
For much of the 19th century, slavery was an unspoken fact in American life. Mere mention of slavery was stricken from politics for 

much of the period, all while cotton of the Deep South created millionaires in Natchez and filled factories of the North. King Cotton 

had been established in a republic that promised liberty for all and asylum for the oppressed.  

 

Between the departure of Andrew Jackson and the election of Abraham Lincoln slavery became the most divisive issue of American 

history. What changed? Everything. Every event, every issue was at its core a fight over the question of slavery in the republic. Ex-

plain how the changing landscape of 19th century America isolated the South and ignited a conflict that would lead to the Civil War. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, address on The Fugitive Slave Law 

(May 3, 1851) 

 

“An immoral law makes it a man‟s duty to break it, at every 

hazard. For virtue is the very self of every man. It is therefore 

a principle of law that an immoral contract is void, and that an 

immoral statue is void…The [Fugitive Slave Law] is a statute 

which enacts the crime of kidnapping, --a crime on one foot-

ing with arson and murder. A man‟s right to liberty is as inal-

ienable as his right to life… 

 

“By the law of Congress March 2, 1807, it is piracy and mur-

der, punishable with death, to enslave a man on the coast of 

Africa. By law of Congress September, 1850, it is a high 

crime and misdemeanor, punishable with fine and imprison-

ment, to resist the reenslaving a man on the coast of Amer-

ica…What kind of legislation is this? What kind of Constitu-

tion which covers it?... 

“Declaration of the National Anti-Slavery Convention,” first an-

nual report of the American Anti-Slavery Society, 1834 

 

[W]e believe and affirm: 

That every American citizen who retains a human being in invol-

untary bondage as his property is (according to Scripture) a MAN 

STEALER. 

That the slaves ought instantly to be set free…  

That all those laws which are now in force, admitting the right of 

slavery, are,…before God, utterly null and void, being an auda-

cious usurpation of the Divine  prerogative…  

[T]hat no compensation should be given to the planters emanci-

pating their slaves…[That], if compensation is to be given at all, 

it should be given to the outraged and guiltless slaves and not to 

those who have plundered and abused them. 

The Conflicting Views of John Brown, 

American Pageant p. 423-424 

 

“…Brown – „God‟s angry man‟ was given 

every opportunity to pose and to enjoy mar-

tyrdom…he was worth more to the abolition-

ist cause dangling from a rope than in any 

other way… 

 

In the eyes of the South (Brown) was a 

wholesale murderer…Many southerners 

asked how they could possibly remain in the 

Union while a „murderous gang of abolition-

ists‟ was financing armed bands…Moderate 

northerners openly deplored this made ex-

ploit. But the South naturally concluded that 

the violent abolitionist view was shared by 

the entire North, dominated by „Brown-

loving‟ Republicans. 

 

Abolitionists and other ardent free-soilers 

were infuriated by Brown‟s execution. Many 

of them were ignorant of his bloody past and 

his even more bloody purposes, and they 

were outraged because the Virginians had 

hanged so earnest a reformer who was work-

ing for so righteous a cause. On the day of 

his execution, free-soil centers in the North 

tolled bells, fired guns, lowered flags, and 

held rallies, Some spoke of “saint John” 

Brown, and...compared the new martyr-hero 

with Jesus. 
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Last Moments of John Brown by Thomas Hovenden 
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Platform of the Free Soil Party (1848) 

 

Resolved. That the proviso of Jefferson, to prohibit the existence 

of slavery after 1800 in all the territories of the United States, 

southern and northern; the votes of six states and sixteen dele-

gates in the Congress of 1784 for the proviso, to three states and 

seven delegates against it; the actual exclusion of slavery from 

the Northwestern Territory, by  the Ordinance of 1787, unani-

mously adopted by the states in Congress, and the entire history 

of that period, -- clearly show that it was the settled policy of the 

nation not to extend, nationalize, or encourage, but to limit, lo-

calize, and discourage slavery; and to this policy, which should 

never have been departed from, the government ought to return. 

David Wilmot, “Wilmot Proviso” (1847) 

 

There shall be neither slavery, nor involuntary servitude in any 

territory on the continent of America which shall hereafter be 

acquired by or annexed to the United States… 
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Kansas-Nebraska Act, Failures of the Presidents by Thomas J. Craughwell, 

 

In the 1850s, everyone was talking about a transcontinental railroad. If it were to be built, the federal government would have to 

open up the Kansas-Nebraska Territory for settlement by winning land concessions from the Indian tribes and sending in surveyors 

to establish proper boundaries. Farmers, land speculators, and investors in railroads were all in favor of such a measure, but con-

gressmen from the southern states were cool to the idea. The entire Kansas-Nebraska Territory lay above the 36 degrees 30‟ line, so 

slavery would not be permitted there. .. 

 

[One Southern Senator] told Douglas that he would see Nebraska “sink in hell” before he voted for the territory to be carved into free 

states. The Southerners‟ price for passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act was the repeal of the Missouri Compromise-both the 1820 

and the 1850 versions. The 36 degrees 30‟ line of demarcation must be abolished, and the settlers, under the doctrine of popular sov-

ereignty, must be permitted to vote on whether their territory would be slave or free. .. 

 

The effect of the Kansas-Nebraska Act went well beyond flamboyant gestures.  As seen in the Pottawatomie Massacre and the Sack 

of Lawrence, the repeal of the compromises unleashed a near civil war in the Kansas territory, a shocking warm-up to an even more 

horrifying conflict to come. 

Stephen Douglas and the Transcontinental RR Deal, Lies My Teacher Told Me by James W. Loewen 

 

Slavery was also perhaps the key factor in the Texas War (1835-36). The freedom for which Davy Crockett, James Bowie, and the 

rest fought at the Alamo was the freedom to own slaves! As soon as Anglos set up the Republic of Texas, its legislature ordered all 

free black people out of the republic. Our next major war, the Mexican War (1846-48), was again driven chiefly by Southern planters 

wanting to push the borders of the nearest free land farther from the slave states. 

 

Recall that Douglas had bulldozed what came to be called the Kansas-Nebraska Act through Congress in 1854. Douglas himself, a 

senator from Illinois and seeker of the presidency, was neither for nor against slavery. He mainly wanted the United States to organ-

ize territorial governments in Kansas and Nebraska, until then Indian land, because he was connected with interest that wanted to run 

a railroad through the territory. He needed Southern votes. During most of the 1840s and 1850s Southern planters controlled the Su-

preme Court, the presidency, and at least one house of Congress. Emboldened by their power while worried about their decreasing 

share of the nation‟s white population, slaveowners agreed to support the new territories only if Douglas included in the bil l a clause 

opening them to slavery. Douglas capitulated and incorporated what he called “popular sovereignty” in the bill. This meant Ka nsas 

could go slave if it chose to, even though it lay north of the Missouri Compromise line, set up in 1820 to separate slavery from free-

dom. So, for that matter, could Nebraska. The result was civil was in Kansas  
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The Rise of the Republican Party, Give Me Liberty! An American History by Eric Foner, p. 483-486 

 

…the rise of the Republican Party also reflected underlying economic and social changes, notably the..market revolution and t he 

beginning of mass immigration from Europe. The period…witnessed explosive economic growth, especially in the North. The cata-

lyst was the completion of the railroad network…Four great trunk railroads now linked eastern cities with western farming and  com-

mercial centers. The railroads complete the reorientation of the Northwest‟s trade from the South to the East…The economic in tegra-

tion of the Northwest and the Northeast created the groundwork for their political unification in the Republican Party. 

 

The defining quality of northern society, Republicans declared, was the opportunity it offered each laborer to move up to the status 

of landowning farmer or independent craftsman, thus achieving the economic independence essential to freedom. Slavery, by con-

trast, spawned a social order consisting of degraded slaves, poor whites with no hope of advancement, and idle aristocrats. The strug-

gle over the territories was a contest about which of two antagonistic labor systems would dominate the West and, by implication, 

the nation‟s future. 
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