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In the immediate a�ermath of the Civil War, a number of white

southern writers and political leaders worked to construct a favorable

history of the old South and the Confederacy.  Seeking vindication of the

white South in the wake of seemingly crushing defeat, they resurrected

pro-white southern imagery and ideology of earlier years.  In doing so,

these advocates for the white South constructed a “Lost Cause”

mythology and memory of the Civil War and white southern history and

culture.  Speci�cally, they celebrated the South’s natural beauty and

idyllic plantations, supported a white supremacist racial hierarchy in

southern society, claimed liberty as a southern principle and the

American Revolution as southern heritage, wrapped their sectionalism in

a constitutional theory of state sovereignty, and nostalgically glori�ed the

southern past.  In pushing these ideas, these postwar “Lost Causers,” such

as former Confederate president Je�erson Davis and the then-famous

Virginia journalist Edward Pollard-whose 1866 book, The Lost Cause,

probably coined the phrase with its title-picked up where earlier white

southern advocates had le� o�, working to construct a public memory

that would sustain earlier white southern advocates’ vision of an ideal

South and white southerners.[1]

Most historians have examined Lost Cause ideology as a product of

Confederate defeat and have focused on its peak at the turn of the

twentieth century.  But by that time, the Lost Cause had actually been

prominent for decades, since the immediate wake of the Civil War.  In

seeking to uncover the Lost Cause’s origins, this paper will challenge the

work of other historians by examining the �rst months and years a�er

the Civil War, when a group of white southerners worked to salvage their

vision of an idyllic South from defeat.  And in fact, because the early Lost

Cause had grown out of even earlier white southern advocacy, this paper

will push further back, tracing the ideas of the early Lost Cause to

wartime Confederate morale-boosting and to antebellum e�orts to

promote a vision of white southern identity and pride.  Thus, unlike

most scholarship on Civil War memory, which, when it has touched
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upon the Lost Cause’s emergence, has looked to the 1870s-at the earliest-

I plan to look back to the 1860s and earlier, to highlight the continuity of

white southern advocacy from the antebellum to postwar years.[2]

Historians can look beyond the chapter headings that we assign to

history in order to better grasp how individuals experienced the past.

 That the Civil War was both a disruption and a bridge in American

history is particularly important for understanding the roots of the Lost

Cause.[3] Indeed, white southern advocates of the mid-nineteenth

century steadily worked to shape perception of the South.  Before,

during, and a�er the war, they hoped to gain a place in popular culture

for their vision of the ideal South, white southerners, and southern

ideology.  The Lost Cause represented the postwar phase of this broader,

continuous e�ort.

A perusal of mid-nineteenth-century white southern advocacy can reveal

its continuity from the antebellum to the postwar years.  One example of

this continuity entailed the celebration of idyllic plantations and agrarian

prosperity.  In 1852, John Pendleton Kennedy, a novelist who devoted

much of his work to celebrating Virginia, wrote of an “aristocratical old

edi�ce which sits, like a brooding hen, on the southern bank of the

James….sprinkled with oaks whose magni�cent branches a�ord

habitation to sundry friendly colonies of squirrels and woodpeckers.”[4]

Later, such imagery remained part of Confederates’ conception of the

South, as they portrayed an agrarian South �ghting an industrial North.

[5] And it endured a�er the war, when Lost Causers glori�ed the Old

South by idealizing pristinely manicured “plantation vistas.”[6]

White southern advocates also consistently celebrated the broader

natural beauty of the South.  In South Carolinian novelist William

Gilmore Simms’s 1854 book, Southward Ho!, a southerner tells a

northern character, “Give up your Newport and Saratoga tendencies, and

wend south with me in search of cool breezes and a balmy atmosphere.”

 Later, Lost Causers retained pride in the South’s natural beauty: as a

Georgia writer told readers in a passage about the “beautiful South” in

1868, there were “tall pines like stalwart grenadiers of the forest [that

reared] their green-crested heads far into the blue vaulted canopy

above.”[7] A�er all, nature was something that the war-even its

widespread destruction-could not take away from the South.
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A commitment to white supremacist racial hierarchy was also a steady

and prominent part of white southern advocates’ celebration of the

South.  Before and during the war, they had been intent on preserving

slavery and its racial hierarchy.  When the war ended, they sought to

preserve that racial hierarchy, in order to sustain their own power and

also to vindicate the southern past.  Lost Causers were not unique in

their racial bigotry-they were part of a racist world-but they harbored

distinct and pressing fears about living among millions of emancipated

slaves.  Such fears fed their older racial bigotry and drove their

determination to uphold arguments for racial hierarchy.

In upholding those arguments, Lost Causers did not abandon earlier

glori�cations of slavery, even as they reluctantly accepted emancipation

and denied slavery as the war’s central cause.  In 1867, when former

Confederate General Jubal A. Early described slavery as having

“furnished a class of labourers as happy and contented as any in the

world, if not more so,” he joined other Lost Causers in echoing the old

claims of white southern advocates, such as William Harper, who had

argued before the Civil War that “the negro race, from their

temperament and capacity, are peculiarly suited to the situation which

they occupy, and not less happy in it than any corresponding class to be

found in the world.”[8]

White southern advocates also steadily claimed that the South had

defended liberty through its history.[9] They framed southern history as

a tale of self-defense on the part of southern cavaliers skillfully �ghting

outside assault, evident �rst in wars with American-Indians, then in the

Revolution, in resistance to the antebellum federal government and

abolitionists, in war against the invading Union armies, and �nally in

opposition to perceived radical vindictiveness in the wake of the war.  An

1851 account of southern history in the Southern Quarterly
Review asserted that “the North has been the attacking party; the South

has stood on the defense,” just as a�er the Civil War, former Confederate

assistant Secretary of war Albert T. Bledsoe looked back on the con�ict as

one of northern “coercion to put down secession.”[10]

From the prewar to the postwar eras, mid-nineteenth-century white

southern advocates also consistently emphasized a constitutional

principle of state sovereignty as part of their defense of southern

sectional aims and identity.  This represented a legal component of their
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broader e�ort to de�ne and honor white southerners and their culture

and political perspective. As historians Arthur Bestor and Jesse Carpenter

have shown, arguments for state sovereignty had �rst grown as a tool for

protecting slavery, but they became increasingly central to self-conscious

antebellum white southern identity.  Bestor and Carpenter have shown

that antebellum white southern advocates believed the Constitution had

aimed for state sovereignty, which in turn preserved whites’ legal “right”

to slavery.  Meanwhile, the South’s legal thinkers associated the North

with consolidation.[11] During the war, many Confederates continued to

emphasize their constitutional doctrine of “free, sovereign, and

independent states,” as South Carolina’s proclamation of secession put it.

 Later, the Lost Cause contained substantial remnants of this ideology.

 Lost Causers maintained the belief that the Constitution upheld state

sovereignty, white southern power, and white supremacy.  As Albert T.

Bledsoe argued in 1866, the Constitution was “a compact,” established by

“consent…between the States,” which were “sovereign” and which acted as

“separate, independent, and equal bodies.”  Moreover, as the South

“always been in the minority,” its “only sheet-anchor of safety against

the” northern majority consisted of “States [and] their rights,” as designed

by the Constitution.  Benjamin H. Hill of Georgia, a prominent lawyer

and career politician who frequently gave speeches contributing to the

Lost Cause’s glori�cation of the white South, pledged his allegiance in an

1868 speech in Atlanta to the “glorious ancestral doctrine that the States

are equal and that white blood is superior.”  In a later speech, Hill also

expressed the fear that Military Reconstruction Bills “violated the

Constitution [and] degrad[ed] the white race.”[12]

This legal side of the southern defense helped balance the aristocratic tilt

of Old South imagery and the viciousness of racial caste systems.  It also

made the celebration of the South more accessible to Americans at large,

by emphasizing liberty and by tapping constitutional arguments that

many nineteenth-century Americans accepted as legitimate. As Kenneth

Stampp has shown, in the decades following the American Revolution, a

lack of consensus among American citizens about the balance of power

between state and national government helped produce a commitment

to a loose American federalism.[13] This commitment to a loose

federalism included a popular acceptance of the theory of state

sovereignty.  A�er the war, Lost Causers hoped to seize upon this old

acceptance of southern constitutional theory.  They hoped that southern
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legal theory could continue legitimizing their support for secession,

bigotry, and the Confederacy, and continue serving as a more concrete

footing alongside their escapist venture into a land of plantations and

chivalry.

In addition to their constitutional theory, white southern advocates

consistently made the broader claim that the South was the true heir to

the American Founding.  Decades before the war, for example, South

Carolina Senator John Calhoun compared the South’s “love of liberty” to

that of the colonies “at the commencement of the American Revolution.”

 Edmund Ru�n, an agriculturalist and president of the Virginia

Agricultural Society, wrote in a pro-secession work that in response to

the “assaults” of the North, much of the “population of the Southern

States [was] ready to resist and to defend their rights at all hazards,” just

as those of the “patriotic party in the colonies from 1775 to ‘76″ had done.

 Later, during and a�er the war, many white southerners upheld the

claim that the South carried forth the Founders’ legacy.  In 1864,

the Richmond Dispatchdeclared that “the war carried on by Great Britain

against the colonies during the Revolution was waged for subjugation.

 The present war, waged by the Yankees against independent States, is for

the same object.”  Several years a�er the war’s conclusion, former

Confederate Vice President Alexander H. Stephens declared that white

southerners had consistently sought “that liberty and equality…

established by the Constitution [that] men of 1776 had periled their lives…

to establish.”  Sallie Brock Putnam, a Virginian writer, wrote in 1867, that

the Confederate cause had represented “the cause of the revolution” and

had been fought by “the Southern soldier-the Rebel, as he was proud to

be termed-in his struggle for the birthright inherited him from his

‘forefathers, who too had rebelled.’”  Albert T. Bledsoe wrote in 1866 that

“the creed of the fathers, the creed of all sections in 1787, the creed of all

the States for more than thirty years a�er the formation of the ‘more

perfect Union;’ was substantially the creed of the South in 1861.”[14]

Nostalgia was also a steady part of white southern advocacy, even before

the Civil War. Indeed, the Lost Cause’s focus on the past and on southern

loss emerged from a longtime sense among white southern advocates

that the ideal South was fragile in the face of powerful threats.   White

southern advocates, even before the war, displayed a pronounced

tendency to focus on southern losses-and former glory-as a way to
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dramatically celebrate the region.  This nostalgia was strikingly

prominent, and it centered upon the glori�cation of an ideal South.  As

early as 1835, William Gilmore Simms described the town of Dorchester,

“one of the visible dwelling-places of Time; and the ruins that still mock,

to a certain extent, his destructive progress.”  In the 1850s, John

Pendleton Kennedy remembered “country life in Virginia, as it existed in

the �rst quarter of the present century,” and he observed that the “Old

Dominion is losing somewhat of the raciness of her once peculiar… cast

of manners.  The mellow, bland, and sunny luxuriance of her old-time

society…are modi�ed at the present day.”  Later, during the Civil War,

nostalgia remained a part of white southern advocacy. South Carolinian

poet Henry Timrod longingly wondered during the war,

Is there indeed a door,

Where the old pastimes, with their lawful noise,

And all the merry round of Christmas joys,

Could enter as of yore?

And in the wake of the war, nostalgia de�ned Lost Cause mythology to

an even greater extent, as Lost Causers framed their entire celebration of

the idealized South through the lens of Confederate defeat and the

sorrow of southern destruction.  Thus, a Georgia novelist could write to

her readers in 1868 that she hoped to cast “one last, fond, lingering look

on our Southern homes as they existed before the red hand of war made

them desolate.”[15]

There were other elements of continuity within mid-nineteenth century

white southern advocacy (including a celebration of southern character

and patriarchy), but the examples above e�ectively give a sense of their

extent.  All this continuity, however, raises a crucial question: did

anything change in Lost Causers’ celebration of the South?

Clearly, the Civil War must have had an impact on white southerners

who had lost their quest for political independence and racial slavery.

 But signi�cant continuity existed within the southern cultural defense

through the mid-nineteenth century, resulting from the fact that the Lost

Cause emerged almost immediately from the ruins, bringing older

southern ideas and pride with it. Indeed, a�er �ghting a war over such
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fundamental concepts as Union, federalism, slavery, and the

Constitution, Lost Causers chose to confront defeat as many people

might: by holding onto what they could.

Thus early Lost Causers couched their mythology about the South’s

recent war e�ort in older ideas.  They lacked the consensus that emerged

over time into polished doctrine (for example, the idolization of Robert

E. Lee had not yet reached full tilt), but they rapidly promoted a

blueprint for Lost Cause orthodoxy that was possible precisely because

they extracted much of their ideology from southern thought of the

antebellum and wartime years.  Thus, they built a bridge to earlier eras,

as they worked to garner support for the white South, gain power, and

defend the white South against perceived outside attack.  In using ideas

that earlier white southern advocates had made popular, Lost Causers

distorted southern life and history as much as their predecessors had.

 Consolidating years of white southern thoughts and fears was part of

Lost Causers’ ambitious attempt to fuse all of white southern history into

a sweeping, attractive abstract of regional heritage.[16]

They faced a challenge, however, in that the Confederacy had seemingly

been the culminating experiment in the quest to realize white southern

advocates’ longstanding vision.  With the experiment crushed, how could

Lost Causers maintain older ideals?  By exploring the Lost Cause’s roots,

we can begin to answer that question.  Many of the early Lost Causers

sought to achieve with memory what they had not achieved with war, re-

�ghting “the war with a pen,” in the words of Rollin G. Osterweis.  The

Lost Cause, while not a denial of the war’s end, did o�en seem a

perennial e�ort to stave o� unconditional surrender.  And that e�ort

meant holding onto ideas that had led them to war.  As E. A. Pollard of

Virginia wrote in 1866, the South had “thrown down the sword to take up

the weapons of argument,” but postwar southerners did not have to “lose

their…former habits of thought.”  Thus, even as Lost Cause literature

made nostalgic pronouncements about a doomed, vanquished southern

world-a “Lost Cause“!-it also sought to sustain as much of the earlier

celebration of the Old South as possible.[17]

Lost Causers pronounced their vision a “Lost Cause,” even as they

pursued that cause’s victory.  They believed that this cause centered upon

the continued celebration of the South’s cultural heritage.  Thus, Lost

Causers grappled with the failure of the Confederate experiment by
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carrying forward a number of the arguments that white southerners had

long used to celebrate themselves and their region.  The Confederacy

was to have been the capstone for those arguments; in the wake of its

destruction, the Lost Cause took its place as the central vehicle for

maintaining a vision of the ideal South and of white southerners.  Lost

Causers’ success in upholding some arguments did not mean that they

achieved a complete victory in the nineteenth century.  A�er the Civil

War, for example, the Republican Party gained long-term ascendance,

and a number of northerners, Union veterans, and African-Americans

published narratives that directly countered Lost Cause e�orts to

vindicate the Confederacy and celebrate white southerners.[18] But Lost

Causers were able to sustain many ideas of earlier white southern

advocacy.  Historians need not overplay postwar reconciliation or the

South’s idealization in popular culture to see that views of the early Lost

Causers found their way into the nation and its understanding of the

Civil War and the Old South.

For white southern advocates before, during, and a�er the war, the

emphasis on promoting a cultural ideal sometimes did blend with more

tangible aims.  When this happened, white southern advocates o�en

diverged in their speci�c goals, even as they continued to share a broader

cultural ideal.  Certainly white southern advocates shared some tangible

goals, such as their e�orts to counter abolitionists before the war and

radical Republicans a�er it ended.  But what they really shared, through

the years, was the aim of preserving their image of the ideal South within

southern-and ultimately American-popular culture and perception.[19]

Although white southern advocates did not always consciously work

together, they shared a vision of the South as a distinct, superior region

and white southerners as a distinct, superior people.  And when they

could, they used this vision to help attain future southern power and

shape southern society.

White southern advocates celebrated their ideal South for its own sake,

even as they also hoped that this celebration would vindicate the

southern past, sustain southern pride, and, broadly speaking, provide

inspiration for the southern future.  Indeed, although they diverged in

their goals for the future, white southern advocates consistently

promoted their image of an ideal South for posterity.  As E. A. Pollard

wrote in his work, The Lost Cause, a year a�er Appomattox, “the author
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aspires to place the history of the War above political

misrepresentations.”  In stating this goal, Pollard revealed white southern

advocates’ real desire to inject their own view into popular memory and

politics.  Even if their southern ideal could not translate into perfect

policy-let alone military victory-it could preserve their idea of southern

values, heritage, and identity.  For white southern advocates, their ideal

represented society at its best.  They greatly valued this ideal as a cultural

model, evident in their proli�c e�orts to cement its image in popular

culture with books, articles, and speeches.[20]

From the antebellum to the postwar years, white southern advocates

adapted their basic ideas to dramatically changing circumstances and

challenges.  From the 1830s to the1850s, writers like John Pendleton

Kennedy and William Gilmore Simms, along with political �gures like

the Fire Eater William Lowndes Yancey of Alabama, an ardent

secessionist who served in the House of Representatives and who gained

fame as an orator, defended their region with a glori�ed vision of the

Old South.  During the war, writers like John Esten Cooke and Augusta

Jane Evans, along with the Confederacy’s military and political

leadership, focused on the Confederacy and morale, but they used older

imagery of an idyllic South to do so.  A�er the war, Lost Causers, from

General Jubal Early to lawyer and politician Benjamin Hill, used the

same ideas to vindicate the southern past and to in�uence the postwar

Union.

Any historical explanation of the in�uential Lost Cause mythology must

explore the consistency and continuity of white southern advocacy from

the antebellum years to the early Lost Cause.  By uncovering the origins

and emergence of the Lost Cause in the e�orts of white southern

advocates of the mid-nineteenth century, we can gain further

understanding of the Lost Cause’s place within American history and

thought.  In the immediate wake of the Civil War, Lost Causers sought to

limit the terms of white southern surrender, accepting Union and

emancipation but nothing more.  They achieved surprising success, as

they helped sti�e northern aims for Reconstruction and successfully

promoted a vision of an Old South-with imagery of manicured

plantations, praise for noble southern soldiers, and claims about bene�ts

of harsh racial hierarchy-within southern and then American popular

perception.  In shaping such perception, they incorporated the war and
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Reconstruction into earlier southern celebration.  Their postwar e�orts,

resting upon those of earlier white southern advocates, produced a

prominent Lost Cause memory of the South, the Confederacy, and the

Civil War, which in time would become an enduring piece of broader

American culture.
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