
Denmark Vesey Conspiracy

• May 1822

• Charleston, South Carolina

• Denmark Vesey, a former slave who had bought his freedom, and an
unknown number of slaves and free blacks plotted to seize Charleston.

• Plot revealed by informant; Vesey and 34 others executed

Nat Turner Rebellion

• August 21 to late October, 1831

• Southampton County, Virginia

• Nat Turner and seven others were joined by slaves as they went from plan-
tation to plantation, gathering a force of about 60 people in all. Through a vision,
Turner became convinced he was to kill whites who enslaved African Americans;
for two months he and his men moved around the area, freeing slaves and killing
plantation owners, as well as their wives and children. They killed about 60 people.

• Turner was captured and hanged, and there was a terrible backlash. Many
slaves and free Africans who had nothing to do with the rebellion were beaten and
murdered by vindictive white mobs. The Virginia legislature actually considered
abolishing slavery but decided instead to impose restrictive new laws to keep
slaves under control.

Industrial North versus Agricultural South 
The Civil War, or the War Between the States as it was known in the South,

arose out of social, political, and economic differences between the Northern
states, where slavery had gradually been abandoned, and the Southern states,
where slavery had become both an economic system and a way of life—even
though most white Southerners did not own slaves. 

In reality, there were very few large plantations in the South and many small
farms. The large plantations had anywhere from 20 to 200 slaves and raised tobac-
co or cotton. The crop depended on whether the plantation was located in
Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, and North Carolina, where tobacco was the chief
crop, or in the Deep South, where cotton was king. Small farmers typically raised
their own food and a small cash crop like tobacco or cotton; usually, they owned
few, if any, slaves. There were few wealthy small farmers. However, the rich
planter with a large plantation worked by hundreds of slaves became the ideal to
which many poor Southern whites aspired. This ideal took hold in their imagina-
tions and explains why so many poor Southerners were willing to fight for an
institution from which they did not directly benefit. Southern intellectuals devel-
oped certain arguments to justify the continued use of human beings as slaves.
One argument said that slavery was essential to the Southern economy, which was
based on the cultivation of cotton, a very labor-intensive crop. These same white
Southerners pointed to the abuse of workers in Northern mills and factories and
claimed that slavery was actually preferable to working in such a mill. Slavery,
they said, ensured that slaves had food, clothing, and shelter, regardless of
whether they were healthy and able to work or too ill or too old to work. Some
Southerners made religious arguments and claimed that certain Bible passages
seemed to sanction slavery. Another argument used was the racist argument that
black people were inherently inferior to whites and needed to be taken care of,
like small children.  
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Teaching Idea

The information about slave rebellions
is set up using the journalistic format
of when, where, who, what, and how,
or the outcome. The “why” in each
case was to escape and/or end slavery. 

Explain that news reporters answer
these questions about an event as they
write their articles. Then have students
imagine they are reporters. They are to
choose one of the uprisings and write a
news report about it answering the “5
W’s and the how.” Talk with students
about whether they are covering “the
story” as a modern reporter might
cover it, or as a 19th-century newspa-
per reporter might have covered it.
How might the coverage differ if the
paper reporting the story was a
Northern abolitionist paper? A
Southern proslavery paper?  

Teaching Idea

Discuss with students the ethical
dilemmas posed by a slave rebellion.
Students should see the inherent vio-
lence in the tyranny of slavery and
discuss the general abuse of slaves.
Is it permissible to use violence to
resist an unjust institution or law?
Make sure students understand that
the active, violent rebellions
described here go one step beyond
the civil disobedience practiced by
Thoreau during the Mexican-
American War (see p. 254). 
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II. The Civil War: Causes,
Conflicts, Consequences
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The North by this time had become the center of American industry.
Northern farms were small for the most part and had little potential for great
wealth; they could not grow cotton or tobacco or other large-scale cash crops.
However, certain parts of the North were well suited to the development of indus-
try, and the Industrial Revolution that had begun in Great Britain had quickly
taken hold in the Northeast. The North had reserves of coal to produce power for
factory machines, and it had an abundance of people to run the machines. Men
and women were moving away from farms, and thousands of immigrants were
entering the country every year. By 1860, almost all the industry in the nation,
most of the banking and financial centers, most of the rail lines, and most of the
coal, iron, and gold reserves in the nation were located in the North.

Mason-Dixon Line
The Mason-Dixon Line was established in the 1760s to settle a boundary dis-

pute between the Penns of Pennsylvania and the Calverts of Maryland. These
families were descendants of the original proprietors of the two colonies. The line
became the boundary between western Pennsylvania and Virginia in 1779. The
Mason-Dixon Line, along with the Ohio River further to the west, was considered
the dividing line between free and slave states up to the Civil War. 

The line was named after the two English men who conducted the land sur-
vey, Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon. 

Slavery in Territories and New States
Beginning with the Declaration of Independence, when the delegates to the

Second Continental Congress removed references to King George’s part in the
slave trade in order to mollify Southern slaveholders, the United States made
compromises over slavery. These compromises did not solve the controversy over
slavery, but only prolonged it and raised the stakes each time a new compromise
was reached. Among the compromises were the following:

• In 1787, the Constitutional Convention compromised and agreed to count
every five enslaved Africans and African Americans as three free men for purpos-
es of determining representation in the House. This is known as the three-fifths
clause. The new Constitution did mandate an end to the importation of slaves by
1808 but did not abolish slavery or end the internal slave trade.

• In 1820, the Missouri Compromise enabled Missouri to enter the Union
as a slave state as long as Maine entered as a free state. In addition, it declared that
any new states created from the Louisiana Purchase above the 36th parallel would
be free. The Missouri Compromise ensured the balance between free and slave
states, but set the stage for future conflicts over the entrance of new states into
the Union.

• The Compromise of 1850 kept the balance of slave and free states by
allowing California to enter the Union as a free state and the Utah and New
Mexico territories to decide for themselves through popular sovereignty if they
would enter as free or slave states. Congress also abolished the slave trade in the
District of Columbia and passed a Fugitive Slave Act, which required the return
of escaped slaves to their owners. 

Teaching Idea

Explain that the “Deep South” was the
name given to the states of Georgia,
Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi.
This is the area where the phrase “King
Cotton” originated, meaning that cotton
was the chief crop and drove not only
the economy but also social and politi-
cal patterns. You could also review the
importance of Eli Whitney and his
invention of the cotton gin in making
cotton a profitable crop.

Teaching Idea

On a wall map of the United States (or
an overhead of a map of the United
States such as Instructional Master 35,
The United States of America and the
Confederate States of America), place a
ruler straight across from the southern
border of Pennsylvania into the Atlantic
Ocean. Ask what students notice about
New Jersey. (The southern portion is
actually below the Mason-Dixon Line.)

Teaching Idea

Show the class a picture of a Southern
plantation and a picture of a bustling
Northern town. Have them write a
description comparing and contrasting
the scenes. How was the South differ-
ent from the North? What type of people
would live in each place? Have stu-
dents share their thoughts aloud. 

Teaching Idea

Students may enjoy learning a little
more about the factories and mills of
the North, such as the mills in Lowell,
Massachusetts. Web searches for
“Lowell mills” and related terms will
turn up interesting descriptions and pri-
mary source documents. 
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