
HOW A NATION KILLS ITSELF
EVENTS LEADING TO THE CIVIL WAR



At what point then is the 
approach of danger to be 
expected [in this nation]? 

I answer, if it ever reach us, 
it must spring up amongst 

us. It cannot come from 
abroad. If destruction be 

our lot, we must ourselves 
be its author and finisher. 
As a nation of freemen, we 
must live through all time, 

or die by suicide.

Abraham Lincoln, “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions:
Address Before the Young Men's Lyceum of Springfield, Illinois” (1838)
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MISSOURI COMPROMISE
1820



RADICAL ABOLITIONISM
1830s



NAT TURNER REVOLT
1831



https://www.britannica.com/topic/gag-rule; https://www.mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/1210/gag-rule-in-congress

CONGRESSIONAL 
“GAG RULE”

1836-1840

https://www.britannica.com/topic/gag-rule
https://www.mtsu.edu/first-amendment/article/1210/gag-rule-in-congress


https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/november-07/#:~:text=On%20November%207%2C%201837%2C%20Elijah,strengthened%20the%20cause%20of%20abolition.

MURDER OF 
ELIJAH LOVEJOY

1837

https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/november-07/#:~:text=On%20November%207%2C%201837%2C%20Elijah,strengthened%20the%20cause%20of%20abolition.


DESTRUCTION OF
PENNSYLVANIA HALL

1838



CALIFORNIA GOLD RUSH
1848-1855



Synopsis of Civil War scholarship over 50 years: https://academic.oup.com/jah/article/99/2/415/860501; https://psmag.com/education/of-course-the-civil-war-was-about-slavery-26265

https://academic.oup.com/jah/article/99/2/415/860501
https://psmag.com/education/of-course-the-civil-war-was-about-slavery-26265


“The slave and free states shared 
the same language, legal 

system, political culture, social 
mores, and religious values, as 
well as a common heritage of 
struggle to form the nation.  

The one institution they did not 
share was slavery.”

…
“it was not the existence of 
slavery that polarized the 

nation to the breaking 
point…but rather the issue of the 

expansion of slave territory. 
Most of the crises that 

threatened the bonds of union 
arose over this matter.”

James McPherson, This Mighty Scourge: Perspectives 
on the Civil War (New York, NY: Oxford Press, 2009)



“Slavery and freedom 
remain the keys to 

understanding the war, 
but they are the place to 

begin our questions, not to 
end them.  The 

interpretation of the Civil 
War that appeals to so 
many Americans today 

weaves antislavery, war, 
economic progress, and 

nationalism into an 
inseparable whole.”

Edward Ayers, What Caused the Civil War? Reflections on the South 
and Southern History (New York, NY: Norton & Company, 2005)



Both parties deprecated war, 
but one of them would make 

war rather than let the 
nation survive, and the other 

would accept war rather than 
let it perish, and the war came.

One-eighth of the whole 
population were colored slaves, 
not distributed generally over 
the Union, but localized in the 
southern part of it. These slaves 

constituted a peculiar and 
powerful interest. All knew 

that this interest was somehow 
the cause of the war.

Abraham Lincoln, “Second Inaugural Address” (March 4, 1865)



SLAVERY
Americas Gordian knot



MEXICAN AMERICAN WAR
1846-1848



The United States 
will conquer 

Mexico, but it will 
be as the man who 

swallows the 
arsenic which will 
bring him down in 
turn. Mexico will 

poison us.

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Personal Journal (1846)



WHAT WILL BE THE

FUTURE
FOR FORMER MEXICAN LANDS?



David Wilmot
PA D

AMENDMENT FAILED BUT IT SET A PRECEDENT 
OF DIVIDED GOV. ALONG SECTIONAL LINES 

INSTEAD OF PARTY LINES
James McPherson This Mighty Scourge: Perspectives on the Civil War. United States: Oxford University 
Press, USA, 2009. Chapter 1
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https://www.inquirer.com/philly/health/medical-mystery-did-this-president-suffer-a-death-by-cherries-

20180504.html#:~:text=It%20would%20be%20a%20short,later%20along%20the%20Potomac%20River. 

DIES 16 MONTHS INTO OFFICE

Millard
Fillmore

13th PRESIDENT 

1850-1853

THE MOST
FORGETTABLE

PRESIDENT
FOR SLAVERY
AGREED WITH 
COMPROMISE 
OF 1850

https://www.inquirer.com/philly/health/medical-mystery-did-this-president-suffer-a-death-by-cherries-20180504.html#:~:text=It%20would%20be%20a%20short,later%20along%20the%20Potomac%20River


CALIFORNIA 
PETITIONS TO 
BECOME A STATE





https://www.washoeschools.net/cms/lib/NV01912265/Centricity/Domain/1116/Period%205%20of%20the%20textbook.pdf

There is a higher law than the Constitution, which regulates our 
authority over the domain, We cannot establish slavery, because of 
…The security of natural rights, the diffusion of knowledge, and the 
freedom of industry.  Slavery is incompatible with all of these; 
and…subverts the principle of democracy… WILLIAM SEWARD

WHIG NY [Our] best security in the hour of danger is to cling fast to 
their time-honored principles…. In my opinion, the harmony 
of the States & even the security of the Union itself require 
that the line of the Missouri Compromise should be 
extended to any new territory which we may acquire from 
Mexico. JAMES BUCHANAN

DEMOCRAT PA

The great principle is the right of every community to judge and decide for 
itself, whether a thing is right or wrong, whether it would be good or evil for 
them to adopt it; and the right of free action, the right of free thought, the right 
of free judgment upon the question is dearer to every true American than any 
other under a free government. STEPHEN DOUGLAS,

democrat il

DEMOCRAT NC

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…. If you are unwilling we should part in peace, 
tell us so, and we shall know what to do, when you reduce the question to 
submission or resistance. JOHN C. CALHOUN,

https://www.washoeschools.net/cms/lib/NV01912265/Centricity/Domain/1116/Period 5 of the textbook.pdf




ATTEMPT TO RESOLVE THE ISSUE OF SLAVERY IN THE NEW WESTERN LANDS

COMPROMISE OF 1850 1850



CLAY DIES IN 1852
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SOUTHERN ATTEMPT TO PURCHASE CUBA FROM SPAIN TO EXPAND SLAVERY

OSTEND MANIFESTO 1854

FRANKLIN
PIERCE

14TH PRESIDENT 

I APPROVE

WE OPPOSE! NORTHERN 
FREE-SOILERS 
& ABOLITIONISTS



ANTHONY 
BURNS 

COURT CASE
1855

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=61ZSuPxowhE&pbjreload=101

FUGITIVE SLAVE ESCAPED TO 
BOSTON, MA.  WAS HUNTED 
DOWN, PUT ON TRIAL, & SENT 
BACK TO HIS MASTER.  
CAUSED MASSIVE 
PROTEST, VIOLENCE, 
& RESISTANCE ACROSS 
THE NORTH.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=61ZSuPxowhE&pbjreload=101


KANSAS-NEBRASKA ACT
1854



STEPHEN

DOUGLAS
DEMOCRAT IL

THIS MUST BE 

ORGANIZED & 

SETTLED FIRST 



TWO NEW 
TERRITORIES

SOLUTION

DESTROYED THE 

MISSOURI 
COMPROMISE

OF 1820



BLEEDING KANSAS
1854-1859





http://plainshumanities.unl.edu/encyclopedia/doc/egp.war.008

c. 60-200 killed

JOHN

BROWN
MILITANT ABOLITIONIST FROM CT

http://plainshumanities.unl.edu/encyclopedia/doc/egp.war.008
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“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….”

CHARLES SUMNER, “Crimes Against Kansas” Speech (May 19-20th, 1856)



“[He] touches nothing 

which he does not 

disfigure with error, 

sometimes of principle, 

sometimes of fact. He 

cannot open his 

mouth, but out there 

flies a blunder.” 

CHARLES SUMNER, “Crimes Against Kansas” Speech (May 19-20th, 1856)





DRED-SCOTT DECISION
1857



https://www.oyez.org/cases/1850-1900/60us393, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OazGts1xC9w, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J0OW18pIo8c

DRED

SCOTT

Harriet Robinson
DRED MOVED TO 
WISCONSIN &  
MARRIED HARRIET

1836

DRED MOVED FROM 
ALABAMA TO MISSOURI 
& SOLD TO EMERSON

1830

RETURNED TO MISSOURI1840

SUED FOR FREEDOM IN MI1846

TO THE SUPREME COURT 1857

https://www.oyez.org/cases/1850-1900/60us393
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OazGts1xC9w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J0OW18pIo8c


ROBERT

TANEY
CHIEF JUSTICE

TANEY MCLEAN WAYNE CATRON DANIEL NELSON GRIER CURTIS CAMPBELL

DRED SCOTT VS 
SANDFORD

1857

BLACKS HAVE NO RIGHTS IN COURT 
BECAUSE THEY ARE NOT CITIZENS 

1

STATES DO NOT HAVE TO HONOR “ONCE 
FREE ALWAYS FREE” POLICIES 

2

CONGRESS HAS NO AUTHORITY 
TO PROHIBIT SLAVERY IN 
FEDERAL TERRITORY

3



SECTIONALIZED PARTIES
1850s
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LINCOLN-DOUGLAS DEBATES
1858





JOHN BROWN’S RAID
1859



John 
brown

BROWN & 21 OF HIS FOLLOWERS 

ASSAULTED THE FEDERAL ARSENAL 

AT HARPER’S FERRY, VA (WV)

ARMED 
SLAVE REBELLION
FAILED. CRUSHED BY 
FEDERAL TROOPS

Robert 
e. lee

OCT 16-18





EXECUTED DEC 2ND



“I John Brown am now 

quite certain that the 

crimes of this guilty, 

land: will never be 

purged away; but with 

Blood. I had as I now 

think: vainly flattered 

myself that without 

very much bloodshed; 

it might be done.” 

JOHN BROWN, Final note given to jailor, Charlestown V.A. (Dec. 2, 1859)





GENERAL ELECTION
1860





“It is the cause of the 
Union, the party of 

the Union, which we 
hope the people will 
inaugurate… instead 
of exhausting their 
time in distracting 
topics & discussions 

upon abstract 
questions, chiefly, to 

the neglect of the 
great vital and 

material interests of 
every section of 

the Union”

JOHNJOHNABRAHAM

"What I do say is, that 
no man is good 

enough to govern 
another man, 

without that other's 
consent. I say this is 

the leading principle 
- the sheet anchor of 

American 
republicanism."

…
“I think slavery is 

wrong, morally, and 
politically. I desire 

that it should be no 
further spread in 

these United States, 
and I should not 
object if it should 

gradually terminate 
in the whole Union.”

“[there is an] 
equality of the 

States under the 
Constitution, and 

their common 
property in the 

territories…. citizens 
of the slaveholding 
States may [move to 

the territories] 
with their slaves, 

and that the local 
legislatures can 
not rightfully 

exclude slavery 
while in the 
territorial 
condition…”

“The great principle 
is the right of every 

community to 
judge and 

decide…whether it 
would be good or 

evil for them to 
adopt it; and the 

right of free 
action, the right of 

free thought, the 
right of free 

judgment upon the 
question is dearer 

to every true 
American than any 
other under a free 

government.”

STEPHEN
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The election of Abraham Lincoln 

to the Presidency is the first 

triumph of a great political 

revolution. It does not mean evil 

to any section of the country. It is 

not only regular and lawful, 

but is necessary to restore the old 

spirit and policy of the country….  

Mr. Lincoln will be inaugurated 

peacefully, and we believe 

confidently that his 

administration will reproduce 

the era of good feeling.



yesterday left little or no 

doubt of the election of 

Abraham Lincoln to the 

Presidency….  The event is the 

most deplorable one that has 

happened in the history of the 

country. The Union may be 

preserved in spite of it. We 

think it will; but we are 

prepared to expect trouble.



THE DEED'S DONE -- DISUNION THE REMEDY
The outrages which abolition 

fanaticism has continued year by 
year to heap upon the South, have 

at length culminated in the 
election of Abraham Lincoln. . . . In 
view of the formal declaration, 

through the ballot box, of a 
purpose by the northern states to 
wield the vast machinery of the 

federal Government…for 
destroying the liberties of the 
slaveholding states, it becomes 

their duty to dissolve their 
connection with it and establish 

a separate and independent 
government of their own.


