History 310 
Mini-Lecture  14

The decade of the 1850s was truly one of the most critical decades in American history. The national reckoning with its 200 year legacy of slavery was at hand. The series of political and sectional compromises enacted by Congress between the Missouri Compromise of 1820 and the Compromise of 1850 all proved stop-gap measures that failed to deal with the root cause; The South’s insistence that blacks were racially inferior to whites, that slaves were private property and that the institution should be allowed to expand without hindrance from the federal government, had become politically and morally toxic in a nation increasingly unwilling to tolerate the institution much less allow it to expand. Slavery it seemed was a matter for the states and the people (popular or ‘squatter’ sovereignty) to adjudicate without federal interference. None of the mid-19th-century presidents, Van Buren, Polk, Zack Taylor, or James Buchanan, or major political figures like Clay, Webster, Calhoun, Seward, Douglass. Etc., could accommodate or wish away the issue that could no longer be temporized so long as the South remained adamant, defiant, unrepentant, and insistent that slavery’s roots in American life were deep and permanent, because America in practice stood in opposition to the very principles in theory it stood for. 
The Compromise of 1850 laid the blueprint of how to admit the territories seized from Mexico which opened a Pandora’s Box of mischief. The new Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 further inflamed Northern ‘Conscience’ Whigs and the more aggressive Abolitionist movement (anti-slavery publications like Garrison’s the Liberator and Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin) further inflamed righteous condemnation, while the South doubled-down on its defense of the ‘Peculiar Institution’ and ‘Southern Rights’ (Calhoun, Fitzhugh, Ruffin, Etc.). The political party system in place since Jackson came unglued with both parties splitting along sectional lines (Northern Democrats and Whigs versus Southern Democrats and Whigs). In 1856 a new party system coalesced in the emergence of the Republican Party, which ran JC Fremont for president in that election and made a respectable showing in its declared opposition to the expansion of slavery, a position further advanced by Lincoln in the Lincoln–Douglass Debates for the Illinois Senate seat in 1858. Southern defiance and threats of secession first raised in the 1832 Nullification Crisis grew hostile (filibustering, the Ostend Manifesto and pro-slavery inroads in the Western territories). During the next four years the series of crises drove the nation towards constitutional confrontation. The Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854-Douglas) as part of a transcontinental RR scheme to maintain the free-slave state balance rather than offering clarity only precipitated a full-blown civil war in Kansas (Bleeding Kansas, Lecompton Constitution, John Brown) which the indecisive President, James Buchannan, offered weakness, vacillation and pro-southern bias in trying to keep a lid on rather than decisive leadership.
[bookmark: _GoBack]‘Bleeding Kansas’ was in many ways a rehearsal for the larger Civil War that followed which saw atrocities and all manner of violence perpetrated by virtual armies of pro-Union and pro-southern vigilantes and ruffians, engaged in everything from pitched battles to guerilla warfare. The destruction of Lawrence Kansas and the Pottawatomie Massacre were typical of the horrific violence that raged for two years before federal troops suppressed the worst of it. Two rival governments were formed amidst considerable corruption and chaos before the pro-slavery Lecompton Constitution was finally defeated in a comparatively ‘fair’ election. The nation was now polarized as never before and 
The Supreme Court decision in 1857 (Dred Scott) which declared Negroes inferior to whites (affirming white supremacy and privilege) and exempt from citizenship or , implicitly, equal rights, while celebrated in the South could not dispel their fear that  a ‘Black Republican’ president (William H. Seward or Lincoln) could be elected in 1860. Northern ‘Liberty Laws’ protecting runaway slaves and abolitionist ‘radicalism’ enraged southerners further and heightened fears of slave revolt. John Brown’s raid on harper’s Ferry in 1859 in a plot to foment just such a slave rebellion only confirmed the South’s worst fears, deepened its paranoia and emboldened ‘Fire Eater’ radical Southern nationalists calling for secession and military confrontation to defend its way of life, sovereign rights and institutions…among which the preservation of slavery and white race privilege were inviolate.
So when Lincoln and the Republicans prevailed in the raw sectional presidential election of 1860, voters choosing among four candidates (Lincoln, Douglas, Bell, and Breckenridge) the lower South seceded in February-March 1861. The Ft. Sumter crisis of April and South Carolina’s military aggression compelled Lincoln to declare a state of insurrection and national emergency. The upper South and some border states, including and most importantly Virginia then seceded or declared ‘neutrality’. 
The new Confederate States of America (CSA) with former Secretary of War Jefferson Davis as president under a pro-slavery constitution declared war on the Union in May, 1861, after several attempts at another compromise to avoid war (the Crittenden Compromise most importantly) and last-minute peace talks in Washington failed. The Confederate capitol was moved from Montgomery, Alabama to Richmond, Virginia, in recognition of that state’s symbolic and political importance. The irreconcilable issue of slavery and its expansion, the breakdown of the political system and mechanisms to defuse crisis and the willingness to do so failed. Attempts at further compromise had been undermined by radical agitation on both sides of the issue, a breakdown in law and order, political extremism, hostility, and a flawed Constitution that condoned an institution incompatible with a free, democratic, republican majority that had now been given the power to fundamentally reshape and redefine what America was. 


Concepts:
1.How and why did the Compromise of 1850 ultimately fail to resolve the sectional divisions produced by the War with Mexico?

2.What ultimately caused the collapse of the second party system and what were its consequences?

3.What issues drove the North and the South further apart in in mid-1850s?

4.Could anything have prevented secession and the Civil War not as wishful thinking but as practical diplomacy and negotiation? 

