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Topic Précis

Sectionalism is the idea that individual communities of people, sharing a set of cultural,
economic and geographic realities, create individuated sections and loyalties within a
larger polity, and it existed long before and continued long after the Civil War. The most
obvious example of sectionalism in the U.S is the contest between the North and the South
in the Civil War. But to focus on this ignores “the various geographic provinces of the
United States and the regions within them, and exhibiting itself in economic, political, and
cultural fields”. In the early days of the Republic, “American society encompassed an
assortment of geographically grounded differences that nonetheless pointed toward a
national unity: settled, older regions against newer ones; cities against the countryside;
capital-lending areas against debtor regions; manufacturing districts against agricultural.”
And sectional differences were reflected in the Constitution. The bicameral congress and
the 3/5" clause are but two examples of how sectionalism affected the basic structure of
government. Nineteenth century sectionalism saw disputes over the War of 1812,
unpopular in New England but not elsewhere. A revolution in transportation in the North
saw merchants and producers in the north oriented away from Europe and towards North
America, while in the South agricultural trade continued to focus on Europe. Westward
expansion created a series of sectional crises. The nineteenth century could well be
described as the century of sectional compromises: Missouri Compromise (1820);
Compromise of 1850; Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854); Crittenden Compromise (1860). As a
result of the Civil War the economy of the South largely imploded, the manufacturing and
industrial economy of the north boomed both during the war and in the war’s aftermath as
it became the nation’s leading supplier of the materials of physical reconstruction. And
with the destruction of the system of slavery, much of what made the South exceptional
vanished with the last of the plantation system. Southern traditionalists used
reconstruction-era racially based violence and oppression of the newly emancipated slave
population to preserve their uniqueness. Early twentieth century neo-confederates and
southern traditionalists doubled down on racial violence and the re-subjugation of African-
Americans living in the South. Today the sectional differences between North and South
appear to many, but not to all, somewhat vestigial, or of another age, the rise of urban
centers in the South as well as with the industrialization of a once agricultural region
having erased much of southern heritage and difference. But the need to preserve Southern
distinctiveness is still present as is shown by today’s conflicts over the removal of various
Confederate monuments which some consider heritage and others perceive as monuments
to a legacy of hate. Regardless of interpretation, such monuments are unified in one aspect.
They stand as representations of a time in the U.S. when extreme sectionalism led to a
tragic and bloody conflict in which not only the North pitted itself against the South, but
Americans killed other Americans over profound sectional differences.
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