
Slavery moved to the center of national politics in the 1840s because of 

territorial expansion. By the 1840s, nearly all land east of the Mississippi was in white hands, 

and economic crisis pushed many settlers west. Several thousand traveled nearly 2,000 miles 

to Oregon in the far northwest. During the 1840s, the United States and Great Britain jointly 

administered Oregon. The idea that Americans had a divine mission to settle the continent, 

known by the end of the 1840s as “manifest destiny,” intensified in these years.  

America’s acquisition of part of Mexico directly raised the issue of slavery.   Even prior to 

winning that region in the war with Mexico, Americans did not really pay mind to borders and 

settled the land as if it was already part of the United States.

The acquisition of the vast Mexico territory raised a fatal issue that would 

disrupt America’s political system and drive the nation to Civil War —whether slavery would 

expand into the West. Ralph Waldo Emerson predicted that if the United States took part of 

Mexico, “it will be as the man who swallows arsenic. . . . Mexico will poison us.” Events proved 

him right.

Before 1846, the status of slavery throughout the United States had been 

settled by the Missouri Compromise. But the conquest of Mexico reignited the question of 

slavery’s expansion. In 1846, Pennsylvania Congressman David Wilmot introduced a bill 

prohibiting slavery from the territory acquired from Mexico. Party lines collapsed. Every 

northerner, Whig and Democrat, supported the Wilmot Proviso. Almost all southerners 

opposed it. The measure passed the House, which had a northern majority, but stalled in the 

Senate, which was evenly split between free and slave states. In 1848, opponents of slave 

expansion organized the Free Soil Party and nominated Martin Van Buren for president. Whig 

candidate and Mexican War hero Zachary Taylor won the presidential election. But the Free 

Soil Party made anti-slavery a political force to be reckoned with.
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The Free Soil Appeal – i.e. the “Free Labor Ideology”

The Free Soil position was far more popular in the North than abolitionist demands for 

immediate emancipation and equal rights for blacks. While Congress had no constitutional 

power to abolish slavery within a state, precedents existed for keeping territories free of 

slavery, such as the Northwest Ordinance and the Missouri Compromise. Many in the North 

long resented what they saw as southern domination of the federal government. Preventing the 

creation of new slave states appealed to those who wanted policies, such as the tariff and 

government aid to internal improvements, which most southern political leaders opposed.

For many northerners, western territories promised economic advancement and prosperity. 

Economic crisis in the 1840s reinforced the old link between land ownership and 

economic freedom – i.e. many artisans and newly emerging wage earners (remember the 

Market Revolution) saw access to western land as a means of fighting unemployment and low 

wages in the East. If slave plantations took up western lands, free northern migration would be 

blocked. “Free soil” had a double meaning. The Free Soil platform of 1848 called on the federal 

government to both bar slavery from western lands and offer free homesteads (property, 

farms) to settlers in the new territories. Unlike abolitionism, “free soil” did not challenge 

widespread northern racism.  In other words, “free soilers” were quite racist, but felt that their 

labor (i.e. that of the “white” worker) could not complete with slave labor.

To many in the white south, barring slavery from the territories seemed a violation of the equal 

rights of southerners, some of whom had fought and died in the Mexican War. They 

complained that the federal government had no right to keep them from bringing one kind of 

property—their human property—into the territories. With older slave states suffering from soil 

exhaustion, southern leaders believed that slavery needed to expand to survive. 



Problems of Sectional Balance
in 1850

ß Underground RR & fugitive slave issues:

▪ Prigg v. Pennsylvania (1842)

▪ Personal liberty laws

Prigg v. Pennsylvania

A pre–Civil War case, Prigg v. Pennsylvania, declared unconstitutional all fugitive slave laws enacted by 
the states on the ground that the federal law provided the exclusive remedy for the return of runaway 
slaves.

The national debate over Slavery grew in intensity beginning in the 1840s. Many of the Northern 
states demonstrated their hostility to slavery by enacting laws (i.e. personal liberty laws) that 
attempted to frustrate Southern slave owners who came North in search of runaway slaves. Slave 
owners were outraged at these laws, arguing that the federal Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 gave them the 
right to reclaim their property without interference by state government. In other words, they 
depended on the federal government to help them reclaim runaways.

In 1842 the U.S. Supreme Court resolved the issue in Prigg v. Pennsylvania.

Edward Prigg, a professional slave catcher, seized Margaret Morgan, a runaway slave from Maryland 
living in Pennsylvania. Prigg applied to a state magistrate for certificates of removal under the federal 
Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 and an 1826 Pennsylvania personal liberty law. Prigg needed the certificates 
to legally remove Morgan and her two children to Maryland. The Pennsylvania law had a higher 
standard of proof for demonstrating the slave owner applicant's title to the slaves. After the 
magistrate refused to issue the certificates, Prigg illegally returned the slaves to Maryland. 
Pennsylvania indicted Prigg for kidnapping under the 1826 law and extradited him from Maryland. 
Following his conviction, Prigg appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court.
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By an 8–1 vote, the Court reversed his conviction. Writing for the Court, Justice Joseph 
Story concluded that the Pennsylvania law was unconstitutional because it conflicted with the federal 
act. 

As an extension of his conclusion, Story ruled that states were not compelled to enforce the federal 
fugitive slave provisions. It would be inconsistent and without legal basis, he reasoned, for the Court to 
declare the preeminence of federal law and then require state courts to help carry out the law. 
Therefore, the federal government was responsible to procure the return of fugitive slaves. 

The Prigg decision angered slavery opponents.  In 1843 Massachusetts passed an act that forbade any 
state official from participating in the return of a fugitive slave under the 1793 federal law. Other 
Northern states passed similar acts.

Slave owners soon became aware that the withdrawal of state support curtailed their ability to return 
slaves to the South. In other words, the slaveowners were kind of stuck – i.e. the choice was to either 
deal with the more stringent fugitive slave laws enacted by northern states [i.e. the personal liberty 
laws that were voided] or lose any state support in getting back runaway slaves.  To be sure, there 
were not enough federal magistrates to process applications under the 1793 law. This led to 
the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850.
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Compromise of 1850

The Compromise of 1850 was an intricate package of five bills, passed on September 4, 1850, 
defusing a four year confrontation between the slave states of the South and the free states of 
the North that arose from expectation of territorial expansion of the United States with the Texas 
Annexation (December 29, 1845) and the following Mexican-American War (1846–1848). 

It avoided secession or civil war at the time and quieted sectional conflict for four years until the 
divisive Kansas–Nebraska Act.

The Compromise was greeted with relief though each side disliked specific provisions. 

1. The South avoided the Wilmot Proviso (attempts to ban slavery in any territory obtained as a 
result of the US/MEX war) (It passed the House but failed in the Senate, where the South had 
greater representation. It was reintroduced in February 1847 and again passed the House 
and failed in the Senate. In 1848, an attempt to make it part of the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo also failed. Sectional conflict over slavery in the Southwest continued up to the 
Compromise of 1850.

2. the South got the possibility of slave states via popular sovereignty in the new New Mexico 
Territory and Utah Territory, 

3. a stronger Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which in practice outraged Northern public opinion; 
(which authorized the appointment of a federal commissioner in every county in the United 
States who could issue certificates of removal for fugitive slaves. Persons who interfered in 
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the process were subject to criminal penalties. The 1850 act caused many runaway slaves to 
move to Canada.)

4. and preservation of slavery in the national capital, though the slave trade was banned

To make a long and pointless story short -- Whig Senator Henry Clay (Kentucky) failed to get the 
compromise through (and finally quit politics!!!!!!! IT’S ABOUT TIME!!!) – so in the next session of 
Congress, Democratic Senator Stephen Douglas (Illinois) and Whig Senator Daniel Webster 
(Massachusetts) got it passed as an omnibus bill.

It is ironic that the South supported the Fugitive Slave Act because that law gave enormous 
power to the federal government to override local authorities, which is something that the 
South had traditionally opposed.
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Harriet
Beecher
Stowe

(1811 – 1896)

So this is the lady who 
started the Civil War.

-- Abraham Lincoln
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Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin

1852

▪ Sold 300,000 copies in
the first year.

▪ 2 million in a decade!
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1852 Presidential Election

√ Franklin Pierce           Gen. Winfield Scott         John Parker Hale 
Democrat                          Whig                           Free Soil
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1852
Election 
Results

Pierce and running mate William King went on to win what was at the time one of the 
nation's largest electoral victories, trouncing Scott, 254 electoral votes to 42. 

After the 1852 election the Whig Party quickly collapsed (over the issue of slavery 
and The Kansas-Nebraska Act– ‘conscience whigs’ vs ‘cotton whigs’), and the 
members of the declining party failed to nominate a candidate for the next 
presidential race; it was soon replaced as the the new Republican Party. (founded 
by Horace Greeley)

The southern whigs moved to the democratic party, and the northern whigs became 
the republicans.

There was also a Liberty Party, a Union Party, and a Free Soil Party (Van Buren).
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Pierce and the Ostend Manifesto

ß Desire for  Cuba  (as slave 
state)

ß Enraged North

1854 → Intended to be classified – NY newspaper 
published it.

Most were southerners who believed that expansion was needed to protect the 
slavocracy

Ostend Manifesto – Pierce informed Spain that the US had the right to buy Cuba, if 
spain refused offer – US could use force
Cuba had sugar, tobacco, and cotton
Several US mercenary armies tried unsuccessfully to seize Cuba

House supbeoned Pierce – embarrassed he  released the controversial 
correspondence, and gave up plans to acquire Cuba
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Kansas-Nebraska Act, 1854

The Compromise of 1850 seemed to restore sectional peace and party unity. Democrat 

Franklin Pierce bested Whig Winfield Scott in the 1852 presidential race on a platform 

recognizing the Compromise as having settled the slavery question. But under Pierce the party 

system established in the era of Jackson collapsed.

In early 1854, Illinois Senator Stephen A. Douglas introduced a bill to provide territorial 

governments for Kansas and Nebraska, part of the Louisiana Purchase. Douglas desired 

western economic development, and while he hoped a transcontinental railroad could be built 

through Kansas or Nebraska, he did not think this would happen unless formal governments 

existed in these territories. Southerners did not want these new territories to be free states, 

which might upset the sectional balance. Douglas tried to mollify them by proposing that 

slavery’s status would be settled by popular sovereignty—by local voters, not Congress.

Yet, slavery was prohibited in the Kansas and Nebraska territories by the Missouri 

Compromise, which Douglas’s bill would repeal. Anti-slavery Democrats protested Douglas’s 

bill as a plot to convert free territory to slavery, and helped convince many in the North that 

southerners wanted to extend slavery throughout the entire West. Though Douglas secured 

the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the law shattered the Democratic Party. Many 

northern Democrats voted against the bill. In the bill’s aftermath, the Whig Party, unable to 

forge a response, dissolved. The South become almost entirely Democratic. Most 

northern Whigs, joined by many disaffected northern Democrats, joined a new 

organization dedicated to ending slavery’s expansion—the Republican Party.
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Railroad Politics – More Sectionalism!!!

Although slavery’s disruption of the political system was an immediate cause 
of the Republican Party’s creation, the party also reflected basic economic and 
social changes in American society, namely, the market revolution’s completion 
and the beginning of mass immigration from Europe. The American economy 
grew rapidly in the late 1840s and early 1850s. The expansion of a national 
railroad network did much to hasten economic growth. By 1860, railroads, and 
no longer water, carried most of the crops and goods in the nation. Rail helped 
integrate the old Northwest and the Northeast, laying the basis for political 
unity in the form of the Republican Party.

By 1860, the North was a complex, integrated economy, with eastern 
industrialists marketing manufacturing goods to the West’s commercial 
farmers, while these farmers produced the food urban easterners consumed. 
The majority of the North’s population still lived in rural areas and small towns, 
in which the ideal of economic independence, of owning a farm or shop, was 
still possible.  The industrial revolution had produced two great areas of 
industrial production, one on the Atlantic Coast from Boston to Baltimore, and 
one around the Great Lakes, from Chicago and Pittsburgh to Buffalo. New 
York became the nation’s preeminent financial, commercial, and 
manufacturing center. Although the southern economy grew and cotton’s 
expansion made great profits for the planters, the South did not develop a 
diverse and dynamic economy as did the North.
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The “Know-Nothings” [The American Party]

ß Nativists.

ß Anti-Catholics.

ß Anti-immigrants.

1849 → Secret Order of the Star-Spangled Banner
created in NYC.

denunciation of Roman Catholic immigrants
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Birth of the Republican Party, 1854

ß Northern Whigs.

ß Northern Democrats.

ß Free-Soilers.

ß Know-Nothings.

ß Other miscellaneous opponents 
of the Kansas-Nebraska Act.

By 1856, the Republican Party, a coalition of anti-slavery Democrats, northern Whigs, Free 

Soilers, and Know-Nothings opposed to slavery’s expansion, was clearly the major alternative 

to the Democratic Party in the North. Republicans convinced most northerners that the Slave 

Power, as they called the South’s pro-slavery political leadership, was more dangerous to their 

liberties and hopes than Catholicism and immigrants. The Republican appeal rested on the 

idea of “free labor” which was at the core of a vision that celebrated the North as the basis of 

progress, opportunity, and freedom in America.

The defining quality of the North, they argued, was the opportunity each laborer had to become 

a farmer or independent craftsman, thus gaining the economic independence essential to 

freedom. Slavery, by contrast, created a social order of degraded slaves, poor whites with no 

hope of social advance, and slaveholding aristocrats. They saw the struggle over the West as 

a struggle between two antagonistic labor systems, and believed that slavery, if dominating the 

West, would prevent northern free labor from emigrating and thus would diminish economic 

opportunity for northerners. They insisted slavery had to prohibited from the territories.

They further argued that the federal government could end its complicity with slavery. But they 

were not abolitionists, since they only wanted to stop slavery’s expansion, not attack it where it 

already existed. Yet many party leaders viewed the nation’s split into incompatible free and 

slave societies as an “irrepressible conflict” that would have to be resolved.
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“Bleeding Kansas”

Border “Ruffians”
(pro-slavery 
Missourians)

Dramatic events in 1855 and 1856 fueled the Republican Party’s growth. 

Although pro-slavery Missourians (i.e. border ruffians) cast fraudulent ballots in 

Kansas elections in 1854 and 1855, President Pierce recognized the 

legitimacy of the resulting pro-slavery legislature and replaced the territorial 

governor, a northerner. Settlers from free states soon established their own 

rival government, and civil war erupted. Eventually, 200 people died in 

“Bleeding Kansas.” The conflict seemed to discredit Douglas’s policy of 

popular sovereignty on the slavery question. 
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“The Crime Against Kansas”

Sen. Charles Sumner
(R-MA)

Congr. Preston Brooks
(D-SC)

In 1856, South Carolina representative Preston Brooks beat anti-slavery 

senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts unconscious with a cane after 

Sumner denounced “The Crime against Kansas.”
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John Brown: Madman, Hero or Martyr?

Mural in the Kansas Capitol 
building

by John Steuart Curry (20c)

Brown, a deeply religious man, had long been involved in anti-slavery 

activities. Highly influenced by the Old Testament of the Bible, Brown avenged 

an 1856 attack on Lawrence, Kansas (THIS WAS DURING THE SUMMER 

KNOWN AS “BLEEDING KANSAS”, by pro-slavery southerners by 

murdering five pro-slavery settlers. This is known as the Pottawatomie Creek 
Massacre. 
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1856 Presidential Election

√ James Buchanan        John C. Frémont           Millard Fillmore
Democrat                  Republican                       Whig
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1856
Election 
Results
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Dred Scott v. Sanford, 1857

President James Buchanan, while a staunch defender of the Union, failed settle the growing 
sectional tensions. He hoped that a Supreme Court case would finally resolve the slavery 
controversy. During the 1830s, Dred Scott, a Missouri slave, had accompanied his owner to 
both Illinois, where slavery was prohibited by the Northwest Ordinance and state law, and 
Wisconsin, where it was barred by the Missouri Compromise. After returning to Missouri, Scott 
sued for his freedom, arguing that residence on free soil had freed him. The Dred Scott
decision was announced in March,1857, shortly after Buchanan was inaugurated.

The court essentially divided 6–3, with Chief Justice Roger B. Taney speaking for the majority. 
Taney declared that (1) only white persons could be citizens of the United States, since 
the founders believed blacks “had no rights which the white man was bound to respect. Blacks, 
having different ancestors and lacking a heritage of freedom, could never join the nation’s 
political family. Taney and the Court majority ruled that (2) Scott remained a slave. They 
ruled that Illinois state law had no effect on Scott once he returned to Missouri, and that in 
regards to Wisconsin, (3) Congress had no constitutional power to bar slavery from a 
territory.

(4)This effectively made the Missouri Compromise unconstitutional, as was any law that 
interfered with southerners’ right to bring slave property into the territories. The decision 
effectively made unconstitutional the Republican platform for restricting slavery and 
undermined the policy of popular sovereignty: if Congress could not prohibit slavery in a 
territory, how could a territorial legislature created by Congress do so?

In the North, the Dred Scott decision sank the reputation of the Supreme Court, which many 
now regarded as beholden to the Slave Power. President Buchanan declared that slavery 
would from then on be legal and constitutional in all western territories. 
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The Lincoln-Douglas (Illinois Senate)

Debates, 1858

A House divided against 
itself, cannot stand.

Lincoln reentered national politics in 1854 as a result of the Kansas-Nebraska Act. While 

Lincoln hated slavery, unlike the abolitionists, Lincoln was willing to compromise with the South 

to preserve the Union. But he was adamant on halting the expansion of slavery. Lincoln’s 

critique of slavery and its expansion articulated the basic values of the Republican Party and 

the millions of Northerners who voted for it. His life embodied the free labor ideology and the 

promise northern society offered to working men. In 1850s Illinois, property-owning farmers, 

artisans, and shopkeepers vastly outnumbered wage earners. Lincoln believed blacks should 

own their own labor and have every opportunity to improve themselves through their labor as 

whites.

The free labor ideology (that was advocated by Abraham Lincoln and his Republican Party, as well as a 
very large proportion of northerners) was based on the assumption that free labor could not compete 
with slave labor and so slavery’s expansion had to be halted to ensure freedom for the white laborer.

“A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot endure, permanently 
half slave and half free.”

The 1858 campaign against Douglas made Lincoln nationally known. Lincoln insisted that the 
nation would not survive forever half-slave and half-free, and that Americans would have to 
make a choice as a nation and reject the idea of popular sovereignty Douglas advocated. The 
Lincoln-Douglas debates are classics of American political oratory. Conflicting definitions of 
freedom were at their center. Lincoln argued that freedom meant opposing slavery, and that 
the founding fathers had set the nation on the road to eventual abolition of slavery. Douglas 
argued that freedom resided in local self-government and self-determination, and that each 
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locality had the right to determine its institutions.  

Douglas tried, in the debates, to portray Lincoln as a dangerous radical whose positions would 
degrade white Americans by reducing them to equality with blacks. Douglas argued that the 
United States had been created “by white men for the benefit of white men and their posterity 
for ever.” Lincoln shared many of the racial prejudices of his day, opposed giving Illinois blacks 
the right to vote, and endorsed colonization. 

(SEE LINCOLN QUOTES)

Douglas was only narrowly re-elected to the U.S. Senate. Elsewhere in the North, many 
Republicans won elections.
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John Brown’s Raid
on Harper’s Ferry, 1859

The attack on the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia led by John Brown also increased 

sectional tensions. Three years after his attack of slaveowners in Kansas, in October, 1859, 

Brown led an interracial group of nearly two dozen men in the attack at Harpers Ferry. Brown 

and his men were soon surrounded and all of them killed or captured by federal soldiers 

commanded by Colonel Robert E. Lee. Brown faced a trial for treason and behaved admirably, 

earning through his trial the admiration of millions of northerners, who nonetheless 

disapproved of his violent actions. Brown’s execution made him a martyr of northern 

abolitionists, while northern praise for Brown outraged and further alienated southerners.

IT IS DIFFICULT TO OVERSTATE THE EFFECT THIS HAD ON THE PSYCHE OF THE 

SOUTH – ESPECIALLY THE SLAVOCRACY.  NOW, WHEN THEY VIEWED LINCOLN, 

THEY SAW JOHN BROWN.  A growing number of southerners began to think their region’s 

future looked more favorable outside the Union than within it.   OH, AND JOHN BROWN, 

RIGHT BEFORE HE WAS HANGED, PROMISED THE SOUTH THAT BLOOD WILL BE 

SHED, IT THAT’S WHAT IT TAKES TO END SLAVERY!!!!! 
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1860
Presidential

Election

√ Abraham Lincoln
Republican

John Bell
Constitutional Union

Stephen A. Douglas
Northern Democrat

John C. Breckinridge
Southern Democrat
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Republican Party Platform in 1860

ß Non-extension of slavery [for the Free-Soilers.]

ß Protective tariff [for the No. Industrialists].

ß No abridgment of rights for immigrants [a 
disappointment for the “Know-Nothings”].

ß Government aid to build a Pacific RR [for the 
Northwest].

ß Internal improvements [for the West and  those 
moving west] at federal expense.

ß Free homesteads for the public domain [for  farmers].

24



1860

Election

Results
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Secession!:  SC→ Dec. 20, 1860

For many white southerners, Lincoln’s triumph placed their future in the hands 

of a party hostile to their region’s values and interests. Those who wanted the 

South to secede did not believe Lincoln would interfere with slavery in the 

states, but worried that his election indicated that Republican administrations 

in the future might do so. Southerners in the Deep South, fearing they would 

become a permanent minority in a nation ruled by their political enemies, 

instead decided to secede from the Union to save slavery, the basis of their 

society.

In the months after Lincoln’s election, seven states stretching from South 

Carolina to Texas seceded from the United States. These were the states of 

the Cotton Kingdom, in which slaves were a much larger part of the population 

than in the Upper South. South Carolina, long extreme in its defense of slavery 

and states’ rights, seceded first, claiming it was necessary to defend slavery 

against Lincoln and the Republicans. Secessionists equated their actions with 

those of the American revolutionaries, as a blow for liberty against tyranny.
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Crittenden Compromise:
A Last Ditch Appeal to Sanity

Senator John J. 
Crittenden

(Know-Nothing-KY)

President Buchanan did not confront the crisis. He denied that a state could 

secede, but he also declared that the federal government had no right to use 

force against states that seceded. Senator John Crittenden of Kentucky, a 

slave state, offered a widely supported compromise plan of constitutional 

amendments that would protect slavery in the states where it existed and 

extend the Missouri Compromise line to the Pacific Ocean. Seceding southern 

states rejected it, as did Lincoln. Lincoln insisted on no further expansion of 

slavery. Before Lincoln assumed office on March 4, 1861, seven seceding 

southern states formed the Confederate States of America (CSA), adopted a 

constitution, and chose as their president Jefferson Davis of Mississippi. The 

Confederate constitution followed the U.S. Constitution, with some exceptions. 

Unlike the U.S. Constitution, however, the CSA’s constitution explicitly

guaranteed slave property in its own states and any new territories it might 

acquire. Davis’s vice president stated that the “cornerstone” of the 

Confederacy was the “great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man” 

and that slavery “is his natural and normal condition.”

28



Fort Sumter:  April 12, 1861
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