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The coming of racia l modernity in the South, which by the 1830s he ld 
more than nine ty percent of the na tion’s African Americans  and virtua lly 
a ll its  s laves , looms as an especia lly invidng area of inquiry. Moreover, as 
schola rs  have explored “whiteness” as a  na tiona l phenomena ra ther than 
as the source of southern exceptiona lism, they have implicidy cha llenged 
southern his torians  to review and perhaps recas t the ir unders tanding of 
precise ly how the Old South became a  white  man’s country. In response  
to these twin cha llenges , this  essay will a ttempt to expla in the triumph of 
racia l modernity in the South of the 1830s by focusing on the politica l 
process  through which race or “whiteness” became codified, formally and 
informally, as the defining characte ris tic ofanlcbe llunr^emher-n-societv. _ 
Put diffe rently, it will describe  how shapers  of the Old South’s  Jacksonian 1 
politica l tradition ventured to make what U. B. Phillips  la te r ca lled “the  
white  man’s country” white .

A peculia r combina tion of economic circumstance and politica l ideology 
shaped the  Jacksonian South s recons idera tion of race and s lavery. CoTF 
tras ting subregiona l politica l economies, toge ther with pa tte rns  of racial 
demography associa ted with these diffe rent politica l economies , ensured 
tha t ques tions re la ting to s lavery and race were framed in diffe rent ways 
in diffe rent parts  of the South. Central among these many inte rna l varia -
tions in the Old South’s politica l economy lay the growing contras t be- 
iwccn the Upper Small and the I.owei South. Betvveen ISOQ ancTTBSU, 
much of the Lower South/swirled into the vortex of an economic trans-
formation tha t Ira  Berlin has  aptly labe led the “cotton revolution.” The 
“cotton revolution” pulled s lavery and plantation agriculture  from its  
compara tive ly limited tidewater and a lluvial s trongholds and spread them 
across a  vas t pla in of black and brown loam soils  and through lush river 
va lleys tha t became the Old South’s rich Black Belt. It a lso promoted 
s taple  growing among the region’s yeomen and he lped spur the expans ion 
of the cash economy in the red clay upland portions of the Old South.
The process of cultiva ting cotton and complementary foods tuffs  required
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s teady a ttention for much of the growing season, making s lave labor, with 
its  high ra tio of fixed to margina l cos ts , a highly profitable sys tem. To a 
la rge extent, the cotton revolution transformed the Lower South into a 
true  s laveholding region ra ther than a region characterized by important 
s laveholding enclaves known for the ir production of rice , sugar, and sea- 
is land cotton. By doing so, it acce le ra ted the movement of popula tion, 
both s lave and free , from long-se ttled regions to the frontie r of the Old 
STnithwcs t. ..___........... ,

In the .Upper South,J jowever, during the same three decades , the once ■ 
dominant"s taple , tobacco, whose success had sus ta ined firs t Chesapeake 
and la te r P iedmont demand for s lave labor, fe ll into compara tive  decline . '
Alte rna tive cash crops , including gra ins such as whea t and oa ts , emerged, - 
but they required subs tantia lly less labor than tobacco, except during har-
ves t. With sharp peaks and va lleys in the demand for labor, gra in cultiva-
tion rendered s lavery, with its  high fixed cos ts  for labor, inefficient and 
financia lly unattractive . Thus , a lthough some areas within the Upper 
South remained heavily dependent on s lave labor, the future  prospects 
for the region’s s lave-labor cconomy appeared problematic. i, _. _<’«•*
l By the  early 1830s , an ominous  antis lavery cha llenge to the  s lavcholding ' .A 

socia l order of both the Upper and Lower South appeared from severa l 
different quarters . In 1827 the  American Coloniza tion Society firs t re -
public funds from Congress ; two years la te r, militant free black David 
Walker published an appea l for s laves to rebe l aga ins t the ir mas te rs ; and

ques ted >

-C-

in 1831, William Lloyd Garrison ushered in a new era of abolition propa-
ganda with The  Liberator, a  publica tion dedica ted to “immedia te” emanci-
pa tion and effus ive in its  mora l chas tisement of s laveholders . But no 
event focused southern a ttention on s lavery and re la ted issues as jrrtense ly-jp|b ‘ s 
as did the-blaqdy if ultimate ly unsuccess ful s lave  upris ing led by Nat Turner) Cyr'^ 

TnAugus t 183 L) Turner's  rampage across a small swath of Virginia ’s lower ,..^0 
Tidewater spread fear, rumor, and recrimina tion across the Old Dominion u \ 
and sent waves of anxie ty through thewhite  popula tion in other a reas of 
the South. ... ii, ,

The timing and particula r conjunction of these events  prompted not / 1 "0
s imply a short-te rm re turn of vigilance agains t s lave rebe llion, but a lso '

(serious recons ideradon of public policy toward s lavery and the region’s -ffc ': 
Tree black popula tion precise ly a t the moment when mounting pressure x ^
from white ega lita rians spurred most southern s ta tes to cons ider sweeping 
democratic revis ion of the ir exis ting s ta te cons titutions , thus giving south-
ern cons titution makers a chance to write  a new racia l order into funda-
menta l law a t the ir early convenience .

I The  Jacksonian South’s politica l discuss ion of race  and s lavery revea led" ) 
a  varie ty of racia l a ttitudes  and ideologies  ranging from exclus ion and th
margina liza tion a t one end of the  spectrum to complete  subordina tion of 
African Americans  a t the other end, With a bewildering a rray of se lective ly . 
cobbled toge ther varia tions  on e ither the exclus ion or the subordina tion
themes , or both, lying in be tween. Full-voiced advoca tes of exclus ion sough 
e ither to remove African Americans from southern socie ty a ltoge ther, ory*'



7 Jacksonian Democracy. How Democra tic?228

more rea lis tica lly, minimize the role of blacks , s lave and free , in the civic, 
socia l, and economic life  of the South, much as had been done in ..northern 
socie ty following the pos trevolutionary cm a  n c ip a  ti o n s .To implement the ir 
s tra tegy, southern exclus ionis ts  advoca ted pushjrigjrec. blacks  further 
toward the margins  of socie ty and taking some cautious firs t s teps toward 
putting s lavery on the road to ultimate  extinction. Thus) they favored col-
oniza tion because it reduced the free black popula tion in the near te rm 
and es tablished a  working mechanism to facilita te  gradua l emancipa tion 
on a  la rger sca le in the  future . In essence , exclus ionis ts  wanted to “whiten” 
the ir socie ty by reducing tire  s ize and diminishing the importance  of the  
region’s African-American popula tion.

; In contras t,) champions of subordina tion recognized tha t tire southern 
s taple  economy depended so heavily on s lave labor tha t the region could 
not thrive  without it. Subordina tionis ts accepted racia lly jus tified s lavery as 
a  necessary labor sys tem, and some argued a llirmative ly tha t, the  region's  
re liance on s laves for menia l labor s trcngthcncd the  -\drtucs ..oI.indepen- 
dence and equa lity among whites . Viewing s lavery as a t leas t essentia l, a rgu-
ably beneficia l, and, in a ll like lihood perpe tua l, subordina tionis ts sought 
to render white  dominance  of blacks as comple te and thorough as poss ible .* 

wv.. But if the  ideologica l poles  of the southern Jacksonian deba te over
race and s lavery seemed well-defined; llic adua l lcnns  and issues of the 

■ / discuss ions  varied wide ly across the  region!! In the . Upper South,, the  deba te
occas iona lly focused on the future of s lavery itse lf, and a lmos t without

J exception, addressed the problematic role  free blacks played in a s lave- 
holding socie ty. As a  whole , the Upper South remained committecfTo a 
conception of s lavery as a necessary (but poss ibly temporary) evil — an 
evil tha t could be a t odds  withthe  idea ls  of white  independence and 
equa lity over the long te rm.(Thug the a rguments over race in the Upper 
South often cente red on how the region might “whiten” itse lf, e ither 
through gradua l emancipa tion and coloniza tion of skives , the coloniza tion 
of free blacks , a  gradua l shift to free white  labor facilita ted by the sa le of 
s laves to the cotton growing areas of the Deep South, or some combitta - 
tion of these  approaches. By contras t, in a  heuris tic (Aliddle  South" of 

i Tennessee and North Carolina , even though few saw s lavery as a pos itive  
good, sentiment favoring emancipa tion on any te rms neverthe less  declined. 
In these s ta tes , the discuss ion of race cente red on whether or not free  
people  of color should have a  politica l voice . In the  Middle South, Whiggish

\V--

V-;

*My choice of te rms requires  some cla rifica tion. I have used the  te rm “exclus ion” to re fer 
to the idea tha t African Americans , whether s lave or free, should be e ither removed from 
American society or, fa iling tha t, pushed to its  socia l, politica l, and economic margins . Thus 
it was  an ideology of exclus ion and/or marginalization. I have used the te rm “subordina tion” 
to re fer to the  idea tha t s laves  were s imply too numerous and the ir labor too va luable to the 
South to cons ider exclus ion a viable option. Thus long-te rm southern dependence on s lave 
labor mus t be accepted and measures taken to guarantee white  domination and black subor-
dination in a biracial, s laveholding society in which s lavery was jus tified la rge ly on racia l 
grounds . Clearly exclus ionis ts saw margina lization as a way of subordina ting blacks who 
remained in their socie ty, and jus t as clearly subordinationis ts  wanted to exclude both s laves 
and free  blacks  from the realm of politica l and socia l equa lity.
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pate rna lis ts  defended the  idea  of promoting uplift and respectability among 
free blacks , while  subordina tionis ts  championed dis franchisement.
\ In the Lower South’, the case for s lavery as a  pos itive good remained in 

its  Infancy a t the  beginning of the  Jacksonian era , and some of the pecu-
lia r ins titution’s defenders  s till ca lled it a necessary evil. But the “evils” of '? 
s lavery were  less and less  often procla imed openly, and public policy trea ted 
s lavery as if it were a permanent ins titution, or one like ly to thrive for as 
long as white  southerners  could imagine . Indeed, mos t Lower South politi-
ca l leaders cons idered slavery e ssentia l to the  .region's , s taple economy, 
which, despite  fits  and s ta rts  in the  inte rna tiona l marke t and vulnerability 
to unpredictable  credit crunches , remained the be llwether of the region’s 
prosperity. In the cotton South, the  Jacksonian deba te  over race cente red 
more on the prevention of insurrections , tighte r regula tion or removal of 
free  blacks , and the des irability of regula ting or even e lim i na ting the inte r-
s ta te s lave trade . Toge ther, these three  subregiona l deba tes cons tituted 
the  la rger Jacksonian South’s a ttempt to define “racial modernity” and ren-
der it tangible in the ir political a rrangements .

/Upper South sentiment in favor of gradual emancipa tion, though a lways 
conditiona l, re ta ined s ignificant s trength throughout the  Jacksonian era . In 
the  pens ive months  following Nat Turner’s rebe llion in the la te  summer of 
1831, Virginia  active ly recons idered its  policy toward s lavery and the  free  
black popula tion within its  borders . Long time advoca tes  of both gradual 
emancipa tion and colonization found full voice. Virginian John Marsha ll, 
the  venerable Chief Jus tice of the United Sta tes  Supreme Court, be lieved 
tha t the  “removal of our free colored popula tion” had emerged as a  “com-
mon object” in pos tinsurrection Virginia  and expressed a  fe rvent hope tha t 
the  legis la ture would se ize upon “the excitement produced by the  la te  
insurrection” to pass sweeping legis la tion facilita ting coloniza tion. . . .

Arguing an exclus ionis t pos ition, Virginia’s critics  of s laver}' genera lly 
cited the  harm the ins titution inflicted on white socie ty, whether in re ta rd-
ing individua l opportunity for ordinary whites , dragging the  whole socie ty 
down m companson witn tne  dynamic rree iabor society further north, or 
s imply expos ing whites  to the horrors  of insurrection and perhaps racia l 
warfa re . Virginia  exclus ionis ts  be lieved tha t s lavery bred personal a rrogance  
and economic backwardness , and hindered the advancement of whites .

\

During a hea ted deba te over the  issue in the  Virginia House of Delega tes  
1831-32 sess ion, Shenandoah Valley representa tive Samuel McDowell 
Moore  blamed s lavery for demora lizing the s ta te ’s poorer whites , who, he  
ins is ted, viewed labor “as a mask of se rvitude .” Another Valley de lega te , 
Charles  J . Faulkner, echoed Moore ’s sentiments , expla ining that the  
“independent yeomanry” wes t of the Blue Ridge feared los ing its  vita lity 
to the “s lothful and degraded African.” S laveholder and coloniza tion advo-
ca te  Thomas Marsha ll ca rried the  curse of blackness  a rgument even further, 
contending tha t both s lavery and a la rge free black popula tion “banishes  
the  yeomanry of the country . . . until the  whole country will be inunda ted 
by one black wave , covering its  whole extent, with a few white faces here  
and there floa ting on the surface .”

-'---7_______....__..............
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As a rule , pros lavery Virginians admitted the evils  of the ins titution but 
a rgued tha t, for a ll its  faults , slavery remained essentia l for mainta ining 
racia l control and ensuring the ava ilability of an adequate  agricultura l 
labor supply. . . . Amid rumblings  from Souths ide  s laveholders  about sep-
a ration from the antis lavery wes te rn portion of the s ta te , the 1832 Virginia  
legis la ture re jected immedia te  emancipa tion as “inexpedient” by a  vote of 
73 to 58, but they endorsed the idea of emancipa tion a t some undete r-
mined future  time by a vote of 67 to 60.

Afte r the legis la tive deba te concluded, Thomas R. Dew, a  young profes-
sor a t William and Mary College , denounced “every plan of emancipa tion 
and deporta tion” tha t the legis la ture had cons idered as “utte rly impracti-
cable .” Yet Dewpredicted tha t skve i3Lyv^lxe .a j£d..tfH£ard “ultimate  extinc- 
tion” thi e decline of tobacco as a s taple  a i 
s laves lo the newer cotton s ta tes of the Southwes t. As s lavery waned, Dew 
envis ioned a new type^oT economic deve lopment for Virginia , driven by 
transporta tion improvements  and the growth of towns , a ttracting “capita l-
is ts and free labourers  of the north,” and producing the consequent rise  
of manufacturing. Dew a lso be lieved tha t, despite  the ir pos t-Southampton 
hes itancy, Alabama, Miss iss ippi, and Louis iana would open the ir borders  
to additiona l s lave labor and serve as an “absorbent” for Virginia ’s “excess” 
s lave popula tion. Focus ing on race as the bas is of s lavery in Virginia , Dew 
ins is ted tha t emancipa tion without removal was unthinkable  s ince white  
socie ty could ne ither absorb nor uplift a free colored popula tion. “[T]he  
emancipa ted black carries  a mark which no time can erase ,” Dew main-
ta ined; “he forever wears the inde lible symbol of his  infe rior condition: 
the Ethiopian can not change his  skin, nor the  Leopard his  spots .” The  
young Virginia  ideologis t nimbly advanced a marke t-driven exclus ionis t 
a rgument for noninte rfe rence with s lavery, emphas izing racia l diffe rences 
as permanent and insurmountable  obs tacles  to the success ful uplift of
blacks , whether s lave or free . . ... „„ . _

Countering Dew,(American Coloniza tion Socie ty supporte r (Jesse Burton 
Harrison, a na tive  Virginian who moved to New Orleans to further his  
lega l career, warned aga ins t the continued presence  of “a dis tinct race of 
people  within our bosom . . . soon to be more numerous than ourse lves , 
exposed to every tempta tion ... to become our deadlies t foe .” Also an 
exclus ionis t, Harrison admitted tha t his  concerns  about s lavery were “founded 
but little  on the miseries  of the blacks” but ins tead “a lmost exclusive ly to 
the  injuries  s lavery inflicts  on the  whites .” Slavery degraded labor, Harrison 
contended, and crea ted among whites “a dispos ition to look on a ll manual 
labor as menia l and degrading.” Slavery s lowed the growth of manufactur-
ing by re ta rding the “rearing of a  la rge class of skillful mechanics .” Slavery 
a lso discouraged immigra tion. With its  s lave-based s taple  economy s tag-
nant, Virginia  lagged behind much of the na tion in wealth and popula tion 
growth, and, Harrison ins is ted, as  Virginia  grew “blacker” such economic 
backwardness would only worsen. . . .

■U nsum J the [acksonian dcba ie ,Qver_s layery and race in the Upper South 
raged be tween, on the one hand, committed exclusionis ts  who lacked the  
politica l muscle they needed to succeed, and on the other, apologe tic but
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uncompromis ing subordina tionis ts . Given the  Upper South’s la rge s lave 
popula tion, exclus ion looinerLa„ria imring-task. and even its  advoca tes rec-
ognized tha t it could be accomplished .only gradua lly and.with respect for 
the  rights  (including financia l compensa tion) of s laveholders . But the  
puta tive defenders of s lavery in the Upper South, tenta tive  subordination-
is ts if subordina tionis ts a t a ll, accepted many of the  bas ic propos itions 
advanced by the  exclus ionis ts . . . . Though hea ted a t times, the  Jacksonian 
e ra deba te  over s lavery and the  s ta tus of free blacks  yie lded, little  more 
thari a re luctant accepta rice a f tfie  s ta tys  quo in the  Upper South.

By contras t, few in th^Lowgr,Squthjdoubted tha t s lavery was anything 
but the_s ingle bes t passport .ti? wea lth, and prosperity. Virtua lly no public 
figure in the Lower South serious ly advocated or favored emancipa tion of 
any kind, including gradua l and fully compensa ted emancipation. Even 
though many s laveholders  and Jacksonian politicians  in the  Lower South 
s till acknowledged tha t s lavery was an evil, proposa ls  for coloniza tion of 
free  blacks and small numbers  of s laves voluntarily manumitted by the ir 
mas te rs  were cra fted.chie fly to s trengthen the ins titution and be tte r main- 
ta in public safe ty ra ther than as a modes t firs t s tep toward a more sweep-
ing emancipa tion.TrOTsica lly, exclus ion as an ideology7 of racia l control 
enjoyed currency in the Lower South during the  Jacksonian e ra  but as an 
approach to the “problem” of the region’s subs tantia l Native-Americ.an 
popula tion. ... A la rge majority of whites in the Lower South showed a 
s ingula r de te rmina tion to guarantee tha t the ir “white man’s country” was 
not red, even when tribes  like the Cherokees  appeared to be s trong sup-
porte rs  of s lavery. . . .

[The] prolonged controversy over the s lave trade  Jevea led the  funda-
menta l contradictions and concerns  of the  cotton South during the  
Jacksonian era . Even as many Lower South whites yearned for enough 
s laves to bring cotton riches to themselves  and the ir fe llow citizens , they 
a lso fre tted over the dra in of capita l to the Upper South and, more 
importantly, over the potentia l dangers of a la rge black popula tion. As a 
result, they pondered ways to modula te the ir region’s ever-vola tile  racial 
demographics . Within the emerging subordina tionis t consensus in the  
Lower South remained very7 substantia l room for maneuver and inte rna l 
disagreement; only exte rna l cha llenge inspired unified denuncia tion.

If the  debate  in the  Upper South indica ted tha t tire  momentum given the  
exclus ion a rgument by the circumstances  of the  early 1830s could not over-
come the-power of.entrenched pros lavery7 interes ts , the  experience  of the  
Lower South sugges ted tha t even where  subordination re igned, hegemonic 
issues  re la ted to s lavery and race s till he ld s ignificant divis ive  potentia l, a  ' 
potentia l tha t both Jacksonian era  parties jrLJ the jcegion feared and manipu-
la ted over the next two decades . Biinn the Middle  South, exclus ionists and 
subordina tionis ts  of varying s tripes  deba  ted an is sue centra l to defining the  
re la tionship of race and citizenship: die  ques tion of free  black suffrage

A vigorous deba te  e rupted overjreeblack voting a t the  Jhanessee  cons ti-
tutiona l convention of 1834 Tennessee’s origina l 1796 cons titution granted 
the  suffrage to a ll “freemen” who met minimal freehold or res idency re -
quirements , and thus permitted a ra ther small number of free blacks who
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jvereTf eeho 1 cle rs or long time res idents  of a  particula r county to vote . In 
! l 834, hCiwevcr, ega lita rian re fityincrs  who pushed J .ia rd for_th£_£&tcns ion 
of suffrage to a ll whites a lso compla ined bitte rly about the s ta te’s practice  
of a llowing propertied free black men, otherwise  cons idered “outs ide the  
socia l compact,” to vote . Contending tha t white  Tennesseans “reproba te  
and abhor” black voting, wes te rn de lega te G. W. L. Marr decla red tha t 
the “politica l fabric of Tennessee  denied citizenship to a ll people of color, 
s lave or free ,” and argued tha t the “supposed cla im” of free blacks “to 
exercise the grea t right of free suffrage” should be “prohibited.” Marr 
ins is ted tha t the United Sta tes Cons titution’s phrase “We, the  People” 
meant “we the  free  white  peopleof-the United Sta tes  and the free  white  
people  only.” . . . Ultimate ly . . . the convention dis franchised a ll free  
blacks , including freeholders , by a  vote of 33 to 23.

The ques tion of voting rights  for free blacks proved even more con-
tentious  when deba ted a tiNortlT Card 11 ha ’s cons titutiona l convenfianjof 
1835. The use of the te rm “freeman” in the suffrage clause of North 
Carolina’s cons titution of 1776 opened the door to voting rights  for free  
blacks  who met the cons titution’s freehold or taxpaying requirements . 
Eligible  free blacks  voted regularly and with compara tive ly little  contro-
versy in most loca les during the firs t three decades of the nine teenth cen-
tury. When the convention met in Raleigh in June 1835, howevtir, James \ 
Bryan of Cartere t County led a  charge for the dis franchisement of free  

U blacks , ba ldly declaring dia l die .United Sla tes  was "a na tion of. while  
people  — its  offices , honors , dignities , and privileges , a re  a lone open (o. 
and to be enjoyed by, the  white  people .” Nathanie l Macon, the  venerable  
former speaker of the  United Sta tes  House , agreed, ins is ting tha t free blacks  
were “no part of the then politica l family” in 1776 and tha t free black suf-
frage in North Carolina  res ted on a flawed inte rpre ta tion of the  s ta te ’s 
old cons titution. Treading care fully a round the s ta te’s racia l sens ibilities , 
defenders  of free black suffrage a rgued tha t respectable  free  blacks se rved 
as a  va luable buffe r be tween whites  and s laves . . . . Presenting a cons is tent 
Whig ideology for protecting property and promoting uplift, juris t William 
Gas ton, the  mos t respected figure  a t the convention other than Macon, 
offe red an e loquent defense  of free black suffrage . “Let them know they 
a re a  part of the  body politic,” Gas ton pleaded, “and they will fee l an 
a ttachment to the  form of government and have a  fixed inte res t in the  
prosperity of the community, and will exercise  an important influence 
over the s laves .” Judge  Joseph Danie l of Halifax, an eas te rn dis trict with 
the la rgest free black popula tion in the s ta te , proposed ra is ing the prop-
erty and taxpaying requirement for free-black voting to a freehold of 
$250. Such a subs tantia l property requirement would a llow “a ll colored 
men of good characte r and indus trious  habits” to vote and thus “concili-
a te the mos t respectable  portion of the  colored popula tion” by giving 
them “a s tanding dis tinct from the s lave popula tion.” . . . Prominent Whig 
plante r John Morehead a lso warned tha t dis franchis ing free blacks might 
“close the door entire ly aga ins t this  unfortuna te class of our popula tion,” 
and hence encourage them to “light up the torch of commotion among 
our s laves .”
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Leading a spirited a ttack on the “respectability” a rgument advanced by 
Danie l, Gas ton, and Morehead, eas te rn de lega te  Jesse  Wilson opposed 
any compromise based on property-holding or characte r in favor of a 
sweeping dis franchisement of a ll free blacks . “Color is a barrie r which 
ought not to be broken be tween the classes ,” Wilson argued. “If you make 
it your bus iness  to e leva te the condition of the blacks ,” he contended, “in 
the same proportion . . . you degrade tha t of poorer whites .” P iedmont 
de lega te Hugh McQueen concurred, a rguing tha t “white  portion of the  
popida tion of this  country cons titutes  the proper depos itory of politica l 
power” and compla ining tha t “the exercise of the right of suffrage by free
blacks  was repugnant to public feeling in the Sta te .”__

Afte r vigorous  debate , the j North Carolina  convention approved a con- 
s titutiona l provis ion depriving a ll free persons of color by the re la tive ly 
narrow margin of 67-62. A s trong sectiona l component appeared in the  
voting. Seventeen of the twenty-five counties  whose de lega tes  voted agains t 
dis franchisement lay in the P iedmont and mountain regions, while nine-
teen of the twenty-s ix counties  whose de lega tes  voted entire ly in favor of 
dis franchisement lay in the heavily s laveholding Eas t. There  was a lso a 
crude re la tionship be tween party a lignment and convention votes on the  
black dis franchisement. The heavily Whig P iedmont and mounta in regions  
tended to oppose  dis franchisement and the genera lly Democra tic Eas t 
tended to favor it. With the cons titutiona l decis ions of Tennessee and
North Carolina in 1834 and 1835, the las t ves tiges  of politica l rights  for 
people of color disappeared from a ll parts  of the future  Confederacy. The  
soiiilie rn foody politic had become an exclus ive ly white preserve . . . .

I In sum,1 racia l modernism in the  Jacksonian South wore severa l faces ,
a lTof them forbidding toJblacks-and supportive of white supremacy in__
some, form. In nearly a ll of its  southern guises , however, facial modernism

no further than skinviewed race as m 
color for the de te rmina tion of racial ca tegories . Except for pa te rna lis ts  
increas ingly on the  defens ive , characte r, reputa tion, and property made 
less diffe rence than skin color in the public life  of the Old South. Some 
diehard conserva tives , like  Virginia ’s William Colquohoun, openly scoffed 
a t the supposed triumph of such herrenvolk. ega lita rianism, ridiculing the  
notion tha t the “mere animal man, because he happens to wear a  white  
skin” was entided to full and exclus ive privileges  of citizenship. But across

lO!

the  Jacksonian South as a  whole , such occas iona l conserva tive laments  
proved no match for the  racia l esprit and entitlement expressed and cla imed 
in a  young Miss iss ippian’s enthus ias tic decla ra tion upon coming of age 
tha t he was “free , white , and twenty-one”

Thus in the  Jacksonian South, as in the res t of Jacksonian America , the j 
recons idera tion of race produced an accommodation tha t enshrined white - i 
ness as the s tandard measure of citizenship and racial entitlement. Proof J  
of persona l independence and public virtue  deemed essentia l to republican 
citizenship no longer res teefin thiTOwiie i s liip of productive  property, but 
ins tead hinged s imply on “whiteness .” To be sure , shared racism hardly 
united the  Jacksonian Somlr^HyTfrCfe than it united the  Jacksonian 
North. In the Upper South, be lie f in the  permanent racia l infe riority of
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nonwhites  crea ted a  s trong and continuing prefe rence  for racia l exclus ion, 
for a “white r” socie ty, one less dependent on s lavery and characte rized by 
a  dwindling black popula tion. Whites  in the  Lower South genera lly accepted 
s lavery as an ins titution essentia l to the  region’s continued prosperity and 
agreed tha t the  thorough subordina tion of blacks bes t se rved die ir socie ty’s 
inte res ts /But even the cotton South’s apparent consensus  Je ff cons ider- 
able roomtor disagreement among whites  over the  s ta tus of free (Jacks , 
the  regula tion of the  domes tic s lave trade , and the pre fe rred racial ba l- 
ance of the popula tion.
/ Yet despite these on-going disagreements , die Old South’s contes ted 

decis ions to emphas ize whiteness  a t the expense of wea lth, property, and 
characte r, choices mos t explicitiy deba ted in the Middle  South, revea led 
an important aspect of the  grea t accommodation tha t he ld plante r and 
pla in folk in de lica te  politic a l equipoise  throughout the  la te  antebe llum 
era . However scornful of such cla ims in priva te , the s laveholding e lite  had 
to accept white  equa lity, the  spirit of herrenvolk democracy, in the  public 
realm to ensure  white  solidarity in the  coming s tand aga ins t antis lavery. 
Re luctant ega lita rians to be sure , perhaps even hypocritica l ones , the  s lave-
holding e lite  of the  Old Soutil accepted the pnhlir creed of white  equa lity 
as the  price  of broad support for s lavery. At the  same time , common whites  
found in the  privileges of whiteness a  socia l entidement and a source of 
leverage they could employ with grea t e ffect in politica l deba te . Lacking 
wealth but boas ting numbers , white  ega lita rians used the ideologica l 
impera tive of whiteness  to wres t meaningful politica l-concess ions, if not 
outright control, from wealthy e lites  a t key moments . Put another way, 
common whites in the  Jacksonian South defined the ir whiteness as “prop-
erty,” as evidence  of the  requis ite  independence  and virtue, and thus  
forged a  southern herrenvolk republicanism, much in the  same way tha t 
a rtisans  and journeymen defined the ir skill as a sort of surroga te property 
and used it to forge artisana l republicanism in the  urban North during 
the  same era . In turn, by accepting, even tacitiy, the legitimacy of s lavery 
and the materia l inequa lities  it sus ta ined, -white ega lita rians le ft the 
wea lth and economic power of the plante r elite  secure .

Thus the triumph of whiteness a lloca ted va luable  privileges , including 
voting and legal equality, sole ly on the  bas is  of skin color, or a t leas t on 
cultura l perceptions and definitions  of skin color, leaving race ra ther than 
class the key socia l divide  in the  public rea lm,. And tha t sense of white  
racia l entidement has  proven tenacious indeed, surviving not only the  
collapse of s lavery in the 1860s , but a lso (a lbe it in a lte red and sometimes 
disguised form) the dismantling of segrega tion a  century la te r. By linking 
“whiteness” so close ly to the  preroga tives and rights of citizenship and 
politica l pari
defined nop mere ly the South but the entire  American na tion-sta te  as a  
“white  man’s country.’’/Thus racia l modernity shaped a powerful na tiona l 
se lf-definition which would grudgingly sacrifice  its  gender dimens ion well 
before  the Civil Rights Movement of the mid-twentie th century mounted 
a  success ful cha llenge to the  cla ims for “whiteness”-tha tJay_a tJ ts -ve*y-core .
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