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The success of the Union of states called the United States of America has always hinged on the immensity of the continent they were founded on.  The amount of land available allowed for extreme population growth, land development, farming, and the collection of natural resources.  However, in the same way that it caused the success of the Union, it also caused a division within the Union.  From 1800 to 1860, the increasing number of people migrating from the east to the Western territories and states created economic, social, and political tension in the country, while the legislation created to cope with the expansion helped and harmed sectional interests in the North and South.  The tensions created by the Westward expansion were a primary cause of the disunity of the Union and subsequent civil war.  These tensions stemmed from one question, whether new states and territories created by the expanding boundaries and population growth would be slave or free.


Since the inception of the United States, the West had always been the frontier.  Sons and daughters from families who had no more land to distribute could move west and start their own farm or go into the fur and trapping trade.  As the population grew, more individuals and families made this decision and the frontier was no longer a frontier, but a territory, and then a state.  The national government’s continual acquisition of land through bargaining, war, and annexation west of the original colonies only accelerated this process.  When new land was acquired and there existed enough settlers in the region to incorporate the territory into the Union, the Congress had to decide whether the territory would be allow slaves or not (free), or to let the residents of the territory decide (popular sovereignty).  These decisions led to legislation such as the Missouri Compromise, the Wilmot Proviso, the Compromise of 1850, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act, all of which attempted to reconcile the two unions that existed within the one.


Before 1819, there had existed a roughly equal number of slave and free states.  Because of this equality, both had a check on the other’s legislation in Congress; this equality was important because neither side wanted the other to have more power, which could have resulted in one attempting to pass slave or free legislation in the other’s territory.  However, in 1819 Missouri applied for acceptance into the Union.  If Congress accepted Missouri as a free state then there would exist one more free than slave state, which was unacceptable to the slave states, and vice versa; this was the making of a political tension that would last until 1860.


The Northern population was afraid that if the South allowed slavery throughout the country, then, because slaves were cheaper, slaves would replace the tradesmen and wage earners in the North.  Similarly, the South was afraid that if the North abolished slavery throughout the country they would not survive; for one, the newly freed slaves would have more opportunity to kill their previous master, and two, the system in place in the South could not survive on expensive labor costs, which slaves made possible because slaves essentially worked for free.  This is clearly an economic tension, one side’s standard of living would not survive with slavery, and the other would not survive without it.  David Wilmot captured this fear in 1847, “Shall we give up free territory, the inheritance of free labor?  Must we yield this also?  Never, sir, never, until we ourselves are fit to be slaves.”


The compromise that occurred was called the Missouri Compromise; the North would concede Missouri as a slave state, but the South must concede Maine as a free state.  In addition, no slave states would be allowed above the 36o30’ N Latitude.  In this compromise, the South thought it had won another slave state, which helped their interests because the more slave states that existed the more political and economic power they had.  The North, on the other hand, thought it had boxed out slavery, and if the line was kept, there was definitely more territory North of the line than South, which means more free than slave states could be created.  It is evident that the Northern states and the Southern states had a lot at stake within the idea of slavery, the South needed it, the North despised it – this will be a continuing theme up to and including the civil war.

The Missouri compromise calmed the political waters for some time, until the Mexican war.  During the Mexican War, August 8 1846, David Wilmot proposed a proviso in an appropriations bill designed to fund the war.  The proviso specified that any territory gained from the Mexicans would be free of any involuntary servitude.  It set off a massive debate.  The primary reason for the Mexican war was to provide greater expansion possibility for the country.  The debates in the House of Representatives that took place over this issue show the range of arguments from both the North and the South.  

The North argued from a social and economic standpoint, that slavery was morally reprehensible and it would take jobs away from free men (as seen earlier).  James Dixon (Connecticut) on February 9, 1847 said in the House, “it [Slavery] is, besides, disgraceful to us as a nation; disgraceful to the age in which we live…”
  Bradford Wood (New York) on February 10, 1847 also rebuked slavery, “…yet for a northern man to be found riveting the chains of the slave, and extending slavery, merits a rebuke I have not the language to administer, and deserves a position more degraded than the miserable being whose shackles he would fasten.”
 

The South also argued from a social and political standpoint, although against the Wilmot Proviso.  Howell Cobb (Georgia) argued on February 9, 1847 that the North was doing away with a fundamental element of the American political system, “…there is a spirit of compromise running through the Constitution, not confined to isolated paragraphs…The spirit of compromise recognized the existence of these sectional interests…But where is that spirit now?”
  James Dobbin (North Carolina) argues from a social standpoint that Christianity endorses slavery by not forbidding it, “I ask the gentlemen to point out the scriptural denunciation of slavery.”  Dobbin continues, “…before they denounce us and consign us to infamy and eternal perdition, invoking the Word of God against us, shall first read the holy book, and know what it contains…”

The Wilmot Proviso certainly brought forward, through the debates in the House, the social, political, and economic tensions that arose because of the attempt to ban slavery in new territories.  It is not difficult to see that the Southern states viewed the Wilmot Proviso as a serious threat because it only helped Northern sectional interests; if the proviso passed, slavery would have been seriously handicapped because of the proviso’s limiting effect on the institution.  However, although Wilmot’s proviso was not ultimately adopted, the tensions did not subside within the Union – in fact, they turned violent.  As the country grew from land purchases, and territory gained from Mexico, the population heading west in the hopes of a better life increased.

From the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 to 1850, the American population grew by a factor of four.  For this growing population, the only option became to expand west – where there was new ‘virgin’ territory not yet claimed.  In 1842, the California and Oregon trails were magnets to those seeking new opportunities in the West.  Most of these were farm families, until 1949, when most of those traveling the trails became prospectors heading for the California gold rush.  

As the knowledge of the wealth of natural resources and expansive farmland spread to the East, California’s value became clear to the Union.  California’s population quickly grew and state hood became eminent, however after a short disagreement, whether the state would become free or slave, California fell into the free category rather quickly.  The prospectors, and miners, especially were anti-slave because if slaveholders came into the state and began mining, then the individual miners would be the losers.  The drawings in Graebner illustrate well that the miners and prospectors in California worked hard for what they earned, which most of the time was barely enough to feed themselves.
  With this in mind, it is easy to see that with even a little slave labor they might not have been able to feed themselves at all; and as ten slaves could outwork one man easily in a mine – their voice suddenly became the dominate one during the slave/free argument.

As California wanted to only be admitted as a free state, and threatened to secede otherwise, the debate grew hotter because this would tip the balance of free/slave states to the North.  The South then threatened to secede if Congress admitted California as a free state and it felt like everyone wanted out of the Union.  Steven Douglas proposed a compromise that was to be known as the Compromise of 1850, in Douglas’s compromise California was to be admitted as a free state, but the rest of the west was to be split into two territories, each deciding whether they were free or slave (popular sovereignty).  The compromise went further and abolished slavery in Washington D.C. and instituted the nationwide Fugitive Slave Act.


The Compromise was, for all intensive purposes, a victory of the Southern sectional interests.  They gained a federally enforceable act to recover fugitive slaves, and a large section of the west, but not California.  When the Fugitive Slave Act was enforced, the North was outraged that the government sent federal troops into their towns and homes to recover the slaves.  To add to the growing social tension, Douglas introduced the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854.  The act recognized Kansas and Nebraska as American territories, but allowed the voters of the respective states to decide whether they would be slave or free.  This deceptively simple act was one of the worst decisions that could have been made because the lawmakers underestimated the devotion of the sectional interests.


To make sure Kansas and Nebraska went slave or free, the Northerner and Southerners flooded the states for their cause.  The result was a bloodbath, Southerners killed Northerners and vice versa.  The Kansas-Nebraska Act helped neither side, what it did hurt was the already weak bond between the Northern states and Southern states.  Social tension increased because of the fighting within Kansas and Nebraska, political tension increased because of the irreconcilable differences between the Northern and Southern politicians, and economic tension increased because of the growing gap between Northern industry and Southern agriculture, as well as the depression that affected the Northern states during 1857.


During the election of 1858, the country was paving the road to war like a runaway freight train.  Nothing exhibits the sectional differences that existed between the North and South quite like the Lincoln-Douglas debates.  In just one example, Lincoln said of the slaves, “But in the right to eat bread, without leave of anybody else, which his own hand earns, he is my equal and the equal of Judge Douglas, and the equal of every living man…”
  Contrast that with Douglas’s comment, “I am opposed to Negro equality…I am in favor of preserving, not only the purity of the blood, but the purity of the government from any mixture or amalgamation with inferior races,” and it is possible to see how irreconcilable the sides are.


In the subsequent civil war, over 600,000 brave young men lost their lives.  The war was almost inevitable from the chain of events that occurred from 1819 and the Missouri Compromise to the 1858 presidential election.  Each event was either a win or a loss for the Northern sectionalists or Southern sectionalists who were doing everything to fight for their cause.  Economic, social, and political tensions rose to such a level that nothing short of a war could calm the fears and anxiety of either side – and all because of the expanding country and the loaded question: free or slave?  The country was founded on an amazing piece of real estate that offered easy transportation by river, fertile farmland, and industrial opportunity.  Each individual wanted his or her piece of the American pie, and during the early part of the 19th century, moving west was the easiest way to guarantee your piece.  Nevertheless, there really existed two countries with conflicting ideals that an expanding country had to manage; and as Lincoln’s famous quote goes, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”  He continues, “I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free…I do not expect the house to fall; but I do expect it will cease to be divided.”
  The western expansion did not cause the house to fall as Lincoln had predicted correctly, but its effects were a primary influence that led this Nation into one of its most turbulent and trying times in it’s history.
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