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In Southern society, all whites were free, but there were class rankings. By the time of the civil war, the rich plantation owners only made up 4% of the white population in the South. The planters had great influence on southern life, and set the tone for others to imitate. Most of the great planters were self-made men. To be successful, a planter had to be a shrewd businessman who kept an eye on the market, the prices of slaves and land, and the extent of his indebtedness. Reliable factors (insider information) could help him, but he had to be diligent. Running a plantation required much work. Running a huge household kept women busy. Some of the richest owners were regarded as equals by English nobility. They had sense of pride and honor. Planters’ sons were discouraged from trade, and their daughters were trained to be ladies. Planters owned more than half the slaves in the South and set standards for treatment and management. Most planters liked to think of themselves as fathers, and treated the Blacks kindly. The slaves reproduced faster than any other slaves anywhere else, ever. Rising slave prices inhibited physical abuse. A good return on planters’ investments enabled them to divert a significant portion of their profits to slave maintenance. However, some planters overworked the slaves and let their tempers control them, and abused the slaves. Planters conceded that their basis of authority was the slaves’ fear of force. Slaves had no legal protection against abuse. Abolitionists were correct in condemning slavery because it gave one human absolute power over another. There was something wrong with an institution that made a monster possible. Some small farmers owned one or two slave families. They didn’t live that well, and relations could be very good or very bad. Most slaves opted for the plantations. Marginal slaveholders sank into poverty and sold their slaves. Below these farmers were yeomen who owned land that they worked themselves. In parts of the South, many people were tenants and farmers. In regions with fertile land, yeomen concentrated, giving rise to the white counties that complicated southern politics. That lack of transportation limited the prosperity of the yeomen. They had to grow their own food. Their main source of cash was hogs. But southern livestock was of poor quality. Most yeomen hated abolitionism. Most yeomen were Jacksonians were resented aristocratic pretensions, and didn’t like the planters, but they didn’t attack the planters because they hoped to get power (slaves) one day. Also, most yeomen hated blacks, and went along with the planters. The planters felt threatened from the yeomen and the blacks. Beginning in the 1830s, the planters used their power to create a mood that all southern whites were of a single mind on the slavery issue. The argument that slavery was good won. This was based on three propositions. 1. Enslavement was the status for blacks. 2. Slavery was sanctioned by the Bible and Christianity. 3. Slavery was consisted with the humanitarian spirit of the 19th century. Blacks needed caring for. In the 1850s, this argument had begun to attack the free labor system of the North. Slaves had security against unemployment and a guarantee of care in old age. Worker insecurities led to strikes and class conflicts, while slave societies could protect property rights and traditional values. Southerners attempted to seal off their region from antislavery ideas. Whites who criticized slavery were persecuted. When  abolitionists tried to send their literature through mail, it was publicly burned. Such denials of free speech and civil liberties were inspired by fears that slaves and yeomen would get subversive ideas about slavery. They were afraid of slave rebellions. Free blacks were denied civil liberties and were the object of harassment. Southerners had become convinced that safety from abolitionism required secession.


