Hinton Rowan Helper: The Impending Crisis
of the South (1857)

Hinton Rowan Helper (1829-1909) was born in Rowan County, North Carolina. It was a region of small farmers,
many of whom were of German descent, and one with a substantial Quaker element. Thus, due to economic,
ethnic, and religious blocks, slavery had not rooted deeply there. That may partly explain Helper's later antislavery
stand. Another reason he may have argued against it was his upbringing, along with the fact that as a poor boy he
could not succeed in the South because of the way slavery skewed its economy and society. He left the South in his
search for fame and fortune, first moving to New York, then journeying west during an attack of gold fever. When
that fever soon abated in failure, Helper returned to the East and wrote The Land of Gold (1855) to debunk the
image of California as the promised land. He then wrote scathing critiques of the South that focused on the
incompatibility of slavery and economic progress. Citing statistic after statistic he presented a strong, even if
exaggerated, case that continued investment in land and slaves prevented the South from having a strong,
diversified, and balanced economy. Helper also argued that slavery chained down white non-slaveholders.
Abolitionists embraced his arguments as Southerners raged against this betrayal by one of their own. Yet Helper
had never been a true southern agrarian: he was essentially a capitalist deriding a precapitalist economy, and as
such he argued against the institution of slavery, not for the people in slavery. Helper was also a vehement racist,
though he toned that down in this book—perhaps in consideration of the audience he wanted to attract. In later
years Helper endeavored to exclude blacks from America, not give them equality within it.

From Hinton Rowan Helper, The Impending Crisis of the South: How to Meet It, intro. George M. Fredrickson (1857; Cambridge: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1968)

The Free and the Slave States

It is a fact well known to every intelligent Southerner that we are compelled to go to the North for
almost every article of utility and adornment, from matches, shoepegs and paintings up to cotton-mills,
steamships and statuary; that we have no foreign trade, no princely merchants, nor respectable artists;
that, in comparison with the free states, we contribute nothing to the literature, polite arts and
inventions of the age; that, for want of profitable employment at home, large numbers of our native
population find themselves necessitated to emigrate to the West, whilst the free states retain not only
the larger proportion of those born within their own limits, but induce, annually, hundreds of thousands
of foreigners to settle and remain amongst them; that almost everything produced at the North meets
with ready sale, while, at the same time, there is no demand, even among our own citizens, for the
productions of Southern industry; that, owing to the absence of a proper system of business amongst us,
the North becomes, in one way or another, the proprietor and dispenser of all our floating wealth, and
that we are dependent on Northern capitalists for the means necessary to build our railroads, canals and
other public improvements; that if we want to visit a foreign country, even though it may lie directly
South of us, we find no convenient way of getting there except by taking passage through a Northern
port; and that nearly all the profits arising from the exchange of commodities, from insurance and
shipping offices, and from the thousand and one industrial pursuits of the country, accrue to the North,
and are there invested in the erection of those magnificent cities and stupendous works of art which
dazzle the eyes of the South, and attest the superiority of free institutions!

The North is the Mecca of our merchants, and to it they must and do make two pilgrimages per
annum—one in the spring and one in the fall. All our commercial, mechanical, manufactural, and literary
supplies come from there. We want Bibles, brooms, buckets and books, and we go to the North; ... we
want toys, primers, school books, fashionable apparel, machinery, medicines, tombstones, and a
thousand other things, and we go to the North for them all. Instead of keeping our money in circulation



at home, by patronizing our own mechanics, manufacturers, and laborers, we send it all away to the
North, and there it remains; it never falls into our hands again.

In one way or another we are more or less subservient to the North every day of our lives. In infancy
we are swaddled in Northern muslin; in childhood we are humored with Northern gewgaws; in youth we
are instructed out of Northern books; at the age of maturity we sow our "wild oats" on Northern soil; in
middle-life we exhaust our wealth, energies and talents in the dishonorable vocation of entailing our
dependence on our children and on our children's children, and, to the neglect of our own interests and
the interests of those around us, in giving aid and succor to every department of Northern power; in the
decline of life we remedy our eye-sight with Northern spectacles, and support our infirmities with
Northern canes; in old age we are drugged with Northern physic; and, finally, when we die, our
inanimate bodies, shrouded in Northern cambric, are stretched upon the bier, borne to the grave in a

Northern carriage, entombed with a Northern spade, and memorized with a Northern slab!
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And now to the point. In our opinion, ... the causes which have impeded the progress and prosperity
of the South, which have dwindled our commerce, and other similar pursuits, into the most
contemptible insignificance; sunk a large majority of our people in galling poverty and ignorance,
rendered a small minority conceited and tyrannical, and driven the rest away from their homes; entailed
upon us a humiliating dependence on the Free States; disgraced us in the recesses of our own souls, and
brought us under reproach in the eyes of all civilized and enlightened nations—may all be traced to one
common source, and there find solution in the most hateful and horrible word, that was ever
incorporated into the vocabulary of human economy—Slavery!

Reared amidst the institution of slavery, believing it to be wrong both in principle and in practice,
and having seen and felt its evil influences upon individuals, communities and states, we deem it a duty,
no less than a privilege, to enter our protest against it, and to use our most strenuous efforts to overturn
and abolish it! Then we are an abolitionist? Yes! not merely a freesoiler, but an abolitionist, in the fullest
sense of the term. We are not only in favor of keeping slavery out of the territories, but, carrying our
opposition to the institution a step further, we here unhesitatingly declare ourself in favor of its
immediate and unconditional abolition, in every state in this confederacy, where it now exists!
Patriotism makes us a freesoiler; state pride makes us an emancipationist; a profound sense of duty to
the South makes us an abolitionist; a reasonable degree of fellow feeling for the negro, makes us a
colonizationist. . ..

* %k %k

... Nothing short of the complete abolition of slavery can save the South from falling into the vortex
of utter ruin. Too long have we yielded a submissive obedience to the tyrannical domination of an
inflated oligarchy; too long have we tolerated their arrogance and self-conceit; too long have we toler-
ated their arrogance and self-conceit; too long have we submitted to their unjust and savage exactions.
Let us now wrest from them the sceptre of power, establish liberty and equal rights throughout the land,
and henceforth and forever guard our legislative halls from the pollutions and usurpations of proslavery
demagogues.

* %

... Notwithstanding the fact that the white non-slaveholders of the South, are in the majority, as five
to one, they have never yet had any part or lot in framing the laws under which they live. There is no
legislation except for the benefit of slavery, and slaveholders. As a general rule, poor white persons are
regarded with less esteem and attention than negroes, and though the condition of the latter is
wretched beyond description, vast numbers of the former are infinitely worse off. A cunningly devised
mockery of freedom is guaranteed to them, and that is all. To all intents and purposes they are dis-



franchised, and outlawed, and the only privilege extended to them, is a shallow and circumscribed
participation in the political movements that usher slaveholders into office.

* 3k

The lords of the lash are not only absolute masters of the blacks, who are bought and sold, and
driven about like so many cattle, but they are also the oracles and arbiters of all non-slaveholding
whites, whose freedom is merely nominal, and whose unparalleled illiteracy and degradation is
purposely and fiendishly perpetuated. How little the "poor white trash," the great majority of the
Southern people, know of the real condition of the country is, indeed, sadly astonishing. The truth is,
they know nothing of public measures, and little of private affairs, except what their imperious masters,
the slave-drivers, condescend to tell, and that is but precious little, and even that little, always garbled
and one-sided, is never told except in public harangues; for the haughty cavaliers of shackles and
handcuffs will not degrade themselves by holding private converse with those who have neither dimes
nor hereditary rights in human flesh.

Whenever it pleases, and to the extent it pleases, a slaveholder to become communicative, poor
whites may hear with fear and trembling, but not speak.... If they dare to think for themselves, their
thoughts must be forever concealed. The expression of any sentiment at all conflicting with the gospel of
slavery, dooms them at once in the community in which they live, and then, whether willing or unwilling,
they are obliged to become heroes, martyrs, or exiles.... Non-slaveholders are not only kept in ignorance
of what is transpiring at the North, but they are continually misinformed of what is going on even in the
South. Never were the poorer classes of a people, and those classes so largely in the majority, and all
inhabiting the same country, so basely duped, so adroitly swindled, or so damnably outraged.

It is expected that the stupid and sequacious masses, the white victims of slavery, will believe, and,
as a general thing, they do believe, whatever the slaveholders tell them; and thus it is that they are
cajoled into the notion that they are the freest, happiest and most intelligent people in the world, and
are taught to look with prejudice and disapprobation upon every new principle or progressive
movement. Thus it is that the South, woefully inert and inventionless, has lagged behind the North, and
is now weltering in the cesspool of ignorance and degradation.

* * k¥

Non-slaveholders of the South! farmers, mechanics and workingmen, we take this occasion to assure
you that the slaveholders, the arrogant demagogues whom you have elected to offices of honor and
profit, have hoodwinked you, trifled with you, and used you as mere tools for the consummation of their
wicked designs. They have purposely kept you in ignorance, and have, by moulding your passions and
prejudices to suit themselves, induced you to act in direct opposition to your dearest rights and
interests. By a system of the grossest subterfuge and misrepresentation, and in order to avert, for a sea-
son, the vengeance that will most assuredly overtake them ere long, they have taught you to hate the
abolitionists, who are your best and only true friends. Now, as one of your own number, we appeal to
you to join us in our patriotic endeavors to rescue the generous soil of the South from the usurped and
desolating control of these political vampires. Once and forever, at least so far as this country is
concerned, the infernal question of slavery must be disposed of; a speedy and perfect abolishment of
the whole institution is the true policy of the South—and this is the policy which we propose to pursue.
Will you aid us, will you assist us, will you be freemen, or will you be slaves? These are questions of vital
importance; weigh them well in your minds; come to a prudent and firm decision, and hold yourselves in
readiness to act in accordance therewith. You must either be for us or against us—anti-slavery or
pro-slavery; it is impossible for you to occupy a neutral ground; it is as certain as fate itself, that if you do
not voluntarily oppose the usurpations and outrages of the slav-ocrats, they will force you into
involuntary compliance with their infamous measures. Consider well the aggressive, fraudulent and
despotic power which they have exercised in the affairs of Kansas; and remember that, if, by adhering to



erroneous principles of neutrality or non-resistance, you allow them to force the curse of slavery on that
vast and fertile field, the broad area of all the surrounding States and Territories—the whole nation, in
fact—will soon fall a prey to their diabolical intrigues and machinations. Thus, if you are not vigilant, will
they take advantage of your neutrality, and make you and others the victims of their inhuman
despotism. Do not reserve the strength of your arms until you shall have been rendered powerless to
strike; . ..

Review Questions

1. Did Helper essentially argue that slavery had enslaved the South? How so?

2. Was he worried about the morality of slavery? Explain.

3. Why did Helper's attack enrage, and perhaps frighten, Southerners more than Lincoln's did?



