
What were the reasons for the later radicalization of the slavery issue as 

the 19th century progressed? 

 



At the beginning of the American republic, the debate over slavery was intense but not 

yet dangerously polarized. What were the reasons for the later radicalization of the slavery issue 

as the 19th century progressed? Though the moral outrage over slavery grew, it was not 

fundamentally different from the arguments brought up by abolitionists in the early republic, 

although they increased in scale and intensity. Rather, the debate over slavery grew more radical 

between 1820 and 1860, as questions over the distribution of slavery became unavoidable. 

 Distribution was not a major issue in the colonial period. Slavery existed in all of the 

American colonies before the Revolution, with similar attitudes on race and similar regimes to 

enforce the institution. For example, in 1630, a Virginia man, Hugh Davis, was whipped for 

“defiling his body in lying with a negro.”1 The same might have been found in the Northern 

colonies at the time. For example, there is the account of Olaudah Equiano, an 11-year-old who 

survived the Middle Passage across the Atlantic and was eventually sold to a Quaker merchant in 

Philadelphia, who promptly freed him.2 His account of the Middle Passage, with the “loathsome” 

stench of its slave ships, would become part of the moral considerations for ending slavery. Still, 

his presence as a slave in Philadelphia reveals much more about the question of distribution early 

on. 

As long as slavery existed in every colony, the issue was not the dividing force that it 

later became. However, the British MP Edmund Burke would foreshadow problems once the 

American colonies got their independence. In a fateful speech to Parliament, he outlined the 

disparity between the Northern and Southern colonies. The Southern region had “a vast 

multitude of slaves,” he said. Because of this fact, he said that the free inhabitants of those 

colonies guarded their freedom more than the Northerners because they had more slaves to look 

at. Burke missed the real story in making this observation, though. It only meant that the 

economic and political systems of the two regions were already vastly different. The differences 

had just been masked to that point. The Northern colonies did not rely on cash-crop agriculture 

in the same way that the Southern colonies did.3 As early as the 17th Century, this proved to be 

                                                             

1 An order to whip Hugh Davis for fornication with a negro woman, 1630. 

2 Equiano, 1757. 

3 Burke, 1775. 



the case. When all colonies were trying to get off the ground, all had slavery, and later, a 

common enemy in King George III to unite them, Burke’s observations proved only that. After 

independence, however, the issue started to rear its head. 

 One of the earliest legal precedents that would deepen the divide over slavery came 

before independence during the late colonial era. A 1772 case in England called Somerset v. 

Stewart found that no “positive law” (an Act of Parliament) established slavery in England itself, 

and since slavery involved a state of “dominion so high” that only an explicit law in a given 

jurisdiction can create it, the presence of a slave in England itself meant that such a person was 

no longer a slave.4 Although the case came in England, the newly-independent United States 

stemmed from the same Common Law legal tradition as the mother country. The precedent 

meant that when the Northern states gradually began to abolish slavery, the country was in a 

bind. If a slave escaped to a Northern state, what would his legal status be? The question proved 

of such import that early congresses enacted a series of federal fugitive slave laws, but this 

created a growing outrage in the North. Pennsylvania’s 1780 ordnance, which enacted a gradual 

abolition of slavery, argued: “It is not for us to enquire why, in the creation of mankind, the 

inhabitants of the several parts of the earth were distinguished by a difference in feature or 

complexion. It is sufficient to know that all are the work of an Almighty Hand.”5 Therefore, 

black slaves were “entitled by nature” to the same blessings that anyone else was entitled to. The 

ordnance indicated a shift in attitude in the North. The South, meanwhile, continued in more or 

less the same mindset as that found in Virginia with the whipping of Hugh Davis in 1630. It was 

explicitly a racial hierarchy, with blacks enslaved and whites free. Even before 1800, then, 

American attitudes were growing increasingly divided. These differences would not have been 

enough to radicalize the debate, however. The Northern and Southern states still had enough 

common interest to make a deal on slavery in adopting the original Constitution, such as in the 

Three-Fifths Compromise, and to allow the importation of slaves from Africa until 1808. As 

soon as Northern states freed their slaves, though, the question of the distribution of slavery 

began to haunt the new nation. 
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 The tinderbox which led to the radicalization of the debate over slavery – the issue which 

gave it the critical mass it would need to erupt into civil war – was exactly how slavery would be 

distributed now that some states were ending the practice, particularly as the country expanded 

west. This issue would prove of critical importance to Southern slave owners if they were to 

preserve their privileges. If the existing Northern states, like Pennsylvania, were abolishing 

slavery, there was at least still room to expand the areas over which slaves would be distributed 

in the new western territories. As early as 1784, there was a debate over the fate of slavery in the 

new Ohio Territory. Certain members of the Continental Congress wanted to prohibit slavery in 

that new area, but Southern representatives resisted this. A group of Virginia slave owners, for 

example, wrote to their congressmen, urging them to “utterly reject every motion and proposal 

for emancipating our slaves” and ensure that there would be no restrictions on the institution by 

“the design of the North.” This petition reveals the sectional animus that would prove so deadly a 

calculation in later decades. As the North started the trend of emancipation, based on firm moral 

logic, it would inevitably lead to greater political pressure on the South to do the same, which the 

Virginia slave owners, in their petition, considered a breach in their fundamental rights of 

property for which they had shed their blood against King George III.6 

 Thomas Jefferson anticipated that the distribution of slaves over the new United States 

would profoundly affect the country. In response, he came up with a theory of “diffusion,” which 

optimistically believed that as slavery spread, it would become less powerful. He believed that 

freeing slaves in large numbers at once would be impossible, reasoning that racial animosity 

“will divide us into parties, and produce convulsions which will probably never end but in the 

extermination of the one or the other race.”7 Despite these fears, his status as a slave owner, and 

his belief that blacks were naturally inferior to whites, Jefferson considered the institution of 

slavery to be a moral wrong, and struggled over how to end it without causing a greater disaster. 

He wrote to John Holmes, a supporter of the 1820 Missouri Compromise: “Of one thing I am 

certain, that as the passage of slaves from one State to another, would not make a slave of a 

single human being who would not be so without it, so their diffusion over a greater surface 
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would make them individually happier, and proportionally facilitate the accomplishment of their 

emancipation, by dividing the burden on a greater number of [citizens].”8 In other words, as 

slaves became less concentrated and more diffused over the vast land that the United States 

possessed, Jefferson thought that the slave power would become divided, unable to maintain 

political power due to lack of organization and common interest. 

 Yet, even as Jefferson wrote these words, it became clear that the diffusion theory would 

not work in practice. Many of the Louisiana Purchase's new lands would add more slave states to 

the Union, including Missouri. Each new slave state meant that there would be two new pro-

slavery senators in the United States Senate, and more pro-slavery members of the House of 

Representatives, which would be artificially swelled because of the original Constitution’s 

Three-Fifths Compromise. These new members of Congress would not be divided but form 

ranks against a North which grew increasingly hostile to slavery, now that there were almost no 

slaves left in that part of the country. As the North now had little attachment to slavery, it was 

natural for Northerners to be outraged at the alien Southern economic model and to grow warier 

of the spread of the slave power, the power Jefferson was so sure would become weakened as 

new lands opened up to settlement. Indeed, Jefferson missed the economic aspect of the problem 

in his diffusion theory. As the North industrialized, the South witnessed the rise of a new cash 

crop, one which had not been profitable in Jefferson’s era: cotton. 

 Cotton had once been a rarity, but the introduction of the cotton gin by Eli Whitney made 

it much more common. By the time of the Missouri Compromise of 1820, cotton was in growing 

demand, both by Northern textile manufacturers and as a raw export. The American South was 

also an ideal climate for growing cotton as an industrial crop. The demand for cotton led to a 

demand for new plantations in the new western states – and slaves to work them. The slave 

population thus exploded in the old American South and the slave states in the new western 

territories, increasing the power of the slaveholding class, contrary to Jefferson’s prediction. The 

slave power did not diffuse but grew more concentrated over a much wider area than in the 

colonial period and the first 50 years of the United States’ existence. Therefore, despite the 

North’s growing industrial and political power, the South’s slave-based economic model also 
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grew in strength, making the eventual end of slavery much harder to achieve on a reasonable 

political basis. In the colonial era and the early years of the American experiment, slaves were 

confined mainly to Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia, much as Edmund Burke noted in 1775. 

As the Northern states freed their slaves, it was possible that under the constitutional framework, 

the South and the slave-owning system would be overwhelmed by the Northern economic model, 

which increasingly idealized the notion of “free labor.” Abraham Lincoln (before he became 

President) summed it up when he said: “Free labor argues that, as the Author of man makes 

every individual with one head and one pair of hands, it was probably intended that heads and 

hands should cooperate as friends; and that that particular head, should direct and control that 

particular pair of hands.”9 

The free labor idea, wrapped as it partially was in already-existing Abolition arguments 

and scriptural interpretations about the wrongness of slavery directly contradicted the slave 

system on an economic model and a moral one. Had the country been confined to its original 

territory, Northern free labor would likely have prevailed over Southern slavery through lawful, 

democratic action. Once the Northern states decided to abolish slavery gradually, the 

Constitution could have been amended or a deal could have been reached in Congress to end the 

system on a reasonable basis, but with the Louisiana Purchase, and later, the vast swathes of 

territory won in the Mexican War of 1848, much greater tracts of land became available to 

Southern slave owners. In the aftermath of the Mexican War in particular, the debate over 

slavery truly became radicalized. Before the war, the Missouri Compromise had worked well in 

stabilizing the Union. It gave Southern slave owners enough of a bone while limiting the overall 

expansion of slavery, prohibiting it in the Northern part of the country. With American territory 

limited to the area of the Louisiana Purchase, it was enough of a compromise to kick the can 

down the road – and only that. The downside of the 1820 compromise was that it ensured it 

would no longer be possible to abolish slavery through legal or constitutional means. There were 

now too many slave states in the Union and the slave system grew more powerful thanks to the 

advent of the cotton cash crop economy. There were more slaves, more slave owners, and more 

profits in slavery than had ever been conceived during the colonial era or even the early 
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American Constitutional system. The new territories won in the Mexican War now added fuel to 

this growing fire. These were vast tracts of land stretching as far as the Pacific Ocean, many of 

them climactically favorable for growing cotton or other crops produced by slave labor. Texas 

quickly became a slave state for these reasons. The debate about the other lands won from 

Mexico now raged throughout the nation. The Missouri Compromise had not explicitly covered 

these territories, so their fate was questioned. For example, California had vast territory along a 

north-south axis that stretched above and below the accepted limit of the slave power established 

in 1820. Would California be a slave state or a free state? And who was to stop slave owners 

from taking their slaves west into the unincorporated territories and establish slavery there on 

their own initiative? 

The distribution problem now became a deadly – literally – feedback cycle. Northern 

Abolitionists and free labor advocates argued that slavery should not be permitted in the newly-

won western lands. Slave owners argued that they had the right to take their property to these 

new lands and settle there. They came to believe in the idea that the fate of slavery in the west 

should be decided through popular sovereignty, where residents of the new territories voted on 

whether slavery should be allowed or not. Unlike in the Missouri Compromise, there was no 

middle ground. Southerners felt that they needed to expand slavery west or they would be 

swamped by the North and its growing political power. The North, likewise, felt that it could not 

let slavery spread beyond its current territories, or the slave system would overwhelm the free 

states. With these calculations in mind, a conspiratorial point of view descended over both 

sections of the country, growing more and more intense in the decade after the Mexican War. 

The South believed that the North wanted to destroy them and their way of life, while the North 

believed that the South wanted to make the slave power supreme around the country and do the 

same. Although it came before the crisis hit critical mass, John C. Calhoun, a former Vice 

President, and then-South Carolina Senator, encapsulated the growing southern attitude in 1837 

when he said: “I hold concession or compromise to be fatal. If we concede an inch, concession 

would follow concession--compromise would follow compromise, until our ranks would be so 



broken that effectual resistance would be impossible. We must meet the enemy on the frontier, 

with a fixed determination of maintaining our position at every hazard.”10 

Meanwhile, in the North, some segments of society began to identify the Constitution 

itself as a pro-slavery document, a point argued by Wendell Phillips in 1844 when he claimed 

that anyone who supported it swore to “do pro-slavery acts.”11 Having failed to abolish slavery 

through legal means up to now, he thought, the Constitution was of a character which explicitly 

protected slavery. Though he did not say so directly, he must have reached his conclusion 

because of slavery’s growing power through westward expansion and the failure of the American 

Constitutional framework to abolish the institution early on. 

Phillips’ and Calhoun’s words reveal their calculations and attitudes. They were not 

attitudes that could reconcile. There was a growing consensus among Southern slave owners and 

Northerners that this would be an all-or-nothing struggle. Phillips made it explicit at the end of 

his argument that the Constitution was a “pro-slavery pact” when he declared: “no union with 

slave holders!”12 

The Compromise of 1850 set the stage for Calhoun and Phillips’ words to manifest 

themselves. Northerners saw this framework as a betrayal, as it partially repealed the 1820 

Missouri Compromise. The 1820 compromise did not limit slavery’s expansion westward but at 

least limited how far it could go to the north. This was, for a generation, something Northerners 

were willing to put up with, begrudgingly. After the Mexican War and the new framework, even 

this was now up in the air, as Southerners got what they wanted. New territories in the west, won 

in the conflict, were open to slavery. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 finalized the 1850 

framework, making popular sovereignty the cornerstone. Settlers in the new Kansas-Nebraska 

territories could now choose whether slavery was permitted there or not through votes on the 

matter. This led to both Northern and Southern settlers streaming into the territories to get their 

way. Northerners were determined to make sure slavery was voted down. Southerners, who often 
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came with their slaves, were determined to see more slave states in the Union. In this, however, 

the South was in a weaker position. By the middle of the 19th century, the North boasted a 

significantly larger population than the South. Therefore, the North could bring more people into 

the popular sovereignty territories to vote against slavery than the South could bring to vote for 

it. Southerners could, however, bring their slaves, and expand their economic power that way. 

Economic power inevitably brought political power with it. 

The result was “Bleeding Kansas,” where Northerners and Southerners resorted to 

violence to oppose one another, neither side being willing to bend to the other. For the North, 

already reeling from the repeal of the Missouri Compromise, it was absolutely necessary to 

ensure that slavery could not spread further, lest the slave power become more deeply entrenched 

than it already was. Southerners equally felt that they needed to be able to spread slavery over 

the new territory and all others if they were to ensure the institution’s survival. They reasoned 

that containing slavery in the territories in which it already existed, a policy that Abraham 

Lincoln and others believed in, would simply lead to abolition later on. They would need to 

distribute their slaves over more territory to be safer, and the wider distribution, the better. 

The decisive moment came through the Supreme Court decision in Dred Scott v. Sanford 

in 1857. Before this case, it was possible to begrudgingly kick the can down the road, coming to 

a workable, temporary agreement about slavery. Dred Scott made the Civil War inevitable. The 

case originated when Dred Scott, a slave, resided in the free states of Wisconsin and Illinois. 

When he returned to his master in Missouri, he sued for his freedom, arguing that state and 

federal law meant that he could no longer be considered enslaved, since he had set foot on free 

soil, repeating the argument in Somerset so many years before. The Supreme Court ruled against 

him, but its decision had much further-reaching implications. 

The opinion, written by Chief Justice Roger Taney, stated that Dred Scott lacked standing 

to sue for his freedom because he, as a black man, could not be a citizen of the United States, no 

matter where he resided. Even free blacks could not be considered citizens of the United States 

or of any state; because they were descended from people considered “a subordinate and inferior 



class of beings” and therefore “had no rights or privileges but such as those who held the power 

and the Government might choose to grant them.”13 

Chief Justice Taney went further. He opined that the United States Congress had no right 

to deprive slave owners of their property without due process of law, and the mere act of 

bringing a slave to a particular territory did not meet that standard. “Thus the rights of property 

are united with the rights of person,” he said, echoing the language from the Virginia petition in 

1784, which now came full circle.14 Those slave owners decried any restriction on slavery and 

now there were none. The Dred Scott decision implied that slavery's expansion could not be 

restricted. The decision invalidated the Missouri Compromise as unconstitutional and effectively 

overturned Somerset. There could thus be no workable balance between slave and free states. 

One economic and political model would need to become supreme throughout the country. 

Because there could be few legal restrictions against the spread of slavery throughout the western 

territories, the Dred Scott decision would open the way for supremacy of slavery, with no 

feasible method of breaking the system’s power. There would be too many slaves, over too wide 

an area, and too many slave states, each with members of Congress. 

Northerners naturally grew alarmed at this prospect and made containing any further 

expansion of slavery a top priority, with language increasingly becoming radicalized. The South 

naturally saw this as a threat. In his famous 1858 debate with Stephen Douglas, Abraham 

Lincoln said that he wished “the further spread of slavery may be arrested and that it may be 

placed where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate 

extinction.”15 When Southerners heard Northerners talk like this, they openly began to discuss 

secession. Lincoln’s election in 1860 made it concrete. The differences simply became 

irreconcilable for them. After the election of 1860, South Carolina made it clear that it would not 

accept the result and defended slavery in its secession declaration. Other states followed. The 

South had thrown the gauntlet down. The Civil War would be the only way to finally resolve the 

issue. 
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