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William Henry Seward, “The Irrepressible Conflict” (1858) 

 As the controversy over the expansion of slavery intensified during the 1850s, a new 
political party, the Republican, rose to dominance in the North. The party’s appeal rested on the 
idea of “free labor.” Republicans glorified the North as the home of progress, opportunity, and 
freedom. The defining quality of northern society, Republicans insisted, was the opportunity it 
offered each laborer to move up to the status of landowning farmer or independent craftsmen, 
thus achieving the economic independence essential to freedom. Slavery, by contrast, spawned a 
social order consisting of degraded slaves, poor whites with no hope of advancement, and idle 
aristocrats. Slavery, Republicans insisted, must be kept out of the western territories so that free 
labor could flourish.  
 One of the most powerful statements of the Republican outlook was delivered in a speech 
on October 25, 1858, in Rochester, New York, by New York Senator William H. Seward. Seward 
described the nation’s division into free labor and slave societies as an “irrepressible conflict” 
between “two systems” of society that were fundamentally different. Although Seward 
condemned slavery as immoral, his essential argument had to do with economic development 
and national unity. The market revolution, he argued, was drawing the entire nation closer 
together in a web of transportation and commerce, thus heightening the tension between freedom 
and slavery. The United States, he predicted, “must and will, sooner or later, become either 
entirely a slaveholding nation, or entirely a free-labor nation.”  
 

Our country is a theatre, which exhibits, in full operation, two radically different political 

systems; the one resting on the basis of servile or slave labor, the other on voluntary labor of 

freemen.  

The laborers who are enslaved are all Negroes, or persons more or less purely of African 

derivation. But this is only accidental. The principle of the system is, that labor in every society, 

by whomsoever performed, is necessarily unintellectual, grovelling and base; and that the 

laborer, equally for his own good and for the welfare of the State, ought to be enslaved. The 

white laboring man, whether native or foreigner, is not enslaved, only because he cannot, as yet, 

be reduced to bondage… 

Θ 

One of the chief elements of the value of human life is freedom in the pursuit of 

happiness. The slave system is not only intolerable, unjust, and inhuman, toward the laborer, 

whom, only because he is a laborer, it loads down with chains and converts into merchandise, 

but is scarcely less severe upon the freeman, to whom, only because he is a laborer from 

necessity , it denies facilities for employment, and whom it expels from the community because 

it cannot enslave and convert into merchandise also. It is necessarily improvident and ruinous, 

because, as a general truth, communities prosper and flourish, or droop and decline, in just the 
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degree that they practise or neglect to practise the primary duties of justice and humanity. The 

free-labor system conforms to the divine law of equality, which is written in the hearts and 

consciences of man, and therefore is always and everywhere beneficent.  

The slave system is one of constant danger, distrust, suspicion, and watchfulness. It 

debases those whose toil alone can produce wealth and resources for defence, to the lowest 

degree of which human nature is capable, to guard against mutiny and insurrection, and thus 

wastes energies which otherwise might be employed in national development and 

aggrandizement. The free-labor system educates all alike, and by opening all the fields of 

industrial employment and all the departments of authority, to the unchecked and equal rivalry of 

all classes of men, at once secures universal contentment, and brings into the highest possible 

activity all the physical, moral, and social energies of the whole state. In states where the slave 

system prevails, the masters, directly or indirectly, secure all political power, and constitute a 

ruling aristocracy. In states where the free-labor system prevails, universal suffrage necessarily 

obtains, and the state inevitably becomes, sooner or later, a republic or democracy… 

Θ 

The two systems are at once perceived to be incongruous. But they are more than 

incongruous-they are incompatible. They never have permanently existed together in one 

country, and they never can. It would be easy to demonstrate this impossibility, from the 

irreconcilable contrast between their great principles and characteristics. But the experience of 

mankind has conclusively established it…. 

Θ 

Hitherto, the two systems have existed in different States, but side by side within the 

American Union. This has happened because the Union is a confederation of States. But in 

another aspect the United States constitute only one nation. Increase of population, which is 

filling the States out to their very borders, together with a new and extended network of railroads 

and other avenues,, and an internal commerce which daily becomes more intimate, is rapidly 

bringing the States into a higher and more perfect social unity or consolidation. Thus, these 

antagonistic systems are continually coming into closer contact, and collision results.  

Shall I tell you what this collision means? They who think that it is accidental, 

unnecessary, the work of interested or fanatical agitators, and therefor ephemeral, mistake the 

case altogether. It is an irrepressible conflict between opposing and enduring forces, and it means 
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that the United States must and will, sooner or later, become either entirely a slaveholding 

nation, or entirely a free-labor nation. Either the cotton and rice fields of South Carolina and the 

sugar plantations of Louisiana will ultimately be tilled by free labor, and Charleston and New 

Orleans become marts of legitimate merchandise alone, or else the rye-fields and wheat-fields of 

Massachusetts and New York must again be surrendered by their farmers to slave culture and to 

the production of slaves, and Boston and New York becomes once more markets for trade in the 

bodies and souls of men…. 

Θ 

Thus far the course of that contest has not been according to their humane anticipations 

and wishes. In the field of federal politics, slavery, deriving unlooked-for advantages from 

commercial changes, and energies unforeseen from the facilities of combination between 

members of the slaveholding class and between that class and other property classes, early 

rallied, and has at length made a stand, not merely to retain its original defensive position, but to 

extend its sway throughout the whole Union….*** This is a Constitution of Freedom. It is being 

converted into a Constitution of Slavery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


