Michael J. Kraft


12/13/99


520-45


Dr. Jucovy





America: 409-422





Signs of cultural splits had appeared before sectional politics. The Methodist and Baptists churches split along sectional lines. The churches didn’t unify America. Prominent religious figures were pro-sectionalizing. They turned political questions into moral issues and reduced the prospects for a compromise. American literature also became sectionalized. Literary abolitionism hit its zenith when Harriet Beecher Stowe published Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which portrayed slavery as a threat to the family. Southern defensiveness hardened into cultural and economic nationalism. A major vehicle for this was De Bow’s Review, a journal published in New Orleans. When Buchanan was inaugurated, the dispute over slavery in territories was pretty big. Buchanan encouraged the SC to resolve the issue once and for all. In the case of Dred Scott v. Sandford, Scott was a MO slave whose owner had taken him to the WI territory. After his master’s death, Scott sued for his freedom on the grounds that he had lived in an area where slavery had been outlawed. The court could have said that a slave couldn’t sue, but Buchanan encouraged a broader decision. On 3/6/57, Chief Justice Taney ruled against Scott, based on the facts that Scott couldn’t sue because he wasn’t a citizen, and no African American could be a U.S. citizen. But the other reason was that even if he had been a legal plaintiff, his residence in the WI territory established no right to freedom because Congress had no power to prohibit slavery there, and the MO compromise was declared unconstitutional, and was the main plank in the Republican platform. Buchanan exacerbated sectional tension. 5 of 6 judges who voted in the majority were proslavery Southerners. Republicans denounced the decision, but they didn’t openly defy the Court. They argued that the decision as written was not binding on Congress and that a ban on slavery could still be enacted. This helped the Republicans build support. In KS, the proslavery faction decided to gain admission to the Union as a slave state. They fixed the election, and won. The resulting constitution, made at Lecompton, was going to be voted down if fairly submitted, and was going to be rejected by Congress if no meeting was held. To resolve this, supporters of the constitution decided to permit a vote on the slavery part alone, giving the electorate the choice of allowing or forbidding the importation of slaves. The free-staters boycotted it, thus allowing ratification of a constitution that protected existing slave property and placed no restriction on importations. Meanwhile, the free-staters gained control of the legislature, and the Lecompton constitution was boycotted. It was a perversion of popular sovereignty. However, the Buchanan administration tried to push it through Congress. The resulting debates in Congress were very bitter. Buchanan managed to pass it in the Senate on 3/23, but on 4/1, it was defeated in the House. A compromise was devised to allow resubmission of the constitution to the KS voters on the pretext that a change in the provisions for a federal land grant was required. In 8/58, the people of KS killed the constitution. This worsened sectional rivalries and split the Democratic party. Douglas spoke against the constitution, which lost him influence in the South. Douglas’ immediate problem was to win reelection in the Senate in ’58 against Lincoln. Lincoln took a radical anti-slavery stance, and tried to link Douglas to a proslavery conspiracy by pointing out that Douglas wouldn’t take a stand on the morality of slavery. Douglas responded by saying that Lincoln’s ideas would endanger the Union. Lincoln made a distinction between tolerating slavery where it was allowed, and expanding where it shouldn’t be. Douglas’ most effective point was that Lincoln wanted racial equality. Lincoln denied this, and won the popular vote, but Douglas won the electoral vote. After KS became a free territory in 8/58, the issue of slavery lost some momentum. Southerners still persisted their right to take slaves into the territories, and Republicans denied them that right. A chain of events in ’59 and ’60 led to a crisis of fear. The first was John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry, VA, in 10/59. He was a a zealot, and seized the federal arsenal and armory in Harpers Ferry. He wanted to arm the slave population for a guerrilla war that would extend to the lower South, but the slaves didn’t help him, and Brown was driven out, and defeated by Robert E. Lee. Brown was put on trial for treason against VA, and evidence was produced that Northern abolitionists had approved and funded Brown’s plan. This agitated the South. After Brown was sentenced to be hanged, the North had sympathy for him, and he was martyred. Republicans denounced him for his violence, but Southerners interpreted the North’s sympathy as the Republicans’ real attitude. The raid touched off fear, repression, and mobilization. The South’s next greatest fear was that the non-slaveholding whites would turn against the plantation owners. When Congress met to elect a speaker of the House on 12/5, the Republican candidate was denounced because he had endorsed as a campaign document Hinton Helper’s Impending Crisis of the South. As the balloting went on, Southerners threatened secession if Sherman was elected. Since it became apparent Sherman wouldn’t be elected, a more moderate Republican was nominated. Republicans’ identification with Helper’s ideas may have been decisive in convincing conservative plantation owners that a Republican presidential victory would be intolerable. Slave prices had risen, which undermined non-slaveholding whites’ ambition to acquire slaves. Proslavery extremists called for a reopening of the Atlantic slave trade. When the Republicans met on 5/16/59 to choose a candidate, they chose Lincoln over Seward, because Seward had a record of radicalism and opposition to the nativist movement. The delegates called for a high protective tariff, free homesteads, and federal aid for internal improvement, including a transcontinental railroad. The platform brought in ex-Whigs and renegade Democrats. The Democrats didn’t have a united front because Douglas had a hard time winning the required 2/3rds because of the South’s dislike of him. He succeeded, but the Deep South walked out on many meetings. The walkouts nominated John Breckenridge, who was proslavery. There was also the Constitutional Union party under John Bell, who wanted sectional accomodation. Lincoln won the election, which angered many Southerners. The lower South launched a movement for secession from the Union. Historians have searched for the reasons underlying the disruption of the Union. Some think it was economic interests vs. agrarian and industrializing regions, but this is subjective. Some people have blamed the crisis on irresponsible politicians. The dominant modern view is that the crisis was rooted in ideological differences over the morality and utility of slavery. The North and South had different views of a good society. Once these views had become the main themes of political discourse, sectional compromise was no longer possible. 


