
 
HINTON HELPER, “THE IMPENDING CRISIS” (1857) 

 
Questions:  

1. How does Helper characterize the relationship between the North and the South? 
2. How does Helper describe southern society? 
3. To what does he attribute the condition of the South? Whom does he seem to hold most responsible? 
4. What is Helper's family background? Why do you think he includes this information? 
5. What is Helper's solution to problems in the South? 
6. Compare Helper's views to those expressed by George Fitzhugh.  Give several examples. 

 
In the three decades preceding the Civil War, many white southerners vigorously defended slavery. 

Proslavery arguments drew inspiration from many sources including claims of black genetic inferiority, theology, 
history, and contemporary criticism of northern industrial society. Simultaneously, the South instituted laws that 
prevented public discussion of slavery. Abolitionist publications were seized and destroyed. Critics of slavery were 
intimidated and forced to leave the region. 

Despite this climate, Hinton Rowan Helper (1829-1909), a white southerner, wrote a devastating critique 
of southern society. In The Impending Crisis of the South: How to Meet It (1857), Helper attacked slavery for 
debasing non-slaveholding whites and retarding southern economic progress. Although he advocated abolition, he 
was also a racist who called for freed slaves to be exported to Africa or Latin America. 

The Impending Crisis sent shockwaves through the nation. While northerners applauded Helper's expose, 
southerners threatened his life and banned his book. After safety concerns forced Helper to flee the South, 
President Abraham Lincoln granted him a diplomatic appointment to Buenos Aries, where he served from 1861 to 
1866. Upon returning to the U.S., Helper pursued a failed career as a political lobbyist. He committed suicide in 
1909. (Some spelling has been modernized.) 
 
 

Otis 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!... 

But it can hardly be necessary to say more in illustration of this unmanly and unnational dependence, which 
is so glaring that it cannot fail to be apparent to even the most careless and superficial observer. All the world sees, 
or ought to see, that in a commercial, mechanical, manufactural, financial, and literary point of view, we are as 
helpless as babes; that, in comparison with the Free States, our agricultural resources have been greatly 
exaggerated, misunderstood and mismanaged; and that, instead of cultivating among ourselves a wise policy of 
mutual assistance and co-operation with respect to individuals, and of self-reliance with respect to the South at 
large, instead of giving countenance and encouragement to the industrial enterprises projected in our midst, and 
instead of building up, aggrandizing and beautifying our own States, cities and towns, we have been spending our 
substance at the North, and are daily augmenting and strengthening the very power which now has us so completely 
under its thumb.... 
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[W]e feel no disposition to mince matters, but mean to speak plainly, and to the point, without any 
equivocation, mental reservation, or secret evasion whatsoever. The son of a venerated parent, who, while he lived, 
was a considerate and merciful slaveholder, a native of the South, born and bred in North Carolina..., a Southerner 
by instinct and by all the influences of thought, habits, and kindred, and with the desire and fixed purpose to reside 
permanently within the limits of the South, and with the expectation of dying there also-we feel that we have the 
right to express our opinion, however humble or unimportant it may be, on any and every question that affects the 
public good; and, so help us God... 

And now to the point. In our opinion, an opinion which has been formed from data obtained by assiduous 
researches, and comparisons, from laborious investigation, logical reasoning, and earnest reflection, 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 frees oiler, 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. With the free state men in Kansas and Nebraska, we sympathize with all our heart We 
love the whole country, the great family of states and territories, one and inseparable.... 

That we shall encounter opposition we consider as certain; perhaps we may even be subjected to insult and 
violence. From the conceited and cruel oligarchy of the South, we could look for nothing less. But we shall shrink 
from no responsibility, and do nothing unbecoming a man; we know how to repel indignity, and if assaulted, shall 
not fail to make the blow recoil upon the aggressor's head.... 

But, thanks to heaven, we have no ominous forebodings of the result of the contest now pending between 
Liberty and Slavery in this confederacy. Though neither a prophet nor the son of a prophet, our vision is sufficiently 
penetrative to divine the future so far as to be able to see that the "peculiar institution" has but a short, and as 
heretofore, inglorious existence before it. Time, the righter of every wrong, is ripening events for the desired 
consummation of our labors and the fulfillment of our cherished hopes. Each revolving year brings nearer the 
inevitable crisis. The sooner it comes the better; may heaven, through our humble efforts, hasten its advent. 

The first and most sacred duty of every Southerner, who has the honor and the interest of his country at 
heart, is to declare himself an unqualified and uncompromising abolitionist. No conditional or half-way declaration 
will avail; no mere threatening demonstration will succeed. With those who desire to be instrumental in bringing 
about the triumph of liberty over slavery, there should be neither evasion, vacillation, nor equivocation. We should 
listen to no modifying terms or compromises that may be proposed by the proprietors of the unprofitable and 
ungodly institution. 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 submitted to their unjust 
and savage exactions. Let us now wrest from them the scepter 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. ... 

It is not so much in its moral and religious aspects that we propose to discuss the question of slavery, as in 
its social and political character and influences. To say nothing of the sin and the shame of slavery, we believe it is 
a most expensive and unprofitable institution; and if our brethren of the South will but throw aside their unfounded 
prejudices and preconceived opinions, and give us a fair and patient hearing, we feel confident, that we can bring 
them to the same conclusion. Indeed, we believe we shall be enabled-not alone by our own contributions, but with 
the aid of incontestable facts and arguments which we shall introduce from other sources-to convince all true-
hearted, candid and intelligent Southerners, who may chance to read our book, (and we hope their name may be 



legion) that slavery, and nothing but slavery, has retarded the progress and prosperity of our portion of the Union; 
depopulated and impoverished our cities by forcing the more industrious and enterprising natives of the soil to 
emigrate to the free states; brought our domain under a sparse and inert population by preventing foreign 
immigration; made us tributary to the North, and reduced us to the humiliating condition of mere provincial 
subjects in fact, though not in name. We believe, moreover, that every patriotic Southerner thus convinced will feel 
it a duty he owes to himself, to his country, and to his God, to become a thorough, inflexible, practical 
abolitionist…. 

The liberation of five millions of "poor white trash" from the second degree of slavery, and of three 
millions of miserable kidnapped negroes from the first degree, cannot be accomplished too soon. That it was not 
accomplished many years ago is our misfortune. It now behooves us to take a bold and determined stand in defense 
of the inalienable rights of ourselves and of our fellow men, and to avenge the multiplicity of wrongs, social and 
political, which we have suffered at the hands of a villainous oligarchy. It is madness to delay…. 

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 molding 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 season, 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?.... 
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