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History of the South on One Page

1650-1750
Rise of Virginian "Tidewater" culture; "gentleman" farmers establish plantations of sugar, 


cotton, and tobacco.

1793

Eli Whitney invents the cotton gin, which makes cotton growing beyond the seaboard states 


feasible and profitable; cotton country, along with the slave labor system, vastly expands.

1808

Importation of slaves prohibited, but domestic slave trade still legal.

1810-1850
Farmers expand westward into Mississippi, Missouri, and Tennessee.  Before 1820's many 

thoughtful Southerners believed slavery would eventually be abolished.  But afterwards the high 

economic stake in slave labor from rising cotton production encourages apologetics for slavery 

(e.g., Southern ministers use Biblical story of Cain; Northern laborers claimed to be worse off 

than slaves; treatises written arguing Egyptians were white, etc.).

1831

Nat Turner, a religiously inspired black slave, leads a rebellion that concludes with 50 whites 


"murdered"; repression of blacks heightens as a consequence.  Southerners especially fear 


Northern abolitionists will stir up rebellion.  In the South, voices of dissent begin to disappear.

1860
 
Tensions between North and South extreme, particularly over the issue of whether the new 


western states should be slave or free states.  The North is industrial, democratic, and for 



federal sovereignty; whereas the South is agricultural (at the cost of depending upon Northern 


finance and industry), aristocratic, and for states' rights.  The South, boasting of a finer culture 


than that of the North, despises money-grubbing, vulgar Yankees.

1860-1865
The conflict of the Civil War and eventual utter defeat of the South only serves to solidify the 


Southerner notion of belonging to a separate nation.

1865-1877 
Reconstruction period: Military rule by Northerners, and economic catastrophe for the South 

because towns and farms ruined.  Southerners enraged because readmission to the Union 


becomes contingent on passage of state constitutions that would ratify the Civil Rights Act of 

1866, which made blacks equal citizens with suffrage.  Southerners fear blacks will support 

Northerners (Carpetbaggers) who will depredate the South.  Southerners begin to look back 

nostalgically to the past; they romanticize the "Lost Cause" and glorify an ideal of plantation 

culture that never existed.

1865-89
Klu Klux Klan emerges: it especially draws upon poor whites who fear economic rivalry of free 


blacks.  Deep phobias about white culture being "contaminated" by blacks surface.  Lynchings 


will continue up to 1914, mostly for alleged assaults of black men on white women.

1860-1914
Tenant farming replaces the plantation system.

1877

Reconstruction ends.  The South is demilitarized, with rule passing back to Southern whites.

1890-1908 
"Jim Crow" laws enacted which disenfranchise blacks via educational and property 



requirements.  Segregation laws appear.  In 1896, 130,334 blacks voted in Louisiana; eight 


years later only 1242.

1896 

Plessy v. Ferguson court case.  "Separate but equal" decision permits segregation in the schools.

WWI/WWII
South becomes industrialized and self-conscious about its past.  Before WWI, many novels 


written that glorify antebellum days--stereotypes of loyal/ buffoonish blacks, virtuous maidens, 


dashing heroes, etc., all provide a narcotic to deaden the anguish of Reconstruction days.  But 


after WWI many Southerners, as soldiers, had traveled abroad and gained a perspective on 


Southern parochialism.  Ambivalent about their heritage, feeling rooted in and yet alienated by 


the South, Southern writers produce great art out of personal/social tensions.

1953 

Brown v. Board of Education decision outlaws segregation in the schools.

1963

Martin Luther King marches, in protest of segregation, on the state capitol of Alabama.

1964

Civil Rights Act passed that prohibits discrimination.

1965 to now
Greater prosperity in the South, but many lingering problems remain.  Interstate highways and 


McDonalds make every place in the U.S. look like every other place.

