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“The Impending Crisis” 
Westward Expansion and Sectional Tensions Leading to the Civil War 

 
The Missouri Compromise 

Use your notes and prior knowledge to answer the following question. 

1. In February 1820, the U.S. Congress faced a difficult challenge concerning the regulation 

of slavery. The pro-slavery and anti-slavery factions in Congress were intensely divided on 

whether to admit the Missouri territory as a state that allowed slavery or as a state that 

forbade it. At the time, equal numbers of states (11) permitted and prohibited slavery, so 

many Americans feared upsetting the balance of “free states” and “slave states.”  

Why was maintaining the balance between free and slave states in the Senate so important? 

Why did people fear either a majority of free states or a majority of slave states? 

 

 

 

 

In March 1820, Congress reached a compromise on the issue by admitting Missouri as a 

slave state while also admitting Maine (which had been part of Massachusetts) as a free 

state. The decision also included an amendment that forbade slavery in all U.S. land north 

of the 36°30’ parallel — except for land in Missouri. This legislation became known as the 

Missouri Compromise 

Use the “Missouri Compromise” map to answer the following questions. 

2. Did the Missouri Compromise maintain “perfect equilibrium” in Congress? Why or why 

not? 

 

3. What territory was opened to slavery by the Missouri Compromise?  

 

4. Did the Missouri Compromise Line act as the dividing line between free and slave states 

that already existed? What are examples of slave states above the 3630’ parallel?  

 

 

5. Look at the land west of Missouri. Based on what you know about westward expansion 

between 1820 and 1848, could the Missouri Compromise be maintained? Why or why not? 
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The Compromise of 1850 

The Compromise of 1850 consists of five laws passed in September of 1850 that dealt with 

the issue of slavery. In 1849 California requested permission to enter the Union as a free 

state, potentially upsetting the balance between the free and slave states in the U.S. 

Senate. Senator Henry Clay introduced a series of resolutions on January 29, 1850, in an 

attempt to seek a compromise and avert a crisis between North and South. The compromise 

that was worked out started the slide toward sectionalism and secession.  

 

The Compromise of 1850 had five different parts: 

1. California would enter the Union as a free state. 

2. Utah and New Mexico Territories would have the right to decide whether they 

would enter the Union as slave or free states. This became known as popular 

sovereignty. 

3. A territorial dispute was settled between Texas and New Mexico. 

4. The slave trade would end in Washington D.C. This only ended the sale and 

trading of slaves, not the ownership of slaves. 

5. The Fugitive Slave Law was passed. This allowed slave owners to hunt down 

runaway slaves and return them to the plantations. This essentially ended the North 

as a haven for runaway slaves, because slave owners could come after them 

anywhere in the United States. 

Answer the following questions based on the background information above. 

6. Which of the provisions of the Compromise of 1850 do you think were the most 

controversial? Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Which provision would be MOST likely to upset the balance of power in Congress? LEAST 

likely? Why? 

 

 

 

8. How does the Compromise of 1850 contradict earlier attempts at compromise?  
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Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 

Use the “Status of Slavery in the Territories” map to answer the following questions.  

9. In Utah and New Mexico, how would the slavery decision be made after 1850? Does the 

Missouri Compromise still apply to these territories? 

 

 

 

10. Where did violence erupt over slavery issues in 1856? What happened there?  

 

 

 

 

11. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 separated the Kansas and Nebraska territories and 

left the decision over slavery up to popular vote, repealing the Missouri Compromise. After 

1854, how many free states are there?  How many slave states? 

 

 

Read the two primary sources below and use the documents to answer the questions that 

follow.  

Document 1: Stephen Douglas, “Nebraska Territory,” January 30, 1854 

 

Upon the other point--that pertaining to the question of slavery in the Territories--it was 

the intention of the committee to be equally explicit. We took the principles established by 

the compromise act of 1850 as our guide, and intended to make each and every provision 

of the bill accord with those principles. Those measures established and rest upon the 

great principle of self-government--that the people should be allowed to decide the 

questions of their domestic institutions for themselves, subject only to such limitations 

and restrictions as are imposed by the Constitution of the United States, instead of having 

them determined by an arbitrary or geographical line.  

 

The leading feature of the compromise of 1850 was congressional non-intervention as to 

slavery in the Territories; that the people of the Territories, and of all the States, were to 

be allowed to do as they pleased upon the subject of slavery, subject only to the 

provisions of the Constitution of the United States. 
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Document 2: Abraham Lincoln, “Speech at Peoria in Reply to Senator Douglas,” 

October 16, 1854 

 

This is the repeal of the Missouri Compromise. The foregoing history may not be precisely 

accurate in every particular, but I am sure it is sufficiently so for all the use I shall 

attempt to make of it, and in it we have before us the chief material enabling us to judge 

correctly whether the repeal of the Missouri Compromise is right or wrong.  

I think, and shall try to show, that it is wrong--wrong in its direct effect, letting slavery 

into Kansas and Nebraska, and wrong in its prospective principle, allowing it to spread to 

every other part of the wide world where men can be found inclined to take it.  

This declared indifference, but, as I must think, covert real zeal, for the spread of slavery, 

I cannot but hate. I hate it because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it 

because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world; enables the 

enemies of free institutions with plausibility to taunt us as hypocrites; causes the real 

friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity; and especially because it forces so many good 

men among ourselves into an open war with the very fundamental principles of civil 

liberty, criticizing the Declaration of Independence, and insisting that there is no right 

principle of action but self-interest. 

 

 

12. How does Stephen Douglas defend the Kansas-Nebraska Act? 

 

 

 

 

13. Why is Lincoln opposed to the Kansas-Nebraska Act?  

 

 

 

 

14. Consider the 3 legislative compromises you read about today. How do these 

compromises demonstrate growing sectional tensions? How would they lead to the Civil 

War?  


