiarly southern ones. At the same time, the immediatist argument for abolition came into 

question from those who emphasized other social problems from which abolition apparently 

provided a distraction, a mode of thinking which was made even more powerful when 

combined with the paternal image of the southern slaveholder, something becoming more 

prevalent in British discourse. 

 The difficult relationship between sectionalism, racism and slavery for British 

commentators in the 1830s was presented in its most complex form in the work of the 

novelist, abolitionist and early feminist, Harriet Martineau, who published a three volume 

travelogue in 1837 entitled Society in America. As a committed advocate of abolition 

Martineau was uncompromisingly negative about southern slavery. However she did not draw 

a distinct barrier along the Mason-Dixon Line in terms of culpability for slavery or attitudes to 

race. Her descriptions of slavery itself played on familiar tropes about the negative 

implications of the system which had been established in the works of abolitionist novelists, 

including Frances Trollope, who had published The Life and Adventures of Jonathan 

Jefferson Whitlaw, or Scenes on the Mississippi the previous year. These familiar tropes 

included the violence of the slave system which Martineau described in graphic terms as 
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involving ‘the burning alive, cutting the heart out, sticking it on the point of a knife,’ and the 

perversion of sexual relations which rendered the wives of slave holders ‘as much slaves as 

their negroes.’27 

 It would be unfair, despite her peerless anti-slavery credentials, to accuse Martineau 

of simply rehashing familiar images of US slavery. Her travel account contained considerably 

more analysis and depth of understanding than that. What was most original about 

Martineau’s work was how she dealt with the slaves themselves. Like many other travellers 

she visited the slave quarters on a plantation and reported to her readers about ‘their dingy, 

untidy houses, their cribs, the children crouching round the fire, the animal deportment of the 

grown-up.’28 In addition, and again like many other travellers, she also identified instances of 

kindness and mercy shown by masters and mistresses towards slaves. It is on this point, 

however, that her views diverged from the interpretation of someone like Trollope, at least as 

they had been presented in Domestic Manners. Martineau criticised paternalism as ‘mercy, 

made a substitute for justice,’ and explained that ‘I was heart-sick of being told of the 

ingratitude of slaves, and weary of explaining that indulgence can never atone for injury: that 

the extremest [sic] of pampering, for a life-time, is no equivalent for rights withheld.’29 In her 
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rejection of the notion, expressed even by anti-slaveryites in Britain, that the paternal care 

given by masters to slaves was commendable, Martineau implicitly endorsed the idea of 

racial capacity by her rejection of the assumption that slaves required some sort of paternal 

care. The implicit idea of racial equality was something which marked Martineau out among 

her intellectual contemporaries even those with strong anti-slavery credentials. She tackled 

head-on, therefore, a pillar of southern slavery as deployed by its British apologists, its 

supposed paternalism. Not only did Martineau attack this within the context of southern 

slavery, she also rejected in abstract terms the whole idea of anybody exerting ‘absolute 

power,’ as the southern slaveholder did.30 She also suggested in a Spectator article from the 

same year that in the North the free black population was beginning to excel socially and 

economically since it had been given the chance to do so. In addition, she presented the 

northern states in positive language with regards to their racial outlook, which if not unique to 

her, was not typical, and which even she did not consistently propound throughout her work.31 

In these explanations of American sectionalism Martineau verged towards a serious division 

between North and South in which the differences were those between a slave section and 

an abolitionist one yet as will be subsequently shown, even her division was not as clear cut 

as it might first have appeared to her readers. 

Martineau assaulted slavery on a number of fronts and incorporated the political and 

economic viability of the system into her analysis in addition to her moral critique. This 

consequently added to the complexity of her own free/slave state dichotomy. From the point 

of view of economics Martineau explained to her readers that not only was the ‘shoe-

business of New York State . . . of itself larger and more valuable than the entire commerce 

of Georgia, - the largest and richest of the southern states,’ but also that slave agriculture 

reduced fertility forcing slaveholders to be aggressively expansionist. It is from this premise 

that Martineau moved her argument into the political sphere. Working from the assumption 
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that slavery required an expansive foreign policy, just as the Examiner had in 1833, 

Martineau tied the demands for the annexation of Texas to the interests of the slaveholder in 

terms of the need for virgin soil and in a political sense to ensure a slaveholding majority in 

the national government. For Martineau, therefore, slavery created a sectional division in the 

political sphere as the interests of slave-holders drove an expansive foreign policy. Taken as 

a whole, Martineau was very clear in tracing the ills of the United States back to slavery, 

something which was most obvious in her discussion of the tariff. Among the British 

population generally, and for Martineau specifically, a protective tariff was both a commercial 

and moral wrong. She, however, explicitly rejected the association between free trade and 

the South. She claimed (incorrectly) that the original impetus behind the tariff came from 

slaveholders, who, only after its consequences were clear ‘became infuriated against the 

tariff, not only on the reasonable ground of its badness of principle, but on the allegation that 

it was the cause of all the woes of the south, and the prosperity, diversified by woes, of the 

north. It has always been the method of the slaveholders to lay the blame of their sufferings 

upon everything but the real cause.’32 More so than almost any other pre-war commentator, 

Martineau was critical of slavery in the South. She used it as a catch-all explanation to 

underpin any aspect of the South she interpreted negatively and failed to offer the mitigation 
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coda which, for other writers, differentiated southern slavery from slavery as an abstract 

institution. 

Although Martineau’s rendering of American slavery was liberally sprinkled with 

illustrations of the sectional nature of the institution, it would be incorrect to conclude that her 

readers were provided with a clear division between the slave-holding South and liberal 

abolitionist North. One of the most striking ideas which ran throughout Society in America 

was the notion of slavery as permeating and receiving implicit support from groups all over 

the nation. As evidence of this national slavery Martineau cited not only state fugitive slave 

laws but also the near passage of John C. Calhoun’s so- called Gag Rule in 1836, which 

attempted to prohibit any discussion of abolition in Congress. This was a measure which 

received major backing in the North and only failed to pass at its third reading. It was not only 

within the legislative process that slavery was a national issue, Martineau also saw the close 

commercial relationship between the cities of Boston and Charleston as an explanatory factor 

for the riots in the former city thereby conflating both in the slave economy. Similarly 

Martineau drew on her own experience in New York to emphasize a related point, noting ‘a 

public meeting on behalf of the Texan adventurers, where high-sounding common-places had 

been played off about patriotism, fighting for the dearest rights of man, and so forth.’ 

Martineau had personally connected slavery and the annexation of Texas, so her association 

between this cause and New York was particularly significant. Within South, the term she 

chose for the attitudes of whites towards blacks was ‘hatred,’ and even if her descriptions of 

the attitudes of northern whites might not be given in such stark language, her description of 

anti-abolition mobs in Boston and Cincinnati, as well as Charleston and Vicksburg leave no 

room for doubt as to how she interpreted the attitudes of many whites in northern as well as 

southern cities.33  
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Martineau went even further, however, and described how northern attitudes towards 

free blacks were becoming less accommodating than before: 

I was told by a Boston gentleman that the people of colour in the New England States were perfectly 

well treated; that the children were educated in schools provided for them; and that their fathers freely 

exercised the franchise. This gentleman certainly believed he was telling me the truth. That he, a busy 

citizen of Boston, should know no better, is a striking exemplification of the state of the case to me as a 

correct representation of the facts would have been. There are two causes for his mistake. He was not 

aware that the schools for the coloured children of New England are, unless they escape by 

insignificance, shut up or pulled down . . . He was not aware of a gentleman of colour and his family 

being locked out of their own hired pew in a church, because their white brethren will not worship by 

their side.
34

 

All of these illustrations emphasize one coherent point about sectionalism in the United 

States. While the southern states, as those which actively held slaves, came in for most of 

Martineau’s criticism, the North was also implicated in the continuance of slavery through its 

commercial and political acquiescence on the subject as demonstrated by the business 

connections between North and South and national support for the Gag. This narrative in one 
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form or another became the dominant one in Britain before the war and in it we can see how 

pro-Confederates could viably criticize the anti-slavery credentials of the Union during the 

subsequent conflict. 

While North and South were both culpable for the continued existence of slavery, the 

abolition movement as it existed in the United States was, in Martineau’s account, very 

different from its British counterpart in the sense that it was not a national mass movement. 

Indeed, it was composed of a core group which Martineau described as a ‘moral aristocracy’ 

whose task was incredibly difficult since ‘the mass of common men and women [are] 

despising, and disliking and fearing, and keeping down the coloured race.’ She gave 

something of a regional complexion to her moral aristocracy, describing New England as 

being a particular hub of American abolition. The division was, however, far from being a 

clear cut one between North and South. On the contrary, according to her there existed 

‘certain timid slave-holders of the south, who send money for the support of abolition 

publications, and an earnest blessing.’35 For Martineau, therefore, the sectional division in 

relation to slavery was not a clear or strong one and even though southerners held men in 

bondage, the North, with the exception of a committed group of abolitionists (focused in New 

England), had passively accepted the situation.  

 While Martineau travelled the United States and examined the nation with the eyes of 

a committed abolitionist, one of her fellow novelists, and subsequent diplomat in Egypt, 

Persia and Switzerland, Charles Augustus Murray, did not arrive in the United States with the 

same assumptions as her. Consequently, although Murray noted the existence of the 

paternalistic connection in some form when he explained that he ‘was rather gratified than 

surprised to witness the comparative comfort and good usage enjoyed by slaves,’ he made 

this point without the coda critiquing paternalism which Martineau offered. Where he was in 

agreement was on the racial attitudes of those in the North. He told his readers that ‘if they 
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[slaves] by any accident acquire their liberty and wandered into New York, or other of the free 

states, the curse of colour still clings to them; and not only are the doors of liberal 

employment and society closed against them, but even in theatres, churches and other 

places of public resort, they find themselves separated.’36 The Tory novelist Frederick 

Marryat, who also published a travelogue in 1839, echoed Murray in his description of ‘the 

singular . . . degree of contempt and dislike in which the free blacks are held in all the free 

states’ while he offered an incredulous description of seeing the body of a black man in the 

water after an accident on a wharf in New York and recounted being told by a disdainful New 

Yorker that ‘it’s only a nigger.’37 Charles Augustus Murray’s contentions on the slavery 

problem offer a useful point from which to tease out the complex British understanding of 

sectionalism and slavery. For Murray, the southern slave system was not as bad as he had 

been led to believe while the treatment of free blacks in the North was considerably worse. In 

a sense this should have collapsed the distinction down between the regions, however, the 
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nomenclature of free and slave states understandably endured. Murray was not alone in his 

observations and the significance of this wealth of pre-war literature was that it established a 

platform upon which, during the Civil War, pro-Southerners could build the idea of the 

paternalistic, benevolent planter, while at the same time removing the moral high ground from 

the Union’s cause. 

The 1840s: Thomas Brothers to Thomas Carlyle 

The differences in political perspective of published writers from Martineau to Murray 

to Marryat are indicative of the extent to which attitudes towards America crossed political 

boundaries. These divisions are further demonstrated by the existence of an account of 

America published in 1840 by Thomas Brothers, a politically radical Briton who had been 

resident in the United States for fifteen years before becoming disillusioned with the nation. 

His experience of American free and slave labour lead him to write The United States of 

North America as they are; Not as they are generally Described: Being a Cure for Radicalism. 

Brother presented his book as a series of letters to prominent British figures and in one 

chapter entitled ‘to D. O’Connell, M.P., Joseph Sturge, Esqrs., and the other English 

Abolitionists of Negro Slavery,’ he gave considerable credence to the paternal myth and the 

idea that it contributed to a mitigated form of slavery which in turn led him to conclude that 

‘from what I have seen in America . . . to free those who were born slaves, and who were 

fortunate enough to have for their owner a kind man, would be to inflict a curse, rather than 

bestow a blessing.’ Brothers also rejected the idea that the population of the northern states 

had any interest in the cause of abolition, claiming that in Philadelphia, ‘if a man is only 

suspected of sympathizing with the blacks, whether free or slaves, such a man finds it 

necessary to plead, in the most earnest manner, for his life and property.’ In terms of the 

treatment of the free blacks in this city Brothers contended that ‘I have seen such mobs 

march in order down to that part of the city of Philadelphia, which is principally inhabited by 

coloured people, and deliberately set about to murder them, destroy their houses, break up 
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their furniture, steal their money, or other valuable things that the poor creatures might 

possess.’38 This was certainly not the image of the North which the pro-Union propagandists 

of the Civil War era wanted to evoke when they described the free states. 

The noted phrenologist George Combe, who published a three volume collection of 

his experiences in the United States in 1841 was yet another British observer who, in a 

manner similar to Charles Murray, maintained a theoretical abhorrence of the slave system 

and a desire for abolition, but still showed sympathy toward the South. When he discussed 

the topic of slavery with a former Virginian planter who had freed his own chattels, Combe 

found that they ‘had not profited by their freedom; the incapacity for self-action and self-

control which slavery en genders [sic], renders emancipated Africans, in general, unfit to 

struggle successfully with the difficulties which surround them.’ Although an active advocate 

of what he called ‘universal emancipation,’ Combe concluded that the current social system 

was unable to support individual or small groups of freed slaves. He also drew some clear 

distinctions about the attitudes towards abolition in the different regions of the North noting 

that the ‘Abolition of Negro Slavery excites much interest among the New Englanders,’ while 

in contrast, in Pennsylvania, ‘persons of colour resident in the State, although free, and 

assessed, and paying taxes, are denied the privilege of voting.’39 The comparison between 
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New England and Pennsylvania here is not direct, yet it invoked a growing conception of the 

complexion of abolition in the United States. It was not a debate between North and South, it 

was national in scope, and only New England could claim any sort of engrained abolitionism, 

and even then the connection was complex. 

 While Combe had travelled to the United States as something of a tourist, the 

following year a book was published by the Quaker businessman and reformer Joseph 

Sturge. His work was evidently coloured by the political intentions he had in undertaking his 

transatlantic trip; the development of Anglo-American abolition. Unsurprisingly, therefore, 

Sturge had a great deal to say on the slave system in his published 1842 account, A Visit to 

the United States in 1841. For Sturge, the moral implications of slavery were clear in the 

slaves themselves. He explained for example that in the slave market, ‘some of the younger 

ones were dancing to a fiddle, an affecting proof, in their situation of the degrading effect of 

slavery. There were, on the other hand, others who seemed a prey to silent dejection.’ In 

addition to his descriptive passages, Sturge also reprinted a letter he had sent to President 

John Tyler in which he drew attention to the regularity with which the slave trade broke up 

families. These moral condemnations of slavery are essentially what would be expected from 

Sturge. At the same time, however, his discussion of its sectional nature did not display a 

clear division since he failed to draw a demarcation between the racial attitudes of those in 

the North and South. He reported, for example, that in the juvenile correction facility in 

Philadelphia ‘the prejudice of colour intrudes, even here, no children of that class being 

admitted in the Refuge. Coloured delinquency is left to ripen into crime, with little interference’ 

and while he did report that abolitionist activities had softened racist attitudes in the North, he 

highlighted the lack of an aggressive all-pervading pro-slavery among southerners just as 

Martineau, another abolitionist had. On this subject he ranged from the activities of the South 

Carolina born abolitionists Sarah and Angelina Grimkè, to anonymous planters and slave 
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dealers, none of who were happy with the system.40 In Sturge’s rendering, therefore, just as 

the North was no section of committed abolitionists, the South was not just a collection of 

rabid slaveholders: regional and personal variations undermined any simple moral division of 

this sort. 

Another notable member of the British non-conformist community, William Rathbone 

VI, also travelled to the United States in the same year as Sturge and wrote back to his family 

with impressions which echo those of the Birmingham businessman. Rathbone, a member of 

an important Liverpool shipping family who had been involved in abolition at least since 1826, 

and who maintained a good relationship with the abolitionist and reformer John Bright, sent 

regular letters back to members of his family while on business trips to both the North and 

South. As part of the correspondence with his brother, Rathbone made very clear that he had 

no truck with slavery rejecting it as a ‘blight over everything.’ Despite an apparently clear 

viewpoint, Rathbone appeared to have little confidence in freedman in the event of immediate 

emancipation, a view which he expressed in racialized language and which contributed to him 

baulking at the notion of freed slaves gaining political rights. In his 1964 book The Image of 

Africa, the historian Philip Curtin outlined a number of changes in the intellectual climate 

which help to explain the sort of outlook typified by Rathbone. The growth of scientific 

theories of natural selection and their appropriation by the disciplines of ethnography, 

anthropology and history in the 1840s and 50s by figures such as Samuel George Morton, Dr 
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Robert Knox and Thomas Arnold, allowed political progressives (such as William Rathbone) 

to embrace a worldview rejecting racial equality and which could be used by others justify 

southern slavery. In the following year Rathbone wrote another letter, this one from Richmond 

(Virginia) to his mother, informing her that the southerners themselves disliked slavery, a 

description very telling, especially coming from a British abolitionist. Rathbone’s case 

provides a useful illustration of the simple fact that the South was not necessarily understood 

in Britain as a region defined solely by slavery.41  

In the same year that Rathbone sent his private thoughts back to his family in Britain, 

another notable British public figure published an account of the United States based on an 

extensive trip across the nation. The figure in question here was James Silk Buckingham, a 

novelist and reforming MP for Sheffield. Buckingham was one of the most significant British 

commentators on the pre-war United States, producing five volumes split over two books, 

America and The Slaves States. Buckingham himself was an abolitionist and his reputation 

apparently preceded him given the fact that he received a letter while in Washington on the 

5th March 1838 which noted that ‘Mr. Buckingham is an abolitionist; and if so, he will not meet 

with a good reception. . .even a Northern man could not defend abolition sentiment south of 

Pennsylvania, without hazarding personal safety.’ Something of a sectional division can be 

seen in this missive which Buckingham chose to reprint, yet he did not see anything like a 

clear distinction on the slavery issue while in the United States. He, for example, noted a 

conversation with a group of Quakers in Saratoga (New York) who informed him that ‘besides 

the southern planters, who might be expected to speak ill of the abolitionists, and the rich 

merchants of New York and Philadelphia, who fancy they have a pecuniary interest in 
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speaking well of the South, and excusing, if not justifying slavery, because their connexions in 

that quarter are too profitable to be endangered by appearing to side with the abolitionists; 

there were many clergymen here from different parts of the Union, who were as free in 

expressing their disapprobation of the course of the abolitionists, as any Southern person 

could be.’ The only region to which Buckingham attached anything like particularly strong 

sympathy for abolition was New England which had, according to him, a pronounced anti-

slavery heritage. He took care to note, for example, that in Massachusetts ‘negroes are not 

only free, but enjoy the electoral suffrage, and take their part, and give their votes, in local 

and general elections, with all the freedom and independence of their white fellow citizens.’ 

Buckingham concluded that ‘it is hardly to be wondered at, therefore, that in this State 

[Massachusetts], the public sentiment in favour of abolition should increase, both in intensity 

and extent.’42  

While abolitionism may have been growing in Massachusetts the dominant impression 

given by Buckingham of both the attitudes of northerners to abolition and the treatment of free 

blacks in the northern section was an extremely negative one. In New York, Buckingham did 

note the existence of ‘a large though not an influential body of abolitionists,’ yet he was also 

in the city at the same time that the abolitionist Reverend Elijah P. Lovejoy had been killed by 

a mob in Illinois. He pointed out that ‘the great majority of the Whig papers, and some even of 

the Democratic, in New York and elsewhere, condemned the pertinacity and obstinacy, as 

they called it, of Mr. Lovejoy.’ Buckingham also gave an account of an open air meeting held 

at Vauxhall Gardens in New York ‘to express sympathy with the Canadian revolutionists’ in 
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December 1837. He noted how, after one of the speakers, one Dr. Callaghan, had mentioned 

the name of the prominent politician Daniel O’Connell ‘a scene of great uproar ensued, with 

cries of “No O’Connell! No O’Connell! he’s an abolitionist!” “And so,” exclaimed Mr. 

Callaghan, “am I an abolitionist;” upon which the uproar was increased, and mingled with 

cries of “Turn him out! Turn him out!”.’ This rejection of abolition as a political aim in New York 

was twinned with a rejection of social equality even for free blacks something Buckingham 

noted after visiting a house for juvenile delinquents and finding that ‘the coloured are 

separated from the white delinquents; for even among criminals, this distinction of colour is 

rigidly observed.’43  

New York was, however, not alone in the North in this regard. Buckingham described 

how in Philadelphia a group of abolitionists had been unable to procure a hall for a meeting 

simply because of the cause they advocated. Even in the case of Boston, he observed that 

‘the agitation at Boston about the same period as this outbreak at Philadelphia, originated in 

the same spirit of hatred to the abolitionists’ with the issue at stake in this instance being a 

new church which proposed ‘no formal separation of the white and coloured worshippers.’ 

Buckingham was certainly aware of the centrality of slavery in a sectional sense and noted 

the significance of the institution to the South. He drew particular attention to the use of the 

‘positive good’ thesis by southern politicians highlighting a speech by John C. Calhoun 

against a bill to abolish slavery in which the South Carolinian ‘introduced a long series of 

resolutions, which embraced the whole subject of slavery, defending it as an institution 

favourable to the welfare of the country and the people it embraced.’ Buckingham similarly 

pointed to a resolution by the Georgia Conference of the Methodist-Episcopal church which 

posited that ‘slavery, as it exists in the United States, is not a moral evil.’ Yet even with these 
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examples of southern slavery Buckingham drew his readers’ attention to the system, 

depicting it not merely as a southern phenomenon, but an institution which had supporters 

across the whole nation. This was something which Buckingham saw as demonstrated by, 

among other things, ‘the [anti] abolition riots of New York and Boston, and the still more 

recent burning of the Pennsylvania Hall at Philadelphia.’44 The northern states were clearly no 

bastion of abolition to the pre-war British even though certain Union propagandists would 

attempt (with limited success) to claim an anti-slavery heritage for northerners during the 

conflict. 

The ideas which Buckingham subsequently put forward in his second book on the 

United States, The Slave States of America, are essentially no different from those in 

America. However, they provide a greater depth of analysis since this work was dedicated 

solely to examining the South. Buckingham made it clear in both the dedication and preface 

to his work the significance he attached to abolition in Britain and his own point of view on the 

topic. He recognized ‘the moral influence of England,’ and in personal terms stated that he 

expected ‘my full share of censure from a large section, at least, of the people of America, for 

daring to speak, as truth compels me to do, of the wretched condition of the great body of the 

African race throughout the South, and of the reckless indifference to human life, and human 

obligations of every kind, which the very system of slavery engenders in nearly all the white 

population.’45 It is clear from these sentiments that Buckingham saw himself as an anti-

slavery advocate and he believed himself to be no isolated eccentric among educated Britons 

in this regard. 
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Considering the manner in which Buckingham began his account of the South it is 

unsurprising that The Slave States of America was, at points at least, a catalogue of the evils 

of southern slavery. Buckingham, however, as seems almost customary among travellers, did 

note a level of mitigation in the slave system explaining that he did not doubt ‘for a moment 

that there are many kind masters and mistresses, who do much to make the condition of their 

slaves easy and tolerable,’ yet he maintained that ‘the great mass of them are not treated so 

well as many of the brute creation.’ Buckingham’s descriptions of slavery also included 

regional variations across the South itself. In Augusta (Georgia), for instance, he reported that 

‘the inhabitants are generally . . . more kind in the treatment of their slaves, and less 

apprehensive of danger from insurrection than in Carolina.’ Similarly he described in detail 

the situation in Richmond (Virginia) on a Sunday during which ‘the slaves and servants are all 

at liberty after dinner, they move about in every public thoroughfare, and are generally more 

gaily dressed than the whites.’ During his time in New Orleans, Buckingham provided a 

detailed account of both the condition of the slaves in the city and the attitude of whites 

towards them. He explained that ‘some of the laws of Louisiana respecting slaves, are also 

humane and considerate,’ as well as contending that ‘there are many cases to make the 

situation of the domestic slave in New Orleans happier than in some other States.’ He even 

compared the conditions of the slave population of the city favourably to Europe noting that 

‘the condition of the slaves is far from being miserable; they are upon the whole as well fed, 

better clad, and have much more leisure and less severe labour than the Irish peasant or the 

English hand-loom weaver.’ Not only this but in comparison to the rest of the United States, 

New Orleans was presented as treating its black population in quite positive terms as he 

noted how ‘the negro and coloured population are here, as everywhere else throughout the 

United States, the proscribed class. On the whole, however, they are better off at New 

Orleans than in the cities of the North.’46  
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For all of these mitigating factors, and in a manner typical of the British commentator 

on southern slavery, Buckingham was galled by the ‘positive good’ defence of slavery which 

he found some southerners using. In one instance he described the defence provided by a 

group of slave holders of the system after they had heard his wife sigh as she watched a 

gang of slaves heading to work. These southerners described the slaves as ‘among the 

happiest of human beings’, a claim which Buckingham made very clear that he doubted. This 

‘positive good’ argument in favour of slavery was combined in the South by an active 

campaign to discourage abolition and as evidence of these twin pillars of the section 

Buckingham quoted the work of the southern academic Thomas Cooper who had offered a 

Biblical defence for slavery. Buckingham further expanded on the subject of the ‘positive 

good’ theory by noting an oration given at the South Carolina Society for the Advancement of 

Learning in December 1838 during which slavery had been described as a ‘cherished 

institution.’ Later on his travels through Charleston and then in Georgia, he found that the 

topic of slavery was essentially a taboo one, particularly for a foreigner to broach and 

described the ‘violence of the measures taken against the few who from time to time venture 

to express themselves in favour of Abolition.’ Buckingham’s overall conclusion about 

southern abolition, therefore, was that ‘the prejudices of the whites all over the South, appear 

to me to be so rooted and so strong against even entertaining any proposition on the subject 

of emancipation, that one might as well attempt to still the tempest by reason, as to move 

them even to discuss the question. . .all support each other in the assurance that “the slaves 

are far better off than the working population of Europe,” and all contend “that they are so 

happy that they would not have their freedom, if offered to them”.’47  

James Silk Buckingham was clearly no pro-southerner and on the topic of slavery in 

particular he was, at times within both America and The Slave States, a merciless critic of the 

institution in a manner reminiscent of Harriet Martineau. Yet, even he failed to create an 
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absolute division between North and South. The southern section held slaves while the North 

did not, and much to his disgust some eminent southerners claimed that this was a preferable 

social arrangement, yet the North was no abolitionist paradise. The section had a population 

which turned a blind eye to the institution and in some cases actively prevented abolition. 

The image of a distinct lack of abolitionist sentiment in the northern states was 

similarly noted by one of the most popular of the British commentators on the United States, 

the novelist Charles Dickens. In 1842 Dickens published American Notes for General 

Circulation, a searing attack on the United States, but the most striking of his observations on 

the subject of slavery were found in his later novel The Life and Adventures of Martin 

Chuzzlewit. This novel was published in full in 1844 and the narrative contained a section set 

in the United States which saw Martin Chuzzlewit and his servant Mark Tapley move from 

New York to the western settlement of Eden (based on Dickens own observations of Cairo, 

Illinois) in an attempt to begin a new life, before becoming wholly disillusioned with the nation 

and returning to Britain. While not one of Dickens’s best-sellers Martin Chuzzlewit still 

averaged sales of 23,000 parts per month when it was published. Within the novel Dickens 

made clear that he saw slavery as an example American national hypocrisy, with the key 

term here being national, as opposed to sectional. In New York, the only sympathetic 

character which the British travellers, Martin and Mark, meet is Mr. Bevan, the sole American 

in possession of moral scruples within the whole novel. Bevan is a Bostonian visiting New 

York City on business and cautions Martin about expecting New York to be particularly 

tolerant on race and emancipation despite it being a free state. The lack of toleration in New 

York is made evident after a meeting between Martin and the Norris family, about whom it 

‘appeared that all the [family] were abolitionists.’ After finding this fact out Martin ‘expressed 

his sympathy with the oppressed and wretched blacks,’ but found the Norris family less than 

receptive to this view, which they roundly derided since, according to Mr. Norris ‘there is a 
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natural antipathy between the races.’48 Dickens provides another example of a vocal and 

popular liberal who rejected the image of the United States as neatly sectionally divided by 

slavery alone. One section may have held men in bondage but the other offered nothing in 

the way of coherent resistance to the peculiar institution. 
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This lack of uniformity on the part of the northern population when it came to the topic 

of slavery was emphasized once again in the 1844 American travelogue of the political 

reformer John Robert Godley. Godley observed that ‘the mobs in the northern states are very 

much divided upon this subject [abolition], but the majority (including all the Irish) are in most 

places anti-abolitionist, entirely from hatred to the blacks, and fear lest abolition in the South 

might be followed by a large immigration of negroes to the North.’ New England, however, in 

Godley’s work had a genuine commitment to ending slavery. As he noted: ‘I had no idea of 

the strength of feeling which exists upon this subject in New England; the number of those 

who even go to the length of advocating a dissolution of the Union upon this ground is 

considerable, and among the higher classes of Whigs I have hardly met one man who does 

not express himself upon the subject more strongly than people are accustomed to in 

England.’ The problem that Godley identified was that ‘the more the abolitionists exert 

themselves to disseminate their principles, the farther “the Southrons” commit themselves in 

a contrary direction.’ As an illustration of this Godley pointed to ‘Mr. Calhoun, who may be 

called the head and representative of the slave-holders, and who will be on the “first 

favourites” for the next presidency’ noting that he had ‘gone the length of saying lately that he 

considered slavery as a “glorious institution, the corner-stone of a free and democratic 

government, and that he hoped and prayed it might endure forever”.’ Godley contended that 

this speech ‘would not have been ventured upon twenty years ago’ and explained to his 

readers that ‘I must repeat that, considering the ground which has been taken, and the 

means which have been employed by the abolitionists, I neither wonder at nor blame the 

jealousy and soreness felt by the South upon this subject: it is with them a question, not 

simply of property, but of life and death.’49  
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After arriving in the South later in his travels, Godley reaffirmed his anti-slavery views 

and reported that he had been ‘disappointed at the physical condition of the negroes’ noting 

that ‘both in Richmond and in the country they presented what would, not only amongst the 

white American peasantry, but anywhere else, be called a very miserable appearance. . .their 

clothing and lodging appear to me no better than one finds among the poorest labourers in 

the worst parts of Europe.’ Godley expanded further on the topic and undermined one of the 

pillars of the ‘positive good’ argument by stating that he was ‘inclined, too, to judge very 

unfavourably of their moral and religious condition. . .they are seldom married by a priest, nor 

do many of them appear to attach any idea of sacredness or even permanence to the 

connexion. When a man is tired of a woman he leaves her.’ Despite these deeply negative 

features, Godley also observed that ‘those slaves who are brought up as domestic servants 

are much better off, and many of them become greatly attached to their masters, who, of 

course, instruct them in their moral and religious duties.’ Looking back on his period in the 

South, Godley concluded that ‘on the whole, I came away decidedly more impressed with a 

conviction of the evils of slavery than when I entered the slave-states.’50 

Despite this negative experience it was the gradual abolition doctrine of Henry Clay, 

as opposed to the immediatist cause, which grabbed Godley’s attention. He noted that Clay 

‘acknowledges that slavery is a great evil, that a country can hardly prosper under its 

influence, and that interest as well as morality would counsel its extinction, if a practicable 

and safe method for effecting it could be discovered. He maintains, however, that deportation 

and abolition must go hand in hand.’ Godley concluded his thoughts on the slavery topic with 

a quote from Thomas Jefferson who ‘said, many years ago, “nothing is more clearly written in 

the book of destiny than the emancipation of the blacks,” it may be so, but at present it 

appears as far off as when he spoke; nor do I see any prospect of it, except through the 
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agency of foreign invasion, or a dissolution of the Union.’51 Godley’s analysis of American 

slavery in a sectional context provides yet more evidence of the nuances in British discourse 

on the topic. Godley was explicitly anti-slavery and had little positive to say about the South, 

yet he saw a level of indifference on the topic among northerners, and (crucially in hindsight) 

speculated that the division of the Union offered the best chance for abolition, an argument 

vocally utilized by anti-slavery supporters of the Confederacy in Britain during the Civil War. 

While making fewer of the wholesale criticisms of southern slavery which 

characterized Godley’s work another traveller of the same era, the geologist and diplomatist 

G.W Featherstonhaugh, made observations which were not entirely different to those of 

Godley in his 1844 text Excursions Through the Slave States. The first thing to be clear about 

are the explicit racial underpinnings of Featherstonhaugh’s thinking (they are implicit in many 

other works by Britons of this period) which are typified by his assertion that ‘the poor negro 

slave is naturally a cheerful, laughing animal, and even when driven through the wilderness in 

chains, if he is well fed and kindly treated, is seldom melancholy . . . it is only when he is ill-

treated and roused to desperation, that his vindictive and savage nature breaks out.’ In a 

conversation with a southern slaveholder which Featherstonhaugh recounted at length he 

was informed that ‘the working of the institution of slavery (so he dignified this bondage) was 

not understood outside of the slave states; that it elevated the character of the master. . .that 

the dignity of character which had belonged to the southern gentlemen, from Washington 

down to the present times, was unknown to the men of the northern states.’ This same 

southerner informed him that ‘the slaves were not an unhappy race of men; they were well 

fed, well clothed; and if there has been a necessity for it in the late dispute with the United 

States government, the slaves would have shown to a man their well-known fidelity to their 

masters.’ Featherstonhaugh was, however, sceptical of these contentions, just as James Silk 

Buckingham had been, since he ‘was struck with this justification of slavery, which, 

notwithstanding its excluding humanity, benevolence, and justice from the list of our duties to 
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others, would seem to qualify white men in a very high degree for the enjoyment of the 

compulsory labour of men of a different colour.’52  

In his report of the southern commitment to slavery, however, Featherstonhaugh also 

thought he saw a strong anti-slavery impulse within the South since ‘all Christian men must 

unite in the wish that slavery was extinguished in every part of the world, and from my 

personal knowledge of the sentiments of many of the leading gentlemen in the Southern 

States, I am persuaded that they look to the ultimate abolition of slavery with satisfaction.’ He 

specifically discussed the views of former President James Madison who ‘has told me more 

than once that he could not die in peace if he believed that so great a disgrace to his country 

was not to be blotted out some day or other.’ Featherstonhaugh further reported that Madison 

‘once informed me that he had assembled all his slaves- and they were numerous- and 

offered to manumit them immediately; but they instantly declined it, alleging that they had 

been born on his estate, had always been provided for by him with raiment and food, in 

sickness and in health, and if they were made free they would have no home to go to, and no 

friend to protect and care for them. They preferred, therefore, to live and die as his slaves, 

who had always been a kind master to them.’ Featherstonhaugh decided that Madison’s 

position was indicative ‘no doubt . . . [of] the situation of many humane right-thinking 

proprietors in the Southern States’ and accused ‘the Abolitionists of the Free States, when 

they denounce slavery and call for its immediate abolition,’ of ignoring ‘the conditions upon 

which alone it could be effected.’ He maintained that on the sectional relationship between 

abolition and slavery, ‘the uncompromising obloquy which has been cast at the Southern 

planters, by their too scrupulous adversaries, is therefore not deserved by them; and it is but 

fair to consider them as only indirectly responsible for such scenes as arise out of the 

                                                           
52

 G.W Featherstonhaugh, Excursion Through the Slaves States, from Washington on the Potomac to 
the Frontier of Mexico; With Sketches of Popular Manners and Geological Notices Volume One 
(London: John Murray, 1844), 123; G.W Featherstonehaugh, Excursion Through the Slaves States, 
from Washington on the Potomac to the Frontier of Mexico; With Sketches of Popular Manners and 
Geological Notices Volume Two (London: John Murray, 1844), 342-344. For a sample of the reviews, 
adverts etc. of Featherstonhaugh’s account see Examiner, 25

th
 May 1844, 1

st
 June 1844, 16

th
 Nov 

1844; Standard, 3
rd

 June 1844; Berrow’s Worcester Journal, 18
th
 July 1844; Blackburn Standard, 5

th
 

March 1845. 



53 
 

revolting human traffic.’53 Featherstonhaugh, as a consequence of spending his time in the 

South, was concerned primarily with the system of slavery and the attitudes of southerners 

towards it, as opposed to northern abolitionism, and, building on the premise of a racial 

hierarchy, contended that slavery in the South played a necessary socio-economic role. He 

also maintained that southerners themselves wished for its eventual abolition rejecting the 

notion that the South united behind a ‘positive good’ view of slavery and claiming that most of 

the residents of the section sincerely wanted to rid themselves of the system. 

While Featherstonhaugh ploughed the furrow which contended that slavery in the 

South was not as bad as most Britons expected it to be, his fellow geologist Sir Charles Lyell 

discussed another of the now well-known aspects of sectionalism and slavery in his 1845 

work, Travels in North America. Within his book Lyell highlighted the hypocrisy of the North, 

which nominally offered equality to free blacks since ‘in many states, the free blacks have 

votes, and exert privileges at elections,’ but which undermined it in practice: ‘there is not an 

instance of a single man of colour, although eligible by law, having been chosen a member of 

any state legislature.’ In addition to this, Lyell highlighted a specific instance of a black 

businessman in Philadelphia, whose two sons had been unable to speak at a public meeting 

on a topic of direct relevance to the family trade. Despite these criticisms, Lyell was clearly 

not an advocate of immediate abolition. He raised doubts, referring to the British experience 

of emancipation in the West Indies, about any change in the status of former slaves in the 

short term. What is most telling, in terms of portrayals of the American sections in Britain, 

however, was his comparison between the racial attitudes of whites in the North and South. 

Not only were free blacks in the North political and economically at a disadvantage, they were 

also social pariahs and, at least for Lyell, it was actually in the South that whites were more 

comfortable interacting with blacks on a regular basis.54 For this eminent and influential 
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scientist, as was the case for so many other commentators from Britain, when they saw the 

sectional side of slavery and race, the difference between North and South did not lend itself 

to a simple division into good and evil. In many ways the North was no better than the South, 

and while the latter might preach slavery and the former equality, in British eyes, northern 

hypocrisy undermined its claims to moral superiority over the slave South. This was a 

powerful observation which could be used to negatively characterize the whole United States 

before the conflict and which during the Civil War had a sectional potency in undermining 

Union claims in Great Britain that the conflict was one about slavery. 

A consequence of these characterizations among those who helped to form British 

opinion was that, while the North was placed somewhere between well-meaning but flawed to 

down-right hypocritical, the South was objectionable in theory, but often considerably more 

sympathetic in reality. Lyell, for example, concluded that ‘the negroes [in the South], so far as 

I have seen them, whether in domestic service or on the farms, appear very cheerful and free 

from care, better fed than a large part of the labouring classes in Europe.’ He also indicated 

what he saw to be a strong sense of paternalism underpinning slavery which the slaves 

themselves reciprocated towards their masters. He described how ‘we asked a woman in 

Georgia, whether she was the slave of a family in our acquaintance. She replied merrily “Yes, 

I belong to them, and they belong to me.’  Similarly, he noted instances of slaves bragging 

about the richness of their masters and of their own monetary value to their owners. Although 

Lyell did make clear that this form of vanity should be considered ‘evidence of extreme social 

degradation’ it still presented evidence of the material contentment of slaves in the South, 

and consequently added his voice to those who rejected (at least in the context of the South), 
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the brutality so frequently associated with the slave system. In this description violent 

compulsion to labour was replaced with something at least vaguely paternal and reciprocal.55 

In a manner reminiscent of Lyell, in terms of placing an emphasis on slavery as evil 

but as a system mitigated in the South, were the descriptions of the novelist and travel writer 

Charlotte Matilda Houstoun who published her travelogue Texas and the Gulf of Mexico in 

1846. Houstoun made her distaste towards slavery clear in particularly pronounced language 

when she noted how ‘the almost absolute dominion which a slave-owner, at least in the 

plantations, possesses over his human property, must tend, in the abstract, to render a 

master tyrannical and unmerciful.’ But despite this observation, her depictions of slavery were 

not simply catalogues of misery. She described areas of the South in which ‘during our drives 

through the streets, especially on Sundays, the display of negro finery and taste was very 

remarkable . . . I saw such persecuted negro slaves frequently; they appeared to have no 

other occupation than that of flourishing about their gold-headed canes, and fixing a glass in 

their eye.’ The sarcastic use of the terms “persecuted” and descriptions of slaves apparently 

living in luxury were obviously intended to undermine the image of the slave living in 

desperation, long a feature of abolitionist literature. The paternalist connection was integral to 

the mitigated slave system as Houstoun described it since: 
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the owner of a slave, when he purchases him, enters into an agreement, understood though not 

expressed, that his services will be repaid by food, lodging, and decent clothing; that he will be allowed 

sufficient intervals of rest, and a certain portion of time in which he may work for himself; and also he 

may look forward to eventual independence if he is able to earn it, or if his own good conduct may 

render him deserving of the boon. The life of the slave is protected by the laws, and his good treatment 

is to a certain degree secured by the powerful argument, that it is contrary to his owner’s interest to ill-

use him. All this I believe to be true, as also the fact that young children are not separated from their 

parents.
56

  

This paternalism was contrasted to the plight of freed slave: ‘if there is any truth in the 

supposed degrading, and enervating influence of slave-owning, there is still more reason for 

believing that the forced servitude in which he is kept, together with the strong prejudice 

which exists against his race and colour, render the freed slave, in his present state of mind, 

education, &c., incapable of valuing his free position properly.’57 In a sectional context, 

therefore, the descriptions of slavery which Houstoun gave contributed further to the school of 

thought which contended that southern slavery, for all its faults was not simply a system of 

mindless violence, but a complex social system in which white and black played ‘appropriate’ 

roles. 

In the account of his second visit to the United States, Sir Charles Lyell offered further 

evidence for the existence of a paternalistic, mitigated slavery in the South. He noted in 

Virginia that ‘the negroes here have certainly not the manners of an oppressed race’ and 

found on one plantation that ‘when I inquired if, in reality, there were hundreds of runaway 

slaves in the woods, everyone laughed at the idea. As a general rule, they said, the negroes 

are well fed, and when they are so, will very rarely attempt to escape.’ Lyell even rejected one 

of the most frequently deployed critiques of slavery, its tendency to break up families, 

something he saw little of ‘owing to the kind feeling of the southern planter toward their “own 
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people,” as they call them.’ He presented two cases as evidence of this including one in 

which a judge in Richmond had accepted a price below market value in order that his slaves 

might be sold to their preferred location. Later, upon seeing a group travelling from Alabama 

to Texas he described ‘the cheerfulness with which these slaves are going they know not 

where with their owners, notwithstanding their usual dislike to quit the place they have been 

brought up in, [which] shows a strong bond of union between the master and “his people”,’ as 

well as commenting that in Alabama itself he ‘witnessed no maltreatment of slaves.’ On the 

mitigated form of slavery which Lyell reported to have found, he was informed by ‘an 

Abolitionist in Massachusetts. . .the great pains [that] must have been taken by the planters to 

conceal from me the true state of things.’ Lyell, however, maintained that his own 

experiences had given him an accurate impression of slavery and his conclusions had been 

‘borne out by that of a Scotch weaver, William Thomson, of Stonehaven, who travelled in the 

year 1841-42.’ Lyell then quoted at length from a part of Thomson’s account in which he had 

stated ‘I can assert, without fear of contradiction from any man who has any knowledge of 

this subject that I have never witnessed [in the slave states] one-fifth of the real suffering that 

I have seen in manufacturing establishments in Great Britain.’ At its most romanticized, 

Lyell’s description of the labour system of the South possessed the quality of an almost 

feudal paternalism: 

During a fortnight’s stay at Hopeton [Georgia], we had an opportunity of seeing how the planters live in 

the South, and the condition and prospects of the negroes on a well-managed estate. The relation of 

the slaves to their owners resembles nothing in the Northern States. There is an hereditary regard and 

often attachment on both sides, more like that formerly existing between lords and their retainers in the 

old feudal times of Europe, than to anything now to be found in America. The slaves identify 

themselves with the master, and their sense of their own importance rises with his success in life. But 
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the responsibility of the owners is felt to be great, and to manage a plantation with profit is no easy 

task, so much judgment is required and such a mixture of firmness, forbearance and kindness.
58

 

This could easily be contrasted to the North were Lyell claimed to ‘have heard apologists in 

the North endeavouring to account for the degraded position which the negroes hold, socially 

and politically, in the Free States, by saying they belong to a race which is kept in a state of 

slavery in the South.’ As far as Lyell was concerned, however, ‘if they really desired to 

accelerate emancipation, they would begin by setting an example to the Southern States, and 

treating the black race with more respect and more on a footing of equality.’59 

This lack of unequivocal condemnation of the South on the part of liberal British 

commentators like Lyell may be a surprise given his clear rejection of slavery in the abstract 

yet in truth it should not be. The British attitude towards race and slavery was not a clear and 

simple one, and became increasingly complex as the 1840s progressed, a fact which had 

obvious implications for how the British viewed the South and its peculiar institution. As far as 

most Britons were concerned fine gradations existed between different races and different 

forms of labour. These gradations effected ideas about the necessity of abolition, as well as 

when and how it should occur.60  

One of the clearest illustrations of this lack of unanimity was provided in 1849 with the 

publication of Thomas Carlyle’s Occasional Discourse on the Nigger Question. Carlyle, after 

his birth in a small village near Gretna in 1795, rose to the centre of Victorian intellectual life 

in Britain after the publication of his satirical novel Sartor Resartus in 1831. The ‘sage of 
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Chelsea’ (as he became known) counted among his disciples at various times John Stuart 

Mill, Charles Dickens and John Ruskin and as one of his biographers shrewdly noted ‘it is 

impossible to understand the Victorians without understanding Carlyle first.’ Although 

concerned primarily with the effects of West Indian Emancipation, Carlyle’s Occasional 

Discourse and the response offered to it by the political philosopher John Stuart Mill provides 

an insight into the complexity of racial attitudes in Britain and what this meant for attitudes 

toward the American sections. In a domestic context Carlyle criticized ‘Exeter-Hall 

Philanthropy and the Dismal Science,’ a choice of phrase loaded with meaning given his 

personal aversion to middle class telescopic philanthropy and liberal political economy. 

Essentially Carlyle rejected out of hand the utilitarianism of his former pupil Mill and the 

liberalism of men like Richard Cobden and John Bright, which was frequently associated with 

political economy and the reform meetings of Exeter Hall on the Strand in London, home to 

various abolitionist societies. Instead of this sort of urban liberalism, Carlyle embraced a 

romantic political outlook which centred on the image of the ‘great man,’ in the mould of 

Oliver Cromwell, or Frederick the Great. The literary scholar Patrick Brantlinger has noted the 

disillusionment in the intellectual mainstream with Benthamite concepts of reform by figures 

such as Carlyle and Dickens and a polarization between Manchester School laissez-faire 

liberalism, and a Christian-influenced Tory paternalism which emphasized moral reform as a 

precursor to social change as being a hallmark of the period.61 This division had obvious 

consequences for the way that the British engaged with both American sectionalism and the 

United States itself.  

The premise Carlyle worked from philosophically in Occasional Discourse was of 

course a deeply racist one, based on the assumption that blacks would only work under 

compulsion and that compelling them to work (by violent means if necessary), was justified. 
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Similarly, it was clear that a racialized social hierarchy was considered a positive 

arrangement in the ideal Carlylean society.  Within his pamphlet Carlyle addressed American 

slaveholders directly, assuring them ‘that your relation to the Negroes, in this thing called 

slavery (with such an emphasis upon the word) be actually fair, just and according to the 

facts;- fair, I say, not in the sight of New-England platforms, but of God Almighty.’ This 

particular line merits attention because it locates abolition in New England, as opposed to in 

the North as a whole in a manner consistent with Dickens in Martin Chuzzlewit and connects 

the polarization of British ideas of society outlined above to American sectionalism. As one of 

the extreme poles of mainstream British intellectual opinion in the 1840s Carlyle highlights 

some of the fault lines around British interpretations of sectionalism. The romantic intellectual, 

regardless of political affiliation could, in theory, talk themselves into the idea of slavery in the 

South as being mitigated, while the practical utilitarian could not square slavery with their 

theoretical assumptions regardless of context. While Carlyle was undoubtedly an extremist, 

his voice was respected among the British literate classes across the country and in 

Westminster itself. As Brent E. Kinser succinctly put it ‘whether or not people agreed with 

Carlyle, they listened.’62  

The rebuttal which John Stuart Mill published in response to Carlyle, was similarly 

illustrative of the intellectual divisions which existed in British public opinion in this period. The 

context of the Carlyle/Mill debates makes clear that slavery and by extension sectionalism in 
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the United States can only properly be understood against the backdrop of British debates 

over liberal capitalism and Carlylean paternalism. Even as Mill critiqued Carlyle’s view of 

slavery, however, he still noted the violent actions undertaken by urban mobs in New York 

and Philadelphia against known abolitionists, once against attesting to the complexity of 

slavery in American sectional relations from a British perspective.63  

Mill, as a key liberal thinker of the era, may well have spoken for many who might not 

have been expected to embrace Carlyle, but he certainly did not speak for all. In fact, it would 

be incorrect to think his views even reflected a consensus among political liberals. The radical 

liberal MP for Sheffield, and utilitarian disciple of Mill, John Arthur Roebuck for example 

expressed his own annoyance at the ‘telescopic philanthropy’ of abolition, which he saw as 

coming at the cost of the British labouring classes. This was essentially a Carlylean outlook. 

Roebuck had something else in common with Carlyle in that they both maintained that the 

traditional rural gentry, when it was at its best, could act as a paternal force with a sincere 

desire to help the poor. While neither explicitly made the connection it is possible to see how 

this relationship might have been analogous to that of the southern planter to the slave in its 

mythologized, feudal form.64 The intellectual fault lines so evident here, which intersected with 

issues impinging on American sectionalism with regularity illustrate the problems inherent in 

oversimplifying British ideas about American sectionalism. Mill, liberal abolitionist that he was, 

failed to draw an absolute division between North and South on the subject of American 

slavery and, bizarrely, Roebuck and Carlyle, the former Chartist and the arch-Tory of the 

Victorian era both ended up favouring the cause of the South. 
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The 1850s: Charlotte Houstoun to Henry Ashworth 

These sorts of complexities are similarly evident in Charlotte Houstoun’s 1850 

travelogue, Hesperos, a work within which she spent considerably more time on slavery than 

she had in the 1846 text Texas and the Gulf of Mexico. One of the most striking aspects of 

the descriptions provided in Hesperos are Houstoun’s frequent critiques of the treatment of 

northern free blacks. She described for example how ‘these poor outcasts of society are 

neither met with in railroad carriages nor in public rooms; in short, they are, to all intents and 

purposes, considered as creatures decidedly inferior to a domestic animal.’ In a subsequent 

discussion Houstoun explained that ‘the treatment of the negroes in the free states [is] 

sufficient to prove the injustice of the abolitionists, and when we consider that the latter 

profess to be actuated by the most philanthropic motives,- to have a horror of slavery, and to 

act upon the principle that ‘all men equal,’- they would confer upon the slaves the blessings of 

freedom, we come at once upon the inconsistency of which I accuse them.’65 Houstoun was 

evidently imbued with a strong sense of cynicism over northern abolition and she was not 

alone in this attitude. 

 The sort of racial assumptions which characterized the work of Thomas Carlyle were 

also used by Houstoun to underpin her arguments about the position of black Americans in 

North and South. One specific description which Houstoun gave encapsulated this: 

‘experience has, unfortunately, taught us that the negro race when left entirely to their own 

resources, and solely dependent on their own intelligence and industry, instead of rising, will 

rather retrograde than otherwise in the social scale.’ It was not simply the idea of social 

development but the potential economic benefits which Houstoun emphasized and while she 

                                                           
65

 Mrs Houstoun, Hesperos: Or, Travels in the West Volume One (London: John W. Parker, 1850), 
195; Mrs Houstoun, Hesperos: Or Travels in the West Volume Two (London: John W. Parker, 1850), 
205-208. For reactions to Hesperos see Morning Post, 12

th
 Jan 1850, 20

th
 March 1850, 13

th
 Feb 1850; 

Examiner, 19
th
 Jan 1850, 19

th
 June 1850, 16

th
 Feb 1850; Bradford Observer, 31

st
 Jan 1850, 21

st
 Feb 

1850; Standard, 4
th
 Feb 1850, 21

st
 Feb 1850, 16

th
 March 1850; Lancaster Gazette, and General 

Advertiser for Lancashire, Westmorland, Yorkshire &c, 9
th
 Feb 1850; Daily News, 11

th
 Feb 1850; 

Aberdeen Journal, 13
th
 Feb 1850; Morning Chronicle, 19

th
 March 1850, 24

th
 April 1850, 2

nd
 Oct 1850; 

Nottinghamshire Guardian and Midland Advertiser, 2
nd

 May 1850; Glasgow Herald, 6
th
 Dec 1850; 

Newcastle Courant, 21
st
 May 1852. 



63 
 

recognized that ‘the opinion is very prevalent, that slavery is injurious to the interests of the 

United States, and that its existence will probably lead at some future time to a dissolution of 

the Union. This opinion was at one time my own; but, since living in the country, I have taken 

quite another view of the case.’ Houstoun claimed that the opposite was true and slavery ‘is 

not only the main source of wealth of America, but that the advantages derived from it render 

the Northern States and those of the South so dependent on each other, that a separation 

would be the ruin of both.’ Her views on this economic side of the question were couched in 

racial terms and connected to the British experience of West Indian Emancipation from which 

she concluded ‘that the blacks, unless compelled to do so, will never work in a country where 

the liberal hand of nature, by supplying all their wants for a minimum of labour, would seem to 

offer a plea for . . . indolence.’ This was something she claimed was ‘sufficiently proved by 

the present state of our possessions in the West Indies, where, though the accessaries [sic] 

of life are not half so abundant as in the United States, it has been found impossible to induce 

the blacks to labour.’66 Houstoun, therefore, drew heavily on the British experience of West 

Indian Emancipation and placed it within a sectional American context to demonstrate the 

necessity for paternal social relations in a multiracial society.  

Like most observers, Houstoun demonstrated a desire for abolition in the long term. 

While it still existed, however, southern slavery was not solely characterized by brutality and 

upon entering Kentucky, Houstoun took the opportunity to compare the attitudes towards 

enslaved and free blacks in North and South explicitly. She contended that ‘the people of 

Kentucky are so fully awake to these advantages [of long-term abolition], that they are now, I 

believe, quite unanimous in their desire that slavery should be abolished in their state.’ While 

in order to further validate her claims she explained that ‘the Kentucky slaves are, at length, 

beginning to understand that their condition is not so bad but that it might be worse, and that 

even in their fancied paradise, the Free States, they might find cause to regret the land of 

their bondage.’ Houstoun’s account was permeated then by descriptions of slavery which 
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both noted its mitigation and described the commitment to anti-slavery as a long-term aim for 

southerners.67  

Upon arriving in Natchez (Mississippi), Houstoun noted how ‘it was pleasant to see 

the genuine and heartily-expressed joy of their negroes, who, being most of them old 

retainers of the family, came down in numbers to the river side to greet the return of their 

masters, and to be received by them with looks of pleasure, and by a hand cordially and 

kindly extended to each.’ Similarly, she concluded that despite some fears over the idea of a 

slave uprising ‘many of the slave-owners . . . trust implicitly to the good faith and affection of 

their negroes, and. . . are persuaded that, in case of any personal danger to themselves, their 

vassals would be ready to defend them with their lives. This seems a very agreeable 

conviction, and, in all probability, those who entertain this opinion are justified in doing so.’ 

Later observations of plantations along the Mississippi seem to have confirmed Houstoun’s 

suppositions given that she found a ‘granary, storehouses, and workshops’ in addition to ‘the 

hospital for sick negroes.’ As a result of having seen these facilities, she declared herself 

‘satisfied that, on the Mississippi at least, the slaves are invariably treated with kindness.’ 

Houstoun also noted the kitchen gardens which the slaves in the region had and the time 

given for their tending before claiming that ‘their produce is generally bought by their masters, 

who are certain to pay them twice as much as it is worth.’ Again, the planters are portrayed 

as a benevolent class patronizing their social, and racial ‘inferiors.’ Houstoun made clear that 

her ‘remarks apply more particularly to the State of Louisiana than to that of the slave States 

in general, about which [she was] not qualified as an eye-witness to speak,’ and concluded 

that ‘their bondage is not so irksome, or their situation half so unhappy as it is represented to 

be.’ All of these factors allowed her to create the division between slavery in the abstract and 

southern slavery which most British readers would have been accustomed to: 

During this, and my former visit to the United States, I have passed nearly a year in the South, and 

have had good opportunities of ascertaining the true condition of the negro race in this country. This 
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being the case, I have come to the conclusion that the evil exists here in its most modified form, and 

that the domestic slaves are the least unhappy menials in the world; [my emphasis] moreover, I am 

convinced that they are very far from being so severely worked as most of the servants in free 

countries. The accounts of the atrocities committed in the plantations are, I have reason to believe, 

greatly exaggerated: that a great many shocking acts of cruelty and oppression are perpetrated by 

some of the slave-owners in the out of the way parts of Arkansas and the Red River Plantations, 

cannot, I fear, be denied; and moreover, that the lax state of morals is, in many parts of the South, 

painful to think upon; but these instances are the exception to the rule, and I have no hesitation in 

asserting that the universal public feeling in the South is on the side of humanity.
68

 

Houstoun’s explicit rejection of any systemic cruelty in the southern slave system in favour of 

a characterization of the southern slave-owner as a figure with a clear sense of morality 

posited a social relationship between black and white which mitigated a potentially 

objectionable labour system and contributed to the British understanding of the complex 

nature of American sectionalism. 

Throughout the 1850s the complexities of the relationship between American 

sectionalism and slavery continued to be prominent features in British discussions of the 

United States. While each writer had their own nuances, certain features were common. The 

poet and travel writer Lady Emmeline Stuart-Wortley, unlike most other commentators, 

described instances of free blacks receiving equal and compassionate treatment in the North 

in her 1851 narrative Travels in the United States.69 It is worth noting, however, that even 

these free blacks with whom she was so impressed were still servants and that she also 

claimed to have found instances of the paternalistic relationship offering genuine mitigation to 

the conditions of slavery in the South. In fact, after spending time on the plantation of 
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President Zachary Taylor in Natchez, she concluded that ‘the slaves themselves were, as 

well fed, comfortably clothed, and kindly cared for in every way as possible, and seemed as 

thoroughly happy and contented.’ Even while she recognized the role of violence in 

maintaining discipline, she explained that ‘it is very rarely that negroes are ill-treated, except, 

as I was told by an American, occasionally by small farmers, emigrants, who have never had 

such power before and who are often led to abusing it.’70  

Similarly, the agriculturalist James F.W Johnston, writing in the same year as Stuart-

Wortley, presented instances of northern racism to his readers in the same way that his 

predecessors had done. Just like Carlyle and others before him, Johnston located the heart 

of American abolitionism in New England. He did not, however, form a clear North/South 

sectional division based on this. It was New England specifically which had an abolitionist 

agenda, rather than the North as a whole, and as an illustration of this difference Johnston 

drew his readers attention back to a riot in Philadelphia in 1834 during which mobs had 

physically driven free blacks out of their traditional roles as the cities unskilled labour force. 

This continued emphasis on the complex position of slavery in different areas of America was 

not simply a feature of popular published accounts it took on the status of orthodox opinion 

and entered into the discourse of high politics. British Minister John F. Crampton, for 

example, when discussing a dispute arising from the Negro Seaman Laws advised the 

Charleston consul George Buckley-Matthew on the 20th February 1852 that opposition to the 

act could stimulate a violent response ‘not only in the South, but all over the United States.’71 
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Stuart-Wortley, Johnston and Crampton all, in various ways, continued to deploy 

recognizable tropes of slavery in the United States which undermined a clear division 

between North and South on the subject. None of these figures advocated the slave system, 

yet they all demonstrated that slavery was a national institution, and if any regionality could 

be attached to abolition it only applied to New England, rather than the free states as a whole. 

In 1852, the eminent Irish-born lawyer Edward Sullivan gave further illustrations of the 

lack of division in British eyes between North and South on the subject of slavery. Sullivan 

was clearly aware of the idea of mitigated slavery in the South and conceded that the slaves 

‘seemed very happy. . . and chatted away like so many monkeys; the thoughtless happiness, 

however, of the American slaves, which is always in the mouth of the free and enlightened 

citizen as an argument in favour of slavery, is not the happiness of a human being, but that of 

an animal.’ Sullivan, in a manner similar to Harriet Martineau was clearly concerned that this 

mitigated slavery was not underpinned by a sense of moral responsibility since ‘profit, and 

profit at any cost, is all the slave-owner thinks of, and to that he will, if necessary, sacrifice the 

health and comfort, and even the life itself of his slaves.’ Sullivan also emphasized the 

violence of slavery since ‘a slave can get no protection from the cruelty of his master; the law, 

and what is of much more importance, public opinion, countenances the corporeal 

punishments of slaves,’ while he rejected the idea of southerners frequently offering 

manumission to their chattels, informing his readers instead that ‘many of the States have 

prohibited the emancipation of slaves, except under such heavy securities and liabilities as 

render it next to impossible.’ Despite this catalogue of criticisms, Sullivan also made it clear 

that the situation was hardly better in the free states and that even though ‘in the northern 
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free States . . . he [the free black] has the legal position of a citizen, the right of voting. . .if he 

dared to avail himself of his privilege . . . he would be turned out as sure as possible.’ 

Consequently, ‘his social position in the south is better than in the north; he is treated equally 

as a dog in both, with this difference, that in the south he is sometimes a pet dog, whereas in 

the north his is always a cur, kicked and hooted on every occasion.’ In terms of abolition the 

north appeared to have little to brag about, in fact Sullivan described abolitionists in the North 

as ‘a small minority of loud-talking men, who are just tolerated.’72 For Sullivan, not only did the 

North lack any true commitment to abolish slavery, but it was complicit in its maintenance. 

On the subject of the Fugitive Slave Law, passed in 1850, which demanded the arrest 

of anyone thought to be a runaway slave in any state of the nation, and which had been 

accepted (albeit in some cases grudgingly or with some resistance) by northern politicians, 

Sullivan contended that it was ‘the most iniquitous bill ever framed by human beings.’ 

Interestingly enough the novelist Charles Kingsley, in discussing this same act, suggested 

that the Union should have broken up because of it, an idea which was not unique to him and 

had previous been discussed by Godley as a way to disconnect the free states from the slave 

system. Sullivan provided detail on the Fugitive Slave Law and described its passage as 

‘proof of the feeling of the country against the negro,’ for which: 

The abolitionists are quite as much to blame as the southern men; for at the same time that they hold 

white-chokered [sic] meetings, expressing in the strongest terms their abhorrence of slavery, and their 

commiseration, even affection, for anything black, and get up subscriptions to send tracts and red 

flannel waistcoats to the little negroes on the Gold coast, they yet, without the slightest attempt at 

                                                           
72

 Edward Sullivan, Rambles and Scrambles in North and South America (London: Richard Bentley, 
1852), 194-196, 199, 202-203, 208-210. For a sample of the reviews, adverts etc. of Rambles and 
Scrambles see Examiner, 14

th
 Aug 1852, 2

nd
 Oct 1852; Daily News, 4

th
 Sept 1852, 20

th
 Oct 1852, 13

th
 

Nov 1852; Standard, 6
th
 Sept 1852, 8

th
 Sept 1852; Morning Post, 8

th
 Sept 1852, 6

th
 Dec 1852, 21

st
 Oct 

1857; Lancaster Gazette, and General Advertiser for Lancashire, Westmorland, Yorkshire, &c., 9
th
 Oct 

1852; Leeds Mercury, 9
th
 Oct 1852; Leicester Chronicle: or, Commercial and Agricultural Advertiser, 

16
th
 Oct 1852; Bradford Observer, 25

th
 Nov 1852; Huddersfield Chronicle and West Yorkshire 

Advertiser, 14
th
 May 1853; Morning Chronicle, 1

st
 June 1853, 28

th
 Oct 1854. 



69 
 

resistance, suffer the poor slave that has escaped, and (trusting to their expressions of sympathy) has 

taken refuge among them, to be torn from his home, or carried back to an enraged master.
73

 

In its review of Sullivan’s work in December 1852 Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine offered a 

valuable illustration of the reception given to the ambiguities of these texts. The reviewer 

bemoaned the brutality of slavery and maintained that the system must be abolished ‘even if 

the negro is considered intellectually inferior to the white man.’ However, in terms of the 

attitudes displayed towards free blacks in the sections the Blackwood’s writer did not give his 

readers a neat sectional division, instead noting (in a manner consistent with Sullivan) that ‘in 

the northern states, it is true, slavery does not exist; but in those states the social condition of 

the negro is hardly better than in the south.’74  

This consistent message which rejected any close relationship between the northern 

section as a whole and abolitionism, while claiming a level of mitigation for the condition of 

slaves in the South, continued to be deployed and was usually underpinned in Britain by 

distinctive racial ideas. The novelist William Makepeace Thackeray, whose reputation was 

only second to Dickens in the period, provides an illustration of how sectionalism and British 

racial ideas were locked together. Thackeray visited the South in 1853, and although he 
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published no travelogue, his correspondence provides an insight into the connections, in the 

mind of a key British commentator, between race, slavery and sectionalism in the United 

States. Thackeray specifically rejected the notion of a human similarity between the races, 

writing that ‘Sambo is not my man & my brother; the very aspect of his face is grotesque,’ and 

even though he maintained the evil of slavery in theory he explained that ‘the sum of 

unhappiness is as great among our wretched poor as it can be here; controversy has this 

good in it that it will pique black & white man-owners into generosity & I dare say better the 

labourers’ condition in Dorsetshire as in Virginia,’ while he described Richmond as ‘the 

merriest little place and the most picturesque I have seen in America.’ Thackeray would 

subsequently redeploy the racialized language of his letters in his later novel Philip, in which 

the mulatto Captain Woolcomb requests an audience to: ‘VOTE FOR ME! AM I NOT A MAN 

AND A BRUDDER,’ in mocking reference to the slogan of British abolition.75 Thackeray’s 

correspondence from the South was revealing about British opinion on the America sections 

illustrating, as it did, the power of the romantic paternal myth particularly to anyone 

subscribing (as Thackeray did) to the notion of a racial hierarchy. The South appeared to 

embody a paternal, feudal style social system which had many advantages over the industrial 

capitalism of Britain, contributing to the image of mitigated slavery in the South which would 

eventually be key to pro-Confederate propaganda in Britain.   

The image of southern slavery being mitigated in the way that Thackeray seemed to 

suggest was not a mode of thinking solely identifiable among the literati, even those within 

the government failed to make the moral division between free and slave states which Union 

supporters during the Civil War would be so keen to convince the public had been at the root 

of the conflict. The British Ambassador John F.T Crampton wrote in 1853 that the North’s 

‘social prejudice against negroes is just as strong as that of the South, and their hatred of the 
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Southern Slavery rests upon other grounds than ours,’ meaning that abolition in the United 

States was political in its nature, as opposed to moral.76  For Crampton the US debate over 

slavery illustrated a difference in the sections in terms of political posturing as opposed to a 

moral division. At least as late as 1853 therefore, and among the highest echelons of the 

British Government, the northern states were not viewed as being inclined to abolition, a 

reality that would influence initial reactions to the Civil War in the corridors of British power. 

The lack of equitable treatment for free black Americans was emphasized once again 

in the 1854 travelogue of the noted physiologist and social reformer Marshall Hall. He 

described for example how in Pennsylvania ‘no one of this persecuted race may drive an 

omnibus,’ and that in New York ‘an African gentleman . . . may not take his seat in that public 

conveyance.’ These examples of the treatment which free blacks suffered were described by 

Hall as a ‘second slavery of prejudice and oppression,’ a telling indication of the apparent lack 

of difference between the lives of blacks in the North and the South. He provided a 

particularly detailed account of free African-American communities in New York whose 

residents lived in a far from enviable state: ‘[In] Flushing and Jamaica, both in Long Island . . . 

there are two colonies of free Africans, of about three hundred and two hundred respectively, 

left by the abolition of slavery. They are in the most degraded and wretched condition.’ 

Outside of the urban North-east he noted that ‘Connecticut, Ohio and Illinois, of the free 

States, have most disgraced themselves in their legislation against the African race.’ This did 

not mean, however, that Hall endorsed slavery. Instead he contended that ‘when he [the 

slave] has escaped from the slavery of the land, he finds himself bowed down by a slavery of 

prejudice and oppression. One thing, and one alone can nobly emancipate him: it is a well-

combined plan of education, discipline, elevation and wealth,’ and as evidence of this he cited 
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various examples of former slaves excelling in the right circumstances.77 Hall’s confidence 

here and his apparent lack of belief in racial determinism attests to the fact that he held 

distinctive opinions when compared to somebody such as Thackeray. Nevertheless in his 

published account of the condition of free blacks he further contributed to a discourse which 

would undermine British support for the cause of the North during the Civil War. 

Hall juxtaposed his descriptions of the North with images of slavery in the South which 

gave examples of the mitigated nature of the system. Interestingly, Hall published his 

travelogue almost two years after a text which might have been expected to stimulate a clear 

anti-southern reaction in Britain, the abolitionist writer Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin. This explicitly abolitionist book was written, at least partially, as an indictment of 

the Fugitive Slave Law and followed the lives of the slave’s Tom and Eliza as the latter was 

sold down the river to the brutal Louisiana slaveholder, Simon Legree, and the former 

attempted to escape slavery with her child. A prominent reviewer, the economist Nassau 

William Senior, published an analysis of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the Edinburgh Review, a text 

which was later extended and reprinted in the form of a pamphlet. Senior drew on a number 

of well understood themes relating to slavery in the United States but he did so without 

sugaring his criticisms with the positive interpretation of the southern slaveholder which some 

writers had done. Interestingly, Senior also drew a distinct line between North and South on 

the basis of slavery in a way which was reflected later in Civil War propaganda in Britain. 

Unsurprisingly he claimed, that ‘for the first two years after the passing of the Act [Fugitive 

Slave Act], the lower classes in New York and Boston enjoyed the excitement of a negro hunt 

as much as our rustics enjoy following a fox hunt.’ However he claimed a unique influence for 

Stowe’s work, and although it was unlikely (in his view) ‘that the mere reading of the novel 
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would have much affected them . . . it was dramatized and acted in the Bowery theatre in 

New York.’78  

Uncle Tom’s Cabin was a publishing sensation in Britain and sold a million copies in 

its first year of circulation, reaching the highest levels of government and being read by both 

Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. Despite its apparent popularity, however, the literary 

scholar Audrey Fisch has noted that reviewers (Senior notwithstanding) tended to have 

serious reservations about the text, feeling that it was irrational and irresponsible in its 

ideological foundations and sub-standard as literature. As The Times put it in September 

1852 ‘we have little doubt at all . . . that the very readiest way to rivet the fetters of slavery in 

these critical times is to direct against all slaveholders in America to opprobrium and 

indignation which such works as Uncle Tom’s Cabin are sure to excite.’79 Placing the 

criticisms of this novel in the context of the British views of sectionalism throws further light on 

complex position of slavery in British ideas of North and South. While a popular and influential 

indictment of slavery and a capable piece of abolitionist propaganda, for many in Britain 

Stowe’s also work raised serious questions about American abolition and as the reaction of 

The Times demonstrates, continued to raise questions about whether the movement was 

helping or hindering abolition in the South. 

Similarly, while Charles Dickens commended Stowe on her intentions with the work, 

he criticized its ‘overstrained conclusions and violent extremes.’ Understanding the complex 
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nature of reactions to Uncle Tom’s Cabin in Britain helps to explain the apparent anomaly that 

two years after this seminal novel’s publication the physician Marshall Hall could still contend 

that ‘the African in the slavery of the United States is usually so well cared for, that he is for 

the most part, according to the expression of Henry Clay, ‘fat and sleek,’ and his numbers 

increase in a higher ratio than those of the European.’ Hall compared this treatment directly to 

the situation in the free states in which the free black was ‘so crushed by State legislation and 

popular prejudice’ while emphasizing the close social relationship which existed between 

black and white in the South. He drew specific attention to the apparently paternal nature of 

the master/slave relationship describing having ‘witnessed [it] myself with the utmost 

satisfaction’ while he described how ‘at Richmond, I was kindly invited to visit a gentleman, 

the hospitable owner of a plantation on the James River. I visited the “cabins” of the negro-

slaves, and saw them at their daily occupations in the farm-yard and in the corn-fields. Their 

physical comfort and well-being appeared to me to be perfect.’ For all these apparent 

examples of mitigation, however, Hall maintained that he was no apologist for slavery, he 

likened the treatment of the southern slave to that of the physical well-being of cattle, and 

conceded that the power which the slaveowners possessed over the lives of their chattels 

might allow cruelty to be a feature of the system in some instances. Hall also maintained that 

the very nature of the slavery system brought with it an inherent indignity, and after observing 

the violent punishment of a slave concluded that he ‘felt indignant that one man should have 

the power and the heart so to treat another.’ The solution to the problem of southern slavery 

would, however, as far as Hall was concerned, not come about as a result of northern 

abolition, in fact, ‘the case of the poor slave has been aggravated by the violent but vain 

efforts of the abolitionist.’ Hall’s sentiment evoked the opinion of John Robert Godley from a 

decade in earlier by contending that any abolitionism which did exist in the North was having 

a detrimental influence on the lives of southern slaves. Even when its existence was 
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recognized by British observers therefore, the ‘northern’ abolition movement was still 

frequently described in less than complimentary terms.80 

The contention of Hall, and many of those before him, that the condition of slavery 

was not as bad as might be expected continued to feature in the works of British 

commentators and ensured that the image of mitigated southern slavery endured through to 

the end of the 1850s. This was evident in the 1857 travel narrative of the writer Amelia M. 

Murray entitled Letters from the United States, Cuba and Canada. Murray for instance quoted 

a work published in the South which presented slavery as the most appropriate labour 

solution based on the social makeup of the South. This work explained that ‘slavery may not 

be the best system of labour, but it is the best for the negro in this country.’  The image of the 

paternal southerner which had had such a significant history in British discourse of the South 

also ran throughout Murray’s work, with her first experiences of slavery in Baltimore given in 

these terms, a mode of description which very much sets the scene for her subsequent 

depictions. Her later experiences were typified by the notion of slave and masters as deeply 

attached to one another, with slaves described as ‘well-clothed, merry and content,’ ‘good-

natured, and easy in their manner,’ and observations of a group of slaves in New Orleans 

who considered ‘Mr. L. more in the light of their father than their master.’ Murray’s most 

extensive experience came while staying on a plantation in Darien (Georgia), her account of 

which combined various references to her belief that ‘the negro race is incapable of self-

government’ with the conclusion that ‘a happy attached negro population surrounds this 

abode; I never saw servants or any old English family more comfortable, or more devoted; it 

is quite a relief to see anything so patriarchal, after the apparently uncomfortable relations of 

masters and servants in the Northern States.’81 
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The views of slavery which Murray held and which seemingly crystalized in Darien are 

illustrative of an idealized form of southern slavery which some of the British liked to imagine 

existed in the section with its extensive paternal connections. Without saying so outright 

Murray came near, on a number of occasions, to suggesting that the paternal relationship 

between slave and master might actually be preferable to that of industrial worker and 

capitalist in both the northern states and Britain. In terms of the North, Murray classified the 

abolitionist movement (in manner somewhat similar to Hall), as represented by Henry Ward 

Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe, as pursuing a desirable end. This was an almost 

obligatory sentiment since few Britons, whatever they made of the paternal connection, would 

subscribe to the ‘positive good’ thesis which would underpin any claim that slavery should not 

eventually be abolished. Murray, however, claimed that these abolitionists were unaware of 

the difficulties of the situation and in some cases were simply hypocritical: ‘the patience, the 

consideration shown by white gentlemen and gentlewomen towards these “darkies,” I could 

say to some anti-slavery people I have known, “Go thou and do likewise.’ One of the few 

northerners with whom Murray appeared to be in agreement was New York Democrat, 

Horatio Seymour, who envisioned a plan for gradual emancipation ‘not by stringent laws and 

ill-judged prohibitions, but by the introduction of free labour.’82 This was a gradualist approach 

to abolition which saw the end of slavery coming as a slow process, a method which had 

considerable appeal for Murray. As she travelled around the Charleston area, she gave her 

own vision of the sanitized and paternal slave holder in the South, as well describing how the 

British should treat these men and women when she noted that: 
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I begin to mark cotton plantations, and my compassionate feelings are rapidly changing sides. It 

appears to me our benevolent intentions in England have taken a mistaken direction, and that we 

should bestow our compassion on the masters instead of the slaves. The former by no means enjoy 

the incubu with which circumstances have loaded them, and would be only too happy if they could 

supersede black labour by white; but as to the negroes, they are the merriest, and most contented set 

of people I ever saw; of course there are exceptions, but I am inclined to suspect that we have as 

much vice, and more suffering, than is caused by the unfortunate institution of Slavery [sic]; and I very 

much doubt if freedom will ever make the black population, in mass, anything more than a set of 

grown-up children. Even as to the matter of purchase and sale, it is disliked by masters; and I find 

compassion very much wasted on the objects of it.
83

 

Murray’s Charlestonian slave-holders were apparently therefore fulfilling a role in a paternal 

social setting, and what was more, were involved in the buying and selling of slaves not 

based on an abstract belief in its righteousness but simply as a function of operating within 

the pre-existing social structure. 

The nuances within American slavery noted by British commentators such as Amelia 

Murray which differentiated between abstract slavery, southern slavery and abolition were 

obvious in another popular travelogue, James Stirling’s 1857 Letters from the Slave States. 

Within his account of the South, Stirling drew the distinction between abstract slavery and 

mitigated forms of the system in clear terms. He described slavery itself as ‘an accursed 

thing’ and claimed that he pitied ‘the white men who labour under this affliction, and to whom 

this plague has been handed down by their and our forefathers.’ Stirling certainly had 

confidence in his convictions and before he had even arrived in the South maintained that 

‘even if the planters’ stories were true, and the slaves were really as ‘happy’ as they would 

have us believe, it would alter my hatred of slavery not a jot.’ Despite this confidence he 

conceded that ‘on the whole, and taking the slave population of all the States, statistics prove 

incontestably that the treatment of the slaves must be reasonably good.’ Stirling also reported 
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having been told by a number of slaves themselves that ‘on the whole, their condition had 

decidedly improved of late years; and that especially in the towns, where the check of public 

opinion operates, they are considerately treated,’ concluding that ‘the slave-owning 

community have participated in the growing humanity of the age.’ Interestingly, northern 

abolition was having a negative, rather than a positive effect on this development. Stirling 

reported that ‘the present strife between North and South has been very prejudicial to the 

position of the slave, and has materially added to the rigour of his treatment. Indeed the 

South admits this, and makes it a charge against the abolitionist North.’84 

Abolition and the treatment of free blacks in the North was the topic which Stirling, in a 

manner similar to previous observers, used to bridge the gap between the apparently obvious 

differences between slave and free states. His descriptions of the negative influence of 

northern abolition on the condition of slaves notwithstanding, Stirling claimed to have 

identified pro-abolition sentiments in the South and noted that ‘a not inconsiderable class of 

men in the Southern States, especially in the more northern ones, and in all the commercial 

cities . . . see clearly the evils of slavery, and would fain see it done away with.’ He further 

expanded upon this and stated that ‘symptoms are not wanting of anti-slavery feeling in the 

frontier Slave States’ and described how ‘in Missouri and Kentucky, Abolitionist movements 

have already taken place; and perhaps, ere long, the grand ‘Old Dominion’ [Virginia] herself 

will re-assert the noble abhorrence of slavery that yet breathes and burns in the words of her 

wise men of olden times.’ On the topic of long-term prospects Stirling confidently concluded 

that ‘slavery cannot continue in the South. The governing class of the South is too highly-

civilized to co-exist with slavery’ this was something peculiarly southern as far as Stirling was 

concerned since ‘slavery may subsist in Brazil or Cuba, among degenerate, sensual races, 
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but it cannot exist side by side with Anglo-Saxon civilization.’85 As late as 1857 therefore it 

seems that British perceptions of the sectional disputes in the United States were 

fundamentally different from those which Civil War propagandists for the North would try to 

propound. The Mason-Dixon Line was an apparently permeable boundary between the 

regions and the observations of British figures in the public sphere such as Stirling made 

clear that no absolute division between freedom in the North and slavery in the South existed.  

Echoing Stirling and those before him in many ways by rejecting a clear division 

between freedom and slavery following the Mason Dixon Line, was another work published in 

1857, American Slavery and Colour by William Chambers. Chambers was one of the era’s 

most successful and well-known publishers and boasted among his achievements the 

establishment of Chambers Edinburgh Journal, and the production of some of the first cheap 

editions of authors including Tobias Smollett, John Locke, Sir Walter Scott and Daniel Defoe. 

In his travelogue Chambers was consistently negative in the descriptions which he gave of 

the treatment of blacks in the free states. Speaking generally on the subject he contended 

that ‘it is not possible to speak without indignation of the contumelies to which free coloured 

persons are exposed throughout the United States; and what is most offensive of all is, that 

more flagrant cases of maltreatment occur in the North [rather] than the South.’ Chambers 

went on to give further illustrations of the attitudes he saw evinced towards free blacks and 

described how ‘nothing is more common in the northern states than to hear the free people of 

colour spoke of disparagingly.’ Similarly he contended that ‘it was no unusual occurrence for 

an inoffensive man of colour, particularly if he was decently dressed, to be openly assaulted 

by white persons’ and described ‘riots of the most frightful nature [which] occurred in New 

York, Philadelphia, Boston and Cincinnati.’ A certain level of regional variation was, however, 

in evidence in the free states, so while in New York and Philadelphia free blacks were 
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excluded from colleges, ‘in Boston coloured lawyers [are] practising at the bar,’ and 

Chambers also noted instances of ‘coloured physicians, lecturers and manufacturers.’86  

While he outlined these regional variations, it must also be noted that Chambers did 

identify a coherent, if small, abolitionist movement in the free states broadly and gave 

particular details about the American Anti-Slavery Society and Massachusetts Anti-Slavery 

Society concluding that ‘abolition principles are said to be making progress in the North.’ 

Interestingly, particularly given what would subsequently occur during the Civil War, 

Chambers drew his readers’ attention to the ideology of disunionists in the United States who 

maintained that the ending of the Union was the only route to abolition.87 This final image of 

disunion hastening the end of slavery whether for the simple reason that the Union would no 

longer be linked to the slave states, or because, as previous writers had contended, once the 

political pressure of the North had been removed, southerners would be more open to 

gradual abolition, still contributed to the same discourse in the context of the Civil War which 

rejected a connection between the Union and anti-slavery. 

Legally and politically, as William Chambers saw it, the North was heavily implicated 

in the slave system. He described the Missouri Compromise as an illustration of northerners 

‘seeing slavery fortif[ied] and extend[ed], provided it keep within a certain limit,’ while he 

emphasized that even the clergy of New England ‘made no objection to the Fugitive Slave 

Law.’ Speaking about slavery in sectional terms more broadly he informed his readers that 

‘but for the selfish compromises of the North, slavery must long since had been extinct’ since 

the northerners ‘seek to conciliate the South, for the sake of selfish interests.’ These selfish 

interests combined both the basic need for southern raw materials in the North and the 
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political compromise by which ‘the South votes for Protection, and the North in return votes 

for Slavery’ all of which meant that ‘the question of slavery had never, as a general rule, been 

seriously entertained by the great northern orators in congress. The thing which was really 

fought for. . .was political power.’88 The idea of a lack of commitment to the cause of abolition 

in the North, and the cynical politics which apparently existed behind the slavery debate, took 

on particular resonance during the Civil War. The lack of abolitionist heritage which 

Chambers emphasized here frequently undermined the attempts of pro-northern advocates in 

Britain during the Civil War to portray the cause of the Federal government as being that of 

abolition. Even when action was taken against slavery, as in the case of the Emancipation 

Proclamation, a cynical eye was cast over it by a British public who were accustomed to 

viewing slavery as a political, rather than a moral debate in American sectional politics. 

As the 1850s came to a close and the prospect of war in the United States seemed 

more real to British observers, the complex relationship between slavery and sectionalism, 

which sat at the heart of the debate about the way the nation should react, was characterized 

by a lack of unanimity even among the British political classes. In the aftermath of John 

Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry, the Secretary of the American Legation in London, Benjamin 

Moran noted in his diary how The Times had reacted to the event, reporting that the 

newspaper had drawn its readers attention to the desire of abolitionists to have ‘the 

population of the southern states turned into a mixed race’ as well as drawing comparisons 

with events in ‘Hayti’ [Haiti] and Costa Rica.’ Lord Lyons wrote from Washington to Lord John 

Russell on the subject of John Brown’s raid and informed him that ‘the extraordinary 

excitement and alarm which exist [s] in Virginia since Harpers Ferry [is] not very confirmatory 

of the confidence which the Planters profess to feel in the “happy and attached Peasantry” by 

which euphonious appellation they love to designate their Slaves.’ Lyons’s use of this term 
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and his cynicism over its truth takes us to the heart of British opinion of southern slavery on 

the eve of the Civil War.89 The British were accustomed to the notion of the paternal planter 

and the racial ideas which underpinned it were well established by the end of the 1850s. This 

paternal myth was a central pillar of southern identity at the outbreak of the war for those in 

Britain attempting to advocate the cause of the Confederacy and there is plenty of evidence 

that this trope possessed a long history in Britain as something which mitigated slavery. Yet, 

the British had always been somewhat cynical about its accuracy and this consistent 

narrative undermining the race and slavery relationship in its most idealized form came to be 

key for pro-Union figures in Britain. It essentially gave these men and women space to 

engage with the idealized version of southern slavery and to undermine it. 

As late as 1860 the cotton manufacturer and free trade activist Henry Ashworth gave 

a series of lectures at the Bolton (Lancashire) Mechanics’ Institute in which he failed to draw 

a clear distinction between North and South on the slavery issue despite being a liberal and 

close friend of Richard Cobden. The fact that someone like Ashworth would see such a level 

of complexity in the debate over American abolition further attests to the sophistication of 

British engagement with sectionalism. While clearly opposed to slavery and personally 

shocked both by his experience at a slave auction in New Orleans and after being informed 

about the use of the slave system in Kentucky for ‘the advantage to be derived from [the] sale 

of the offspring of slaves to the planters of the south,’ Ashworth’s description of southern 

slavery was not simple of list of brutalities. On the Sea Island plantations he found ‘hospitals, 

with well-trained nurses in attendance [being] regularly provided by the planters.’ He similarly 

noted In Mississippi that ‘the slaves were regarded with the same sort of attention as in South 

Carolina; the hospitals and other arrangements for the sick were provided in the same 
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manner; and the slaves had their garden plots.’90 Ashworth therefore presented slavery not 

simply as an exploitative labour system characterized by violence, but as a reciprocal social 

arrangement on a paternal model. 

He also noted how an unnamed Scottish born, South Carolina Sea Island planter 

drew a comparison for him between the recollections he had of ‘the poor dependent classes 

in Great Britain and Ireland,’ and the South Carolina slave, concluding that the latter ‘was a 

gainer by the amount of care and attention which was daily exercised by his employer for his 

welfare.’ Ashworth similarly informed his audience that further along in his travels he had met 

with a slave who ‘was pleased to tell us of his allowance of rations,- how much pork, how 

much bread, and other articles he daily received. We inquired if he knew in what manner the 

old people were provided for in his own country. The poor fellow, with a loud laugh, and 

knowing look, exclaimed “no pork there, Massa!”.’ Ashworth also specifically dissociated the 

slaveholder from the accusations of violence which were a staple of abolitionist literature, 

explaining that ‘we never saw any deadly weapon in the hands of any of the American 

planters, or their servants: the driver would carry a whip, but the whips did not appear very 

frightful to look upon.’91 The liberal Ashworth was precisely the sort of figure one would 

assume would make a strong division between North and South on the basis of slaveholding, 

with a round denunciation of the latter, yet that was not the case. He may have disliked the 

idea of slavery but even in the months immediately before the war he still described the 

southern slaveholder as a being a paternal figure in many cases, just as Trollope, Brothers, 

Lyell, Houstoun and others had been doing for the previous thirty years. 

To speak then of a dominant discourse neatly dividing the northern and southern 

states when it came to the topic of slavery before the American Civil War is an over-

simplification. A close examination of the works of some of the periods’ popular intellectuals 
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highlights that any assumption of this sort is unsustainable. Rather, it is apparent that the 

distinction between the North and South on the subject of slavery was not something 

interchangeable with that which pro-Federals claimed existed between the Union and 

Confederacy during the war. At the same time, the terms slave-states and free-states were 

evidently common currency among British commentators when they described the regions 

and in this sense sectionalism and slavery interacted with British ideas about the United 

States. Yet, the dividing lines and the actual implications of the terminology were 

complicated. Certainly slavery was a central pillar of southern identity in British minds but this 

did not automatically imply sympathy with the northern states. This lack of affinity existed for 

a number of interrelated reasons. First, even though the owning of slaves was central to the 

southern divergence from the North, in British opinion at least, it was not the sole defining 

difference. For the thirty years prior to the Civil War the British public had read about southern 

abolitionists and pro-slavery northerners. Secondly and intimately related to this factor was 

the prevalent image of the North as heavily implicated in the slave system. The notion of free 

blacks in the North being treated appallingly despite the region’s claims to social equality 

meant that for many in Britain the North was not on a higher moral ground than the South. 

Slavery, race and abolition in a sectional context therefore were often cast in terms of pure 

political expediency and as part of a northern attempt to enforce its economic vision over that 

of the South. American abolition was, consequently, not the moral crusade which the British 

regularly contended had driven their own campaign to abolish slavery. The image of ‘the 

good North’ was also subverted by the common division of it into sub regions with New 

England as the only one seen as having a moral commitment to abolition. In the longer term 

this undermined the image of a clear northern view of slavery which could be transferred to 

the cause of the Union during the Civil War. 

Along with this more nuanced view of the American sections and slavery, the British 

intellectual context of the period with regard to race also played a role in undermining the use 

of slavery to single out and condemn the American South. R. J. M. Blackett has correctly 
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noted that racism in Britain gradually increased through the 1830s, ‘40s and ‘50s, and the 

perceived ‘failure’ of West Indian Emancipation, combined with the growing popularity of 

biological, anthropological and ethnographical theories of racial hierarchy all contributed to 

this change. With this development came ideas of a racial hierarchy in which different social 

and labouring roles were seen as appropriate to different races. Frequently this brought with it 

the conception of paternal relationships as being the ideal links between those in different 

racial groups. Thomas Carlyle might have taken this to its extreme in his justification of 

violently compelled labour in Occasional Discourse, but the underlying idea influenced the 

thinking of many in the intellectual mainstream and those from various political persuasions. 

Crucially, it had clear implications for the understanding of sectional relations in America. For 

somebody like William Makepeace Thackeray, who rejected the use of violence in labour 

relations, but also rejected the idea of racial equality, the South had the potential to represent 

a form of slavery which mitigated the worst effects of the labour system by embracing 

paternal responsibility.92  

Qualifiers of this sort do not mean that many in Britain actively advocated slavery or 

did not frequently criticize the South. The true nature of the relationship between slavery and 

sectionalism for the British was a complex one since, between 1832 and the firing on Fort 

Sumter, the British public were bombarded with descriptions of the United States which 

offered images of the various interactions between race, slavery and sectionalism. Southern 

slavery was commonly seen as being mitigated by its apparent paternalism, which rendered it 

a pragmatic social system in the immediate term. Conversely the North was seen as being 

deeply implicated in the system (still objectionable in the abstract from a British perspective) 

as well as treating its free black population at least as bad, if not worse, than slaves. By the 

outbreak of the Civil War then there was no consensus image of the Union as crusading for 

abolition, and when the Lincoln government remained silent on the topic few in Britain had 

any reason to believe John Bright, when he informed an audience in Rochdale in December 
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1861 that ‘the conscience of the North [had never been] satisfied with the institution of 

slavery.’93 
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Chapter Two: ‘Specimens of the Old English Gentlemen, descendants of the old 

English families’: Seeing Britain in the American Sections 

  Almost a year after John Bright had attempted to tell the British public that the Union 

fought for abolition, a claim which went against British pre-war conceptions of the northern 

states, one of the most vitriolic of the pro-Confederate texts produced during the Civil War 

was published. D.W Mitchell’s 1862 Ten Years Residence in the United States, which 

recalled its author’s life in America in the wake of the 1848 revolutions in Europe, presented 

the positive aspects which southern advocates wished to disseminate to the British public in 

clear terms. He stated that ‘to this day Old Virginia is more like Old England than is any part 

of New England or the true Yankeedom’ as well as noting that ‘there were few Irish in the 

South’ in comparison to urban areas of the North. This was particularly true of New York, a 

city in which ‘the Celtic Irish form a large [part], probably more than a third.’94 This chapter 

contends that Mitchell was very much in line with established British ideas in his claims about 

ethnic links between the South and Britain. The sort of regional ethnic and cultural divisions 

which he highlighted had existed in the British imagination for at least thirty years before the 

outbreak of the Civil War. His book was a consequence of the work of the many travellers 

before him who gave the British public descriptions of the cultural and ethnic geography of 

each American section and who frequently used the relationship of a section to Britain itself 

as a point of reference. This ‘seeing’ of Britain in the cultural and ethnic traits of the northern 
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and southern states had major political implications for the British relationship to America 

during the sectional crises of the 1860s. 

 The complex ethnic and cultural connections which contributed to a developing sense 

of Britishness and Americaness between 1832 and 1861 mean that the place of sectionalism 

in this narrative has often been obscured. In a way this is understandable since each nation 

was reorientating their sense of self with reference to one another in this period. Writing in the 

magazine Table Talk in 1833, the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge noted that, when it came to 

the British ‘they [Americans] hate [us], no doubt, just as brothers hate.’ Coleridge, in this 

simple sentiment, got to the heart of the apparent paradox of the transatlantic relationship in 

this period. The Anglo-American connection was often characterized by a recognition of the 

similarities between Britain and America but at the same time expressions of Anglophobia or 

anti-Americanism. Many historians have been aware of this phenomenon but it needs to be 

examined in the context of the sectional differences which British commentators identified. 

Key to understanding this sectional differentiation and its relationship to Anglophobia (that is 

Americans using explicitly anti-British rhetoric) and un-Britishness (meaning the use of non-

British cultural, social and political practices) was the apparent proximity of both to non-British 

ethnic groups. The central group here was undoubtedly the Irish, and while conflating 

Irishness and Anglophobia together may be overly simplistic, historians of the Irish in the 

United States such as Kerby A. Miller and Hasia R. Diner have noted the significance of 

Anglophobic ideas in the rhetoric of Irish communities. Crucially the use of this anti-British 

language was not lost on British observers of American life.95 This chapter therefore contends 

that ideas of Anglophobia in American politics were frequently linked to a lack of ethnic and 

cultural Britishness in particular parts of the United States. British observers often explicitly 
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sectionalized these connections, providing a framework for the identities of different regions 

which, when the Civil War broke out, became integral to the way the British understood both 

the Union and Confederacy. This sectionalizing developed into an understanding of three 

distinctive ethno-cultural enclaves in the United States; the British New England, the British 

South and the non-British mid-Atlantic. These regions were in turn often associated with 

either Anglophobia or Anglophilia by British observers. 

 Writing in her 1837 travelogue Society in America Harriet Martineau offered a 

sectional interpretation of the ethnic make-up of the United States which encapsulated the 

distinctive identities of the areas of the nation and, despite not following the Mason-Dixon 

Line, her regional demarcations had resonance during the Civil War. She described the New 

England states as being proud of their British roots and their ‘population being homogenous 

in contrast to areas such as New York and Pennsylvania.’ Seemingly related to this 

homogeneity was the fact that New England, according to Martineau, was the most 

Anglophile region of the United States. She told her readers that in New England ‘the 

veneration of England is greater than I think one people ought to have for any other.’ In truth, 

in terms of her views of emigration and ethnicity, Martineau represented a progressive 

position somewhat outside of the mainstream. Her maverick streak on intellectual subjects 

was typified on the ethnicity question in her belief that the United States should ‘cherish their 

industrious Germans and Dutch; their hardy Irish; their intelligent Scotch; their kindly Africans, 

as well as the intellectual Yankee, the insouciant Southerner, and complacent Westerner,’ an 

embracing of ethnic heterogeneity which was far from mainstream.96 Even as Martineau 

appeared to extol the virtues of immigration, however, she also offered an image of sectional 

differences in these terms which provided grist to the mill of those who rejected the notion of 
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emigration having a positive influence on the United States. This was something particularly 

apparent in her discussion of New York politics. 

  Within the city of New York, which for many Britons became a negative proxy of the 

North as a whole, Martineau experienced the machinery of an election in a city which she 

herself recognized contained a significant population of Irish immigrants and was deeply 

disconcerted by her experience. She described ‘the atrocious corruption of the New York 

elections, where an Irishman, just landed, and employed upon the drains, perjures himself, 

and votes nine times over,’ she claimed, however, that this was ‘chargeable, not upon 

immigration, nor yet upon universal suffrage, but upon the faults of the machinery itself.’ 

While Martineau’s criticism was explicitly directed towards New York politics, the simple 

mention of the Irish in these terms placed her descriptions within a British discourse which 

was highly critical of the influence of the Irish on American politics, an influence which, 

according to Martin Crawford had ‘injected a new vociferous strain into the Anglophobic 

tradition.’ Interestingly, even though she had elsewhere tried to undermine Hibernophobia, 

both in serious and satirical terms (Martineau mocked a conspiracy theory that ‘the Catholics 

of America were employed by the Pope, in league with the emperor of Austria and the Irish to 

explode the Union’), she still employed tropes about the Irish in politics, especially in New 

York, which became standard in British works on the United States and developed a 

resonance with ideas of mob rule, Anglophobia and political corruption. Evidence of these 

images being used in a negative and somewhat sectional sense can be seen in the same 

year that Martineau published her travelogue when the Morning Post reprinted a report from 

New York entitled ‘Irish traitors in America’ which gave an account of a group called the 

‘Republican Sons of St. Patrick.’97 Already, therefore, despite the various qualifiers and codas 

of Martineau, a negative association between the Irish and New York was developing 

alongside a sense of the ethnically homogenous New England region. 
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While her descriptions of the prevalence of different ethnic groups in various regions 

of the United States were fairly typical, Martineau was atypical in her positive views of some 

Irish immigrants. To the mid-Victorian British, Irishness was almost always used negatively. 

Historian Michael de Nie in his 2004 book The Eternal Paddy: Irish Identity and the British 

Press, 1798-1882 made the convincing claim that for most Britons of the period Irishness was 

essentially shorthand for inferiority in terms of social status, race and religion when compared 

to Britishness. This was an inferior status which could be transferred across the Atlantic as an 

article from the Cork Constitution, reprinted in the Morning Post on 28th January 1835 made 

clear describing how ‘our countrymen [the Irish] seem likely to become as troublesome in 

America as they have long been in their own country.’98 For this reason, even as Martineau 

attempted to undermine negative ideas about the Irish influence in the United States she still 

gave a description which associated the Irish with political corruption and with New York. 

These Irish immigrants apparently influenced New York to such an extent that Martineau and 

many other British commentators would come see the city, and its hinterland as very different 

from Britain, something which, when compared with the prevailing ideas of other regions, 

placed it on a negative footing in British popular understanding. 
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 While Harriet Martineau’s New York was populated with corrupt Irishmen and women, 

another traveller of the late 1830s made similarly striking observations about the ethnic 

complexion and culture of Pennsylvania. The traveller in question here was Charles Augustus 

Murray who published his travelogue, Travels in North America in 1839. In discussing 

Philadelphia and its environs Murray described how ‘this part of the country was chiefly 

settled by Germans; indeed, many of them can speak little English’ while also noting the 

existence of German language newspapers further west in Ohio. While Murray was not 

explicitly critical of these groups, he still contributed to the idea of a non-British ethnically and 

culturally heterogeneous population in the New York/Pennsylvania region of the North. These 

ethnic distinctions of America were incredibly pronounced leading Murray to claim that ‘there 

are many features of character in which the Carolinian planter bears as much resemblance to 

a Boston or Salem Merchant, as a Spanish grandee does to a Flemish burgomaster.’ Coming 

from a Scottish family, and with an apparently strong sense of Scottish identity, Murray 

distinguished the Scots from the English in the United States setting out an ethnic geography 

in which ‘with due allowance for exceptions, I should say that the Carolinian character is more 

akin to that of England; the New England, to that of the lowland Scotch’ and making a general 

comparison between the English country house and the Virginian plantation. In attempting to 

account for the peculiarly ‘English’ South, Murray suggested that ‘before the year 1770, 

almost every planter sent his boys to Oxford or Cambridge, where he himself had been 

educated; the necessary consequence of this custom, was a partial adoption of the manners, 

tastes, and perhaps, too, the faults of the British youth of the higher class.’99 This language of 

country houses and Oxbridge educations as a southern characteristic invoked the 

romanticised ‘Cavalier myth’ of the Old South and consequently emphasized the existence of 

historical roots to sectional differentiation. Similarly, the emphasis on the ethno-cultural 

divisions within the nation more broadly contributed to the idea of a lack of unity within the 

Union. 
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Murray’s description of the apparent similarities in behaviour between the regions of 

the Old South (Virginia, Maryland, Delaware and the Carolinas) and a particularly English 

aristocratic behavioural ethic mirrored, in many ways, the ‘Cavalier myth’; a mythological past 

for the South which claimed that Royalist refugees had settled the region. This theory 

rendered the South, to many in Britain, as an outpost of a romanticised form of Britishness 

abroad.100 Significantly, the Cavalier myth was almost solely deployed by British observers 

with reference to the South, giving it a very clear sectional resonance. Although Murray drew 

a distinction between the English and the Scottish in a way which few other travellers did, he 

placed both groups on a positive footing and for this reason both capably fulfilled the role of 

the ‘Briton’ with its positive connotations when he chose to apply the term. When seen in 

sectional terms therefore, Murray’s Old South and New England were peculiarly British in 

contrast to his German Pennsylvania. While he may not have been particularly anti-Irish or 

anti-German, he still contributed to an understanding of the ethnic geography of the United 

State. This geography became central to British ideas about the different areas of America 

and, after 1861, developed into a key feature of Civil War propaganda when pro-

Confederates attempted to paint the North in its entirety as an ethnically heterogeneous area 

which was hostile to British values and interests. 

 In the same year (1839) that Murray published his Travels in North America, the Tory 

novelist and naval officer Frederick Marryat published his own travelogue, a text full of 

examples of sectional divisions based on ethnicity (specifically Britishness or the lack thereof) 

in areas of the United States. In his opening remarks Marryat offered a brief overview of the 

sectional differences of America which he conjectured stemmed, at least partly, from the 
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alternative cultures of ‘the puritan of the east, the Dutch descent of the middle states, [and] 

the cavalier of the south.’ These divisions explicitly invoked the Cavalier myth and further 

contributed to the belief in two forms of Britishness existing in the United States, that of the 

Puritan in New England and the Cavalier in the South, with a distinctly non-British area in-

between. For Marryat, as for other observers, these historical roots had clear contemporary 

resonance when it came to accounting for the peculiarities of different regions in the United 

States, with New England, for instance still displaying its inherent puritanism. A specific 

instance of this cultural heritage which Marryat highlighted was the existence of a restrictive 

legal framework commonly known as the ‘Blue Laws’ in Connecticut which he attacked in no 

uncertain terms before he drew the overall conclusion that ‘these pilgrim fathers were fanatics 

and bigots.’101  

Though Marryat was unequivocally critical of Puritan ethics he was not wholly 

negative about New England and gave glowing descriptions of the pro-British attitudes of 

people in Massachusetts, as well as emphasizing the preponderance of English ethnic 

homogeneity of the area. He described the people of Boston as being ‘more English than in 

any other city in America’ and informed his readers that ‘you meet. . . specimens of the Old 

English Gentlemen, descendants of the old English families’ while noting how, in the state of 

Massachusetts, the people were ‘fond of comparing their country to that of England.’ In 

addition to these cultural observations Marryat was very much in agreement with most other 

observers in his belief that ‘there is certainly less intermixture of foreign blood in this city than 

in any other in America.’102 The New England of Frederick Marryat represented something of 

a curiosity then, yet it is indicative of the tensions in the way many British people saw the 

identity of the region. The people of New England were unequivocally ethnically British and 

had inherited many of the manners of their forebears, but they were drawn from a fanatical 

tradition which opened them up to criticism. This was an element of their identity which some 
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Civil War writers attempted to exploit in order to subvert the otherwise peerless British 

credentials of New England, credentials which pro-Union figures attempted to assert as they 

put forward the cause of the North. 

Looking beyond New England, Marryat’s vision of the northern states emphasized the 

non-British ethnic heterogeneity in other regions of the North. On the city of Albany in New 

York he told his readers that it ‘may even now be considered a Dutch city,’ while he noted 

that the numbers of Dutch and German settlers in Cincinnati (Ohio), which he estimated at 

10,000, gave them such an influence that the idea had been discussed by local government 

to print the cities regulations in multiple languages. Like others, Marryat saved his most 

pointed critiques for the Irish communities of the North noting in particular their detrimental 

effect on political affairs in the form of an anecdote. Murray reported that ‘not long ago, an 

Irishman, who had murdered his wife, was brought to trial upon the eve of an election’ the 

upshot of the case, despite the evidence against the man, had been acquittal, a verdict which 

was a result of the power of ‘the Irish party.’ Similarly while classifying the German emigrants 

as ‘contented and well behave[d],’ Marryat was highly critical of the Irish influence at every 

turn frequently utilizing obviously ethnic language: 

We have been accustomed to ascribe the turbulence of the Irish lower classes to ill-treatment and a 

sense of their wrongs, but this disposition appears to follow them everywhere. It would be supposed 

that, having emigrated to America and obtained the rights of citizens, they would have amalgamated 

and fraternized to a certain degree with the people; but such is not the case; they hold themselves 

completely apart and distinct, living with their families in the same quarter of the city, and adhering to 

their own manners and customs. They are just as little pleased with the institutions of the United States 

as they are with the government at home; the fact is, that they would prefer no government at all. 

The distinctive anti-Irish rhetoric utilized here is itself no surprise; it is simply the transfer of 

ideas about the Irish as identified by De Nie, across the Atlantic. In a sectional context, 

however, this language developed considerable significance as certain areas of the United 
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States (New York specifically) became heavily associated with the Irish and the negative 

implications this brought with it.103 

While Marryat presented a distinctive sense of regional difference in the United States 

he, consistent with many other commentators, did not appear to see this as incompatible with 

an all-pervading, potentially unifying use of Anglophobic political rhetoric. As Marryat phrased 

it, ‘if we are to believe the democratic press, England is the cause of everything offensive to 

the majority- if money is scarce, it is England that has occasioned it- if credit is bad, it is 

England- if eggs are not fresh or beef is tough, it is, it must be, England.’ Yet, on a practical 

level, Marryat suggested a potential sectional division within this Anglophobia. He recognized 

the ethnic similarity of New England to Britain and the respect expressed by many of its 

residents for traditionally British ideas. Marryat also looked back on the War of 1812 and 

informed his readers that it ‘was the Northern States which were so opposed to it, and the 

Southern who were in favour [sic].’ Even by the time of his visit in the 1830s, however, he 

noted an apparent shift in attitude and pointed out that in contrast to 1812, it was now ‘the 

southern states which were very anxious to remain at peace with England’ as opposed to 

those in the North who would ‘readily consent to a war.’104 Marryat’s analysis of the North 

suggested the existence of two distinct regions, a traditionally British, sometimes Anglophile, 

New England, and an ethnically and culturally heterogeneous New York/Pennsylvania with an 

apparent preponderance towards Anglophobia.  

 Just like Marryat before him, the politician and abolitionist James Silk Buckingham 

came back from the United States with worrying tales about the influence ethnic diversity was 

having on the western side of the Atlantic, concerns which he publicized in the 1841 book 

America. The descriptions which Buckingham gave of areas of the northern states were very 
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much in the tradition of previous British commentators. He provided detailed depictions of the 

ethnic diversity of towns outside of what previous writers had characterized as ‘British New 

England.’ He described, for instance, the existence of places in Pennsylvania such as 

Reading, Bethlehem, and Bethany, in the latter two of which ‘the English language is literally 

an unknown tongue.’ In commenting on Buffalo (New York) Buckingham described how 

‘Dutch and German emigrants abound and the Irish are not less numerous’, something which 

had apparently swelled the Catholic population of the town considerably. In Albany, he 

developed his negative characterizations of Irish influence further, recounting an article from 

a local newspaper, the Temperance Recorder, which he claimed illustrated, among other 

things, the detrimental effect of the Irish population on the morality of the town. The emphasis 

on the Irish here was fairly representative of the British traveller of the period and, what is 

more, Buckingham explicitly politicized the Irish in negative terms. Notably, he gave a 

description of electoral practices in New York during which he claimed that the high levels of 

Irish immigrants to the city undermined the political process in a manner reminiscent of 

Harriet Martineau. Buckingham also noted that ‘no proof of citizenship is demanded beyond 

[the elector] swearing to the fact,’ which meant that ‘many Irish labourers, who have not been 

six months in the country, and who have no legal claim whatever to citizenship,’ were ‘voting 

as Americans.’105  

In the same way that Buckingham described Pennsylvania and New York in distinctly 

non-British ethnic terms, and in a manner consistent with much of the previous literature, his 

conclusions about the Old South and New England placed him firmly within a growing 

tradition which presented these areas as the most ethnically and culturally British parts of the 

United States. On the South he noted that: 
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The old men, from the south, and from Carolina and Virginia especially, are what would be called 

perfect gentlemen of the old school with us,- precise, yet elegant in their dress- courteous and affable 

in their manners- high toned in their politics and taste- lax in their morality, while fashion sanctions their 

conduct- warm in their attachments- fierce in their resentments- and punctilious in all points of honour 

and etiquette. The remains of the feudal system in Virginia, where the laws on entail existed, and 

where large estates descended hereditarily from father to elder son, sustained the manners and 

feeling; and Virginia is still called “The Old Dominion,” as if to preserve the recollection of its ancient 

condition as a colony of the British crown.
106

 

This passage evoked for readers the Cavalier mythology of the South, along with the sense 

of an aristocratic social system and, potentially at least, a lingering sense of Anglophilia in the 

region. 

On the subject of New England, Buckingham found both the positive and negative 

elements of British ethnicity which Marryat had previously noted. He wrote that ‘there is no 

portion of the United States in which the character of the inhabitants has been more 

extensively influenced, if not almost wholly formed, by the institutions and conduct of their 

ancestors, than in New England.’ Despite the fact that he roundly criticized the Puritan 

underpinning of this morality as well as the lack of ‘genuine worth and cordiality’ in Boston, 

Buckingham still contended that it ‘more resembles England, than any other city of America.’ 

The following year, and in a similar vein, the scientist Charles Daubeny noted a meeting with 

the Otis family in Boston at which he had found that ‘Mr Otis [was] a thorough English 

gentleman of the old school.’ While at the theatre in the same city, Daubeny found ‘the 

manners and appearance of the audience quite English.’ Contradictions were, however, 

clearly operating in both texts. Buckingham, for instance, singled out Boston for both its 

particularly English ethnicity since ‘the New Englanders, and the Bostonians in particular, 

pride themselves upon the purity of their descent from English blood, and trace. . .their origin 

to English families, with all the pride of ancestry that characterises our nobility and gentry at 
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home’ but also noted that ‘there is perhaps no city in the Union where the jealousy of the 

English is greater.’107 As he saw it, both the Old South and New England could claim a 

distinctive English heritage, but against the backdrop of contemporary politics and the 

Anglophobia of national political discourse it was New England which played a larger role in 

condemning its mother country and opposing its interests.  

 In his 1842 work The Slaves States of America, produced as a sequel to America, 

Buckingham expressed reservations about even entering the South given his own credentials 

as an abolitionist. Yet the report of his time in the region offered considerably more than an 

extended panegyric against slavery. He clearly had concerns over aspects of the section and 

in the same way that he had been uncomfortable with the Puritan morality of New England he 

recognized the inheritance in the South of ‘the disappointed Cavaliers,’ and of ‘rakes, 

gamblers and persons of profligate habits’ as well as describing excessive drinking as being 

characteristic of the region. Even allowing for these reservations, however, Buckingham’s 

South was painted in relatively positive colours particularly as a centre of Anglophilia. While in 

attendance at a temperance meeting in Charleston, for example, he observed that: 

At the close of the meeting, a second anthem was sung by the choir, to the British national air of “God 

save the King,” which I was afterwards told was done in compliment to the nation to which I belonged. I 

had been announced, indeed, to the meeting by the judge as “the distinguished foreigner;” which 

sounded strangely in my ears and all around me- the place, the people, the language, and even the 

object of our meeting seemed so thoroughly English that I could scarcely think I was in a foreign 

land.
108

 

It was evident to Buckingham, even though he was far from enamoured with many aspects of 

southern life, that as a section it did possess a special air of Englishness, something which 

made it more British than other regions of the United States. 
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In similarly positive terms Buckingham wrote of Norfolk (Virginia) that ‘I should think [it] 

resembles much more the old Colonial state of society, in feelings and manners than any 

place in the North, and may fairly rank with Charleston and Savannah, which resemble it in 

this respect.’ In classifying the manners of Old South generally and Virginia specifically 

Buckingham expressed a high level of respect for the people, finding them a middle ground 

between ‘the coldness and reserve of the New Englanders, and the boldness and 

recklessness of the Louisianans and Mississippians.’109 For Buckingham, as for previous 

popular commentators of the period, regardless of their political persuasion, the United States 

offered a variety of cultures and differing degrees of ethnic homogeneity which were 

increasingly definable in sectional terms. A clear mental geography to the United States from 

a British point of view was becoming discernible and, although it did not present a version of 

the nation split along the Mason-Dixon Line, it had obvious sectional implications. Both New 

England and the Old South had British roots both ethnically and culturally, however, they 

were Puritan and Cavalier in terms of their attitudes, creating a division between them. New 

York and Pennsylvania represented a definite ‘other,’ with New York the centre of 

Anglophobia in the US. Crucially, these divisions helped to familiarize the British with the idea 

that the United States lacked national unity and was instead composed of a variety of regions 

with demonstrably different ethnic and cultural characteristics. 

While James Silk Buckingham’s publications, with their sense of regional variation in 

culture, ethnicity and levels of Anglophobia in the United States were unquestionably popular, 

even more significant texts appeared soon after. Charles Dickens’s immensely popular 

travelogue, American Notes for General Circulation, was published in 1842 and further 
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contributed to British understanding of the regional differences within the United States in 

terms of both culture and ethnicity. Just like those before him, Dickens noted the Puritan 

heritage of the New England states and did so in negative terms writing of Hartford 

(Connecticut) that ‘too much of the old Puritan spirit exists in these parts to the present hour; 

but its influence has not tended, that I know, to make the people less hard in their bargains, 

or more equal in their dealings’ as well as making mention of a law in that town by which a 

man could be placed in the stocks for kissing his wife on a Sunday. These descriptions of 

New England Puritanism were similar to the deeply critical account given of the Connecticut 

‘Blue Laws’ (banning business on Sundays) by Frederick Marryat and, given that Dickens had 

avidly read through existing travel literature prior to his departure, it is perfectly possible that 

he was aware of Marryat’s descriptions. The Puritanism of certain areas in the North and its 

antithesis; the Cavalier South contributed to a distinction of cultures within ‘British’ America. 

Not only this but it tended to bring with it connotations, that of the romanticized South in 

contrast to the austere, sometimes hypocritical New England. As the historian Charles Cullop 

noted in his work on Confederate Civil War propaganda and, in particular, the Alabamian 

Henry Hotze’s newspaper the Index, the similarity of the southern planter to the British 

aristocrat underpinned various propaganda efforts and it is clear this image had pre-Civil War 

roots, even though it possessed a questionable factual basis. In a manner equally consistent 

with his forebears Dickens also recognized the significance of the Irish population in New 

York, and its negative influence on the city.110 By the time of the publication of American 
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Notes the sense of geography reinforced by Dickens, thanks to the wide dissemination of 

Notes in the British press, was already well established and the public had a broad idea of 

what was implied ethno-culturally by New York, Massachusetts or Virginia.  

These divisions often brought with them a connection to Britain itself in terms of 

attitude. This was recognized by contemporary travellers such as Charles Daubeny who 

reported an exchange between a group of southerners and himself in 1843 and in so doing 

obliquely referred his audience to the political dimensions of sectionalism and its relationship 

to views of Britain. He reported how, when discussing the American Union, a southerner had 

told him that they ‘are losers by this national compact’ before writing that ‘it is surprising how 

much more fond they seem of talking English politics than their own; Brougham, Canning, 

Melbourne, and the little Queen, were the principal themes of our after dinner conversation, 

and I must say, seemed as familiar to them, as they are to us.’ Daubeny also took note of 

some specifically Anglophile southerners including Bishop Moore of Richmond who according 

to Daubeny ‘spoke with great affection of Old England,’ and a Judge named Porter who 

professed ‘undiminished love for the Old Country.’111 The significance of these exchanges 

was clear. In an obvious way they presented an Anglophile South based on the regions 

apparent interest in British political celebrities. In addition they illustrated a sense of alienation 

in the South from Washington politics, providing a neat connection between Anglophilism and 

southern sectional political identity.  

 The Anglophilism of the South continued to be contrasted with the ethnic 

heterogeneity of the North during the 1840s. John Robert Godley for instance explored the 

theme of ethnicity in New York in his two volume Letters from America in 1844. In both the 

city and state of New York, Godley recognized significant Irish and German populations, 

writing of Albany that he ‘heard a good deal of German talked in the streets, and saw German 
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inscriptions over the shop-doors’ while finding in Buffalo that ‘one third of the population of the 

town is composed of Germans.’ In addition to this he noted the many Irish men in New York 

City, doing so primarily in negative terms. He wrote for instance about how they dominated 

the population of the New York workhouses and expressed serious reservations about their 

political influence since ‘taken as a body, they are too formidable by their numbers and their 

union to be neglected by a popular candidate,’ a concern which James Silk Buckingham had 

expressed three years before. Godley’s attempts to grapple with the politics of sectionalism 

and the potential connection they had to the historical cultures of the Puritan and Cavalier led 

him to conclusions which linked ethnicity, cultural practices and politics. In his text he traced 

the development of sectional identities from the Puritan/Cavalier root, through the era of 

Federalism and Jeffersonianism and ending in the current tensions of American politics.112 

Godley then, while he offered his own particular interpretation of American sectionalism which 

involved unique features, still deployed the traditional vocabulary of ethnicity and culture in 

relation to the United States and saw the expression of these differences in the political 

sphere. 

 Even if there were variations in the detail, another observer who published in 1844, 

George Featherstonhaugh, subscribed as enthusiastically to the Cavalier and Puritan culture 

myth as did Godley. Featherstonhaugh, in reviewing his experiences as a traveller, informed 

his American readers that: 

The original colonists of North America may be divided into two classes,- those enterprising and 

speculative adventurers who went to Virginia in pursuit of wealth, and the Puritans, who left their native 

country for the sake of enjoying freedom of opinion. The southern, or Virginian colony, became in all 

material circumstances a copy of the mother country.
113
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As the colonies developed, according to Featherstonhaugh, ‘dissatisfaction was evinced 

[towards Britain] in Virginia at an early period, yet the first germ of American aversion to 

monarchical government is to be traced to the Puritans who settled the northern colony of 

Massachusetts.’ Featherstonhaugh also followed well-worn tracks (for the most-part) when it 

came to American ethnicity, by emphasizing the influence of the non-British population in 

areas of the North when he explained to his readers that the Germans of Pennsylvania 

‘control election[s] entirely.’ Even in the Old South, the region most commonly classified in 

terms of similarity and respect towards Britain, Featherstonhaugh had some reservations 

about the contemporary condition in the area with most of his concerns centring on the 

person of Thomas Jefferson and his influence on society. Featherstonhaugh maintained that 

‘before Mr. Jefferson’s time Virginia was a happy English colony, a better copy of the mother 

country than any of the other colonies. She had numerous country gentlemen, whose fathers, 

as the custom of the day was, had sent their sons “home” to be educated at Oxford and 

Cambridge, and she had an established endowed Protestant Episcopal Church.’ For 

Featherstonhaugh this apparently idyllic British society began to change under Jefferson’s 

influence. The contrast here to the British Virginians was drawn with the Pennsylvanian 

Germans who ‘control the elections entirely, and have it in their power to put the government 

in the hands of Germans.’114 As was invariably the case among travellers and novelists 

before the Civil War, Featherstonhaugh’s account of the ethnic and cultural differences 

between the sections of the United States included unique aspects. He still, however, 

propounded a view of the nation which placed him alongside earlier writers such as 

Martineau who had created a sense of sectionality for the British public; the Old South, New 

England, New York/Pennsylvania and the Deep South were demonstrably different entities as 

he described them to his readers 
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 The eminent geologist and close friend of Charles Darwin, Sir Charles Lyell fits 

equally comfortably in this tradition with Featherstonhaugh, echoing the same sectional 

divisions of both Featherstonhaugh and his predecessors within his 1845 travel narrative 

Travels in North America: With Geological Observations on the United States, Canada and 

Nova Scotia. Just as Charles Daubeny had done two years before, Lyell expressed a great 

deal of respect for Virginia and informed his readers that in the state he had discovered ‘to be 

an Englishman engaged in scientific pursuits was a sufficient passport, and their servants, 

horses and carriages, were most liberally placed at my disposal.’ Even further South in 

Charleston, Lyell explained that among the planters ‘the usual style of living is that of the 

English country gentlemen. They have well-appointed carriages and horses, and well-trained 

black servants.’ In a sense, however, these examples appear to be islands of Britishness in a 

nation more generally diluted by immigration. A major concern which Lyell had about this 

immigration was its effect on the system of government, a concern which Frederick Marryat 

had expressed a few years earlier. Lyell clearly identified the possible implications of 

immigration for effective democracy when he cautioned: 

Any foreigner who has hastily embraced the notion that a suffrage virtually universal must be 

incompatible in the US with order, obedience to the laws, security of property a high degree of 

civilization, and the most impeachable public credit, has only to make himself acquainted with the 

present condition of the New-England States, especially Massachusetts, and he will feel wholly 

satisfied that the charge may be refuted.
115

  

This was Lyell making a clear division within the United States on the political process itself 

and offering something of a defence of democracy in doing so. Nevertheless, this was a point 

underpinned by ethnicity: 

It is a wholly different question whether so democratic a constitution is equally fitted for the exigencies 

of many other parts of the Union, where the mass of the people are less advanced in knowledge and 
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wealth, where the forces of public opinion and sympathy is checked, and free-communication impeded 

by distinctness of race [my emphasis] or language.
116

  

New England was apparently only able to operate its political system because of its ethnic 

homogeneity and the areas of the nation which lacked this ethno-cultural base were treated 

very differently by Lyell. 

In order to emphasize his point about the political consequences of ethnicity and 

culture Lyell drew his audiences’ attention to places which had more heterogeneous 

populations. He noted, for instance, that ‘Pennsylvania labours under the disadvantage of 

being jointly occupied by two races, those of British and those of German extraction’ and that 

in Ohio ‘an influx of illiterate Irish, Welsh, and Westphalian settlers has tended to lower the 

educational qualifications of her electors.’ For Lyell, as for so many others it was the Irish 

connection which was so unsettling and he noted the potentially subversive undertones of 

Irish political action in the United States in a British domestic context when he drew attention 

to ‘an endless procession of Irish parading through the streets with portraits of O’Connell.’ In 

all likelihood, the parade which Lyell described here was connected to the Repeal movement 

and its leader back in Ireland, Daniel O’Connell, who had formed his Loyal National Repeal 

Association in Dublin in 1840 to agitate for repeal of the act of Union between Ireland and 

Great Britain. Many in Britain commented upon the existence of an Irish Repeal movement in 

the United States and the cause was frequently conflated with the Anglophobia of American 

politics. One particular newspaper report is worthy of attention here, an account given by the 

Freeman’s Journal and Daily Commercial Advertiser of a speech by New York Governor 

William Seward, a prominent Whig, to a group of Repealers in Utica. In his address, and as 

part of his attempt to woo Irish voters, Seward came out in favour of Repeal, liberally 

seasoning his sentiments with Anglophobic rhetoric. This report therefore brought together 

three of the key negative aspects of the North; the Irish, mass politics and Anglophobic 

terminology. On the long-term prospects for the United States, Charles Lyell was remarkably 
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positive and certainly did not seem to envision any dissolution of the Union based on the 

ethnic and cultural distinctions he had outlined. He assumed instead that since ‘the English 

language, laws, and literature, have pervaded more and more the Dutch, German, and 

French settlements. . . the danger of the confederacy appears to all reflecting politicians less 

imminent now than formerly.’117 Whatever the personal views of Lyell on the future prospects 

of the United States, for the British public in 1845, he was simply another popular author who 

created a mental geography of the American nation with clear sectional divisions and which 

any reader could understand and interpret. These were divisions which in their most polarized 

form presented a juxtaposition between the rural Elysium of the country-house owning 

plantation squire in Virginia and the ‘rabble’ of Irish Repealers marching through the streets of 

New York City. 

 The continuing British public interest in the United States was attested to by the fact 

that only four years after the publication of his first work on the nation, Sir Charles Lyell 

returned to the topic of America in 1849 giving an account of a second visit he had made. 

Travelling as he did during the tensions over the Oregon border and being well connected 

socially, he was privy to debates over the issues at stake involving key figures including 

Daniel Webster who, according to Lyell, not only urged peace but ‘rebuked the blustering 

tone of defiance, in which the demagogues and newspapers in some parts of the Union were 

indulging against England.’ Similarly, a South Carolinian warned his British acquaintance that 

the reason for political support for potential war was that ‘”we have a set of demagogues,”’ 
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who ‘“in this country. . . trade on the article called “hatred to England”.’ The language of 

popular political Anglophobia, particularly in the press, was, in this instance at least, clearly 

national. Yet the idea of the Anglophobic rallying cry in American politics came to develop a 

distinctly sectional edge against the backdrop of the Civil War, particular during the Trent 

crisis when the image of Union politicians and the press whipping up popular Anglophobia 

became central to Confederate propaganda in Britain. The Anglophobic press image was 

something rendered particularly negative when tied to New York and the apparent anti-

Britishness of the Irish in the city which travellers had been noting for the previous thirty 

years.118 

In terms of his travels more broadly Lyell deployed well-rehearsed images of the 

ethnic and cultural make-up of different regions. His New Englanders were marked by their 

‘strict morals,’ while ‘in Massachusetts. . . the white population is more educated than 

elsewhere, and more Anglo-American, having less of recent foreign admixture.’ Similarly he 

found something akin to affection towards the Great Britain in the South, although it should be 

noted that British abolition was, at least to some extent increasing anti-British feeling in the 

slave states in Lyell’s view. This idea that the South held an Anglophobe position because of 

the close association between Britain and abolition was something recognized by a number 
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of travellers and was later exploited by British pro-Unionists during the Civil War. Yet as Peter 

Onuf has noted, the end of the Mexican War (1846-1848) convinced most southerners that 

Britain had no interest in interfering with slavery, something which reduced the Anglophobic 

rhetoric of the region.119 Although it would be incorrect to contend that the perceived 

relationship between British abolition and southern Anglophobia was a negligible one as far 

as the British were concerned, the connection should not be exaggerated. As Lyell’s work 

demonstrates, this connection certainly was not significant enough to obscure the British view 

of the connection between American Anglophobia in the North and ethno-cultural 

heterogeneity. 

In a discussion with a friend in New York, for example, Lyell reported back on the 

deeply negative influence of both the Irish and Germans in politics, explaining that in New 

York the ‘Irish. . . turn the scale in the elections for mayor and other city officers’ as well as 

repeating the accusation of his American friend that if not for the (often fraudulent) immigrant 

vote Henry Clay would have been the victor of the 1845 election. The success of Polk was 

therefore, allegedly, because ‘the Romanist priests feel, or affect, sympathy with this political 

party [Democrats] and in the last election they instructed the Germans and Irish to vote for 

Polk against Clay.’ This connection between New York and non-British groups was strong in 

Lyell’s second travel account and deeply politicized. He recounted mockingly for example a 

conversation with an American friend who had informed him that the pigs could not be 

removed from the streets of the city because of the likely response of their Irish owners. 

Similarly, in discussing Philadelphia, Lyell maintained that the development of an Irish 

enclave in the city had necessitated a more expensive and active police force. Boston, 

however, so often the home of British people and British values in the accounts of writers, 

was in this case also connected to the Irish community of the United States with Lyell 

reporting on a Repeal meeting in the city during which a Boston artisan had informed him that 
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‘”we hope that we may one day be able to do for Ireland what France did for the United 

States in our great struggle for independence.”’ The key point of emphasis in both Boston and 

New York was still, however, the Irish which as Lyell’s mentions of mass politics and Repeal 

demonstrate, brought with them associations of Anglophobia and mob rule.120  

Despite drawing different conclusions from Lyell on many points, the journalist and 

free trade advocate Archibald Prentice gave further descriptions of particularly British 

enclaves within the United States in his 1849 travelogue. For Prentice even the landscape of 

certain areas reminded him of home, in particular the New Jersey coast, which he glimpsed 

from a boat and considered ‘exceedingly English in its appearance’ and the countryside 

around Baltimore which was ‘beautifully undulating and, in spite of slavery, very English.’ In 

contrast, Prentice drew his readers attention to the lack of Britishness in some regions, 

specifically Pennsylvania, which he found to be greatly influenced by Germans noting that ‘at 

present there are nearly as many German newspapers published in Pennsylvania as English 

ones.’ One of the most interesting of Prentice’s descriptions was that which he gave of 

Hartford, a town which Charles Dickens had been less than enamoured with. He rejected 

outright Dickens’s image of the town as puritanical and even went as far as to suggest that 

‘Mr. Dickens, in his notice of Hartford, had adopted a little of [the] southern imputation of 

hypocrisy.’121 Prentice’s sentiment not only illustrated the place of the travel narrative as a 

point of reference on America for the British literate class, but was indicative of the 

appreciation of a sense of northern and southern identity and the possibility of British 

sympathy for one or the other. Although Prentice clearly overstated his case with regard to 

Dickens, his comments attest to the continued centrality of the travel narrative in the creation 

of the sectional identities of America in the British mind. 
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An emphasis on the influence of the Irish in New York continued to characterize 

British views of ethno-cultural sectionalism in the United States. A letter sent by an American 

resident in Britain to the liberal London Daily News, in June 1848 was indicative of the strong 

Irish connection to the city and its apparent consequences. This correspondent opened his 

account by noting that ‘among the thousands who emigrate to the United States, the Irish are 

conspicuous for their number and peculiarities.’ They seemingly had a clear position in the 

city of New York since ‘all the dirty work in the city. . .is performed chiefly by the Irish.’ They 

did not, however, simply fulfil this labour role, they were also apparently active in politics and 

had a negative effect on the city’s political system. The author of this letter referred 

specifically to William Seward’s aforementioned attempt to court the Irish of the city noting 

how he ‘advocated repeal, and became the intimate friend of the leading priests and bishops.’ 

The actual consequences of Irish political activism in the United States (and New York 

specifically) were such that ‘one thing is certain, that the freedom of Ireland, if achieved by 

the present generation, would present a most revolting spectacle of government.’122 This 

particular newspaper report again made clear the connections between the Irish, New York, 

and a particularly negative form of American politics. 

  Events in Ireland itself and the way they were received in America also contributed to 

how the British engaged with Irish-Americans, and consequently, sectionalism in the United 

States. The attempted Irish rebellion of 1848 provides a clear illustration of this. The uprising 

was led by a group known as Young Ireland who had broken away from Daniel O’Connell and 

who, led by William Smith O’Brien and Thomas Francis Meagher attempted to spark off 

revolution in Ballingarry (County Tipperary). This uprising was quashed by the British 

Government, resulting in two deaths and the arrests of many of the key leaders of the 

movement. A level of sympathy apparently existed among Americans for the cause of Young 

Ireland, a sympathy which seemed to be localized in the ethnically heterogeneous regions of 

the United States. The Philadelphia correspondent of the Morning Chronicle outlined various 
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meetings in support of the Young Ireland rebellion, describing how, in Philadelphia itself, 

‘another Irish sympathy meeting was held,’ while in Reading (also in Pennsylvania) ‘a Society 

of the Friends of Ireland was formed.’ The region which dominated Young Ireland support 

was, however, New York. The newspaper correspondent described how ‘a meeting of the 

Brooklyn Republican Society of Friends of Ireland met at Freeman’s Hall. . .an address and 

resolutions were voted to Mrs. Mitchel [wife of Young Ireland member John Mitchel], and 

resolution tending support and protection.’ During the same period other meetings were held 

in different parts of the city including one ‘at the large space near Broadway’, chaired by a 

member of the prominent Irish Emmett family. Most disconcerting of all, however, were the 

descriptions of various Irish brigades who were, according to one speaker ‘ready to go and 

fight the battles of Ireland.’ In its own account of the American reaction to the 1848 rebellion 

in September, the Hampshire Advertiser and Salisbury Guardian combined the serious and 

satirical making mocking reference to Charles Dickens’s fictional, and aggressively 

Anglophobe, American journalist Elijah Pogram when it described American newspapers 

putting the number of British casualties of 6,000. This report therefore presents another 

specific example of the significance of cultural commentators in Anglo-American politics while 

making a serious point about the Irish-American reception of the Young Ireland uprising. The 

writer ominously noted an apparent appeal made by the Irish: ‘people of America, Ireland 

stretches her hands out to you for assistance. Do not let us be disappointed.’123 Irish 
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America’s hatred of Britain had seemed to take a more radical and violent tone and most of 

this vitriol appeared to be emanating from northern cities.  

The sort of ethno-cultural divisions which the British claimed existed in the United 

States were equally as prevalent in the writings of political radicals as they were in the British 

intellectual mainstream, even if the conclusions drawn about America from them were 

sometimes different. John Arthur Roebuck, a former Chartist and radical MP for Sheffield, 

provides an instructive illustration of this. Roebuck published The Colonies of England: A plan 

for the Government of Some Portion of our Colonial Possessions in 1849 primarily as an 

exploration of possible reforms in the British Empire. He first gave a detailed historical 

account of the development of the American colonies which would eventually become the 

United States and did so in a way which reflected their sectional differences. Roebuck 

described the development of New England from its Puritan roots while mitigating the 

negative implications of the term Puritan by explaining that over time ‘all the sterner and cruel 

characteristics of their class [the Puritans] were so checked and subdued as to seem almost 

effaced.’ In contrast to Puritan New England, Roebuck explained how ‘the most powerful 

nobles of the court of Charles [II] united to plant a colony, to which they gave the name of 

their royal master. Such were the auspices, under which Carolina became a colony.’ He also 

claimed that in the establishment of Georgia, James Oglethorpe ‘had no thought of gain; he 

reserved nothing for himself; he never looked to making a property as Penn and Lord 

Baltimore had done.’ While criticising Lord Baltimore it was William Penn of whom Roebuck 

was most overtly critical, accusing the Pennsylvania founder of ‘barefaced tyranny’ as well as 

describing his motivations in establishing the colony as being those of ‘grasping avarice and 

cruel bigotry.’124 
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Similarly in his novel, Sunshine and Shadow, the writer, and Chartist political activist, 

Thomas Wheeler noted how his fictional protagonist, Arthur Morton ‘during one and a half 

years residence in America observed its varying traits of character-from the phlegm of the 

descendants of the early Dutch settlers of New York, to the high blood and bounding spirit of 

the sons of Maryland and Virginia.’ Roebuck and Wheeler, two committed radicals, created 

here an explicit division in terms of culture and ethnicity illustrating the ability of ideas of 

sectionalism to transcend political boundaries. For all of these differences within the nation, 

Roebuck at least, still found the American people overall to be ‘the same as ourselves- the 

original thirteen states were the work of Englishmen. English heads and English hearts, and 

English hands brought these new communities into existence. No longer connected by 

government with us, they, nevertheless, retained characteristics of the race from which they 

sprang.’125 Roebuck, therefore, clearly saw the United States as both a national entity unified 

by its English heritage and a sectionalized nation which lacked coherence. Roebuck’s 

apparently contradictory viewpoint here was far from anomalous among British observers. 

The recognition of an American nationalism did not preclude an engagement with sectional 

differences when it came to the Anglo-American relationship because the different ethnic and 

cultural enclaves within the United States seemingly explained the different regional attitudes 

towards Britain.  

The importance of the mythology and historical roots of the different colonies of the 

United States to the way Britons understood the nation, regardless of their political 

persuasion, should be due weight in any analysis of the period. Roebuck was a committed 

liberal and had been a Chartist, while another liberal, Sam Rathbone (a member of a 

Liverpool shipping family with strong abolitionist links), wrote a private letter back to Britain 

while in the United States in which he explained that ‘the southerners were more 

gentlemanly, pleasant men. They are not the descendants of bigots & Puritans but of 
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gentlemen & this good blood seems to have stuck to them.’ When this sort of cultural heritage 

is analysed it becomes easier to see how somebody like Rathbone could express so much 

apparent fondness towards southern slaveholders. This was because as he saw it 

southerners were not simply slaveholders, they had a more complex identity based on strong 

connections to Britain. The published travelogue of Lady Emmeline Stuart-Wortley, released 

in 1850, expressed sentiments with some similarity to those of Rathbone. After a meeting 

with the new President Zachary Taylor she explained to her readers that ‘he spoke very 

kindly of England’ and that ‘he continued in this strain and spoke so nobly of England, that it 

made one’s heart bound to hear him.’ Again the slaveholder here was more than a one 

dimensional figure and was certainly no straw man, while the ethnic and cultural heritage of 

the South was expressed in contemporary political terms by Anglophilism.126 Not only does 

Stuart-Wortley’s published account demonstrate the dissemination of this view to the British 

public, but William Rathbone’s correspondence is testament to the fact that the Cavalier myth 

and southern Anglophilism influenced private discussions too. 

Charlotte Houstoun’s 1850 book Hesperos, a follow-up to the 1846 travel account 

Texas and the Gulf of Mexico, explored similar themes of ethnic geography to her first text. In 

Hesperos, Houstoun provided descriptions of the ethnic make-up and cultural inheritance 

which would surely have been familiar to her readers. She noted, for example, the Dutch 

heritage of Albany as well as the continuing use of the ‘Dutch’ language (in truth she probably 

conflated Dutch and German in her account) in areas of Pennsylvania and maintenance in 

that state of Dutch ‘national habits and customs,’ as well as criticizing what she described as 

their ignorance and bigotry. For her the attitudes this large Dutch/German community were 

integral to understanding the refusal of the state to pay off its debts despite the ‘local 

advantages of the state of Pennsylvania,’ which should have made this a simple exercise. In 
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a similar vein Houstoun also described how ‘a great proportion of the inhabitants of Cincinnati 

are German; there are many names from Deutschland above the shop doors, and an inn is 

as frequently a Gast Haus as an hotel.’ She also continued the British tradition of recognizing 

the existence of a notable population of Irish in the mid-Atlantic region. It was these 

communities of Irish immigrants which Houstoun was most critical of. She highlighted their 

political power and in particular their role in Anglophobia describing them as being ‘the first to 

promote any measure likely to produce war with the old country.’127  

Houstoun clearly agreed with Charles Lyell’s description of Irish Repealers here and 

these images of political power were echoed by the Belfast News-Letter which reported in 

1851 on how, as an election loomed in America, the Irish ‘attempted to organise an agitation. 

. .for the purpose of influencing American politics, and threatening with the vengeance of the 

“Irish Vote” the candidates for Americans suffrages at the polls.’ Houstoun’s sentiments on 

this point provide an opportunity to reassert the importance of the connection between 

ethnicity, Anglophobia and the North. Houstoun’s point about the Irish as she made it in 1850 

was essentially a broadly based Hibernophobia, intended to denigrate America because of its 

susceptibility to the influence of the Irish. This had sectional implications as well however. 

Irish communities in America increased the Anglophobia of politics in the nation and since 

New York was ‘the most Irish city in the Union’ (by 1860 a sixth of all Irish men and women in 

the United States lived in the New York) it is easy to see the potential utility of these pre-war 

discourses for pro-Confederates who attempted to undermine the cause of the Union by 

portraying it as the cause of the Irish mobs in the North.128 

The official correspondence of members of the British government during the 1850s 

attests equally as clearly as the works of intellectuals to the integral role played by the ethnic 

and cultural geography of the United States as the British understood it. Sir John Crampton 

wrote to the Foreign Secretary Lord Malmesbury in September 1852 to inform him that the 
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power behind the election of Franklin Pierce that year had been ‘the Irish and German 

emigrants . . . hatred of Great Britain and a wish to interfere in the affairs of every other nation 

in support of rebellion and revolution is the great characteristic of this section of the 

Democrats [Young America].’ Here it is possible to see, even in the official correspondence of 

figures at the head of British government, the association between Anglophobic politics and 

ethnically non-British groups in the United States. Another political figure who was clearly 

aware of the rampant Anglophobia of this particular election campaign was William Schaw 

Lindsay. Lindsay was a liberal MP who would go on to support the Confederacy during the 

Civil War. On 16th October 1854 he received a letter from the New York merchant Asa 

Whitney which he subsequently transcribed into his diary and in which Whitney informed his 

British friend of the Anglophobic elements of the American press and its use of Britain as a 

bogeyman in domestic debates.129 Of course it is only possible to speculate on the specific 

reasons which made Lindsay side with the Confederacy six years later, but his brush with 

American Anglophobia in the North and the enduring legacy of these views for the British 

more broadly created a context in which the pre-war reputation of a section could influence 

British attitudes during the Civil War. 

This American Anglophobia continued to have a strong connection to both New York 

and the Irish through the 1850s. The Belfast News-Letter noted on the 25th August 1852 that 

‘Irish emigrants mostly leave this country with feelings of anger, if not hatred against England. 

. .they take little pains to conceal such feelings in the exercise of their political functions as 

neutralised [sic] American citizens.’ This sentiment could have been written at almost any 

point in the pre-war period and encompasses the relationship between the Irish, political 

influence and Anglophobia. However a flashpoint occurred in the first half of the 1850s which 

added a new focus to British interactions with the American Irish and which intersected with 
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sectionalism. This event was the arrival of the Young Irelander John Mitchel in the United 

States. Mitchel had been arrested just before the 1848 rebellion and sentenced to 

transportation, firstly to Bermuda and then Van Dieman’s Land (Tasmania). In 1853 Mitchel 

was able to escape from there with the help of an Irish-American Young Irelander, and made 

his way to New York.130 

 Popular perceptions in Britain were that Mitchel was received sympathetically in the 

United States and, crucially in sectional terms, it was usually New York which was seen as 

the most supportive of him. The radical Reynolds’s Newspaper described in November 1853 

how ‘a meeting of the members of the Thomas Meagher Club was held last evening at 

Hermitage-Hall [New York], John Duffy in the chair, for the purpose of making preparations 

for the reception of John Mitchel, the Irish exile.’ In January of the following year the Bradford 

Observer similarly noted a ‘complimentary dinner [given] to Mr. John Mitchel in the Broadway 

theatre, New York.’ Once settled in the United States, Mitchel began to publish an Irish-

nationalist newspaper entitled The Citizen (unsurprisingly out of New York). The British Era 

newspaper gave an account of Mitchel and The Citizen entitled ‘Irish Madmen in America’, 

and contended that Mitchel’s publication had ‘been scandalizing his former confederates by 

advocating Negro slavery in America.’ This connection between Mitchel’s Citizen and pro-

slavery once again hints at the lack of a coherent image of the anti-slavery northern states 

and did little to rehabilitate Mitchel, or the Irish-American image in Britain. Speaking of the 

period more broadly some in Britain even claimed that an armed Irish uprising was afoot in 

the United States which would take advantage of the British government’s preoccupation with 

the Crimean War in order to ‘liberate’ Ireland. The Belfast News-Letter reported an apparently 

concrete conspiracy along these lines which had centred on Cincinnati and had intended to 

create ‘hostilities between the American Republic and the Government of this country,’ before 
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describing the conspirators as ‘a gang of “fugitive Irishmen”.’131 However unrealistic the 

prospect of an Irish-American ‘invasion’ was, the idea certainly circulated in Britain. Crucially 

in the case of both John Mitchel and the ‘Irish Brigades’ the association was made with the 

ethnically heterogeneous areas of the urban North which seemingly harboured a population 

that advocated revolution against the British. 

While recognizing the utility of these images for the purposes of Civil War propaganda 

there was still not a hard division along the Mason-Dixon Line in terms of the way the British 

saw culture and ethnicity. A more complex regionalism than this still dominated as Lucy 

Isabella Bird, whose The Englishwoman in America appeared in 1856, illustrated through her 

reassertion of the particular Britishness of New England and specifically Boston. She 

explained that ‘the whole has an English air’ and informed her readers that a thirty-one gun 

salute had been fired in the city in celebration of the British victory at the battle of the Alma in 

1854. The counterpoint to this Anglophilia was provided, as it so often was by British 

observers, in the form of New York and in particular by the Irish population of the city. On 

New York cabbies, Bird wrote that ‘they are generally Irish and cheat people with unblushing 

audacity.’ She also suggested that the high levels of political violence in the city stemmed 

from the contests between the Irish Catholics and the Know-Nothing party. In fact the nearest 

thing to a compliment Bird gave to the Irish population was little more than a backhanded 

insult, stating that their own intemperate habits encouraged abstinence among other 

Americans. Her overall classification of immigrant groups involved at least a modicum of 

sympathy with Germans, a group she commended ‘for their genius and industry’, while 

criticizing their apparent penchant for socialism and atheism. The Irish conversely were 

simply ‘the willing and ignorant tools of an ambitious and despotic priesthood.’ While the Irish 

of New York City bore the brunt of Bird’s attack she also recognized the existence of 
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significant emigrant communities in the upstate New York region around Buffalo including the 

Irish, German and French. Although they did not come in for such a sustained assault, based 

on her descriptions of New York city, it can be assumed that she was unlikely to be positive 

about the Irish in Buffalo either.132  

The conclusions about ethnic heterogeneity in upstate New York which Bird gave are 

reminiscent of those of Martineau, Buckingham and Godley, and in 1856 another traveller, 

Amelia M. Murray, offered more of the same evidence in her Letters from the United States, 

Cuba and Canada. Murray reflected that she had found Albany to contain ‘a great mixture of 

the varying national characteristics of Europe. . .many also of the respectable inhabitants 

there still speak Dutch; French is less common, but the American, Scotch, Irish and English 

blood is mixed up.’ A conclusion which Murray suggested had been particularly striking for 

her, since she had left only recently what she identified as the peculiarly ‘British’ city of 

Boston. Once again, however, Murray, like so many before her, found areas of the South to 

be equally similar to Britain. In Charleston, for instance, she recognized a number of cultural 

connections as well as noting that the Magnolia Cemetery in the town ‘has a chapel built like 

a country church in England’ and that ‘the tone of voice and choice of words and 

pronunciation are much more like old England.’ Despite this observation, Murray was no 

unqualified supporter of the South, nor did she treat it as ethnically wholly English, noting the 

existence of a flourishing Irish community in Virginia. She also found distinctly Anglophobe 

strands of thought while in Baltimore, which she claimed were drawn from ‘family 

recollections of the severities practiced by the English government and the military in the 

struggle for independence; and partly from the well-intentioned but ill-judged interference of 
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the present English generations about the slavery question.’133 This notion of tension between 

the South and the British over slavery was far from unprecedented and is indicative of the 

potential power of the slavery issue in transatlantic relations. In terms of ethnic geography, 

however, Murray’s conclusions followed, for the most part, the divisions of her predecessors.  

While Anglophobia may have been on occasion associated with the South as Murray 

suggested here, the notion of the ethnically and culturally British and Anglophile Old South 

retained considerable sway in Britain. James Stirling’s 1857 travel book Letters from the 

Slave States demonstrated both this view, and the growing divisions within the United States 

neatly when its author explained to his readers that: 

We have met with much kindness from some of our Southern friends. They know that, as English folks, 

we do not sympathize with their pro-slavery feelings; yet that does not seem to prevent their friendly 

dispositions, so long as we do not obtrude our notions offensively on them. In this respect they seem to 

regard us more favourably than they do their countrymen of the North. They have no patience with the 

Yankees, though they can tolerate, and even hospitably entreat, the Abolitionist English man. It pains 

me to think that this plague of slavery should stand between us and the cordial affections of this kindly, 

and, at bottom, noble Southern people. 

This was not an Anglophilia located solely in the South however. Stirling identified various 

shades of regional opinion meaning that he could describe the northern states on the whole 

as being am embodiment ‘of English civilization’ and on the national stage to contend that 

‘before I came here I had heard much of Anglo-phobia, and was prepared to meet in public 

and private with symptoms of jealousy and dislike of the English nation. But in this I have 

been most agreeably surprised. With few exceptions, such as Hiberno-American Democratic 

tirade, or a Southern denunciation of British Abolitionism, I have met with nothing of the 

kind.’134  

                                                           
133

 Murray, Letters from the United States, 136, 37, 163, 204-205, 195, 163. 
134

 Stirling, Letters from the Slave States, 160, 221, 208. 



122 
 

Crucially, in a sectional sense, Stirling also observed that ‘few Irish, comparatively, 

come to the South’ thus giving a more obvious Irish character to the North. Stirling also made 

the Irish connection explicitly negative in his criticism of how government in America ‘resolves 

itself into the supreme rule of Irish Rowdyism’ as well as his recognition that ‘the Democratic 

party has very nearly reduced the Republic of the United States to an Irish mobocracy.’ 

Stirling equally reasserted the cultural differences between regions in a manner similar to his 

predecessors in the form of the myth of the Puritan and Cavalier. He stated that ‘the North is 

essentially Puritan; the South, Cavalier. They are so historically, and they are so in all the 

characteristics of their development.’ The conclusions which Stirling drew from this 

inheritance were that ‘the North, then, was originally, and is yet, Puritan and Plebeian; the 

South, on the contrary, was Cavalier and Patrician; Virginia and the Carolinas were settled 

mainly by English gentry, with a sprinkling even of the nobility.’ A similarly romanticized 

account was provided by the traveller Henry Murray who wrote, with reference to a plantation 

on the James River (Virginia), that the planters’ homes reminded ‘one of in many places of 

the old country’, while finding within these houses that ‘ thoughts also turn homeward 

irresistibly, as the eye wanders from object to object.’135 These sectional characterizations of 

the United States plainly drew on a whole host a pre-existing tropes, constructing a mental 

geography of the nation which claimed an English Cavalier inheritance for the Old South in 

contrast to Puritan ethics in areas of the North, which themselves were often in conflict with 

the political and social influence wielded by Irish immigrants.  

The private diary of the Secretary of the US Legation between 1853 and 1874, 

Benjamin Moran, provides evidence of both the tensions within the Anglo-American 
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relationship at the end of the 1850s in terms of the permeation of Anglophobic rhetoric, and a 

testament to the significance of the travel narrative for the development of British ideas. After 

the opening of a transatlantic telegraph cable in 1858 Moran commented in glowing terms 

that ‘to-morrow will be the Sabbath; and it will be the first Sabbath upon which the two great 

branches of the Anglo-Saxon family- mother and daughter- will be within speaking distance of 

each other.’ Yet, despite this romantic familial rhetoric Moran was no Anglophile, far from it. 

His outlook was consistently anti-British and only a month after he appeared to emphasize 

the close Anglo-American relationship in this comment he wrote that ‘England heartily hates 

America. The hearty manner in which the people of the United States have received the 

success of the Atlantic cable has been taken up here with jeers and ridicule.’ He also claimed 

that the British ‘lie about us, rob us, and treat us insolently and will so continue to do until we 

give them another good flogging.’ Even claims of good will by the British towards the United 

States could be taken badly by Moran, for example the Secretary commented in 1859 that 

‘Mackay [Charles] recently wrote a book on the US in wh. [sic] he pretended to be very 

friendly towards us: but the truth is he hates us.’136 Allowing for Moran’s characteristic 

hyperbole his insights are indicative of the love/hate connection between Britain and America 

from citizens on both sides of the Atlantic. Taken as a nation the United States was capable 

of being either passionately Anglophobic or equally Anglophile, something Moran typified. 

Placing this flexibility against the complex backdrop of sectional differentiation which was so 

frequently discussed in Britain makes clear the extent to which Anglophobia was both 

powerful and malleable and why it became a key pillar of Civil War discourse in Britain.  

The mythological nature of the Cavalier and Puritan and the relationship this 

mythology had with Anglophilia/phobia inevitably harked back to the colonial period and the 

formation of early American society. The novelist William Makepeace Thackeray explored 

these connections and reinforced the dominant ideas about them in an explicit way in his 
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1859 novel The Virginians. Thackeray’s book was published in the monthly format typical of 

popular fiction in the period and was printed in fluctuating numbers between 13,000-20,000 

across its run. This work was set in the lead up to the American Revolution and followed the 

fortunes of a family split by the causes of the loyalists and revolutionaries. The heritage of the 

main protagonists of the novel, a Virginian planter family named the Warringtons, is traced 

back to Britain. The state of Virginia itself is described at various times as being committed to 

the King (George III in this case) and Church of England something George 

Featherstonhaugh had noted was a genuine sentiment in the region as a traveller in 1844. 

Within the novel the contrast to the Warringtons is provided by the Van Den Boschs’s, a 

family of Dutch merchants from New York. The ethnic dichotomy set up by Thackeray here, 

combined with the actions of the two families (the landed Warrington as opposed to the 

trading Van Den Bosch), offered an obvious division between the South and the New 

York/Pennsylvania region. The nature of this division was one which his readers would have 

been well aware of the contemporary resonance of when it came to understanding 

sectionalism in the United States.137 

 It was not solely in terms of positive descriptions of the South that publications 

continued to claim clear ethnic and cultural sectional divisions up the eve of the Civil War. 

The private Secretary of the Prince of Wales, John D. Englehart, published an account of the 

Prince’s travels through the United States in 1860 in which he described how the population 
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of America had ‘a common ancestry, language, literature and a common freedom [which], 

must be productive of a strong feeling of sympathy towards England.’ Within this same work 

Englehart emphasized the English credentials of New England in general and Boston 

specifically, describing how in that city ‘the most enthusiastic welcome greeted the Prince as 

he drove through the streets’ and noting that ‘the feeling towards England [is] as towards a 

home, the home of their forefathers.’ During a lecture given in Bolton in 1860 which was later 

published, the traveller Henry Ashworth gave a description of South Carolina which seemed 

to tally with what Thackeray and many before him had said about the Old South with its 

emphasis on the long-standing connection between Britain and the Palmetto State. Ashworth 

also noted that ‘throughout our visit to the New England States, everything we met with was 

looking so very English,’ and noting the Puritan roots of New England civilization.138 

   The idea of the roots of civilization, which Ashworth used here to invoke a clear 

sense of American regionalism, are central to how the British would eventually engage with 

the American Civil War. The sort of regional variations which Ashworth described provides a 

vital backdrop for comprehending British opinion on the conflict, since cultural commentators 

had engrained the idea of ethnic disunity in the United States in the minds of British readers. 

While the pre-war ethnic and cultural map of the United States clearly did not divide the North 

and South strictly along the Mason-Dixon Line, it did establish a clear geography. The United 

States could, broadly speaking, be conceived as three major regions. First the ethnically and 

culturally British Cavalier South, second, the ethnically and culturally British Puritan New 

England and finally the ethnically and culturally heterogeneous Mid-Atlantic region. This 

division in itself attached certain positive and negative connotations to each region given the 

anti-Irishness which characterized of much British thought, yet it involved more than this. 

Anglophobia, so often noted by British travellers as a defining feature of American society 
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frequently intersected with ideas about American politics. This ‘seeing’ of Britain in America 

and the American sections would subsequently allow Civil War propagandists to emphasize 

the apparently coherent anti-Britishness of New York in contrast to the pro-Britishness of the 

South, regardless of the truth behind the assertions. Indeed, if any consensus viewpoint can 

be taken from this British commentary before the war it was that New York was defined by its 

Irishness and Anglophobia and this view had a profound impact on British views of American 

politics leading up to the Civil War. 
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Chapter Three: ‘If you ask me if I am an American my answer is, no Sir, I am a South 

Carolinian’: British Interpretations of America’s Sectional Politics 

139 

Fig. One, Punch, ‘The American Twins, or North and South’ (27
th

 September 1856) 

 

The above cartoon from the satirical magazine Punch entitled ‘the American Twins, or 

North and South’ was published in September 1856 and portrayed the northern and southern 

sections of the United States as two separate figures held together by the Union. As the 

scholar Marcus Wood has noted, the physiognomic characteristics which Punch often used to 
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differentiate North and South are in evidence here (the South being the armed figure on the 

left). However, this emphasis on physical difference needs to be supplemented by a 

consideration of the potential political implications of the image. North and South are 

presented here as two distinctive ‘individuals’ rather than being personified as a single nation 

in the manner of John Bull. In terms of the visualization of the Union itself it is apparently an 

artificial, possibly even a forced relationship, keeping the two unwilling partners together. In 

this visual representation Punch encapsulated a broader, frequently unappreciated element 

of British engagement with the United States before the Civil War; the British recognition of 

the lack of any genuine political unity in the American Union.140 

On the subject of politics in an Anglo-American context historians have frequently 

posited a connection between the views British individuals held on domestic political issues 

and the sympathies they had during the American Civil War. Certainly the studies of 

historians such as E.D Adams and Frank Lawrence Owsley attempted to demonstrate a 

correlation between being a reformer in Britain and supporting the Union. This, however, was 

always a questionable premise given the vociferous role played by the liberals John Arthur 

Roebuck and William Schaw Lindsay in the Confederate lobby in Britain. Indeed the work of 

subsequent scholars including Duncan Andrew Campbell and R.J. M. Blackett has effectively 

illustrated the flaws in this politically determinist argument. This chapter contends that while 

Blackett and Campbell are correct in eschewing any straight forward connection between the 

political ideologies of British commentators within a domestic context and their Civil War 

sympathies, politics were nonetheless integral to the Civil War debate in Britain. Since 

cultural commentators had familiarized their readers with both sectional and national political 

disagreements the knowledge of American politics which the public had must be placed 

alongside domestic political ideologies in order to gain a true understanding of the British 

reaction to the Civil War. In terms of structure this chapter runs chronologically and examines 
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British published commentary on the explicitly sectional political divisions of the United States 

which were integrated into Civil War discourse. At the same time, however, it recognizes 

certain dominant tropes of American national politics before the Civil War which are 

significant in the context of this study as they would subsequently be recast into a sectional 

mould during the conflict, becoming key weapons in the armoury of propagandists.141 

The 1830s: Frances Trollope to Frederick Marryat 

 Although Frances Trollope’s Domestic Manners of the Americans was nominally an 

examination of the behavioural peculiarities of the United States, the content of the text was 

deeply political and when the context of its publication is appreciated its political importance 

becomes even clearer. As her biographer, Joanna Johnston, has noted Trollope’s book was 

published during the intensive debate in Britain over the 1832 Reform Act, something which 

engaged the attention of the political classes and the public and raised questions about the 

fundamental assumptions of British political life. The text contained a palpable sense of 

disillusion with American politics and Trollope had certainly crossed the Atlantic with high 

expectations of the polity she would encounter. As it was, her time in the United States was 
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characterized by what the historian Daniel Walker Howe has described as ‘probably the 

dirtiest [election] in American history’; the 1828 contest between John Quincy Adams and 

Andrew Jackson. Her experience of this event led Trollope to conclude in her discussion of 

democracy that ‘no one in their senses, who has visited their country and known the people 

can doubt its fitness for them [the American people], such as they are now are, or its utter 

unfitness for any other people.’ Within in the context of franchise reform Trollope’s 

observations had obvious resonance for the British, yet they were also significant in 

transatlantic terms since they described the government of the United States in negative 

language.142  

In addition to this national critique, Trollope also noted certain sectional differences in 

politics while in Washington. A subtle, but nonetheless significant, codicil was added by 

Trollope after she had roundly derided members of the US Congress: ‘among the crowd who 

must be included in this description, a few were distinguished by not wearing their hats, and 

by sitting on their chairs like other human beings, without throwing their legs above their 

heads. Whenever I inquired the name of these exceptions, I was told that it was Mr This or Mr 

That, of Virginia [original emphasis].’ The particular emphasis on Virginia may seem a small 

detail, yet as a bifurcation of American politics progressed through the pre-war period, that 

state (if not the South more generally) was often portrayed as the outsider of American 

democracy. Crucially, as has been recognized in previous chapters, Virginia was frequently 

described in explicitly positive terms for a number of reasons, to which this attitude of its 

political classes could be added. With more explicitly sectional dimensions were Trollope’s 

reminiscences of the debates which she observed in Congress and while being perfectly 

open about her lack of understanding of the issues at stake, she noted how ‘every debate I 

listened to in the American Congress was upon one and the same subject, namely, the entire 
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independence of each individual state, with regard to the federal government.’143 This 

mention of state rights in America broached the issue of the position of the states relative to 

the national government. Significantly, it is indicative of the long-standing British awareness 

of the difficult relationship between the two which would be manifested during the Civil War. 

 The early 1830s saw a concerted decline in the perceived desirability of American 

politics among many and in particular the key intellectual figures of the era. As the literary 

scholar Paul Giles has recognised, the generation of passionate advocates of the United 

States as a political entity such as Mary Shelley, Percy Bysshe Shelley and Lord Byron was 

superseded in the period by figures such as Frances Trollope and Charles Dickens who 

rejected the idealistic image of the United States and, unlike their predecessors, had actually 

visited the nation. Trollope was typical of this new generation and made it clear to her readers 

that she disapproved of many aspects of American politics, including the party system which 

meant that ‘when a candidate for any office starts, his party endow him with every virtue and 

with all talents.’ Similarly, she bemoaned the fact that since a candidate needed to appeal to 

the mass of the populace ‘dishonest transactions’ were frequently resorted to in order to 

ensure election. This overarching critique of party was also noted by the liberal Examiner 
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newspaper in August 1832, when it subtitled an article with a quote from the 18th century poet 

Alexander Pope who described party as ‘madness of the many for the gain of a few.’ Sitting 

alongside the rejection of party was Trollope’s clear disdain for the mob as a political tool, 

something which she incorporated into the 1832 fictional companion to Domestic Manners; 

the novel The Refugee in America. Within this text, the doors of the President’s home are 

thrown up by a mob because the servants ‘quite aware that they owed more obedience to the 

mob than to their master, yielded to their remonstrance.’144 Trollope’s thoughts on these 

points may seem random and slightly disconnected but recognizing them as something more 

coherent is vital to understanding the development of British ideas about political 

sectionalism. Terms such as ‘the mob’, ‘equality’ and ‘political party’ were widely deployed in 

critiques of the American political system as a national institution, yet they were easily 

appropriated for sectional ends by others both before and during the American Civil War. 

 These discussions of party, equality and the mob had both sectional and national 

resonance in the pre-Civil War period, but one element of the North/South relationship was 

always sectionally charged. From its first mention in Britain the tariff and nullification crisis 

(1832-33) were seen as being inherently concerned with the distinction between the sections. 

The 1832 attempt at nullification by the state of South Carolina in response to the protective 

legislation passed by the Federal Government involved a rejection of the power of the United 

States to enforce measures and the recognition that different sections had fundamentally 

different needs. The act made clear that it was in the interests of the South to embrace free 

trade in the same way that it was in the interests of the North to pursue protection. 

Unsurprisingly, this event was absolutely integral to the British understanding of political 
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sectionalism, touching as it did upon the issue of tariffs and sparking discussion about the 

nature of sovereignty in America. The nullification debate in the United States even had 

domestic connotations for British observers given the struggle of many liberals for free trade. 

Popular writing in this period makes clear that British interest in nullification involved 

discussions over both protection in a British or abstract sense and with specific reference to 

the United States. The Morning Post, a mainstream anti-reform newspaper, reprinted an 

editorial which had originally appeared in the Standard on the 7th September 1832 which 

described nullification not simply as a tariff issue but as something connected more broadly to 

the idea of sectional differences in the United States. The editorial informed readers that 

‘there is, in fact, little to bind the Carolinians and Georgians to the New Englanders or even 

the Virginians. Their habits, their domestic systems, their commercial interests, are all 

diametrically opposed to those of the men of the northern states.’ The Essex Standard made 

a similar observation in an 1833 editorial which contended that the tariff had placed sectional 

differences in sharper relief, rather than creating them. This article also noted that ‘the 

ostensible ground of the breach is the oppression, upon the Southern States, of the tariff on 

goods imported; but in various particulars it seems that the interests of, temper, and habits of 

these Southern Countries do not harmonize well with the laws and government of the general 

Congress, where Northern interests prevail.’145 Discussed in this way, the tariff issue was 
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simply an expression of the differences between sections rather than the sole cause of them. 

It is therefore that the different social systems, ethnic divisions and cultural ideas which 

previous chapters have noted about North and South were integrated into political 

sectionalism.  

 While these discussions about the deep rooted divisions between North and South 

and their expression through the lens of the tariff and state rights made up a significant 

proportion of the copy on nullification there were also strong self-serving ideas at work in 

Britain which resulted in sympathy for the free trading South. The veteran radical and former 

resident of Philadelphia, William Cobbett, wrote in Cobbett’s Weekly Political Register that ‘all 
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these southern and western men, are commercially speaking, closely connected with 

Birmingham, Sheffield, Manchester and Leeds. They have no such connexion with the 

Northern States.’ By the same token, Cobbett observed that the people of the North ‘are 

carriers for the southern, south-western, and north-western states. . .they, and they alone, 

have established manufactories. . . in short, they are aiming to become rivals of England.’ 

The same edition of the newspaper also placed the nullification debate within a broader 

context of sectional relations when it observed that most areas of the south and west ‘look 

upon the tariff as a robbery of them committed for the benefit of the states of the north,’ a 

sentiment echoed in editorial commentary during January 1833 by newspapers across 

Britain. The Aberdeen Journal for example raised the alarming spectre of secession when it 

noted that ‘the United States of America seem to be on the eve of a disruption. The 

discontent that has arisen among the Southern States- particularly South Carolina and 

Georgia- has assumed a most alarming aspect. Nothing can now prevent the withdrawal of 

these two important States from the Union, but the immediate modification, if not repeal, of 

the obnoxious tariff.’146  

An article in the Newcastle Courant took a very similar position pointing to the growing 

power of disunion in the nation and British recognition of it. This line of argument, however, 

was not unanimously subscribed to even among those with a modicum of sympathy with the 

southern cause. The Bristol Mercury explained in its 5th January edition that ‘we admire the 

spirit of the South Carolinians; and as the Tariff operates so directly to their injury, we think 

they have shown not only their spirit, [but] their sound judgement in resisting it’, yet it placed 

little confidence in the prospect of long-term division. The Preston Chronicle was even more 

dismissive of nullification noting that ‘some temporary dissatisfaction has arisen in Carolina’ 

and maintaining that ‘it would be but temporary.’ The middle class reform newspaper, the 

Leeds Mercury, actually entered into the legal side of the debate in its discussion of the 

nullification crisis questioning the rights of South Carolina to ignore federal legislation on a 
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constitutional basis.147 Taking all this evidence together, it is impossible not to see the post-

nullification United States as possessing clear sectional political fractures which all literate 

Britons would have appreciated, even if they failed to understand them. 

This acknowledgement among the British of the profound sectional divisions in the 

United States did not, however, preclude continued descriptions of national political 

characteristics. These ostensibly national characteristics nevertheless contained within them 

the seeds of sectional division. Of these national tropes the quintessential illustration of 

‘Americanism’ for many Britons was that of the mob, something of an institution in British 

discussions of American politics in the period. In 1833, at the height of the tensions over 

nullification, the newspaper John Bull connected the conflict between state and Federal 

government to the descent of democracy into the mob much as Trollope had done the year 

before. John Bull, however, took this a step further by noting the potential for a further 

descent into dictatorship. An editorial from the same newspaper published on the 14th 

January noted that the ‘republic is on the edge of a civil war, if not knee deep in it already. . 

.father and son, and uncle and brother, are cutting each other’s throats, on account of the 

tyranny and oppression of the paternal government. . .so much for Liberty, Equality and 

Fraternity.’ In September of the same year John Bull again took up the topic of American 

democracy, on this occasion noting that ‘men accustomed to democracy can never be 

brought to the rigours of military discipline.’148 While these comments about the mob and the 

influence of democracy on discipline, or the lack thereof, against the backdrop of the early 

1830s were consistent with the overall modus operandi of John Bull, (to undermine the United 

States at every turn), they had a longer term significance. They accentuated images of 

America which came to be sectionalized in both the pre-war period and by wartime 

propagandists. 
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 Richard Cobden, one of the so-called ‘members for the United States’ during the Civil 

War, had displayed a long standing interest in American issues that stretched back to his first 

publication, an 1835 pamphlet entitled England, America and Ireland. Cobden’s pamphlet 

appears to have been commercially successful and, in a later edition of his political writings, 

F.W Chesson claims that it went into at least a sixth edition. The pamphlet’s content offers 

something of an insight into the intellectual justification for Cobden’s pro-Americanism before 

the Civil War and pro-Unionism during the conflict. The text is interesting in one sense as 

within it Cobden recognized the power of the travel narrative in the Anglo-American 

information network which meant ‘we have met with persons. . . who believe conscientiously 

that the Americans threw off the yoke of the mother country, merely with a view to escape the 

payment of certain sum[s] of money due to English creditors; and that they have ever since 

been struggling after a dubious kind of subsistence by incurring fresh debts with us, and 

occasionally repaying our credulity in no creditable coin.’ According to Cobden, people held 

this belief because they ‘have read the works of no authors or travellers upon that country, 

with the exception of those of Moore, Mrs. Trollope, and Basil Hall.’ This observation is 

particularly pertinent as it demonstrates clearly the potential power of travellers to construct 

ideas of America and the concerns of certain British politicians about the genre.149  

Cobden’s personal opinion of America was unquestionably positive. Despite this even 

he maintained that ‘we do not advocate republican institutions for this country [Britain]. We 

believe the government of the United States to be at this moment the best in the world; but 

then the American are the best people.’ As this liberal politician saw it, the social system of 

Britain was fundamentally different from that of the United States since ‘democracy forms no 

element in the materials of the English character. An Englishman is, from his mother’s womb, 

an aristocrat. Whatever rank or birth, whatever fortune, trade or profession may be his fate, 

he is, or wishes or hopes to be, an aristocrat.’ Even as he offered a defence of the political 
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system of the United States, however, Cobden noted key areas which were commonly 

criticized including its press and the attitude Americans had towards financial matters.150 

Although, in the context of England, America and Ireland, these were unequivocally national 

in scope, they were some of the key tropes of American politics which went on to be 

sectionalized. In his rejection of the compatibility between aristocracy and democracy he also 

prefigured ideas which resurfaced in the writings of those who claimed that the South rejected 

American democracy as it was popularly, and usually negatively, understood in Britain. 

 Although Cobden here explicitly discussed national politics in the wake of nullification, 

it is clear that the tariff and the tensions between South Carolina and the national government 

had long term implications for the way the British understood sectionalism. The issues which 

were at stake in 1832 developed into reference points on the differences between North and 

South for British observers in subsequent years. In 1836 John Bull looked back on the crisis 

and reasserted the idea of a fundamental disconnection between North and South, which 

stemmed from economic differences but which had more general consequences. The paper 

also somewhat prophetically speculated that the differences were so great as to mean that 

‘the federation of States has never, and will never recover.’ In political terms this same 

editorial explained that when it came to the United States as a whole, ‘its government is 

supported only by those who benefit from the tariff.’ This, of course, meant the northern 

states. On a different topic, but one with clear contemporary resonance in 1836, the tension 

between North and South over the fate of Texas, John Bull drew a similar contrast between 

the different interests of the northern and southern states.151 This continued recognition of 

sectional tensions in terms of political policy between North and South in the British press 

may have been (and in the case of John Bull certainly was) the product of anti-Americanism 

as opposed to sectional sympathy. The fact remains, however, that this language was used 

to undermine the United States and established a sectional division for British readers. 
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Significantly the re-assertion of the tariff as a sectional issue in these popular forms fostered 

the subsequent equation of the South with free trade, thereby helping to legitimize the cause 

of the Confederacy. 

  Democracy and despotism, at least for many Britons of the early nineteenth century 

were inextricably linked. The idea essentially was that democracy often led to a dictator 

supported by the power of the mob. John Bull published an editorial in 1836 which gave a 

critical account of the current President Andrew Jackson in these terms. It portrayed Old 

Hickory as the logical outcome of the American political system in which a mobocracy 

inevitably placed power in the hands of a despot, informing its readers that ‘the United States 

are evidently reaping not only the fruits of reform and modern mountebankism, that of mob-

law and pretended self-government, but of actual despotism. There is no, nor ever was, in the 

Eastern Hemisphere such a practical despot as ANDREW JACKSON [original emphasis in 

both cases].’ While this was without question an overarching critique of the American political 

system with little regard for sectional differences it is nevertheless worthy of noting at this 

juncture.152 The language of the mob and despot may have been national in scope in 1836 for 

John Bull, but when the United States broke down as a national entity this language was 

pointedly sectionalized to give a political character to each region. Similarly, the transfer of 

power from the mob to a despot president was drawn upon heavily by British Confederates in 

order to critique certain actions of the Lincoln Government such as the decision to suspend 

Habeas Corpus or his treatment of ‘Copperhead’ politicians.153 

 While the national political process and the rights and interests of the different states 

were frequent topics for comment in Britain, another key area bound up with politics has yet 
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to be touched on in this chapter, the power of finance in the United States. As early as 1833 

elements of the British press were criticizing the numbers of British debtors who were 

absconding to America and the same organs who noted this phenomenon approved 

wholeheartedly of action taken by the British government over the issue. It was not simply 

that the United States came to be seen as a haven for bankrupts during the period, the 

financial dealing of the nation more generally came in for criticism in Britain. Henry Tudor, a 

traveller who published an account of his time in the United States in 1835, described Wall 

Street as the place in which ‘the commerce of the world is conned over.’154 The financial crisis 

which rocked the United States during the tail end of the Jackson presidency and throughout 

Martin Van Buren’s time in office ratcheted up these tensions up further. Unsurprisingly, the 

consistently anti-American John Bull warned its readers against becoming involved in the 

risky financial dealings of the nation in 1837.155 John Bull’s critique was typically anti-

American, however, Tudor’s mention of Wall Street is particularly indicative of the identity 

which the city of New York possessed when it came to finance. New York was the archetype 

of the American city in its negative form and this was reflected in its financial conduct. 

 This cynicism over the financial dealings of the United States, and the North in 

particular, was also noted by a number of eminent British travellers of the period, including 

some of those who had a great deal of sympathy with the United States as a political entity. 

Harriet Martineau, for instance, described in her 1837 travelogue the number of bankruptcies 

in the nation and the carelessness ‘with which speculators are allowed to game with other 

people’s funds.’ Even while Martineau appreciated the prevailing image of the cunning 

“Yankee” speculator she also contended that the image was exaggerated in Britain, noting 

that ‘the activity of the commercial spirit in America is represented abroad, and too often at 
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home, as indicative of nothing but sordid love of gain: a making hast to be rich, a directly 

selfish desire of aggrandisement.’  The version of commerce which Martineau claimed to be 

reacting against here certainly tallied with a description which Charles Augustus Murray 

would give two years later after arriving in New York and finding that ‘a stranger runs [the risk 

of] submitting to an operation which passed in England by the various names of “being done,” 

“screwed,” “taken in,” “sold,” “fleeced,” &.c’156  

To Martineau, Murray’s assessment would have been a harsh one which ignored the 

benevolent impulse of American society since ‘their eager money-getting is not for the 

purposes of accumulation. Some-many, are deplorably ostentatious; but it seemed to me that 

the ostentation was an after-thought; though it might lead to renewed money getting.’ 

Consistent with the rest of Martineau’s narrative it was the New Englanders who represented 

American commerce in its most positive form. She was certainly not alone in making this 

distinction and as the literary scholar Christopher Mulvey has recognized it was New York 

specifically which was commonly portrayed as the archetype money-making merchant capital 

of the United States in a negative sense. Martineau told her readers that ‘in New England, 

peopled by more than 2,000,000 of inhabitants, there are not more than 500, probably not 

more than 400 individuals, who can be called affluent men; possessing that is, 100,000 

dollars and upwards. A prosperous community, in which a sordid pursuit of wealth was 

common, would be in a very different state from this.’ She also emphasized the role of 

commerce as a motivation for the benevolence of the commercial classes of the northern 

states and highlighted that ‘if the most liberal institutions in the northern States were 

examined into, it would be found how active the merchant class has been, beyond all others, 

in their establishment.’157 This point of view was typical of the liberal laissez-faire British, as 

represented politically by figures such as Bright and Cobden, yet even those who came from 
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a similar intellectual position to Martineau did not necessarily side with the North in the Civil 

War. 

This image of the money-making American, be they a New Yorker, another northerner 

or simply a generic national figure, developed alongside various tropes of both sectional and 

national politics in the United States. Consequently, these financial images contributed either 

in the immediate, or longer term to the construction of sectional identity for the North as 

Martineau’s case demonstrates. Martineau, a political liberal with an interest in many areas of 

progressive or reforming campaigns, was intensely interested in the republican experiment of 

the United States, yet she could not fail to note the sectional tensions which came with it. She 

even speculated on the state rights elements of American politics. Martineau outlined her 

basic understanding of these doctrines, the sectional differences and the factors which 

contributed to them when she noted that ‘it is absurd to suppose that communities where 

wide differences of customs, prejudices, and manners still exist, can be, or ought to be, 

brought into a state of exact conformity of institutions.’ She also warned her readers against 

‘supposing the state governments to be subordinate to the general.’ In political terms this 

divergence was becoming more pronounced over time so ‘while the north is still fostering a 

reverence for the Union, the south loses no opportunity of enlarging lovingly on the virtue of 

passionate attachment to one’s native state.’158 

This distinction between the interests of the sections and the idea of state rights was 

manifested in the development of political parties which represented each region on the 

national stage. Martineau contended that ‘the federalists are the great patrons of commerce; 

but they are as proud of the national lands as the broadest of democrats. The Democrats, 

however, may be regarded as the patrons of agriculture. . . there seems to be a natural 

relation between the independence of property and occupation enjoyed by the agriculturalist, 
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and his watchfulness over State Rights and the political importance of individuals.’ As well as 

speculating on the prospects for the future as she understood them, Martineau recognized 

that ‘the democratic party are fond of saying that the United States are intended to be an 

agricultural country. It seems to me that they are intended to be everything. The Niagara 

basin, the Mississippi valley, and the South will be able to furnish the trading world with 

agricultural products for ever,- for ought we can see. But it is clear that there are other parts 

of the country which must have recourse to manufactures and commerce.’159 The North and 

South in this analysis possessed distinctive attributes, the former being a growing 

manufacturing power and the later possessing an agricultural character. Crucially, these 

differences found expression in the diverging political interests of the two sections and this 

account demonstrates British appreciation of the issues at stake in sectional relations. 

 The idea that state governments had pre-eminence over the Federal Government was 

an idea not simply dealt with by Martineau in terms of the characteristics of each region and 

the abstract chances of secession. She engaged explicitly with the tariff, the nullification 

crisis, and the issues which these disputes had raised. Martineau, in a manner consistent 

with her liberal principles, conceded that South Carolina had legitimate grievances over the 

tariff and concluded in the wake of Henry Clay’s Compromise Bill that ‘the triumph remained- 

if triumph it were- with South Carolina. This was owing to the goodness of her principle of free 

trade.’ However Martineau made it clear that even though she supported free trade, South 

Carolina was mistaken in blaming all its problems on protectionism: 

The high spirit of South Carolina is of that kind which accompanies fallen, or inferior fortunes. Pride 

and poverty chafe the spirit. They make men look around for injury, and aggravate the sense of injury 

when it is real. In South Carolina, the black population outnumbers the white. The curse of slavery lies 

heavy on the land, and its inhabitants show the usual unwillingness of sufferers to attribute their 

maladies to their true cause. Right as the South Carolinians may be as to the principles of free trade, 

no tariff every yet occasioned such evils as they groan under. If not a single import duty had ever 
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imposed, there would still have been the contrasts which they cannot endure to perceive between the 

thriving States of the north and their own. Now, when they see the flourishing villages of New England, 

they cry “we pay for all this.” When the north appears to receive more favour from the general 

government, in its retrospective recompenses for service in war, the greater proportion of which service 

was rendered by the north, the south again cries, “We pay for all this.” It is true the south pays dearly; 

but it is for her own depression, not for others prosperity.
160

 

In creating such a coherent image of sectional differentiation which incorporated both slavery 

and the politics of the tariff debate, Martineau was able to maintain both an anti-tariff and a 

pro-northern perspective. Protection was invariably bad policy and in this sense the South 

was right to resist it. Yet the South did not understand that its own flaws were to blame for its 

socio-economic shortcomings rather than the tariff policy of the Federal Government. Central 

to Martineau’s thought, therefore, was the basic assumption that to be pro-northern did not 

meant rejecting clear sectional differences- for a Briton to subscribe to the doctrine of political 

sectionalism before the Civil War did not involve them nailing their colours exclusively to the 

mast of the North or South. 

 While it was clear that certain ‘national’ characteristics existed as far as British 

travellers were concerned, features which in the political sphere (as it was broadly 

understood) incorporated a preoccupation with financial gain and a turbulent, often violent, 

political system dominated by the mob or mass action, a level of sectional complexity was 

evident within the nation. Commentators such as Martineau contended that demonstrable 

differences existed in the interests of the sections of America and these interests were 

explicitly expressed in the political sphere and connected specifically to the state rights 

doctrine. Despite recognizing these differences, Martineau played down the power of the 

sectional division concluding that ‘the sectional hatred, if not an abstraction, is founded mainly 

on abstractions, and give[s] way at once when the parties are confronted.’ More specifically, 

even though she described a northern clergyman ‘who expects and desires the dissolution of 
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the Union, saying that the north bore all the expense’ and a South Carolinian who ‘sees no 

use in the Union, but much expense and trouble’ she wrote these figures off as being 

eccentrics. Therefore, while she appreciated that sectionalism was a force in American life it 

was a weak one. Her analysis of the future prospects of the Union was, consequently, 

positive, encapsulated in her belief that ‘the probabilities of the continuance of the Union are 

so overwhelming, that no man, not in a state of delusion, from some strong prejudice can 

seriously entertain the idea of a dissolution.’161 

  In his two volume Diary in America, Captain Frederick Marryat spent a considerable 

amount of time exploring both sectional politics and elements of national politics which would 

(unknown to him of course, given that he died in 1848) end up being integrated into sectional 

discourse during the Civil War. The 1839 account of his experiences was, in a political sense, 

overwhelmingly negative in its tone, making sweeping criticisms about American national 

politics, and deploying images of the nation which would subsequently be sectionalized. At 

the heart of Marryat’s understanding of the United States as a political entity was its 

adherence to democracy which he described in the following terms: 

It may be inquired by some, what difference there is between a republic and a democracy, as the terms 

have been, and are often, used indifferently. I know not whether my distinction is right, but I consider 

that when those possessed of most talent and wisdom are selected to act for the benefit of a people, 

with a full reliance upon their acting for the best, and without any shackle or pledge being enforced, we 

may consider that form of government as a republic ruled by the most enlightened and capable; but 

that if, on the contrary, those selected by the people to represent them are not only bound by pledges 

previous to their election, but ordered by the mass how to vote after their election, then the country is 

not ruled by the collected wisdom of the people, but by the majority, who are as often wrong as right, 

and then the governing principle sinks into a democracy, as it now is in America.
162
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Later, in a brief history of the early United States, Marryat expanded on this general 

statement and noted the apparent degeneration of America into a democracy despite the 

warning given by George Washington in 1796 about the risks of that system. A comment near 

the end of Marryat’s work was revealing about the influence of the British context in his views 

of American politics. He emphasized the role which the recently passed 1832 Reform Act 

could have in driving Britain towards democracy and expressed concern that this 

development would result in an increased power being exerted by the mass of the people, as 

it was in the United States. This apparent ‘mob’ power in America was made all the worse by 

the key conduit of politics in the nation; the press. According to Marryat the newspaper 

industry had such an influence that ‘to be popular with the majority in America, to be a 

favourite with the people, you must first divest yourself of all freedom of opinion.’ In terms of 

offering a model for what was wrong with the press of the nation Marryat held up the New 

York Morning Herald as an example, describing it as ‘the most remarkable newspaper for its 

obscenity, and total disregard for all decency.’  Of similar concern to Marryat when it came to 

the American political system was the phenomenon of party politics. He was wholly critical of 

the influence of party feeling on the political process, pointing to its role in bribery and the fact 

that political interest and moral convictions had to be subordinated to the demands of party 

meaning that, as Marryat described it, ‘the struggle in America is for place, not for principle.’ 

Marryat evidently feared the development of an Americanized system in Britain and 

consequently attacked the negative elements of American democracy in his defence of 

established British politics.163 Even here, however, an implicit sectionalism seemed to exist. It 

was no coincide, given its reputation as the archetype ‘mobocracy’, that it was a New York 

newspaper which Marryat highlighted. It was this city and its surrounding area which 

developed an intimate association with American democracy in its most negative forms. 

The notion of the mob, political violence and a despot heading up a democracy was 

tied, by Marryat at least, directly to the Presidency of Andrew Jackson in a manner similar to 
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that used by the newspaper John Bull a few years before. While George Washington had 

warned the United States about the dangers of democracy Jackson was, in Marryat’s 

analysis, the epitome of a new form of American democratic politics, ‘raised as he was to the 

office of President by the mob, the demagogues who led the mob obtained offices under 

government, to the total exclusion of the aristocratic party, whose doom was sealed.’ The 

consequence of this development in the political system was the creation of an all-powerful 

force of public opinion which taught Marryat that ‘if the people, not only legislate, but, when in 

a state of irritation or excitement, they defy even legislation, they are not to be compared to 

restricted [original emphasis] sovereigns, but to despots.’164 Despite Jackson’s southern 

origins and career this recurring image which placed democracy and despotism in such close 

proximity became a staple of pro-Confederate discourse in Britain which often cast Abraham 

Lincoln or William H. Seward in the role of despotic democrat in the Jacksonian mold. 

 The images outlined here by Marryat were principally national in scope, although 

again the relationship between the Irish in the North and mob violence (as discussed in 

chapter two) were unlikely to be lost on the more shrewd British observers. In his introduction 

Marryat had explained to his readers that the political system had a sectional side as well: 

‘even on that point upon which you might safely venture to generalize, namely, the effect of a 

democratic form of government upon the mass, your observations must be taken with some 

exceptions, arising from the climate, manners, and customs, and the means of livelihood, so 

differing in this extended country.’ A sense of distinctive regional difference which he further 

emphasized when he noted that: 

Another difficulty and cause of misrepresentation is, that travellers are not aware of the jealousy 

existing between the inhabitants of the different states and cities. The eastern states pronounce the 

southerners to be choleric, reckless, regardless of law, indifferent to religion; while the southerners 

designate the eastern states as a nursery of over reaching pedlars, selling clocks and wooden 

nutmegs. . . Boston turns up her erudite nose at New York; Philadelphia, in her pride, looks down upon 
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both New York and Boston; while New York, chinking her dollars, swears the Bostonians are a parcel 

of puritanical prigs, and the Philadelphians a would-be aristocracy. A western man from Kentucky, 

when at Tremont House in Boston, begged me particularly not to pay attention to what they said of his 

state in that quarter. Both a Virginian and Tennesseean [sic], when I was at New York, did the same.
165

 

While being in themselves quite sweeping socio-economic distinctions between the regions 

(the sum of much pre-war sectional discourse) these differences invaded the political sphere 

in Marryat’s analysis and were underpinned by clear sectional economic divisions. Marryat 

also made it clear to his readers which side of the divide it would be in British interests to 

remain on good terms with. He saw an alliance between Britain and the agricultural South as 

being perfectly natural and was bullish about southerners themselves recognizing this fact, 

explaining that ‘at the declaration of the last war with England. . .it was the Northern States 

which were opposed to it, and the Southern who were in favour of it: but circumstances have 

changed. . . the Southern [is] very anxious to remain at peace with England, that their 

produce may find a market; while the Northern, on the contrary, would readily consent to war, 

that they might shut out the English manufactures.’166 Not only were North and South 

distinctive but the southern states had the potential to form a valuable economic compliment 

to Great Britain. 

 Marryat also attempted to engage with the legality of secession, suggesting that, not 

only were the sections not homogenous, but that they might be able to divide into different 

nations at some point. On the topic of the ending of slavery in the South, he recognized some 

form of the state rights doctrine by noting that the only way the national government could do 

anything about slavery would be to ‘trample on the constitution.’ Similarly, referring to 

nullification he criticized the Federal Government since, as he put it, the administration ‘never 

displayed more weakness than in the question of the tariff upon English goods to support 

their interest. South Carolina, one of the smallest States, led the van, and the storm rose. 
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This state passed an act by convention, annulling the Federal Act of the tariff, armed her 

militia, and prepared for war.’ He concluded that ‘by examination into the Constitution of the 

United States. . . the States have reserved for themselves all the real power, and that Federal 

Union exists but upon their sufferance. Each State still insists upon its right to withdraw itself 

from the Union, whenever it pleases.’167 The differences between the sections were therefore 

not simply pronounced but a genuine legal channel existed for the division of the nation into 

its constituent parts. 

The 1840s: Thomas Brothers to Sir Charles Lyell 

From a more radical political background, but drawing some similar conclusions to 

Marryat was Thomas Brothers whose travelogue was published in 1840. Brothers had lived in 

the United States and, having gone over as a political radical, had been thoroughly 

disillusioned by his experience. On returning, Brothers published a book whose title The 

United States of North America as they are; Not as they are generally Described: Being a 

Cure for Radicalism gives an accurate impression of its content. Written thematically in the 

form of letters to British reformers, Brothers systematically dismantled the radical image of 

the United States. In his letter to the Birmingham reformer Thomas Attwood he made specific 

mention of Frederick Marryat’s work before attacking American politics and the broader 

effects they had: ‘the British people never were, are not now, and, I think, never will be, any 

more like the great mass of the American republicans.’ While in his letter to the radical-Tory 

Earl of Stanhope on the issue of American elections Brothers noted that ‘over this business 

there is generally rioting, confusion, and, of late years, bloodshed and murder. This 

excitement then continues to increase till after the general election.’ American politics was a 

deeply unpleasant business as Brothers described it, putting him very much in line with many 

other commentators. Brothers also noted the potential power of the notion of secession in the 
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following description which was included in his letter to the penal reformer Matthew 

Davenport Hill: 

That threat, to dissolve the Union, was soon followed by another which at first seemed to be of still 

greater importance, — it was what was termed the South Carolina Nullification; that is, the state of 

South Carolina refused to pay any more taxes to the general government, unless the general 

government would alter the laws, and make them agreeable to their wish. These high-minded, gallant, 

and honourable men, ever true to their purpose, made a protestation that they would perish to a man 

before they would longer submit to the tariff.’
168  

Brothers’s images of American politics conceived in a national sense were disconcerting for 

any self-respecting advocate of many of the political ideas so frequently associated with the 

republic, characterised as they were by mob power and disunity. Undoubtedly, this was his 

purpose, yet within his analysis he also recognized the sectional tensions of the nation’s 

politics. He was not entirely in favour of the stand which South Carolina had taken in 1832, 

but he propounded a view of American politics to a British audience in which some areas of 

the nation felt disconnected from the national interests as dictated from Washington, just as 

Charles Daubeny had observed in his meeting with a group of elite southerners in 1843.169 

 The following year (1841) in his popular work America, James Silk Buckingham also 

engaged with various facets of the political system of the United States just as Brothers had 

done, but considered them from a liberal as opposed to a radical standpoint. In a discussion 

of the politician Daniel Webster, Buckingham drew attention to the New England statesman’s 

advocation of protection, criticizing the policy and noting in the abstract that ‘the doctrine of 

high duties, tariffs, and protection for domestic manufactures, so long exploded by all the best 

writers on political economy in Europe, (French, Italian, and German, as well as English) is 

dear to Mr. Webster, and he lauds it as the keystone of the American system.’ It was, 

however, only certain areas of the United States which, as Buckingham saw it, actually 
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possessed a manufacturing industry to protect. Pennsylvania, for example, according to 

Buckingham’s figures (taken from 1836) boasted in its manufacturing ‘upwards of two 

hundred and fifty articles’ which possessed a value that ‘exceeded seventy millions of 

dollars,’ while in Rhode Island there were ‘at present about 130 cotton manufactories, eight 

bleacheries, and four calico printing establishments, employing an aggregate capital of nearly 

10,000,000.’ These descriptions represented a continuation of the tradition of differentiating 

the North and South on the basis of their development in terms of manufacturing and a 

bifurcation between the industrial and agricultural. Significantly, Buckingham also promoted 

the idea of a potentially fruitful commercial connection between Britain and the South.170  

 The operation of the American political system in both sections was of similar interest 

to Buckingham who discussed it in some detail since he ‘had an excellent opportunity of 

seeing the working of the political machine, and the conflict of opposing parties, in a general 

election for the State Legislature, which occurred, soon after [his] arrival in New York.’ 

Specifically Buckingham described how ‘heretofore, the composition of the legislature for the 

State of New York, including the two houses, the Assembly and the Senate, as well as the 

Governor, was, like that of the Congress or legislature of the general government, 

democratic, or favourable to the existence of Mr. Van Buren's administration.’ For the 

purposes of the election he saw the cities party machinery kicked into gear: ‘the note of 

preparation was sounded early, by all their organs of the press; and while committees were 

forming in town and country, and meetings held every night in the week, by old and young, to 

organize and arrange their plans of operation, pass strong resolutions, print them in the 

newspapers, and distribute them freely through every part of the city; the editors themselves 

were all busily engaged in aiding these operations by their daily appeals.’ Buckingham was 

highly critical of this method of political agitation and felt he spoke for his countrymen 

generally when he observed that:  
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A stranger arriving in the country, and not knowing anything of the state of parties beforehand, or of the 

mode of warfare practised on such occasions, would have imagined that the fate of the whole Union 

depended on the issue of this single election; that if it were carried in favour of the Whigs, the nation 

would instantly be restored to the highest degree of commercial prosperity; but that, if carried against 

them, the result would be universal bankruptcy, total annihilation of all the elements of prosperity, the 

dissolution of the Union, the insurrection of the slave population, and the destruction of all that was 

worth preserving in the country. There was no term of opprobrium too severe for them to apply to their 

opponents, the democratic republicans. They called them atheists, infidels, agrarians, incendiaries, 

men who were without religion and without honesty, who desired to pull down all that was venerable in 

the institutions of the country, to seize the property of the rich and divide it among the poor, to demolish 

the churches, to destroy the courts of justice, to let loose all the criminals from the jails, to abolish all 

government, and to produce only a chaos of anarchy and confusion. Some few who heard all this, 

seemed really to believe it; but the greater number knew it to be merely electioneering language, and 

disregarded it accordingly; though they had no objection whatever to its use, provided it would attain 

the end they had in view.
171

 

This description had little appeal to most Britons and built on images of the press and party in 

negative terms, contributing to an understanding of American democracy which came to be 

associated with the urban north and New York specifically. 

Interestingly, despite the electioneering and powerful rhetoric of this campaign, 

Buckingham took care to note the ‘order and decorum,’ which he observed in the practice of 

voting itself, particularly in contrast to a British election. The same held true for a later 

campaign in New York which Buckingham read about while in Boston. However, even though 

the contest itself ‘went off quietly, and not a single breach of the peace appears to have 

occurred in any quarter’ he noted the bombastic partisan rhetoric engaged in by the political 

press, some examples of which he reproduced:  
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 From the New York Courier and Enquirer— Great and GLORIOUS VICTORY ! New YORK 

TRIUMPHANT! — THE COUNTRY saved!— 'We have met the enemy, and they are ours.' — New 

York was called upon to save the country — and promptly, fearlessly, and nobly has she done her 

duty! Her sister States invoked her to come to the rescue — she heard, and she obeyed! Van-

Burenism lies prostrate in the dust — Toryism stands rebuked — Loco-Focoism, Agrarianism, and the 

Sub-Treasury, together with all experiments upon the currency — are prostrated, never again to raise 

their hideous heads, and -threaten the subversion of our free institutions!
172

 

This hyperbolic reaction and the passion of the political press in the United States was 

indicative of the flaws of the American political system, as was the palpable sense of triumph 

which Buckingham also noted in this newspaper article which declared that ‘against the entire 

monied force of the Government — against fraud and corruption in every form they could 

assume — and against the people's money, employed to enslave the people, have the Whigs 

of New York contended and triumphed.’ Much to the chagrin of the British American political 

rhetoric was characterized by this sort of hyperbole and exaggeration, something which was 

abundantly clear in the significance of press and in discussions of party: 

Abundant specimens might be offered, to show the manner in which the American press is disposed to 

turn almost every striking incident to political account, to soften down all frauds and immoralities 

committed by men of their own party, and to put forth in the most prominent light all similar acts when 

committed by their opponents. If a bank stops payment, the main object of inquiry with the newspapers 

is, whether the directors were Whigs or Democrats. If a treasury defaulter runs off with a large sum, it 

is sure to be attributed to his Whig or Democratic politics; neither of them caring a straw about the 

immorality of the act, but each being anxious to obtain a party triumph.
173
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Buckingham’s discussion of the electoral politics of the United States provides a fascinating 

insight into the British perspective on American politics. It portrayed a charged, rough and 

tumble democracy defined by party passion and press bombast. Propagandists during the 

Civil War used these national tropes of the US political system and associated them explicitly 

with one section or the other with the pointed purpose of recalling the negative accounts 

given by men like Buckingham. 

While offering significant commentary on American politics both in a national and 

sectional sense in its own right, Buckingham’s ideas in America become more pronounced 

when they are placed alongside the content of its companion work The Slave States of 

America. Recalling for example Buckingham’s descriptions of northern manufactures and the 

tariff policy his description of the nullification crisis is notable: 

The origin and end of this celebrated controversy may be thus briefly stated. The people of the free 

states, including all those of the Union north of the river Potomac, wishing to encourage domestic 

manufactures, and thus to render themselves independent of importations from England, were 

powerful enough in Congress to establish by law a scale of high duties on almost all British 

manufactures, ranging from 20 to 50 per cent., professedly with a view to protect the dearer 

manufactures of their own country. To this the people of the South very naturally objected, as they 

would derive no benefit whatever from the establishment of manufactures, since their States were not 

likely to establish any; while on the other hand, they would be injured to a considerable extent, by 

being obliged to pay for every manufactured article of which they stood in need, from 20 to 50 per cent, 

more than the price at which they could be supplied from England if no such tariff existed. These high 

duties were, therefore, clearly founded in injustice, by taxing the consumers of the whole country, for 

the exclusive benefit of the few engaged in manufactures.
174

 

This image of a section being tied to the Union against its interests was not exclusively 

applicable to the South as Buckingham himself recognized: ‘they mutually reciprocate the 

charge that they are each taxed unjustly for the benefit of the other; and in this the 
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Southerners say truly; because the tariff-laws of the North undoubtedly impose heavy taxes 

on the South for the protection of Northern manufactures; while the people of the North are 

doing all they can to force on the abolition of slavery, which, say the Southerners, would rob 

us of our property, and means of conducting agriculture.’175 Viewed in these terms the Union, 

far from being an ideal political solution, was rendered a peculiarly uncomfortable 

arrangement for both sections and in this sense if secession did occur it would be perfectly 

understandable. 

 One of the intended correspondents of Thomas Brothers’ letters in the 

aforementioned Cure for Radicalism was the reforming Birmingham Quaker Joseph Sturge, 

who himself travelled around the United States and published his thoughts on the nation in A 

Visit to the United States in 1841. In terms of his political identity, Joseph Sturge can be 

placed within the Bright, Cobden and Martineau school of free trade liberalism, yet he pushed 

his liberalism a shade further than them, forming the Complete Suffrage Union in November 

1841 in an attempt to fuse together the repeal of the Corn Laws and suffrage extension 

through an alliance of working and middle class activists. Sturge, whose time in the United 

States was characterized by a preoccupation with slavery, cast around for an explanation for 

its continued existence in America (a nation which he greatly admired) and settled on the 

phenomenon of political sectionalism. The conclusion which Sturge drew was that ‘neither the 

free states, nor the general Government, can perhaps constitutionally abolish slavery in any 

one of the existing slave States.’ This did not, however, mean that Sturge accepted the status 

quo, he was of the opinion that while it might not be able to tackle the peculiar institution in 

the South, the Washington government should take action on ‘objects within the limits of 

constitutional power of the general Government, such as the suppression of the internal-slave 

trade, and the abolition of slavery in the district of Columbia.’ In terms of political distinctions 

between the state and nation in America, Sturge was clear, claiming that ‘each state 

constitutes within itself a distinct republic, virtually independent of the general Government; 
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so long as its legislation does not conflict with the specific articles of the constitutional 

compact, all the rights and powers of sovereignty, not specifically designated to the 

Government in that instrument being retained by the States.’176 This sort opinion was 

illustrative of the extent to which the United States were presented as being divided on many 

fronts, from the legal framework which gave the states sovereignty and tended to be of 

abstract concern to British observers, through to issues close to British hearts such a slavery 

and free trade. 

 Interestingly even though many Anti-Corn Law League (ACLL) members including 

Sturge, Bright and Cobden were unequivocally anti-slavery, in a transatlantic context they 

found themselves aligned with the slaveholders who advocated free trade. The historian 

Simon Morgan has noted the excitement of ACLL members when John Tyler, a Virginia 

slaveholder, ascended to the presidency (in 1841 after the death of William Henry Harrison) 

due to his apparent commitment to free trade while the board room of the ACLL actually had 

busts of John C. Calhoun and George McDuffie in it. After the passage of the Walker Tariff in 

1846 which lowered rates substantially, Cobden personally congratulated Calhoun on his 

achievements; all of this despite the fact that Tyler, Calhoun and McDuffie were slave-holders 

and Calhoun had advocated the annexation of Texas to expand the institution. Free trade 

was in fact such a significant issue and so intimately associated with the South that it would 

lead a number of liberals who vocally opposed slavery to support the Confederacy after 

1861.177 

 The political complexities of pre-war America which are so evident in the free trade 

debate were of similar interest to the phrenologist George Combe, who went into some detail 

on the power of the national government in his work on the United States. He maintained the 
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position that the national government had no power to abolish the institution in individual 

states, recognizing that ‘there is unquestionably a constitutional difficulty in regard to 

Congress passing laws relative to slavery in the several States, as each is an independent 

sovereignty within its own territories; but Congress wields a powerful moral influence over the 

Union, and there are several forms in which its opinions on the subject may be legitimately 

expressed.’ Combe specifically noted a resolution brought by the Democratic Senator from 

New Hampshire, Charles G. Atherton, on the nature of the Washington government which 

contended that ‘this Government is of limited powers, and that, by the constitution of the 

United States, Congress has no jurisdiction whatever over the institution of slavery in the 

several States of the confederacy.’ While recognizing the constitutional difficulty of abolition, 

Combe, in a manner similar to Sturge, was critical of the lack of action taken by the national 

government in the area in which it did have jurisdiction, pointing to the continuance of slavery 

in the District of Columbia.178 By the early 1840s it seems that the doctrine of state rights was 

understood well in Britain as commentators from across the political spectrum interpreted the 

political system of the United States in ways which suggested its legality. 

 The mechanics of democracy itself was a frequent subject for comment among British 

visitors to the United States, and while often given in national terms, a North/South divide is 

still discernible in many texts. Combe described critically how in America ‘one evil attending 

democratic institutions and universal suffrage. . .is the tendency to convert all questions into 

subjects of party contention.’ The merchant William Rathbone VI would surely have agreed 

with Combe given that he wrote to his mother from New York in June 1842 to comment on 

how ‘rich & poor, take all their opinions on trust from those who are interesting in deceiving 

them. . .rather let us [in Britain] have a selfish aristocracy than a selfish people.’ He 

proceeded to outline the consequences of the party system which resulted in the 

subordination of ‘the intrinsic merits of a measure’ to the ‘despotism of party.’ Part of this 

outcome in the American political system for Rathbone was a natural result of the fact that 
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‘the power of the people exceeds their educational attainments’ since in America ‘the 

institutions are democratic in a high degree, for, with few exceptions, political power is placed 

in the hands of every man above twenty-one years of age.’ The implications of this 

phenomenon were quite obvious to Combe who contended, after seeing a riot in Harrisburg 

(Pennsylvania), that ‘a democracy is a rough instrument of rule. . .and I have not met with a 

British radical who has had the benefit of five years’ experience of it, who has not renounced 

his creed, and ceased to admire universal suffrage,’ something the life of Thomas Brothers 

would certainly have attested to. While Combe did recognize many Americans who were 

educated to a high level he still concluded that ‘in the United States the more ignorant 

governs the more enlightened’ a situation which was to the detriment of the nation since ‘any 

magistrates who should propose either to tax the city for the expense of a proper cleaning 

establishment, or of a police force sufficient to enforce order, would be deprived of their 

offices at the end of the first year.’179 As both Combe and Rathbone saw it, the uneducated 

American mob acted as the controlling force of the nation’s democracy, a deeply negative 

interpretation of the political system. 

 The intellectual underpinning of much of the anti-democratic rhetoric of British 

commentators on the subject of the United States involved an abstract concern over the 

notion of a tyrannical majority. Combe explored this idea in depth and rejected the received 

wisdom that ‘the institutions of the United States have produced a frightful result in 

establishing the tyranny of the majority.’ He explained instead that the situation was more 

complex than this as ‘it may be supposed that the tyranny of the majority consists in elevating 

their own will into supremacy over the law’ and in America ‘there is constantly a reaction in 

favour of law and order,’ tyranny of the majority in this form was not a problem as far as 

Combe was concerned. Yet at the same time a form of intellectual tyranny was apparently in 

evidence. Combe explained that ‘the tyranny of the majority may be supposed to mean 
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merely that in matters of opinion nobody dares to think, or at least to avow what he thinks, in 

opposition to the majority; and this is really the only tyranny that exists.’ In consequence 

Combe chose an alternative phrase for what he saw as occurring in the United States, telling 

his audience that ‘it is an error. . . to speak of the tyranny of the majority over the minority of 

the nation in matters of opinion; the tyranny is rather that of the public over the individual.’180 

This image of the individual being subsumed by the mass in the United States was typical of 

the moderate-liberal; those, like Trollope or Buckingham, who were so often disillusioned by 

their experiences in America, and who were so significant in establishing the negative 

language of democracy. This was a language which became intimately associated with New 

York and Pennsylvania and the large, politically demonstrative, urban populations which 

seemed to inhabit both states. 

 In addition to these various (and primarily negative) descriptions of the American 

political system, Combe also commented on attitudes towards finance in the United States 

and did so in a way which, although not explicitly sectional in terms of contrasting the North 

and South critiqued the conduct of specific areas of the North, thus providing implicit sectional 

differentiation. As well as describing New York generally as the place of ‘rendezvous of the 

rogues of both Europe and America’ Combe described in some detail a land speculation 

bubble in Manhattan during 1836 which culminated in a ‘very general bankruptcy.’ It was not 

solely New York, however, which was noted in these terms by Combe, in fact on the topic of 

the 1837 bank suspension he recognized that ‘the State of New York paid the interest of its 

debt, not in its own depreciated bank-notes, but in specie; that is to say, it paid the difference 

of exchange in addition to the interest; but the State of Pennsylvania paid the interest of her 

debt in her own depreciated bank-notes’ while he also noted a million dollar bank fraud which 

had gone on in Philadelphia. Another traveller wrote a private letter home from this same city 

in May 1841 and explained that ‘I am sorry to say that Pennsylvania is one of those which 
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appear disinclined to be honest; the legislature of that State seems to be very bad; they have 

refused to pass a tax bill and they have authorised the issue of notes under the value of a 

dollar, both actions tending to make confusion worse.’ These accounts provide a useful 

commentary on the institutional attitudes of areas of America towards financial morality from 

a British perspective. In a more sweeping indictment of the political system this same 

correspondent noted that ‘a republic may be a very fine form of government a . . . democracy 

as far as we may judge from the United States is the next worst thing to a despotism; the race 

between the parties is so severe.’181 These were the sentiments of a political liberal and are 

representative of the wholesale rejection of the American political system as a model for the 

British, a system which developed an increased connection, either implicitly or explicitly, with 

areas of the North. 

 Another liberal, Charles Dickens, also noted in 1842 the apparently relaxed attitude of 

Americans towards financial practices which were so often condemned in Britain. In his 

travelogue, American Notes, Dickens described the ‘giant effigies set up in other parts of that 

vast-counting house which lies beyond the Atlantic,’ as well as noting the ‘love of “smart” 

dealing: which gilds over many a swindle.’ Dickens did, however, exclude Boston, at least to 

some extent, from this characterisation, telling his readers that ‘the golden calf they worship 

at Boston is a pigmy [sic],’ providing yet another illustration of the abiding British sympathy for 

New England. It has been suggested that Dickens may have been writing from a position of 

authority on the subject of American finance having (allegedly) lost money in the Cairo City 

and Canal Company. What is certain is that he would have been well aware of British figures 

who had lost out in transatlantic speculation. In 1842 (the same year that American Notes 

was published) the poet, William Wordsworth wrote a searing attack in The Dial magazine 

denouncing the repudiation of debts by Pennsylvania, something Combe had referred to and 

which, according to Wordsworth, had led to the defrauding of innocent investors including his 
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own daughter, Dora.182 These discussions of financial improprieties clearly had the potential 

to touch a raw nerve among a certain class in Britain, who, even if they had not directly lost 

money in American finance during this period, would have been acutely aware of those who 

had. 

On the issue of the American political system Dickens wrote a letter back to Britain on 

22nd March 1842 in which he bemoaned what he observed in the nation, lamenting the fact 

that ‘this is not the Republic I came to see. This is not the Republic of my imagination.’ 

Dickens was very much a liberal during this period and as the historian Hugh Cunningham 

has noted was ‘democratic by principle,’ as such it seems perfectly reasonable to conclude 

that his disappointment stemmed from the genuine high hopes he had. Like a range of other 

commentators Dickens saw a convergence of party and mob in the American political system 

as being at least a partial explanation for its failings. His description of politicians in the United 

States is worth giving in full: 

I saw in them, the wheels that move the meanest perversion of virtuous Political Machinery that the 

worst tools ever wrought. Despicable trickery at elections; under-handed tampering with public officers; 

cowardly attacks upon opponents, with scurrilous newspapers of shields and hired pens for daggers; 

shameful trucklings to mercenary knaves whose claim to be considered, is, that every day and week 

they sow new crops or ruin with their venal types, which are the dragon’s teeth of yore, in everything 

but sharpness; aidings and abetting of every bad inclination in the popular mind, and artful 

suppressions of all its good influences: such things as these, and in a word, Dishonest Faction in its 

most depraved and most unblushing form, stared out from every corner of the crowded room.
183
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The consequence of this, as Dickens saw it, was to discourage the best people in the nation 

from becoming involved in politics.  

An integral cog for the political machine in Dickens’ analysis was the newspaper 

industry. In America, ‘the press had its evil eye in every house, and its black hand in every 

appointment of state, from a president to a postman’ and the consequence of this was that no 

American could be elected ‘without first grovelling down upon earth and bending the knee 

before this monster of depravity.’ This combined dangerously with the party system which 

was undermining the fabric of political life in the nation. While in New York for example, 

although impressed by the public works of the city, Dickens had reservations about the ability 

of an institution such as the New York Lunatic Asylum to keep a consistent and effective 

administration given the constant changes in personnel brought about by party disputes. 

Dickens’s overarching notions about the American political system were, in many ways, 

similar to those of George Combe, and the scholar Juliet John‘s observation that he saw the 

United States as ‘a dystopian vision of mass culture,’ would certainly have held true for 

Combe and, for that matter, other pre-war commentators.184 Clearly both Dickens and Combe 

saw in America the decline of the individual in favour of the mass and although at this stage 

this was a division between Britain and the United States it developed a connection to areas 

of the North particularly. Consequently, the language which Dickens deployed in his 

hyperbolic descriptions of American politics developed into a vocabulary of negative tropes 

about American democracy would could be mined for sectional purposes during the Civil War 

and explicitly associated with sectional tropes of culture and ethnicity in characterizing the 

urban North. 

 The image of the mob in America and its political and social implications were also a 

point of comment for one of the most active writers on the United States in Britain, Frances 
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Trollope. In her 1843 novel The Barnabys in America, which followed a fictional British family 

as they travelled from New Orleans, up through the southern states and on to Philadelphia 

and New York, the power of the mob was mentioned in a number of instances. These 

included an exchange between Mrs. Barnaby and a large group of Americans during which 

the former asked her audience about the effects of a republican form of government on the 

public. The response which she received was that of all the members of the audience 

attempting to speak at once, with the one who finally answered doing so only ‘by force of 

lungs, and the impetus given to his determination to be heard by the consciousness that he 

was the richest man in the company.’ If the relationship between the question and the manner 

of the response was too subtle for her readers, Trollope went on to make her point 

abundantly clear when she stated that ‘you might have fancied yourself in the chamber of 

congress at Washington.’ This short discussion implied that the effects of republican 

government were to drive the administration down to the level of the rabble and that the 

essential feature to control this rabble was wealth as opposed to a suitability to govern.185 

This was, therefore, another indictment of the American political system and its reliance on 

the power of the mob. 

Characterizations of this type were not simply the preserve of published intellectuals 

like Trollope, Dickens or Buckingham; an examination of correspondence from the 1840s 

attests to the fact that the language of mob power was used by many ordinary Britons with 

reference to America. The Liverpool businessman William Rathbone VI wrote a letter in 1841 

in which he explained that the constant upheaval of American government had disillusioned 

many Britons which helped to explain how many radicals returned from the United States as 

Tories, an ideological shift which somebody like Thomas Brothers was typical of. Benjamin 

Disraeli, then a conservative MP and also writing in 1841, explained with reference to the 

                                                           
185

 Frances Trollope The Barnabys in America, or Adventures of the Widow Wedded (Paris: Baudry’s 
European Library, 1843), 145-146. For reactions to The Barnabys see Standard, 29

th
 March 1842, 20

th
 

Sept 1843; Morning Post, 30
th
 March 1842, 13

th
 Oct 1843; Caledonian Mercury, 30

th
 June 1842, 31

st
 

Oct 1842; Morning Chronicle, 11
th
 Oct 1842, 10

th
 May 1844; Examiner, 22

nd
 July 1843, 7

th
 Oct 1843; 

York Herald, and General Advertiser, 9
th
 Sept 1843; Dickens, Martin Chuzzlewit, 507; Journal of 

Benjamin Moran Volume One, 23
rd

 April 1860. 



164 
 

Alexander McLeod affair, during which a British citizen was arrested in November 1840 for 

his involvement in the burning of the American ship the Caroline in November 1837, that even 

though the United States had officially released McLeod, a mob had assembled to re-

imprisoned him. The significance of finance was similarly reasserted during this period. 

Frances Trollope offered a fictional account in the Barnabys in America of an attempt by a 

pair of New Yorkers (Mr Fad and Mr Scam) to cheat money out of her character Major 

Barnaby. She also commented on Mrs Barnaby’s attempts to foster acquaintances in New 

York, that ‘had she presented as presents to her new companions some her most precious 

and transferable articles of finery, instead of merely displaying them, it is possible she might 

have advanced more rapidly in their good graces.’186 These comments by Combe, Trollope, 

Rathbone and Disraeli are important because they indicate the extent of anti-Americanism in 

Britain and its ability to cross political boundaries. Trollope was a liberal novelist, Rathbone a 

liberal businessman, Combe a liberal scientist and Disraeli a socially aware Tory novelist with 

political ambitions, but all of them critiqued similar aspects of the United States. If this 

powerful language of anti-Americanism could be explicitly sectionalized during any open 

conflict between North and South by pro-Confederates in Britain, it already had a receptive 

audience which crossed the political spectrum. 
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 This intersection of the national and sectional and the establishment of tropes with 

cross party appeal, continued with Charles Daubeny’s Journal of Tour Through the United 

States and Canada which was published in 1843. He told his readers of one Virginian he had 

met who ‘spoke of the Union as of little importance to the South, and contemplated its 

dissolution as neither distant nor greatly to be depreciated’ while another group of 

southerners informed Daubeny in unambiguous language that ‘the Southerners .  .  . are 

losers by this national compact.’ Daubeny also found the issue of the tariff very much alive 

while in South Carolina and concluded that ‘the South Carolineans [sic] seem to even now 

pay a dear price for their Union with the North.’187 Once again here the United States was 

portrayed as far from united, it was an artificial arrangement which in a domestic context was 

not unanimously popular. 

 After being so deeply altered by his experiences of American politics it was of little 

surprise that Dickens integrated the ideas he had outlined in American Notes into the fictional 

United States of his 1844 novel The Life and Adventures of Martin Chuzzlewit. Before Martin 

and his servant Mark Tapley had even set foot on the shore of the United States news sellers 

boarded their ship to hawk their wares which possessed titles including the ‘New York 

Sewer,’ ‘New York Plunderer,’ ‘New York Peeper,’ ‘New York Stabber’ and ‘New York 

Keyhole Reporter.’ These titles appear to have entered into the public lexicon to some extent 

as the Morning Post directly compared the New York Herald to Dickens’s ‘New York Sewer,’ 

in its 21st October 1843 edition. The less than subtle criticism here in both the novel and 

newspaper article was directed at that common prey, the American press, who were a 

particular target for Dickens given the negative reaction they had given to American Notes. 

The emphasis on New York here also needs to highlighted as it offered another example of 

the slight sectionalization of a national characteristic which would become central to Civil War 

debate. In a similar spirit of sectionalization it is in the city of New York that an acquaintance 

of Mark Tapley by the name of Ned Lummey had ‘made his fortune’ only to lose ‘it all the day 
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after in six-and-twenty banks as broke.’ Dickens here tied two classic anti-American tropes to 

the city of New York, and in the same way that the Morning Post had done on the subject of 

the press, the Freeman’s Journal on 21st September 1843 drew directly on Dickens’ novel as 

a point of reference in a discussion of tariffs.188 

 Dickens in Martin Chuzzlewit deployed the image of the confused party politics in the 

United States, which permeated much of the British commentary, in a fictional form. He did 

this with the fictional Watertoast Association of United Sympathizers (with its obligatory 

newspaper the Watertoast Gazette) as well as political figures including La Fayette Kettle, 

Cyrus Choke and Mr Hannibal Chollop, the latter of whom shot a man ‘for asserting in the 

Spartan Portico, a tri-weekly journal, that the ancient Athenians went a-head of the present 

Locofoco Ticket.’ These mocking sentiments were echoed in a short sketch entitled ‘An 

Aristocratic Dinner in New York’ which was published in Ainsworth’s Magazine in 1842. Not 

only were the financial schemes of the United States mocked within this piece (a particularly 

frequent target in the early 1840s as has already been noted) but one character was 

introduced to ‘Mr. Titus Offley Champkin, one of the most patriotic Whig editors of this State; 

a terror to all locofocoes, soap-locks, loafers, and nullifiers: a friend of internal improvement 

laws, Texian [sic] annexation and all the truly American institutions. Great with the pen, great 

in Tammany Hall. New York owes him a debt of lasting gratitude.’189 New York was again 

singled out here for being a particularly objectionable example of American democracy on the 

model outlined previously by Buckingham, Combe and Dickens and embraced by Rathbone, 

Disraeli and countless others. 
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Contrarily, some in Britain saw parts of the South as opposed to this democratic 

‘anarchy and confusion.’ In 1846, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine for example, noted the 

almost aristocratic state institutions of Virginia, a description which can be contrasted to the 

accounts Ainsworth’s gave of New York politics. Similarly, British Consul Robert Bunch 

claimed that ‘South Carolina would scorn to be classed with the venal electors of the 

North.’190 The Blackwood’s article deserves some attention here because it tapped into an 

extant belief that American democracy did not fit comfortably in Virginia. Frances Trollope in 

Domestic Manners in 1832 had highlighted the political conduct of Virginian statesmen who 

eschewed the rough and tumble of their fellows, while an editorial in the Essex Standard 

during the early 1830s had speculated on the differences in attitude towards democracy with 

Virginia portrayed as less favourable to a democratic arrangement. The division between 

North and South in terms of democracy was certainly not universal among British 

commentators. Crucially, however, when it was noted it inevitably contrasted a sceptically 

democratic South with an avidly democratic North. This distinction would be integral to pro-

Southern propaganda during the Civil War as it allowed writers to disassociate the 

Confederacy from the negative tropes of American democracy just as a ‘common’ British 

ethnicity allowed them to dissociate the South from the image of a troublesome American 

heterogeneity. 

 This distinction between North and South was also echoed in John Robert Godley’s 

1844 work Letters from America in which the author observed that he had been ‘more struck 

than I expected to be with the difference between the northern and the southern people, and 

am surprised at the acrimony with which they appear to speak of the matters upon which their 

respective opinions or interests clash.’ Another text published in 1844, George 
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Featherstonhaugh’s Excursion Through the Slave States, gave some detail on what these 

differences were with reference to South Carolina by emphasizing the agriculture versus 

manufacturing dichotomy of the nullification crisis. This distinction had its political dimensions 

as well, particularly in terms of attitudes towards democracy. As Godley described it ‘they 

predict all sorts of evils to the North from their universal suffrage and the supremacy of the 

mob. In Virginia there is a limitation of the franchise, even among the whites, a property-

qualification being required; and the voting is open, not by the ballot, which is stigmatized 

here as an unmanly and underhand mode of proceeding.’ Virginia here is not representative 

of typical American democracy. This division which existed in political terms was underpinned 

by the economic differences between the sections recognized by both Godley and 

Featherstonhaugh. While in Virginia for instance, Godley noted that ‘for the first time since my 

arrival in the States I find myself in a thoroughly agricultural country, and among a population 

possessed of rural tastes and habits. In even the country parts of New England, the people 

are much more commercial than agricultural in spirit and character, and look upon land (as I 

said before) in the light of an investment, not of a home.’ Godley also deployed a number of 

other prevalent sectional and national images in his descriptions of the political system: 

The Whig politicians, led by Mr. Adams. . .perceive that the North has less than her just share of 

influence in the administration of affairs, and they attribute it to the bond of union which slavery 

constitutes among the slave-holding states. The latter make a compromise with the ultra- democratic 

party in the North, who, to secure the Southern support in their radicalism, are in return generally 

content to advocate slavery and other Southern interests 191 

In this analysis of Godley the American Union itself was a pragmatic political compromise, not 

an expression of American identity. 

The extent of the division between North and South and its connection back to 

nullification was a topic Featherstonhaugh also engaged with explicitly, recalling 
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conversations he had with the committed secessionist academic Thomas Cooper. During 

these discussions Featherstonhaugh remembered being informed that ‘if you ask me if I am 

an American my answer is, no Sir, I am a South Carolinian,’ before adding to Cooper’s 

observation his own contention that ‘if the children of these Nullifiers are brought up in the 

same opinions, which they are very likely to be, here are fine elements for future disunion; for, 

imbibing from their infancy the notion that they are born to command, it will be intolerable to 

them to submit to be, in their own estimation, the drudges of the northern manufacturers, 

whom they despise as an inferior race of men.’192 Godley and Featherstonhaugh hardly 

offered an image of American unity to their readers, if anything the opposite was true since 

from the point of view of both men the sections of the United States were fundamentally 

different and these differences were clearly manifested in the political sphere. 

 The distinctive divisions between North and South on political topics and with regards 

to economic interests were similarly noted by Sir Charles Lyell in his book Travels in North 

America, published the year after both Godley and Featherstonhaugh’s works. Despite 

travelling, nominally at least, for the purpose of studying the country’s geology, Lyell turned 

his eye to various aspects of American politics and like others he emphasized the divisions 

within the nation explaining that ‘the territorial extent and political independence of the 

different States of the Union remind the traveller rather of the distinct nations of Europe than 

of the different countries of a single kingdom like England.’ This emphasis on a basic division 

across the nation was highlighted in the same year by Benjamin Disraeli, who explained in 

pointedly political terms, in a letter to the banker and politician Baron Lionel de Rothschild, 

that the national government of American ‘has no more influence over the Western States, 

than over Devonshire or Dorset.’ In addition to his commentary on the difficulties inherent in 

the federal arrangement of the United States, Lyell also touched on the topic of finance. While 

noting the high levels of debt in Pennsylvania as well as the fact that ‘nearly two-thirds. . .was 

held by British owners’ he suggested that the negative ideas of the people’s conduct in 
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dealing with this had been overblown in Britain.193 This is a sentiment which indicates clearly 

British popular perceptions of the extent and nature of American financial speculation, even 

as it attempts to undermine them. 

 In the sequel to his 1845 text, the 1849 travelogue A Second Visit to the United 

States, Lyell developed the idea of sectionalism in a contemporary political context, 

recognizing its existence with reference to the tariff dispute in an already well-understand 

manner. Lyell recorded that ‘in many of the Southern and Western States, the commercial 

policy of Massachusetts was represented to me as eminently selfish, the great capitalists 

wishing to monopolise the manufacturing trade, and by a high tariff to exclude foreign 

capitalists, so as to grow rich at the expense of other parts of the Union’ a view propounded 

in print in the same year by the Manchester journalist and free trade advocate Archibald 

Prentice. Once more the issue of free trade and sectional relations came to the fore here. In 

sectional terms, the association between the South and free trade given by Lyell and Prentice 

contributed to the development of a positive southern identity for the South based around a 

popular British cause. In addition to this, however, Lyell inverted the image of the North 

dominating national politics which had been noted by members of the press and earlier 

travellers like Trollope and Daubeny, instead quoting a northerner who had informed him that 

it was, in fact, the South which held the North in ‘political thraldom.’ Despite possessing more 

than a modicum of sympathy for the North it would be a mistake to think that Lyell treated 

everything above the Mason-Dixon Line in apologetic terms. He tapped into a rich tradition of 

anti-New York sentiment in the collective understanding of his readers and described how the 

election of President Polk had only occurred because of ‘5000 fraudulent votes given in the 

city of New York.’194 Again it was New York, the home of the Irish and mobs, which was 
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presented as the most ‘American’ of all the areas of the United States with the negative 

tropes associated with the nation taken to their extremes. 

The 1850s: Lady Emmeline Stuart-Wortley to James Stirling 

 As the mid-century was reached the flood of British travellers to the United States 

showed no signs of ceasing. Even though the Anglo-American tensions which stemmed from 

the publication of travelogues may have reduced, this did not mean a reduction in either 

British censure or sectional commentary. Emmeline Stuart-Wortley writing in 1850 continued 

to emphasize the politicization of the tariff issue with regard to sectional relations when she 

informed her readers that, in contrast to the northern states ‘the South are for free trade.’ The 

notion of different economic imperatives underpinning North and South was similarly noted in 

an article in Blackwood’s published in 1851 which contended that the manufacturers of the 

North were not able to compete on the open market and therefore required a protective tariff 

while also claiming that New England farmers represented the most tangible competition to 

British economic interests. James F.W Johnston noted a similar sectional division between 

North and South in his text of 1850 as well as implying that, from a legal standpoint, the 

dissolution of the Union would be perfectly acceptable, and expressing personal reservations 

about the development of a mob mentality in American politics. In an explicitly national 

context Stuart-Wortley also questioned the value of the party system since she felt that it 

demanded that a relative unknown take up the position of president in order to placate all 

sides. Similar ideas to those of Stuart-Wortley and Johnston were propounded by Matilda 

Houstoun in her 1850 travelogue Hesperos within which she emphasized, among other 

things, the rapid industrialization of the North and the preponderance towards financial 

mismanagement in Pennsylvania (something Houstoun linked to the region’s Dutch heritage) 

and, on the national stage, the need of the president to appeal to the mob. This last point was 

made with particular reference to James K. Polk who, at least as Houstoun saw it, was forced 
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to humour the majority and ‘take the most effectual means of insuring [his] own election.’195 

The literature of the early 1850s therefore mined the same vein as that which had preceded 

it. This essentially involved a recognition of the different attributes of the sections yet a 

continued acknowledgment of the existence of American national politics which were 

(crucially for the subsequent propaganda of the Civil War) presented in negative terms. 

 Critiques of American politics in both a sectional and national sense can similarly be 

found in the diplomatic correspondence of the early 1850s. For instance the Washington DC 

diplomat Henry Bulwer wrote to the Foreign Secretary Lord Palmerston in 1851 to highlight 

the lack of professionalism in the US consular service and explicitly mocked the fact that a 

cook had been appointed to an official position in the city of Lyon in France. The following 

year another letter, this time from John F.T Crampton to Lord Malmesbury, took a more 

serious tone, describing the ‘Babel-like state to which the Congress of the United States has 

been reduced’ and critiquing the conduct of government and finance: ‘I have mentioned. . . 

some difficulty with a Foreign Government, which, while it deranged the commercial and 

monetary affairs of the country, did not promise to lead to some immediate tangible profit to 

the whole Union.’ The early fifties also saw an appreciation in British diplomatic circles of the 

all-encompassing nature of the sectional division. Crampton for instance informed the then 

Foreign Secretary Lord Clarendon in 1853: ‘[sectional difference] insinuate [s] itself into every 

part of their proceedings; discussions begun upon subjects apparently most remote, 

invariably degenerate into [a] North and Southern squabble.’ The significance of these 

distinctions and, in particular, their interpretation in Britain should not be downplayed. They 

demand a recognition of the distinctions within the United States and even though it was true 

that abolition was a national cause for the British, free trade became similarly powerful, 

particularly after the abolition of the Corn Laws in 1846. As Benjamin Disraeli wrote to Lord 

Malmesbury in August 1852 ‘ [Britain] ought now be for as complete free trade as we can 
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obtain, & let the English farmer, & the English landlord too, buy the best & cheapest.’ It was 

the South rather than the North that fulfilled this free trade agenda in an Anglo-American 

context and it had been doing so since the 1830s, as the British public were well aware.196 

 American politics continued to be a subject of considerable interest in Britain and in 

both his 1852 text Notes on Public Subjects and his 1854 the Constitution of the United 

States Compared to Our Own the British legal scholar Hugh Seymour Tremenheere explored 

the topics of democracy, party and the press in both national and sectional contexts. He 

recognized in Notes on Public Subjects the consequences of, ‘the daily stimulus of the 

democratic press, flattering their [the Americans] vanity, pandering to their passions, and 

striving to fill them with exaggerated notions of their self-importance.’ Tremenheere here 

offered another critique of the American political press as having a detrimental effect on the 

nation by undermining the decision making ability of its people. In his later study, 

Tremenheere continued his criticism of American politics, using the election of Franklin Pierce 

in 1852 as a case study illustrating the problems he identified. From an analysis of this 

election campaign Tremenheere concluded that the American system always required a 

compromise candidate for the presidency and for this reason it was likely that a ‘nobody’ 

would be nominated by each party. Drawing on his legal background Tremenheere discussed 

how this related to the constitution and informed his readership that ‘the general quality of the 

members sent to the national Legislature falls far short of the anticipations formed of what 

would be the result of the constitutional system at the time of its formation.’ This broadly 

framed critique of American democracy was subscribed to with particular enthusiasm by The 

Times during the 1850s when it looked back and surveyed the American scene during this 

period. Furthermore, Tremenheere claimed that ‘the Constitution of the United has 
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endeavoured to guard itself by every precaution that is in the power of a republican 

constitution to adopt, against being, or if possible ever becoming a democracy.’197 

Tremenheere’s version of the United States was therefore defined by a range of negative 

political tropes concerned with the nature of democracy, yet in his very mention of these 

tropes Tremenheere further contributed to the sectionalizable language of anti-Americanism.  

It is clear that by the 1850s two strands of thought existed pertaining to the image of the 

United States from a British perspective. One was that of a unified polity which was frequently 

given in explicitly negative terms while at the same time a second maintained that the United 

States was politically divided into regions or sections and that this division was consistent 

with the constitution. These modes of thinking permeated British discourse of the period and 

although it might be tempting to see the later image as being pro-southern given its Civil War 

applications, this was not necessarily the case. In a newspaper article published in 1855, 

discussing the Fugitive Slave Law, Harriet Martineau mused on the right of secession. 

However, she did so not with reference to the South, but Massachusetts (an area of the 

United States she was particularly sympathetic towards). Martineau explained to readers of 

the Daily News in 1855 that Massachusetts ‘cannot obey the contradictory laws of the Union 

and the State.’ She then rhetorically asked ‘is Massachusetts ready to withdraw from the 

Union, or to be declared excluded from it? If so she may, we think, reasonably hope for the 

companionship of all the best states.’198 The significance of this description is clear; before 

the war the notion of secession was accepted in Britain and had little to do with being actively 

in favour of ‘the South.’ 
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Martineau’s speculations on the possibility of secession do not mean that she or anybody 

else had abandoned using powerful national tropes long familiar to the British public when 

describing the United States. Writing in 1856, Lucy Isabella Bird sounded a note remarkably 

similar to that of Charles Dickens in 1842 in her descriptions of New York as a city crippled by 

its own governance. In terms of national politics Bird was similarly critical, describing how ‘the 

President, the Members of Congress, and to a still greater extent the members of the State 

Legislatures, are the delegates of a tyrannical majority rather than the representatives of the 

people [original emphasis in both cases].’ The image of the tyranny of the majority was also 

noted by Amelia M. Murray who published a travelogue the following year. She contended 

that her time in the United States and exposure to mob despotism had raised her estimation 

of British institutions now that she had seen the possible alternative to them.199 Once again a 

traveller had become disillusioned with American democracy and published a text 

characterized by negative political tropes, an experience so common it almost became a 

cliché by the late 1850s. Placing Bird and Murray’s descriptions of American politics against 

the more general British discourse of sectionalism, the implicit identities of North and South 

within them became clearer. Ideas of the political mob and unbridled elections brought with 

them connections to the urban North, New York in particular. In contrast, the South had a 

recognizable history in British thought which excluded it from the worst aspects of the mob 

and democratic politics. The meant that during the Civil War itself, the Union could be viably 

presented as the embodiment of the negative aspects of American politics. 

The tyranny of the majority and the political mob were equally significant topics for James 

Stirling, who published his travelogue in 1857. Stirling drew a party division in the northern 

states and described how ‘the Northern mobs were all Democratic, seduced by the party 

name’ while attacking the political knowledge and sophistication of ‘New York and 

Philadelphian mobs,’ an observation which, in terms of its geographical specificity, had a 

                                                           
199

 Bird, The Englishwoman in America, 339, 415; Murray, Letters from the United States, 330-331, 
182. 



176 
 

clear connection to the topics of both ethnicity and anti-abolition. This was, however, no 

simple sectional division since Stirling also noted the existence of southern mobs within an 

urban environment, particularly those in New Orleans. In national terms he made the ominous 

claim that ‘politics in this country have got beyond the control of politicians.’ In addition to this 

image of the American mobocracy Stirling also described of another negative national 

feature, unbridled party spirit, and, on this score, a sectional division became clear. As the 

United States marched westward and added territory discussions about the extension of 

slavery were inevitably stimulated and different parties representing the interests of North and 

South developed. This meant that, as Stirling put it, ‘ [in] the late Presidential election. . . 

North and South were arrayed against each other,’ and that ‘the Democratic party was, in 

truth, a Southern party, adopting the interests and views of the South.’  When it came to the 

topic of future prospects, Stirling maintained his sectional line explaining that ‘the supremacy 

of the North is assured. Already she excels her sister in every element of power, and the rate 

of her progress is infinitely greater. Nothing but her oligarchical organization and the prestige 

of her old associations- now almost extinct- saves the South from political subjection.’200 

Again here the image of the South as politically subjugated to the North came to the fore with 

the Union presented as an unfortunate arrangement for southerners. 

Stirling discussed these old associations in another part of his account within which he 

also explored another element of the political divisions between North and South, an element 

which tied contemporary political differences to the myth of the Puritan and Cavalier. Stirling 

made clear that ‘it is a gross blunder to speak simply of American democracy’ since ‘the 

American government is one half democratic, one half aristocratic. There is a bona-fide 
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Democracy in the North, founded on a material equality of condition; but the South is a 

downright oligarchy.’ Stirling linked these differences in political outlook to the mythology of 

the Puritan North and Cavalier South since ‘they are so historically, and they are so in all the 

characteristics of their development’ meaning that: 

The North, then, was originally, and is yet, Puritan and Plebeian; the South, on the contrary, was 

Cavalier and Patrician; Virginia and the Carolinas were settled mainly by English gentry, with a 

sprinkling even of the nobility. They brought with them not only their aristocratic feelings, but even their 

aristocratic laws, entails, and the law of primogeniture. And though these laws, as such, have been 

repealed, the spirit and custom, which are stronger than all laws, and without which all written law is 

but waste parchment, exist more or less to this day; and in the older Southern States it is the custom 

for the eldest son to take the family estate where it yet exists, and portion off the younger children. The 

South, then, is to all intents and purposes an Aristocracy, nay, an Oligarchy; for in addition to 

aristocratic feeling, there is also an anti-democratic in equality of fortune.
201

 

This division negotiated the difference between the two ethnic and cultural regions of the 

North, setting up a political distinction between North and South. It presented to British 

readers a clear and, in some ways, coherent idea of sectionalism in the United States.  

These differences continued to be recognized by figures in British politics up to the 

eve of the Civil War. One of the key members in the British pro-Confederate lobby during the 

conflict, Sir William Gregory, had a similar experience to Stirling of the different political 

systems during his time in the United States in the late 1850s. Gregory reported that he found 

Baltimore to be ‘one of the most aristocratic towns in the Union’ while in the diplomatic sphere 

Lord Napier also discussed the nature of democracy in America in his correspondence with 

Lord Clarendon. In doing so Napier gave a sectional division on the basis of attitudes towards 

universal suffrage: 

I have not met in America more than two persons of thought and political experience who in their 

hearts believe in the permanent working of the popular sovereignty and universal suffrage machine- 
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but no one dares declare himself, at least in the North, and no one knows how the prerogatives 

abandoned to the mob are to be resumed by the better order of people [my emphasis]
202

 

This mode of description was utilized in distinctly anti-southern terms in another work 

published in 1857, William Chambers’s American Slavery and Colour which classified the 

South as ‘practically a despotism.’203  

Of less abstract concern in James Stirling’s text was the ever-present tariff issue, or 

as he described it ‘the stupid old system of protection’ which he claimed ‘created the mobs of 

New York, Philadelphia, and all the other manufacturing districts.’ This trade issue was an 

explicitly sectional phenomenon in British commentary since ‘interest makes the North 

protective; and thus the weight, not only of numbers, but of intelligence is thrown into the 

scale of barbarism, while the more advanced notions [are] left to the Democracy of the 

South.’ Stirling went as far as to place protection alongside slavery as ‘the worst enemy of the 

Union’ and to note that ‘if Abolitionism has its disunion, the Tariff had its nullification.’ Stirling’s 

overall conclusions, therefore, were couched in the language of sectional differences and 

while appreciating the role of slavery in these differences, he maintained that ‘the present 

antagonism of North and South has really originated in their opposed social idiosyncrasies 

and habits.’ For him slavery itself ‘has acquired this pre-eminence [in public discourse] by 

accidental circumstances, partly by the error and misdeeds of American politicians.’204 

Consequently, the tariff and slavery were of similar significance. Both were expressions of 

deep-seated differences and, crucially in terms of British relations with the American sections, 
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the southern fight against protection gave the section a cause which could appeal to the 

British. 

From a British point of view the United States of 1861 was very different politically 

from the United States of the 18th century. This can be neatly demonstrated with one simple 

anecdote. During the American Revolution and in the early years of independence one of the 

icons of Whig politics in Britain, Charles James Fox, had been an advocate of the American 

cause. By 1860, one of those who took Whiggism through the nineteenth century, Thomas 

Babington Macaulay, wrote a letter to the American biographer H.S Randall, in which he (in 

Benjamin Moran’s phrase) ‘denounces our institutions very severely.’205 Moran may have 

been surprised at Macaulay doing this but the simple fact was that as a political entity the 

United States was no longer the liberal icon it had been. For the previous thirty years British 

commentators had returned from the nation thoroughly disillusioned with its politics and many 

had published their thoughts which were eagerly read by the public. These works created 

prevalent negative tropes about American democracy which expressed popular concerns 

over the power of the mob, the press, the financial interests and the potential of a despotism 

developing out of democracy in the United States as it had done in France. In the short term 

these works provoked discussion in Britain and counter-accusations from across the Atlantic, 

however, their real significance was felt with the outbreak of the American Civil War. The 

tropes they established, which were usually applied to the American nation, often with 

sectional connotations, were integrated into the identities of North and South which 

propagandists put forward and became fused with the British understanding of pre-war 

sectional politics. This fusion of negative ideas about the American political system was, 

however, not unprecedented in the pre-war period. In truth the British had been accustomed 

to viewing American politics in a sectional way for a considerable time. By 1860 many 

possessed an understanding of the state rights doctrine and the divergent ideologies of free 
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trade and protection which contributed politically to what they already understood about the 

lack of social and cultural uniformity of the nation. 

These sectional politics themselves were at their most tense in the wake of the 

election of Abraham Lincoln to the Presidency in 1860. Britain’s Washington consul, Lord 

Lyons, had genuine worries that, ‘our friends are apparently going ahead on the road to ruin’ 

and that the election of Lincoln might mark the end of the United States. While his 

observation may have been correct it was far from unprecedented. For at least thirty years 

the divisions within the American Union had been explored very publically by British 

commentators and while almost every individual might add their own wrinkle to the fabric of 

American politics, it was generally accepted that North and South were different. British 

observers presented the sections as having distinctive economic, social and cultural 

complexions as has been attested to in previous chapters and the interests they engendered 

were expressed in the political sphere. British attempts to engage with debates over the tariff 

or to understand American democracy had often relied on drawing explanations from the 

sectional divisions within the United States and for this reason the secession of the southern 

states, while not accepted as a fait accompli, took few by surprise.206 The negative language 

of national American politics was seized upon by advocates of both sides (albeit dominated 

by pro-southerners) to supplement this accepted public knowledge of sectionalism and the 

battle for Britain during the American Civil War began. 
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Chapter Four: ‘Dam [sic] the Federals. Dam the Confederates. Dam You Both!’: Britain 

and the American Civil War 

 

 When, on the morning of Friday the 12th April 1861, the Virginian secessionist 

Edmund Ruffin fired the first shot of the Civil War against the defences of Fort Sumter he may 

not have appreciated that his was a shot which would be heard around the world.207 The 

British, in particular, looked nervously across the Atlantic as events unfolded. Even if some 

were taken aback by at the disintegration of the Union, they were accustomed to view the 

United States as a divided polity and therefore had a variety of points of reference for the 

issues at stake in the conflict which was unfolding. Consequently, the British debate, even at 

the beginning of the war, was not so much characterized by shock at the ending of the Union, 

as by discussions about the rightfulness of the northern and southern causes. For the 

previous thirty years, the British had been used to viewing the United States in sectional as 

much as national terms. They did this primarily because their points of access to America; 

journalists, travellers and novelists, had presented the nation in this way. This chapter 

illustrates how the pre-war discourse of American sectionalism which had been constructed 

by intellectuals fundamentally informed British debates on the Civil War. It will make clear that 

when the British discussed the conflict they did not simply pluck ideas out of the ether; they 

drew on an extensive history of British engagement with American sectionalism and 

nationalism to construct their arguments in the knowledge that the public would be 

responsive. In terms of structure, this chapter follows events chronologically and incorporates 

both the propaganda efforts of pro-Federals and pro-Confederates and popular mainstream 

commentators including journalists, politicians and writers. In doing so I demonstrate the 

extent to which British ideas about the war were grounded in pre-war images. 
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Secession to the Trent Affair, Dec. 1860- Dec. 1861 

As it became clear to the British that war would occur in the United States, popular 

commentators attempted to place the conflict in the context of what they (believed) they knew 

about the sectional nature of the United States. Integral to their understanding was free trade. 

The role of protective economic legislation in sectional relations from a British point of view 

had a history which reached back to the 1830s and the Civil War significance of the tariff was 

demonstrated starkly in the opening pronouncement of the conflict: Jefferson Davis’s 

Inaugural Address on the 18th February 1861 and the passage by the Lincoln government of 

the Morrill Tariff on the 2nd March. While Davis had asserted in his speech that the 

Confederate States would be committed to ‘the freest trade’, this Federal tariff had raised 

import duties, something which would undoubtedly hit British exports and in consequence 

was unlikely to endear the North to Britain.208 What is significant, however, in terms of placing 

this in a pre-war framework was that, as chapter three demonstrated, the notion of free trade 

was an identifiable element of southern identity had extensive roots in the work of cultural 

commentators such as Frederick Marryat and James Silk Buckingham. The Morrill Tariff 

therefore seemed to represent the fulfilment of pre-war fears about the nature of American 

sectionalism from a British perspective. 
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 This tariff immediately altered the position of the Federal cause in Britain and helps 

explain British indifference to the Union from the earliest months of the war. Even Lord Lyons, 

then Her Majesty’s envoy in Washington and a man with little sympathy for secession wrote 

to the committed British free trader, and later pro-Confederate activist, William Schaw 

Lindsay in 1861 to report a conversation he had engaged in with Vice-President Hannibal 

Hamlin in which he (Lyons) emphasized to Hamlin the power of free trade in transatlantic 

diplomacy. Lyons described to Lindsay how he had told Hamlin of the ‘bad impression which 

the abominable new tariff has. . . produced’ and contrasted North and South in explicit terms 

by recognizing that ‘[in] commercial matters in general the southern confederacy [are] of 

course disposed towards liberality.’ Similarly, Lord Lyons wrote to the Foreign Secretary, Earl 

Russell, in April 1861 to describe the ‘protectionist bigotry of the North.’ The significance of 

sentiments of this sort were not lost on British pro-Confederates such as William Gregory, 

himself an MP and a key figure in the pro-Confederate lobby, who made sure to draw the 

attention of the Commons to the passage of the tariff. Moreover it is evident that the public 

did not view the Morrill Tariff question as something concerned simply with that specific 

policy. Instead it was seen as indicative of the longer term tensions between North and South 

and another illustration of the unfair treatment which the pre-industrial South had been 

subject to in the commentaries of many pre-war British observers.209  

During the war, the liberal London newspaper the Daily News commented on the 

detrimental effect of the tariff policy on the South in an editorial which described the act as ‘a 

selfish defiance cast by the North at the South.’ In a similar manner, an American living in 

Glasgow, wrote to the Glasgow Herald in March 1861 and informed its readers that ‘Mr 

Morrill’s new tariff shows plainly to the world what the Southerns had always had to complain 

of.’  The periodical magazine industry was equally vocal on the tariff issue during the first 
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exchanges of the American Civil War, with one of the key figures in the construction of pre-

war ideas about the United States, Charles Dickens, producing an article in his own 

magazine All the Year Round entitled ‘the Morrill Tariff.’ In this article he argued that attempts 

such as this latest push for industrial protection to enrich the North at the expense of the 

South were at the root of the secession movement.210 Given the number of pre-war accounts 

which had described the sectional relationship in similar terms, this was a perfectly viable 

claim, and just as journalists discussed tariffs, the official pro-Confederate lobby moved 

quickly to exploit the issue. 

 A letter sent by Robert Toombs, the Confederate Secretary of State to the three 

commissioners which the Confederate government sent to Britain at the outbreak of the war- 

Pierre Rost, William L. Yancey and Dudley A. Mann- was indicative of the significance 

attached to the tariff question by those within Jefferson Davis’s government. The fire-eating 

secessionist Yancey, former Mississippi congressman Rost and former assistant secretary of 

state in Virginia, Mann, were appointed in March 1861 and advised by Toombs that, as part 

of their diplomatic efforts in Britain, it would be worth emphasizing the issue of the 1828 tariff 

which had ultimately lead to the nullification crisis. This emphasis would have rung true with 

the British public who had, since 1832, been aware of the significance of the tariff in American 

sectional relations. Toombs also highlighted a number of other issues which he felt Yancey, 

Mann and Rost should raise including the idea that the South had traditionally been 

economically exploited by the North, the established legal basis for secession and his belief 

that they should make clear to the British that the decision ‘was not taken hastily or 

passionately.’ It is clear that Toombs wished to place an emphasis on these grievances and it 

was a shrewd decision on his part given, not only the long-term British recognition of the tariff 

in sectional relations, but also the almost unanimous rejection of protectionist economics 
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among educated Britons and the pre-existing familiarity many had with state rights 

doctrines.211  

This pre-war knowledge among the British population gave the tariff argument 

considerable sway, something which, as, Martin Crawford has noted, many historians have 

failed to appreciate. The Morrill Tariff was so significant as to produce what Crawford has 

described as ‘astonishment’ among the staff of The Times, who could not believe the Lincoln 

government would take such a protective course. The ideology of free trade had a strong hold 

on British intellectuals in the period, as literary scholar Patrick Brantlinger has noted: ‘the list 

of writers who believed in free trade . . . Although most of them were not as dogmatic about it 

as Ebenezer Elliot or Harriet Martineau, [included] Dickens, Mill, Carlyle, Thackeray, Hood, 

the Punch radicals, R.H Horne, Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning.’ Taking the eminent 

names on this list into account and considering the liberal political stance of some, it should 

come as no surprise that even those who would go on to be the fiercest supporters of the 

Union in Britain (including John Bright and Richard Cobden) were critical of the passage of 

the tariff. Its significance was such that even the long-time abolitionist Harriet Martineau 

considered severing her ties with American anti-slavery activists over the issue of protective 

duties.212 In its entirety the names of those who repudiated the Union’s tariff policy presents 

an impressive list which crossed almost all ideological boundaries, taking in the arch-

conservative Carlyle as well as the reformer, abolitionist and feminist Martineau. Even though 

in the longer term Bright, Cobden and Martineau put aside the tariff issue and took up the 

Union cause, other liberals such as William Schaw Lindsay were not able to do so. It is not 

simply the wholesale rejection of protection which is worthy of notice here however, the 

language used in public and even diplomatic descriptions evoked the tradition, which harked 
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back at least to the nullification crisis, of the southern states as attached either against their 

will or economic interests to the American Union. 

 While the tariff was the first true controversy following the outbreak of the American 

conflict, a number of British commentators such as Bright, Cobden and Martineau were able 

to overlook the issues involved in the protection debate to some extent and based their 

analysis of the war on other factors. Harriet Martineau, despite her rejection of the Morrill 

Tariff, did publically come out in favour of the Union and on the 19th January 1861 she 

published an article entitled ‘Anarchy in the South’ in the Daily News. Here, Martineau 

depicted one of the stereotypical aspects of American political life, that of mob power, which 

commentators from Dickens to William Chambers had described, but did so in explicitly 

sectional terms when she noted the situation in Charleston: 

The planters are flying to the North as fast as they can find means of doing so, it does not appear 

probable that they will resume the lead in the society of their own State, so as to carry on negotiations 

at Washington or anywhere else. As these gentlemen themselves say, on arriving at a place of safety, 

or when they can send letters in some secure and secret way, the state of society is like nothing but 

the period of mob rule in the first French Revolution.
213

 

She similarly stated that in the South ‘mob-rule is a system of pillage’ and ‘that money is fast 

disappearing.’ Martineau here deployed negative tropes typical in pre-war literature of the 

United States but did so in a sectional manner in an attempt to construct an image of the 

Confederate nation which incorporated the worst aspects of the pre-war United States.214  

The negative tropes which Martineau utilized here were inverted and used by the pro-

Confederate lobby with reference to the North, something which encouraged by the Davis 

administration. Robert T. Hunter, who replaced Toombs as the Secretary of State in July 

1861, advised the Swiss born Alabamian, Henry Hotze at the same time that he was 

appointed as a southern agent to Europe, that it would be worthwhile placing an emphasis on 

                                                           
213

 Daily News, 19
th
 January 1861. 

214
 Ibid., 



187 
 

the tyranny of the Lincoln government as part of the propaganda efforts. The mode of 

description he used was very much in keeping with the pre-war despotism notion so often 

attached to the United States and which can be traced back to at least the presidency of 

Andrew Jackson.215 The images of sectional characteristics here, which are drawn from both 

the pro-Union and pro-Confederate lobbies, are illustrative of the significance of pre-war 

national tropes in a sectional context during the Civil War. The ideas of the American 

mobocracy or the despotism of the majority possessed a rich history of negative associations 

and attaching these images to a particular section offered a potentially crucial propaganda 

tool in Anglo-American relations. 

  In thinking about the propaganda of the war it might be expected that, on the subject 

of slavery at least, a clear sectional division with obvious moral connotations would be 

discernible in British discourse. Placing the war in a broader chronological context of 

sectional relations, however, it becomes easier to understand why this was not the case. It 

also becomes clear that the lack of an explicit recognition of abolition as a war aim stultified 

the Union cause. Crucially, Abraham Lincoln’s inaugural address, given on the 4th March 

1861, had specifically rejected the cause of the Union being that of abolition and his failure to 

equate the war with anti-slavery alienated potential supporters in Britain. Both The Times and 

Economist concluded, in the wake of Lincoln’s address, that the war must be a fight for 

domination, an apparently understandable assumption based on Lincoln’s refusal to place the 

conflict on a moral footing. The significance of the Union government’s failure to immediately 

declare its opposition to slavery should not be underestimated. As the historian Royden 

Harrison correctly recognized, ‘so long as “Emancipation” was not inscribed upon the Union 

banners, British workmen could be asked to respect the right of the Southern States to 

independence’ a conclusion which holds true not solely for the working-classes but for the 

population at large. The pro-Union clergyman William Arthur certainly appeared to see things 
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in this way and attempted to reassure his readers that, in truth, the war was about slavery 

and that the only reason for the Lincoln government not taking action against the peculiar 

institution was their fidelity to the constitution. While this active effort was made to associate 

the North with abolition, others took the opposite position and associated the southern cause 

with that of slavery. Punch, very much an organ of mainstream British opinion, noted in its 9th 

March 1861 issue that: 

The Southern Secessionists must be admitted to be blest with at least the philosophical virtue of self-

knowledge. They term their new league “The Confederate States of America.” Thus they call 

themselves by. . .their right name. They are confederates in the crime of upholding Slavery. A correct 

estimate of their moral position is manifest in that distinctive denomination of theirs, “Confederate 

States.” The title is a beautiful antithesis of that of the United States of America. The more doggedly 

confederate slavemongers combine, the more firmly good republicans should unite.
216

 

Punch further developed this theme the following month by publishing a song entitled ‘Rule 

Slaveownia,’ in a mocking attack on the Confederacy and its peculiar institution.217  

Evidence that the cause of Confederacy was explicitly that of slavery was also noted 

by the propagandist William Arthur who juxtaposed his anti-slavery assertion about the North 

to the Confederate Vice-President Alexander Stephens ‘cornerstone speech’, given in 

Savannah (Georgia), on the 21st March 1861. This address had seen Stephens assert that 

‘our new Government is founded upon exactly the opposite ideas [to those of the Union]; its 

foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to 

the white man; that slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural and normal 

condition.’ In claiming the moral high ground for the North another propagandist, the pro-

Union Quaker and social reformer William Tallack emphasized the development of 
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abolitionism in the North in his own text and explained that ‘the Southern insults at length 

aroused the North to put forth or rather to make manifest its claim. . .for [every] one anti-

slavery man that there was in the North twenty years ago there are now a hundred.’ Tallack 

also described a large torch-light parade in Philadelphia in favour of ‘liberty and Lincoln.’  The 

description of North and South given by Arthur and Tallack were clearly intended to construct 

a northern cause centred on abolition and a Union identity built around this which would make 

the decision of any Briton on the conflict an apparently obvious moral one rather than a 

complex political conundrum. The intention of both was to simplify a complicated American 

debate for a British audience.218 The problem was that writers such as Arthur and Tallack who 

produced this early propaganda which equated the cause of the Union with abolition were 

attempting to undermine thirty years of inherited wisdom about American abolitionism which 

had, for the most part, failed to establish a clear North/South dichotomy on the subject. 

The letters which the Yancey, Mann and Rost group sent back to the Confederate 

government reveal a great deal about the significance of the slavery issue in the early stages 

of Confederate diplomacy. Yancey and Mann wrote to Robert Toombs in May 1861 

explaining that ‘the public mind here is entirely opposed to the Government of the 

Confederate States of America on the question of slavery.’ Evidently these figures were well 

aware of Britain’s abolitionist heritage and knew that they would need to appeal to the nation 

on different grounds. A subsequent letter to Earl Russell sent on the 14th of August, saw 

Yancey, Mann and Rost repeat their appreciation of British feeling on slavery when they 

confirmed to the minister that they recognized ‘the anti-slavery sentiment [which is] so 

universally prevalent in England.’ Accordingly, the three men emphasized to the British that 

slavery was not a major issue in the conflict: ‘the great object of the war, therefore, as now 

officially announced, is not to free the slave, but to keep him in subjection to his owner, and to 

control his labor through the legislative channels which the Lincoln Government designs to 
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force upon the master.’ Another Confederate diplomat, Edwin de Leon, echoed this point in a 

letter to The Times in May 1861 in which he classed slavery as a ‘mere pretext’ for the war on 

the part of the Union. The fact that the southern representatives contended that slavery was 

not significant in the conflict is not all that surprising. What is noteworthy, however, is that 

despite the powerful anti-slavery rhetoric of the British, the southern cause had popular 

sympathy and many subscribed to the claims of the Confederate lobby. In March 1861, the 

same month that it criticized the slave-holding of the South, a poem was printed in Punch 

which demonstrates that slavery was just one of the factors influencing the British public:  

‘O Jonathan and Jefferson/ Come listen to my song;/ I can’t decide my word upon,/ Which of you is 

most wrong./ I do declare I am afraid/ To say which worse behaves,/ the North, imposing bonds on 

Trade/ Or South that man enslaves./ And here you are about to fight,/ And wage intestine war,/ neither 

of you in the right:/ What simpletons you are.
219

  

This verse provides compelling evidence of something that Martin Crawford has suggested; 

that the tariff had a position of comparable importance to slavery in British engagement with 

the war. During the summer of 1861 another poem in Punch made this connection explicit: 

We for North and South alike/ Entertain affection;/ These for negro Slavery strike;/ Those for forced 

Protection./ Yankee Doodle is the Pot;/ Southerner the Kettle:/ Equally moral, if not/ Men of equal 

mettle.
220

 

While slavery may have been integral to initial British reactions to the Civil War, it does not 

provide a full explanation for British opinion. Thanks to writers and commentators such as 

Marryat, Lyell and Houstoun the British saw slavery in the United States as a complex 

phenomenon which did not necessarily have clear sectional consequences. As such it was 
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frequently described as being of similar importance in the conflict to issues such as the tariff, 

at least before the Emancipation Proclamation. 

 The diary of one of the members of the American legation in London, Benjamin 

Moran, reveals a great deal about the tensions in the relationship between Britain and the 

Union cause in the early years of the conflict and the false impression many Americans had 

of British opinion toward slavery in the United States. Writing on the 7th January 1861, Moran 

made clear that he personally placed the peculiar institution at the very core of the 

Confederate cause, and for this reason considered the lack of British support for the Union to 

be illustrative of the reality of British attitudes towards abolition. Of course what Moran failed 

to grasp was that most British observers did not see a particularly strong connection between 

the cause of the Union and that of abolition since it had little pre-war credence and the 

Federal Government had failed to act on the issue with the outbreak of conflict. Later in the 

year Charles Dickens commented to this effect in the December edition of All the Year Round 

explaining that if the Union was actually committed to the cause of abolition it would allow the 

South to secede thereby ridding itself of slavery, something also suggested by both Walter 

Bagehot in the liberal Economist and Lord Cecil in the conservative Quarterly Review. Such a 

logical conclusion sat comfortably within pre-war notions about sectional differentiation and 

seemed to lead to the belief that the Civil War was, on the part of the Union, a war of 

domination.221 

One specific event which annoyed Moran and which he saw as indicative of British 

attitudes towards abolition was the reception given to the Confederate commissioners 

Yancey, Mann and Rost upon their arrival in London in May 1861. He criticized the fact that 

‘the noble [original emphasis] merchants of the realm see nothing dishonourable in slavery 

now’ and noted how he had been convinced that ‘the Anti-Slavery of England is a mere 

sentiment.’ Moran specifically highlighted the reception given to the commissioners at the 
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Fishmonger’s Company Hall in London and claimed to have found it telling that Yancey 

received applause despite being an avowed advocate of the re-opening of the slave trade. He 

concluded that ‘the very journals that 8 years ago could not too loudly condemn slavery, and 

which lauded Uncle Tom’s Cabin to the skies, now see no great crime in the infamous 

system, and applaud the very slave owners.’ Yet, as chapter one demonstrated, a level of 

complexity existed in British attitudes towards American slavery generally, and to the 

publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin specifically which Moran failed to appreciate. Charles 

Francis Adams, the US minister to Britain, who could count among his acquaintances such 

political and intellectual luminaries as Lords Palmerston, Russell and Derby, as well as W.E 

Gladstone, Benjamin Disraeli, William Makepeace Thackeray and William Nassau Senior, 

recorded the views of these figures on the conflict and provided valuable evidence for 

understanding British ideas. While some (notably Senior) did offer support to the Union, 

Adams noted in a letter to his son that pro-Union feeling overall was, at best, lukewarm in 

Britain. In a sense therefore, Benjamin Moran probably interpreted the mood in the nation 

correctly even as he failed to truly understand it.222 Even giving due weight to Moran’s 

hyperbolic style, the level of indifference in Britain towards the Union appears real enough. 

The fact was that the Lincoln government had done nothing to equate its cause with abolition 

and when we consider the vast literature before the Civil War which had treated slavery as a 

national problem the views of men like Dickens appear to be the reasonable response of 

moderate anti-slavery Britons during the first year of hostilities. 

 In these early months of the war it is clear that the British administration was just as 

unsure about the issues at stake in the conflict as the literate public, particularly when it came 

to understanding the role of slavery. The ambassador to Washington, Lord Lyons, wrote to 

Earl Russell on the 18th February 1861 about the possibility of President Lincoln removing 

Secretary of State William H. Seward from the government due to the latter’s assumed links 
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to immediatist abolitionists, a comment which Lyons echoed the following year when 

reporting the replacement of Simon Cameron with E.M. Stanton as Secretary of War. For 

those who saw the cause of immediate emancipation as being something which the British 

should be concerned about, as opposed to celebrating, this was not necessarily a negative 

development. Yet, it clearly dissociated the cause of the Union from that of abolition. 

Interestingly enough even those who were, or would be, key to the pro-Union machine in 

Britain were not immediately prepared to describe the war as an anti-slavery crusade. Francis 

William Newman observed in a letter in June 1861 that slavery was indeed significant to the 

conflict but that the North retained a ‘pro-slavery faction.’ Similarly, John Bright, the heart-

beat of the northern cause in Britain explained in a speech in Lancaster during August that 

‘they say that they are not going to liberate slaves. No; the object of the Washington 

government is to maintain their own Constitution, and to act legally, as it permits and 

requires.’223 It seems safe to conclude then that both publically and privately at this stage, the 

cause of the Lincoln administration, as far as the vast majority of Britons understood it, was 

not that of abolition. While abolitionism was certainly seen as a force in the Union states, it 

was not the pre-eminent political factor it later came to be viewed as. This perspective on the 

war was, in many ways, perfectly consistent with the descriptions of American slavery and its 

abolition given before the war by Martineau, Marryat and Lyell. 

Of similar significance during the opening months of the war was the language those 

in Britain used to describe sectionalism, invoking well-rehearsed notions of Anglophobia and 

the cultural and ethnic proximity of each section to Britain. The aforementioned pro-Unionist 

William Arthur for example placed great store in the Anglo-American connection when he 

argued in favour of the Union, writing that ‘in all contests, that Pro-slavery party was the Anti-
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English party, and was invariably swelled by the Irish Romanists’, and that ‘the South 

professes to be well effected to England. This is a “mere pretence.”’ Arthur here attempted to 

equate the traditional notion of the anti-English pre-war American politics with a southern, 

pro-slavery agenda despite its usual associations with the North (particularly New York). The 

notion of a strong sense of Anglophobia in the South was also commented upon by William 

Tallack during the early exchanges of the war, when he described the feeling towards an 

Englishman in the South as being ‘most disagreeable.’ Descriptions of this type brought the 

Anglophobic/Anglophilic rhetoric of the pre-war period into a Civil War context and what is 

more these comments were taken seriously as part of the debate.224 

While for Tallack and other pro-Union figures it was the Confederacy which had an 

anti-British attitude, some members of the government held the opposite view when it came 

to the British relations with the partisans in the war. Lord Lyons, for example, wrote in the 

June 1861 to Earl Russell to inform him of the almost irrational desire on the part of some 

northerners to conquer the South quickly so that a campaign could be launched against 

European possessions in North America. Similarly, a letter published in The Times which had 

been sent by the American minister to Russia, Cassius Clay and claimed bombastically that 

England could not ‘afford to offend the great nation,’ further ruffled the feathers of the public 

and politicians. Even the editorial material in The Times during this period accounted for 

previous Anglo-American tensions in sectional terms claiming that they could be explained as 

a consequence of the policy of the North.225 While a concerted effort clearly existed on the 

part of the pro-Federal lobby in Britain to exploit the Anglophobic image of the United States 

as developed in the works of Marryat, Lyell, Houstoun, Trollope and Dickens and to 

sectionalize it, claiming that it had been a policy driven by southerners and would (in theory at 

least) be abandoned by the Union, this was contested ground. Many in Britain who 

considered Anglophobia an integral part of American ideology saw it as primarily as a 
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phenomenon of the North rather than the South. This debate over the sectional nature of 

Anglophobia would resurface repeatedly throughout the war in attempts by the partisans of 

both sides to understand the rhetoric and policy employed by belligerents towards Britain. 

Although not an active propagandist, one man who had more influence than many 

through the course of the American conflict was The Times journalist William Howard Russell, 

who reported from the South during the wars early years. Russell published extracts from his 

diary during 1861 under the title Pictures of Southern Life Social, Political and Military, within 

which he engaged with the various issues at stake during the Civil War. It is interesting to 

note that Russell personally was unsympathetic to secession and hated the slave system, yet 

his account was not simply a catalogue of the evils of the Confederacy. One of the striking 

aspects of his report was the extent to which he located his descriptions of slavery within a 

recognizable narrative of the paternal connection between slave and master. On the eve of 

the war he described how ‘in the course of my journeying southward I have failed to find 

much evidence that there is any apprehension on the part of the planters of a servile 

insurrection, or that the slaves are taking much interest in the coming contest, or know what it 

is about,’ he thereby undermined the notion of a potential slave uprising in the South. He also 

pointed to his experiences on the plantation of former Louisiana Governor Andre B. Roman, 

outside of Natchez, and reported that ‘here were abundant evidences that they [the slaves] 

were well treated, for they had good clothing of its kind, good food, and a master who 

wittingly could do them no injustice,’ a description which could have been taken from 

Emmeline Stuart-Wortley’s experiences of Zachary Taylor’s plantation a decade before. It 

should not be concluded from this that Russell simply accepted the paternalist myth. He 

expressed clear suspicion over the southern mantra which he heard repeated over and over 

that ‘we are not afraid of our slaves’ and his experience on a Mississippi steamer on which 

‘there were two blacks on board [in] irons- captured runaways- and very miserable they 
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looked at the thought of being restored to the bosom of the patriarchal family,’ was indicative 

of his cynicism.226  

The published observations which Russell provided during the first year of the war can 

be supplemented by the private recollections from his diary during this period in the United 

States. During his time in the Union, Russell reported on a conversation he had with a 

number of political figures in Washington during the build-up to the war who had expressed to 

him their confidence that even in the event of a conflict the British would reject any diplomatic 

overtures from the South on the basis that the northerners would be fighting ‘an active war of 

emancipation.’ Although these politicians might have been confident that Britain would see 

the war as being about emancipation, Russell got no indications while in the United States 

that free American blacks were in a particularly enviable position in comparison to slaves in 

the South. He noted for instance, as he travelled up the Mississippi, that ‘I [did not] find that 

the free Negroes, who acted as attendants possessed any advantages over their enslaved 

brethren a few miles lower down the river’; an observation which could have been taken from 

almost any popular pre-war travelogue. In terms of the treatment which southern slaves 

received, Russell was not necessarily impressed with the conditions they lived in; yet he did 

point to specific plantations held by the aforementioned Governor Roman and a planter 

named Mrs. Trescot and noted that ‘such kindly acts as [he had seen on these plantations] 

are more common than we may suppose; and it would be unfair to put a strict or unfair 

construction on the motives of slave owners in paying so much attention to their property.’ 

Even the plantation overseer received sympathetic treatment from Russell who described 

how ‘at the sight of the overseer the little ones came forward in tumultuous glee.’227 

Descriptions of this type centred on the notion of the paternal, reciprocal relationship between 
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slave and master and were rooted in the common pre-war image of southern slavery as 

mitigated. It was the sort of mitigated slavery portrayed here, combined with prevailing 

opinion which emphasized the high levels of discrimination which blacks suffered in the 

northern states and a lack of legal action against slavery on the part of the Lincoln 

government, which allowed mainstream British thinkers, even those who rejected outright 

slavery in the abstract, to remain distant from the cause of the Union. 

On the attitudes towards Britain in different areas of the United States, Russell made 

a number of claims in Pictures of Southern Life, which contradicted those made in William 

Arthur and William Tallack’s earlier pamphlets. While in Charleston, for example, Russell 

reported that he had found ‘an intense affection for the British connection, a love of British 

habits and customs, a respect for British sentiment, law, authority, order, civilization and 

literature.’ Later, in Mobile, he observed, after meeting a lieutenant in the Louisiana regiment, 

that ‘he is all admiration for English scenery, life and habits.’ Russell contrasted this with the 

North and, after watching a Federal military parade outside of Cairo, he presented a 

drastically different image to that which he had given of the Confederacy, emphasizing the 

number of Irish recruits in each of the different companies as they passed him; this was the 

pre-war image of the New York Irish made representative of the North as a whole.228  

These descriptions of ethnicity were just one of the ways that Russell engaged with 

the tradition of ethno-cultural sectionalism and Anglophobia. He also invoked the lack of 

cultural and ethnic homogeneity in the Union states both inside and outside of the confines of 

the military. He estimated, after spending time with the Union armies, that ‘but two out of 

twelve of the soldiers were native-born Americans.’ He additionally suggested that in the 

immediate wake of the fall of Fort Sumter, he found that ‘the Carolinians regard the Northern 

States as an alien and detested enemy, and entertain, or profess an immense affection for 

Great Britain.’ Possibly the most telling of Russell’s descriptions was that which he gave of 
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Robert Toombs, who he categorized as ‘something of an Anglo-maniac, and an Anglo-

phobist- a combination not unusual in America- that is, he is proud of being connected and 

descended from respectable English families, and admires our mixed constitution, whilst he is 

an enemy to what is called English policy, and is a strong pro-slavery champion.’229 Toombs 

of course was just one man but in this instance he presented a neat personification of the 

different pressures at work between Britain, the North and the South during the war. Russell 

illustrated his perceptive abilities in his discussion of Toombs latching on to the idea of the 

ethnically British and culturally Anglophile South while also recognizing the inherent 

Anglophobia of American politics and the disconnection between pro-slavery and Britishness, 

something his audience would have been fully aware of. This description was indicative of the 

malleability of the ethnic and cultural connection across the Atlantic and unsurprisingly 

propagandists on both sides attempted to exploit this ambiguity.  

The utility of pre-war tropes was further demonstrated in discussions of democracy 

itself during the early months of the war, something which had been commented upon during 

the pre-war era but which was emphasized to a more significant extent during the conflict. 

Writing to his editor at The Times, J.T Delane, Russell attacked the mantra of democracy 

explaining that ‘universal suffrage’ had ‘frightened moral courage’ while noting in his diary a 

conversation with a group of men in Charleston who had openly discussed the possibility of 

drafting in an English Prince to take over as Confederate Head of State. The idea of an anti-

democratic South in contrast to the North did have pre-war roots in, for instance, a 

Blackwood’s article of April 1846 which had classed the institutions of Virginia as almost 

aristocratic. With the outbreak of the conflict, however, this took on new resonance. The 

interpretation offered by Russell, in which the Union embodied democracy in its most 

negative form, became an important pillar in pro-Confederate propaganda. The radical liberal 

John Arthur Roebuck, despite his political sympathies at home, made mention of this 

divergence of politics between North and South during his ‘Sheffield Manifesto’ the following 
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year. The sentiments which Roebuck deployed apparently rang true with the middle-class 

liberal establishment of the city, a group of literate figures who may well have read with shock 

the accounts of American politics given by Charles Lyell, George Combe and their own 

former MP James Silk Buckingham and now saw the consequences of the political system 

which these writers had described.230  

Russell’s position at The Times gave him access to the centres of power while he was 

in the South and his description of a conversation with Edmund Rhett, a member of the 

infamous South Carolina ‘fire-eating’ secessionist family of the same name, would certainly 

have caught the attention his readership. Russell reported how Rhett ‘declared there were 

few persons in South Carolina who would not sooner ask Great Britain to take back the State 

than submit to the triumph of the Yankees.’ At the same time, he informed Russell that ‘we 

are an agricultural people, pursuing our own system, and working out our destiny, breeding 

up women and men with some other purpose than to make them vulgar, fanatical, cheating 

Yankees.’ This was the sort of differentiation which would have struck British readers with its 

invocation of both the ‘cheating Yankee’ image and emphasis on the agricultural vs. industrial 

element of American sectionalism. Russell’s experiences in the South lead him to question 

the claims made by the Union Secretary of State, William H. Seward that secession did not 

reflect the will of southerners and to explain to his readers that ‘I can see no sign here of the 

“affection to the Union,” which according to Mr. Seward underlies all “Secession proclivities.”’ 

As he came to end of his time in the South, he was able to observe and report on the first 

battle of Bull Run on the 21st July for The Times, a military defeat which not only undermined 
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the martial prospects of the Union but confirmed to Russell the sense of commitment to 

secession on the part of the South. Indeed, he stated after the battle that ‘I have now been in 

North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and in none of these great States have I 

found the least indication of Union sentiment.’ The highly critical reaction to Russell’s report of 

the battle in the Union press drove the editorial staff of The Times further from the Lincoln 

government since, as Martin Crawford has noted, they began to see the North as coherently 

and aggressively Anglophobic. This Anglophobia was in itself something which had pre-war 

roots, and after Bull Run editorial material in The Times began to disconnect the South (at 

least as far as was possible) from unpopular pre-war foreign policy.231  

Although the descriptions which Russell gave of the United States appear highly 

critical of the North, it is worth recalling that as far as Henry Adams, the son of the American 

Minister, Charles Francis, was concerned, Russell was a pro-northern British public figure.232 

Adams’s comments on Russell are indicative of complexities of contemporary sectional 

debate in Britain, complexities which some scholars have overlooked. Russell appreciated 

the extent of sectional division and the various factors which needed to be taken into account 

for the British to respond in an informed manner to the conflict. This meant that even though 

he sympathized with the North broadly, he did not reduce the conflict to simplified categories 

which would have allowed him to actively preach the cause of the Union in the manner of 

John Bright. 

It was during the first year of the war that probably the most influential piece of pro-

Confederate propaganda was published. The text in question was authored by the Liverpool 

shipping magnate and political conservative, James Spence. In September 1861 he 

published The American Union; it’s Effect on National Character and Policy, with an Enquiry 

into Secession as Constitutional Right, and the Causes of the Disruption. Spence’s 
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contemporaries certainly took note of the publication and, according to the historian Marc-

William Palen, Charles Dickens’s pro-southern stance on the Civil War was a direct 

consequence of having read Spence’s work. Similarly, the pro-Federal pamphleteer, Robert 

Trimble, explained that Spence’s book had misled the British public, suggesting that its 

influence had been significant enough to worry Federal supporters in Britain. By the same 

token, a later Confederate diplomat, James M. Mason, wrote to the Secretary of State Judah 

P. Benjamin in May 1862 attesting to the popularity of The American Union and informing him 

that the work had gone through four editions in less than a year.233  

Spence’s pamphlet clearly met with considerable success and its content provides 

one of the most comprehensive illustrations of the image which British pro-Confederates 

wanted to project. His work combined arguments which drew on both his antebellum 

knowledge of sectionalism in the British mind, and sectionalized many aspects of the United 

States. In taking this course, Spence, in a manner somewhat similar to W.H Russell, cast the 

Union as an extreme democracy, dominated by the mob and a rabid press. Significantly, this 

was a view consistent with the tropes deployed by figures like Charles Dickens through the 

pre-war period. Spence did not claim that the Union had been flawed from its inception, what 

he did instead was to place an emphasis on the lack of viability for the United States as a 

national entity as it grew. This territorial growth meant that among the people ‘the only 

connecting link is a common desire for the success of the party’ and this imperative for party 

gain was what underpinned secession. Spence also claimed that the territorial growth of the 

Union had exacerbated the economic differences between the sections meaning that ‘the 
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common view in the Southern States, is, that the South has been used as a tributary, drained 

for the benefit of the North. To some extent, though by no means to the extent they imagine, 

this had really been the case.’ For Spence, the consequence of the changes in America were 

that ‘to the Southern, the Union appears an artificial arrangement, wise at the time of its 

formation- rendered injurious now by the progress of events.’ This emphasis on the different 

interests of the sections, and the political debates stemming from them obviously built on a 

basic narrative of sectionalism which reached back at least as far of the nullification crisis and 

which was used by Spence as an explanation and justification for the secession of the 

South.234 

Spence’s pamphlet also raised a number of constitutional points which echoed the 

comments made by earlier writers who had discussed the possibility of the Union dissolving. 

A certain irony exists here, in that the arguments which Spence deployed to convince his 

readers of the legality of secession were reminiscent of the ideas put forward by abolitionist 

travellers like Harriet Martineau and Joseph Sturge before the war, who had both emphasized 

the power of state over national governments. Spence did not make a direct reference to the 

works of Martineau and Sturge and it is true that the state rights argument they utilized had 

not been unique to abolitionists in the antebellum, yet the fact that all three writers presented 

such similarly positions is illustrative of British familiarity with state rights and southern 

nationalism. Spence liberally sprinkled his work with examples and quotations drawn from 

American history in order to illustrate the legitimacy of the southern cause, including the 

attempts by the State of Massachusetts to secede and a conversation which he claimed 

James Madison and Patrick Henry had had during the ratifying convention for Virginia during 

which ‘Patrick Henry objected strongly to the words “we, the people,” on the ground that the 

very construction might be given to them which is attempted at the present day. But Madison 

at once showed such a construction to be erroneous. He replied in these words: “the parties 
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to it were to be the people, but not the people as comprising one great society, but the people 

as composing thirteen sovereignties”.’235  

This same argument about legal status was used in another popular form by the 

journalist William Forsyth who produced an article in the Quarterly Review in which he 

contended that since the states predated the Union they must possess the right to withdraw 

from it. The reasons which lead Spence, and to some extent Forsyth, to conclude that 

secession was legal were essentially the same given by Joseph Sturge in 1841 for why the 

national government could not abolish slavery: 

As each of the original States acceded to the Constitution by an act of convention, and this forms the 

only bond of union, it follows that each of those States, as a sovereign community, has, according to 

the principles of America, the inherent right to appeal that act.
236  

The American Union itself was therefore, in these terms, a pragmatic solution to a particular 

problem rather than a compact of national foundation, just as the majority of pre-war 

commentators had contended. 

Secession, as Spence saw it, was a constitutionally sanctioned act and had been 

considered as such since the days of the founding fathers, something which the Federal 

Government was now attempting to dispute. It was not simply with regard to resisting 

secession, however, that the Lincoln government was usurping power which it did not 

rightfully possess. Spence extended this basic image and engaged with the tradition of the 

despotic democracy within his text, commenting on how ‘the writ of habeas corpus is treated 

with contempt, whilst the police forbids petitions to the Government in violation of the express 

rights of the constitution. . .there is ample evidence that, whatever may have been the love of 

liberty in other days, it has become a thing of the past.’ Spence starkly linked the images of 

democracy and despotism in his text when he rhetorically asked ‘what, indeed, is really the 
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basis of democracy, except brute force?’ All of this said, it would be incorrect to consider 

these associations merely the product of the pro-Confederate lobby. It is notable that William 

Howard Russell also described the doctrine of state rights as a reaction to the development of 

democracy in the North; in effect it had been an attempt on the part of the South to resist ‘the 

blasts of universal suffrage.’ Russell also cautioned readers, in a manner similar to Spence, 

that ‘republics in crisis always [have] a recourse to dictators’, a sentiment he offered as a 

warning with reference to the Lincoln government.237 Here various political positions are 

brought to bear on the nature of American politics and how the American political system was 

related to secession. What they all convey was a general antipathy to American democracy; 

an antipathy expressed in pre-war terminology reminiscent of the warnings given by Frederick 

Marryat, Amelia Murray, George Combe and others about the nature of democracy and 

despotism but utilized in a Civil War context for explicitly sectional ends.  

 As would be expected in the work of a pro-Confederate, Spence was keen to lay claim 

to the pre-war image of the Anglophile South. His pamphlet, however, displayed an 

awareness of the tensions between the North, the South and Britain since the American 

Revolution. He conceded that during war of independence ‘there were links of a common 

history if no inglorious memory- the interwoven ties of relationship and ancestry- old 

associations of habits, of thought, of sympathy. . .the reverence of the offspring for the 

parent,’ and that ‘all of them alike- Puritan of Massachusetts, Cavalier of Virginia and Friend 

of Pennsylvania- had gone out from the same home.’ This was a sense of American pride 

grounded in British heritage, however, subsequent events had changed the way Americans 

viewed Britain. Spence informed his readers that the North, more so than the South had been 

the destination for immigrants and that New York was ‘not really American. Its population is 

largely composed of foreigners of all nations, of the type and manners and of sentiment, [that] 

is essentially foreign to American soil.’ This clearly resonated with the pre-war image of the 
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city in earlier travel narratives and novels. Crucially within the context of the conflict Spence 

tied the Union’s cause explicitly to that of New York (rather than Boston or New England) 

when he stated that: 

Unfortunately, perhaps, for the liberties of the country, the Union has now a Paris. Whoever had 

studied [the] progress of the momentous events now occurring, will have seen, that the Washington 

government simply follows the impulse of the people; indeed, that in obedience to this impulse, it 

reversed the policy it had wisely adopted. But the people of the North, in their turn, implicitly follow the 

lead of New York.
238

  

In this context New York was an invaluable point of reference for pro-Confederates in Britain. 

Boston had an undeniable British heritage, but the literature of the pre-war period had 

reinforced the image of New York as an alien city and if the cause of the Union was the cause 

of New York it was less ‘British’ than if it was the cause of New England.  

The use of the Cavalier and Puritan mythology which can be seen in Spence’s 

analysis also appeared in mainstream British opinion. Lord Wolseley for instance informed 

readers of Blackwood’s Magazine that southerners were ‘the descendants of our banished 

cavaliers,’ by contrast northerners were ‘descended from the offscourings of every European 

nation.’ Similarly, the writer William Makepeace Thackeray suggested that southerners were 

inherently better than ‘Dutch traders of New York and the money-getting Roundheads of 

Pennsylvania and New England’ using images similar to those from his own 1859 novel The 

Virginians.239 These appeals to Cavalier mythology and the ethno-cultural divisions of the 

United States are indicative both of the long-term influence of pre-war ideas and of the 

significance of the notion of distinctive identities which accompanied the claims for political 

self-determination. 
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 When it came to the thorny issue of slavery, Spence drew once more on well-

rehearsed mainstream traditions in an attempt to render the cause of the Confederacy as 

appealing as possible to the British. He maintained a theoretical abhorrence of slavery both 

for its debasing effects on the slave themselves and by conceding the existence of instances 

of particularly cruelty by masters. Yet, as Spence described the system it was actually the 

white population of the South which suffered most since ‘there is an absolute injury sustained 

by the whole white community, apparent to any observer.’ While whites lost out, the 

seriousness with which slaveholders took their paternal responsibilities meant that the 

condition of the slaves was never as bad as might be assumed. Spence’s position here 

echoed that of numerous pre-war travellers who had emphasized the mitigation of slavery 

including James Silk Buckingham, Charles Lyell, Charlotte Houstoun and Emmeline Stuart-

Wortley. Along with emphasizing the paternal connection, Spence integrated a range of 

arguments rooted in the notion of racial hierarchy to justify the existence of southern slavery. 

In basic economic terms, he noted that it was in the interests of the planter to treat their 

slaves well and contended that: 

The negroes have at all times abundant food; the sufferings of fireless winters are unknown to them; 

medical attendance is always at command; in old age they fear no workhouse; their children are never 

a burden or a care; their labour, though long, is neither difficult, nor unhealthy. As a rule, they have 

their own good ground, and fowls and vegetables, of which they frequently sell their surplus. So far 

then, as merely animal comforts extend, their lot is more free from suffering than those of many 

classes of European labour.
240

 

The notion of ‘European labour’ as it was used here would have struck a particular chord in 

Britain among certain members of the labour movement who had criticized the freeing of 

slaves while white workers existed in ‘a state of deplorable poverty and degradation.’ This 

was a manifestation of what Dickens had termed ‘telescopic philanthropy’ and as a view of 
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abolition it clearly had roots well before the Civil War in the wake of West Indian 

Emancipation.  

It was undoubtedly true that many who would have been sensitive to the language of 

labour such as Chartists and Owenites had a long history of working with American 

abolitionists and some had played a prominent in the formation of the Anti-Slavery League in 

1846. Even so, the critical way of viewing abolition deployed by Spence was utilized by those 

involved in radical politics such as Joseph Rayner Stephens, who had attacked what he saw 

as white children labouring so that freed slaves could have an eight-hour working day. 

Notable Chartists including Bronterre O’Brien also expressed concerns over abolition in 

Britain on the basis that ‘when one listens to the Abolitionists one might think that outside of 

the Blacks there was no slave under British rule.’ Similarly the socialist Robert Owen had 

informed an American audience before the war that although ‘from an early period he was 

opposed to Negro slavery and also to slavery of all kinds. . . [a]t home in England he had 

seen far worse slavery than he had witnessed among the coloured population.’241 If nothing 

else these sentiments put paid to the idea of a connection between domestic political 

persuasions and the perspective held by individuals on the American Civil War as here 

conservatives and socialists were singing from the same hymn sheet. Yet, these examples do 

more than that: they demonstrate that while abolitionist commitment may have been strong in 

Britain, it was the abolition of slavery in its abstract sense. When the British discourse of 

mitigated southern slavery is placed against the backdrop of the lukewarm rejection of the 

peculiar institution in practice, it is easy to see how the significance of slavery to the Civil War 

became obscured in the British mind. 
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 At the same time as he provided various excuses to his readers for the continuation of 

slavery in the southern states, Spence attacked the implausibility of abolition as the principal 

cause of war in the North. In the first place, he questioned the morality of the original abolition 

of slavery in the northern states at the end of the previous century, suggesting that there was 

no moral push to abolish the institution and that it had been a purely economic measure. 

Within the context of the Civil War, Spence drew his readers’ attention specifically to the 

address in which Lincoln stated that the Union would not interfere with slavery, and an 

amendment passed by the new Congress to the same effect. The notion that the North 

lacked the legal right of interference was subscribed to in a more mainstream sense by the 

writers of The Times who also held that most northerners had little interest in abolition. Even 

Benjamin Moran noted something to this effect in his diary in August 1861 when, in 

discussing the Pennsylvania Democrat and Minister to Britain George M. Dallas, he observed 

that ‘neither he nor indeed any of his class in the North, is a conscientious friend of slavery. 

But a hunger for office has seared conscience: and now we are reaping the fruits of the seed 

sown by men of his type.’ Spence also asked rhetorically why, if the Union was earnest in 

abolition, it had not already removed the peculiar institution from the District of Columbia 

(something it did go on to do in 1862). As Douglas Lorimer’s analysis of the role of anti-

slavery demonstrated, Spence was far from alone in terms of his interpretation of slavery in 

the conflict and Lorimer correctly affirmed that ‘the proclaimed anti-slavery sentiment of 

England appeared to be no bar to pro-Southern sympathies.’ The simple reason for this was 

that ‘English observers did not see Lincoln as the defender of blacks, for informed journalists, 

politicians, and philanthropists were well aware of northern racial prejudice.’242  

This was the intellectual climate into which Spence’s ideas entered and as such they 

were perfectly acceptable given that, since before the war, popular commentators from 

Charles Dickens to The Times had been frequently critical of the North on the basis that the 

                                                           
242

 Spence, The American Union, 93-94,141,149; Crawford, The Anglo-American Crisis, 82; Diary of 
Benjamin Moran Volume Two, 31

st
 Aug 1861; Lorimer ‘The Role of Anti-Slavery Sentiment’, 406, 420. 



209 
 

people had done little for abolition. With the idea that the North had little commitment to 

abolition taken into account it should come as no surprise that within government itself Lord 

Palmerston would respond to the American historian John Motley’s assertion that the Union 

was against slavery, by asking it to prove it ‘by joining us in our operations against the slave 

trade.’ Key to Spence’s propaganda work was his attempt to impress on his readers the 

political nature of the slavery debate as distinct from its moral dimensions. He noted for 

instance, the Missouri Compromise of 1820 as evidence that the South had wished to extend 

slavery not for the purposes of utilizing it as a labour system to any significant extent 

(something which Spence maintained was not viable in the case of New Mexico), but in order 

to maintain a balance between slave and free states in national politics. This was Spence 

essentially engaging directly with the slave power argument which had been broached in 

Britain before the conflict, but attempting to subvert it. He maintained that the reason for the 

expansion of slavery was not to retain it as a viable labour system but to keep a political 

balance. In fact, this politicization of slavery was used by Spence as an explanation for the 

active defense offered by some southerners of the system. As he saw it, ‘originally, slavery 

was on the defensive, admitted to be an evil, deplored as a sad necessity; but stung by the 

language of the North, the Southerners have turned round upon them, and have wrought 

themselves into the monstrous belief, now prevalent throughout the South, that slavery is 

actually a blessing.’ Consequently, the politicization of slavery and its integration into 

southern identity was not based on a genuine belief in its moral acceptability, but a reaction 

against the North and its political agenda, a political agenda which had so frequently been 

commented upon before the war.243 

This politicization of slavery was of equal interest to the Scottish educationalist, Hugo 

Reid who published Sketches in North America, with some Account of Congress and of the 
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Slavery Question while employed at Dalhousie College in Nova Scotia. While emphasizing to 

his readers that he abhorred slavery, Reid noted that ‘slavery is recognized and supported by 

the constitution of the United States, and by repeated Acts of Congress’ which he claimed 

asserted that ‘each State is regarded as sovereign in respect of its own domestic institutions.’ 

In addition, when it came to the political tensions between the sections, Reid maintained that 

‘the States of the North are in great part responsible for the present condition of this unhappy 

conflict and the bad feelings between North and South.’ Their culpability stemmed from a 

variety of factors including ‘Personal Liberty Acts, calculated (though, ostensibly for defence 

of their own citizens) to impede or prevent the capture of fugitive slaves.’ These legislative 

acts were, according to Reid, ‘at variance with the constitutional compact between them and 

the slave States, as well as with various deliberate acts of Congress.’244 Here was a 

reassertion of a state rights stance and a belief that the actions the national government in 

the growing tensions between the Union and South had been unconstitutional.  

The consequence of this legal wrangling was that ‘when pressed hard by the 

doctrines of the Abolitionists’ pro-slavery Americans had ‘boldly advanced to higher ground, 

and maintained that slavery is right, founded on justice, reason, and humanity, supported by 

Scripture, and in reality a beneficent institution, advantageous to the Negro.’ In his account 

Reid attempted to explain the shift to a ‘positive good’ interpretation of slavery as a political 

reaction to northern pressure in a similar manner to Spence and pre-war commentators. Reid 

also noted how, as the political balance tilted in the favour of the North, the South ‘drew from 

the Constitution the doctrine of Popular Sovereignty in the Territories, and used it to 

overthrow the Missouri Compromise, and bring the whole of the Territories within their reach.’ 

As far as Reid was concerned this should have encouraged northern secession since: 

When the free States came to loathe the odious task assigned to them of delivering up runaway 

slaves, and desired that the curse of slavery should not be admitted into new regions, which they were 
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able to people with free men, and in which they judged it right that only free institutions should be 

implanted, their course was clear; they should have given notice of their determination to withdraw 

from a Union which imposed an odious thralldom upon them.
245

 

As it was, this course was not followed and in consequence ‘the slave-owners of the South 

have been maddened by the wild and incendiary proceedings of the Northern Abolitionists.’ 

This meant that in Britain ‘we cannot be surprised that the South hated the North with a fierce 

hatred that has never been surpassed, or that the Southern States desire to secede and save 

themselves from the tyranny of an arrogant and insulting Northern majority.’246 The role of 

slavery in the war as it was constructed by Reid therefore was essentially political in nature 

rather than moral. In describing abolition in these terms Reid was consistent with prevailing 

pre-war wisdom and consequently collapsed any simple good vs. evil dichotomy. 

Mentions of terms such as ‘Northern Abolitionist’ as used here by Reid are actually 

slightly misleading when it comes to his overall interpretation of the conflict, given that he, 

consistent with other commentators, did not see the war as a crusade against slavery and 

was clearly unimpressed with the treatment of free blacks which he had seen while in the 

northern states. In the nation as a whole, Reid observed that ‘the poor negro is in a truly 

unhappy condition in North America; there is no resting-place for him on that continent’; and 

despite noting something of the paternalism of slavery in his recognition that the slave was 

‘no doubt kindly treated and contented in many families in the South’, Reid was no apologist 

for southern slavery: ‘he [the slave] has no security for that happiness; is rigorously held in 

bondage, frequently cruelly used.’ However, the worst of this negative treatment had been 

‘greatly aggravated in severity since the Northern abolition movement.’ The implication here 

was that southerners ‘now hold that blacks are a race so far inferior as to be incapable of 
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maintaining their position in competition with the whites,’ thereby claiming culpability for the 

North in the condition of the southern slave.247  

While Reid was not an advocate of slavery, the situation as he saw it for blacks was 

hardly better in the North and the people of that section had objectionably views on both race 

and slavery. Reid drew his audiences attention to a New York newspaper which had told 

readers: ‘so far from believing negro slavery a curse, we regard it as a great blessing in the 

tropical climates, and in the Southern States of our republic- a blessing to the slave, to the 

master, and to this Union.’ In addition, he discussed the views of the New York politician John 

Cochrane who had apparently claimed ‘I sympathize, sir, deeply sympathize with our friends 

of the South’ and had censured ‘that which has occurred and is occurring all over the North, 

endangering the peace of the Union, and teaching rebellion to its constitution.’ Reid offered 

his own view on the situation noting that even outside of the slave states ‘blacks are despised 

and shunned’ and that ‘in the cities in the northern United States separate omnibuses are 

provided for “coloured persons”.’248 This image of the North clearly built upon the ideas of pre-

war writers including Charles Augustus Murray, Thomas Brothers, James Johnston and even 

the distinctly pro-northern Harriet Martineau. For Reid, as for these commentators, the 

position of black Americans varied little between the sections in practice, whatever the legal 

distinction between slavery and freedom. In essence Reid and others felt that the slavery 

issue in sectional politics had molded these men and women into pawns on the political 

chessboard and the abolition debate of the Civil War was an extension of this. 

 Of additional significance in Reid’s case, and following very much the pre-war 

geography of the nation established by cultural commentators, were the ethnic and cultural 

differences between the regions of the United States. Reid maintained that ‘the Americans 

cannot be spoken of now as one race; climate, and institutions are developing at least two 

sections, nearly as distinct as British and French, or English and Irish- the North and the 
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South.’ These divisions in turn had a relationship to European ethnicity and culture since ‘the 

Southerners seem, in other respects, to have deviated least from the type of their ancestors, 

having the quiet and composed bearing of the English.’ He drew the contrast with the North 

which possessed a ‘large amount of the Celtic element.’249 This was yet again the 

distinctiveness of ethnic geography in the United States which presented the South as an 

embodiment of a Britishness (of sorts) and the North as an ethno-cultural other. 

 One further characteristic of the Yankee which Reid recognized drew on a distinctive 

pre-war trope, that of the financially corrupt ‘smart dealing’ American. In many instances this 

had been a national trope, on some occasions a New Yorker, or northerner more broadly yet 

rarely a southerner. In a Civil War context it was deployed as a type for the Federal 

supporter. He described ‘the Northerner, the New Englander, the real Yankee’ as ‘the very 

embodiment of the spirit of scheming speculation, and enterprise, [he] has faith in himself, 

goes-a-head with a reckless confidence and headlong stick-at-nothingism.’ Here we have, in 

a Civil War context, northern financiers in the mold of Frances Trollope’s Mr. Fad and Mr. 

Scam from The Barnabys in America or the Van Den Bosch family from Thackeray’s The 

Virginians. Interestingly James Spence had also made a passing reference to the idea of 

financial mismanagement in The American Union, noting the state debt repudiations of the 

1830s and even as he conceded that ‘Mississippi offers the most bold and outrageous case,’ 

he asserted that ‘there is no more meaner [sic] than that of the great State of Pennsylvania.’ 

In a similar manner, one of the original Confederate commissioners to Britain, William L. 

Yancey wrote to the Liberal MP for Sunderland, William Schaw Lindsay, in September 1861 

outlining a number of aspects which he contended defined the ‘Yankee’, aspects which fit 

comfortably within the notion of selfishness and commercialism in New York and 

Philadelphia.250 
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 Hugo Reid’s work was indicative of British writings on the Civil War in its earliest 

phase. Reid, along with journalists like William Howard Russell and propagandists from both 

sides examined the conflict through the lens of well-established pre-war images. 

Consequently, they debated the sectional and national nature of politics, ethnicity and slavery 

in America, and did so in a relatively abstract sense simply because Britain had little 

diplomatic or direct political involvement in the conflict. This changed at the end of 1861 when 

events conspired to ratchet up British engagement with the war.  

The Trent Affair to Emancipation Dec 1861- Sept 1862. 

It was during the closing months of 1861, when ‘most Britons regarded the North as 

aggressive, irrational and rabidly Anglophobic’ that the worst fears of the public were 

confirmed in one of the most explosive incidents of the Anglo-American relationship during 

the Civil War; the Trent affair. The seizure of the Confederate commissioners James M. 

Mason and John Slidell from the British mail packet the Trent by Captain Charles Wilkes of 

the USS San Jacinto on the 8th November and his returning them to Boston on the 25th 

stimulated an intense Anglo-American debate over the legal rights of Wilkes’s actions and 

whether he had breached British sovereignty. When news of the Trent affair reached London 

it was greeted with considerably consternation and Benjamin Moran (a consistent 

Anglophobe and anti-southerner) noted in his diary that it would ‘do more for the Southerners 

than ten victories, for it touches John Bull’s honor, and the honor of his flag.’ Though the 

British government had no stomach for a war against the Union it was a genuine possibility at 

this juncture and, for only the fourth time in its history, the cabinet took the course of 

establishing a war committee in response to Wilkes’s act. In the end the Lincoln government 

did back down and release Mason and Slidell, notifying Palmerston’s administration of the 
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fact on the 8th January 1862, but doing so without a formal apology in an attempt to save 

face.251 

British popular reaction to the conduct of the Union during the Trent affair was 

overwhelmingly negative and the responses to it drew heavily on previous British 

commentary about the Anglophobic United States, only now this was transferred to a 

northern context. According to R.J.M. Blackett, the event ‘had done incalculable damage to 

the British public’s view of the United States’ and certainly the press reacted immediately and 

with indignation. An editorial piece in the Birmingham Daily Post, for example, suggested that 

Wilkes’s actions were ‘simply piratical’, while the Morning Post conjectured that ‘the British 

Government will be entitled to reparation and apology.’ An ‘indignation’ meeting was even 

held in Liverpool as a response to the seizure. On a similar note, according to Benjamin 

Moran, on the 12th December the Adelphi Theatre in London replaced the stars and stripes 

hanging outside with the Confederate flag. The perception that popular reaction in the 

northern states supported Wilkes’s actions was rife in Britain and a clear turn against the 

Union came about in the mainstream press, which, in the case of The Times, continued on 

the trajectory it took at this stage through to the end of the war. In a letter printed in the 

newspaper on the 3rd December 1861, William Howard Russell reported the popularity of 

Wilkes’s actions in almost all quarters before raising the spectre of Charles Dickens’s 

unscrupulous newspaperman from Martin Chuzzlewit in his observation of ‘a writer, an officer 

of the Congress, who this morning invites all the Monarchs of Europe generally to come on if 

they like and join the South, in the Jefferson Brick style.’ Russell, however, did not counsel 
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war. Despite his own views and the wave of anti-Unionism which swept Britain, diplomats 

within the political machine had no intention of starting a conflict. Even so there was an 

appetite for war among some in the British government over this attack on national 

sovereignty. The Prime Minister Lord Palmerston observed with anger that Britain should 

‘read a lesson to the United States which will not soon be forgotten’, while the following 

Punch cartoons attest to the levels of popular feeling against the Union and the rhetoric, if not 

the actual desire, for war. 252:  

 253 

Fig. Two: Punch ‘Waiting for an Answer’ (14
th

 Dec 1861) & Fig. Three, Punch ‘Looking 

Out for Squalls’ (7
th

 Dec 1861). 
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While the Trent might have been a disaster for the pro-Union cause in Britain, one of 

the leading names involved in the campaign, John Bright, took to a stage in Rochdale on the 

4th December 1861 and attempted to save face for the North. Privately even Bright, and for 

that matter many other committed pro-Federals, including Harriet Martineau, could not 

countenance Wilkes’s actions. Even when Bright publically attempted to repair the damage 

done by the Trent affair his support was hardly considered a boon at this stage of the war 

anyway. As Henry Adams described the situation in a letter written on the 20th November 

1861, ‘his assistance at such a time as this is evidently a disadvantage to us, for he is now 

wholly out of power and influence.’254 Whatever the complexities which lay behind it and the 

questions over his influence John Bright’s speech at Rochdale in response to the Trent is still 

worthy of note given his integral role in the Federal cause.  

Bright began his oration by outlining the issues at stake in the war and doing so from 

an explicitly pro-Union perspective, something which is just as enlightening about the 

significance of the pre-war period as southern propaganda. On the slavery issue, Bright 

tackled the claim that the North had no abolitionist heritage and maintained that ‘the 

conscience of the North [had never been] satisfied with the institution of slavery.’ However, it 

had been unable to take action since ‘if we look at the government of the United States. . 

.since the formation of the Union, we shall find the Southern power has been mostly 

dominant.’ Bright similarly attempted to tackle the tariff problem from a pro-Federal position 

and to undermine the role of free trade in the war by claiming ‘that no American, certainly no 

one I ever met with, attributed the disasters of the Union to that cause [the tariff]’ as well as 

noting that ‘whatever might be the influence of the tariff upon the United States, it is as 

pernicious to the West as it is to the South.’ With this he was actively critical of those 

defending the South on the protection issue claiming that anyone who ‘contends that it is the 
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tariff, or anything whatsoever else than slavery, [that had stimulated the war] is either himself 

deceived or endeavors [sic] to deceive others.’ 255  

All of this rhetoric, of course, said little for American unity. Indeed some commentators 

including the novelist Anthony Trollope speculated on the division of the United States into 

three regions, North, South and West. Yet, Bright used it in this context to undermine some of 

the claims of the Confederacy with regards to the sectional nature of protective legislation. 

Bright also downplayed the image of the Lincoln government as a despotism which pro-

Confederates had built on pre-war foundations, comparing the decision to suspended Habeas 

Corpus to a similar act in Britain during the 1848 revolution in Ireland. On the topic of the 

Trent, Bright essentially rejected the interpretation of Crown law officers that Wilkes’s actions 

were illegal while he maintained that ‘the act which has been committed by the American 

steamer, in my opinion, whether it was illegal or not, was both impolitic and bad.’ Even though 

Bright did not claim to support Wilkes’s action, he directly criticized the coverage given by 

The Times of the Trent affair and suggested that the newspaper’s editorial stance had been 

an active attempt to persuade ‘people that this is merely one of a series of acts which denote 

the determination of the Washington government to pick a quarrel with the people of 

England.’ This was something Bright contended was not true and he may have had a point 

given the ongoing attempts by Delane and his writers to ‘sectionalize’ American Anglophobia 

in the period. As might be expected, the levels of vitriol did reduce after Mason and Slidell 

had been released and a somewhat calmer period of Union/British relationship set in. The 

Trent affair, however, had demonstrated the combustibility of British engagement with the 

Civil War.256 The real significance of Bright’s rhetoric in the Rochdale speech was the extent 

to which it demonstrated an engagement with the key tropes of the pre-war era as they were 

                                                           
255

 The Huddersfield Chronicle and West Yorkshire Advertiser, 7
th
 Dec 1861. 

256
 The Huddersfield Chronicle and West Yorkshire Advertiser, 7

th
 Dec 1861; Anthony Trollope, North 

America Volume One (Leipzig: Bernard Tauschitz, 1862), 159-165. For more on Trollope see Graham 
Handley, Anthony Trollope (Stroud: Sutton, 1999); Andrew Sanders, Anthony Trollope (Plymouth: 
Northcote House, 1998); James Pope-Hennessy, Anthony Trollope (London: Phoenix, 2001); Cohen 
‘Charles Sumner and the Trent Affair’ 236; Blackett, Divided Hearts, 152; C.F Adams to C.F Adams Jr, 
10

th
 Jan 1862, in Ford (ed.), Cycle of Adams Letters Volume One; E.D Adams, Great Britain and the 

American Civil War Volume One, 236; Campbell, Unlikely Allies, 152-152. 



219 
 

integrated into British discourse on the conflict. Bright emphasized the historical abolitionist 

sentiments of the northern states and Anglophilia of the Washington government while 

rejecting the role of the tariff in the conflict, utilizing similar language as his adversaries, but to 

a very different purpose. 

The reaction of much of the press to Bright’s speech is illustrative of the fact that his 

interpretation of the war was far from the unanimously accepted one. The Times described 

Bright at this juncture as a ‘devil’s advocate’ before dismantling his view of the Trent affair 

and concluding with a description of him as a ‘voice without an echo,’ apparently emphasizing 

the lack of political power he could exert, just as Henry Adams had noted. Through this 

article, however, The Times trumpeted its own neutrality even as it invoked obviously 

sectional tropes which emphasized the difference between North and South. For instance the 

article stated that ‘we may not, perhaps, be prepared to accept Mr. Bright’s creed as to the 

Yankee Millennium, and to hound on the North to exterminate the South- as if the Anglo-

Saxons of the South were not as much our kinsmen as the mixed races of the North.’ 

Evidently, neutrality and the acceptance of the forcible reforming of the Union were not 

interchangeable for The Times. The Blackburn Standard on 11th December 1861 began its 

own response to Bright in stark fashion claiming that ‘John Bright is against England and in 

favour of the Federalists of America,’ before declaring that on the topic of slavery, ‘Mr. Bright, 

in the face of nearly the universal opinion of this country, of perhaps all Europe, and of many 

of his own friends, contends that the North is fighting against slavery in the South.’ This 

editorial not only explicitly rejected the abolitionist crusade narrative of the Union but also 

noted, in line with the notion of the descent of democracy into despotism, that ‘majorities may 

be tyrants as well as individuals.’ In addition, the article played up the image of the South as 

being negatively effected by its connection to the Union since ‘England never attempted to 

tax the United States half so much as the North have taxed the South over and above her 

due share for the purposes of the Union.’ Similarly, Punch published a satirical poem entitled 

‘John Bright’ which mocked his views on Trent and the American conflict generally during this 
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period, describing him as an unhesitant apologist for the actions of the Union, criticizing his 

hypocritical neutrality and suggesting that if he failed to recognize international law then he 

might recognize ‘the two Yankee laws, Mob and Might.’ These loaded pre-war tropes had 

most definitely taken on a sectional meaning by this point and it was a meaning which 

undermined the cause of the Lincoln government.257  

One of the most significant pro-Confederates, the MP, businessman, journalist and 

Southern Independence Association (SIA) member A J B Beresford-Hope, made an 

important contribution to the propaganda battle in the wake of the Trent in his 1862 pamphlet 

England, the North and the South. Beresford-Hope’s text drew on pre-war tropes in much the 

same way that James Spence’s work had, offering a similar assessment on the position of 

slavery in the conflict to Spence. Beresford-Hope explained that the division into slave and 

free states had come about as a result of the economic impracticability of slaveholding in the 

North and that even after the abolition of slavery the merchants and bankers of New York and 

Boston had continued to fund the slave-trade and to mortgage plantations worked by slave-

labour. This continued involvement was something which even the abolitionist and passionate 

pro-New Englander Harriet Martineau had conceded in her 1837 travelogue. He also 

explained that ‘the Northern States grow a certain amount of grain, but it is a manufacturing 

rather than a purely agricultural [region]. . . [in the South] the pursuits are almost solely 

agricultural.’ This was an interpretation of sectional differences which echoed pre-war British 

commentators including William Cobbett and Frederick Marryat as well as other Confederate 

advocates in Britain and more neutral commentators including the Morning Chronicle which 

informed its readers that ‘England should begin to investigate the very important fact, where 

her true interests lie- whether the manufacturing and commercial North, or the agricultural 

South.’ Beresford-Hope also attempted to show that since ‘[in the Constitution] each of the 

colonies retained certain substantial rights as an independent “State”,’ the different interests 
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of each should have been protected, and in reality it was the interests of the South had been 

jeopardized by the northern protectionist policy. This was yet another idea which had 

propounded before the war by Cobbett, Buckingham and Charles Lyell as well as the popular 

press and offers another illustration of the extent to which the intellectual climate created in 

the pre-war set the terms for the Civil War debate in Britain.258                                                                                                      

Beresford-Hope placed his contentions on the subject of slavery within the context of 

the contemporary political arena and noted how President Lincoln had countermanded 

General John C. Fremont’s order for immediate emancipation in Missouri in 1861, something 

described by The Times as ‘undermining the abolitionist argument.’ In doing this he drew on a 

tradition which was prevalent before the war which contended that whites in the North had 

expressed a more active aversion to free blacks than white southerners had towards slaves. 

He noted for example that ‘in the free States the negro is treated with unchristian cruelty, 

excluded from the same church, from the same table, from the same railway carriage, from 

the same alter of god.’ In contrast to this treatment of blacks in the North, he maintained that 

‘in the South, no doubt, the slave is held as a chattel, but he is well treated; in social matters 

he is regarded as a fellow creature; he kneels at the same altar as the white man, and travels 

in the same train.’ These sentiments could be found in travel narratives going back at least to 

Frances Trollope and are particularly reminiscent of Edward Sullivan’s remark that ‘he [the 

black American] is treated equally as a dog in both [sections], with this difference, that in the 

south he is sometimes a pet dog, whereas in the north his is always a cur, kicked and hooted 

on every occasion.’ In addition to the idea of the black population being more socially 
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integrated in the South in comparison to the North, Beresford-Hope also picked up the 

paternalism thread (which connected English and southern traditions), telling his readers how 

‘the best slaveholders make its chains as light as possible- they educate their blacks, they 

make them Christians, while in Africa they would have remained savages.’259 The position of 

slavery and abolition within the United States as described in this pamphlet was 

characterized by a sense of continuity with much of the pre-war literature on the subject. This 

literature had flatly rejected a strict differentiation between the free and slave states, favouring 

instead a more nuanced image which undermined the idea of the Union fighting for abolition. 

The slavery rhetoric of the pro-southern lobby as represented by figures such as 

Beresford-Hope involved a wholesale rejection of the ‘positive good’ thesis of slavery in 

favour of a mitigated evil one which seemed perfectly consistent with the pre-war writings of 

many. It is for this reason that a letter sent to the Daily News and published on the 3rd 

February 1862 attacked William L. Yancey not so much for his slaveholding (others would 

have been just as open to this critique) as his apparent desire to reopen the slave trade. This 

accusation clearly touched a nerve and later in 1862 Henry Hotze explicitly rejected the claim 

that the Confederacy had any such intention, maintaining that it would not be in its interest. 

Hotze had arrived in Britain at the beginning of 1862 and had immediately began to have 

letters published in the London Post, Standard and London Herald, before eventually 

establishing a pro-Confederate newspaper, entitled the Index, in April of that year. Hotze’s 

intention with this weekly newspaper was to, in his own words, make it a ‘worthy 

representative in journalism of the highest ideal of the Southern civilization which is as yet 

only in its infancy.’ Even though in terms of circulation the paper never exceeded 2,250 

copies sold per week, its point was never to reach a mass audience anyway; instead Hotze 

wanted to influence those ‘by whom public opinion is formed.’ It was in the pages of this 

newspaper that Hotze rejected the claim made against Yancey that the Confederacy intended 
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to re-open the international slave trade. The debate over the trade neatly invokes another 

element of the pre-war discussion. With the exception of Thomas Carlyle and some of his 

clique, few in Britain subscribed to the ‘positive good’ thesis of slavery advanced by 

southerners such as George Fitzhugh and Albert Taylor Bledsoe.260 For many in Britain, the 

paternal connection was a mitigation of the already existing slave system, yet the reopening 

of the slave trade implied the acceptance of the ‘positive good’ ideology and as such the pro-

Confederate lobby in Britain vehemently rejected such a suggestion. 

This explicit rejection of the ‘positive good’ thesis of slavery as used by Hotze was 

significant in undermining Union claims, but southern nationalism had to be endorsed in 

positive terms as well; it could simply be a defensive reaction to northern critiques. The 

problems which had resulted in secession were, at least in Beresford-Hope’s text, a fusion of 

the inherent differences of the regions, and the development of democracy and party. It was 

this which gave the South a distinctive national identity and therefore a claim to nationhood. 

Although the historical accuracy might be questionable, Beresford-Hope told his readers that 

‘the Whigs became more and more identified with the North, and really represented the 

Democratic principle-the Democrats became more and more identified with the South and 

represented the Conservative and landed interests.’ By aligning politics in this way, 

Beresford-Hope was able to associate the controversial idea of democracy, so negatively 

described in the works of Dickens and Trollope before the war, with the northern states. In 

doing this he rendered the Union the inheritor of this negative political system while the 

Confederacy forged a new political identity. He also picked up on the questionable financial 

history of much of the North, an image which predated the war in the works of Henry Tudor, 

Charles Murray, George Combe and others by stating that ‘in plain words, with its reckless 
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trading and bubble banks, [New York] had been for years setting itself up as the commercial 

capital of the New World. . .New York is to America what Paris is to France- the bad influence 

at head-quarters which pervades and demoralizes the whole body.’ Beresford-Hope 

additionally explicitly disconnected New York from the South in historical terms telling his 

readers that it had ‘all along been pre-eminently grasping.’ The New York connection is 

particularly significant here. The ingrained antipathy to New York was exploited to make the 

cause of the Union undistinguishable from that of the city; somewhere which had been 

described in almost every pre-war account in deeply negative terms as ethnically 

heterogeneous, financially corrupt, anti-abolitionist and a victim to the power of the mob and 

press.261 

This mob image was in itself powerful and Beresford-Hope was particularly vocal 

within this work in his attempts to sectionalize it as an expression of American politics and the 

political tyranny identified by pre-war writers. Just as William Howard Russell had done the 

previous year, he dissociated the idea of a mobocracy and extreme democracy from the 

South and suggested instead that mob rule was resulting in ‘a perfect reign of terror’ in the 

North in which any anti-government activity was suppressed. Beresford-Hope later went on to 

place Lincoln in the role of archetype dictator, much as Henry Hotze had done, telling his 

readers how the President ‘ordered the Provost-Marshall at Washington to station a sentry at 

Judge Merrick’s door. . .not allowing him to administer the common law of the land!’ 

Beresford-Hope extended this image across the Union and played on the fear of the mob in 

his contention that ‘elsewhere in the North a perfect reign of terror exists. The mobs destroy 

newspaper offices and silence all free thought.’ In a letter published in the Morning Post 

newspaper Hotze drew on this as well and mentioned the political arrests and the passport 

system instigated in the Union.  All of these claims exploited powerful imagery and the 

influence they had should not be underestimated since they tapped into a vein of pre-existing 
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ideas about the nature of America and appeared to possess more than a grain of truth. 

Certainly one of the most prominent British pro-Confederates, William Schaw Lindsay 

received a letter from an American friend in New York which informed him that ‘the 

respectable portion of our citizens, men of property and intelligence are so thoroughly 

intimidated by the government that they will not publically express their sentiments.’262 That a 

liberal such as Lindsay would have struck by these apparently flagrant abuses of power is 

unsurprising, but this negative imagery which balanced ideas of despotism and the mob with 

democracy, gave the cause of the South an equal appeal to the most committed, anti-reform 

conservatives in Britain. 

It was not simply in terms of the machinery of politics that Beresford-Hope 

aggressively sectionalized tropes about the pre-war United States, he also did so with 

reference to the press. In his description of the newspaper industry as ‘violent, untruthful, 

scurrilous to a degree which we cannot imagine in this land’ and his specific description of 

‘the ribald press of New York’ he invoked a spectre which was represented in its most popular 

form in Dickens’s ‘New York Stabber’ and ‘New York Peeper,’ the morally bankrupt New York 

press. The image of that city’s press was similarly noted, with specific reference to the New 

York Herald, by W H. Russell and it is apparent that genuine concern existed about the 

influence which the newspapers in the city could wield. Punch’s commentary on this topic 

offered further detail and tied another pre-war trope, that of the ethnic heterogeneity of the 

North, directly to the press with reference to the Irish and the New York Herald remarking that 

the newspaper presented ‘[the] characteristic effusions of Irish malignity which render the 

Federal papers ludicrous.’ Even the Union diplomats in Britain, Charles Francis Adams and 

Henry Adams at least partially blamed the New York press for scuppering their own 

diplomatic efforts.263 These various associations between the press, the Irish and the city of 
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New York brought with them a range of negative images which both propagandists and 

journalists linked to the cause of the Union. 

During a lecture given in Maidstone (Kent) which was subsequently printed in 

pamphlet form in 1862, Beresford-Hope further developed an idea which he had previously 

explored in England, the North and the South: the ethnic and cultural relationship between 

Britain and the South. He asked his audience rhetorically ‘do you believe that those Southern 

men and women, speaking our own tongue, with our own blood running in their veins would 

quietly endure the iron yoke?’ This echoed his earlier pamphlet in which he explained that 

‘the South has nearly 9,250,000 of inhabitants, of which almost 6,000,000 are white, nearly all 

of English blood, with the exception of the French stock in Louisiana; while the addition of the 

Border States would add 2,500,000 of whites to less than 500,000 slaves. The North had 

rather over 19,000,000 of a very mixed race.’ He connected these ethnic profiles to the 

attitudes of each region towards Britain noting that ‘the South is not devoid of political 

sympathies with England. Formerly the South was as guilty as the North in its swaggering, 

bunkum and tall talk. . .[it] has become moderate.’ This was directly contrasted with the fact 

that ‘the friendship and affection of the North is not very strong at this moment,’ and an 

emphasis on the sort of political bifurcation in terms of relations with Britain which had 

reached its pinnacle during the Trent affair. Within the pamphlet he even claimed that the 

ethnic homogeneity of the South acted as a check on American democracy in its most 

disconcerting forms since ‘Germany. . .and Ireland, and other countries continue to pour in 

their streams of discontented, destitute immigrants. In the South there is the same universal 

suffrage among the whites, but there, owing to the large landed proprietors and the conditions 

of the country, the mob has not the same power,’ a sentiment similar to those expressed by 

Sir Charles Lyell in 1845. Henry Hotze evoked the same cultural and ethnic distinctions as 

Beresford-Hope in one of his so-called ‘moderator letters’ to the Morning Post in March 1862 

                                                                                                                                                                                      
Punch” On Slavery and Civil War in America 1841-1865’ Victorian Studies 1957, 17; C F Adams to C F 
Adams Jr, 1

st
 Aug 1862; Henry Adams to C F Adams Jr, 7

th
 Nov 1861; Henry Adams to C F Adams Jr, 

25
th
 Oct 1861 all in Ford (ed.), Cycle of Adams Letters Volume One. 



227 
 

in which he drew the attention of his readers to the fact that ‘for half a century the North has 

absorbed the surplus population of Europe’ while the South had ‘relied on the natural 

increase of the parent stock.’264 This was an ethnic and cultural division writ large and 

intended to emphasize the difference between North and South and to relate it to politics, 

presenting the Confederacy in the most palatable terms possible. In doing this both Hotze 

and Beresford-Hope built on an extensive tradition of sectionalism in British commentary 

grounded in ideas of culture and ethnicity. 

While Hotze attempted to advance the cause of the Confederacy among the public 

during the Spring of 1862 one of the most vocal supporters of the South in parliament 

attempted to pressure the government to take action against the blockade of southern ports 

by the Union. The man who brought the motion to this effect was William Gregory, the liberal-

conservative MP for County Galway. Gregory had extensive contacts in the South having 

travelled in the region before the war. He could boast of a correspondence with Robert 

Hunter, James M. Mason and William Porcher Miles and it seems that it was from these 

figures that he had been imbued with the state rights doctrine. The motion which Gregory 

presented on the 7th March 1862 was predicated on the assumption that the Union was 

operating an illegal paper blockade of the South which he attempted to prove by highlighting 

the success of blockade running operations. Within the House, Gregory received support 

from the Conservatives Sir James Fergusson and Lord Robert Cecil as well as Lindsay. As it 

was, Gregory’s the legal position was roundly rejected with the reforming MP for Bradford, 

W.E Forster, the key figure in the resistance to what the liberal Leeds Mercury described as 

‘the mischievous motion of Mr. Gregory.’ While concerned on the surface with a specific legal 

issue, both Gregory and the public were aware that his motion had resonance for the debate 

about the position of the Confederacy in Britain in more general terms. Gregory himself had 
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made clear ‘his strong sympathy with the struggle for independence now being carried on by 

the Confederate States, and declared that the separation of the South from the North, and re-

construction of the Union were the only means by which we could hope to see slavery 

abolished in the United States.’ He supplemented this argument in a speech later in the year 

with the contention that it had been the North which had dominated the international slave 

trade, emphasizing the sections’ culpability in the system while also maintaining that the 

signature of a treaty between Lyons and Seward to suppress this trade had only been made 

possible by secession itself. Although Gregory argued that abolition would come about as a 

consequence of secession, many did not agree. The Leeds Mercury commended the 

Commons on its rejection of the motion both for legal reasons and since ‘it is creditable too, 

to the House of Commons that this movement on the part of the friends of the slaveholders 

met with such scanty and feeble support.’265  

Even the rejection of this motion, however, was interpreted by some (even those who 

had not actually supported Gregory) as a decision with the potential to have negative 

consequences. The primary reason for this was the apparent Anglophobia of the North and, 

in particular, William H. Seward. The Liverpool Mercury for instance warned its readers, with 

reference to Gregory’s motion, that ‘Mr. Seward will [never] be persuaded that the foreign 

policy of England is otherwise than profoundly selfish and immoral.’266 Gregory’s motion and 

the debate which occurred around it, within government and in the public sphere, are 

indicative of the level of complexity which existed in British discourse about the nature of 

secession and British involvement (or not) in the American conflict. Despite being grounded 

very much in the events of the war itself, both Gregory’s emphasis on the chances of slavery 
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ending with the acceptance of secession, and the Anglophobic label attached to William H. 

Seward by the Liverpool Mercury had a pedigree in pre-war discourse. 

While propagandists waded into the debate about the nature of American sectionalism 

during the Civil War, it would be wrong to think that the issue was no longer discussed by 

neutral figures and in very popular forms. In May 1862 Anthony Trollope, the novelist and son 

of Frances Trollope, published his travelogue North America, which documented his reactions 

while travelling around the United States during the first year of the Civil War. Like so many of 

those before the conflict, Trollope came back to Britain with tales which, although 

unquestionably not positive about slavery, did not vindicate the image of a northern 

abolitionist cause. He explained to his readers that ‘as a rule, the men of New England are 

not abolitionists’ while when it came to the Boston lawyer Wendell Phillips (somebody who 

Trollope did not doubt was an abolitionist) he stated that ‘to me it seemed that the doctrine he 

preached was one of rapine, bloodshed and social destruction’ a description very similar to 

that given by the explicit pro-Confederate, Beresford-Hope of Phillips. The overall conclusion 

which Trollope drew when it came to slavery in the Civil War was that ‘abolition, in truth, is a 

political cry. It is the banner of defiance opposed to secession’ and while disagreeing with the 

assumption of the abolitionists ‘that the negro is the white man’s equal’ he attacked the racial 

hypocrisy of the North which meant that ‘an American abolitionist would not sit at table with a 

negro. He might do so in England at the house of an English duchess; but in his own country 

the proposal of such a companion would be an insult to him. He will not sit with him in a 

public carriage if he can avoid it. In New York I have seen special street cars for coloured 

people.’ These are exactly the sort of images which Charles Dickens’ descriptions of New 

York abolition had conjured up in the 1840s. In fact, Trollope provided one of the best 

accounts of the complex relationship between sectionalism and slavery and the relationship 

they had to the Civil War: 

The South is seceding from the North because the two are not homogenous. They have different 

morals, and a different culture. It is well for one man to say that slavery has caused the separation; and 
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for another to say that slavery has not caused it. Each in so saying speaks the truth. Slavery has 

caused it, seeing that slavery is the great point upon which the two have agreed to differ. But slavery 

has not caused it, seeing that other points of difference are to be found in every circumstance and 

feature of the two people. 
267

 

 The notion of different interests which extended beyond the bounds of the slavery 

issue in was as typical of pro-southern propaganda as it was of Trollope’s own mainstream 

liberal perspective. He actually speculated that ‘the great political Union hitherto called the 

United States of America may be more properly divided into three rather than into two distinct 

interests,’ explaining that ‘it must be remembered that on commercial questions, the North 

and West are divided. The Morrill Tariff is as odious to the West as it is to the South. . .the 

North is a manufacturing country. A poor manufacturing country as regards excellence of 

manufacture- and therefore more anxious to foster its own growth by protective laws.’ Once 

again this dichotomy between protection and free trade had clear pre-war roots in the 

travelogues of Lyell and Buckingham, as well as the British press. Trollope was especially 

harsh on New York, particularly for its financial dealings describing how ‘every man worships 

the dollar’ although he did also note the past debt repudiations of Mississippi and 

Pennsylvania as well.268 These powerful images of financial mismanagement had, like much 

else of what he claimed, pre-war antecedents in Charles Augustus Murray, Charles Dickens, 

Frances Trollope and a host of others. The separate identities and economic interests of 

North and South which Trollope had invoked were similarly emphasized in a letter printed in 

the Index on the 1st of May 1862. The letter, signed ‘a Liverpool Ship-owner’ (this may have 

actually been James Spence or a member of Fraser, Trenholm & Son, a key Confederate 

merchant company with offices in New York, Liverpool and Charleston), saw the writer 

describe quite pointedly the cause of ‘Free Trade and the Confederate States.’ Creating this 

relationship was evidently important and the economic argument which integrated free trade 
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into southern nationalism continued to have a considerable public influence throughout 1862. 

Charles Dickens for instance wrote a letter to William F. De Cerjat on 16th March in 1862 in 

which he asserted that slavery had nothing to do with the war and that the conflict was about 

the South attempting re-assert its own economic and political independence, while concluding 

that there was not ‘a pin to choose between the two parties.’269 

In the same way that Spence and Beresford-Hope had before him, Trollope gave a 

distinctly sectional complexion to American democracy, noting variations in the political 

process and attitudes of the people across the nation toward the system. He asserted to his 

readers that ‘Massachusetts, as we know, is democratic in its tendencies, but South Carolina 

is essentially aristocratic,’ a description reminiscent of that given by Blackwood’s to the state 

of Virginia’s political system in 1852. This provided a clear sectional identity to American 

democracy, something which Henry Hotze also claimed existed from an avowedly pro-

southern perspective in the Index. It is should be noted that Trollope was not necessarily 

endorsing either an aristocratic or democratic government here. He actively criticized the 

hypocrisy which he saw in southern planters who claimed to be democrats, yet held slaves. 

Even taking his personal reservations into account, however, his sentiments were being read 

by those who had thirty years’ worth of literature which had criticized American democracy 

including the accounts of liberals and radicals like Dickens, Brothers and his own mother 

Frances who had turned away from the system after seeing it in operation in the United 

States. Even if his intention was not the same as the pro-Confederate writers in Britain, 

Trollope’s statement was similar to those of Spence and Beresford-Hope in the way that it 

sectionalized the democratic nature of the United States and thereby associated the negative 

aspects of the American system with the Union.270 
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Interestingly for somebody who generally had a modicum of sympathy for the North, 

Trollope built on the image of the despot in American politics and attached it specifically to 

the North and the person of William H. Seward in a manner similar to Beresford-Hope. The 

negative images which Trollope used seemed to be based on the belief that Seward was an 

Anglophobe who actively wanted war with Britain and had admitted as much in a 

conversation with the Duke of Newcastle in 1860. Certainly Seward was an easy target for 

any British writer of the era given that, before the Civil War, he had been heavily associated 

with Anglophobic politics, and during the early months of the conflict his name became linked 

with idea of the ‘foreign war panacea.’ In essence this was a plan to reunite the North and 

South by provoking a conflict with Britain over Canada in the belief that the majority of 

Americans would rally behind a war against the United States’ traditional enemy. Genuine 

concern existed in Britain that the Union might make a military move of this sort, a situation 

not calmed by newspapers such as the New York Herald and New York Times who 

suggested at various points that Canadian lands could replace the seceded areas of the 

South. When the British mentioned this plan it was invariably connected in some way to the 

person of Seward. The Secretary of State’s Anglophobe reputation was further enhanced 

when, against the background the Trent affair, a portion of his diplomatic correspondence 

was published which was permeated by anti-British rhetoric. The generally measured 

Trollope was unusually insulting towards the Seward, yet it seems he was simply voicing a 

sentiment held by many Britons, as Charles Francis Adams emphasized in letters to his son 

throughout the conflict. The comments which Trollope made about Seward, and indeed those 

of Adams need to be placed in the context of the Trent affair which had coincided with the 

novelists time in the United States and appeared to goad him into describing how Seward 

‘instituted a system of passports, especially instructed to incommode Englishmen proceeding 

from the States across the Atlantic. He resolved to make every Englishman in America feel 

himself in some way punished because England had not assisted the North.’ In the same way 

that a number of Confederate propagandists portrayed Lincoln as the logical outcome of the 
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American democratic system, Trollope concluded that Seward was the result of a political 

system which encouraged ‘governing by the little men’ while describing him at other points of 

his narrative as being guilty of incompetence, ignorance and arrogance as well as reveling in 

the ‘privilege of unrestrained arrests,’ thereby attaching the despot tag to him.271 These then 

are the pre-war tropes of the American politician made explicitly sectional. While Trollope 

attached them to Seward and others did so to Lincoln the key point is that it was northern 

politicians who were associated frequently with the image of the aggressively Anglophobe 

despot whipping up the popular passions of the mob. 

Events in the United States during the war gave the Confederate lobby in Britain a 

great deal of ammunition when it came to using the image of the northern despot, something 

not limited to Seward in its application. As much, if not more of the British ire was directed at 

the Union General Benjamin Butler who occupied the city of New Orleans from April 1862. 

Popular perceptions in Britain were that Butler had enforced an unnecessarily harsh regime 

on the people of the city and unsurprisingly among the Confederates there was considerable 

concern over his actions. Judah P. Benjamin, for instance, wrote to Mason and Slidell in July 

1862 discussing Butler’s actions in a concerned tone. Even though John Bright attempted to 

defend Butler’s conduct as an expediency of war many other significant British politicians, 

including the Prime Minister Lord Palmerston, were considerably less sympathetic to the 

General. In a sense Butler must have been seen by figures such as Palmerston as the 

fulfilment of the warnings about the despotic American which had been offered by John Bull, 

Frederick Marryat and George Combe during the 1830s and 1840s. Unsurprisingly, the Index 

took the tyrant image of Butler on board and suggested that not only was he a domestic 

menace but also that he had an aggressively anti-British international outlook. The actions of 

Butler in New Orleans fed into the more general discourse in Britain which built on the image 
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of the democratic despotism and often incorporated the possibility of martial law in the North. 

This discourse was frequently critical of the tyranny of Lincoln’s domestic policies and at its 

most extreme drew comparisons between the Federal Government and that of Robespierre 

and Danton during the French revolutionary ‘terror.’ The decision to sink a stone fleet in 

Charleston harbor was interpreted through the same lens as another instance of tyranny 

which would devastate the economic prospects of the city in both the short and long term.272 

For many in Britain the actions of Butler, the rhetoric of Seward, the sinking of the stone fleet, 

the suspension of Habeas Corpus and countless other aspects of the Union were examples 

of the despotism and tyranny which were the logical outcome of the polity of the United 

States. This was a polity which had apparently been taken to its extreme by the Lincoln 

government. 

 Key to the propaganda on both sides was the integration of pre-war tropes into Civil 

War debates. Within Britain itself the so-called cotton famine provided another point of 

contact between the war and pre-war periods and was consequently engaged with frequently. 

John Arthur Roebuck’s speech at Sheffield on the 14th August 1862 while attending a banquet 

as part of the Annual Cutlers Festival at Cutlers’ Hall on Church Street provides a revealing 

illustration of the place of the cotton trade in British views of the Civil War. Roebuck followed 

Lord Palmerston on stage and the orations of the men are indicative of pro-southern and 

mainstream opinion, the former represented by Roebuck and the latter by Palmerston. As he 

neared the end of the speech the Prime Minister ‘referred to the distress in Lancashire, 

complimenting the operatives on their endurance, but he thought all would admit that 

government was wise in not attempting to relieve that distress by an interference in the 

American War.’ While Palmerston rejected any diplomatic moves in favour of the South on 

the basis of the impact of the war on cotton imports (a significant economic issue since 

                                                           
272

 McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: 420; Judah P. Benjamin to John Slidell and James M. Mason, 
19

th
 July 1862 in Richardson (ed.), The Messages and Papers of Jefferson Davis; Campbell, English 

Public Opinion, 106-107; Crook, The North, the South and the Powers, 206; Index, 4
th
 Sept 1862, 12

th
 

June 1862, 5
th
 June 1862, 16

th
 June 1862, 10

th
 Nov 1862; Diary of Benjamin Moran Volume Two, 1

st
 

Aug 1862, 12
th
 Aug 1862, 20

th
 Jan 1862; Dudley Mann to Jefferson Davis, 1

st
 Feb 1862, in Richardson 

(ed.), Messages and Papers of Jefferson Davis. 



235 
 

around one seventh of the British population relied on Cotton for their livelihood) Roebuck 

saw it as the responsibility of the British government to act. Within his speech he emphasized 

all of the key pre-war tropes in his advocacy of recognition describing northerners as ‘people 

possessed of irresponsible and almost omnipotent power, as a people that could not be 

trusted.’ He similarly noted that in terms of the causes of war ‘slavery was a mere pretence’ 

and within ‘the North the feeling against the black man was stronger than in the South, and if 

North and South were re-united to-morrow slavery would be more firmly fixed than ever.’273  

Roebuck also sectionalized the Anglophobe credentials of the United States when he 

noted that ‘America had been intolerant and overbearing towards England, and we had, on 

almost every occasion given up to her. The consequence was seen in the affair of the Trent.’ 

He concluded in similarly sectional terms that ‘the Northerners would never be our friends. Of 

the Southerners we could make friends. They were not the scum and refuse of Europe, but 

Englishmen.’ Interestingly, even the reactions to the speech which were explicitly critical of 

Roebuck’s stance, continued to apply many of the tropes he had used. A letter to the editor of 

the Daily News, for instance, mentioned the power of the Puritan and Cavalier myth with 

reference to the speech.274 It is worth dwelling on Roebuck’s oration at this point as it 

provides an illustration of all the pre-war tropes constructed about the North and South being 

fused together in order to construct a distinctive identity for the regions in a Civil War. It also 

makes manifest the extent to which Civil War rhetoric operated within an existing framework 
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of both national and sectional ideas about the United States, a framework, which as a 

consequence of concentrating too heavily on the Civil War period, historians have failed to 

appreciate. 

 The educationalist, Hugo Reid, who had published a pamphlet in 1861 re-entered the 

debate on the American War in 1862 with a new work in which he called explicitly for the 

recognition of the Confederacy. Reid placed an emphasis in his text on the ultimate abolition 

of slavery as something to be aimed at but explained that, in the context of the Civil War, ‘the 

gradual and ultimate emancipation of the negro, or such ameliorations of his condition [as] 

are practicable, are much more likely to come as acts of grace from their owners than by 

compulsion.’ He also warned British readers that, given the military situation, ‘the only 

prospect for success for the North lies in a course which one shudders to contemplate- 

weakening the South by exciting a slave insurrection.’ Reid additionally emphasized the 

socio-economic differences he saw between the sections and the political consequences 

which these differences had fostered describing how ‘the United States are divided into two 

great sections, the North and South, with interests quite at variance in many important 

particulars’ and contended that the South had been forced to ‘break the connection and save 

themselves from the insane meddling and tyranny of a reckless, domineering, and insulting 

Northern majority.’275 A political domination which had been noted by British observers such 

as Charles Daubeny, Thomas Brothers and James Stirling for the previous thirty years and 

was therefore familiar to the public when used by journalists and propagandists during the 

conflict. 

 The power of James Spence’s 1861 pamphlet The American Union in setting the 

terms of the Civil War debate in Britain continued to be felt well after its publication and it 

remained a crucial point of reference for later propagandists. In 1862 for instance, even 

though events had changed the complexion of the war to some extent, the Liverpool reformer 
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Charles Edward Rawlins, Jr., published an explicit rebuttal to his fellow Liverpudlian’s text 

which attests to its continued influence. Rawlins described The American Union as ‘at once 

the most brilliant and most mischievous works’ on the conflict before going on to quote the 

positive responses given to the book by the Quarterly Review and All the Year Round. 

Rawlins then proceeded in an attempt to dismantle Spence’s argument based on a refutation 

of the image of the South as being politically and economically subjugated by the North in the 

Union, despite what prominent commentators such as James Silk Buckingham and William 

Cobbett had claimed before the war. Firstly, Rawlins claimed that ‘nearly all the presidents 

have been Southern men’ and the ‘the North, absorbed in commerce, and hitherto exhausting 

their love for the Union in vapid words, have been the passive instruments of Southern 

slaveholders.’ He also contended (and in this way implicitly accepted the culpability of the 

North in slavery for seventy years) that the Dred Scott decision ‘had at last fairly awakened 

Northern Freemen from their culpable indifference.’ The result of this was ‘the election of Mr. 

Lincoln as the representative of a party not desiring to interfere with slavery in the States, but 

to prevent its further extension. And herein lies the immediate cause of secession.’276 Even in 

his rebuttal of Spence, however, Rawlins betrayed the continuing weakness of the Federal 

cause in the first years of the Civil War from a British perspective. Active abolition was not at 

the heart of the Union war effort and, since the northern states had both failed to prove their 

aversion to slavery on many previous occasions and failed to announce abolition as a war 

aim, there was no reason for the public to revise the ideas which had prevailed before the 

outbreak of conflict. 

 The nearest pro-Union challenger to Spence’s work in terms of influence was the 

eminent economist John Elliot Cairnes’s book The Slave Power: It’s Character and Probable 

Designs: Being an Attempt to Explain the Real Issues involved in the American Contest. 

Cairnes, while evidently set against slavery, was deeply unimpressed with the Union 
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government, as many others in Britain were, and therefore his text, which went into a second 

edition and was included in the popular circulating library of Charles Edward Mudie, was no 

Federal hagiography. A central tenant of the thesis Carines constructed against the 

Confederacy was the rejection of the oft-repeated claim that the tariff was the cause of the 

conflict. Cairnes noted that ‘with the exception of the Morrill Tariff, Congress has never 

passed a more highly protective law than the tariff of 1842; and this tariff was supported by a 

large number of Southern statesmen.’ He also highlighted that ‘the interest of the Cotton 

States in free exchange with foreign countries is not more obvious than that of Ohio, Indiana 

and Wisconsin’, something Anthony Trollope had recognized in North America. Even while 

attempting to downplay the role of the tariff, Cairnes still noted that ‘the North fancied she had 

an interest in protection; the South had an obvious interest in free trade. On this and other 

questions .  .  . North and South came into collision, and the antagonism thus engendered 

had been strengthened and exacerbated by a selfish struggle for place and power -a struggle 

which the constitution and political usages of the Americans rendered more rancorous and 

violent than elsewhere.’ He contended that ‘as for slavery, it was little more than a pretext on 

both sides, employed by the leaders of the South to arouse the fears and hopes of the 

slaveholders, and by the North in the hope of attracting the sympathies of Europe and 

hallowing a cause which was essentially destitute of noble aims.’277  

The most striking aspect of Cairnes’s work is the extent to which this key text of the 

pro-Union lobby in Britain signally failed to emphasize the slavery issue. Cairnes’s position on 

the slavery question was almost entirely political in nature and in this sense it had a certain 

similarity to the pro-Confederate Spence. Given that The Slave Power was something of a 

canonical to British pro-Unionists it appears that the notion of the Union fighting an active war 
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for abolition was propounded by few outside of the Bright and Cobden school and held little 

appeal or plausibility to most of the public. 

 The appreciation of the lack of abolitionist feeling in the North on Cairnes’s part may 

seem something of a surprise given his advocacy of the Union, yet his text is laden with 

observations of which seemed to undermine his cause, including a recognition of the financial 

involvement of northern cities in slave based industry before the war. Within the context of the 

conflict itself, Cairnes conceded that ‘when slaves have escaped to the Federal army, instead 

of being received by the general with open arms as brothers for whose freedom he is fighting, 

they have been placed upon the footing of property, and declared to be contraband of war,’ a 

statement indicative of the attitudes towards free blacks in northern society which had 

something in common with the published observations of William Mackenzie, Marshall Hall, 

William Chambers and Harriet Martineau before the war. In addition Cairnes drew attention to 

the decision of General Fremont to Emancipate slaves in Missouri describing how ‘when a 

Federalist general, transcending his legitimate powers, issues a proclamation declaring that 

slaves shall be free. . .it is not a proclamation of freedom to slaves as such, but only to the 

slaves of “rebels,” while no sooner is this half-hearted act of manumission known at head-

quarters than it is disavowed and over-ruled.’ This was hardly evidence of an abolitionist 

Union and did little to legitimize the war. The influence of these events and there frequency 

as topics for popular discussion in Britain forced Cairnes to engage with them yet he 

maintained that the nature of discussions on the subjects had mislead the public about ‘the 

great and cardinal realities of the case.’278 While it may seem at first sight surprising that 

Cairnes as a pro-Federal neglected the issue of slavery to the extent that he did, it is worth 

noting that his decision to do so might actually have been predicted based on an 

understanding of prevailing British ideas as they had been constructed by pre-war 

commentators.  
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Despite apparent concessions to the Confederate cause on many points, in legal 

terms Cairnes rejected outright the constitutional status of secession since ‘it was absurd to 

suppose that one half of a nation should separate from the other because a first magistrate 

had been elected in the ordinary constitutional course.’ He tied this claim specifically to the 

slave power thesis since ‘the proximate issue with which the North had to deal was not 

slavery, but the right of secession. For the constitution [has] recognized slavery within the 

particular states, so long as the South confined its proceedings within its own limits.’ Even as 

he constructed a legal justification for the cause of the Union in the war Cairnes did, however, 

appreciate the cultural distinctions between the sections which he grounded in the 

Cavalier/Puritan mythology describing those from ‘Massachusetts and the other New England 

States’ as being ‘from the elite of the middle and lower classes,’ while ‘the early emigration to 

Virginia, Maryland and the Carolinas was for the most part composed of the sons of the 

gentry.’279 Essentially Cairnes accepted the long list of differences between North and South 

many of which had clearly discernible pre-war roots, and emphasized the lack of legal status 

which secession possessed, building his argument on this footing. 

 One of the most striking of Cairnes’s political observations involved a discussion of 

democracy in sectional terms. He noted that: 

Democracy, beyond all doubt, has been a powerful influence in moulding the character of the 

Americans in the Northern States; it would be absurd to deny this; but it would be no less absurd, and 

would be still more flagrant in defiance of the most conspicuous facts of the case, to deny that 

character has also been profoundly modified by the influence of Southern institutions, acting through 

the Federal government, in the persons of Southern men- institutions which I repeat are the reverse of 

democratic. It is the Slave Power, and not the democracy of the North, which for half a century has 

been dominant in the Union.
280  
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This statement explicitly tied the image of democracy to the Union, something which would 

have been fine if American democracy had possessed a particularly positive image in Britain. 

Similarly it may have held some sway if it could appeal to the British liberal community, yet 

many radicals and liberals such as Frances Trollope, Charles Dickens and Thomas Brothers 

had been disillusioned by the experience of American democracy they had during the pre-war 

period. Thus, the United States, and subsequently the Union no longer possessed an iconic 

status in the vocabulary of British reformers and during the conflict itself some of the most 

dedicated advocates of the Confederate cause were members of the radical or liberal 

establishment. 

 So what argument did Cairnes make in favour of the Union? The key to understanding 

his claims is clear in the title of this text, The Slave Power, as well as his rejection of the legal 

right of secession. It was the political and territorial advance of the slave states which Cairnes 

primarily critiqued and used as an explanation for the war, describing the history of the United 

States as a ‘record of aggressions by the Slave Power, feebly, and almost always 

unsuccessfully, resisted by the Northern States, and culminating in the present war.’ More 

specifically Cairnes stated that since the Missouri Compromise: 

What has been the career of the Slave Power since that time? It is to be traced through every 

questionable transaction in foreign and domestic politics in which the United States has since taken 

part- through the Seminole war, through the annexation of Texas, through the Mexican war, through 

the filibustering expeditions under Walker, through attempts upon Cuba, through the Fugitive Slave 

Law of 1850, through Mr. Clay’s compromises, through the repudiation of the Missouri Compromise so 

soon as the full results of that bargain had been reaped, through the passing of the Nebraska Bill and 

the legislative establishment of the principle of “Squatter Sovereignty,” through the invasion of Kansas, 

through the repudiation of “Squatter Sovereignty” when that principle had been found unequal to its 
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purposes, and lastly, through the Dred-Scott decision and the demand for the protection of slavery in 

the Territories.
281

 

With this record of abuses noted Cairnes  informed his readers that ‘the true cause of the 

American contest is to be found in the character and aims of the Slave Power’ and that 

‘slavery alone was thought of, alone talked of, Slavery was battled for and against, on the 

floor of Congress and in the plains of Kansas; on the slavery question exclusively was the 

party constituted which now rules the United States; on slavery Fremont was rejected, on 

slavery Lincoln was elected; the South separated on slavery.’ This, of course, did not mean 

that the North was fighting for abolition. In fact, Cairnes conceded that ‘such has certainly not 

been its motive.’ Yet while he noted that the British had been disappointed with the realization 

that the war was not ‘anti-slavery crusade’, he suggested that within the Union states ‘the 

anti-slavery feeling is rapidly gaining on the mere unionist feeling, and bids fair ultimately to 

superseded it.’282 It seems justifiable to conclude that Cairnes here was being pragmatic in 

his attempt to sell the cause of the Union to the British public and in doing so he betrayed a 

great deal about British attitudes to the war and slavery. It is clear that Cairnes was of the 

opinion that, while the British public had a great deal of sympathy for abolition, they did not 

see the Civil War as being between slave-holding and freedom (despite the claims of some 

pro-Unionists). It seemed reasonable then for Cairnes to concede the ground which pre-war 

writers had established and acknowledge the lack of unanimous abolitionism among 

northerners. 

While Cairnes may have rejected slavery as the original explanation for the conflict he 

took some care to attach the ‘positive good’ thesis which was so unpalatable to most Britons, 

even wholehearted pro-Confederates, to the cause of the South. He noted the development 

of the position of slavery in the South which had taken it from being viewed‘ as a barbarous 

institution’ to ‘a system admirable for its intrinsic excellence,’ a frequently recognized 
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transition in both pre-war and wartime texts. As evidence of the acceptance of the ‘positive 

good’ thesis in the Confederacy, Cairnes pointed to Alexander Stephens’s cornerstone 

speech in which he had asserted the centrality of the slave system to the section, as well as 

emphasizing that ‘slavery in the South is something more than a moral and political principle: 

it has become a fashionable taste, a social passion.’ In addition, Cairnes drew attention to an 

apparent movement in the Confederacy to reopen the international slave trade informing his 

readers that ‘it was proposed in the True Southern, a Mississippi paper, to stimulate the zeal 

of the pulpit by founding a prize for the best sermon in favour of free trade in human flesh.’283 

These were apparent illustrations of a change in perspective among southerners which 

shifted slavery from being a system to be endured until it could be safely ended, to an attempt 

to actively support its continuance. Cairnes was essentially performing a discursive balancing 

act within his text, something which was, in all likelihood, an attempt on his part to tailor his 

thesis to mainstream British opinion. His own opinion, while evidently not in favour of slavery, 

did not involve an acceptance of the image of the Civil War propounded by John Bright. As 

Duncan Campbell has noted, there has been a tendency among historians to ascribe an 

undue influence to Bright’s view of the war. In truth, however, Cairnes was probably more 

representative of British opinion.284 Certainly he was prepared to concede more to the pre-

existing British engagement with sectionalism than Bright while he still advocated the cause 

of the Union on a more nuanced anti-slavery basis. 

 On the topic of Emancipation, certainly before President Lincoln’s provisional 

Emancipation Proclamation, the southern lobby in Britain carefully integrated pre-war British 

ideas about the position of slavery in the United States into its rhetoric. In an article entitled 

‘What does Union mean?’ published in the Index on the 19th May 1862, Henry Hotze 

speculated that Emancipation might very well come about as a result of the war, but rejected 

the notion that this would improve the lives of former slaves. Considering the descriptions 
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given of free northern blacks by Frances Trollope, Robert Godley, Joseph Sturge and Edward 

Sullivan this was certainly not an unreasonable claim. Despite advancing this view, which 

seemed to suggest that slavery might be defensible, the newspaper still specifically stated 

that ‘it is not our intention nor our desire to defend the institution of slavery.’ As the possibility 

of practical Emancipation measures began to be discussed in the Summer of 1862, the Index 

played on well established British fears about a servile revolt. Hotze also emphasized 

instances of the harsh treatment which both enslaved and free blacks had suffered under 

Federal rule, suggesting to its readership that if emancipation was to come about it would be 

merely a cynical political ploy.285 The purpose of these editorials was to reassert the pre-war 

image of the North as lacking any commitment to abolition as a moral cause (something most 

Britons claimed their own abolition movement had been) and recasting it in terms of political 

opportunism. 

During the summer of 1862 the military situation provided a backdrop for vocals calls 

for the recognition of the Confederacy. Even Palmerston raised his voice in the cabinet in 

favour of recognition in some form. Speaking in the House of Commons on the 18th July 1862 

the pro-Confederate MP William Schaw Lindsay reminded his fellow politicians that Lincoln’s 

inaugural address had specifically rejected abolition as a motivation for the war. Like many 

other commentators he asserted that ‘the great majority of the people of the North had no 

desire to see slavery abolished, and considered with the South, that it was, if not wise, then at 

least a necessary solution.’ This attitude was typical of the pro-Confederate British in its 

acceptance of slavery as a temporary and justifiable evil as opposed to a ‘positive good’, as 

Alexander Stephens claimed. Still the stance of Lindsay and those like him lead to 

accusations on the part of some pro-Union American politicians that Britain was offering tacit 

support to slavery. Certainly Benjamin Moran believed this was the case, noting in his diary 

on the 21st June 1862 that ‘the entire British people with but few exceptions are heart and 

soul in favour of slavery and rebellion.’ Despite Moran’s claims, as far as the members of 
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Confederate government operating in Britain were concerned, the anti-slavery commitment of 

British people could really not be questioned. John Slidell commented in a letter to Judah P. 

Benjamin on the 29th September, after an informal meeting with the Earl of Shaftesbury that: 

‘they [the British public] were now satisfied that the chances of negro emancipation were 

much better’ if the Confederacy was established as an independent nation. He also reported, 

however, that Shaftesbury had in turn encouraged Slidell to pressure the Confederate 

government to promise future emancipation. Over the summer of 1862 as the federal armies 

struggled on and the war continued with no tangible moral footing from British perspective, a 

level of confidence existed in the Confederate lobby. This confidence was typified by James 

Mason’s assertion that within Britain ‘the educated and enlightened classes are in full 

sympathy with us, and are becoming impatient at the supineness of the Government.’ 286 

Emancipation, Sept. 1862-Jan. 1863 

As it was, Mason’s confidence in British opinion was misplaced and despite the hopes 

of the Earl of Shaftesbury it was Abraham Lincoln rather than Jefferson Davis who took action 

against slavery by issuing the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation on the 22nd September. 

News of Lincoln’s momentous decision could only be transmitted by ship across the Atlantic 

meaning a delay before the British public became aware of it. This delay presents something 

of a riddle when it comes to understanding one of the key moments of the Anglo-American 

relationship during the Civil War, William E. Gladstone’s Newcastle speech. The Chancellor 

gave his speech on the 7th October 1862, the same day that Lincoln’s Proclamation was 

announced in the British press. Gladstone’s diary (which it must be said rarely provides much 

in the way of detail) makes no note of him having read about Lincoln’s decision in the 

newspapers prior to giving his address. Yet, it is unlikely he would have been ignorant of such 

a significant development in the conflict. Regardless of what Gladstone knew or did not know 
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at the time, his speech was unquestionably inflammatory even though it dealt with a variety of 

topics, and it was only as he neared his conclusion that Gladstone actually broached the 

subject of the Civil War.287  

The Chancellor approached the war from a very practical standpoint, discussing the 

impact of events in the United States on the cotton industry in Britain before engaging with 

the issues at stake in the conflict more broadly. While Gladstone spoke from the centre of 

government it is worth noting the significance of the cotton argument in pro-Confederate 

propaganda. When James Spence reappeared in print again in 1862 he supplemented the 

idea that Britain and the Confederacy were culturally analogous with a deeply practical 

explanation for why the South had a pro-British outlook based on cotton; ‘we are their best 

customers [in terms of cotton exports], not their competitors; we have no adjoining province 

that tempts their desires; they regard our aristocratic institutions with admiration not hatred.’ 

Spence conceded that he could ‘well understand the argument of those who think that it is 

particularly to be desired in the interests of the negro race that the American Union should be 

reconstituted,’ but questioned their judgment since, as far as he was concerned, the 

constitution prevented coherent anti-slavery action. For essentially the same reasons given 

by Spence here and Roebuck earlier, Gladstone, despite no affiliation with the pro-

Confederate lobby in an official sense, subscribed to the point of view that slavery would be 

easier to abolish gradually after the Confederacy had been accepted as a nation within his 

Newcastle speech. The conclusion to his thoughts on America summed up his pragmatic 

interpretation of the conflict: 

We may have our own opinions about slavery- we may be for the South or against the South, but there 

is no doubt, I think, about this- Jefferson Davis and the other leaders of the South have made an army- 
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they are making, it appears, a navy- and they have made what is more than either- they have made a 

nation.’
288

 

This final sentiment was, according to the Morning Post’s description, received with 

‘enthusiastic cheering which was prolonged for some time.’289 Members of the SIA and 

politicians like Lindsay, Roebuck and Beresford-Hope may have been southern sympathisers 

as a consequence of a deep-seated commitment to the Confederate cause and in a sense 

this was different from the pragmatic and popular pro-southernism (one is tempted to say 

anti-Federalism) as represented by Gladstone at Newcastle. Even so, the vocabulary of both 

was grounded in the tropes of pre-war sectionalism and anti-Americanism and consequently 

intersected at many points. 

 The reactions to Gladstone’s speech were of a type that would be have been 

anticipated with figures such as Benjamin Moran expressing genuine concern that the speech 

might be the pre-cursor to official Confederate recognition. In truth,  Moran was far from 

encouraged by the British response to the Emancipation Proclamation itself, describing its 

reception in Britain as being characterized by laughter and jeers and contending that ‘the 

London newspapers try to argue away Mr. Lincoln’s emancipation project.’ This reaction 

added to Moran’s belief that the British, despite their protestations, had little commitment to 

emancipation. This was a view further reinforced when Moran met Jefferson Davis’s former 

slave and coach driver Andrew Jackson, who claimed to have found the English either 

hypocrites or dupes for their sympathy with the South. On Gladstone’s speech specifically, 
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Moran found it particularly galling that the Chancellor had failed even to note the 

Emancipation Proclamation: ‘Mr. Gladstone has been making a speech at Newcastle at which 

he stated, amid loud cheers, that Jeff. Davis had made a nation of the South, but said not a 

word about Mr. Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation.’ Gladstone’s speech was, in many 

ways, the high point of pro-Confederate opinion in Britain, certainly in terms of the public 

pronouncements of political figures, yet it would be wrong to claim that Gladstone, in taking 

the position he did, was advocating slavery. It was simply that he failed to see the war as one 

for abolition and even though he subsequently regretted his actions they are indicative of the 

complexity of American sectionalism during the Civil War from a British view point.290 

When it came to the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation itself, various concerns 

existed in Britain about its effects. The Times journalist George Wingrove Cooke raised 

questions about the viability of the measure on a number of fronts. On racial grounds, he 

suggested that it might lead to a violent uprising, and even if this did not occur, a lack of 

discipline among former slaves would mean that they were not able to operate in a free 

labour system, one of the central point’s made by Carlyle in his 1849 Occasional Discourse, 

itself a hangover from the British experience of West Indian Emancipation. The Proclamation 

was frequently characterized as a cynical war move intended to undermine the Confederacy, 

something which, to the British, smacked of desperation. Crucially, descriptions which 

classed Lincoln’s act in this negative way bore little relation to an individual’s perspective on 

slavery. For example, the eminent Leeds industrialist and abolitionist Wilson Armistead 

described it as a ‘hostile movement against the insurgent,’ rather than a ‘declaration against 

slavery.’ Unsurprisingly this cynical manner of presenting the act was embraced 

wholeheartedly by the Index which added its own embellishments in the spectre of a servile 

uprising. The image of revolt, however, also permeated the mainstream with both Earl 
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Russell and Richard Cobden expressing similar reservations. The Times characterized the 

final act itself, coming as it did on the heels of the Union’s military defeat at Fredericksburg 

(11-15th December 1862), in distinctly negative terms, while the Economist presented it as an 

attempt to encourage Confederate soldiers to return home and defend their property.291 As 

James Mason noted ‘even the Emancipation Proclamation, which it is believed was issued 

under the promptings of their Minister Adams, as the means of warding off recognition, had 

little other effect than to disappoint the Anti-slavery party here, and met with general contempt 

and derision.’292 Even positive action on the part of the Lincoln government against slavery 

was evidently not enough to alter British opinion. This is not surprising given the decades’ 

worth of literature from the likes of James Silk Buckingham, Charles Dickens and William 

Chambers which had characterized American abolition as weak and not a significant factor in 

sectional relations leading to a level of suspicion in response to emancipation. 

 While determining the extent of Gladstone’s knowledge of the Emancipation 

Proclamation at the time of his Newcastle speech may not be possible, the influence of 

Lincoln’s decision on British interpretations of the war was ultimately profound. In a public 

lecture given on the 20th of October 1862 and subsequently printed as a pamphlet, the pro-

Union advocate and theologian Newman Hall placed slavery at the heart of the southern 

cause for war in his assertion that ‘the South seceded and took up arms in order to preserve 

and extend slavery’ while he noted that although ‘the immediate object of the North is the 

suppression of the rebellion and the preservation of the Union. . .resistance to slavery is the 

real cause of the war.’ While Hall contended that the motivation for the South had always 

been to preserve slavery he maintained that the Republican party had always intended to end 

the system, something which the government was doing as part of a gradual progression in 
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which ‘slavery has been formally forbidden in all the Territories of the Union. Slavery has 

been abolished in the District of Columbia. . .a treaty has been entered into with Great Britain 

for the more effectual suppression of the Slave trade.’ While Hall might have claimed all of 

these for feathers in the Union cap before October, it was Lincoln’s Emancipation 

Proclamation which gave the most credibility to his argument at this point in the war. Even so, 

Hall felt the need to defend Lincoln from a number of accusations.293 

The first question which he identified being asked by critics of the act was why Lincoln 

had not moved sooner if the cause of slavery had been at the heart of the war (a question 

pro-Confederate’s had been asking since the beginning of the conflict). Hall answered ‘that 

President Lincoln was restrained by the laws he was sworn to administer, from interfering 

with the domestic institutions of the several States. The most he [could] do [was] to offer 

compensation.’ This emphasis on the legal impediments which stood in the way of 

emancipation had their own pre-war roots in the texts of those such as Frederick Marryat, 

Joseph Sturge, George Combe and James Johnston who had recognized the inability of the 

Federal Government to interfere in such matters. Hall, however, also contended that ‘in 

quelling a rebellion he [Lincoln] may use whatever means become necessary.’ It was only as 

a measure of war that Lincoln was able to offer Emancipation and as Hall described it: 

Feeling strongly, but not too strongly, the monstrous wickedness of slavery, and not experiencing the 

difficulties of Mr. Lincoln’s position, it is natural we should think had we his power, we would at the first 

have declared slavery to be sinful, and fought against it on the highest and holiest ground. Had the 

North done this they would at once have received the sympathy of the friends of freedom throughout 

the world. But the abolitionists of America who wished to do this, were a minority and had not the 

power. It was surely better to take instalments of liberty than to get nothing.
294 
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Now that positive action against slavery was being taken by the Lincoln government pro-

northerners in Britain like Hall had an identifiable moral cause around which to build their 

arguments. 

This commitment to abolition on the part of the North was juxtaposed to the apparent 

determination in the Confederacy to defend slavery, with Stephens’s ‘cornerstone speech’ 

used by Hall as evidence of this. Even as he emphasized the commitment to abolition on the 

part of the Union, however, he was perfectly prepared to concede ground when it came to an 

acknowledgement of the bad treatment of free blacks in the North as described before the 

war by Thomas Brothers, Charles Lyell and Marshall Hall among others. He stated that ‘we 

lament that the negro, though free in the North, is deprived of the rights of citizenship, and is 

often treated, even when learned and refined, as socially inferior to the white man,’ but also 

rhetorically asked ‘are those Northern negroes themselves willing to go South? Do fugitive 

slaves ever voluntarily return?’ For Hall these questions could be answered ‘no’ and 

answering them allowed him to deal with another of the ingrained tropes which had been 

appropriated for Confederate propaganda in Britain, the idea that British industrial workers 

were treated little better than southern slaves. Hall rejected this maintaining that ‘it would be 

possible to convey a very horrible but false notion of our social system. But these offences 

are opposed to and punished by the law of England: the cruelties of slavery are protected by 

the law of the South.’ In a final flourish Hall invoked the names of some of the figures integral 

to the abolition movement in Britain- Clarkson, Wilberforce and Buxton- in an attempt to 

reassert the anti-slavery credentials of the nation, describing it as somewhere in which ‘every 

grain of sand. . .testifies to its abhorrence of slavery.’295 As Nicholas Edsall noted in his 

biography of Richard Cobden, the move to an emancipation platform during the Civil War was 

essential in changing the perspective of many liberals on the conflict as it ‘provided precisely 
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that distinction in principle between North and South that was most likely to rouse the moral 

fervor of the English middle class.’296  

In two letters sent by James Mason to Judah P. Benjamin it is possible to get an 

indication of the strength of anti-slavery feeling in Britain in the final months of 1862. This 

feeling was encapsulated in the deteriorating relationship between James Spence and the 

Confederate commissioners, as Spence flatly refused to repudiate the cause of abolition as a 

long-term aim for the South despite the shifting ground of the war. On the 4th of November, 

Mason reported a dinner with Lord Donoughmore in which it was emphasized to the 

southerner the importance of the Confederacy taking some sort of action towards abolition 

and the apparent significance attached to this up to the highest levels of the British 

government. Only three days later, however, another letter from Mason to Benjamin 

discussed the cool reaction of the British public to Lincoln’s Proclamation.297 It seems 

reasonable to conclude that in the wake of preliminary emancipation, even while the terms of 

the Civil War debate were changing, and changing in an absolutely fundamental way, pre-

existing images of American abolition continued to undermine Lincoln in British eyes. If 

Mason was right it might still have possible, had action been taken by Jefferson Davis against 

slavery, to have stoked a popular reaction in favour of the South among the British.298 

While Newman Hall’s speech provides a valuable indication of the changes to the 

debate which occurred in the wake of the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, it would be 

incorrect to assume that Confederate support simply evaporated after October 1862, or even 

that pro-Confederates abandoned the claim that the North had no intention of abolishing 

slavery. A memorandum penned by Gladstone for a cabinet meeting on the 25th October 
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1862 attests to the continuing ambiguity during this period on the subject of the war. The 

Chancellor expressed concern in this memorandum that ‘the people of England are being 

rapidly drawn into Southern sympathies,’ despite it being ‘seriously tainted with slavery.’ He 

also saw, among other things, the conduct of Benjamin Butler in New Orleans as being 

detrimental to the Union’s image in Britain while at the same time timidly speculating that the 

Confederacy may well abolish slavery after independence under moral pressure from Britain, 

just as William Gregory had claimed in his motion earlier in the conflict. From a very different 

political perspective but offering similar evidence, the popular radical Bee-Hive newspaper 

continued to claim that Lincoln’s decision was little more than political and military 

opportunism through to the end of the year.299 Gladstone’s memorandum was as 

representative as Mason’s letters of the continued ambiguity of this period in which many pre-

emancipation images (themselves indebted to pre-war tradition) were in the process of 

revision to reflect the new realities of the war. 

The Emancipation Proclamation was such a significant and headline-grabbing act that 

the pro-Confederate lobby in Britain could not simply ignore it. The pages of Henry Hotze’s 

Index newspaper presented a response which placed an emphasis on the apparent hypocrisy 

of the decision, noting in an editorial entitled ‘the English View of Federal Abolitionism’ that 

the act only offered abolition in the rebel states, excluding the slave states loyal to the Union 

from its provisions. In addition to this the same article attacked what was termed the 

extremism of New England, embodied by Harriet Beecher Stowe, who according to this 

editorial exhibited ‘fanatical spitefulness.’ Furthermore the author of the article explained that 

‘we know that if the South were to emancipate the slaves to-morrow the thirst of the clergy of 

New England for Southern blood would not be assuaged.’ The central thrust of this piece was 

a continued attempt on the part of the pro-Confederate lobby in Britain to dissociate the 
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cause of abolition (on a moral British model) from the Union cause.300 This article is 

invaluable as it provides a glimpse of the basic disconnect between southerners in Britain like 

Mason or Hotze and the native pro-southern lobby, something which took on more 

prominence after emancipation. For the Alabamian, Hotze the cause of abolitionism and the 

values associated with New England were distinctly negative aspects of the American Union, 

while for the British it was the cynical politics and racial hypocrisy of New York which had sat 

at the heart of anti-northern discourse. Once abolition became an explicit aim of the war, 

however, these two different notions became antithetical and consequently the identity of the 

American Union and the Confederacy began an irreversible change. This was something 

illustrated in the loss of coherence in the later propaganda produced by British and southern 

pro-Confederates. 

 On the final day of 1862, a large meeting was held Manchester’s Free Trade Hall to 

coincide with the enactment of the Emancipation Proclamation which, for all practical 

purposes, ended both a distinctive phase in British understanding of American sectionalism 

and, after which, any political involvement in the Civil War by the British government was 

highly unlikely. Of course, in the same way that the preliminary proclamation had failed to 

destroy the southern cause in Britain, many still supported the Confederacy through to the 

end of the war. Even veteran abolitionists including Charles Buxton and Lord Brougham 

vocally expressed their concerns over Lincoln’s act, with the latter telling an audience in 

Edinburgh that it had been passed ‘not for the sake of emancipating the slaves, but for the 

sake of beating the whites.’ Punch expressed a similar sentiment in February 1863, while 

Benjamin Moran continued to complain about the treatment of emancipation in the British 

press into the New Year.301 As indications of the prevailing ambiguity of mainstream opinion 

these observations demand the recognition that pro-Southern sentiment in Britain did not 
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simply disappear on the 1st January 1863. Nonetheless, a fundamental change did take place 

from this date and a new phase of British engagement with American sectionalism began. 

With hindsight it seems obvious that by 1863 any chance of Confederate recognition 

by the British government had evaporated. Even though historians such as Phillip Myers, 

Duncan Andrew Campbell and R.J. M. Blackett have offered their own particular 

interpretation of the reasons for this, all would agree that slavery was at the heart of the shift. 

In truth, few in the British political sphere could continue to push the cause of the South in a 

conflict which had taken on the aspect of a war against slavery, an issue which, now that it 

was explicit, could be used to undermine the various other claims made to a positive 

Confederate identity. This change in perceptions was attested to, at least in part, by the 

changes in the editorial stance of the working class Bee-Hive newspaper which performed an 

about turn and came out publically in favour of the Union cause despite two years of 

publishing pro-Confederate articles. The correspondence of key figures during the early 

months of 1863 further demonstrates this change in attitude. Within America itself, Charles 

Sumner confirmed to the Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles that ‘any alliance with slavery 

will be so unpopular with the English people as to restrain the Government,’ while from Britain 

both Charles Francis and Henry Adams waxed lyrical about the positive consequences of the 

Emancipation Proclamation. Henry Adams described on the 30th January 1863 how ‘the anti-

slavery feeling of the country is coming out stronger’ and that ‘every allusion to the South was 

followed by groaning, hisses and howls’ as well as describing how ‘the Emancipation 

Proclamation has done more for us here than all our former victories and all our diplomacy. It 

is creating an almost convulsive reaction in our favor.’ Charles Francis Adams echoed this 

describing how ‘the President’s proclamation is doing much for us on this side. . .the middle 

classes generally see and comprehend the existence of a moral question apart from all 

political disquisitions’ while he later contended that ‘the anti-slavery feeling has been 

astonishingly revived by the President’s proclamation.’ Even the usually cynical Moran noted 

in his diary on 22nd January that ‘the President’s Proclamation continues to be productive of 
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much good here. People now see that slavery is at the bottom of this war, and that the 

Government is fighting for freedom.’ Even while recognizing the beginning of this change it 

would be wrong to conclude that the shift was absolute and many in the public arena 

continued to be ambivalent towards Lincoln’s government while pro-Confederates in Britain 

like Roebuck, Gregory, Beresford-Hope and Spence retained their faith well past the passage 

of the Emancipation Proclamation.  

Even these relationships, however, began to break down, possibly most significantly 

in the case of the Confederacy’s most effective propagandists, James Spence. His case is 

particularly informative since he lost his position in the southern lobby and broke with Henry 

Hotze precisely because he refused to subscribe to an openly pro-slavery position, just at the 

time that Hotze and his Index began an editorial offensive against the Union by placing an 

emphasis on ideas of racial science to undermine the positive reaction to emancipation. 

Perhaps the most telling moment of all for the Confederate cause in Britain, and the southern 

section as it had been understood, came in January 1863 when Henry Hotze finally conceded 

that ‘a changing wind was becoming apparent in public feeling.’ This was a change that 

neither Hotze nor anyone else had the power to resist and even if it did not necessarily mean 

a change in outcome for the Civil War, it effectively re-wrote thirty years’ worth of Anglo-

American discourse which had given the British public a particular understanding of sectional 

and national identity in the United States.302 After Gladstone’s Newcastle speech popular pro-

Confederate thought in Britain began to decline, and from that point the tide turned in favour 

of the North in a slow but sure process. With the Emancipation Proclamation, the pro-

Confederates had a central prop of their argument knocked away and while they could 

continue to advocate the cause of the South through pre-war notions of politics and ethnicity, 
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once the American Civil War had become a battle for active abolition these attempts came up 

against a manifestation of what R.J.M. Blackett described in the pre-war period as an ‘anti-

slavery wall.’ All of which meant that the complexities of the pre-war South were eroded to be 

replaced with a simple slavery vs freedom dichotomy, a choice which, for most of the British 

population was no choice at all. 
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Epilogue: Britain and the ‘United’ States? 

Just as the American Civil War ground on for over two years after Abraham Lincoln’s 

Emancipation Proclamation, so too in Britain, both pro-Confederate activists and popular 

intellectuals continued to note the sectional divisions within the United States, sometimes 

deploying language reminiscent of the pre-1863 era.303 This post-1863 transitional period in 

British ideas about American sectionalism cries out for further study, since it saw the 

development of what was essentially a new period in Anglo-American identities. One of the 

key reference points for British debates about sectionalism; that of slavery, had been 

removed almost entirely from the discussion. Emancipation gave avowed pro-Unionists a 

trump card to play to which would alter almost any debate in their favour. As John Bright 

shrewdly observed in his response to a motion brought by John Arthur Roebuck for the 

recognition of the Confederacy in June 1863 ‘I have not heard a word to-night of another 

question. . .the [Emancipation] Proclamation of the President of the United States.’ While at a 

speech in Manchester a traveller recently returned from the United States, Mason Jones, 

informed his audience in a very telling manner that ‘the cause of the war was not 

geographical position, difference of race, state rights, or tariffs, but wholly and solely slavery.’ 

What was surely more significant as far as his audience was concerned was that Jones could 

point specifically to the Emancipation Proclamation as evidence of this describing the act as 

‘a veritable thunderbolt, forged in the armoury of eternal justice, and hurled from the hands of 

Abraham Lincoln at the twin monster of slavery and rebellion.’ As two southerners in Britain, 

James Mason and Henry Hotze observed, the British would simply not tolerate being on the 
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side of a nation which appeared to be actively fighting for the cause of slavery against 

abolition. 304 

 As this thesis has demonstrated, the ideas which tended to inform British debates 

about the American Civil War, at least until the Emancipation Proclamation, were rooted in a 

rich tradition of British cultural commentary on the United States and on American 

sectionalism specifically which stretched back decades. The sectional elements of this 

commentary can be traced back to at least 1832 and the publication of Frances Trollope’s 

Domestic Manners of the Americans. From then until the outbreak of the Civil War the United 

States was understood by most educated Britons as being defined by a set of complex 

interactions between national and sectional forces. Overarching most of the discourse on the 

United States produced by intellectuals during the period was the subject of slavery; yet the 

levels of complexity which characterized it have frequently been ignored by scholars of the 

Anglo-American connection in the nineteenth century. Crucial to British images about the free 

and slave states were ideas of slavery in the abstract and slavery in practice in the South. 

Few Britons questioned that, from a moral point of view, slavery was wrong; what is striking 

though is the remarkable level of frequency with which those who made this claim described 

slavery in the southern states of America as being mitigated, typically by a strong paternal 

connection between the planter and slave and in some cases positively compared the 

institution to the condition to the British industrial working classes. Even though the British 

appreciated the division between the legally free and slave states, it was rare that a British 

commentator constructed a difference between the two sections in terms which were 

particularly complimentary the North. Often, the free states were noted for their apparently 

shocking treatment of black citizens, which, to some observers, seemed worse than the 

condition of those enslaved in the South.  Abolition was similarly rarely seen as a matter 

involving a North/South division and if it was ever given a particular regional accent this 
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equated it with New England rather than the free states as a whole. As a result, the prevailing 

pre-war attitude towards the relationship between the United States and slavery in Britain 

involved both a broad understanding of distinctions between free and slave states while at the 

same time eschewing a simple moral division which gave the North the status of an 

abolitionist section. 

Many of these same British commentators had found themselves, while in the United 

States, confronted by a nation which, despite its roots as a British colony, was alien to them 

in many ways. This sense of both a cultural and ethnic otherness in the United States was, 

however, not always conveyed in exclusively national terms. Rather, authors projected to the 

British reading public a distinctive geography of the United States thereby creating the image 

of an ethnically and culturally British South, patterned primarily on the image of the Cavalier, 

and an ethnically and culturally British New England, distinctive from the South due to its 

apparent Puritan heritage. New York and (to a lesser extent) Pennsylvania were presented in 

stark contrast to the South, being characterized as ethnically and culturally heterogeneous, 

with large Irish and Dutch populations. Not only did this create clear divisions within the 

nation which contributed to the idea of secession being natural during the Civil War, but 

negative and positive associations came with these divisions. The position of the Irish in this 

regard was key due to the frequent associations of this group with negative imagery for the 

British of the period. Against a backdrop of Anglophobic national political policy and rhetoric 

coming from the United States, the Irish influence and the city of New York came to be 

integral in explaining apparently anti-British American ideas and policies. During the Civil War 

this division was manifested in the denigration of the cause of the North as being that of New 

York and consequently something non-British (of course this often meant conveniently 

overlooking the Anglophile heritage of New England) in contrast to the British Cavalier 

classes of the South. Certain events during the war itself gave additional strength to this 

mythology, particularly the negative associations which came with New York politician and 

apparently rabid Anglophobe, William H. Seward and the celebratory mood of the New York 
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press after the capture of the Trent. It was a perfectly understandable decision for pro-

Confederates in Britain then to explicitly associate the cause of the Union during the Civil War 

with the ideas about the cultural and ethnic complexion of New York which had so 

characterized popular pre-war discourse. 

It was similarly New York which dominated British rhetoric on another key feature of 

British engagement with sectionalism; politics. There was a pre-war awareness among the 

British population of both the politics of American sectionalism, and the development of a 

sectionalizable vocabulary about the American nation typified by the rough and tumble 

mobocracy of New York City. The image of the mob as a key figure in American political life 

was a subject of frequent comment for the British and even if before the war many mobs were 

identified in the South, during the conflict (often drawing on the image of the Irish in New 

York) the mob became an illustration of the flaws of the northern, as opposed to the national, 

political system. In contrast a tradition which had previously characterized the South as 

possessing an ‘aristocratic’ political system came to be increasingly exaggerated. A similar 

course was identifiable with regard to the image of financial mismanagement and fraud in the 

United States with a level of historical revision being undertaken in order to render it a 

peculiarity of the North. Crucial to an understanding of British reactions to the Civil War was 

the issue of the tariff which, as much as any other topic, had an extensive history of use for 

sectional differentiation in the published work of prominent intellectuals since the nullification 

crisis. Not only were attitudes towards tariffs and protective economic policy used to 

differentiate explicitly between the sections, but with this division came a very clear sympathy 

with one side over the other. The free-trading British found themselves in harmony with the 

people of the South on a crucial subject of similar importance to that of slavery. In the same 

way that the British did not see abolition as a northern cause before the war, the majority did 

see the tariff as a southern one, giving the South something around which to build their 

identity independent of slave-holding. 
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 This complex discourse of American sectionalism before the Civil War meant that with 

the outbreak of the conflict there was no sense of a scramble to construct identities for the 

regions among the British. It is clear that some revision and redefinition took place among 

advocates for both the South and North as they disseminated propaganda for their chosen 

side which would have public resonance, sectionalizing negative tropes previously applicable 

to the United States. At the same time, however, they could exploit an already existing set of 

ideas which cultural commentators had been building up for the previous thirty years. They 

did this with enthusiasm and the cause of the South was claimed by its advocates to be that 

of ethnically British free-traders fighting against the northern mobocracy. This use of extant 

images and ideas allowed the subversion of the key argument deployed by the most active of 

the pro-Union commentators in Britain, in particular Bright and Cobden; that the war was a 

conflict between freedom and slavery. Because of the complex nature of British engagement 

with sectionalism this clear dichotomy was never dominant in the British mind until 1863. In 

fact, after the Trent and during the summer of 1862, the British government edged towards 

the recognition of the Confederacy, something which culminated in Gladstone’s Newcastle 

speech, and which would have been unthinkable had the popular perception of the British 

been that the South fought expressly in favour of slavery. 

When the American Civil War finally ended in 1865 it had already been two years 

since the Confederacy had entertained any real hope of British assistance in its fight against 

Lincoln’s government. Yet, the long-term fall out of the war in Britain continued after its 

military conclusion. During in the Spring of 1869 through to 1872 complex Anglo-American 

negotiations took place over the so-called Alabama claims, essentially an attempt on the part 

of northerners to secure compensation from the British government for the damage done by 

Confederate ships which, as far as the United States government was concerned, had been 

illegally constructed in British ports. Even though this provided a difficult backdrop, the British 

seemed to look back to the Civil War during this period and attempt to smooth over some of 

the complexities which had been so evident in their engagement with it and which attest to 
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the sophisticated understanding of American sectionalism. The Daily News, a liberal 

newspaper which had favoured the Union during the Civil War, noted in December 1869 that 

during Reconstruction ‘the generosity of the North toward the originators and leaders of the 

late rebellion is a guarantee that nothing will be wanting on their part to heal for ever the old 

feud between North and South, which arose out of the great and evil anomaly of slavery, and 

which with slavery is now removed.’ Few, even committed liberals, both before and during the 

war would have agreed with such a simplified assessment of American sectionalism, but this 

image had contemporary utility. The Pall Mall Gazette got nearer to an accurate assessment 

of British opinion during the war when it contended in the same year that Britain ‘did not 

refuse sympathy to a cause which in America was identified with anti-slavery principles, for 

the conclusive reason that for the first two years of the war- we suspect that the date might be 

put still later- the Northern cause was not identified with anti-slavery principles.’305  

Possibly the most interesting opinion during the new period of Anglo-American 

relations, at least from the point of view of this thesis is that of William E. Gladstone. From his 

student days at Oxford to a podium in Newcastle in 1862, Gladstone, this seminal statesman 

of the Victorian era, has been an ever present feature and it is therefore fitting that he should 

close the study. On the 11th January 1869 the Liverpool Mercury reported a speech given by 

Gladstone during which he apparently confessed that his support for the Confederacy had 

been ‘wrong,’ but contended he had been misled by the belief that ‘the abolition of slavery 

would surely be effected by the independent legislation of the Southern States.’306 Casting a 

cynical eye across the speech it might seem that this was simply Gladstone, the consummate 

politician engaging in some ‘damage control.’ If he, however, can be considered 

representative of the educated population as a whole, his statement contains more than a 

kernel of truth. From a British point of view the American Civil War was a multifaceted conflict 

and any attempt to understand British opinion without recognizing this level of complexity 
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risks a significant misunderstanding of contemporary perspective. When British figures 

commented on the Civil War their ideas were not presented to a British population which had 

no knowledge of American sectionalism and could only engage with the war in simplified 

terms. Pre-war commentators had created an awareness of the relevant issues and 

developed a vocabulary which was utilized by the British during the conflict. For this reason, 

to understand the views of Palmerston, Roebuck, Bright or Russell, not to mention Gladstone 

himself and the general public more broadly during the Civil War, demands an appreciation of 

the power of Sir Charles Lyell’s account of feudal Georgia planters, or Charles Dickens’s 

fictional New York, or Blackwood’s Magazine’s analysis of the aristocratic politics of Virginia. 

These, and countless other works, fostered an understanding of ‘America’ for the British 

which informed how they engaged with the events of the Civil War and ultimately help explain 

why the British chose the courses they did during the conflict. 
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