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Notable Figures
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BROWN, JOHN (1800–1859). A radical abolitionist,
Brown is remembered mainly for two infamous incidents:
the 1855 massacre of five pro-slavery settlers near Pot-
tawatomie Creek, in Kansas; and the October 1859 raid
on the federal armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, which he
hoped would spark a slave revolt. 

BUCHANAN, JAMES (1791–1868). The 15th presi-
dent of the United States is often criticized for his indeci-
siveness in dealing with the mounting secession crisis that
ultimately led to the Civil War. 

CALHOUN, JOHN C. (1782–1850). The opposition
of his home state, South Carolina, to the federal tariffs of
1828 and 1832 inspired Calhoun to lay out the rationale
for state nullification of a national law; for the rest of his
political career Calhoun was an outspoken defender of
Southern rights and the slavery system.

CLAY, HENRY (1777–1852). During his many terms
in Congress, Clay earned the nickname “the Great 
Compromiser” for his central role in resolving the Mis-
souri crisis, the nullification crisis, and the crisis of 1850.

DAVIS, JEFFERSON (1808–1889). A Mississippian
who championed Southern rights, Davis served as secre-
tary of war under President Franklin Pierce and as a U.S.
senator before being chosen as president of the Confed-
erate States of America in 1861.

DOUGLAS, STEPHEN A. (1813–1861). The senator
from Illinois played a key role in the Compromise of 1850
and, with the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, promoted

Notable Figures

popular sovereignty as a means of deciding whether new
territories would be slave or free.  

LINCOLN, ABRAHAM (1809–1865). The future 16th
president of the United States rose to national promi-
nence during the 1858 Illinois senatorial race against
Stephen Douglas, when he eloquently argued against slav-
ery; his election to the presidency in 1860 precipitated the
secession of several Southern states and touched off the
Civil War. 

SCOTT, DRED (1795?–1858). A slave, Scott sued for
his freedom, arguing that his being taken to free soil
released him from bondage; the U.S. Supreme Court
ruled against Scott in a controversial 1857 decision.

STOWE, HARRIET BEECHER (1811–1896). An abo-
litionist, Stowe wrote the 1852 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
which helped solidify anti-slavery sentiment in the North. 

TANEY, ROGER (1777–1864). As chief justice of the
United States, Taney wrote the Supreme Court’s decision
in the case of Dred Scott v. Sandford; the decision assert-
ed that blacks could not be citizens within the meaning of
the U.S. Constitution and declared the Missouri Compro-
mise unconstitutional.

TURNER, NAT (1800–1831). A slave and self-styled
preacher, Turner led an August 1831 slave rebellion in
Southampton County, Virginia, that claimed dozens of
lives and produced fear and hysteria in the South. 

John Brown James Buchanan John C. Calhoun

7

                               



Early on the morning of April 12, 1861, a sin-

gle shell was fired high over the harbor of

Charleston, South Carolina. The shell, its fuse

burning red in the darkness, reached the apex of its flight

and began descending. Then it exploded over the water.

This was a signal to soldiers manning cannons at different

places around the harbor to open fire on Fort Sumter, an

island stronghold held by U.S. soldiers.

9

A slave dealer’s office in Alexan-
dria, Virginia. Slaves were kept in
the low, windowless building to
the left. The slave pictured below
has a badly scarred back from
being whipped. Slavery was a
major underlying cause of the
Civil War, which began in April
1861.
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delegates. Some of the Northern delegates wanted

the complete, immediate abolition of slavery. That

was unacceptable to the Southern states. Eventually,

the delegates agreed to a compromise. The Constitu-

tion would allow Congress to prohibit slaves from

being imported into the country in 1808 (though the

words slavery and slave do not actually appear in the

Constitution).

Another controversy at the Constitutional Con-

vention concerned how slaves would be considered by

the national census. This was important because state

population would determine the number of seats each

state would have in the House of Representatives.

10

The attack on Fort Sumter is considered the start

of the American Civil War. This bloody conflict lasted

until April 1865 and claimed more American lives—

about 620,000—than any other war in history.

Disagreements between the Northern and South-

ern sections of the country had been building since

the early 19th century, and they had become espe-

cially heated since 1850. Many complex issues con-

tributed to the start of the war, including economic

and social differences between North and South, atti-

tudes about westward expansion, and the struggle for

national political power. But underlying each of these

issues was the major source of friction between the

two sections: slavery. 

SLAVERY IN AMERICA

By the 1700s, the institution of slavery was estab-

lished in all 13 American colonies, though most slaves

lived in the South. During the American Revolution

(1775–1783), colonial leaders argued that all men are

created equal and have a right to life, liberty, and the

pursuit of happiness. Because of these high-minded

principles, by the time the war ended some Ameri-

cans were uncomfortable with slavery. 

When the Constitutional Convention convened in

Philadelphia in 1787, the issue of slavery divided the

Causes of the Civil War

George Washington presides over the 1787 Constitutional Conven-
tion in Philadelphia. As delegates developed the basic framework by
which the United States would be governed, they largely avoided
dealing with the thorny question of slavery.

              



The slave system flourished in the South because

slaves were needed for agriculture. In the South, the

land and climate were ideal for growing cotton, rice,

sugar, and tobacco. The big plantations on which

these cash crops were cultivated required a large

source of cheap labor. These crops would not grow in

the cooler Northern climate, so there was little eco-

nomic incentive to maintain slavery in the North.

THE MISSOURI CRISIS

The first major issue in which slavery arose as an

issue of sectional (that is, North-South) conflict 

12

Northern Delegates said that only free men should be

counted. This would favor the more populous North-

ern states. Southern delegates argued that slaves

should be fully counted, which would give the South,

with its large slave population, more congressional

representation. In the end, a compromise was crafted:

each slave would count as three-fifths of a person. 

As delegates to the Constitutional Convention

debated these questions, Congress passed the North-

west Ordinance. This act outlawed slavery in all of the

territory north of the Ohio River and west of the

Appalachian Mountains (the states of Ohio, Indiana,

Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin, along with part of

Minnesota, were formed from this area). Between the

Northwest Ordinance and the Constitution’s provi-

sion to end the slave trade, the Founding Fathers who

opposed slavery had good reason to hope the institu-

tion would die out within a few years. 

During the 1790s and early 1800s, most Northern

states gradually abolished slavery. This did not occur

in the South, however. Instead, the slave population

expanded dramatically. In 1790, the first federal cen-

sus counted nearly 690,000 slaves. By 1810, two

years after Congress banned the importation of

slaves, that number stood at 1.2 million. In 1830, the

census counted more than 2 million slaves. 

Causes of the Civil War

Slaves operate a cotton gin, a machine that could quickly and effi-
ciently remove seeds from cotton bolls. Before 1793, cleaning a
pound of cotton by hand took one day; the cotton gin could clean 50
pounds in the same time. As cotton became a profitable crop, more
slaves were required to tend larger fields on Southern plantations.

         



To settle the controversy, Maine was admitted as a

free state, while Missouri was admitted as a slave state.

It was then proposed that no more slave states would be

created from the former Louisiana Territory north of

the latitude line 36º30´—that is, north of Missouri’s

southern border. Congress passed this proposal in what

came to be known as the Missouri Compromise. Along

with the practice of admitting states in pairs—one slave,

one free—the Missouri Compromise would be a guid-

ing principle of national politics for more than 30 years. 

THE NULLIFICATION CRISIS

The next major sectional crisis occurred in 1832.

Congress had enacted steep tariffs, or taxes, on many

imported goods in 1824, 1828, and 1832. The tariffs

were intended not only to raise more revenue for the

federal government, but also to help American facto-

ries compete against European manufacturers that

could produce certain goods more cheaply. The tariffs

helped factory owners in the Northern states, but

hurt the Southern economy, which depended on trade

with Europe. Farmers in the South and Midwest

would pay higher prices for the goods they needed.

Opposition to the tariffs was strongest in South

Carolina, the home state of the vice president, John

C. Calhoun. At the behest of state leaders, Calhoun

concerned the admission of Missouri as a state in

1820. Even though slavery existed in Missouri Terri-

tory, Congressman James Tallmadge of New York

proposed that Missouri be admitted to the Union

only as a non-slave state. His proposal passed in the

House of Representatives, but failed in the Senate.

Unlike representation in the House, which is

based on a state’s population, each state sends two

senators to Congress. Until 1820, there had been an

equal number of slave and free states, so legislation

could not pass the Senate unless it was acceptable to

all. Senators from the South feared that adding more

non-slave states would upset the balance of power.

The free states of the North would be able to pass leg-

islation without needing Southern cooperation or

approval.
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much fear among whites. Slaves in other states

accused of involvement with Turner were executed.

In the North, attitudes toward slavery were chang-

ing. During the 1830s and 1840s, abolitionist groups

like the American Anti-Slavery Society began to dis-

cuss the issue publicly. These groups wished to show

Americans the moral injustices of slavery and com-

pletely eliminate the institution.

However, more Northerners opposed slavery for

economic, rather than moral, reasons. As the Ameri-

can frontier moved west, farmers were encouraged to

settle the fertile new territories. If those settlers were

permitted to use slaves, they would be able to pro-

duce and sell their products more cheaply than farm-

ers in the free North. At the same time, newly arrived

immigrants employed in Northern factories feared

they would lose their jobs to cheap slave labor.

In the South, a subtle change in attitude was also

occurring. Historically, most Americans felt slavery

was a “necessary evil” that had to be tolerated for the

economic well-being of the South. By 1845, however,

an important segment of the Southern population had

begun to develop the idea that slavery was not a nec-

essary evil, but a “positive good” that should be

encouraged and expanded. This change of attitude

was a key element in the drift toward civil war.

16

anonymously wrote a pair of essays that outlined a

theory called nullification, under which a state legis-

lature could invalidate an act of the U.S. Congress.

South Carolina then enacted an “ordinance of nullifi-

cation” in November 1832, declaring that the high

tariffs were null and void—and the import duties

would therefore not be collected—in the state.

President Andrew Jackson insisted that states

could not nullify a law passed by Congress. He

declared that, if necessary, he would send troops to

collect the tariff. Meanwhile, Senator Henry Clay of

Kentucky worked out a compromise tariff level that

was acceptable to the South Carolinians. The nullifi-

cation crisis passed. However, the question of states’

rights versus federal authority had not been settled.

CHANGING ATTITUDES

In August 1831, a violent slave uprising occurred

in Virginia’s Southampton County. The rebellion,

directed by Nat Turner, led to the deaths of 60 whites

and 200 blacks. Most of the white victims were

women and children. Turner’s savage revolt caused

Virginia to contemplate—but ultimately reject—a

gradual emancipation act. Instead, Virginia tightened

restrictions on blacks, slave as well as free. And else-

where in the South, Nat Turner’s rebellion provoked
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