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Union sergeant and companion

Dudden’s focus on it constrains her analysis. Did
Stanton really launch racist diatribes because
Phillips deprived her cause of money? Surely the
pervasive racism of 19th-century America had
something to do with Stanton’s attitude, as did
her position of relative privilege and her distance—she lived in New York City—from the
turmoil of the postwar South. Dudden insists
that Phillips, in making the antislavery cause
primary even after chattel slavery was declared
dead, upheld a “pretense that ‘slavery’ was still at
issue.” But she acknowledges that immediately
after the war President Andrew Johnson
“warned that emancipation was only an experiment.” Can Phillips honestly be accused of
upholding a mere “pretense” in the face of what
appeared a genuine threat to the cause he and
others had worked so hard for?
In her eagerness to play down Stanton’s
racism, Dudden emphasizes Stanton’s lawyerly
tendency to argue “in the alternative”—her penchant for trying out different arguments, even

conflicting and racist ones, so
long as she could gain some
ground. And Dudden recounts
other expressions of racial intolerance, including those of Lucy
Stone, a supporter of black suffrage, perhaps in an effort to
make Stanton and Anthony’s
bigotry appear less conspicuous.
All this gives readers a vivid
sense of the intensely emotional
and rancorous political landscape in which reformers
worked immediately after the
Civil War. Yet too much in this
account hinges on highly personal developments that cannot
be considered the most telling
aspects of the story. Ultimately,
the “fighting chance” for winning women’s suffrage was lost
not because of Wendell Phillips’s
arrogance or Elizabeth Cady
Stanton’s lawyerly style of argumentation, but because Americans remained
immersed in a climate of intense racial conflict.
This volatile atmosphere convinced Phillips and
other reformers that a campaign to advance voting rights for women was a liability in the critical
work of securing, in the fullest sense, black
emancipation.
Nina Silber, a professor of history at Boston University, has
written extensively about gender relations in the Civil War era.

Battle Over Britain
Reviewed by Don H. Doyle

During the 1860s, the
AWORLD ON FIRE:
world watched with tremenBritain’s Crucial
dous interest as the United
Role in the
States descended into a fratAmerican Civil War.
ricidal war that seemed to
By Amanda Foreman.
Random House.
doom the young country to
956 pp. $35
fragmentation and prove the
experiment in democratic self-government a
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failure. There were two conflicts: the land war
and the diplomatic duel over the recognition
of the Confederacy as a sovereign nation.
British historian Amanda Foreman has written a splendid book that weaves the war in
America together with the diplomatic contest
in Britain, the most crucial foreign battle
zone.
A century and a half ago, Britain was the
world’s mightiest maritime power. It also possessed a large industrial economy that
depended heavily on cotton from the South.
The South’s fire-eaters dashed into secession
confident that Britain would recognize the
Confederacy’s independence and aid its struggle with loans, ships, and arms, perhaps even
outright military intervention. This confidence derived not only from Britain’s economic interests but from Southerners’ knowledge that Britain feared that a “cotton famine”
might ignite revolutionary social unrest
among its workers. King Cotton “waves his
scepter . . . over the island of Great Britain,”
one of the secessionists boasted.
Britain’s government and its people were at
odds over which side to support. Though the
public was strongly antislavery, at the outset
of the war it was not clear that the North
intended to end the institution, nor that it
had any higher moral purpose than to preserve national boundaries. Diplomats and
propagandists for North and South worked
diligently, often in secret, to persuade politicians, the press, and the public of the righteousness of their respective sides’ causes.
Foreman deftly shifts among the bloodsoaked battlefields in America, the marble
halls of government, and the grungy offices of
diplomatic legations abroad, building suspense as the fortunes of war and international
politics changed by the day.
Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of state,
William H. Seward, thought secession was all
bluff. Even after shots had been fired, he
entertained a scheme to foment a war against
Spain, France, or Britain that, in his imagina-
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tion, might bring the South into patriotic solidarity against an alien enemy. “If any European Power provokes a war,” he told William
Howard Russell, war correspondent for the
hugely influential Times of London, “we shall
not shrink from it. A contest between Great
Britain and the United States would wrap the
world in fire.” Some thought Seward was coming unhinged from the strain of the secession
crisis, but he deliberately and repeatedly
issued the same warning to members of the
Washington diplomatic corps.
Foreman’s book, despite its ominous title,
is about how the highly combustible relations
between these “uneasy cousins” came close to
igniting but did not. In November 1861, two
Confederate agents were apprehended by
crewmen of a U.S. warship who had come
aboard a British mail packet, the Trent, in the
Bahama Channel. The resulting dispute
brought the two nations dangerously close to
war before Seward agreed to let the agents go.
That Anglo-American relations survived had
much to do with Britain’s self-interest—it valued
wheat from the North as much as cotton from
the South. British leaders also feared a third
costly war with the United States, this time with
Britain’s tenuous possession of Canada at risk.
Most important, by early 1863 Lincoln had
transformed the conflict into a war for emancipation, and the British public rallied to the cause
of the “Union and Liberty,” forcing Britain not
only to remain neutral but to halt the secret construction of Confederate ships in British ports.
The Union’s victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg in July 1863 coincided with the changing
perception abroad that the Confederacy’s cause
was to perpetuate human slavery and the
Union’s was to end it.
Foreman fills her pages with a large cast of
fascinating characters, many of them prominent public figures and many more of whom
most readers will never have heard: Benjamin
Moran, a disgruntled underling in the U.S.
legation in London, poured out his tortured
soul in a richly detailed diary. Frank Vizetelly,
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an artist covering the war for The Illustrated
London News, seems always to have been on
the scene with his keen eye and facile pen.
Confederate soldier Francis Dawson, one of
some 50,000 Britons who participated in the
war on both sides, provided keen observations
at every stage of the conflict.
Foreman, who made a splash several years
ago with Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire,
which was made into a movie starring Keira
Knightly, has produced a book that is solidly
grounded in a prodigious amount of research.
Eminent historians have gone before her, but
she breaks new ground in telling this vastly
complicated story through the eyes of myriad
characters. She is also remarkably evenhanded. She brings partisans of North and
South, American and British, on stage to tell
their story, but in the end she upholds the
British tradition of neutrality.
Don H. Doyle, a professor of history at the University of South
Carolina, was a public policy scholar at the Woodrow Wilson Center earlier this year. He is at work on a book about the international
context of the Civil War.

lagher has been an establishment stalwart. He is
the editor of a respected series on significant
Civil War battles and campaigns; author of a
number of books on the conflict and its cultural
legacies, including The Confederate War (1997);
and a mentor to many of the field’s most prominent young scholars.
The premise of The Union War is simple:
Preserving the Union, rather than abolishing
slavery, “remained the paramount goal” for the
North. Recent generations of Civil War scholars
have completely missed the boat, Gallagher
argues. In their quest to resurrect the reputations of abolitionists, emancipationists, and
“Radical” Republicans—that is, folks whose values seem more in accord with our own—and
uncover the agency of American slaves, they
have marginalized the central actors in the great
drama, sullied the federal government and its
representatives with charges of racism, and completely misread the social cum political cum cultural milieu of the 1860s. He rightly castigates
historians of the Civil War who treat it as “a

At War Over the War
Reviewed by Kevin Adams

Many historians who
THE UNION WAR.
specialize in other periods of
By Gary W. Gallagher.
U.S. history regard the Civil
Harvard Univ. Press.
War as the bastion of antiquar215 pp. $27.95
ians. Their irritation is inflamed by the public’s unending fascination
with the war, reflected in the impressive sales
figures for academic studies in the field (which
swamp those of books in other domains of history) and in the tendency of ordinary Americans
to ask historians questions about Chancellorsville rather than their own work.
So it is surprising that leading Civil War historian Gary W. Gallagher, in his book The
Union War, gives aid and comfort to his scholarly enemies by launching his own attack on
other specialists in the Civil War era. A professor of history at the University of Virginia, Gal-

Union soldier in dress uniform

S u m m e r 2 0 1 1 ■ Wi l s o n Q ua r t e r l y

101

