
UNION IN PERIL
IB History of the Americas Year 1



IB Syllabus
◦8: US Civil War: causes, course and effects (1840–1877)
◦Reasons for, and effects of, westward expansion and 
the sectional debates; the crises of the 1850s; 
compromise of 1850; political developments, including 
the Lincoln–Douglas debates and the presidential 
election of 1860 



Learning Objective
◦ SWBAT examine the breakdown of legislative 
compromise related to westward expansion in the 
antebellum period IOT explore the relationship between 
slavery, expansionism and sectionalism that led to the 
outbreak of the Civil War. 



Inquiry
◦How did the relationship between slavery, 
growing north-south divisions, and westward 
expansion lead to the outbreak of the Civil War? 



The Road to 
War–

TIMELINE 

◦ 1844–5: Texas annexation debate. 

◦ 1846: Wilmot Proviso, proposing that any territory 
acquired from Mexico be designated as non-slavery. 
Mexican War begins. 

◦ 1848: Treaty of  Guadalupe Hidalgo ends Mexican War. 

◦ 1850: Compromise of  1850. Among its provisions: 
California enters Union as free state; slave trade abolished 
in Washington DC; stronger Fugitive Slave Act. 

◦ 1851: Uncle Tom’s Cabin begins serial publication as 
response to the Fugitive Slave Act. 

◦ 1854: The Ostend Manifesto is leaked.



The Road to 
War–

TIMELINE 

◦ 1854: Kansas–Nebraska Act replaces Missouri Compromise 
by having territories vote to decide for themselves whether to 
allow slavery. 

◦ 1856–7: Pro- and anti-slavery forces fight for control over 
Kansas government in “Bleeding Kansas”. Charles Sumner 
is attacked on the floor of  the Senate.

◦ 1857: US Supreme Court Scott v. Sandford decision rules that 
slaves have no rights under federal law and that property 
rights trump state laws regarding slavery. Kansas adopts pro-
slavery constitution in election marked by widespread fraud 
(the Lecompton controversy). 

◦ 1858: Lincoln–Douglas debates galvanize national 
conversation about slavery. 

◦ 1859: John Brown leads failed abolitionist insurrection on 
Federal armory in Harpers Ferry, Virginia. 

◦ 1860: Abraham Lincoln elected president. South Carolina 
becomes first state to leave the Union (December).



THE CANING 
OF CHARLES 

SUMNER



Buchanan & 
Southern radicalism
◦ James Buchanan, Democrat (1857-1861)

◦ Failed to stop the “impending crisis”
◦ Influenced by his Southern cabinet
◦ Criticized for his handling of Bleeding Kansas 

and role in the Dred Scott decision
◦ The “Fire-eaters”

◦ Panic of 1857 did not affect Southern cotton 
industry; fueled Southern radicalism because it 
was seen as proof that “cotton is king” and 
slavery was destined to expand

◦ The “fire-eaters” were a group of Southern 
leaders actively pushing for secession



The “Fire Eaters”
◦ Led by William Lowndes Yancey (Alabama) and 

Robert Rhett (S. Carolina), Southern radicals 
whose goals were: 
◦ Opposition to any candidate who did not promise 

opposition to regulating slavery (“Alabama 
Platform”) 

◦ Reinstituting the trans-Atlantic slave trade
◦ Protecting slavery by any means, even separation 

from the Union (secession) 
◦ Framed their rhetoric around states’ rights 

◦ Charleston Mercury – secessionist paper, 
propaganda tool of the “fire-eaters”
◦ Accused Northerners of trying to abolish slavery in 

the South – TWE was this true in the mid-1850s?



Dred Scott v. 
Sandford (1857)
◦ Supreme Court ruling that settled a lawsuit in 

which an enslaved man, Dred Scott claimed 
he should be legally free
◦ The Court ruled that no African American, free 

or enslaved, could be a citizen of the United 
States
◦ Chief Justice Roger Taney: ”[African Americans] 

had no rights which the white man was bound to 
respect”

◦ The Court also ruled that Congress could not 
prohibit slavery in federal territories (declared 
Missouri Compromise unconstitutional) 
◦ What political doctrine did SCOTUS confirm? 

Problems?



Dred Scott Decision
◦ https://youtu.be/J0OW18pIo8c

https://youtu.be/J0OW18pIo8c


Lincoln-Douglas 
Debates (1858)
◦ Debates for Illinois Senate seat between Abraham 

Lincoln (Rep.) and Stephen A. Douglas (Dem.)
◦ Douglas: 
◦ Freeport Doctrine- statement by Douglas, that any 

territory had the right to exclude slavery by refusing 
to pass pro-slavery laws 

◦ Consequence: Alienated many Democrats (N-S split 
in party, led to 1860 election loss)

◦ Lincoln:
◦ Lincoln characterized slavery as moral problem 
◦ Consequence: Gained a national reputation as a 

result of the debates



John Brown’s Raid on 
Harpers Ferry (1859)
◦ Context: By the 1850s many abolitionists were growing frustrated 

with the slow progress of their movement
◦ Abolitionist John Brown had been part of the abolitionist 

movement for years
◦ During “Bleeding Kansas”, Brown went to Kansas to support his 

sons; gained notoriety after the Pottawatomie massacre
◦ On the run, his scheme to start a massive slave rebellion was 

funded by the “Secret Six”
◦ October 16, 1859 – Brown led a group of men in a raid on a 

federal armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia with the goal of arming 
slaves for a rebellion

◦ The plot failed – he was captured by Col. Robert E. Lee and 
executed

◦ Consequence: Polarized responses



John Brown
◦ https://youtu.be/11gevEoaJsk

https://youtu.be/11gevEoaJsk


Reaction #1
Key words and phrases

Reaction #2
Key words and phrases

What does Reaction #1 tell us 
about the response in the ____ to 
John Brown’s raid?

What does Reaction #2 tell us 
about the response in the ____ to 
John Brown’s raid?



1. Reaction to John Brown’s Raid at 
Harper’s Ferry (1859)

The Harper’s Ferry invasion has advanced the cause of 
Disunion more than any other event…since the formation of 
the government; it has rallied to that standard men who 
formerly looked upon it with horror; it has revived, with tenfold 
strength, the desire of a Southern Confederacy. The 
heretofore most determined friends of the Union may now be 
heard saying, “If under the form of a [Union] our peace is 
disturbed, our state invaded, its peaceful citizens cruelly 
murdered…by those who should be our warmest friends, … 
and the people of the North sustain the outrage, then let 
disunion come.”



2. Reaction to John Brown’s Raid at 
Harper’s Ferry (1859)
But his are the errors of a fanatic, not the crimes of a 
felon. It were absurd to apply to him opprobrious epithets 
or wholesale denunciations. The essence of crime is the 
pursuit of selfish gratification in disregard of others’ good; 
and that is the precise opposite of Old Brown’s impulse 
and deed. He periled and sacrificed not merely his own 
life – that were, perhaps, a moderate stake – but the lives 
of his beloved sons, the earthly happiness of his family 
and theirs, to benefit a despised and downtrodden race 
– to deliver from bitter bondage and degradation those 
whom he had never seen. 



The Richmond Enquirer (Virginia 
Newspaper) -1859

The Harper’s Ferry invasion has advanced the cause of 
Disunion more than any other event…since the formation of 
the government; it has rallied to that standard men who 
formerly looked upon it with horror; it has revived, with tenfold 
strength, the desire of a Southern Confederacy. The 
heretofore most determined friends of the Union may now be 
heard saying, “If under the form of a [Union] our peace is 
disturbed, our state invaded, its peaceful citizens cruelly 
murdered…by those who should be our warmest friends, … 
and the people of the North sustain the outrage, then let 
disunion come.”



New York Tribune (Newspaper) - 1859
But his are the errors of a fanatic, not the crimes of a 
felon. It were absurd to apply to him opprobrious epithets 
or wholesale denunciations. The essence of crime is the 
pursuit of selfish gratification in disregard of others’ good; 
and that is the precise opposite of Old Brown’s impulse 
and deed. He periled and sacrificed not merely his own 
life – that were, perhaps, a moderate stake – but the lives 
of his beloved sons, the earthly happiness of his family 
and theirs, to benefit a despised and downtrodden race 
– to deliver from bitter bondage and degradation those 
whom he had never seen. 





Final attempt at 
compromise…
◦ The SPARK
◦ Abraham Lincoln won the presidential election in 

November 1860
◦ Crittenden Compromise (Dec. 1860)– last effort by a 

Constitutional Unionist, John Crittenden of Kentucky, 
to prevent “disunion” and war. Proposed 
amendments that would make slavery permanent.
◦ Vehemently opposed by President-elect Lincoln 

◦ On December 20, 1860, South Carolina issued its 
ordinance of secession; by February, six other Lower 
South states had followed her lead.




