Debate Over Causes of the Civil War

After examining the various explanations for the sectional schism in the 1850s, Potter concludes:

Thus, . . . a conflict of values, rather than a conflict of interests or a conflict of cultures, lay at the root of the sectional schism.

This conflict of values refers to the North’s growing belief in the immorality of slavery and all that it represented and the South’s growing attachment to the institution and determination to defend its existence and even expansion.

Slavery was behind the divergence of culture and interests as well as the conflict of values.  They were inextricably linked.

Abraham Lincoln could say “if slavery is not wrong, then nothing is wrong.”  But he recognized it as a reality in the Southern states and was willing to allow it to continue in the interest of preserving the Union – hoping that eventually the slaves would be freed and expatriated.  He did not want to see it grow and spread into other areas.

(Might  note that, once slavery was abolished, it became possible for a Northern liberal president like Franklin Roosevelt to retain the support of Southern conservative Democrats by making sure they got a large part of the Federal public works budget and that nothing was done to disturb the segregated race relations in existence in the South.  When, in the 1960s, the civil rights movement forced the Democrats to do something about segregation, they lost their following among white Southerners, who turned to the Republican party to protect their interests against blacks.  This is an example of how the racial issue was addressed without resort to Civil War.  If in 1860, the Douglas Democrats had become unequivocal defenders of the right to own slaves and to carry slaves into the territories, it might have prevented – or postponed – the Civil War.  But, the South felt it had nowhere to turn within the Union, and therefore the forces pushing for secession prevailed.)

We should remember that Abolitionists were widely hated in the North (and, of course, in the South) because they forced people to choose between their distaste for slavery and their love of the union.  The delicate balance struck in the Constitution was giving way.

Expansion of slavery into the territories – where the North thought it could be prevented from spreading – posed a moral dilemma that its existence in the South did not.  Slavery was actually prohibited under Mexican law and was thus unknown in areas acquired from Mexico.  Wilmot wanted it made explicitly prohibited.  When he tried to do this, he opened up the whole “can of worms.”

“Instead of being challenged where it prevailed, slavery was challenged where it did not exist.”  (Potter, p. 49)

Slavery had been a “state issue” until the mid-1840s.  (Review the Missouri Compromise of 1820)  From that date until the Wilmot Proviso debate of 1846, the slavery issue had been suppressed.  There was even a “gag rule” on raising it in Congress.

Four ways of dealing with the question of slavery in the territories are noted by Potter:

1.   Prohibit it, as called for by the Wilmot Proviso

1. Divide the country into slave and free areas:  The Ohio River had been the de facto boundary line between free and slave states since the Revolution.  The 36 degrees 30 minute line of the Missouri Compromise had decided the question for the areas acquired in the Louisiana Purchase.  But, this line had not been extended into the Mexican Cession territory, and Wilmot would have kept slavery out of these territories all the way to the boundary with Mexico.  The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 essentially nullified the Missouri Compromise line by making it likely that slavery would be introduced into Kansas.

2. Popular Sovereignty:  This formula would leave the decision on whether or not slavery was to exist up to the inhabitants of the territories.  The big issue here was whether they would decide when the area first became a territory (in which case slaves would not be allowed in), or only when the territory applied for statehood, by which point there could already be thousands of slaves in the territory.  Slave owners from Missouri were bringing their slaves into Kansas, setting the stage for a confrontation over popular sovereignty.

3. Confirm right to bring slaves into the territories as “property” guaranteed by the Constitution.  This was the view favored by Southern slave owners and enunciated by John C. Calhoun.  

As Potter notes, “The doctrine [of Calhoun] that Congress could neither exclude slavery from a territory itself nor grant power to a territorial government to do so became one of the cardinal tenets of Southern orthodoxy. . . .”

By this doctrine, the Missouri Compromise and certainly the Wilmot Proviso would be unconstitutional

Southern members of Congress objected to the law prohibiting slavery in Oregon Territory because they believed that if the principle was once accepted that Congress could prohibit slavery anywhere, it meant it could prohibit it everywhere.

But, somewhat inconsistently, the Southerners would agree to free status for Oregon in return for agreement to slave status for the Southwest areas obtained from Mexico – specifically areas of Texas, New Mexico and Arizona.  They saw these as places where slavery might be economically viable.

Polk, and later Webster, argued that there was no need explicitly to prohibit slavery in the territories, because the conditions did not exist there to make slavery a practical form of agricultural labor.  (The spread of slavery to Kansas undercut this argument.)

Planters only thought of slavery in connection with cultivation of cotton, rice and sugar cane.  They did not see slaves as a labor force for industrial purposes.  On the other hand, there were slaves in the North in 1790 – thousands in New York and New Jersey – and these were not places where plantations existed.  Could have had large, industrial-type farms in Kansas or even irrigated agriculture in Arizona, worked by slave labor.  Slave or black labor only supplanted by machinery in the mid-20th century.

Politics in 1848

Zachary Taylor, nominated for President by the Whigs in 1848, was a Louisiana planter with over 100 slaves.  He ran as a war hero, however, with no program whatsoever.

Martin Van Buren was the Free Soil candidate

Lewis Cass of Michigan was the Popular Sovereignty candidate

Lincoln supported Taylor and the Whigs.  

The Whigs refused to follow Calhoun and form an exclusively southern party in 1848 because they saw Taylor as their president and someone who would protect their (slavery) interests.

However, Taylor did not support extension of slavery to the territories, but did not want it disturbed where it already existed.  

1848-49 nearly came to a secession crisis.

Taylor said in his message to Congress in 1849 that New Mexico (!) as well as California would soon apply for statehood.  New Mexico admitted to the Union in 1912.  Taylor said he would stand by the Union come what may.

California came in without passing though the territorial phase; never a question of slavery being allowed; prohibited by the state constitution.

Bell of Texas suggested dividing Texas into two states in order to increase the number of slave states in Congress.

The South saw itself being put into permanent minority status; no future slave states or territories likely and a host of free states on the horizon.

Taylor had no following in Congress and Henry Clay and Daniel Webster worked out and presented the Compromise of 1850 without Taylor’s involvement.  The Compromise undercut Taylor’s own policy of essentially no more slave states.  Eventually, it would be Stephen A. Douglas who would work out the manner in which the Compromise of 1850 was passed through Congress.  It was then signed by Fillmore, who replaced Taylor after his death.

