
Chapter 15 – The Nation 

Breaking Apart, 1846-1851

Chapter 15.1 – Growing Tensions 

Between North and South
• The economies of the North and South developed 

differently during the early 1800s.

• The North began to develop more industry and 

commerce, but the South relied heavily on 

plantation agriculture.

• The growth of industry in the North helped lead to 

the rapid growth of Northern cities;  most canals 

and railroads ran East to West.

• In the South, a few very wealthy planters controlled 

Southern society making huge profits from slave 

labor - these planters invested in slaves not 

industry.

• Most Southern whites were poor farmers who 

owned no slaves - however, supporting slavery kept 

them off the bottom rung of Southern society.

North and South Take 

Different Paths
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Between North and South
• The issue of slavery caused tension between the 

North and South.

• Some Northern workers and immigrants opposed 

slavery because it was an economic threat to them; 

they feared slaves would replace them in the 

workplace.

• Despite their opposition to slavery, most 

Northerners, including abolitionists, were racist by 

modern standards and many whites refused to go 

to school, work with, or live near African Americans.

• Many claimed that slavery helped introduce slaves 

to Christianity, gave them food, clothing, and 

shelter throughout their lives.

• These different ideas brought the North and South 

into conflict with each other.

Antislavery and Racism
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• Many Northerners believed that Southerners 

wanted to take territory from Mexico in order to 

expand slavery - to prevent this, the Wilmot Proviso 

was proposed in 1846.

• Since slaves were viewed as property, slaveholders 

believed that Congress had no right to prevent 

them from bringing slaves into any territory.

• The Wilmot Proviso removed the right of 

slaveholders to take their slaves to any place in the 

U.S. or its territories - this divided Congress along 

regional lines.

• The bill passed in the House, but failed in the Senate 

leading to the creation of the "Free-Soil Party", 

which made slavery a key issue in national politics.

The Wilmot Proviso



Chapter 15 – The Nation 

Breaking Apart, 1846-1851

Chapter 15.1 – Growing Tensions 

Between North and South
• In 1848, the nation's leaders had begun to debate 

how to deal with slavery in the lands gained from 

the War with Mexico.

• Southerners wanted to divide California - half slave 

and half free.

• President Zachary Taylor proposed California submit 

a plan for statehood, without going through the 

territorial stage.

• In March of 1850, California applied for statehood -

making slave states a minority.

Controversy Over Territories
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• California could not gain statehood without 

Congressional approval.

• Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky proposed a 

compromise:

1. To please the North, California would be 

admitted as a free state, and the slave trade 

would be banned in Washington, D.C.,

2. to please the South, Congress would not pass 

laws regarding slavery in the new territories, and 

Northern states would have to help recapture 

runaway slaves.

• To help preserve the Union, Massachusetts Senator, 

Daniel Webster supported the Compromise.

• Illinois Senator, Stephen A. Douglas succeeded in 

getting the plan approved and the Compromise of 

1850 became law.

The Compromise of 1850

FREE 

STATE
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• In 1850, the Fugitive Slave Act was enacted 

helping slaveholders recapture their runaway 

slaves.

• Under this law, people accused of being fugitives 

could be held without an arrest warrant.

• Fugitives had no right to a jury trial – instead a 

federal commissioner ruled on each case;

• For each fugitive released, the commissioner 

received $5

• For each fugitive returned to a slaveholder, the 

commissioner received $10

• Some slave catchers captured free African 

Americans.

• Southerners believed  the Fugitive Slave Act was 

justified since they viewed slaves as property.

• Northerners resented the Fugitive Act because 

they were required to help recapture runaways.

• Northerners could no longer ignore the issue of 

slavery.

The Fugitive Slave Act
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• Harriet Beecher Stowe published Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin in 1852.

• Uncle Tom’s Cabin portrayed the moral issues of 

slavery through the experiences of a respected 

older slave named Uncle Tom.

• The story centers on Tom’s life under three 

different owners – two were kind, but the third 

was cruel.

• Stowe’s book was popular in the North, but 

Southerners believed the book falsely criticized 

both the South and the institution of slavery.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Harriet Beecher Stowe
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• As conflict intensified between the North and 

South, in the West, slavery brought bloodshed.

• In 1854, Senator Stephen A. Douglas proposed a 

bill to divide the Nebraska Territory into two 

territories – Kansas and Nebraska.

• To get Southern support, Douglas suggested that 

the people vote to decide on issue of slavery in 

Kansas and Nebraska by popular sovereignty.

• If passed, the bill would do away with the Missouri 

Compromise by allowing people to vote for 

slavery in territories where it was already banned.

• Southerners applauded the overturn of the 

Missouri Compromise and approved the bill.

• Despite angering the opponents of slavery, the bill 

known as the Kansas-Nebraska Act was passed.

• Few realized the act would soon turn Kansas into a 

bloody battleground over slavery.

The Kansas-Nebraska Act

Senator Stephen A. Douglas 



Missouri Compromise of 1820
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• Proslavery and antislavery settlers rushed into the 

Kansas Territory to vote for the territorial 

legislature which would vote on whether or not to 

allow slavery in the territory.

• Despite their greater numbers, proslavery settlers 

did not want to risk losing the election, so more 

than 5,000 settlers from Missouri voted in the 

Kansas election illegally.

• As a result, the Kansas legislature was packed with 

proslavery representatives - antislavery settlers 

boycotted the new government and started a 

government of their own.

• In May of 1855, a proslavery mob attacked the 

town of Lawrence, Kansas destroying the home 

and offices of the governor of the antislavery 

government.

• The attack became known as the “Sack of 

Lawrence”

“Bleeding Kansas”
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• John Brown and seven others attacked the cabins 

of several proslavery neighbors and killed five 

people.

• John Brown’s attack became known as the 

“Potawatomie Massacre”.

• As news of the violence spread, civil war broke out 

in Kansas.

• The violence lasted for three years earning the 

territory the name “Bleeding Kansas.”

“Bleeding Kansas”
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• In May of 1856, Massachusetts Senator Charles 

Sumner gave a speech attacking proslavery forces 

in Kansas.

• During his speech, Sumner made fun of Senator 

A.P. Butler which angered Butler’s relative Preston 

Brooks.

• Brooks attacked Sumner while he was sitting at his 

desk, hitting him with his cane more than 30 times.

• During the assault, Brooks broke his cane making 

him a hero among Southerners.

• Northern representatives, however, were shocked 

by Brooks’ behavior and recommended his 

expulsion.

• “Bleeding Kansas” and “Bleeding Sumner”

became antislavery rallying cries and slogans for 

the new Republican Party.

Violence in Congress

Preston Brooks Charles Sumner
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• The creation of the Republican Party grew out of 

the problems caused by the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 

1854.

• The Northern Whigs joined with other opponents of 

slavery to create it, and many people blamed the 

violence in Kansas on the Democrats.

• John C. Fremont was nominated for president in 

1856 by the Republicans and he was in favor of 

admitting both California and Kansas as free states.

The Republican Party Forms
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• The Democrats nominated James Buchanan in the 

election of 1856.

• Buchanan said little about slavery, his goal was to 

maintain the Union, and Northerners were afraid 

Fremont’s election would tear the nation apart.

• In the North, it was Buchanan v. Fremont, and in the 

South, it was Buchanan against Fillmore, but 

Buchanan won the election.

• The Republican Party was a major force in the 

North, and the nation was sharply split over slavery.

The Election of 1856
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• Dred Scott was a slave in Missouri and his owner 

took him to free territories.

• He said he should be free because his owner took 

him where slavery is illegal, but the Supreme Court 

ruled against Scott, and said he was not a U.S.  

citizen.

• Scott was bound by Missouri’s slave code because 

he lived in Missouri.

• Chief Justice Taney said Congress could not ban 

slavery in territories, because it would violate the 

slaveholders’ property rights.

The Case of Dred Scott
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• In 1858, Illinois Republicans nominated Abraham 

Lincoln to challenge Stephen A. Douglas for his US 

Senate seat.

• Lincoln expressed the fear that Southerners wanted 

to expand slavery.

• The Lincoln-Douglas debates are now seen as 

models of political debate.

• Lincoln said slavery was “a moral, a social, and a 

political wrong”, but he did not suggest abolishing 

slavery where it existed, just not expand it.

• Douglas argued popular sovereignty was the best 

way to address the issue, and was the most 

democratic method, but this was unconstitutional.

• Lincoln lost, but became a national figure and 

strengthened his standing in the Republican Party.

Lincoln and Douglas Debate
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• In 1859, John Brown, wanted to inspire slaves to 

fight for their freedom.

• He planned to capture the weapons in the US 

arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia - on October 16 he 

did, and killed four people doing it.

• Brown then sent out the word to rally and arm local 

slaves, but no slaves joined the fight, so the US 

Marines attacked Brown at Harpers Ferry.

• Brown and six others were captured, and ten men 

were killed.

• Brown was then tried for murder and treason, and 

he was convicted and sentenced to hang - on the 

day of his execution, abolitionists tolled bells and 

fired guns in a salute.

John Brown Attacks Harpers 

Ferry
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• At their convention in Charleston, South Carolina in 

April 1860, Northern and Southern Democrats 

couldn’t agree on what to say about slavery in their 

party’s platform.

• Southern Democrats wanted the party to defend 

slavery in their platform.

• Northern Democrats wanted the platform to 

support popular sovereignty in deciding whether a 

territory would be a free or slave state.

• 50 Southern delegates walked out in protest and 

the convention closed without a Democratic 

nominee.

Political Parties Splinter
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• In June, they tried again in Baltimore, Maryland, but 

still couldn’t agree on their platform – this time 

almost all of the Southern delegates walked out.

• With the Southerners gone, Northern Democrats 

nominated Stephen A. Douglas who supported 

Popular Sovereignty.

• Meanwhile, Southerners decided to nominate pro-

slavery candidate John Breckenridge of Kentucky as 

their candidate.

• Having won his party’s nomination in Chicago, 

Abraham Lincoln was the Republican candidate, 

while John Bell was the Constitutional Union Party 

candidate.

Political Parties Splinter
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• There were two different races for president in 

1860 – one in the North between Lincoln and 

Douglas, and the other in the South between 

Breckenridge and Bell.

• Lincoln, who opposed expansion of slavery, and 

Breckenridge, who wanted the government to 

protect slavery, were considered to have the most 

extreme views on slavery.

• Douglas and Bell were considered moderates since 

neither wanted new federal laws on slavery.

The Election of 1860
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• Lincoln defeated Douglas in the North, and 

Breckenridge defeated Bell to win the South.

• Because the North had a larger population than the 

South, Lincoln won the election with only 40% of 

the popular vote, but with a clear majority of the 

electoral votes at 180 out of 303.

• Despite Lincoln’s promise not to abolish slavery, 

many Southerners saw the Republican victory as a 

threat to their way of life

The Election of 1860
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• Before the election of 1860, Southerners warned 

that if Lincoln won the election, Southern states 

would secede from the Union.

• Supporters of secession based their belief on the 

idea of state’s rights, and since states joined the 

Union voluntarily, they could also withdraw 

voluntarily.

• On December 20, 1860, South Carolina became the 

first state to vote to secede –

• over the next six weeks;

• Mississippi, 

• Florida, 

• Alabama,

• Georgia, 

• Louisiana, 

• and Texas joined in secession.

Southern States Secede
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• In February, 1861, states that had seceded met in 

Montgomery AL and formed the Confederate States 

of America – Jefferson Davis was named president 

of the Confederacy.

• The Montgomery convention drafted a constitution 

modeled after the U.S. Constitution, but with a few 

important differences.  The Confederate 

Constitution:

1. supported state’s rights

2. protected slavery in the Confederacy and in any 

territory it might acquire

• Southerners waited for the Union’s Response –

some believed war was unavoidable.

Southern States Secede
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• President Buchanan considered secession 

unconstitutional and argued the federal 

government was sovereign not the state 

governments, and that the Constitution was framed 

to prevent states from seceding.

• Southerners complained the Northerners would use 

their majority to force an end to slavery.

• Northerners said the Southerners did not want to 

live by the rules of democracy, and did not want to 

honor the election results.

The Union Responds to 

Secession

Union states
Union territories not permitting slavery
Border Union states, permitting slavery
Confederate states
Union territories permitting slavery
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• John J. Crittenden of Kentucky presented a 

compromise plan to Congress in February 1861, but 

it did not pass.

• While hope faded, Lincoln was inaugurated on 

March 4, 1861.  In his first address, he assured the 

South he did not intend to abolish slavery there, but 

could not support secession.

• Lincoln did not press the South, but was unwilling to 

abandon federal property in the South such as Fort 

Sumter in South Carolina.

• As president Lincoln weighed his options, the nation 

edged ever closer to war.

Efforts to Compromise Fail


