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John Stauffer: Civility, Civil 

Society, and Civil Wars

 For decades Newt Gingrich has argued that the right and left in America have 

been fighting a civil war. In 1987, following the rejection of Robert Bork’s nomination to 

the Supreme Court, he said that “the left at its core understands in a way Grant 

understood after Shiloh that this is a civil war, that only one side will prevail, and the 

other side will be relegated to history.”  He then sketched out the terms of the fight:  

“This war has to be fought with the scale and duration and savagery that is only true of 

civil wars. While we are lucky in this country that our civil wars are fought at the ballot 

box, not on the battlefields, nonetheless it is a civil war.”  While launching his 

presidential bid last year, Gingrich again invoked the specter of civil war. “The gap 

between where the people in this room and the vast majority of people of Georgia would 

take America and where President Obama would take America is so enormous that this 

will be the most consequential election since 1860.”27  

 Many on the left have similarly concluded that the United States is on the brink 

of civil war. Following President Bush’s reelection victory in 2004, the historian Simon 

Schama referred to the nation as “the Divided States of America,” adding:  “Not since 

the Civil War has the fault line between its two halves been so glaringly clear, nor the 

chasm between its two cultures so starkly unbridgeable.”  The historian Sean Wilentz 

agreed, saying there were only “two instances in history” when the American electorate 

had been so divided. “They are kind of scary examples,” he said. “One is 1860, and we 
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know what happened after that one, and the other was 1896, the McKinley-Bryan 

election.”28 

 Is it any wonder that civility has broken down, amid such characterizations of 

America at war with itself?  

 Civility has long been defined in relation to its opposite:  barbarity, savagery, or 

boorishness. During revolutions and civil wars, whether military or ideological, each 

side claims the mantle of civility—-“the state of being civilized”; accuses the other side of 

barbarism; and often concludes that one must fight savagery with savage means.29  

 Using savage means to preserve civility has been widespread in western culture. 

Cicero, one of the world’s great republican orators and an inspiration to American 

statesmen, was killed for delivering discourses that his adversaries considered uncivil. 

He gave a series of philippics (abusive speeches) against Marc Antony, declaring him a 

public enemy. But after Antony solidified power in the Second Triumvirate, he 

proscribed Cicero an outlaw and had him hunted down and killed. Cicero’s head and 

hands were cut off and nailed to the rostrum in the Roman Forum, as a warning to 

future orators not to be “uncivil.”30 

 John Quincy Adams, the “American Cicero,” almost suffered the same fate. When 

the former president attacked slavery in the House of Representatives, arguing that “the 
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28  Simon Schama, “Onward Christian Soldiers,” The Guardian, Thursday, November 4, 2004; 
Sean Wilentz, quoted from Dean E. Murphy, “Can History Save the Democrats?” The New York 
Times, November 7, 2004.

29  See especially David Brion Davis, Slavery and Human Progress (New York:  Oxford 
University Press, 1984), pp. 231-278; and Seymour Drescher, “Servile Insurrection and John 
Brown’s Body in Europe,” in His Soul Goes Marching On:  Responses to John Brown and the 
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5.

30  “Marcus Tullius Cicero,” The Oxford Classical Dictionary, eds. Simon Hornblower and 
Antony Spawforth, 3rd Ed. (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 1559.



people had a right to reform abuses of the [slaveholding] government,” he was formally 

censured, accused of treason, called insane, and received numerous death threats from 

slaveholding Southerners.31

 Whenever public discourse severely threatens the existing social order, the ruling 

elite call it uncivil and often resort to savage means to silence it. Throughout American 

history blacks, women and the poor have fought for equal rights as citizens and for a 

voice in the public sphere. But no matter how eloquently they articulate their views, 

those in power have more often than not ignored them, silenced them, or accused them 

of being uncivil. 

 Civility breaks down not so much because citizens and statesmen abandon it as a 

value; rather, it collapses when each side in a vigorous debate, feeling deeply threatened, 

accuses the other side of uncivil or savage acts that need to be silenced or rectified. 

 Three notable events in American history highlight the dilemmas of civility 

during periods of ideological strife:  the caning of Massachusetts Senator Charles 

Sumner in 1856; the University of Mississippi riot in 1962; and South Carolina 

Representative Joe Wilson’s recent outburst during President Obama’s address to 

Congress. Most Northerners remember these events as embarrassing breaches of 

civility, when public servants and their constituents acted more like derelicts than 

democratic citizens. But Southerners recall them as one more example of Northern 

arrogance or insolence.

•••

 On May 22, 1856 Sumner was bludgeoned almost to death on the Senate floor by 

South Carolina Representative Preston Brooks. He had been quietly working at his desk 

when Brooks entered the Senate chamber and without warning began pummeling him 
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31  William Earl Weeks, John Quincy Adams and American Global Empire (Lexington:  
University Press of Kentucky, 1992), pp. 176-95; Henry Wilson, History of the Rise and Fall of 
the Slave Power in America, vol. 1 (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin & Company, 1872), pp. 429-30; 
William Lee Miller, Arguing About Slavery:  The Great Battle in the United States Congress 
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on the head with a heavy, gutta-percha cane. Sumner was trapped at his desk, which was 

bolted to the floor, and in an heroic effort to rise and defend himself, he ripped the bolts 

from the floor and then collapsed. Although the session had adjourned for the day, 

several senators remained in the chamber, but none came to his aid. 32  

 The provocation for the attack was Sumner’s “Crime Against Kansas” speech, 

delivered a few days earlier. In it he had singled out Brooks’ distant cousin, Senator 

Andrew Butler of South Carolina, accusing him of being in love with “the harlot, 

slavery,” and of raping the virgin soil of Kansas by pushing through the Kansas-

Nebraska Act and opening Northern territories to slavery.33 

 Brooks clearly believed that Sumner was the one who had breached civil conduct, 

and he felt obligated to defend Southern and family honor. He would have challenged 

Sumner to a duel had he considered him a social equal. But he concluded that the 

appropriate response to such a barbarous act from a social inferior was a whipping. 

 The vast majority of Southerners felt that Brooks had acted appropriately. “We 

consider the act good in conception, better in execution, and best of all in 

consequences,” declared the Richmond Enquirer. “The vulgar abolitionists in the Senate 

are getting above themselves. They must be lashed into submission.”  Brooks received 

commemorative canes, silver pitchers, and gold plates from grateful fans for a deed well 

done; and several southern towns and counties were named after him. Even in Congress 

most of Brooks’ peers did not consider the attack a breach of conduct. The House of 

Representatives did not censure him, whereas Sumner’s head wounds were so severe as 

to require four years of painful treatment before he could return to the Senate.34  

 Sumner’s “Crime Against Kansas” speech was the first time anyone had used 

sexual language to attack the morality of slavery in Congress. Senate rules prohibited 

discussing such “sensitive topics” as sexual relationships. Strictly speaking, Sumner 

adhered to this restriction. He invoked sex as metaphor and symbol rather than as 

91

32  David Herbert Donald, Charles Sumner, Part 1 (1960; reprint, New York:  Da Capo, 1996), 
pp. 293-96.

33  Congressional Globe, 34th Congress, 1st Session (1856), p. 530.

34  Richmond Enquirer, June 2, 1856; Donald, Sumner, Part 1, pp. 298.



description of what slaveholders did.35  But he wanted the American public to 

understand that the barbarism of slavery stemmed in part from the sexual exploitation 

of slave women. His intended meaning was not lost on Americans. Mary Chesnut, the 

South Carolina aristocrat and friend of Andrew Butler, confessed in her diary:  “Sumner 

said not one word of this hated institution which is not true.”  She hated the way in 

which slave concubines demeaned white Southern women. Her father-in-law had 

fathered several slave children, and perhaps she thought that Andrew Butler had done 

the same.36

 Sumner’s goal in delivering the speech was to expose the true barbarism of 

slavery in the hopes of restoring civility, which for him meant ending slavery. But as he 

prepared his speech he also understood the risks. He likened himself to Cicero, 

delivering “the most thorough Philippic ever uttered in a legislative body.”  And he knew 

what had happened to Cicero.37 

 Sumner also knew that Southerners viewed any moral opposition to slavery as 

heresy, personal insult, and a threat to individual and sectional honor. Proslavery 

leaders from John C. Calhoun to Jefferson Davis and Alexander Stephens had long 

recognized that the permanence of slavery hinged on whether it would be accorded a 

moral virtue. For without morality on their side, slaveholders could not claim the high 

ground of civility in attacking vulgar abolitionists who threatened the sanctity of private 

property. Unless slavery were acquitted in the “tribunal of morals,” the scales of justice 

would become empty vessels; and laws sanctioning slavery would become dead letters 

compared to the anarchy of higher law and the axiom that might makes right. 

Slaveholders considered moral attacks against their “peculiar institution” especially 

92

35  Michael D. Pierson, “’All Southern Society Is Assailed by the Foulest Charges’:  Charles 
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36  Mary Chesnut, The Private Mary Chesnut:  The Unpublished Civil War Diaries, eds. C. Vann 
Woodward and Elisabeth Muhlenfeld (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 42.

37  Pierson, “Sumner’s ‘Crime,’” p. 543, 545.



barbarous, which justified their efforts to suppress antislavery writings and silence 

abolitionists.38 

 The attack on Sumner outraged most Northerners. It greatly contributed to the 

rise of the Republican Party, which called slavery wrong and sought to contain it. Many 

New Englanders literally felt sick after hearing the news, and throughout the North 

there were outpourings of sympathy for Sumner. Emerson captured the general 

sentiment in New England when he said, “I do not see how a barbarous community and 

a civilized community can constitute one state. I think we must get rid of slavery or we 

must get rid of freedom.” 39  Southerners embraced the same binary but applied 

“civilized” to themselves. 

 The caning of Sumner was not an isolated instance of violence in Congress. A few 

years earlier, the abolitionist congressman Joshua Giddings was approached by 

Representative Richard Meade of Virginia, who shook his fist in Giddings’ face, and 

said, “God damn you, we ought to and will compel you by violence to do right.”  

Giddings had already been menaced by Southerners wielding clubs, bowie knives, and 

revolvers. He simply laughed at Meade and said, “You will not hurt me.”  Meade turned 

white with rage. He grabbed Giddings by the collar, again waved his fist at him, and 

“uttered a volley of oaths.”  Again Giddings laughed at him. Before Meade had a chance 

to hit him, Thomas Henley of Indiana intervened and sent Meade sprawling. 40  

 No sooner had this fight been averted when Robert Johnson of Arkansas, who 

had been drinking, suddenly attacked Orlando Ficklin of Illinois. The confrontation 

quickly devolved into a fistfight on the floor of the House. Samuel Inge of Alabama 
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38  Hermann Von Holst, The Constitutional and Political History of the United States, tr. John J. 
Lalor, vol. 7:  1859-1861:  Harpers Ferry—Lincoln’s Inauguration (Chicago:  Callaghan and 
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39  William E. Gienapp, “The Crime against Sumner:  The Caning of Charles Sumner and the 
Rise of the Republican Party,” Civil War History, 25 (1979): 218-45; Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
“Assault on Charles Sumner,” Emerson’s Antislavery Writings, eds. Len Gougeon and Joel 
Myerson (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1995), p. 107.

40  “Rowdyism in Congress.—Drunkenness,” North Star, March 23, 1849; Henry Wilson, The 
History of the Rise and Fall of the Slave Power, vol. 2 (Boston:  Houghton, Mifflin and 
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entered the fray and began bludgeoning Ficklin on the head with his cane, “causing the 

blood to flow profusely.”  Eventually the brawl was broken up and Ficklin was carried 

out, “his face covered with blood.”41  

 These fights were relatively common in Congress in the 1850s. What 

distinguished Sumner’s caning was the news coverage it received, coupled with the 

realization that there was civil war in both Congress and Kansas. On May 21, the day 

before Sumner’s beating, about 750 proslavery Border Ruffians attacked the town of 

Lawrence, Kansas, an antislavery stronghold. They destroyed the newspapers, burned 

and looted homes, and blew up the Free State Hotel. Some of the invaders carried flags 

or banners. A South Carolina battle flag was adorned with a crimson star and the motto, 

“Southern Rights.”  A banner proclaimed:  “THE SUPREMACY OF THE WHITE RACE”; 

and another banner declared, “ALABAMA FOR KANSAS.”42  

 Two days after Sumner’s caning, the militant abolitionist John Brown and seven 

men, including four sons and a son-in-law, decided to make a retaliatory strike. They 

entered the proslavery settlement along Pottawatomie Creek, dragged five unarmed 

men out into the cold night, and hacked them to death with broadswords. One victim 

was decapitated and another’s windpipe was “entirely cut out.”43 

 Brown was no isolated lunatic. Indeed he gained the respect of Boston’s 

preeminent intellectuals. In the late 1850s he visited Boston seven times, spent the night 

with Emerson and Thoreau in Concord, and received financial support from them, along 

with more money (and weapons) from Samuel Gridley and Julia Ward Howe, Thomas 

Wentworth Higginson, Franklin Sanborn, George Luther Stearns, and Theodore Parker. 

Four days after the Pottawatomie massacre, Frederick Douglass, a close friend of Brown, 

articulated the sentiments on which Brown and his men had acted:  liberty “must either 

cut the throat of slavery or slavery would cut the throat of liberty,” he announced to 
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great applause. These men and women all endorsed Brown’s use of violence to vanquish 

the barbarism of slavery and restore civility.44  

 A few years before Sumner was caned, his Boston friend Henry Bowditch 

wonderfully summarized the decline in civility from the 1830s to the 1850s:  

I am shocked at the vulgarity evinced by some of  your peers (so-called) of  
the Senate, but can we expect anything better than haughty, overbearing 
behavior from those who during their whole lives have been accustomed to 
tyranny on their part, and servility on the part of  others? . . . There was a 
time when the Senate Chamber of  the United States commanded the 
respect of  those of  us who disapproved of  its acts. I could not but bow 
before the great powers of  such men as Calhoun and Clay, traitors, as I 
believe them, to the true interest of  the country. They were at least 
dignified in their deportment, as became representatives of  sovereign 
states; but we seem to be gathering from the West and South some men 
who think blackguardism before the world is quite a reputable way of  
treating an opponent.45

 The breakdown of civility stemmed not from the influx of western and southern 

blackguards, as Bowditch suggested. Rather, it resulted chiefly from two factors:  the 

rise of radicalism on both sides of the ideological divide, and a corresponding 

unwillingness on each side to respect the other side’s views; and greater freedoms of 

speech and circulation of abolitionist writings. For eight years during the 1830s and 

1840s, congressional gag rules had tabled all discussion of slavery; and during this same 

period Southerners had been much more effective in suppressing the circulation of 
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antislavery views. The easiest way to preserve civility in public discourse was to silence 

dissent.

•••

 

 Crises of civility in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries pale in comparison 

with those in the Civil War era. In 1962, one hundred and six years after Sumner’s 

caning, many Northerners were shocked by another act of what they deemed Southern 

savagery. Mississippi Governor Ross Barnett defied a federal court order and tried to 

prevent James Meredith from becoming the first African American student at Old Miss. 

President Kennedy sent in the national guard after Barnett lied to him, and a riot 

ensued. Amid rebel yells and Confederate flag-waving, Southern whites defended their 

tradition of White Supremacy with guns and Molotov cocktails, while Lieutenant 

Governor Paul Johnson encouraged police to use billy clubs against integrationists. To 

white Southerners, integration and racial equality were barbaric, and they viewed the 

riot as a civil and heroic response to federal encroachment of state sovereignty.46  

 What is striking, however, is that despite the riot, politicians displayed 

considerable respect for each other and a surprising willingness to negotiate. Barnett 

enabled Kennedy to enroll Meredith without an overwhelming display of federal power, 

and Kennedy allowed Barnett to wear the public face of a “proud Mississippi 

segregationist” while privately facilitating the integration of Old Miss. “What united 

them was the fraternal belief that politicians weathered crises best by accommodating 

the interests of other politicians.”  Partly as a result of such fraternal interests, there 

were far fewer casualties at Old Miss in 1962 than in Kansas Territory in 1856, despite 

comparable numbers of people involved.47  
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46  Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters:  America in the King Years, 1954-63 (New York:  Simon 
& Schuster, 1988), pp. 633-72.
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Waters, pp. 650-51 (quoted).



 The example of Old Miss is in many respects representative of the civil rights 

movement in the 1960s more generally. Compared to the 1850s, the ideological warfare 

in the 1960s (until 1968) was marked by a comparative willingness among leaders, 

North and South, black and white, to compromise, and a corresponding dearth of 

violence—in rhetoric and reality—as a means to restore civility and vanquish barbarism. 

Indeed there are far fewer instances of leaders in the 1960s invoking the civilized-savage 

binary, as Emerson did. On both sides leaders sought nonviolence, whereas by the 1850s 

black and most white abolitionists had given up hope in nonviolent means for ending 

slavery. They recognized slavery as a state of war, and sought to vanquish it in order to 

preserve the peace. 

•••

 

 Joe Wilson is widely cited as emblematic of the decline of civility in our time. In 

2009 the South Carolina Republican shouted, “You lie,” during President Obama’s 

congressional speech supporting the Health Care bill. Later that evening he publicly 

apologized “to the president for this lack of civility.”  And called the White House to 

express his contrition. Fellow Republicans acknowledged that his outburst had been 

“totally disrespectful,” as John McCain put it.48

 But days later, after Southern supporters showered Wilson with $4 million in 

campaign contributions, he denied wrong-doing and backed off his apology. “Look, I 

was basically following the directions of the Republican Party,” he said. Calling his 

outburst an act of spontaneous honesty, he refused to issue a formal apology on the floor  

of the House. “On these issues, I will not be muzzled. I will speak up and speak loudly 

97

48  “Rep. Joe Wilson Talks ‘You Lie!’ and Health Care,” The Washington Post, September 13, 
2009 (quoted); John McCain, quoted in “Congressman Yells ‘You lie’ at Obama During Speech,” 
Fox News, online at:  http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2009/09/10/congressman-yells-lie-
obama-speech.

http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2009/09/10/congressman-yells-lie-obama-speech
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2009/09/10/congressman-yells-lie-obama-speech
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2009/09/10/congressman-yells-lie-obama-speech
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2009/09/10/congressman-yells-lie-obama-speech


against this risky [healthcare] plan.”  At the same time, he emphasized his essential 

civility:  “I’m a civil person. . . . I believe in civility. . . . People know my civility.” 49   

 Wilson’s defiance seems to have been connected, at least in part, to his 

fundraising efforts. While Northern liberals were outraged, Wilson’s constituents “have 

been just loving” in response to his outburst. “I’m proud of him,” said one constituent. 

“It’s time we have people like Joe Wilson stand up.” 50  

•••

 At the risk of sounding Whiggish, the most striking feature of these three 

examples is the rise of civility in America since the nineteenth century. Today it is rare 

in public discourse for one group to demonize another as barbaric and vow to use savage 

means to restore civility, as was commonplace in the Civil War era. Egregious examples 

of incivility in our time relate primarily to enemy combatants, especially Muslims. This 

is understandable, though not condonable, since throughout history almost every nation  

has demonized those with whom they are at war. 

 For Gingrich, Schama, Wilentz and other pundits to liken America’s divisions 

today to those of 1860—the eve of the nation’s bloodiest conflict—has the potential effect 

of increasing incivility.51  As many scholars have noted, a central characteristic of civility  

is the capacity to empathize with those with whom we are in vehement disagreement, to 
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51  Obviously Gingrich has different reasons than Schama and Wilentz for characterizing 
America as being on the brink of civil war. Gingrich uses the comparison as a rallying cry to 
inspire people to fight the “enemy”—liberal elites. Schama and Wilentz use it as a warning of 
where the nation is heading, and as a jeremiad, in which they hope to motivate people to bridge 
the ideological divide and restore the nation to equanimity. 



treat people “as equally dignified subjects.”52  But how many of us can truly empathize 

with John Brown at Pottawatomie?  Or masters who fathered slaves and owned 

hundreds more?  Such comparisons all too easily lead us back to binary constructions of 

civilized and savage, and the tendency to use violent means to restore civility. 
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