The Great Nation of Futurity (1839)
John L. O'Sullivan
[This essay appeared in the Democratic Review and presents a theme eagerly taken up in Congress in the 1840s. It
reflects a religious impulse as well as a nationalist one—a sense that “God, the republic, and democracy alike
demanded that Americans press on west, to settle and civilize, republicanize and democratize.” (Johnson, A History
of the American People, 1997: 371). In a newspaper editorial about the annexation of Texas in 1845, O'Sullivan, a
journalist, focused this religious-nationalist impulse in the memorable phrase “Manifest Destiny.” In the editorial he
wrote of America's "manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of
our multiplying millions." The term was used throughout the second half of the 19th century as justification for the
acquisition of territory all the way to the Pacific Ocean and beyond, including Alaska, Hawaii, and the Phillipines.]

The American people having derived their origin from many other nations, and the
Declaration of National Independence being entirely based on the great principle of human
equality, these facts demonstrate at once our disconnected position as regards any other nation;
that we have, in reality, but little connection with the past history of any of them, and still less
with all antiquity, its glories, or its crimes. On the contrary, our national birth was the beginning
of a new history, the formation and progress of an untried political system, which separates us
from the past and connects us with the future only; and so far as regards the entire development
of the natural rights of man, in moral, political, and national life, we may confidently assume that
our country is destined to be the great nation of futurity.
It is so destined, because the principle upon which a nation is organized fixes its destiny,
and that of equality is perfect, is universal. It presides in all the operations of the physical world,
and it is also the conscious law of the soul -- the self-evident dictates of morality, which
accurately defines the duty of man to man, and consequently man's rights as man. Besides, the
truthful annals of any nation furnish abundant evidence, that its happiness, its greatness, its
duration, were always proportionate to the democratic equality in its system of government. . . .
What friend of human liberty, civilization, and refinement, can cast his view over the past
history of the monarchies and aristocracies of antiquity, and not deplore that they ever existed?
What philanthropist can contemplate the oppressions, the cruelties, and injustice inflicted by
them on the masses of mankind, and not turn with moral horror from the retrospect?
America is destined for better deeds. It is our unparalleled glory that we have no
reminiscences of battle fields, but in defence of humanity, of the oppressed of all nations, of the
rights of conscience, the rights of personal enfranchisement. Our annals describe no scenes of
horrid carnage, where men were led on by hundreds of thousands to slay one another, dupes and
victims to emperors, kings, nobles, demons in the human form called heroes. We have had
patriots to defend our homes, our liberties, but no aspirants to crowns or thrones; nor have the
American people ever suffered themselves to be led on by wicked ambition to depopulate the
land, to spread desolation far and wide, that a human being might be placed on a seat of
supremacy.
We have no interest in the scenes of antiquity, only as lessons of avoidance of nearly all
their examples. The expansive future is our arena, and for our history. We are entering on its
untrodden space, with the truths of God in our minds, beneficent objects in our hearts, and with a
clear conscience unsullied by the past. We are the nation of human progress, and who will, what
can, set limits to our onward march? Providence is with us, and no earthly power can. We point
to the everlasting truth on the first page of our national declaration, and we proclaim to the

millions of other lands, that "the gates of hell" -- the powers of aristocracy and monarchy -"shall not prevail against it."
The far-reaching, the boundless future will be the era of American greatness. In its
magnificent domain of space and time, the nation of many nations is destined to manifest to
mankind the excellence of divine principles; to establish on earth the noblest temple ever
dedicated to the worship of the Most High -- the Sacred and the True. Its floor shall be a
hemisphere -- its roof the firmament of the star-studded heavens, and its congregation an Union
of many Republics, comprising hundreds of happy millions, calling, owning no man master, but
governed by God's natural and moral law of equality, the law of brotherhood -- of "peace and
good will amongst men.". . .
Yes, we are the nation of progress, of individual freedom, of universal enfranchisement.
Equality of rights is the cynosure of our union of States, the grand exemplar of the correlative
equality of individuals; and while truth sheds its effulgence, we cannot retrograde, without
dissolving the one and subverting the other. We must onward to the fulfilment of our mission -to the entire development of the principle of our organization -- freedom of conscience, freedom
of person, freedom of trade and business pursuits, universality of freedom and equality. This is
our high destiny, and in nature's eternal, inevitable decree of cause and effect we must
accomplish it. All this will be our future history, to establish on earth the moral dignity and
salvation of man -- the immutable truth and beneficence of God. For this blessed mission to the
nations of the world, which are shut out from the life-giving light of truth, has America been
chosen; and her high example shall smite unto death the tyranny of kings, hierarchs, and
oligarchs, and carry the glad tidings of peace and good will where myriads now endure an
existence scarcely more enviable than that of beasts of the field. Who, then, can doubt that our
country is destined to be the great nation of futurity?
(1) According to O'Sullivan, what are the major characteristics of the United
States that will determine its future? How did O'Sullivan compare and contrast
America to other countries?
(2) How might the kind of rhetoric that O'Sullivan gave have helped to propel
the expansionism of the antebellum era?

(1) In Thoreau s view what is the price one pays for
obeying laws that are known to be unjust? Do you
agree with Thoreau on this?
(2) Why, at the time this was written, does Thoreau
consider the American government to be a disgrace?

John C. Calhoun, Speech on the Slavery Question (1850)
A former nationalist, during the last phase of his
In 1849, he wrote Disquisition on Government,

death, delivered in the Senate on March 4, 1850, Calhoun diagnosed the political crisis threatening disunion, laying the
blame at the feet of northern antislavery agitators.

the North has the absolute control over the Government, it is manifest, that on all questions between it and the South,
where there is a diversity of interests, the interest of the latter will be sacrificed to the former, however oppressive the
effects may be; as the South possesses no means by which it can resist, through the action of the Government. But if there
was no question of vital importance to the South, in reference to which there was a diversity of views between the two
sections, this state of things might be endured, without the hoard of destruction to the South. But such is not the fact.
There is a question of vital importance to the Southern section, in reference to which the views and feelings of the two
sections are as opposite and hostile as they can possibly be.

I refer to the relation between the races in the Southern Section, which constitutes a vital portion of her social
organization. Every portion of the North entertains views and feelings more or less hostile to it. Those most opposed and
hostile, regard it as a sin, and consider themselves under the most sacred obligation to use every effort to destroy it.
Indeed, to the extent that they conceive they have power; they regard themselves as implicated in the sin, and responsible
for not suppressing it by the use of all and every means. Those less opposed and hostile, regard it as a crime - an offence
against humanity, as they call it; and, although not so fanatical, feel themselves bound to use all efforts to effect the same
object; while those who are least opposed and hostile, regard it as a blot and a stain on the character of what they call the
Nation, and feel themselves accordingly bound to give it no countenance or support. On the contrary, the Southern
situation regards the relation as one which cannot be destroyed without subjecting the two races to the greatest calamity,
and the section to poverty, desolation, and wretchedness; and accordingly they feel bound, by every consideration of
interest and safety, to defend it.
This hostile feeling on the part of the North towards the social organization of South long lay dormant, but it only required
some cause to act on those who felt most intensely that they were responsible for its continuance, to call it into action.
The increasing power of this Government, and of the control of the Northern section over all its departments furnished
the cause. It was this which made an impression on the minds of many, that there was little or no restraint to prevent the
Government from doing whatever it might choose to do. This was sufficient of itself to put the most fanatical portion of
the North in action, for the purpose of destroying the existing relation between the two races in the South.

The first organized movement towards it commenced in 1835. Then, for the first time, societies were organized, presses
established, lecturers sent forth to excite the people of the North, and incendiary publications scattered over the whole
South, through the mail. The South was thoroughly aroused. Meetings were held everywhere, and resolutions adopted,
calling upon the North to apply a remedy to arrest the threatened evil, and pledging themselves to adopt measures for
their own protection, if it was not arrested. At the meeting of Congress, petitions poured in from the North, calling upon
Congress to abolish slavery in the District of Columbia, and to prohibit, what they called, the internal slave trade between
the States - announcing at the same time, that their ultimate object was to abolish slavery, not only in the District, but in
the States and throughout the Union. At this period, the number engaged in the agitation was small, and possessed little
or no personal influence.
What has since followed are but natural consequences. With the success of their first movement, this small fanatical party
began to acquire strength; and with that, to become an object of courtship to both the great parties. The necessary
consequence was, a further increase of power, and a gradual tainting of the opinions of both of the other parties with
their doctrines, until the infection has extended over both; and the great mass of the population of the North, who,
whatever may be their opinion of the original abolition party, which still preserves its distinctive organization, hardly ever
fail, when it comes to acting, to co-operate in carrying out their measures. With the increase of their influence, they
extended the sphere of their action. In a short time after the commencement of their first movement, they had acquired
sufficient influence to induce the legislatures of most of the Northern States to pass acts, which in effect abrogated the

clause of the constitution that provides for the delivery up of fugitive slaves. Not long after, petitions followed to abolish
slavery in forts, magazines, and dock-yards, and all other places where Congress had exclusive power of legislation This
was followed by petitions and resolutions of legislatures of the Northern States, and popular meetings, to exclude the
Southern States from all territories. acquired, or to be acquired, and to prevent the admission of any State hereafter into
the Union, which, by its constitution does not prohibit slavery. And Congress is invoked to do all this, expressly with the
view to the final abolition of slavery in the States. That has been avowed to be the ultimate object from the beginning of
the agitation until the present time; and yet the great body of both parties of the North, with the full knowledge of the
fact, although disavowing the abolitionists, have cooperated with them in almost all their measures.

Such is a brief history of the agitation, as far as it has yet advanced. Now I ask, Senators, what is there to prevent its further
progress, until it fulfills the ultimate end proposed, unless some decisive measure should be adopted to prevent it? Has
any one of the causes, which has added to its increase from its original small and contemptible beginning until it has
attained its present magnitude, diminished in force? Is the original cause of the movement - that slavery is a sin, and ought
to be suppressed - weaker now than at the commencement? Or is the abolition party less numerous or influential, or have
they less influence with, or control over the two great parties of the North in elections? Or has the South greater means
of influencing or controlling the movements of this Government now, than it had when the agitation commenced? To all
these questions but one answer can be given: No --- no --- no. The very reverse is true. Instead of being weaker, all the
elements in favor of agitation are stronger now than they were in 1835, when it first commenced, while all the elements
of influence on the part of the South are weaker. Unless something decisive is done, I again ask, what is to stop this
agitation, before the great and final object at which it aims - the abolition of slavery in the States --- is consummated? Is
it, then, not certain, that if something is not done to arrest it, the South will be forced to choose between abolition and
secession?
How can the Union be saved? To this I answer, there is but one way by which it can be, and that is by adopting such
measures as will satisfy the States belonging to the Southern section that they can remain in the Union consistently with
their honor and their safety. There is, again, only one way by which this can be effected, and that is by removing the causes
by which this belief has been produced. Do this, and discontent will cease, harmony and kind feelings between the sections
be restored, and every apprehension of danger to the Union removed. The question, then, is, How can this be done? There
is but one way by which it can with any certainty; and that is by a full and final settlement, on the principle of justice, of
all the questions at issue between the two sections. The South asks for justice, simple justice, and less she ought not to
take. She has no compromise to offer but the Constitution, and no concession or surrender to make. She has already
surrendered so much that she has little left to surrender. Such a settlement would go to the root of the evil, and remove
all cause of discontent, by satisfying the South that she could remain honorably and safely in the Union, and thereby
restore the harmony and fraternal feelings between the sections which existed anterior to the Missouri agitation. Nothing
else can, with any certainty, finally and for ever settle the question at issue, terminate agitation, and save the Union.

But can this be done? Yes, easily; not by the weaker party, for it can of itself do nothing--not even protect itself--but by
the stronger. The North has only to will it to accomplish it--to do justice by conceding to the South an equal right in the
acquired territory, and to do her duty by causing the stipulations relative to fugitive slaves to be faithfully fulfilled--to
cease the agitation of the slave question, and to provide for the insertion of a provision in the Constitution, by an
amendment, which will restore to the South, in substance, the power she possessed of protecting herself before the
equilibrium between the sections was destroyed by the action of this government.

1. How does Calhoun define the causes of the sectional conflict between the northern and southern
states?
2. Calhoun died four weeks after delivering this speech. What did he hope to accomplish his final act on
the public stage?

Charles Sumner, The Crime of Kansas (1856)

Northern antislavery activists like Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner railed against fellow senator Stephen

decide. Though democratic, the plan opened the possibility of slavery extending into regions where it had never before
gone. The rush of both abolitionists and proslavery men into the territories to claim a majority resulted in bloody
conflict, a violent prelude to the 1861 Civil War. When the proslavery Kansas constitution was recognized as the
But, before entering upon the argument, I must say something of a general character, particularly in response to what has
fallen from senators who have raised themselves to eminence on this floor in championship of human wrongs. I mean the
senator from South Carolina, (Mr. BUTLER,) and the senator from Illinois, (Mr. DOUGLAS,) who, though unlike as Don
Quixote and Sancho Panza, yet, like this couple, sally forth together in the same adventure. I regret much to miss the elder
senator from his seat; but the cause, against which he has run a tilt with such activity of animosity, demands that the
opportunity of exposing him should not be lost; and it is for the cause that I speak. The senator from South Carolina has
read many books of chivalry, and believes himself a chivalrous knight with sentiments of honor and courage. Of course he
has chosen a mistress to whom he has made his vows, and who, though ugly to others, is always lovely to him; though
polluted in the sight of the world, is chaste in his sight -- I mean the harlot, slavery. For her his tongue is always profuse in
words. Let her be impeached in character, or any proposition made to shut her out from the extension of her wantonness,
and no extravagance of manner or hardihood of assertion is then too great for this senator. The phrenzy of Don Quixote
in behalf of his wench Dulcinea del Toboso is all surpassed. The asserted rights of slavery, which shock equality of all kinds,
are cloaked by a fantastic claim of equality. If the slave States cannot enjoy what in mockery of the great fathers of the
Republic, he misnames equality under the Constitution -- in other words, the full power in the national Territories to
compel fellow men to unpaid toil, to separate husband and wife, and to sell little children at the auction block -- then, sir,
the chivalric senator will conduct the State of South Carolina out of the Union! Heroic knight! Exalted senator! A Second
Moses come for a second exodus!

But not content with this poor menace, which we have been twice told was "measured," the senator, in the unrestrained
chivalry of his nature, has undertaken to apply opprobrious words to those who differ from him on this floor. He calls
them "sectional and fanatical;" and opposition to the usurpation in Kansas, he denounces as "an uncalculating fanaticism."
To be sure, these charges lack all grace of originality, all sentiment of truth; but the adventurous senator does not hesitate.
He is the uncompromising, unblushing representative on this floor of a flagrant sectionalism, which now domineers over
the Republic, and yet with a ludicrous ignorance of his own position -- unable to see himself as others see him -- or with
an effrontery which even his white head ought not protect from rebuke, he applies to those here who resist
his sectionalism, the very epithet which designates himself. The men who strive to bring back the government to its original
policy, when freedom and not slavery was national, while slavery and not freedom was sectional, he arraigns as sectional.
This will not do. It involves too great a perversion of terms. I tell that senator, that it is to himself, and to the "organization"
of which he is the "committed advocate," that this epithet belongs. I now fasten it upon him. For myself, I care little for
names; but since the question has been raised here, I affirm that the Republican party of the Union is in no just
sense sectional, but, more than any other party, national; and that it now goes forth to dislodge from the high places of
the government the tyrannical sectionalism of which the senator from South Carolina is one of the maddest zealots.
To the charge of fanaticism I also reply. Sir, fanaticism is found in an enthusiasm or exaggeration of opinions, particularly
on religious subjects; but there may be a fanaticism for evil as well as good. Now, I will not deny, that there are persons
among us loving liberty too well for their personal good, in a selfish generation. Such there may be, and, for the sake of
their example, would that there were more! In calling them "fanatics," you cast contumely upon the noble army of
martyrs, from the earliest day down to this hour; upon the great tribunes of human rights, by whom life, liberty, and
happiness, on earth, have been secured; upon the long line of devoted patriots who, throughout history, have truly loved
their country; and upon all who, in noble aspirations for the general good and in forgetfulness of self, have stood out
before their age, and gathered into their generous bosoms the shafts of tyranny and wrong, in order to make a pathway
for truth. You discredit Luther, when alone he nailed his articles to the door of the church at Wittenberg, and then, to the
imperial demand that he should retract, firmly replied, "Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God!" You discredit
Hampden, when alone he refused to pay the few shillings of ship-money, and shook the throne of Charles I; you discredit

Milton, when, amidst the corruptions of a heartless court, he lived on, the lofty friend of liberty, above question or
suspicion; you discredit Russell and Sidney, when, for the sake of their country, they calmly turned from family and friends,
to tread the narrow steps of the scaffold; you discredit those early founders of American institutions, who preferred the
hardships of a wilderness, surrounded by a savage foe, to injustice on beds of ease; you discredit our later fathers, who,
few in numbers and weak in resources, yet strong in their cause, did not hesitate to brave the mighty power of England,
already encircling the globe with her morning drum-beats. Yes, sir, of such are the fanatics of history, according to the
senator. But I tell that senator, that there are characters badly eminent, of whose fanaticism there can be no question.
Such were the ancient Egyptians, who worshipped divinities in brutish forms; the Druids, who darkened the forests of oak,
in which they lived, by sacrifices of blood; the Mexicans, who surrendered countless victims to the propitiation of their
obscene idols; the Spaniards, who under Alva, sought to force the inquisition upon Holland, by a tyranny kindred to that
now employed to force Slavery upon Kansas; and such were the Algerines, when in solemn conclave, after listening to a
speech not unlike that of the senator from South Carolina, they resolved to continue the slavery of white Christians, and
to extend it to the countrymen of Washington. Aye, sir, extend it! And in this same dreary catalogue faithful history must
record all who now, in an enlightened age and in a land of boasted Freedom, stand up, in perversion of the constitution
and in denial of immortal truth, to fasten a new shackle upon their fellow-man. If the senator wishes to see fanatics, let
him look around among his own associates; let him look at himself.
But I have not done with the senator. There is another matter regarded by him of such consequence, that he interpolated
it into the speech of the senator from New Hampshire (Mr. Hale,) and also announced that he had prepared himself with
it, to take into his pocket all the way to Boston, when he expected to address the people of that community. On this
account, and for the sake of truth, I stop for one moment, and tread it to the earth. The North, according to the senator,
was engaged in the slave trade, and helped to introduce slaves into the southern States; and this undeniable fact he
proposed to establish by statistics, in stating which his errors surpassed his sentences in number. But I let these pass for
the present, that I may deal with his argument. Pray, sir, is the acknowledged turpitude of a departed generation to
become an example for us? And yet the suggestion of the senator if entitled to any consideration in this discussion, must
have this extent. I join my friend from New Hampshire in thanking the senator from South Carolina for adducing this
instance; for it gives me an opportunity to say, that the northern merchants, with homes in Boston, Bristol, Newport, New
York, and Philadelphia, who catered for slavery during the years of the slave trade, are the lineal progenitors of the
northern men, with homes in these places, who lend themselves to slavery in our day; and especially that all, whether
north or aouth, who take part, directly or indirectly, in the conspiracy against Kansas, do but continue the work of the
slave-traders, which you condemn. It is true, too true, alas! that our fathers were engaged in this traffic; but that is no
apology for it. And in repelling the authority of this example, I repel also the trite argument founded on the earlier example
of England. It is true that our mother country, at the peace of Utrecht, extorted from Spain the Asiento Contract, securing
the monopoly of the slave trade with the Spanish colonies, as the whole price of all the blood of great victories; that she
higgled at Aix-la Chapelle for another lease of this exclusive traffic; and again, at the treaty of Madrid, clung to the
wretched piracy. It is true, that in this spirit the power of the mother country was prostituted to the same base ends in
her American colonies, against indignant protests from our fathers. All these things now rise up in judgment against her.
Let us not follow the senator from South Carolina to do this very evil to- day, which in another generation we condemn.

As the senator from South Carolina is the Don Quixote, the senator from Illinois (Mr. DOUGLAS) is the squire of slavery,
its very Sancho Panza, ready to do all its humiliating offices. This senator, in his labored address, vindicating his labored
report -- piling one mass of elaborate error upon another mass -- constrained himself, as you will remember, to unfamiliar,
decencies of speech. Of that address I have nothing to say at this moment, though before I sit down I shall show something
of its fallacies. But I go back now to an earlier occasion, when, true to his native impulses, he threw into this discussion,
"for a charm of powerful trouble," personalities most discreditable to this body. I will not stop to repel the imputations
which he cast upon myself; but I mention them to remind you of the "sweltered venom sleeping got," which, with other
poisoned ingredients, he cast into the caldron of this debate. Of other things I speak. Standing on this floor, the senator
issued his rescript, requiring submission to the usurped power of Kansas; and this was accompanied by a manner -- all his
own -- such as befits the tyrannical threat. Very well. Let the senator try. I tell him now that he cannot enforce any such
submission. The senator, with the slave power at his back, is strong; but he is not strong enough for this purpose. He is
bold. He shrinks from nothing. Like Danton, he may cry, "l'audace, l'audace, toujours l'audace!" but even his audacity
cannot compass this work. The senator copies the British officer, who, with boastful swagger, said that with the hilt of his
sword he would cram the "stamps" down the throats of the American people, and he will meet a similar failure. He may

convulse this country with civil feud. Like the ancient madman, he may set fire to this temple of constitutional liberty,
grander than Ephesian dome, but he cannot enforce obedience to that tyrannical usurpation.

The senator dreams that he can subdue the North. He disclaims the open threat, but his conduct still implies it. How little
that senator knows himself, or the strength of the cause which he persecutes! He is but a mortal man; against him is an
immortal principle. With finite power he wrestles with the infinite, and he must fall. Against him are stronger battalions
than any marshaled by mortal man -- the inborn, ineradicable, invincible sentiments of the human heart; against him is
nature in all her subtle forces; against him is God. Let him try to subdue these.

1. Would you define the issues Sumner raised in his speech as short- or long-term causes of the Civil
War? Explain your answer.
2. Compare Sumner
understood the political conflict of the 1850s?
3. After delivering this speech, Sumner was savagely beaten on the floor of the U.S. Senate, sustaining
broader historical context of the 1850s?

(1) based off of what Colton was saying, how and why did gold
fever upset social and domestic arrangements in Monterey? What
did he mean by stating, "All distinctions indicative of means have
vanished; the onl capital required is muscle and an honest purpose"?
(2) How did "gold fever" affect racial and ethnic attitudes of
miners? Why, according to Colton, did miners favor excluding
slavery from California?
(3) To what extent did the gold rush demonstrate the free-labor system?
(4) Was California during the gold rush "unusual" or "atypical"
American society east of the Mississippi during the 1840s and
1850s? Explain why or why not?

