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southern Whigs had much to fear if anti-slavery northern Whigs got their way. Second, so long as 

northern Whigs opposed immediate DC abolition, the party could remain united. In years to come, 

the addition of new western territories would force new decisions on the party. For the moment, 

however, the possibility of maintaining some sort of sectional equilibrium seemed high. The 

foreshadowing of future intraparty conflict could still be discounted, as least by some. 

 

WHIG ATTEMPTS TO RECONCILE THEIR DIFFERING VIEWS ON DC ABOLITION 

Moderate Whigs on either side of the Mason-Dixon line split for the same reason as more 

radical party members, and both made their best efforts to reconcile despite real differences over 

DC abolition. Whig papers from Maryland to Indiana saw petitions for DC abolition as “agitation” 

better “left for Mr. Calhoun and his allies in the Senate.” Many Maryland Whigs, who were both 

pro-slavery and anti-Calhoun, strongly opposed abolition and supported Pinckney’s resolution.333 

But Northern Whigs did not even wish to appear to reject the eventual possibility ending slavery 

in DC. In this respect they differed from northern Democrats. Indiana’s sole Whig congressman 

therefore broke with his delegation in opposing the Pinckney Resolution.334 At the same time, 

southern Whigs, while alarmed at northern anti-slavery sentiment, were confident that trustworthy 

northern Whigs, unlike dishonest Democrats, would not enact DC abolition.  

Even the strongly pro-slavery Alexandria Gazette attempted the challenging task of looking 

past northern Whig support for DC abolition. It was disturbed by anti-slavery legislative 

resolutions and candidate statements in Massachusetts, Rhode Island and Vermont in the late 

1830s. It saw trouble ahead for the Whig alliance, especially because some northern Whigs were 

insisting on their desire for DC abolition at some point. But it took solace in some northern Whig 
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newspaper support and rejoiced when the Massachusetts House rejected its state’s Senate’s most 

radical anti-slavery resolutions. Besides, it could always look for positive northern news, like the 

Maine House’s denying an abolitionist group the use of its normally available public hall.335 

Whigs made some unsuccessful attempts to come to a modus vivendi despite differences 

over DC slavery in the long run. The National Intelligencer, the leading DC Whig paper, suggested 

that DC abolition was possible, but only with the consent of the District’s legislature. Most 

southern Whigs had not considered this possibility, since Congress effectively controlled DC. 

Even so, the editors argued, this congressional power might not extend to jurisdiction over slavery 

in DC, since Maryland and Virginia had implicitly wanted slavery protected there. Such a position 

would likely preserve DC slavery, since its many slaveholders would presumably prevent 

abolition, while denying the abolitionists the chance to claim that Congress could exercise any 

power over slavery. At the same time, northern Whigs could be satisfied by the possibility that 

DC’s legislature might eventually abolish slavery in the national capital.336  

In February 1839, Henry Clay formulated a second argument in favor of the status quo. 

Clay believed that the Constitution technically allowed DC abolition, but that it was virtually 

impossible to enact without the consent of Virginia and Maryland. Abolition without their consent 

would involve a “violation of implied faith” by Congress to those who had donated their land for 

the capital. Clay offered two hypothetical comparisons to illustrate his point. First, it would have 

been absurd for Congress to introduce slavery into Philadelphia when it was the national capital, 

thereby fooling Pennsylvania, which had provided land under the assumption that it would not 

experience slavery. Second, Clay thought it equally absurd for an ambassador to use his authority 
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to negotiate treaties while violating the explicit instructions of the President. While theoretically 

possible, this would be morally absurd, and any such treaties would be rejected by the public. DC 

abolition therefore raised more than just a question of simple legality or expediency; it touched on 

a question of fundamental understandings behind the Constitution’s provision for a capital and the 

assumptions of the states that ceded their land.337  

 These efforts by the Whigs’ leader, and by its national newspaper, had mixed results. They 

succeeded insofar as they provided a middle ground upon which Whigs might rally. Southerners 

could have faith that their party leadership would not allow DC abolition, even if it claimed to 

support a stronger stance against it. Clay, after all, believed that DC abolition was not a simple 

legal question. As for northern Whigs, they could vote against any congressional expression of 

opposition to DC abolition, while taking comfort that their leaders considered it to be a real 

possibility in the future. Finally, many border-state Whigs could rally behind Henry Clay and 

support the Pinckney Resolution, as most of Kentucky and Delaware Whigs did in 1836.  

Clay’s compromise failed, and he seemed to understand why. Even if he was wrong, he 

wondered aloud, was “the affair of the liberation of six thousand negro slaves in this District, 

disconnected with the three millions of slaves in the United States, of sufficient magnitude to 

agitate, distract, and embitter this great Confederacy?”338 For Clay himself, the answer was no. 

But as the slavery question continued to agitate the nation, northern Whigs would be forced to 

translate their consistent anti-slavery stances into action, and to answer Clay’s question in the 

affirmative. To the extent that they believed in freedom, northern Whigs did not want to 

countenance the enslavement of anyone. Yet they felt obliged to do just that because they placed 
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greater importance on preserving the Union than they did on opposing slavery. If northern Whigs 

could do so, they might have abolished slavery in the District of Columbia and then gone no 

further.  

And as for southern Whigs, they thought abolitionists would argue in stages, with the 

northern public accepting their arguments one at a time. Most of the North seemed “infected with 

Abolition principles” and virtually all northerners above Pennsylvania were de facto abolitionists, 

since they believed in national power to abolish slavery in some regions. If unchecked, “the flame” 

of abolitionism would move from DC to the western territories, and then to the South itself. If the 

North wanted to preserve the Union, there was only one thing to do: “THE ABOLITIONISTS 

MUST BE PUT DOWN, OR THEY DESTROY THE UNION.”339 

 

WESTWARD SLAVERY EXPANSION: The Missouri Compromise, Arkansas, and Florida 

Southern Whigs feared that DC abolition could lead to a total ban on slavery in the western 

territories, including in Arkansas, which was not admitted as a state until June 1836. Willing 

though northern Whigs were to accommodate slavery, they had their limits, and they would oppose 

southern Whigs over Arkansas, even though the Missouri Compromise permitted slavery there. 

Here too, Whigs’ fundamentally conservative outlook shaped their opinions. Ending slavery in 

southern states threatened the stability of society and the Union, but the creation of new slave states 

seemed unconscionable and a threat to the social fabric of a freedom-loving nation.340 If Arkansas 
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and Florida could be put aside, Whigs could get beyond their disagreements by opposing the 

annexation of additional territory that might or might not be permitted to allow slavery.  

While some southern Whigs believed that their economic and political success depended 

upon creating additional slave states, most believed slavery would not be feasible in many western 

territories or had confidence that the Constitution would protect slavery where it stood, even if the 

South lost relative political power. These southerners nonetheless believed that, as a point of honor, 

slavery must not to be barred from new territories; they therefore opposed adding any.  

So long as southern honor was respected, most southern Whigs resisted slavery’s westward 

expansion beyond the territories where it was allowed. This was particularly true for large 

slaveholders on southeastern plantations, who tended to be Whigs.341 Most southern Democrats, 

on the other hand, championed the rights of small landowners and slaveholders to acquire slaves 

and to establish farms on cheap western lands. Many of them were eager to do so themselves. They 

therefore supported the western expansion of slavery. There was, however, a sizeable contingent 

of southern Whigs, particularly in the western state of Louisiana, who agreed with the Democrats 

on this issue. They would join their Democratic opponents in backing the Mexican-American War 

and pressing for pro-slavery terms when deciding the status of captured Mexican territories. Yet 

other southern Whigs, particularly in Georgia with its heavily slave-dependent economy, only 

wholeheartedly embraced the Whig Party label in the 1840s. Their primary concerns about slavery 

drove State Rights Party supporters to be more supportive of westward expansion than other 

elements of the anti-Jacksonian southern coalition during the 1830s. 
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Southern Whigs’ lack of enthusiasm for expansion put them on the same side of the issue 

as northern Whigs. In this respect, they were united not just by slavery-related interests, but by a 

political attitude that favored a well-developed and stable civil society. They thus supported 

nationally-sponsored industrial development and infrastructure in the North and West, and state-

sponsored infrastructure and slave-based agricultural growth in the southeast. Only careful 

expansion with clear-cut prospects for development appealed to them, while they saw the addition 

of half-wild, undeveloped frontier territories as having potentially insalubrious effects on 

American society. We should not make the mistake of seeing Whig anti-expansionism in the 1830s 

as evidence of lackluster support for slavery. 

 The issue of westward expansion was part and parcel of Whig rhetoric in the 1836 electoral 

campaign. Southern Whigs repeatedly attacked Van Buren as a “Missouri Restrictionist, opponent 

of slavery, and execrable intriguer” because of his opposition to the admission of Missouri as a 

slave state in 1820.342 Already suspect for being a northerner, the fact that Van Buren’s voted “with 

the ABOLITIONISTS” regarding Missouri convinced southern Whigs he was a closet opponent 

of slavery. Who could know what he might do to sabotage the institution?343  Southern Whigs also 

linked him to the Federalist Party (universally hated in the South) by equating him with Rufus 

King, a Federalist who had also opposed Missouri’s admission. For years after, southern Whigs 

would continue to use Van Buren’s vote against him, dismissing the southern Democratic claim 

that he was a “northern man with southern feeling.”344 
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William Henry Harrison, by contrast, had supported Missouri’s admission, even at the cost 

of his House seat in Ohio.345 Georgia’s State Rights Party supported Harrison against Van Buren 

for the same reason. It was also hopeful that Henry Clay, a slaveholder who had crafted the 

Missouri Compromise, might be a viable candidate.346  

As for Clay himself, the Whig leader successfully defended his famous Missouri 

Compromise of 1820 against aggressive pro-slavery detractors from the South. During the 1836 

campaign, he responded to Senator William King, an Alabama Democrat who had been involved 

in the Compromise but then repudiated it on absolutist pro-slavery grounds, by maintaining that 

while territories south of Missouri could make their own constitutional provisions concerning 

slavery when they became states, prior to statehood the western territories were governed by the 

nation, which was therefore authorized to make laws concerning slavery. Thus, the states had to 

reach a compromise on the issue at the national level. Territories could not decide for 

themselves.347 

Although most southern Whigs acquiesced to their leader’s support for the Compromise, 

no small number criticized it for failing to protect slavery in more territories. But regardless of 

what they thought of the Compromise, Van Buren was incontrovertibly on the wrong side of it. 

The Richmond Whig pointed to the ramifications of this issue, arguing that the power to restrict 

slavery in Missouri was similar to the power to abolish slavery in a preexisting state. It saw the 

territory of Missouri as having already established itself as a society, regardless of its legal status. 

Missouri therefore had a “right” to admission as a slave state, and Van Buren had interfered with 
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this right.348 Moreover, if Missouri could be restricted by the Compromise now that it was already 

a state, what was to prevent the federal government from restricting other slave states? In any 

event, Congress could do plenty of damage to the South merely by preventing the admission of 

slave states. While Arkansas seemed a safe bet to be admitted as a slave state, since the Missouri 

Compromise had settled slavery’s permissibility there, southern Whigs worried in 1835 that Martin 

Van Buren might veto its admission or try to stop Florida’s admission.349  

On this issue, there was no getting around southern Whigs’ disagreement with northern 

Whigs, most of whom voted against admitting Arkansas. On April 4, 1836, the Senate voted 30 to 

6 for admission. More than three quarters of Whigs voted in favor and two opponents – Henry 

Clay and Louisiana’s Alexander Porter – merely voted no on procedural grounds. Four northern 

Whigs opposed admission: those from Vermont and Rhode Island. In the House, however, where 

members were more directly accountable to the public (senators were elected by state legislatures) 

northern Whigs lined up against slavery expansion. John Quincy Adams proposed an amendment 

declaring congressional disapproval of slavery in Arkansas, which was rejected 98 to 32. It is 

difficult to assess this vote’s partisan composition, both because many congressmen were absent 

due to the late hour and because no final vote was ever scheduled. This type of divide between the 

Senate and House, with the latter providing a truer picture of public opinion than the compromise-

oriented Senate, would again manifest itself during the debate over the Compromise of 1850.350  

The final vote on admitting Arkansas as a slave state provides a clearer picture. On June 

13, 1836, the House voted 143 to 50 for admission. Despite this lopsided tally, almost three-

quarters of northern Whig Representatives voted against the new slave state’s admission. Two 

                                                           
348 Richmond Whig, October 30, 1835. 
349 Ibid., September 18, 1835. 
350 Ohio State Journal, June 18, 1836. Also see: Congressional Globe, April 4, June 9, 1836. 



 

170 

 

southern Whigs (five percent of the region’s delegation), one from Kentucky and one from North 

Carolina, voted against admission. Most southern Whigs, however, overlooked typical Whig 

concerns with bringing undeveloped societies into the Union, both because Arkansas seemed ready 

for admission – it was more densely populated than Missouri had been when it was admitted – and 

because its admission would immediately bolster the political power of the existing slave states. 

Only seven months earlier, in November 1835, the Richmond Whig had opposed admission. 

Arkansas’s “frontier habits,” its territorial governor’s complaints about an inability to enforce 

laws, and its population’s “practice of carrying arms” which had “been the cause of much 

bloodshed,” were all reasons for keeping Arkansas (and its likely Democratic representatives) out 

of the Union. By 1836, it had changed its tune in the interest of preserving slavery.351 

Democrats, by contrast, overwhelmingly supported admitting Arkansas without 

reservation. About 90 percent of northern Democrats voted for admission, along with every voting 

southern Democratic representative.352 Anti-slavery radical Thomas Morris of Ohio joined the 

moderate James Buchanan of Pennsylvania in supporting a policy that fit well with their common 

brand of Jacksonian Democratic individualism: bringing in as much territory as possible for 

individual American farmers. Buchanan voted to admit Arkansas simply because it had enough 

residents to justify admission. They “had a right to frame their own Constitution, and might 

prohibit or perpetuate slavery at their pleasure.”353 The Democratic Party would eventually call 

this outlook “popular sovereignty” and make it central to its platforms in the late 1840s and 1850s. 

Most Whigs, however, thought that the federal government ought to have the final say. 
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Florida would not become a state until 1845. There was a Whig consensus during the 1830s 

that it would need to wait. The US Army was clashing with Native American tribes, and the 

prospect of developing a social fabric among US citizens there seemed remote. The Senate’s Whig 

caucus therefore united against admission. Ongoing Indian wars provided adequate political cover 

from Democratic accusations that southern Whigs were opposing slavery.354 

 

SLAVERY IN WESTERN TERRITORIES: A FEDERAL OR LOCAL QUESTION? 

 Once Arkansas was admitted on June 15, 1836, the Missouri Compromise meant that the 

rest of the Louisiana Purchase was effectively closed to slavery. But many northerners continued 

to wonder whether slavery should be allowed in future states, either because many wanted the 

Compromise repealed or because the US might acquire more territory from Texas or Mexico.  

 Southern Democrats thought the acquisition of more territory would benefit southerners’ 

economic prospects, but southern Whigs disagreed. While Democrats supported cheap federal land 

prices, Whigs wanted the government to sell western lands to settlers at market value. Most Whigs 

on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line, agreed with Henry Clay that an added benefit of market 

sales was that the proceeds could finance federally-run internal improvement projects, such as 

better roads and canals. Once again, then, Democrats favored the individual farmer and 

homesteader, whereas Whigs favored investments that would help society and foster trade. Some 

states’ rights-oriented Whigs preferred that these funds revert to the existing states for their own 
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use, but they had the same underlying priorities in mind. Despite these differences, most Whigs 

agreed that no “true friend of the old States” would give cheap land to new ones, thereby 

encouraging migration and the decline of the East.355 

Their desire to slow the westward spread of the US population notwithstanding, Whigs 

could not avoid addressing slavery. When they did, it became clear that many southern Whigs 

disagreed with their northern counterparts concerning the power of Congress in territories. The 

Richmond Whig argued that the Missouri Compromise was unconstitutional, since the federal 

government was not permitted to interfere with slavery in the territories.356 In September and 

October of 1835, the paper followed up by attacking Van Buren. While it was willing to “acquit 

Mr. Van Buren of Tappanism” – a reference to the abolitionist aims of Arthur Tappan – it charged 

him with “supporting the Missouri Restrictions, and thus with virtually supporting the doctrine 

that Congress can interfere with slavery in the territories, and by dictating the form of a 

Constitution to a state entering the Union, with the sovereign states themselves…”357 Southern 

Whig newspaper editors attacked Van Buren on the grounds that the Constitution did not explicitly 

grant the federal government this power, and that even asserting its constitutionality was 

potentially dangerous to the South, since it implied that Congress could ban slave states from 

entering the Union in the future. In other words, southern Whigs attacked Van Buren for opposing 

slavery anywhere in the Louisiana Territory, while they supported allowing slavery in more of it.  

To most southern Whig congressmen – who, unlike newspapermen, had to make actual 

policies – this argument seemed far-fetched; they were willing to use federal power to restrict 

slavery in parts of the West to preserve the Union. Henry Clay decided to set up a bellwether 
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debate on this issue in January 1838. After John C. Calhoun proposed a resolution denying that 

the federal government could ban slavery in the West, Clay countered by fundamentally modifying 

Calhoun’s resolution to declare that federal abolition in territories might technically be legal but 

would without a doubt constitute “a violation of good faith.” Territories could be assumed to 

possess the power to “decide that question exclusively for themselves.”358  

Clay’s amendment passed 35 to 9, although it did reveal some divisions. All but one voting 

Democrat joined southern and border state Whigs to pass it, while eight of nine northern Whigs 

opposed it. Clay effectively shifted the terms of debate towards achieving national consensus, 

albeit one that divided his Whigs. Some northern Whigs thought he was dissenting from their 

nationalist leanings by maintaining that the “General Government” was constitutionally “one of 

limited and specified powers, reserving to the States or the People all power not specifically 

enumerated in the Constitution…”359 Yet if we pay close attention to his words, we can see that 

the great champion of nationally-directed banking, internal improvements, and western 

landholdings was not arguing for strict limitations on applying power in the territories.  

While it is true that Clay sometimes suggested western slavery policies resembling 

“popular sovereignty” that relied on territorial residents’ decisions, eventually he became 

consistent in his Whiggish belief that, when establishing new societies in the West, the federal 

government retained the authority to determine slavery policy. He had done so when the US 

acquired the Louisiana Purchase, and would do so again after the Mexican War. In typical Whig 

fashion, Clay supported the nation’s prerogative over slavery in its territories, just as he supported 

the sale of public lands to raise funds for internal improvements. Democrats, who prioritized the 

distribution of land to individuals, begged to differ. 
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Clay thus thought the nation could prohibit slavery in some territories, while allowing it in 

others. Where slavery was allowed, it would be subject to territories’ own decisions. Ultimately, 

however, the federal government had discretion. Clay and many other southern Whigs thereby 

repudiated those southern Whig outlets, like the Richmond Whig, which argued that there was no 

national power over slavery in the territories at all. Clay made his view clear in the Senate in April 

1836, insisting that “new States admitted into the Union were bound by the terms of the Missouri 

Compromise.” Virtually all southern Whigs supported him, along with Democrats from all the 

southern and nine of the northern ones.360  

Most northern Whigs, on the other hand, thought the Missouri Compromise was not 

binding, arguing that it only allowed slavery during the territorial phase, but did not prevent a ban 

on enslaving newly born or imported slaves after statehood.361 Eight of nine northern Whig 

senators voted against the bill, either because they misunderstood Clay, thinking he was defending 

an absolute right to slavery in some territories, or because they objected to the Missouri 

Compromise’s allowance of slavery in some of them. As for the possibility that Clay was 

misunderstood, his remarks were indeed mischaracterized by both hostile and friendly newspapers. 

One inaccurately characterized him as claiming “that the inhabitants of a territory had a right to 

make such provisions in their Constitution, as they themselves thought proper…”362  

Still, most northern Whig senators probably understood Clay accurately, especially after 

he clarified his remarks. The national Whig Party did not oppose western slavery during the 1830s. 

Both southern and border-state Whigs supported Clay’s defense of the Missouri Compromise, 
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which granted some existing territories the power to permit slavery and seemed to require the US 

to admit these states with slavery intact. At the same time, as early as the 1830s, northern Whigs 

were ready to refuse admission to any state unless it banned slavery. In 1838, for instance, 

Massachusetts’s entirely Whig Senate unanimously asked the federal government to refuse 

admission to any new slave state.363  

Most northern Whigs therefore shared John Quincy Adams’s desire to abolish the Missouri 

Compromise and ban the expansion of slavery in the West. Unlike northern Democrats, they voted 

against Clay, opposing Arkansas’s admission. But the Whig Party was not anti-slavery, as it 

tolerated an arrangement whereby slavery issues were usually reconciled. 

 

THE QUESTION OF TEXAS ANNEXATION 

 The 1830s also saw Congress delay resolving the question of annexing the Republic of 

Texas. While southerners strongly supported Texas’s struggle for independence against Mexico, 

Whigs were generally ambivalent about or opposed to annexation. Border-state Whigs tended to 

follow their normal course of compromise, urging delay for the sake of the Union. Indiana’s 

Wabash Courier favorably cited the Baltimore Patriot’s DC correspondent, who castigated 

Calhoun and his nullifier allies for promoting “agitation” over slavery in the Senate while the 

House continued repeatedly to table petitions concerning Texas annexation. In September 1837, 

only about a year after Texan independence, the “ultra” pro-slavery Alexandria Gazette wanted 

the question debated “temperately and discreetly,” since there were good reasons both for and 

against annexation. Texas would be safe for slavery regardless of annexation: the same number of 

slaves would remain in a territory governed by white Americans; the only question was whether 
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they would be US or Texan citizens. While the Gazette’s editors suspected that northerners 

opposed annexation for anti-slavery reasons, they still felt it was bad policy. Only a few southern 

Whigs supported annexation, such as William Preston from radical South Carolina.364  

 Northern Whigs were even more unified against annexation. Some feared that Texas would 

become “a vast slave market” for a rapidly reproducing slave population, thereby subjecting the 

North and West “forever to the domination of the slave-holding states.” A large territory that could 

be divided into smaller states and filled with slaves, Texas could alter the nation’s political 

composition and help the South dominate the continent’s agriculture. Northern states might 

become “mere colonies” with “no more weight in Congress than the provinces of Canada and 

Nova Scotia [had] in the British Parliament.” Northerners were genuinely concerned about a power 

shift. Massachusetts Whig leaders, led by the moderate Robert C. Winthrop, who enjoyed southern 

support as Speaker of the House, roundly condemned annexation.365  

William Ellery Channing was one of America’s most eminent theologians during the 

1830s, and his writings on slavery in Texas typified (and perhaps influenced) the northern Whig 

view. Like many northern Whigs, he gradually adopted a stronger stance against slavery over the 

course of the decade, a position he clarified in a series of missives on Texas annexation and slavery 

in general. In a letter to Henry Clay that soon became public, he apologized for entering politics 

as a clergyman, but insisted that Texas was “more than a political question.” Using arguments that 

enjoyed bisectional Whig support up until the Mexican-American War, Channing contended that 

the US should not support revolts in the territory of other countries, should avoid endangering the 

integrity of American society by absorbing too much foreign territory, and should not revive 
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slavery as a major national question. While these arguments would have appealed to southern as 

well as northern Whigs, he added one more that would not: the cause of liberty required the US to 

deny slavery any additional sanctuary.366 

 Typical as Channing was, not all northern Whigs opposed annexation during the 1830s. 

The New York Courier & Enquirer – the largest Whig newspaper in New York City during the 

1830s – and the most respected by the city’s businessmen – declared its support for annexation in 

August 1837, as did the New York Star, a smaller paper often sympathetic to the South. But two 

of the city’s most important Whig papers, the Journal of Commerce and the American, opposed 

annexation. So did the Albany Evening Journal, the most important upstate Whig paper, which 

cited the American’s scathing attack on northerners intimidated by “the angry scowl of the demon 

of slavery of the South.” Northern Whigs would, however, unite against annexation in the 1840s.367 

While most northern Whigs opposed Texas annexation in the 1830s, some thought southern 

Whigs would join the Democrats in supporting it. In September 1837 the Boston Courier’s 

Washington correspondent was certain this would be the position taken by southern Congressmen 

of both parties. He expected a vote on annexation to take place by early 1839.368  

But contrary to this journalist’s prediction, southern Whigs stood strong, helping to keep 

Texas out of the Union until 1845. Some wanted to annex Texas as a counterbalance to new states 

from the vast northwest, thereby preventing a constitutional amendment to abolish slavery. But 

most were persuaded by the generically Whiggish arguments made by Channing and others. While 

they understood that annexation could bolster slavery, they prioritized stability, especially since 
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they believed Texans could preserve slavery without US help. Especially considering how most 

Democrats (including most northern Democrats) supported annexation, the Texas question helped 

hold the Whig Party together even as it elevated tensions over slavery on a national level.369  

 

FUGITIVE SLAVES IN THE NORTH 

 Beyond the federal government, individual states could undermine slavery by banning 

southerners from bringing slaves to the North and by refusing to return fugitive slaves. So long as 

slaves could free themselves by running away, the institution was precarious. Runaways cost their 

owners money both directly and in the form of the additional security measures that owners would 

take following an escape. Beyond their immediate impact, fugitive slaves also represented a threat 

to the viability of slavery as a system. Southerners wanted to feel confident that northerners would 

accept slavery; refusal to respect southerners’ rights to their slaves suggested that they did not. 

And if northerners would not return runaways, slaves might revolt and flee to the North en 

masse.370  

Whigs were divided over fugitive-slave policies in the 1830s. Southern Whigs demanded 

that northerners return fugitive slaves and allow southerners to travel about the country with slaves. 

They condemned Massachusetts’s high court for allowing runaways to remain there so long as the 

federal government did not remove them. Northern Whigs tended to use judicial obstacles to avoid 

returning fugitive slaves when possible. They also believed that northern states could free slaves 

who were temporarily brought to the North. By contrast, northern Democrats tended to support 

efforts to return fugitive slaves, such as Ohio’s Fugitive Slave Bill of 1839. Northern Whigs did 
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accept the Constitution’s requirement that the federal government return fugitive slaves. But they 

believed that states need not support it, and many tried to circumvent it through judicial means, 

such as requiring jury trials to determine that a slave ought to be returned. Some northern Whigs 

dissented, however, and were willing to extradite fugitives and their accomplices. Thus, while 

southern Democrats could count on support on this issue from their northern counterparts, Whigs 

did not achieve consensus on the issue.371  

Northern judges were the first to threaten slavery during the 1830s, when some began to 

rule that any slave brought to the North, even temporarily, was immediately rendered free. Their 

reasoning was as follows: because northern laws did not recognize the legitimacy of property in 

human beings, any attempt to restrict the liberty of law-abiding Americans within the boundaries 

of northern states was tantamount to kidnapping. A southern master had just as much right to 

coerce his own slave in the North as he had to coerce a white wage-earner. Southern Whigs 

disputed the constitutionality of these rulings. If slaveholders could not bring slaves to the North 

temporarily, northerners would succeed in delegitimizing the South’s socioeconomic system and 

abrogating the Constitution’s protection of slavery.372 But in the North, unsurprisingly, this 

argument had little traction. And even if the law was clear-cut, following it was politically difficult. 

Merely extraditing an accused criminal to a southern state was a fraught process; politicians saw 

returning runaway slaves to bondage as toxic. Northern Whigs would turn strongly against 

extraditions in the late 1830s and early 1840s, arguing that state authorities were not responsible 

for assisting federal enforcement efforts. 
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The debates over this issue in Ohio prove illustrative. Since Ohio was a free state that 

shared a lengthy border with Kentucky, the question of fugitive slaves there was far from 

theoretical. In one publicized 1838 case, Ohio’s Whig governor authorized the extradition to 

Kentucky of a man accused of enticing slaves to flee to the North. Southern Whig papers praised 

Governor Joseph Vance’s decision, but the resultant lost anti-slavery votes may have cost the 

Whigs Ohio’s 1838 election.373 

 Yet rather than push the state in a more anti-slavery direction, the election had the opposite 

effect. Early in the next year, the Democrat-controlled Ohio legislature debated and easily passed 

a fugitive-slave law that made it considerably easier for southern masters to recover runaway slaves 

in Ohio. Whig legislators were divided on the issue. Some supported it, believing it to be necessary 

because of both the Constitution’s Fugitive Slave Clause and the Fugitive Slave Bill of 1793. Many 

Ohio Whigs fought hard against the bill, however, refusing to be complicit in slavery at all. It 

seems that the experiences of extradition forced them to face the reality of its moral implications. 

In 1843, Whig pressure would play a critical role in repealing the law.374  

Because the refusal to return fugitive slaves threatened the viability of slavery, it 

considerably raised sectional tensions. Ohio’s debate over its 1839 bill shows how tense the 

situation had become. State Representative John W. Andrews spoke for many Whigs who joined 

Democrats in supporting the bill, who opposed slavery but were more concerned with preserving 

the Union. No “apologist” for slavery, Andrews saw the institution as “evil” and a “calamity” that 

the nation was struggling with. Nevertheless, he insisted Ohio must uphold “the spirit of the 
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Constitution” and its requirement to return runaways. For Ohio to conduct itself with “good faith,” 

it must either “fulfil all the provisions of the Constitution” or “give it up.”375  

 Andrews rejected the claim that a jury trial was required to return a fugitive slave. He 

argued that the Constitution required merely an administrative hearing to determine whether a 

suspect was free or a slave. A jury trial, if necessary, could take place in the state from which the 

slave had fled, and northerners must give such a trial “full faith and credit” under the Constitution, 

regardless of how unfavorable a southern jury might be towards a suspected fugitive. It was 

imperative for Ohio to act for four additional reasons: because states shared “concurrent 

jurisdiction” with the federal government, because they were practically responsible for returning 

fugitive slaves in an era in which the federal government was tiny, because many legal scholars 

argued that the Constitution gave states alone the responsibility of returning fugitive slaves, and 

because actions by a few northern states bordering the South would be preferable to the contentious 

national action which might be necessary if northern states did not uphold the Constitution.376 

Andrews offered a conservative perspective. “Shall we,” he asked, “from a dislike of our 

Government as it is, cut loose from our moorings, and embark upon the fathomless and shoreless 

ocean of political speculation, that has swallowed up every republic before us, or shall we, with 

all its defects, still cling to the Constitution of our country?” Andrews thought the Union was the 

best vehicle for eliminating slavery. The institution would, he hoped, eventually dissolve. But in 

the meantime, his priority was ensuring that the nation remain intact.377  

This cautious outlook led much of the northern Whig Party to defend a distasteful 

institution. It also contributed to the viability of a unified party that opposed Democrats on 
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conservative grounds. In formulating an argument based on the Whig view that social and political 

institutions, while often flawed, were necessary to uphold society, they could argue in favor of 

preserving property rights and slavery, particularly in the context of fugitive slaves. “In the 

formation of the Constitution of the United States,” one Ohio Whig paper argued, “the condition 

of slavery, as existing among us, is distinctly recognized. This condition implies absolute property 

of one man in the person of another. In implying this, it guaranties the protection of that species 

of property as fully as any other. Every citizen of the United States is bound to respect this 

guaranty; and to recognize the right of the master to the service and to the control of the person of 

his slave.” These words describe the attitude of most northern Whigs of the 1830s.378 

But conservative views could cut both ways. A substantial minority of Ohio Whigs 

responded to conservative arguments for the new fugitive-slave law by adopting conservative 

arguments against it. They urged the state not to cooperate in returning fugitives, noting that the 

Constitution merely stipulated that slaves may not be rendered automatically free upon flight to 

free states, not that they should be returned. Whig Representative Orramel Fitch argued that the 

power to return slaves either belonged to Congress – in which case the Fugitive Slave Bill of 1793 

precluded any state action – or to the states, in which case Ohio should reject an “unequal, 

oppressive and unjust” state law that would be “an outrage upon the rights of a free people” as 

well as a violation of Ohio’s constitution and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. Fitch saw no 

reason to honor Kentucky’s request that Ohio pass a fugitive-slave law. Since the people of Ohio 

opposed the law, Fitch believed, the legislature should refuse the request of “southern 

slaveholders” who were not “disposed to do justice” to accused runaways.379 
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In Ohio’s Senate, a bloc of anti-slavery Whigs filibustered the bill all night long. Led by 

Ben Wade from the Western Reserve (in Ohio’s northeast), they called it unconstitutional and 

unjust. Ohio had its own rights, Wade argued, and its people need not “accommodate [their] 

consciences” to “‘peculiar institutions’… steeped in robbery, misery, and oppression.” Already, a 

“weak, and unmanly servility in the North” had allowed the South to spread slavery beyond its 

“original boundaries” in the thirteen colonies. Now southerners were “encroaching upon the rights 

of the free States” with their demands of free northerners to catch slaves. If the North did not insist 

upon defending its own states’ rights, slavery would “soon overwhelm the whole country with its 

baleful influence.” It was “inconsistent with the rights of a free people” for free states to be 

compelled “to become the active agents in support of a system that they detest and abhor.” Better 

for the South to secede than to permanently entangle free northern states in the sin of slavery.380  

Wade was using conservative arguments to promote a relatively radical policy view. He 

would eventually join the “radical” Republicans of the 1850s and 1860s, and his 1839 speech was 

extreme for the time. But his method of argument was conservative. He focused on protecting his 

society’s characteristics (or its “constitution” as Aristotle would say). Wade and other anti-slavery 

Whigs wanted to defend northern states’ rights just as fiercely as the southerners defended theirs. 

Northerners were free to avoid corrupting their own virtues by enforcing the laws of slave states.   

Ohio’s 1839 law passed but did not settle matters. Outside of Ohio, many northern Whigs 

responded more aggressively, refusing to cooperate in the return of fugitive slaves. When Maine 

declared that it would not return runaways from Georgia, Georgia’s State Rights governor 

recommended to his legislature that it presume that any citizens of Maine present in Georgia had 

come to free slaves. In New York, Whig Governor William Seward enjoyed the support of the 
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Albany Evening Journal for his refusal to return fugitive slaves to South Carolina. Seward claimed 

that because New York did not recognize slavery, only the federal government had the authority 

to return fugitive slaves. South Carolina responded indignantly, but in these and similar cases, so 

long as the South did not feel that slave flight was poised to bring down slavery, the Union was 

able to go on relatively undisturbed.381  

In Prigg v. Pennsylvania (1842), the US Supreme Court set out some parameters for what 

states could and could not do in relation to fugitive slaves. It invalidated an 1826 Pennsylvania law 

that rendered fugitive slaves free within Pennsylvania, thereby prohibiting their recapture within 

the state. The plaintiff successfully argued that the Constitution and the federal Fugitive Slave Act 

of 1793 protected southerners’ authority to pursue fugitives into the North. Nevertheless, most 

northern Whigs, along with many northern Democrats, continued to support barriers to the easy 

return of slaves, such as withholding state cooperation in efforts to capture fugitive slaves.382  

Despite northern Whig efforts to avoid complicity in slavery during the 1830s and 1840s, 

they continued to accommodate slavery so long as it remained in the South. Southern Whigs were 

dissatisfied with the status quo, but they tolerated it, while northern Whigs sought to oppose 

slavery while accepting compromise for the sake of the Union. A common conservative outlook 

unified the party, while at the same time laying the seeds for conflicts over slavery that would arise 

during the late-1840s and 1850s. The prospect of changing fugitive-slave policy by strengthening 

federal enforcement would divide Whigs by pushing them to opposite positions in 1850, with 

southerners supporting stronger federal enforcement and northerners opposing it. 
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THE POSSIBILITY OF ABOLISHING THE INTERSTATE SLAVE TRADE 

While other slavery issues saw more debate in the 1830s, the most powerful policy to be 

considered during this period – abolishing the trading of slaves across state lines – was also the 

least talked about. Some abolitionists and other anti-slavery advocates thought they could destroy 

slavery by using federal power to regulate interstate commerce to ban the interstate slave trade. 

Since such a move would not technically abolish slavery in any place, its advocates argued that it 

was constitutional. Whether or not the Constitution intended this trade to be regulated, and 

irrespective of how effective lobbying for this policy was, here was a tangible legal way for 

northerners to fight slavery using the federal government. Southern fear of this possibility was 

quite rational.383  

After technological developments allowed for massive new cotton cultivation in the 

southwest, the movement of slaves from the over-farmed “Old South” to the more sparsely 

populated “New South” became critical to the development of the southern economy’s slave-

produced crops. Without the interstate trade in slaves, the institution would cease to meet market 

demands and would become economically unsustainable. Southerners would not be able to move 

slaves from overused eastern lands to underutilized western ones, and the South would stagnate 

and perhaps even lose residents and the economic ability to employ growing numbers of slaves. 

The natural growth of the slave population would become an economic burden if members of each 

successive generation could not be sold westward. The southern economic status quo depended on 

the movement of slaves. Southwestern settlers used them to cultivate cotton in new lands, and 

southeastern owners benefited from the income that slave sales provided.384  
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For this reason, most Americans seem to have dismissed the idea as unconstitutional. David 

Lightner has argued that the Constitution’s framers most likely thought there was no constitutional 

power to abolish the interstate slave trade, dismissing an argument to the contrary as far-fetched. 

And even if such a belief existed at the time of the founding, Lightner notes, few Americans 

besides outright abolitionists held it in the 1830s. John Quincy Adams was one exception.385  

At the same time, however, because not all northerners agreed with southerners that the 

federal government could not prohibit the interstate slave trade, the issue remained in the 

background of national debates. It helps explain the desperation that we have seen from southern 

Whig warnings that DC abolition could begin a trend leading to effective abolition in the states. 

 Congress overwhelmingly thought that it possessed no power to abolish the interstate slave 

trade – that would be pushing interference with slavery too far. In 1836, a nearly unanimous House 

rejected the constitutionality of abolishing the trade. Three of the nays were southerners who 

protested against even entertaining the possibility of this policy’s constitutionality. Only four 

northern congressmen voted to acknowledge its constitutionality: John Quincy Adams, two Whigs 

from Vermont and Massachusetts, and one Pennsylvania Anti-Mason.386  

Other efforts to promote the abolition of the interstate slave trade met with failure in the 

1830s. Late in 1837, Vermont’s Whig-controlled legislature resolved that Congress possessed the 

power to abolish the interstate slave trade. Yet this symbolic move was an outlier, drawing even 

northern Whig criticism and few imitators.387 Congress was unmoved. And in mid-1839, the Whig-

controlled Connecticut legislature resolved that restricting interstate commerce in slaves was 
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unconstitutional. The Savannah Republican favorably cited this resolution as an example of 

support from northern Whigs for upholding the institution of slavery.388   

Few mainstream efforts against the interstate slave trade arose during the 1840s. The 

Supreme Court seemed to put the issue to rest in 1841, with its decision in Groves v. Slaughter. 

Lawyers for both sides of a complicated case, including Whig leaders Henry Clay and Daniel 

Webster, argued that Congress had no power to abolish the interstate slave trade. Of the eight 

justices deciding the case, five explicitly took the view that Congress had no such power, while 

the other three strongly implied the same. The only further efforts against the interstate slave trade 

occurred in both 1842 and 1849, when Vermont’s legislature resolved that Congress had the right 

to abolish the trade, and in 1846, when New Hampshire’s legislature passed a resolution urging 

Congress to act against it. These efforts went nowhere. An attempt to change the Massachusetts 

Whig Party’s platform to this effect in 1846 was an utter failure.389 

It is therefore easy to construe anti-slavery politics in Vermont and Connecticut, and 

similar attitudes in Massachusetts, as political posturing or grandstanding. It seemed unlikely that 

these policies would be enacted, at least not right away. Yet at the same time, the potential for 

abolition through interstate trade restriction did exist, and because some Americans advocated it, 

southerners had reason to fear. After all, if the Constitution gave Congress the power to either 

abolish slavery in DC either or ban the interstate slave trade, was it so hard to imagine that both 

were permissible?390  
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Indeed, this is just what John Quincy Adams, the most prominent congressional opponent 

of the interstate slave trade, thought about the matter. Without deviating from his stance that DC 

abolition was inexpedient, Adams said he would vote to ban the interstate slave trade. With this 

clever position, Adams acquiesced to the South on DC abolition, which was the most debated 

policy issue concerning slavery during the middle and late 1830s. At the same time, however, by 

opposing the interstate slave trade, he showed his desire to collapse the entire system of slavery 

with a policy that was considered radical and unconstitutional, even in most of the North.391  

Many southerners therefore worried about what the future might bring. Georgia’s Whig-

allied State Rights men spread a rumor that the Van Buren administration was considering just 

such a ban. As additional proof of Democratic unreliability, they noted that the Democratic 

candidate for Governor in Ohio enjoyed the support of abolitionists.392 State Rights supporters also 

connected DC abolition with the interstate slave trade. The Milledgeville Southern Recorder 

attacked Ohio Democrat Thomas Morris for his support for the latter, noting how the Vermont 

legislature had linked its support for actual DC abolition together with its belief that Congress had 

the power to ban the sale of slaves across state lines.393  

The Supreme Court and Congress might have put the issue of banning the interstate slave 

trade to rest for the time being, but southern Whigs’ vigilance in protecting the future viability of 

the trade helped motivate them to deny the constitutionality of federal interference with slavery in 

general. They felt that slavery must be off limits to federal power, even in the capital. Southern 

Whigs, who understood the power of government intervention in the economy, and who believed 

it was important in many respects, had even more reason to create a special exception for slavery 
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that would render it inviolable. Democrats, who believed in smaller government, were more 

comfortable entertaining the theoretical possibility of DC abolition, since they were confident that 

they would remain the dominant party and could continue to check the federal government’s 

power. For Southern Whigs, however, it was insufficient to merely fight such policies; preemptive 

measures were required to ensure that they could not be enacted in the future. Southern Whigs’ 

willingness to fight tooth-and-nail to do so explains their appeal in the South during the Van Buren 

years, and how they managed to convince their constituents that it was better to ally with northern 

Whigs than to trust the fate of slavery to the Democrats.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

HOW WHIGS UNIFIED DESPITE DIFFERENCES OVER SLAVERY 

There was no truly organized Whig Party during the presidential election of 1836, only a 

loose network opposing the ruling Democrats. William Henry Harrison, Hugh White, and Daniel 

Webster ran as separate Whig candidates to try to prevent Martin Van Buren from winning an 

Electoral College majority, in which case the election would be decided by House delegations with 

equal weight. In this case, there was a good chance that enough states would support a Whig. The 

new party won almost 49 percent of the popular vote in both the North and South.394 

Understanding how and why the party stayed together provides insight into how its anti-

individualist or “conservative” political culture could serve as a unifying force between disparate 

elements. Over the course of four presidential elections from 1836 to 1848, not only did the Whigs’ 

odd alliance remain intact, it gained tremendous popularity. Its success hinged on a delicate 

balancing act between core values and sectional imperatives. 

Whig unity was especially strong in the border states, which stood in the middle of the 

Union and prioritized reconciliation. The party won Tennessee and Kentucky in every presidential 

election from 1836 to 1852. It enjoyed particularly staunch support in Delaware and Maryland as 

well.395 Deep South Whigs did their best, trying to balance between criticism of Democrats for 

insufficient loyalty to states’ rights (the ability to secede) and rejecting radical disunionist calls for 

economic “non-intercourse” with the North. They knew that the South needed the North, for both 
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practical defensive purposes and as a trading partner, and hoped most northerners were friends, or 

could be made more supportive of the South through commercial ties.396 

 

THE ELECTION OF 1836 AND WHIG OPPOSITION TO MARTIN VAN BUREN 

Whigs were something more than mere allies in 1836; southern Whigs felt some 

responsibility for northern Whig views. The alliance was solidifying, and Democrats could accuse 

each wing of the coalescing party as guilty of association with the other when it came to slavery. 

Instead of distancing themselves from each other, however, Whigs ran separate campaigns in both 

sections and backed each other as preferable to their Democratic foes. Faced with accusations that 

southern Whigs were members of the same party that nominated an alleged abolitionist, Francis 

Granger, as the vice-presidential running mate of William Henry Harrison, southern Whigs 

defended Granger. They demonstrated that not only had he denounced abolitionism in Congress, 

but that he would be less likely to oppose slavery than Van Buren. Whereas Van Buren believed 

that the federal government could legally abolish slavery in DC, Granger was unsure. Thus, while 

they ran a decentralized campaign, Whigs presented a common front against Democrats.397 

Both parties had a lot invested in interregional cooperation, and they tried to avoid disunion 

over slavery. Southern Whigs worried that while Democrats held out the possibility of expanding 

slavery to the West through Texas annexation or war with Mexico, they also might betray the 

institution to secure northern anti-slavery votes. Southern Whigs trusted northern Whigs to be 

consistent: opposing slavery expansion while supporting it where it was. Since southern Whigs 

did not want the agitation over slavery that expansion would bring, they felt more comfortable 

                                                           
396 Alabama Intelligencer and State Rights Expositor, October 10, 1835; Richmond Whig, September 1, 1835. 
397 Alexandria Gazette, November 18, 1836; Nashville National Banner and Daily Advertiser, December 23, 1836. 



 

192 

 

with northern Whigs than with southern Democrats, who supported westward expansion. Large 

slaveholders and anti-slavery activists therefore built mutual trust in the 1836 election. 

Contentious questions about slavery threatened Van Buren’s status as the candidate from 

the established political party; he unsuccessfully tried to avoid them. Northern Whigs attacked him 

because he threatened to veto anti-slavery laws. Calling him a traitor to the North, a two-faced 

“magician” and an enemy of freedom, they portrayed him as a hypocrite, having opposed new 

slave states in 1820 before embracing the South.398 Southern Whigs attacked him because he 

believed that Congress could legally abolish slavery in DC, and because of his anti-slavery past. 

They supported Hugh White in the South and urged northerners to vote for Harrison.399 

Southern Whigs used biting parody to break through longstanding southern feelings of trust 

towards the Democratic Party. One article, purporting to be a Van Buren campaign letter, asked 

voters to please ignore his equivocating about slavery and other issues. Another incited racist 

sentiment against Van Buren and Democratic Vice-Presidential nominee Richard M. Johnson, 

noting the latter’s black family. Set eight years into the future in January 1844, it also reported on 

Van Buren’s decision to remain President indefinitely, as well as on Democrats’ decision to 

expunge all opposition from the congressional record. (Democrats had expunged Henry Clay’s 

censorship resolution of Andrew Jackson.) The article closed with a report that the Vice President’s 

mixed-race son (based on Vice President Richard Johnson’s actual family) was made ambassador 

to Haiti, which Van Buren decided to recognize despite its formation by a slave revolt.400  
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In only two years, the new and barely organized Whigs broke Democrats’ lock on power 

and made American politics competitive once again. Whig candidates won more than 49 percent 

of the popular vote, translating into 124 electoral votes to the Democrats’ 170. This compared to 

Andrew Jackson’s 54 percent popular vote and 219 electoral votes against a hopelessly divided 

field in 1832, and to his 56 percent and 178-83 electoral victory in 1828. Harrison won four of 12 

free states: Vermont, New Jersey, Ohio, and Indiana. (Massachusetts went for Daniel Webster, 

who ran on a separate Whig ticket in his home state.) Three of the four Border States – Delaware, 

Maryland, and Kentucky – also voted for him in 1836. Hugh White won Tennessee and Georgia.401 

Rather than despair, Whigs looked at the 1836 election campaign as a learning opportunity. 

Many of the South’s strongest Hugh White supporters had begun to consider Harrison as possibly 

sympathetic enough to the South and slavery. While he was suspect as a northerner, he had, as the 

governor of Indiana Territory, supported allowing new residents to bring slaves with them (within 

limits). Some thought he ought not to be “stigmatized as an abolitionist” and might be “orthodox” 

enough on slavery, opposing both abolition and voluntary emancipation. While not ideal, southern 

Whigs would “gladly acquiesce” in his triumph over a Democrat.402 If Whigs could build enough 

trust to unite behind Harrison as a viable alternative in 1840, they might fare far better. 

 

SOUTHERN WHIGS FIND UNITY: William Henry Harrison becomes a national candidate 

Between 1836 and 1840, Whigs tried their best to build mutual trust. They continued to 

attack both Democrats and John C. Calhoun’s call for sectional southern politics. It was important 
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to dispose of Calhoun’s alternative for defeated southern Whigs: leaving the two-party system. 

Whig papers circulated sarcastic mixed-up timelines portraying Calhoun’s erratic and disunionist 

behavior and compared him to a jumping and twirling “Jim Crow” character from a minstrel play. 

Here are two examples, one from each section: 

 

Figure 1: Northern and Southern Whig Parodies of John C. Calhoun 

 

Far from fulfilling his desire to unify the South, Calhoun was rejected by both Democrats and 

Whigs in the South. Both thought themselves to be the most pro-slavery party in the region.403 

Southern Whigs explained their 1836 loss by pointing to Democratic dishonesty. 

According to the Savannah Republican, Van Buren supposedly “calculated to enlist the feelings 

of the unthinking portion of the Southern People in his behalf…”404 Southern Democrats 

successfully reversed the party leaders’ positions: 

Abolitionist. –An owner of a hundred slaves, residing in a slave holding 

State viz: Henry Clay. 

                                                           
403 Alexandria Gazette, January 20, 1838; Albany Evening Journal, January 29, 1838. 
404 Savannah Republican, March 17, 1837. 



 

195 

 

Anti-Abolitionist. –A resident of a State where slavery is prohibited–a man 

who endeavored to exclude Missouri from the Union, because she tolerated 

slavery, viz: Martin Van Buren.405 

 

Northern Whigs agreed fundamentally agreed. The New York Herald ran a parody letter 

from “Martin Van Humbug,” who waffled on the “very knotty subject” of abolitionism:  

Addressing myself to the religious voters of the North, I am clearly of 

opinion that the General Government has the right and authority to abolish slavery 

in the District of Columbia–but- looking with the other eye at the state of our friends 

in the South, I am not sure but that if Congress were to attempt it, it would be a 

gross violation of the constitution. It might and it might not–but until public opinion 

has developed itself more fully, I think our Southern friends ought to be satisfied 

with the riots at New-York, Philadelphia, and elsewhere, by which the property of 

the blacks were destroyed, their lives put in jeopardy, and their supporters outraged, 

by the awful energies and wholesome practices of the Democratic party. If it is 

necessary to give further satisfaction to our friends at the South, before the next 

election, we shall let off a few more riots at the North. During the ascendency of 

the Democratic party, we have always a liberal stock on hand, and can fully supply 

any demand.  

 

The Herald went on to warn that Democrats were neither anti nor pro slavery, but pro-power.406  

Smarting from their 1836 election defeat, Whigs grew closer. By the late 1830s, 

southerners supported northerners in federal and state contests.407 Many northerners, hoping to 

attract southerners, dismissed slavery issues as but “minor considerations” compared to “duty to 

the Whig party” and its broader aims.408 Both sides seemed willing to try to forge a closer alliance. 

 

TIPPECANOE AND SLAVERY TOO: The Whig Campaign of 1840 

Whig differences over slavery persisted in 1840. The party explored different possibilities 

for the nomination, including Henry Clay. But it settled on trying to win votes by rallying behind 
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William Henry Harrison and characterizing his views on slavery in opposite ways on different 

sides of the Mason-Dixon Line. This was not a centralized strategy – unlike the Democrats, Whigs 

had no central apparatus – but it seemed to make sense to an opposition that saw separate ways to 

argue for Harrison as an alternative to Van Buren.409 

Whigs from northern and border states were relatively quiet on the issue of slavery, hoping 

to use Harrison’s Whiggish opposition to executive power to pass economic legislation including 

tariffs, internal improvements, and a new charter for the Bank of the United States. When the issue 

of slavery did arise, they tried to portray him as anti-slavery due to his northern residence and an 

anti-slavery comment he made in an Ohio speech in 1833. At the time, Harrison had defended the 

legality of slavery in the southern states, while hoping that Congress could use tax surpluses to 

incrementally buy the freedom of the South’s slaves. “By a zealous prosecution of a plan formed 

upon that basis,” he hoped, America “might look forward to a day, not very distant, when a North 

American sun would not look down upon a slave.”410  

If anti-slavery Whigs had any qualms because of Harrison’s past support for slavery, they 

did their best to hide them. The Burlington Free Press celebrated Harrison’s prospects in the 1840 

campaign, going so far as to repeatedly print on its masthead a detailed painting of a log cabin – 

the symbol of Harrison’s campaign which was meant to recall his past as a frontiersman – not as 

a slaveholder. The Vermont Phoenix often tried to outflank the Free Press with a more anti-slavery 

stance, but it agreed about Harrison, designing its own log cabin imprint to decorate its mastheads. 

The Phoenix cited a Whig resolution that saw Harrison as more anti-slavery than Van Buren, 
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whose election would “likely” ensure “the perpetual slavery of three millions of human beings and 

all their descendants, the annihilation of the right of petition” and a great deal of economic damage 

at the hands of Democrats. As for border-state Whigs, they could take comfort in Harrison’s former 

status as a slaveholder and in his prior efforts to protect slavery in Indiana.411 

Southerners also had good reason to support Harrison: unlike Van Buren, he seemed to 

understand the southern way of life, thanks to his prior desire to own slaves in Indiana. Surely, he 

would not sell out the region for political advantages in the North.412  

In 1838, Harrison tried to gain further southern support with a well-publicized address in 

Vincennes, Indiana’s capital, in which he addressed the issues of slavery and abolition. Harrison 

conceded the evil of slavery, admitting that abolitionists used “arguments and propositions which 

in the abstract no one can deny.” Yet even if their intension were pure, abolitionists would bring 

“mischief to the whole Union,” create “horrors” in the South, and ultimately lead to either harsher 

slavery or a losing race war for blacks. Harrison questioned the desires of some abolitionists who 

wished to amend the Constitution to prohibit slavery. He said that the history surrounding the 

framing of the Constitution was relevant, along with the revered document’s actual text. 

Southerners brought their slave rights into the new republic, and it was therefore unclear that even 

a constitutional amendment could abolish slavery without southern consent. Harrison also believed 

that the First Amendment was not a good defense for abolitionists who encouraged abolition and 

slave revolts. Even though abolitionists might technically be allowed to advocate their positions, 

they were violating “the principles of the Constitution.” The writers of the First Amendment never 
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“expected that it would be used by the citizens of one portion of the States for the purpose of 

depriving those of another portion, of the rights which they had reserved at the adoption of the 

Constitution, and in the exercise of which, none but themselves have any concern or interest.”413  

Addressing the argument that slavery ought to be opposed along with all other evils, 

Harrison took the perspective of a northerner who advocated non-interference for the sake of the 

social fabric of a unified American nation: “If slavery is an evil, the evil is with them [southerners]. 

If there is guilt in it, the guilt is theirs, not ours, since neither the States where it does not exist, nor 

the Government of the United States can, without usurpation of power, and the violation of the 

solemn compact, do anything to remove it without the consent of those who are immediately 

interested.” Harrison thought that abolitionism “should be stopped immediately.” This could “only 

be done by the force of public opinion,” which would hopefully be mustered against an abolitionist 

movement that, “if persisted in, must in the end eradicate those feelings of attachment and affection 

between the citizens of all the States which was produced” during the American Revolution.414  

Despite Harrison’s anti-abolitionist speech, southern Whigs initially preferred Henry Clay, 

who continued to own slaves. Southern Whig papers boosted him for President throughout 1838 

and 1839.415 When the national Whig convention met in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, in December 

1839, Clay won a plurality of nominating votes on the first ballot thanks to unanimous southern 

support. The tally was 103 votes for Clay, 94 for Harrison, and 57 for dark horse candidate General 

Winfield Scott. But the party, just like the rest of the country, had more northerners than 

southerners; northern Whigs combined their votes to put Harrison over the top.416    
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The national party set out to appease the South following the nomination, giving it the 

consolation prize of John Tyler, a former Virginia Whig Senator and solid states’ rights man, as 

the vice-presidential nominee. This tempted even the most ardently pro-slavery southern Whigs 

into supporting the national ticket.417  

Throughout 1840, southern supporters painted Harrison in a pro-slavery light and 

contrasted him with Van Buren. This was not difficult, since Harrison had owned slaves, advocated 

for slavery in Indiana, voted for allowing slavery in Missouri when he was in Congress, and was 

voted out of office by an anti-slavery constituency for this last action. Add to this his anti-

abolitionist speech at Vincennes, and southern Whig supporters had many reasons to feel 

comfortable. Southern newspapers throughout the region covered the campaign largely by 

repeating 1836 campaign accusations against Van Buren on the issue of slavery. Their basic 

message was the same: Harrison was safe on slavery, having proven so with his career and words. 

Unlike the principled and honorable soldier, governor, and congressman who voted his pro-slavery 

conscience against his own anti-slavery constituents, Van Buren was a slippery politician, always 

ready to embrace whatever political position was expedient at the moment. He had voted to ban 

slavery in Missouri to appease his New York constituents, whereas Harrison had voted to maintain 

slavery there despite his own anti-slavery Indiana constituents.  

Georgia’s State Rights men, while initially dissatisfied with the extent of Harrison’s 

support for slavery, began shifting towards supporting him in January 1840. The Savannah 

Republican reprinted an editorial from the Charleston Courier and noted that the South Carolina 

paper had repeatedly attacked Harrison for a speech concerning slavery, deeming it to be friendly 

to abolitionists because of its openness to the federal government buying the freedom of slaves. 
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Subsequently, the Raleigh Register, a North Carolina Whig paper, discovered a transcript of 

Harrison’s anti-abolitionist Vincennes speech. Harrison’s words seemed to be “in doctrine and 

sentiment every thing that the South could wish,” particularly his apparent belief that abolition 

discussions were an “unconstitutional abuse of the privileges of speech and the press.” (Harrison 

was actually more nuanced than this, arguing that this speech was technically permissible but a 

violation of the Constitution’s spirit.) While the Savannah Republican was not yet ready to endorse 

Harrison, it believed that if he continued to denounce abolitionism and quarrel with abolitionists, 

he would compete with Van Buren in the South.418  

The Savannah Republican was ready to formally endorse Harrison by April 1840, 

following his nomination by a national Whig convention. The paper emblazoned the names of 

Harrison and Tyler on its masthead beginning on April 2, 1840. Only someone “obstinately blind 

to facts and conviction,” it believed, could support Van Buren. Whigs would be more supportive 

of commerce than Democrats, and Harrison had shown himself to be safe on slavery. Even a “Loco 

Foco” radical Democrat who would “listen to reason and look at facts” could realize “that Gen. 

HARRISON” had always been “a determined, decided and uncompromising foe to Abolition.”419  

The Milledgeville Southern Recorder continued to stubbornly endorse former Governor 

George Troup as a protest vote. Even if Troup could not possibly win, the paper believed he was 

the only candidate who could defeat Martin Van Buren in Georgia, thereby helping an opposition 

candidate like Harrison by siphoning electoral votes away from Van Buren.420  

But the Southern Recorder could not resist long. On May 19, 1840, its editors published 

an enormous hagiographic “sketch” of Harrison’s life and career. One week later, they favorably 
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compared his slavery views with those of Van Buren’s and followed with pro-Harrison material 

for weeks. The editors started calling themselves “anti-Van Burenites” and considered that 

Harrison would be preferable to Van Buren on the issue of slavery, particularly because of the 

contrast between Harrison’s rebuke of abolitionist speech and the Democratic Party’s insistence, 

on First Amendment grounds, that Congress receive abolition petitions. The Savannah Republican 

finally endorsed Harrison and Tyler on June 9, 1840, in time for Georgia’s Whig convention.421  

The results of the 1840 election were resounding. Harrison won 53 percent of the popular 

vote. Whigs tried to win votes from both sections based on Harrison’s supposed preferability over 

slavery. They succeeded, spreading their votes across the country and obtaining a 234-60 victory 

in the Electoral College. Only seven of 26 states voted Democratic, breaking a trend of nine 

victories in the last ten presidential elections.422 

There is nothing quite so unifying as the elation of victory. While short-lived, Harrison’s 

presidency ensured that Whigs would unify to a greater degree than ever before – or ever again. 

At his inaugural address, the President laid out a policy platform that congressional Whigs could, 

and did, rally behind, despite previous sectional differences. Harrison had campaigned on a 

relatively (and deliberately) vague agenda, promising the general Whig commitment to defer to 

the legislative branch, avoid excessive executive power, and provide honest and lawful 

government to the people. Now, he hinted at his desire to provide for typical Whig policies: central 

and impartial banking supervision at the national level, raising tariffs, and funding internal 

improvements to roads, canals, rivers, and harbors.423   
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Southern and northern Whigs rallied behind Harrison’s agenda from 1841 to the middle of 

1844. Slavery discussions mostly disappeared from newspapers, as economic issues dominated the 

headlines after his death from pneumonia on April 4, 1841, after only thirty-two days in office.  

Whigs had become so cooperative that almost none of them went along with now-President 

John Tyler’s decision to oppose most of the Whig economic agenda on states’ rights grounds, 

having come to see the benefits of a nationalist agenda and bisectional party for the South. Unlike 

Harrison, who had promised to defer to Congress, Tyler proceeded to veto legislation that he 

believed violated states’ rights. Tyler directed his most important veto against re-chartering the 

Bank of the United States. Congressional Whigs were infuriated by his actions, which utilized the 

hated Jacksonian executive power. Tyler’s stance characterized southern Whig economic views, 

until recently: they wanted to promote banking but at the state level, and they opposed high tariffs. 

But unity had changed the Whig political calculus, moving southerners closer to northern 

positions. Aside from a small “Corporal’s Guard” of congressional supporters led by Henry Wise, 

almost the entire Whig congressional delegation rallied against Tyler. From 1841 to mid-1844, 

nearly all southern Whigs supported internal improvements, a national bank and higher tariffs. 

Tyler was isolated. He attempted to form an alliance with Democrats to position himself to run for 

President as a Democrat or independent candidate for the presidency in 1844, but to no avail.424   

William Cooper maintains that southern Whigs went along with northern Whig economic 

plans mostly due to political reasons. Southern Whigs could support Tyler, but this would be 

political suicide, since their numbers were too small to compete on a national scale. They could 

either support the Democrats and lose the Whig identity they had built up since 1834, or they could 

support Henry Clay, their longtime leader and favorite candidate in 1840. Most southern Whigs 
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therefore made a political calculation to join two smaller groups of southern Whigs: former 

National Republicans who supported Clay’s economic plans from the beginning, and southern 

Whigs who honestly became persuaded of the soundness of northern Whig economic policies 

during the prolonged recession that began with the Panic of 1837.425  

It is true that political calculations were important in southern Whigs’ shifting economic 

opinions, but it is also true that a developing Whig political culture moved voters together. William 

Cooper notes that before the Panic of 1837, banking played only a small role in southern politics. 

In 1838 and 1839, however, southern Whigs responded to the deep recession by supporting state 

charters to stabilize and expand the banking industry throughout the region. They lined up against 

Democrats, who time and again fought efforts to allow banks to even exist in southern states, 

because they saw them as corrupt centers of ill-begotten wealth. Most southern Whigs did not 

support a national bank during the 1840 election, but it was easy to jump from supporting state 

banking to supporting national banking, since Whigs appreciated (and Democrats castigated) both. 

During and after 1844, when southern Whig priorities shifted back to slavery after a three-year 

focus on economics, southern Whigs remained positive about banking and internal improvements, 

at least at the state level, while Democrats continued to oppose them.426  

While Whigs had placed Tyler on their ticket for his southern states’ rights bona fides, they 

did not expect him to behave in such a radical manner as he did, vetoing his party’s entire agenda. 

Unlike Tyler, most southern Whigs were concerned with states’ rights because they wished to 

defend slavery, not because they were purists who opposed federal power on principle. If federal 

efforts would strengthen the economy or protect slavery, they were quite willing to entertain 

federal measures to support banking, internal improvements, and even tariffs, which were usually 
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unpopular in the South. As Cooper himself notes but does not emphasize enough, the Richmond 

Whig hedged on its lukewarm approach to a national bank during the campaign of 1840. It was 

willing to countenance a re-chartering of the Bank of the United States if the institution could “be 

shown to be absolutely necessary for the management of the nation’s finances.”427  

In other words, a bank was not a promising idea, unless it became one. Southern Whigs 

were flexible. The New Orleans Bee supported a national bank during the campaign. Cooper 

minimizes this support, noting that it prioritized slavery as the most prominent issue by far.428 But 

precisely because slavery was so important, southern Whigs were willing to consider adjusting 

their economic thinking to protect the institution and the economy that it serviced. They did so 

while becoming more integrated into a national Whig political culture that had previously been 

dominant among northern and border-state Whigs. Southern Whigs would have at least two 

opportunities to show that they shared this political culture. The first was the opportunity to join 

with northern and border-state Whigs to fight John Tyler on economic issues. The second 

opportunity involved joining with these same Whig allies to fight Tyler on a different issue, one 

both economically and geographically close to the South: westward territorial expansion. 

 

THE ELECTION OF 1844: Whigs Unite Against Texas Annexation and War with Mexico 

By 1844, President John Tyler was under siege and in search of an achievement. He had 

no major accomplishments and few allies, having vetoed Congress’s passage of a Whig economic 

agenda. Moreover, in doing so, Tyler had failed to attract southern Whigs to his states’ rights cause. 

Most of them felt that he was going too far; instead of defending slavery, he was acting against 

southern political and economic interests. Tyler had also tried but failed to attract Democrats to 
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his side; they were not interested in supporting a Whig. The President therefore switched gears, 

moving from economics to a potentially more effective pair of issues: the annexation of Texas and 

the expansion of slavery. Tyler tried to accomplish what Presidents Andrew Jackson and Martin 

Van Buren had considered but refused to do: the annexation of the Republic of Texas, a breakaway 

nation formed by American slaveholding settlers living in Mexico.429  

By pursuing annexation, Tyler and his small band of congressional supporters could appeal 

to three groups: southern Democrats, southern Whigs, and northern Democrats. Southern 

Democrats might be overjoyed at the possibility of adding more slave territory to the country for 

the use of aspiring farmers. Southern Whigs were less interested in expansion and more interested 

in shoring up slavery and wealth in the more developed southeast. It seemed, however, that the 

prospect of annexing a fully developed slave state might prove to be an issue of overriding 

importance for them. Finally, northern Democrats might be interested in annexation because 

expansion bolstered Democrats’ egalitarian ideology (for white men), which relied on providing 

cheap land for farmers. With enough support, Tyler felt that he might be able to run for reelection 

in 1844. He was certainly not going to run as a Whig; northern and border-state Whigs despised 

him for frustrating their economic program. Nor had southern Whigs seen fit to join him. But his 

Texas policy might gain enough allies to win the presidency as a Democrat or independent.430 

Although Tyler did not end up running himself, his 1844 attempt to annex Texas changed 

an economic election campaign into one about slavery, particularly in the South. Though neither 

party supported him personally, both needed to reorient their campaign messages around Texas.431 
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As the Whig candidate, Henry Clay found it easy to oppose annexation, seeing as his likely 

opponent, Martin Van Buren, was a northerner and was therefore unlikely to support annexing a 

slave state. Clay therefore thought there would be no distinction between the parties on Texas. He 

toured the South in early 1844 and, in a public letter from North Carolina, explicitly opposed 

annexation. Some pro-slavery southern Whigs objected, particularly in Louisiana, but most were 

content. Once Van Buren came out against annexation, thereby embracing a position against 

expanding slavery, southern Democrats would not be able to argue that the Whig candidate was 

weak on slavery. Clay might as well adopt the same anti-annexation position, which he truly 

supported in any event, and try to win the election on economic issues.432  

When Democrats nominated Tennessee’s James Polk instead of Van Buren, Polk’s support 

for annexation created a challenging distinction between Democrats and Whigs. On the one hand, 

Clay’s position against annexation now seemed likely to garner northern anti-slavery votes. On 

the other, Polk’s support of annexation might win him southerners eager for more slave territory, 

thereby threatening Whigs in the South. Polk could secure victory by winning all the slave states 

and two or three northwestern states (which leaned Democratic and towards expansion in general). 

Whigs remained united against annexation, soundly refusing to ratify Tyler’s annexation 

treaty in May and June of 1844. All northern Whigs and eight of nine southern Whigs opposed 

annexation. Both wings of the party could agree that expansion was the wrong move.433 

Fearful of alienating their pro-slavery and pro-annexation constituents, however, some 

southern Whigs began to hedge and shift on the issue. From the late spring to the early summer of 

1844, some claimed that they were not absolutely opposed to annexing Texas. Rather, they merely 

wished to postpone its consideration until a more opportune time. They also had to respond to the 
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arguments of southern Democrats, who understood the value that annexing Texas represented for 

supporters of slavery and had therefore made it their top priority.434  

Southern Whigs riposted with three arguments: (1) Expansion would have a negative socio-

economic effect on the country because the vast expanse of cheap land available in the West would 

lead Americans to spread themselves thin, leaving the nation undeveloped and backward. The 

country should instead concentrate on developing existing states. (2) Annexation and debates over 

it would destabilize the Union and the security that the South enjoyed as part of it. (3) The moment 

was not right, as it would cause diplomatic problems with Mexico and might lead to war.435 

Southern Whigs also needed an additional response: to southern criticism that northerners 

opposed annexation to halt the spread of slavery. They retorted that as a slaveholder, Henry Clay 

would never agree to harm the South. But Clay himself buckled under this pressure; he softened 

his opposition to annexation, saying he only opposed it for the immediate future.436  

Southern Whigs believed that Clay’s status as both a slaveholder and a respected statesman 

would make him a better defender of slavery. This seemed reasonable, considering that 

abolitionists often attacked Clay for being a southern slaveholder, and because Democrats in 

Maine and Ohio were busy defeating Whigs in state races by allying with Free Soilers. Southern 

Whig papers followed the custom of the day, cooperating with the local Whig campaign apparatus 

and highlighting Whig political meetings. They editorialized about Clay in glowing terms, 

referring to him as “the great statesman of the West” and the “glorious leader” of his party, and 

concurred with his opposition to annexing Texas, at least right away. (One paper saw the enterprise 

as fraught with dishonest and radical “Loco-foco” Democratic tactics meant to trick voters into 
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thinking that rapid annexation would have no negative consequences, financial or otherwise.) 

Some southern Whigs recognized that northern Whigs were playing a similar two-faced game, but 

they excused it as half-hearted, pragmatic, and honest (Democrats denied it). Another argument in 

Clay’s favor was that “THAT HIS GREAT TALENTS [would] MAKE HIM DANGEROUS TO 

ABOLITION.” Although Polk was also a slaveholder, he would not be a capable leader.437 

Whigs and Democrats in the South still thought about slavery somewhat differently, with 

the former wary of expansion and the latter supporting it. Both were concerned about slavery’s 

viability. Democrats wanted to extend it over as much land as possible, while Whigs believed its 

expansion would cause problems that would threaten slavery where it already existed. Their top 

priority was protecting slavery where it stood, as opposed to expanding it. Annexation could not 

be reduced to a question of “slavery or no slavery,” since Texas could either be gained through 

“honorable acquisition” or an unjustified war with Mexico over its rebellious province. Whigs’ 

main priority “as slave holders” was “not to put the security of our property upon the issue of so 

miserable a humbug” like a risky and potentially destabilizing war on the South’s border. Whigs 

also expressed “confidence” in Clay’s personal abilities and support of slavery, arguing that he 

would eventually achieve the proper annexation of Texas when it could “be secured in a peaceable 

and honorable manner.” Finally, they noted that there were “other great questions” besides Texas 

in 1844 that ought to move southerners to vote Whig. The Democrats may have been running a 

slaveholder candidate as well, but unlike Clay, he would likely carry on Democratic corruption.438 

Northern Whigs looked at Clay differently, supporting his opposition to annexation as a 

check on slavery’s spread. Whatever rationale Clay used, northern Whigs were happy to accept 
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his policy as their own. And although Clay owned slaves, he had made numerous anti-slavery 

comments. These included his earlier support for Kentucky emancipation, his characterization of 

slavery as evil, and his opposition to annexing Texas into the Union as a slave state. 

 Most northern Whigs saw Democratic calls for Texas annexation as effectively pro-

slavery. In New Hampshire, the Portsmouth Journal noted that Texas had “the accursed institution 

of Negro Slavery indelibly woven into its very existence.” While slavery was disappearing around 

the world, Democrats wanted “to commence a crusade in favor of slavery, and for the express, 

avowed and only purpose of extending, enlarging and fortifying it.” Democrats wanted to negotiate 

to annex Texas, as opposed to Canada, because they were interested not in expansion, but in 

slavery: “It is for the sake of Slavery, and of increasing the market for slaves,--and thus of making 

the owning of slaves and the breeding of slaves profitable, which makes the South so anxious for 

annexation, and renders the ‘dough faces’ of the North so ready to throw up their caps, and huzza 

for ‘Polk and Dallas,’ ‘Texas and Slavery!’” The Journal concluded that a Henry Clay would 

prioritize the welfare of American citizens and liberty above slavery and war with Mexico.439 

Across the North, Whigs feared that annexing Texas would increase the South’s political 

and economic power. They slammed “the slave-power” that would primarily benefit Democratic 

pro-expansion slaveholders hungry for more land. They noted that for three decades Henry Clay 

had called slavery evil, that he had “unparalleled qualifications for the Presidency,” and predicted 

he would use his skills to stop Democrats’ “direct attempt to extend and perpetuate the accursed 

institution of negro bondage.” Internal Whig divisions over slavery were “a mere difference of 

opinion” and irrelevant to the real issue: unlike Democrats, Whigs opposed expansion. It was 

unsurprising that “a party the most uncompromisingly hostile to liberty, and to the interests of the 
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free States,” would nominate not a responsible slaveholder like Clay, but the expansionist Polk: 

“the Slavery candidate for President.” Northern Whigs warned that annexing Texas, with its power 

and potential for growth, could tie a “servile chain” on the Union in “perpetuity.”440  

 This common focus on opposition to expansion and war allowed Whigs to remain in a 

united political front. From 1834 to 1840, the two factions of the party had campaigned on slavery 

from opposite perspectives, both believing that Whig candidates were more favorable to their 

interests. From 1841 until the 1844 election, Whigs united around economic issues and 

downplayed their divisions over slavery. In 1844, they returned to emphasizing slavery issues from 

their own perspectives, running opposite campaigns for the same party and presidential candidate.  

Despite a national environment that seemed to favor the respected Clay over the little-

known Polk, Democrats eked out an upset of 49.5 to 48.1 percent in the 1844 election. Whigs 

across the country were devastated, particularly in the North, where they blamed the abolitionist 

Liberty Party for siphoning off votes, especially in New York. 15,825 voters cast their ballots for 

the Liberty Party in New York, constituting 3.25 percent of the state’s votes. Had but 5,107 of 

them voted for the relatively anti-slavery Whigs, they would have won the Electoral College.441  

Many southern Whigs, on the other hand, believed that opposition to Texas annexation 

caused the party to lose both the South and the general election. In 1840, Whigs had won eight of 

thirteen slave states; in 1844, they won only five. If Whigs had held onto Georgia, Mississippi, 

and Louisiana, which they had won in 1840, and added Virginia, which they had lost by one point 

in 1840, they would have won in 1844. Southern Democrats had clearly won on Texas.442  
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John Tyler, seeking to cement a legacy for himself in the South, proceeded to take 

advantage of southern demoralization by trying to annex Texas in a new way. Instead of submitting 

another treaty, which could not garner the necessary two-thirds vote in the Senate, Tyler proposed 

that Congress vote on a joint resolution for annexation, which would require only a simple majority 

in each house. Northern Whigs and some southern Whigs slammed this move as unconstitutional, 

noting that Congress possessed no explicit power to annex territory and that prior annexation had 

taken place through treaty ratification. In the aftermath of the election, however, some southern 

Whigs became pro-annexation and decided to support even this method to accomplish it. In the 

Senate, two southern Whigs voted for annexation, while seven remained opposed. In the House, 

where members could more readily feel the heat of voters in the form of direct elections every two 

years, eight members – half of the southern Whig delegation – voted for annexation. Seven 

opposed it and one abstained. This divide illustrated the Whig challenge of formulating a slavery 

policy that could win support in both sections of the country.443 

Following the annexation of Texas, Whigs unified by opposing war with Mexico, a likely 

outcome after the US had antagonized the nation that still claimed Texas as its own. From 1845 to 

1848, they strongly opposed starting and continuing a war. Once Democrats started the war and 

victory seemed likely, they opposed the acquisition of any territory. The “No Territory” policy 

position allowed Whigs to remain united. Northerners could oppose the war for traditional reasons 

of Whig aversion to expansion, as well as out of anti-slavery considerations. Southern Whigs could 

oppose the war and the annexation of territory out of fear of destructive war, national dishonor, 

destabilization and economic harm. It was tempting for many southern Whigs to support the 

acquisition of more territory, and some decided to do so. But in general, opposing war and 
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annexation allowed the two sections of the party to remain united and avoid the explosive issue of 

what should be done about slavery in additional territory that the US might annex.444  

On August 8, 1846, three months into the Mexican War, Pennsylvania Democratic 

Congressman David Wilmot made slavery a contentious issue again by proposing a resolution to 

ban slavery in any territory that the US would acquire from the war. The “Wilmot Proviso,” as this 

resolution came to be known, sparked fierce debate within Congress and the nation. It divided 

northern and southern congressional delegations in the House of Representatives along sectional 

lines. The House passed the resolution twice, in 1846 and 1847; each time it was defeated in the 

Senate by a combination of a solid South and some northern Democratic allies.  

From 1846 until the Compromise of 1850, southerners of both parties made opposition to 

the Wilmot Proviso central to their politics. Both parties campaigned against it, accused each other 

of supporting it, and emphasized its damaging effects on the South. Southern Democrats 

emphasized the Proviso’s damage to slavery by bottling up the institution; southern Whigs 

emphasized its insult to southern honor. In the North, Whigs rallied behind the Proviso, while most 

northern Democrats, like Michigan Senator Lewis Cass, rejected it in favor of popular sovereignty 

in the western territories. The slaveholding President Polk promised to veto the law if it passed.445 

 

THE ELECTION OF 1848 

In 1848, anti-slavery northern Whigs and pro-slavery southern Whigs nominated a war 

hero, General Zachary Taylor, as the best man to unify the party. Northern Whigs sensed an 

opportunity to support an honorable war hero against the supposedly corrupt Democrats. Southern 

Whigs supported Taylor because he was a slaveholder. There can be little doubt that Taylor was 
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personally supportive of slavery. His words in an 1847 letter to Jefferson Davis are telling: “So far 

as slavery is concerned, we of the south must throw ourselves on the constitution & defend our 

rights under it to the last, & when arguments will no longer suffice, we will appeal to the sword, 

if necessary to do so. I will be the last to yield one inch.”446  

Southern support for Taylor grew after Clay, his main opponent, gave a speech in 

November 1847 calling slavery “a great evil” and once again advocating a “No Territory” policy 

for the Mexican War. This position might have been politically tenable earlier in the year, but as 

the election of 1848 approached, southern Democrats were insisting that the South must acquire a 

sizable portion of Mexican land as slave territory and attacked southern Whigs for their anti-

expansionism. Southern newspapers, legislators and convention delegates united to give Taylor 

the support he needed to defeat Clay at the Whig convention of 1848, with limited support from 

northern Whigs. Taylor’s northern Whig support came from congressmen (including Abraham 

Lincoln) who believed that he would be a more attractive candidate than Clay, and that despite his 

support for slavery, he would not necessarily support its expansion.447 

Unlike the Democrats, Whigs had no centrally organized campaign; there was no unified 

Whig campaign apparatus. This enabled them to characterize Taylor as they saw fit in their 

respective sections. Vice Presidential candidate Millard Fillmore repeatedly announced that Taylor 

would not allow slavery to expand into the Mexican Cession. In a campaign characterized by 

opposite claims about an elusive candidate, Fillmore took on the role of being the split ticket’s 
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northern voice. As a northern Whig congressman, he had repeatedly voted against slavery and 

written anti-slavery campaign literature.448  

The presidential election of 1848 marked the fourth time in a row that Whigs nominated a 

slaveholding candidate. At the time, Zachary Taylor owned more than 150 slaves and a large 

Mississippi plantation. Southern Whigs were therefore able to claim that Taylor was safe on 

slavery.449 

Taylor’s slaveholding almost pushed the northern Whigs past the breaking point. He began 

his campaign as a non-partisan candidate who was content to let others campaign for him and who 

was willing, as a statesman above the party fray, to accept support from all sources. But he made 

a serious error by accepting the South Carolina Democratic Party’s support. New York’s William 

Seward and Thurlow Weed responded by organizing an anti-slavery effort to replace Taylor. By 

splitting Whig voters between different northern candidates, Seward and Weed were threatening 

to spoil the election. Vice-Presidential candidate Millard Fillmore, also from New York, 

successfully intervened with both Weed and Taylor, convincing Taylor to publish a second public 

letter dissociating himself from South Carolina’s pro-slavery radicalism.450 

Throughout the campaign of 1848, northern and southern Whigs could read opposite 

arguments in favor of their presidential nominee. Many Whig editors understood that the 

Democratic Party was running a similar anti-slavery campaign in favor of its nominee, Michigan 

Democratic Senator Lewis Cass. Whigs in both sections felt that their party had an advantage over 

the Democrats, since they were open to accusations of hypocrisy for actually organizing a dual-

faced campaign. Whigs, who were far less organized, and who ran a candidate without an official 
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platform, could more easily believe that they had a candidate who would govern according to his 

honest assessment of what the country required. Whigs of both sections had reason to believe that 

Taylor would prove to be on their side when it came to slavery. Democrats seemed to be conniving. 

Southern Whigs took advantage of Taylor’s slaveholder status throughout the 1848 

campaign. In July of 1848 the Richmond Whig gleefully cited a DC Democratic newspaper that 

attacked Whigs for letting southerners select “a slaveholder as their candidate.” It pointed to 

abolitionist opposition to Taylor and support for Martin Van Buren, the candidate of the Free Soil 

Party, who now supported banning slavery in all western territories. Taking aim at southern 

Democrats, the Richmond Whig noted that they had previously supported Van Buren, a man whom 

they had claimed was a great friend of the South. Now the Democrat had turned out to be just what 

Whigs had thought: a lying traitor who flipped to the Free Soil camp. If Cass were to be elected in 

1848, the editors warned, he would end up making the same move against the South. Indeed, Cass 

had gone so far as to support the Wilmot Proviso as a Michigan Senator, only repudiating this 

support when he needed the South’s votes to win a presidential election.451 

Unlike the northern non-slaveholder Cass, Taylor would not betray the South by supporting 

“the Free Soil Barnburners of the North.” Beyond self-interest as a slaveholder, he was an 

honorable General who would “prove true to the compromises of the Constitution, which he swears 

to support.” Whigs could perhaps unite against extreme anti-slavery views in favor of a mainstream 

candidate. Southern Whigs, who disproportionately included large landowners, had a more refined 

gentlemanly culture. They had long championed honorable slaveholding men as leaders, whether 

in presidential races or as congressional leaders. Taylor was one of several examples.452 
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As for the Vice-Presidential nominee, Millard Fillmore seemed relatively safe for the 

South. He was “conservative” in his slavery views, meaning that he was not an abolitionist. This 

was good enough for the Richmond Whig, which saw him as preferable to Cass, someone who 

might very well turn out to be like Van Buren by becoming a supporter of Free Soil.453 

The Taylor-Fillmore ticket might even secure northern support for slavery. One Whig 

county meeting thought that “the nomination of Gen. Taylor for the Presidency—a citizen of a 

slave-holding State, and a large slaveholder himself,” gave the South “a pledge that the Whigs of 

the North recognize the rights of the South” regarding slavery. After all, his nomination “could not 

have been effected without the aid of Northern Whigs” including Abraham Lincoln.454 

With a reliable president, southerners could be reassured that they had a vital friend against 

anti-slavery measures. Since the House had repeatedly passed the Wilmot Proviso, they feared that 

a growing northern majority might secure its final passage. Taylor could be expected to act as a 

“southern patriot” and not “legislate himself (or the people of his section) into inferiority in his 

rights as a citizen of a common country.” Southern Whigs reassured themselves when they saw 

common northern Democratic attacks on Taylor for favoring the South and feared northern 

Democratic portrayals of Lewis Cass as relatively anti-slavery. By contrast, southern Whig papers 

like the Milledgeville Southern Recorder cherry-picked favorable northern Whig portrayals of 

Taylor which omitted northern hopes that he would block the spread of slavery.  
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Whigs were finally able to point to evidence of organized duplicity when a sensitive 

Democratic National Committee letter leaked to the press shortly before the election. It outlined a 

deliberate and coordinated strategy to attack Taylor over slavery from opposite directions in 

Pennsylvania and Virginia. Above the Mason-Dixon Line, Democrats were to argue that Taylor 

was anti-slavery; below it, that he was pro-slavery. Here was a single document showing the 

Democratic Party’s “double position” on slavery, as Whigs had suspected all along.455  

Whigs had also been making opposite arguments in the North and South. But there was no 

centralized Whig campaign, so the “party” was shielded from allegations of hypocrisy. It simply 

responded that its ranks included different perceptions of what their presidential candidate might 

do. An editorial from DC’s National Intelligencer warned Whig voters of “The Double Game” 

that Democrats were playing with slavery by lining up a dual strategy in the North and South. The 

country was safer in the hands of a slaveholder like Taylor than it was in the hands of Lewis Cass, 

the candidate of a conniving party that believed it could deliberately contradict itself.456 

The main reason northern Whigs supported Taylor was because his victory would be the 

best opportunity to stop slavery’s spread to the West via the Democratic Party’s policy of “popular 

sovereignty.” This policy called for allowing citizens of territories to decide to allow or prohibit 

slavery themselves, thereby obviating the need for contentious federal decisions. Northern Whigs 

objected, since this would make the nation complicit in allowing slavery to spread throughout the 

Mexican Cession. They opposed placing the future of new societies in the hands of a few frontier 

settlers, both because they opposed slavery and due to orthodox Whig concerns with national 

responsibility for undeveloped areas that were not yet capable of self-government.  
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Northern Whigs thought that while Taylor was a slaveholder, he might oppose slavery’s 

further westward expansion, or at least refrain from vetoing most legislation in good Whig fashion. 

Either way, he could be no worse than Lewis Cass. Most northern Whigs had preferred a non-

slaveholder candidate like General Winfield Scott, but they saw Taylor in a more anti-slavery light 

than southern Whigs did. They hoped that Taylor would oppose popular sovereignty, or that he 

would at least allow Congress to do so by signing legislation to ban slavery in the Mexican Cession. 

Northern Whigs had plenty of justifications for Taylor’s status as a slaveholder. They 

thought southern Whigs to be acceptable allies because they “manifested no wish to acquire 

territory or extend slavery,” which northern Whigs insisted was the real political issue at hand. 

Moreover, most Whigs in both sections could agree with Henry Clay that slavery was “a great 

moral and political evil.” Finally, many otherwise great Americans had owned slaves. What truly 

mattered was opposition to Texas annexation and the Mexican War, policies designed to spread 

slavery to the West. Taylor claimed he would have supported Henry Clay’s anti-annexation 

policies in 1844, and he also publicly wrote that Presidents must defer to Congress on the question 

of slavery policy in the West. Cass, on the other hand, used to support the Proviso as a Democratic 

Senator, but now threatened to veto it. The only hope of stopping the spread of slavery therefore 

lay in electing Taylor, who would hopefully allow Congress to ban western slavery. Let us 

consider, then, how Whigs in different regions regarded Taylor during his campaign.457  

New England Whigs cast Taylor as anti-slavery and likely to act against the institution. 

Northerners ought not fixate on his slaveholder status, they urged, since the country desperately 

needed “an end of executive usurpations” and “a PRESIDENT, instead of a DESPOT—a 

conservative instead of a faithless tyrant, to guard the best interests of the whole people.” They 
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could note southern attacks on Taylor as less “sound on the subject of slavery as General Cass,” 

and remind their readers that Taylor regarded “slavery as a sin and an evil, while General Cass 

does not so regard it.” The Vermont Phoenix also pointed out that some of America’s most anti-

slavery moves had been made by slaveholders, and that this was no reason to withhold support 

from Taylor. Thomas Jefferson had supported the Northwest Ordinance’s ban on slavery in the 

Midwest. Southern Whigs had fought against the expansion of slave territory. Besides, the Boston 

Daily Atlas argued, Whigs, more than Democrats, had “opposed slavery, and slave extension, and 

war and annexation.” There was a distinction to be made between southern Democrats and John 

C. Calhoun, most of whom saw slavery as a “blessing” and wished to extend it, in comparison to 

southern Whigs like Henry Clay (and, they hoped, Taylor too), who saw slavery as an evil and 

wished “to curtail and finally abolish it.” A Massachusetts Whig convention pointed out that 

Taylor had clearly “taken the high ground” by promising to “leave legislation to the representatives 

of the people, untrammeled by his own pre-expressed opinions, unobstructed by the use of the veto 

power” – a promise that would enable Congress to ban western slavery if he were elected.458 

From an anti-slavery perspective, there seemed to be no choice besides Taylor; voting for 

the third-party Free Soil ticket would “bring about the worst possible consequences, the election 

of Lewis Cass.” It was headed by Van Buren, who had flip-flopped on slavery, and now opposed 

it for the purpose of throwing the election to the Democrats. Those cognizant “of the real duties of 

true Christians” would support the lesser problematic candidate in Taylor.459  

 Taylor enjoyed the same support in mid-Atlantic states. The Albany Evening Journal noted 

southern Democratic attacks on Taylor and Fillmore for opposing slavery expansion. The most 
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prominent Whig newspaper in Pennsylvania attacked Lewis Cass for being more pro-slavery than 

Taylor, citing southern “Loco Foco” newspapers as evidence. Cass’s election would likely 

constitute a “calamity” for stopping the spread of slavery. Even if he gave up his platform of 

popular sovereignty, the shifty Democrat, who had taken contrary positions on slavery, might be 

a secret radical who would join Van Buren in embracing the Free Soil cause, which was too radical. 

Taylor seemed safer; he was probably more opposed to slavery, and certainly not irresponsible. 

Moreover, Cass was as bad as could be, having pledged to veto the Wilmot Proviso.460 

Indiana’s Wabash Courier noted Taylor’s pledge not to veto most congressional 

legislation, presumably including slavery laws. He seemed to be a reluctant slaveholder who “did 

not hesitate to pronounce slavery an evil,” an institution that caused “the decay of Virginia” and 

was still “blighting in its effects upon the agricultural and commercial prosperity of the South.”461 

Numerous prominent anti-slavery men lined up to defend Taylor. Free Soil (and ex-Whig) 

Rep. Joshua Giddings thought Taylor would stop slavery’s spread. Ex-New York Governor 

William Seward supported choosing the better of two flawed candidates. Voting for a third party 

would mean pursuing “the unattainable” while “overlooking the attainable,” since Americans were 

“conservative in their political divisions” and would not destabilize the republic by joining a third 

party. It would also mean supporting the hated and untrustworthy Van Buren. Seward saw Taylor 

as helping the forces of freedom fight the “party of slavery.” He wanted Whigs to spur a gradual 

unfolding of freedom in the US, just as Christianity had gradually spread over time. Seward trusted 

southern Whigs over “a Northern doughface” like Cass, noting that southern Whigs had opposed 

Texas annexation and the Mexican War. Abraham Lincoln also made similar arguments.462 
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 The Whig Party’s selection of Taylor proved to be quite effective, culminating in a five-

point popular vote victory and 36-point electoral victory.463 The general was attractive as a war 

hero and could appeal to both sections on the issue of slavery. For the North, Taylor’s opposition 

to popular sovereignty, support for a national settlement in the West, and Whiggish opposition to 

presidential vetoes all meant that that he was likely to favor a congressional plan that would at best 

bar slavery from the West and would at least put an end to sectional bickering. Either way, northern 

Whigs united against the Democratic notion of popular sovereignty, which maintained that 

unsettled western inhabitants could decide themselves whether to allow slavery in the territories. 

Meanwhile, southern Whigs could proudly tout Taylor’s slaveholder status, arguing that he would 

never abandon his own region and interests. The Whig Party had not only survived; it succeeded 

in the face of another controversy over slavery. A common anti-individualist political culture made 

southern and northern Whigs more comfortable with each other than with Democrats. In promoting 

social stability and prosperity above individualism, Whigs hoped to prevent the acquisition of new 

land over which slavery arguments would arise. Their strategy of supporting slaveholders who 

were concerned with national unity was quite successful. In 1849 and 1850, however, this political 

culture would be put to the test in a crisis over slavery that threatened to revive into a force that 

posed the greatest challenge to the Union since the Missouri Compromise of 1820.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 Several factors allowed Whigs to work together despite seemingly irreconcilable 

differences over slavery, the most critical southern issue and a vital northern one.  

                                                           
463 For a comprehensive statistical discussion of the 1848 election, see: Burnham, Presidential Ballots, 247-57. 



 

222 

 

 The first was a common enemy in the Democrats, along with a lack of anything like the 

centralized national committee possessed by “the Democracy.” It was relatively easy to paper over 

differences when there was no need to oversee a single centralized campaign, and when the 

alternative to cooperation seemed so much worse. Northern Whigs were fed up with the 

Democrats’ embrace of slavery. Southern Whigs thought Democrats were so untrustworthy that it 

was only a matter of time before Martin Van Buren, a northerner with an anti-slavery past, would 

pursue political advantage in the North by fighting against slavery. After all, Andrew Jackson had 

gained political favor by uniting the North behind his Force Bill against South Carolina during the 

Nullification Crisis that immediately preceded the formation of the Whig Party. The search for a 

better alternative led Whigs to field three candidates in an attempt to deny Van Buren an Electoral 

College victory. Any of their candidates would be preferable. 

 The second factor, which was even more important, was the connection between a common 

political culture based on shared principles, the development of shared policies that translated this 

culture into policies, and a sense of mutual trust that neither section of the party would push its 

views on slavery too far. Whigs were the “conservative” party, believing in the importance of 

protecting the social fabric from strife, taking national responsibility for the development of 

fledging frontier societies, and compromising when appropriate. The best policies for such a 

culture were opposition to rapid expansion – which would allow for healthier development in the 

East and lessen the possibility of strife over slavery in the West – and economic integration through 

a national bank, internal improvements and a protective tariff. From 1836 to 1841, southern Whigs 

moved from ambivalence about some of these policies into agreement with their northern 

counterparts. This agreement was made possible by the mutual trust that developed between the 

two sides of the party, mainly over slavery. Because the North seemed willing to cooperate with 
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the South over slavery, despite its strong anti-slavery views, southerners felt more inclined to slide 

from support of state banking and internal improvements to the support of federal action. In 1844, 

Whigs unified behind a policy of no expansion, and until 1848 they hoped that a “no territory” 

policy would allow them to agree on a stance against the Democrats that fit their political culture.   

By 1848, Whig political culture and mutual trust had strengthened to the degree that the 

party could rely on ambiguity, leaving the North and South to interpret a common presidential 

candidate in their own ways. Democrats were unified behind a policy: popular sovereignty. Whigs 

did not approve. But they could agree that Zachary Taylor might prove to be better than Lewis 

Cass, who would allow each territory to decide its slavery policy on its own. The general made it 

clear that he opposed both popular sovereignty and the excessive use of the veto. Northern Whigs 

hoped that Taylor would therefore allow Congress (with a northern House majority and a split 

Senate with a northern Vice-Presidential tie-breaker) to ban slavery in the West. Southern Whigs 

hoped that as a slaveholder, Taylor would veto any such ban. Both sides could agree that defeating 

the Democrats was the most important task at hand; they could work out their differences later. 

Better to win first and worry about governing from the winning side of an election.  

Finally, there was the importance of a trusted leader. This is particularly ironic, since the 

Democrats had gained their notoriety among Whigs through their boosting of Andrew Jackson as 

a charismatic champion of the people. But Whig political culture allowed for a response in the 

form of a classical republican disinterested man, one above the political fray who would champion 

honorable policies regardless of the passions of the moment. He would also unify a nation deeply 

divided over slavery. Whigs could not agree on such a figure in 1836, and they fell short partially 

as a result. In four successive elections, they chose men who had or did own slaves, but who had 

also expressed opposition to aggressive expansion and a nationalist desire to achieve reconciliation 
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through compromise – not the desire to let individual settlers decide issues that would remain open 

sores. With this model, they won in 1840, almost won in 1844, and won in 1848. Yet the 

Compromise of 1850 would put the Whigs’ unique political culture and mutual trust to the test, 

ultimately contributing to the shattering of their alliance. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

UNITY DESPITE TENSION: THE WHIG PARTY FROM 1849 TO 1850 

After Zachary Taylor’s victory in November 1848, all eyes turned to the President-elect to 

see what he would propose for the newly acquired Mexican Cession. It was now up to a Whig 

President with no political experience and a Democratic Congress to deal with slavery, a southern 

institution with national implications. Slavery cast a shadow over California’s future admission 

and the establishment of territorial governments in the other lands acquired from Mexico. Whigs, 

who had held together despite slavery disputes, would be tested like never before. The acquisition 

of additional territory from the Mexican War meant that opposing expansion as a way of avoiding 

conflict was no longer an option. The Taylor administration and Whig congressmen would attempt 

to apply Whig principles to a challenging new political situation in the lead-up to the Compromise 

of 1850. This would be the final compromise over slavery before the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 

reignited debates over western slavery and set the nation on a course to disunion. 

Whigs would face numerous challenges in addressing the challenge of slavery in America’s 

new West. The Whig Party had opposed acquiring new land ever since the debates over the 

Missouri Compromise had threatened the Union in 1820. Now that there was new land on the table 

and a dispute about whether it would be slave or free, the party struggled to develop a unified 

position; it quickly split into factions. Most of its northerners opposed the spread of slavery to any 

additional territory. Some northern and most southern Whigs wanted to compromise for the sake 

of the Union. And a few southerners were sliding towards the radical southern Democrats, who 

were insisting not only on a land acquisition, but on a large one. Younger northern Whigs like 

William Seward had a similar political culture but different priorities than the previous generation: 

they prioritized avoiding national complicity in slavery over national comity and compromise.  
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Whigs’ best hope for internal unity died with Zachary Taylor’s untimely passing less than 

a year and a half after he took office, although it is unclear that even he could have reconciled the 

party’s members. House debates over compromise were more rancorous than those in the Senate, 

exposing differences of opinion that Whigs had managed to avoid for years with an anti-expansion 

but pro-slavery policy, alignment behind a common political culture, and mutual trust cultivated 

between gentlemen. All of this threatened to destroy the party’s unity.  

Southern Whigs, for their part, continued to be frightened over the possibility of slave 

revolts and concerned about the economic and political viability of slavery where it existed. The 

prospect of future legislation to free slaves, for instance in the national capital, seemed like it might 

invite further rebellion and bloodshed against white southerners on the part of hopeful slaves, just 

as prior southern legislative debates over gradual emancipation had supposedly triggered Nat 

Turner’s revolt only 18 years prior. At the same time, slavery seemed to be threatened: its 

economic viability by the persistent flight of fugitive slaves to the North, and its political viability 

by the potential for a US version of the British abolitionist movement in the Caribbean that had 

begun shortly after Nat Turner’s revolt. To stem the tide of economic and political threats to 

slavery where it stood, southern Whigs were willing to sacrifice significant westward expansion 

for a broad package that would protect slavery, particularly by establishing that it would not be 

banned in DC and that the national government would enforce the return of fugitive slaves. 

Southern Whigs hoped to act as the responsible party over slavery in the South, convincing 

expansion-hungry Democrats that it was more important to protect the institution as it was. 

As holders of the presidency, the ball was in the Whigs’ hands, and after months of silence, 

President Taylor finally presented a plan for dealing with slavery in the West. It was quite simple: 

resolve all questions immediately. His supporters embraced it, while his opponents saw it as naïve 
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and potentially divisive. In December 1849 and January 1850, Taylor delivered two messages to 

Congress about his plans. He would have Congress simply bypass the contentious question of how 

California and New Mexico would treat slavery as territories… by not allowing them to become 

territories. Congress should immediately admit California as a free state, under an anti-slavery 

constitution that some of its citizens had hastily drafted under legally dubious circumstances. He 

envisioned California as massive, stretching all the way to modern Utah. The President thought 

that Congress should then immediately admit sparsely-populated New Mexico as a free state. 

Finally, he proposed that the Supreme Court resolve a dispute between New Mexico and Texas 

concerning their boundaries, which Congress was ill-equipped to deal with because of competing 

legal claims.464  

Taylor’s plan would effectively resolve the Mexican Cession’s future without creating any 

territorial governments. With this plan, Congress would avoid making a direct decision to ban or 

permit slavery in the West. At the same time, there would be no protracted struggle within western 

territories over whether to allow slavery. Congress would effectively decide that no decision was 

necessary, since California and New Mexico were prepared for statehood and happened to be 

territories free of slavery. If further conflicts did occur, Congress could handle them individually.  

Throughout the early months of Taylor’s presidency, southern Whigs and national 

Democrats wrongly accused him of relying on New York’s William Seward, who helped lead 

northern Whigs, most of whom prioritized keeping slavery out the West. Seward, who had started 

his career as an Anti-Mason and would become a leader of the Republican Party’s anti-slavery 

efforts, opposed Vice President Millard Fillmore both within New York and within the party when 

it came to assessing the wisdom of compromise. Taylor was indeed friendly towards Seward, 
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which likely sparked these allegations, but did not consider him an advisor, let alone a close 

confidant. Taylor opposed slavery in the Mexican Cession less than the Wilmot Proviso but more 

than the “popular sovereignty” doctrine of the Democratic Party and Lewis Cass, which would 

have acquiesced to territorial legislatures. But because of his association with Seward and anti-

slavery northern Whigs, southern Whigs were suspicious of the President’s intentions.465  

Elbert Smith argues that Taylor was a “realist” who thought that slavery was not viable in 

the new southwest. From this perspective, it was Calhoun and die-hard southern Democratic 

expansionists who were undermining slavery by fomenting sectional unrest for no reason.466  

For years, most southern Whigs shunned expansion and protected slavery where it existed. 

To prevent sectional conflict, they had opposed Texas annexation, the Mexican War, and the 

acquisition of any territory from Mexico. Now that new land would be annexed anyway, however, 

most southern Whigs wanted some of it set aside for slavery. They charged Taylor with giving up 

too much. He was not setting aside any annexed territory for slavery, nor was he recommending 

other pro-slavery policies that the South would benefit from: a stronger Fugitive Slave Bill and a 

boundary dispute resolution that was more favorable to Texas than New Mexico, which had no 

slaves. Some southern Whigs wanted Congress to allow at least the possibility of legalized slavery 

in part of the Mexican Cession. Although they thought its largely desert climate made slave-based 

agriculture impossible, this would at least preserve the South’s honor. Taylor’s proposal was 

simply not good enough, as it did not resolve the full gamut of slavery issues, from boundaries to 
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the apparently increasing problem of fugitive slaves fleeing to safety in the North, the latter issue 

one that could undermine the economic viability of slavery in the long run.467   

Northern Whigs did not see Taylor’s plan as ideal, but they were willing to support it if 

necessary. They had lined up behind banning slavery in the West ever since the Wilmot Proviso 

passed the House in 1846. Nevertheless, despite their opposition to slavery anywhere in the West, 

most northern Whigs, including Seward, were willing to support immediately admitting California 

and New Mexico as free states without immediately addressing the remaining land.468 

The Senate’s compromise attempts produced some of the best-known oratory in US 

history. We will examine the upper house first, since it began the compromise process, followed 

by the House, which has been less prominent in the historiography.  

 

THE SENATE CRAFTS A COMPROMISE  

 After Congress convened on December 3, 1849, southern and border state Whigs began 

the Senate’s compromise debates by proposing two alternative plans, each purporting to favor the 

South. Tennessee Senator John Bell’s plan – to admit California as a free state in exchange for 

creating two new slave states from Texan land – received hardly any support. Henry Clay’s plan, 

on the other hand, would dominate Senate discussions for months.469  

On January 29, Henry Clay proposed a grand compromise using multiple issues. Along 

with other southern Whigs, his main concern was protecting southern honor from an outright 

western slavery ban, especially since climate would likely prevent slavery from spreading there 
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anyway. Besides, even if slavery could spread there, Clay agreed with most northerners that 

Mexican laws were legally binding in the Cession without new laws to the contrary. Since Mexico 

had banned slavery, it was not clear that southerners could bring their slaves westward. Clay was 

therefore content to make a deal that could satisfy both sides. He would set Texas’s permanent 

boundary far to the east of where the South preferred, yet west of where the North preferred. To 

compensate the South, the federal government would assume the debts held by bondholders who 

had lent Texas money, but who were now in a precarious position as the state struggled. This 

would help the South by shoring up Texan credit and the North by bailing out the (mostly) 

northeasterners who held Texan bonds. New Mexico could have most of the territory that Texas 

disputed, since slavery would not prosper in the desert. The South’s honor would be preserved, 

slavery would not realistically spread much, and there would be no sectional strife over creating 

more slave territory by enlarging Texas. While he publicly claimed that he wished to settle matters 

more in the South’s favor, since it was the weaker section (in terms of population, growth and 

vulnerability to slave revolts), Clay’s proposal favored the North.470  

This package deal was also attractive to northeastern Texas bondholders, since Texas was 

in poor financial shape. If Congress would pay the full value of Texas’s now-undervalued bonds, 

these bondholders would have an enormous incentive to lobby for a settlement of its boundaries.471  

Clay’s haste highlighted his priorities: honor and stability over land. He concocted his plan 

so quickly that he accidentally excluded a large amount of central Texas that contained thousands 

of slaves. He revised his proposal but was apparently willing to accept a severely truncated Texas. 

In the following map, we can see Texas’s claim and Clay’s final proposal, as well as the rejected 
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plans of Tennessee Whig John Bell and Missouri Democrat Thomas Hart Benton. Maryland Whig 

James Pearce’s plan was of course the source of the final resolution for Texas’s boundary. We 

should bear in mind that Bell and Clay were willing to accept no further extension of slavery 

beyond Texas. (Although Bell’s plan would have created additional slave states out of Texan land.) 

Most southern Whigs could not accept such a proposal, however; they insisted that New Mexico 

Territory be allowed to vote on whether to allow slavery.472 

 

                Figure 2: Senators’ Proposed Boundaries for Texas After the Mexican War 

   

While many southern Whigs might have been able to live with Clay’s plan, almost none 

could accept it under the circumstances. While it addressed southern Whigs’ typical main concerns 

of honor and protecting existing slavery, they could not survive politically if they made the 
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sacrifice of passing over such an enormous territorial acquisition. And even if they could, there 

were far more Democratic than Whig Senators from the South. (17-5 in the southern states, 19-11 

including border states.) If all 11 northern Whigs and two Free Soilers voted against Clay’s plan 

in order to prevent any slavery expansion, and the 19 slave-state Democrats voted against it 

because they wanted more expansion, the plan would fail, receiving only 28 out of 60 votes.473  

 Looking for vital Democratic support, Clay reached out to Thomas Ritchie, Editor of the 

Richmond Enquirer and a key Democratic leader. In a private meeting, they agreed to garner 

support from most northern and some southern Democrats. Ritchie wanted an “omnibus” bill that 

would combine and settle the nation’s various slavery disputes. Clay therefore agreed to modify 

his bill by addressing the admission of California as a free state, drawing Texas’s western boundary 

more generously than before, transferring Texas’s debt to the federal government, establishing 

territorial governments for New Mexico and Utah that might allow slavery when they applied for 

statehood, and enacting a strong Fugitive Slave Bill to apprehend slaves who ran to the North. 

Clay also added a provision to abolish the slave trade in DC (but not slavery itself).474 

 Thus began one of the most famous debates in American history. The futures of Texas, 

California, the remainder of the Mexican Cession, fugitive slave laws and the DC slave market all 

hung in the balance. Would the Senate support Clay’s compromise package, or would it support 

Taylor’s plan of avoiding pressing slavery issues and dealing with others later? Would California 

be admitted as a single free state? These were the questions at stake. 

What followed were three of most famous speeches in Senate history, delivered by Clay, 

Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, and William Seward. Most historians have focused on the 
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differences between them, and particularly the differences between Clay and Webster, who 

supported compromise, and Seward, who opposed it. Clay and Webster wanted compromise in the 

form of an omnibus bill, while Seward wanted each slavery issue handled one at a time, which 

seemed likely to allow the North more dominance, since the northern House majority would likely 

pass individual anti-slavery measures but not pro-slavery ones.475  

Despite their differences, these speeches shared Whig principles, applying them to two 

different priorities. Whigs in both sections wished to preserve a stable Union. But northern Whigs 

would not be complicit in altering the social fabric by allowing slavery on nationally controlled 

western territorial land, even if this meant upsetting the South. 

For his part, just as he had with the Missouri Compromise of 1820 and his attempt at 

compromise over DC abolition in 1839, Clay utilized his old southern Whig conciliatory approach. 

He saw slavery as encompassing a broad array of issues beyond mere expansion, and therefore 

attempted to resolve controversy with compromise. For Clay, the viability of slavery hinged not 

merely on expansion, but on Texas’s territorial and financial viability, the protection of slavery in 

every part of the nation to include DC, the elimination of the offensive slave trade that was 

permissible in the seat of a free nation’s government, and, increasingly importantly, the growing 

flight of slaves to the North, a trend that could threaten the profitability of slavery if it continued.476  

But while Clay wished he could use another grand compromise to shut down heated 

debates, just as he had in 1820, in fact the issue had never been truly settled. Just as southern Whigs 

had abandoned Clay’s “No Territory” proposal concerning the Mexican War, they turned against 

                                                           
475 For a discussion of the roles that key senators played, see: Fergus M. Bordewich, America's Great Debate: Henry 

Clay, Stephen A. Douglas, and the Compromise That Preserved the Union (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012). 
476 R. J. M. Blackett argues that the fugitive slave issue was critically important to southerners because it threatened 

the economic viability of their slave labor. He also shows the extent of northern outrage over the Fugitive Slave Act 

of 1850 and its draconian attempts to stem the flight of slaves from the South. This clash between sections, Blackett 

argues, spurred on by the attempts of courageous slaves to escape bondage, played a vital role in bringing on the 

Civil War and the end of slavery. See: Blackett, The Captive’s Quest for Freedom. 



 

234 

 

him once again, seeing him as effectively favoring the North. Opposing expansion had worked 

before western land was in play. Now, popular opinion in the South seemed to favor taking as 

much land for slavery as it could. Southern Whigs were not expansionists, but they thought they 

could wring further concessions from the North. Clay was trying to vindicate southern honor by 

giving it some of the extra slave territory claimed by Texas, along payment for Texan debts. 

Southern Whigs thought they could do better.477 

Clay was also forced to respond to northern Whig and southern Democratic criticism. The 

former complained that he gave Texas disputed territory without banning slavery in the Mexican 

Cession. The latter thought he was shortchanging the South. Clay replied that “other subjects 

equally important” as California’s admission required resolution to restore “once more peace, 

harmony, and fraternal affection” to the American people, who had become “distracted” by slavery 

debates. Besides, compromise would help the Union by making California’s admission easier.478 

Whigs had long argued that social stability came before the uncompromising pursuit of 

principles, and this case was no different. As the Senate debated, Clay appealed to compromise on 

principle, declaring: “All legislation, all government, all society, is formed upon the principle of 

mutual concession, politeness, comity, courtesy; upon these, everything is based.” He also noted 

that compromise allowed for the formation of the United States and its Constitution, deeming it 

“peculiarly” appropriate for republican citizens, since unlike subjects, they relate to one other, and 

must accommodate each other, like “one common family.”479 
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Opposed to John C. Calhoun’s uncompromising pro-slavery position, Daniel Webster 

advocated for compromise on March 7, 1850. Instead of a family, he described the Union as a ship 

in danger of wrecking over slavery. Speaking “for the good of the whole, and the preservation of 

the whole,” he declared: “I speak to-day for the preservation of the Union. ‘Hear me for my 

cause.’” Webster hoped that the country could achieve what he remembered as “that quiet and that 

harmony” which it had enjoyed before the rancor over slavery of the late 1840s. (He made no 

mention of slaves themselves.)480 

 Webster would avoid slavery fights and focus on national unity, since the institution was a 

“natural impossibility” in the Mexican Cession anyway. He thought a ban to be but a gratuitous 

“taunt” to the South. Slavery was legal, and compromise was ethical for the sake of social stability. 

The Constitution required anti-slavery men like himself to be complicit with slavery by returning 

fugitive slaves. The alternative was secession and war, peaceful disunion being an “utter 

impossibility.” “Sir,” he exclaimed, “he who sees these States, now revolving in harmony around 

a common centre, and expects to see them quit their places and fly off without convulsion, may 

look the next hour to see the heavenly bodies rush from their spheres, and jostle against each other 

in the realms of space, without producing the crush of the universe.” Only compromise could 

preserve one polity that contained differences over slavery. Webster concluded with a fervent call: 

“To break up! To break up this great Government!... No, sir! no, sir! There will be no secession. 

Gentlemen are not serious when they talk of secession.”481 

Most northern Whigs, however, were not willing to compromise over slavery expansion. 

One explanation historians have given is that northern Whigs followed a “radical” approach in 
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seeking to change existing institutions, such as when William Seward argued that a “higher law” 

should impel northerners to stand against slavery’s westward expansion. Seward and his allies are 

said to have rejected “conservative” compromise over slavery.482 

In fact, however, there were two “conservative” approaches to the 1850 crisis, both 

informed by Whig principles (and opposed to Democratic ones). One was compromise for the sake 

of social stability, which had allowed northern and southern Whigs to overcome their differences 

for years. But Seward and most northern Whigs believed that conservative considerations 

demanded a strong stance towards the establishment of new slave societies. This view had been 

percolating for some time. In 1847, Indiana Whig Congressman Richard Thompson described 

what he saw as the truly “conservative position.” It involved “denouncing Slavery as an evil, on 

the one hand, and admitting all the constitutional rights of the Slave States on the other.” In the 

context of refusing to be complicit in slavery’s establishment, Seward declared “All legislative 

compromises” that sacrificed moral principles to be “radically wrong and essentially vicious.” 

Slavery expansion should be defeated, not made the price of California’s admission.483 

Seward explained that northern Whigs must oppose slavery expansion, even if this stance 

agitated southern states, since they had a moral duty to avoid complicity in expanding the 

institution whenever possible. He claimed that he would support admitting California as a slave 

state if this was necessary to bring it into the Union. But it was not. The real question was whether 

“the Constitution recognizes property in man.” Seward denied it. Slave states established slavery 
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with their laws and were protected by the Constitution. But western territories were different, and 

Americans were free to act to ensure that nationally controlled territory remained free soil.484 

Like Clay and Webster, Seward saw the US as a unified polity, but he drew a more anti-

slavery policy conclusion than older Whig statesmen. Having quoted Edmund Burke and John Jay, 

two thinkers from the Anglo-American conservative tradition, Seward articulated another 

conservative argument. Slavery was “only one of many institutions” recognized by the 

Constitution. But slavery was “only a temporary, accidental, partial, and incongruous one; 

freedom, on the contrary, is a perpetual, organic, universal one, in harmony with the Constitution 

of the United States.” Consequently, “[t]he slaveholder himself stands under the protection of the 

latter, in common with all the free citizens of the State; but it is, moreover, an indispensable 

institution. You may separate slavery from South Carolina, and the State will still remain; but if 

you subvert freedom there, the State will cease to exist.”485  

In other words, freedom was the basis of American social institutions, even in the South, 

where it was limited to whites. Freedom ought to inform the country’s “stewardship” over the 

Mexican Cession. The Constitution favored devotion not to slavery, but “to union, to justice, to 

defence, to welfare, and to liberty.” It might recognize slavery indirectly through its recognition 

of states’ laws, but it did not recognize or favor slavery in the national domain. Why, then, should 

the national government do anything other than ban slavery in the West? As James Oakes has 

pointed out, Seward’s thinking was in line with the abolitionist promotion of freedom in every 

space where the nation operated for the common good (like the western territories), since slavery 

was but a local institution. While many northern Whig conservatives like Millard Fillmore rejected 
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Seward’s speech as too radical, he was still using conservative Whig understandings to frame his 

arguments. I would add that this opposition to slavery was but a question of degree, not a 

fundamental difference in outlook. Indeed, most northern Whigs had voted against admitting 

Arkansas as a free state back in 1836. As we have seen in Chapter One, Whigs generally accepted 

the municipal theory of slavery, according to which slavery was understood to be a fundamentally 

local institution. They therefore tried to avoid making the nation complicit in its spread, unless the 

threat of disunion overrode this concern. Against the backdrop of a threat of disunion in 1850, 

cautious northern Whigs may have seen Seward as irresponsible, but they would not generally say 

that he was wrong. And in any event, most of them voted with Seward and against compromise.486 

Seward then made his famous appeal to a “higher law,” which has often been interpreted 

as radical but was actually quite conservative. According to Seward, although the Constitution 

technically allowed slavery’s expansion into the West through the medium of new state laws, there 

was a “higher law” than the Constitution that ought to prevent Americans from allowing slavery’s 

spread. Here is the full passage:  

“But there is a higher law than the Constitution, which regulates our authority over 

the domain, and devotes it to the same noble purposes. The territory is a part—no 

inconsiderable part—of the common heritage of mankind, bestowed upon them by 

the Creator of the universe. We are his stewards, and must so discharge our trust as 

to secure, in the highest attainable degree, their happiness.”  

 

This quote and its accompanying line of reasoning was preceded by quotations from the 

conservatives Burke and Jay. It was immediately followed by a quotation from Francis Bacon 

concerning the great power of human governments, much more so than individuals, to introduce 

“such ordinances, constitutions, and customs as are wise,” to “sow greatness to their posterity and 

successors.” Seward did not use this quotation in a radical manner. He did not believe that human 
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laws could simply override well–developed customs and habits that were ingrained in a society. 

He also drew a contrast between slavery as it then existed in the US on the one hand, and slavery 

as it might be established in new western states on the other. “This is a State,” he said of the 

Mexican Cession, “and we are deliberating for it, just as our fathers deliberated in establishing the 

institutions we enjoy.” Americans had once faced the task of establishing a new society out of 

British possessions in the New World. Seward believed they had succeeded by applying Bacon’s 

radical advice to create a new society, albeit in a conservative manner (dependent on the nature of 

the social fabric that the society was founded upon). Since American colonists had lived (as John 

Locke argued) in something resembling a state of nature, they created new laws according to their 

wisdom. Now they would do the same once again.487 

There seemed to be only two possible answers to the “simple, bold, and even awful 

question” of what to do about slavery: spread it or stop it. Seward thought the real question was: 

“Shall we, who are founding institutions, social and political, for countless millions—shall we, 

who know by experience the wise and the just, and are free to choose them, and to reject the 

erroneous and unjust—shall we establish human bondage, or permit it, by our sufferance, to be 

established?” Notice the conservative appeal to human experience, wisdom and justice. Faced with 

the opportunity to establish new political societies, America’s “forefathers would not have 

hesitated an hour. They found slavery existing here, and they left it only because they could not 

remove it.” Slavery had only been established in some states when they were British colonies. Free 

states would not establish slavery, and slave states only formed because they were burdened with 

the institution from prior years under the British. (Note that southern Whigs, and southerners 

generally, repeatedly blamed the British for slavery, just as the Declaration of Independence had 
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done.) Hence the founders, in “establishing an organic law, under which the States of Ohio, 

Michigan, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Iowa” would enter the Union, “repudiated and excluded slavery 

from those States forever.”488  

Seward argued that the establishment of organic law in a new society, as opposed to the 

thorny question of what to do with established slavery, was an easy one to address. He thought it 

was a sign of “degeneracy” that Americans were even engaged in a debate over this question.489 

These beliefs and sentiments formed the background to the end of Seward’s speech, which 

also appears to be more radical than it was. “We cannot establish slavery,” he concluded, “because 

there are certain elements of the security, welfare, and greatness of nations, which we all admit, or 

ought to admit, and recognize as essential; and these are the security of natural rights, the diffusion 

of knowledge, and the freedom of industry.”490 The institution of slavery must not be implemented 

in new western societies because it was “incompatible with all of these, and just in proportion to 

the extent that it prevails and controls in any republican State, just to that extent it subverts the 

principle of democracy, and converts the State into an aristocracy or a despotism.”491 The existing 

slave states were stuck; it was up to the nation to avoid creating new ones.  

Clay, Webster, and some other old-line Whigs disagreed. They thought national stability 

was more important than opposing slavery’s spread.  

Southern Whigs joined them. They wanted a better deal for slavery than Clay initially 

proposed, but they favored a compromise that would bolster slavery’s legitimacy.  
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A bipartisan Senate coalition therefore repeatedly modified Clay’s compromise package. 

It tried to obtain support from southern Whigs, some southern Democrats, and many northern 

Democrats. Clay eventually lost control over the process, but he led it for some time. 

When President Taylor unexpectedly passed away on July 9, 1850, the only apparent 

alternative to a negotiated compromise died with him. His plan to immediately admit most of the 

West as free states had not really gained traction in Congress, and it is unclear whether it could 

have succeeded. Whether Taylor’s veto, or the threat of his veto, would have motivated Congress’s 

path is uncertain. But the new president, New York’s Millard Fillmore, supported a compromise 

and rallied his supporters behind an omnibus package that Clay supported.492  

It was easy to imagine Taylor taking advantage of Clay’s fragile compromise. Maryland 

Whig Senator James Pearce, a backer of Clay’s basic proposal, successfully detached part of the 

omnibus that he disfavored. But then an avalanche ensued, as multiple senators stripped the 

omnibus of its components one by one until there was nothing left.493  

However, with President Millard Fillmore ready to sign compromise legislation, Illinois 

Democrat Stephen Douglas came to the rescue of the omnibus. After an exhausted Clay felt 

compelled to leave the sweltering capital and travel to Newport, Rhode Island for health reasons, 

Douglas shepherded it through the Senate piece by piece. Each anti-slavery section received 

enough northern votes to pass, while each pro-slavery section received the votes of a solid South, 

votes from Border States, and some votes from northern Democrats. Clay, who was in ill health, 

departed Washington for Newport, while this was happening. But Douglas succeeded in passing 

the various omnibus items on his own. He thereby successfully carried to conclusion the pact that 

Clay had effectively orchestrated together with Democratic leaders. The final vote in the Senate 
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involved an alliance between most northern Democrats, most southern Whigs, and almost all 

border Senators from both parties. Clay’s original goal was essentially accomplished in the Senate: 

“to compromise all the differences that arise out of the subject of slavery.”494 

 Clay’s original compromise plan was different from Taylor’s idea of avoiding compromise 

by admitting most of the Mexican Cession as two free states. It did indeed differ considerably 

when it came to procedure. Taylor had wanted to admit California and New Mexico as free states 

and worry about Texas later. Clay’s original bill settled the Texas issue at the beginning, thereby 

preventing any further strife over slavery. However, both plans fundamentally reflected a southern 

Whig approach: protecting slavery where it stood. Southern Whigs would be satisfied if they could 

avoid dishonor, stabilize the country, and ensure the spread of slavery to the extent that existing 

states like Texas (as opposed to territories) had additional opportunities. The President and Senate 

leader differed on methods. In the end, Clay, with Democratic input, adjusted his plan, which 

Stephen Douglas eventually pushed through. It relied on two separate doctrines. It was Whiggish 

in admitting California as a free state, but Democratic in utilizing the old Democratic doctrine of 

“popular sovereignty” to determine the future of slavery in the rest of the West.  

After compromise won the day in the Senate, it was left to the House to act. This would 

prove to be a tall order. 

 

THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES DEBATES COMPROMISE 

Most writing on the Compromise of 1850 has focused on the Senate. This is 

understandable, not only because the upper house initiated compromise discussions, but because 

its split between slave and free states made it more likely to decide a sectional compromise than 
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the northern-dominated House. Michael Holt has noted that the House could have easily passed a 

bill admitting California as a free state with no preconditions, if only Howell Cobb, the Georgia 

Democrat who was the Speaker of the House, had not scuttled it. But even if the House had done 

so, it is not clear that the Senate would have acquiesced.495   

There has been little focus on the House debates that took place after the Senate passed its 

series of compromise bills. Historians have generally tended to analyze voting patterns and tried 

to determine external motivating factors. There was pressure from lobbyists for Texas 

bondholders, the Fillmore administration’s patronage distribution, and factional rivalries between 

Whigs in different states. There are various possible political reasons why some northern Whigs 

voted for compromise instead of choosing to oppose slavery’s westward expansion.496 

While these factors may have been important, however, they should not lead us away from 

analyzing House speeches. Unlike senators, representatives were directly responsible to voters 

(senators were elected by state legislatures) and stood for re-election every two years. Whig House 

speeches show how the party’s political culture influenced the debates over compromise and 

slavery. They also help explain why many northern Whigs felt that compromising was the right 

thing to do, as well as why a few southern Whigs joined pro-expansion Democrats. More 

interesting than external pressures is how representatives constructed viable political arguments to 

justify their decisions to their constituents, who would determine whether they would continue to 

hold public office. 

 Unlike in the Senate, the aggressiveness of younger House members made compromise 

excruciatingly difficult, exposing Whig differences over slavery. Many months saw many 
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proposals; more than fifty members delivered speeches that were at least an hour long.497 The 

House then considered a motion to begin to implement President Taylor’s plan by admitting 

California as a free state. This stand-alone bill enjoyed broad support while clearing its first 

procedural vote, with a large northern majority carrying the day. But this development threatened 

the South’s desire to secure larger boundaries for the established slave state of Texas in contrast 

with New Mexico, since the South would no longer be able to use California’s admission as 

leverage. House Speaker Howell Cobb, a Georgia Democrat, used the power of his position to 

essentially shelve the vote; he recognized only southern speakers who opposed the bill. No 

northerner could make a motion to move it forward, so the bill simply died.  

There now seemed to be only three possible results: (1) a compromise on slavery issues to 

secure California’s admission; (2) Speaker Cobb would allow an up-or-down vote on admitting 

California; (3) Congress would not act, and the Golden State’s admission would become an 

election issue that would help decide the composition of the next Congress. 

 On August 28, 1850, the House began nine days of highly unusual and sensational 

pandemonium in which it heatedly and passionately debated and voted on compromise proposals. 

American congressional debates tended to be relatively tame and respectful affairs, almost always 

calm enough for observers to transcribe speeches. Not now, however, with such high stakes; the 

survival or defeat of slavery and the Union hung in the balance. Representatives interrupted each 

other, shouted points of order, motioned to adjourn, offered amendments to amendments, proposed 

different ideas, and made so much commotion that the Speaker repeatedly tried, often 

unsuccessfully, to bring the room to order. The Congressional Globe is filled with lines such as: 
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“Some time passed in the effort of the Speaker to restore order” and “Great confusion in the Hall.” 

The Speaker repeatedly called out “Order!” but often to no avail.498 

The House’s final marathon debate, between compromisers and hard-liners, featured 

groups of three allies on each side. Some of these groups were divided, but they all weighed heavily 

in one direction or another. A coalition of border-state representatives from both parties, southern 

Whigs, and northern Democrats supported compromise. On the other side were northern Free 

Soilers, most northern Whigs, and most southern Democrats. We will first explore the arguments 

of these groups, before turning to their dissenters and to those representatives who changed 

arguments mid-debate.  

Border-state representatives from Missouri, Kentucky, Maryland and Delaware, which 

allowed slavery but had relatively few slaves, formed a bi-partisan bloc (19 of 20) for compromise. 

Democrats, who controlled the House, led the way in trying to strike a deal. Kentucky’s Linn Boyd 

proposed a single bill to immediately settle the boundaries of Texas and New Mexico along with 

Texas’s financial debts. He argued that since a decision had to be made, the best course of action 

was to admit California as a free state (since it already had a substantial and free population) and 

practice “non-intervention” with other territorial legislatures. Southerners would assume that the 

Constitution overrode Mexican anti-slavery laws, northerners would assume they still applied, and 

popular sovereignty would allow territorial legislatures to reach decisions.499 Maryland Democrat 

Robert McLane spoke for other border-state representatives when he said that he did not care 

exactly what the compromise looked like; he (and they) wanted action to save the Union.500  
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North Carolina’s Thomas Clingman was unable to convince any of his fellow southern 

Whigs to join most southern Democrats in opposing compromise. Since 1848, he had been trying 

to organize a faction of North Carolinians to leave the Whigs for the Democrats.501 His arguments 

for making the lower third of California a slave state fell on deaf ears. He urged Whigs not to 

compromise by accepting the Democrats’ hated idea of popular sovereignty for some of the West, 

pointed out that California seemed unwieldy in its massive size and small population, and 

conjectured that its Mexican farmers did not want to be dominated by white Americans from San 

Francisco and Gold Rush areas. Clingman questioned the Whig consensus that slavery was not 

viable in the West anyway, suggesting that it could work in agriculture and gold mining.502 

Southern Whigs collectively decided (17 of 18) to compromise. Alabama’s Henry Hilliard 

explained that while southerners would appreciate slave state allies in the West, he preferred to 

focus on protecting slavery within its existing limits and in the context of a strong Union, rather 

than hopelessly trying to expand it to an inhospitable climate. Compromise could resolve Texas’s 

boundary, create a strong Fugitive Slave Act, while also ensuring a harmonious Union that would 

settle the issue of slavery and leave the South alone. (The argument that slavery was viable in 

California seemed absurd. Gold mining employed a small number of people, and, before the days 

of modern water projects, southern California was largely desert.)503  

Most Northern Democrats moved towards reconciliation with the South: over 70 percent 

(32 of 45) voted for compromise). Certainly, some northern Democrats felt pressure from anti-

slavery constituents to oppose allowing slavery in the West; but the majority worked hard to appeal 

to northern Whigs. They agreed with southern Whigs that climate prevented the economic viability 
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of slavery in the Mexican Cession and that Mexican anti-slavery laws might still be controlling in 

any event. Illinois Democrat John McClernand, cognizant of the anti-slavery pressure that some 

in his own party faced, urged northern Whigs to ignore public pressure and imitate the Roman 

statesmen by working together to save the republic. Northern Whigs might be moved by this appeal 

to act, as statesmen, in a disinterested manner for the sake of the common good:504 

As individuals, we are but atoms in the great frame and motion of the universe; 

existing, as it were, for a day, and then giving place to the beings that are to follow 

us. Not so, let it be understood, with government—civil government, which, as a 

law and a necessity of human society, must exist, in some form, for good or for 

evil, coeval with the existence of society itself. Let us rush, then, to the rescue of 

our wise and free and happy Government from the perils that beleaguer it. Let no 

man stand back; but let men of all parties, of all sections—from the North and the 

South—the East and the West—from the slaveholding and non-slaveholding 

States—let all patriots come forward in a spirit of conciliation and compromise, 

and make common sacrifices upon the altar of their beloved country for her 

preservation and glory.  

 

Here was Whig political thinking: society was greater than its individuals and national bonds were 

more important than virtually any particular policy. A ban on western slavery could threaten the 

Union, without which there could be no national politics at all, including anti-slavery policies.505 

Indiana’s Willis Gorman added that Texas had legitimate claims in its dispute with New 

Mexico. He attacked the Wilmot Proviso as “productive of nothing but mischief.” Popular 

sovereignty – “the doctrine that the people were capable of self-government everywhere” – seemed 

preferable to making “anti-republican” national rules.506 

A substantial minority of northern Whigs agreed with pro-compromise Democrats. New 

York Whig Congressman James Brooks made their case. While he once supported the Wilmot 

Proviso, whose purpose he saw as discouraging expansion for the sake of slavery, he thought new 
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circumstances rendered it a “useless, mischievous abstraction” with no practical application.507 To 

save the Union, Brooks was “willing to become a convert” to Democrats’ “doctrine of non-

intervention” everywhere in the Mexican Cession outside of California. This could save the Union 

without betraying anti-slavery politics, since climate would probably prevent the spread of slavery 

anyway. He would not give up any free land from California, whose “social polity” was “fixed 

beyond the power of [the federal] Government to change it.” Its gold seekers wanted “equality” 

and would not bear the indignity of working with black slaves.508  

In trying to convince anti-slavery northern Whigs to compromise, Brooks acknowledged 

the pure motivations that tempted northern Whigs to be free from any complicity. He too hated 

those who “oppresse[d] the African in the comforts of life, the consolations of religion, or in the 

rupture of the social ties that consecrate a home.” He considered anti-slavery advocates’ efforts to 

enact an “unnecessary” slavery ban to “provoke, to annoy [and] excite a portion of countrymen… 

‘to set their tails on fire to see how they run’” to be just as irresponsible as southern Democrats 

who opposed compromise, because they would “rend the Union” to spread slavery.509  

A third of northern Whigs were moved to support compromise for the sake of unity, but 

the rest still refused to be complicit in slavery’s spread. Upstate New York’s Charles Clarke made 

their case by attacking James Brooks, who hailed from commercially-oriented New York City. 

Clarke’s colleagues approved of his speech and urged him to speak beyond his allotted hour.510  

Most northern Whigs made the case was that Congress’s “first and foremost” consideration 

should be “that the area of slavery must not be extended.” While the Texas-New Mexico border 

dispute was relatively small, any compromise that gave up land to slavery or paid Texas for false 
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claims was immoral and must be attacked until it was “dead, dead, dead.” While God would keep 

the West free, whether through climate or Providence, human laws were “part and parcel of the 

means decreed” for freedom. Liberty required a ban on slavery because “sad experience taught” 

that “wherever the question of the existence of slavery is left… to God’s undisturbed decrees,” the 

institution “has invariably and ever will find its way.” Whigs had understood this during the 1848 

election, when they united against the spread of slavery through popular sovereignty. If northern 

Whigs would betray this cause, what “Whig principle” would they discard next?511 

Northern Whigs were not solely concerned with abstract values of political liberty; they 

were also still resentful of what they saw as a lack of appreciation for moves to meet southern 

demands. If given a free pass now, southerners would try to spread slavery further (perhaps by 

invading Jamaica or Cuba). When South Carolina nullified the “Tariff of Abominations” in 1832, 

National Republicans opted for compromise, lowering tariffs at the expense of northern industry. 

Shortly afterwards, Georgia successfully demanded (against National Republican opposition) that 

the federal government unjustly expel Native Americans so Georgians could have their land. Then 

the South had demanded Texas annexation. Texas’s outsized allotment of two congressmen (made 

possible by the Three-Fifths Clause’s counting of its slave population) and two senators was 

decisive in the congressional repeal of Whig tariffs. The time for appeasement was over. The 

national government should settle the southwestern dispute in favor of a free state of New Mexico. 

Democrats had forced Whigs into the Mexican War, and now the entire nation ought to administer 

its new lands in the national interest. The nation would stop any secession, just as it had during the 

Nullification Crisis of 1832-1833.512 
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Finally, Whig understandings of government meant that Congress needed to make 

territorial decisions concerning “the great questions of human freedom.” Preserving freedom was 

a “parental” concern of government, one which overrode the atomizing forces of individualism. 

And although compromise might be good for American harmony, it was especially inexcusable to 

introduce slavery into territories that had been previously free under Mexico.513 

Northern anti-compromise Whigs secured two-thirds support from their group for what the 

Free Soil third-party movement had been arguing since 1848: there must be no expansion of 

slavery for any reason. Free Soilers also opposed providing any benefit to slavery interests. New 

York Free Soil Congressman Preston King opposed acting in the interest of Texas bondholders. 

Ohio’s Joseph Root pushed for another vote on the Wilmot Proviso and tried to use parliamentary 

maneuvering to oppose Linn Boyd’s compromise bill. All nine Free Soilers opposed the effort.514 

Most southern Democrats (28 of 44) opposed compromise from a pro-slavery perspective, 

since they wanted to spread slavery to the West. Mississippi’s Albert G. Brown presented their 

case, insisting that the South “would be satisfied with nothing less” than the ability “to be permitted 

to go into these newly-acquired Territories, and to carry her property with her, as the North does.” 

They were “not disposed to permit any portion” of the territory disputed by Texas and New Mexico 

“to be surrendered for the purpose of being made free soil.” North Carolina’s John Daniel and 

Virginia’s James McDowell added that as much as they supported the Union, they would never 

tolerate the “dismemberment” of Texas for the sake of a free New Mexico.515  

As for California, Brown demanded that the South have “an equal participation in the 

enjoyment of all the common property; and if this be denied, she demands a fair division.” 
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Admitting a free California was the same thing as banning slavery from the only area where it 

would likely thrive in the West (they thought it was viable there), which was unacceptable. 

Compromise was only possible without the swift admission of California as a free state, a 

transparently premature action meant to practically keep southerners out of the West.516  

Isaac Holmes, a South Carolina Democrat, gave the last long speech of the session, making 

a radical case against compromise. The real cause of sectional strife, he insisted, was “the conflict 

between the capital of wealth in the North and the capital of labor in the South.” Holmes thought 

that not only did the North and South have different types of economies, but that the South’s was 

independent. (He was partially correct. The South took most of its loans and imports from Europe 

and grew its own food.) Holmes thought the South was economically independent and would 

continue to grow. It exported 140 million dollars of goods a year to Europe and imported goods 

worth 130 million dollars, while importing about 25 million dollars of northern goods that it could 

do without. The North supposedly had much to fear from secession, since its shipping would suffer 

from competition with Europe and its tax base would collapse. (The South disproportionately paid 

import duties, which constituted the bulk of federal taxes.) Holmes thought the South could use 

militias to defend itself and could invade California and Mexico for more land. The North could 

not or would not subdue the South, he thought; it had the choice between secession or subjection.517 

Ultimately, most southern Democrats were not willing to adopt Holmes’s secessionist 

radicalism. But they would not compromise for less than some slavery in California. Whigs would.  
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The differences between Whigs and Democrats partly derived from their theoretical 

outlooks on slavery. We saw in Chapter One that Whigs’ theoretical opposition to slavery did not 

reduce their support for the institution. We also explained how the basis of their support for slavery 

– upholding a stable social fabric – led many southern Whigs to a willingness to accept a 

“municipal” theory of slavery as opposed to the “federal consensus” that had operated for so long. 

While such an alternative was tenuous in the 1830s, it was more realistic in 1850. We have already 

shown how in the 1830s, a Georgia State Rights paper described slavery as based in “municipal 

laws.”518 James L. Huston notes that by 1849, many southern Whigs accepted the new municipal 

theory of slavery, seeing the institution as established by laws and not the Constitution. This meant 

that they accepted the possibility of federal prohibition in the territories and hoped to protect 

slavery where it stood in the East. Southern Whigs were fine with California refusing to establish 

slavery. They hoped that other western territories in the Mexican Cession would decide to establish 

slavery; but if not, they could accept free western territories too. For southern Whigs, it was a 

question of negotiating the best possible settlement.519 Southern Democrats, in keeping with the 

“federal” theory, saw slavery as “recognized by the constitution.” They therefore rejected a ban in 

federally-held territory and insisted on dividing California between the sections.520  

With these propositions set forward, the House embarked on a long and acrimonious series 

of debates and amendment proposals, before proceeding to final voting.521 Before we discuss this 

final vote, let us first recapitulate and analyze the major political groupings during the House 

debates.  
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A. THE COMPROMISERS AND THEIR OPPONENTS 

1. BORDER STATE DEMOCRATS AND WHIGS: Both parties favored compromise to 

minimize strife, save the Union, and avoid seemingly intractable and divisive debates. 

2. SOUTHERN WHIGS: They supported compromise to protect slavery where it existed, 

so long as the South could preserve its dignity by gaining some slave territory in resolving 

Texas’s boundary dispute, as well as some potential albeit unpromising slave territory in 

New Mexico.  

3. NORTHERN DEMOCRATS: Like Illinois’s John McClernand and Indiana’s Willis 

Gorman, most favored compromise, arguing that popular sovereignty would end arguments 

over slavery and ensure that residents exercised maximum autonomy. McClernand 

appealed to northern Whigs, calling on them to abandon anti-slavery principles and support 

compromise for the sake of social stability. No northern anti-compromise Democrat spoke 

up during the debate over the “Little Omnibus,” but those who opposed compromise did 

so on anti-slavery grounds that were similar to those of northern advocates of Free Soil. 

 

B. THE HARDLINERS AND THEIR OPPONENTS 

1. NORTHERN FREE SOILERS: All nine members opposed compromise on anti-slavery 

grounds. They wanted to protect individual liberty on any new land that the national 

government established as a territory or state. While this was a mixed group, its rhetoric 

was often Democratic, emphasizing the individual rights of laborers over society’s 

responsibilities for maintaining social conventions. 

2. NORTHERN WHIGS: Two-thirds of northern Whigs opposed compromise, so as to 

avoid complicity in the spread of slavery. Like William Seward in the Senate, they relied 
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on Whig thinking to explain that, while they might tolerate slavery where it existed, they 

could never agree to establish it in a fresh territory or state. One-third, like James Brooks 

of New York, sided with President Millard Fillmore (another New York Whig) in 

supporting compromise to preserve the Union. They too opposed new slave societies but 

prioritized the social stability of the Union; many of them shifted their votes only after 

compromise failed the first time. Unlike most northern Whigs, these compromisers feared 

that fights over slavery could rend the union. They therefore joined northern Democrats in 

supporting compromise. 

3. SOUTHERN DEMOCRATS: Most southern Democrats, like Albert G. Brown of 

Mississippi and Isaac Holmes of South Carolina, opposed compromise for the opposite 

reason. They would not surrender what they perceived to be the right of southerners to 

settle in the West. They wanted southerners to be able to bring their slaves anywhere. While 

they were willing to consider settling for a national guarantee that slavery would be 

permitted in the southwest, they rejected the Compromise of 1850. 

 

During these debates, Boyd’s proposed compromise, dubbed the “Little Omnibus” because 

it combined several issues, was broken down into a smaller and narrower bill, one confined to 

resolving the dispute over the boundary and debts of Texas. This was the only obstacle to a broader 

compromise, since there were majorities to be had for every other compromise measure. Boyd’s 

compromise effort was first defeated by a combination of mostly northern Whigs, northern Free 

Soilers, and southern Democrats. But Boyd succeeded in bringing it up for reconsideration by the 

slimmest of margins. On this second attempt, some northern Whigs broke in favor of compromise, 

just as Massachusetts Senators John Davis and John Winthrop had previously done on the other 
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side of the Capitol.522 The final vote took place amid more chaos on September 6, 1850. Such was 

the chaos that rules of propriety were cast to the wind, as lobbyists for northeastern Texas 

bondholders mingled with congressmen. (They were trying to obtain a vote for the omnibus 

compromise so that the federal government would assume Texas’s obligations to pay the full value 

of its devalued bonds.) During the vote, anti-compromise Ohio Democrat Jonathan Morris noted 

this unethical (and perhaps illegal) presence of lobbyists. He successfully appealed to the Speaker 

to order them to leave, but it is not clear if they complied.523  

Morris could not stem the House’s enthusiasm for compromise. The critical vote for a third 

reading of Boyd’s bill won 108 to 98. The Congressional Globe reporter who observed the 

reactions of pro-compromise congressmen wrote the following: “The announcement of the result 

was received with manifestations of applause of various kinds, the most peculiar and attractive of 

which was a sort of unpremeditated allegro whistle, which the Reporter does not remember to 

have heard before, (certainly never in the House of Representatives.) The other tokens of 

glorification were of a less musical order…. The hall was in an uproar.” After a South Carolina 

Democrat unsuccessfully tried to stop the bill by tabling it for later discussion, it secured final 

passage by a margin of 108 to 97.524 The breakdown in this final vote to compromise was as 

follows: 

Border-State Representatives: 19 of 20 

Southern Whigs: 17 of 18 

Northern Democrats: 32 of 45 

Southern Democrats 16 of 44 

Northern Whigs: 23 of 68 

Free Soilers: 0 of 9 

Independent (nativist): 1 of 1 
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The Senate’s other compromise measures were handled one by one. The question of Texas 

was settled with relative ease. California was admitted by a vote of 150 to 56. Many northern 

Democrats joined the South in voting to create a territorial government in Utah with the power to 

allow slavery, thereby allowing the possibility of admitting another slave state in the future. The 

House passed a Fugitive Slave Bill, another one of the Senate’s compromise pieces, with a similar 

coalition, essentially bipartisan in the South and Democratic in the North. Finally, a bill to end the 

slave trade (but not slavery) in DC passed by a margin of more than two to one.525 

 

THE AFTERMATH OF THE COMPROMISE OF 1850 

The Compromise of 1850 did not end acrimony over slavery. On September 18, 1850, after 

both the Senate and House had passed all of the compromise measures, Ohio Free Soil Senator 

Salmon Chase put forward a motion to ban slavery in the western territories. Henry Clay 

vehemently protested, insisting that disagreements over slavery had been settled. He was joined 

by Lewis Cass, the Democrats’ presidential candidate from 1848, who made a motion to table the 

bill. Chase, realizing that he would meet with bipartisan defeat, said that he did not intend to 

prolong debate, only to convey his view that slavery issues were not settled. He then withdrew his 

own bill. The Compromise of 1850 was now in place, and it seemed that it just might settle slavery 

questions, at least for some time.526 

How can we make sense of the relationship between Whigs and the Compromise of 1850 

considering the existing historiography? David Potter argues that the “Compromise” did not really 

deserve its name, since the only close votes concerned Texas and New Mexico, while coalitions 

provided wide margins for all other issues. There was little in the way of concession and more in 
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the way of strategic maneuvering to achieve consensus on each issue. It would be more 

appropriate, Potter argues, to refer to a “truce” or a “settlement”– or perhaps an “armistice.” Since 

nothing was truly resolved, the issue could be – and would be – revived.527  

Several observations support Potter’s analysis. Different Americans were alarmed at the 

possibility of not getting their way on different measures. Although majorities could agree on most 

slavery issues, this did not necessarily mean that a friendly compromise was reachable. The 

question of Texas’s boundary was quite contentious. It was only resolved by the slimmest of 

margins and after great debate, rather than by a single great compromise. Henry Clay’s omnibus 

approach failed. In the House, Linn Boyd could not even hold a “Little Omnibus” together. Both 

houses passed each compromise measure separately. 

In any event, we must consider why, if the Compromise of 1850 did not resolve slavery 

divisions, the Second Party System not only continued, but strengthened in its aftermath. Why did 

most Free Soil supporters return to their native Democratic Party during the 1852 election and vote 

for the pro-southern Franklin Pierce? If slavery was the most critical issue in national politics, why 

would a mere “truce” or “armistice” produce an immediate return to conventional politics? Why 

did Free Soilers continue their fight against slavery? The answer lies in the parties’ durable 

political cultures, which informed how they approached both slavery and other issues. 

Elbert Smith demonstrates how Whigs differed less than we might think on slavery. They 

focused on tactics. Taylor favored a “peaceful compromise” along the lines of Henry Clay’s 

proposal. Taylor was merely insisting that Clay’s measures be taken up one at a time, rather than 

together in an omnibus bill, since this would be more likely to secure a compromise. The President 

was a southern slaveholder who knew how to look past his own immediate interests and avoid 
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many southerners’ “unrealistic demands” to defend slavery. Smith notes that this is indeed how 

the Senate passed its compromise legislation in 1850. Some pro-compromise Whigs tried to 

connect their support for an omnibus bill with what they saw as Taylor’s desire for a compromise. 

These included Maryland’s James Pearce, Tennessee’s John Bell, and New Jersey’s Jacob Miller. 

Smith also argues that after Taylor’s death, Millard Fillmore did not turn away from his 

predecessor’s policies when he decided to support Clay’s omnibus bill. Fillmore was simply open 

to whatever compromise seemed most effective. Whereas Taylor had held out for a compromise 

of individual measures, Fillmore supported an omnibus package. Once it became clear that such a 

bill could not pass, Fillmore was willing to go ahead with separate measures, supporting whichever 

needed to go first to achieve comity. Unlike Taylor, he would not insist on sidestepping all slavery 

issues by avoiding the creation of territorial governments and immediately admitting nearly all of 

the Mexican Cession as free states. Smith believes Taylor would have adopted the same course.528 

Michael Holt, on the other hand, believes that Taylor was never interested in a compromise 

in the first place. He notes that, unlike Fillmore, Taylor did not agree to support Clay’s omnibus 

package at any point. Holt does not see Taylor’s plan – immediately admitting an enlarged 

California and New Mexico as free states – as a compromise at all. Taylor was doing just the 

opposite of what Clay wanted. The President was refusing to allow pro-slavery issues to be tied to 

the question of admitting western states without slavery as soon as possible. He did not want the 

question of Texas’s western boundary to be attached to the admission of California; he wanted to 

entirely avoid contentions over slavery. To achieve this goal, the President was willing to promote 

artificially rapid means to carve out virtually the entire Mexican Cession as states that would 

immediately exclude slavery from their limits. This would have satisfied northern Whigs, who 
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were more numerous in the party. The way Holt sees it, if the Taylor administration had succeeded 

in admitting California as a free state, and perhaps New Mexico as well, the Whig Party would 

have prospered. Northern Whigs could have fought against pro-slavery measures later. They could 

have fought the extension of Texas’s western boundary, the payment of Texas’s debts, and a new 

Fugitive Slave Bill. They might have defeated northern Democrats using antislavery politics and 

taken credit for California’s admission, campaigning as opponents of a pro-slavery South.529  

It seems likely, however, that southern Whigs would have left the party if enough northern 

Whigs would have insisted on pursuing Taylor’s policies and opposing compromise. Two critical 

factors influenced national Whig calculations. The party would have found it very difficult, if not 

impossible, to win elections without southern support. The only way to make up for such a loss 

would be to pull northern Democrats in an anti-slavery direction. But this would disrupt the 

stability of the Union. The country would divide along sectional lines, which most Americans did 

not want. Northern Democrats might then support the stability of the Union over a sectional rift, 

allowing them to carry the South together with pro-compromise northerners. Since most of the 

northern public did not want the Union to split, Democrats could dominate. Moreover, partisan 

loyalties were still high, so much so that Free Soil Democrats supported Franklin Pierce in the 

election of 1852, despite Whig candidate Winfield Scott’s seemingly clear northern orientation. 

Democrats achieved similar success in 1856. Finally, David Potter points out that the compromise 

measures passed individually. It is quite possible, perhaps even likely, that most of them would 

have passed even if Taylor had succeeded in admitting California as a free state.530  

While gathering northern support using anti-slavery politics worked in 1860, it may very 

well have failed in 1850. Indeed, they took time to develop even in 1856, when the Republican 
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Party first tried. Most of the country supported either compromise or a more pro-slavery position. 

The only group that supported banning slavery in the West even in the face of disunion was a 

majority – perhaps two-thirds – of northern Whigs. This group was not large enough to win 

national elections against a bloc consisting of most northern Democrats, a minority of northern 

Whigs, and a united South. This situation also explains why some northern Whigs, like John Davis 

and John Winthrop of Massachusetts, as well as President Fillmore, felt compelled to support 

compromise despite their anti-slavery principles. There may have been financial, personal, 

political and tactical reasons for these votes, but we have no solid evidence that any explained the 

switch. Regardless, it seems to make sense based on what we saw from many members in the 

House: a swath of northern Whigs wanted to prohibit slavery in the West, but they were willing to 

change their votes to prevent a compromise from failing. Consider Abbott Lawrence, then 

ambassador to the United Kingdom and the leading man in Massachusetts Whig politics. When he 

had been a congressman, Lawrence had joined most northern Whigs in voting against admitting 

Arkansas as a slave state in 1836. Now, however, with the integrity of the Union on the line, he 

remained silent about the Compromise of 1850 and then supported its enforcement.531 

Consider what happened in the House. When it defeated Linn Boyd’s compromise bill by 

the slimmest of margins, northern Whigs provided the votes to reconsider and pass the bill. Why 

the change of heart? Texas bondholders hired lobbyists who tried to get Congress to assume their 

debt obligations, and this effort may have played a role. Internal political rivalries may have been 

important as well. But considering the emphasis on compromise that had held the party and the 

nation together, it should not be surprising that older Whigs wanted compromise. Some first voted 

against compromise to oppose slavery, only to rethink their votes when it was about to fail.  
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The simplest explanation is likely the best: new western lands fractured Whigs by forcing 

them to choose between several alternatives. They could support the spread of slavery (only one 

did), support compromise with Democrats and popular sovereignty for the sake of the Union (95 

percent of southerners and one-third of northerners) or take national responsibility for new 

societies in the West by opposing slavery there (two-thirds of northerners). There was also 

Tennessee Whig John Bell’s option of a national settlement that established slavery in some of the 

West but not most of it; however, hardly any senator supported this plan and it went nowhere. 

While it is difficult to imagine anti-slavery northern Whigs supporting compromise, their Whig 

political culture informed both their anti-slavery views and desire to save the social fabric from 

disunion. Even a hawk like William Seward shared these priorities. (He stopped pressing against 

anti-slavery views at the point where he believed that they might provoke the South to secede, 

supporting compromise on the eve of the Civil War.) And while most northern Whigs did not 

support compromise in 1850, they were willing to tolerate it, even if they hoped to modify or repeal 

it. The dissolution of the Whig Party would not happen until the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 

disrupted the Compromise of 1850. The continuous agitation over slavery caused by fugitive 

slaves played a major role, since it pitted southern efforts to secure supposed human property 

against northern liberties.532 As for expansion, the Kansas-Nebraska Act lured most southern 

Whigs to vote to expand slavery. It thereby shattered Whigs’ mutual trust, which in 1850 moved 

17 southern Whigs and 23 northern Whigs to support compromise and 45 northern Whigs to accept 

it. Most northern Whigs would help form the Republican Party, while most from the South would 

constitute the core southern opponents of secession. Controversy over slavery had never been able 

to be shut down for long – not in 1820 with the Missouri Compromise, nor in 1839 with Henry 
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Clay’s attempt to finesse the problem of DC abolition. The Compromise of 1850 was not able to 

end the controversy over fugitive slaves. It did suppress discussions of expansion – for four years. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The Mexican War, and the new western lands it provided, disrupted the situation that had 

allowed Whigs to paper over their differences over slavery for years. House debates concerning 

what to do about these territorial acquisitions exposed rifts between Whigs over their main 

priorities: compromising for the sake of the social fabric and taking national responsibility for the 

fabrics of new societies (or existing Mexican ones). Zachary Taylor might have been able to settle 

the party’s differences with his plan, but it is not clear that even he, with the respect he commanded, 

could have succeeded. Younger Whigs like William Seward and most Whig House members 

would not budge from their commitment to avoid complicity in the establishment of slavery in 

new societies (or, as some would have it, in pre-existing free Mexican ones).  

As for southern Whigs, their great hope was to keep the party united (and perhaps win over 

at least some southern Democrats) by ensuring that the Fugitive Slave Act was enforced by the 

national government with northern cooperation. Compromise was the great southern Whig hope, 

compromise that would establish a satisfactory status for slavery in the West, which would secure 

an acceptable settlement for slavery in the national capital (slavery would be allowed, the slave 

trade prohibited), and finally, a Fugitive Slave Act, which would supposedly bind the country 

together through northern cooperation in stemming the traffic of slaves to freedom that threatened 

to undermine slavery’s economic viability in the South. President Millard Fillmore and a minority 

of southern Whigs bought into this southern Whig hope, but most northern Whigs, by far, did not. 
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When considering why the Compromise of 1850 generated a split within the Whig Party, 

the House debates over compromise deserve closer scrutiny than historians have given them. 

Unlike the Senate, where compromise between older statesman was relatively easy, the younger 

and hotter House demonstrated that there was no easy solution to the country’s problems. It 

presaged what Democrats understood quite well: the Compromise of 1850 was a last-ditch effort 

to keep the Whig Party together behind a compromise that most Whigs did not really support. If 

Democrats could dangle additional slave land in front of southern Whigs and get most of them to 

bite, northern Whigs would probably walk away from the party. And this would prove to be 

especially easy if southerners remained nervous about a continuing flow of slaves to northern 

freedom, even in the face of a new Fugitive Slave Act that was supposed to put an end to it.  

This is exactly what happened with the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854. During the first few 

years of the Compromise of 1850’s enforcement, southern nerves were frayed by widespread 

northern refusal to help enforce the Fugitive Slave Act. Northerners were outraged by what they 

saw as an unconstitutional assault on their liberties. The Kansas-Nebraska Act was a national 

Democratic attempt to break up the Whigs by eroding what mutual trust remained among them 

over slavery, particularly when it came to compromise over its expansion. But when Democrats 

sowed the wind, they reaped the whirlwind. Many Democrats were so upset about the spread of 

slavery that they broke with their party, joining the new Republican Party in the late 1850s and 

giving it national political dominance by 1860. There were already warning signs of this potential 

shift in 1850, when 29 percent of anti-slavery northern Democrats opposed compromise, alongside 

mainly ex-Democratic Free Soilers. But national Democrats, used to the dynamics of a centralized 

party, did not take this development seriously enough. Northern ex-Whigs proved far more 

flexible, absorbing Democratic defectors into a new party created to fight for freedom.  
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 In the end, then, there was no true compromise over slavery, only the appearance of one in 

the eyes of most southern Whigs, some northern Whigs, some southern Democrats and most 

northern Democrats. This was a recipe for a political realignment, which is just what happened 

from 1854 to 1860. In the end, the Compromise of 1850 led not to a settlement that allowed for 

slavery within limits, but to the triumph of an anti-slavery politics that broke the Second Party 

System itself. That system was unable to reach an arrangement whereby slavery controversies 

could be kept out of national politics, and this proved to be its undoing.  
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CONCLUSION 

           Despite disagreements over slavery, northern and southern Whigs strengthened their 

unlikely alliance, both by taking advantage of their mutual dissatisfaction with Democrats and by 

forming a shared political culture. They generally emphasized the goal of government as not 

merely securing individual freedoms, but also as preserving the social fabric. On economic 

matters, Whigs tended to be capitalists, and, in both the North and South, saw slavery as an 

acceptable part of an integrated national economy – even though northerners hoped for abolition 

in the distant future. Whigs’ common political culture helped to develop a mutual trust that was 

stronger than opposing views over slavery.            

           The new political party was characterized by pragmatic calculations from the start. Southern 

Whigs believed that northern Whigs would prove to be more trustworthy on slavery than 

Democrats, since they could be relied upon not to go beyond what they pledged, at least in the 

short-run. While Democrats claimed to support the status quo on slavery, it was a southern 

Democratic president who supported the Force Bill and threatened the South with invasion in 1833 

over a tariff dispute. There was no telling what a northern president like Van Buren might do for 

political gain, especially considering his vote, as a state legislator, to ban slavery in Missouri. He 

might try to use the anti-slavery cause to unify the North behind the Democratic Party. 

           Southern Whigs understood the likely long-term impact of northern support for federal anti-

slavery policies, especially considering their awareness that the Whigs were the more anti-slavery 

party in the North. Southern Whig newspapers eagerly cited pro-slavery allies in the North, like 

James Watson Webb’s New York Courier & Enquirer and the New York Star, but southern 

Democratic papers regularly pointed out that most northern Whig papers generally adopted strong 

stances against slavery. Henry Clay, in his abolition speech of 1839, admitted that the Democratic 
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Party had “profited much more [from], and been injured much less” by, anti-abolitionism than the 

Whig Party.533 Southern Democrats often tarred southern Whigs with guilt by association. But 

southern Whigs saw the rejection of a corrupt Democratic administration as critical for the long-

term preservation of slavery. They feared that Democratic power would be turned against slavery, 

even as northern Whigs complained that Democrats were currently supporting slavery. In the 

party’s early years in opposition during the 1830s, it was easy to cooperate against a common 

enemy. 

          When it comes to the seemingly small debates over concrete slavery policies that 

characterized the 1830s, it is easy to dismiss southern alarm and northern determination as mere 

posturing or empty rhetoric. It is even possible to see antebellum slavery debates as foils for other 

issues, such as economics, expansion, or sectional honor.534 This would also explain how the Whig 

Party could form from groups that were so diametrically opposed over slavery. I have tried to 

demonstrate, however, that the participants in these debates understood what they were doing. 

They were concerned with consequential precedents, and we should not dismiss their passion and 

energy.  

 

CAPITALISM COMES APART 

The Whig dream of a thriving and unified national economy remained alive into the 1840s. 

Daniel Webster strongly opposed slavery and fought for anti-slavery petitioners’ right to be heard, 
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but he prioritized the Whig vision of integrating free farms, slave plantations, manufacturing and 

commerce. He described the economy as “a great national, I may say a family, concern.”535  

The Panic of 1837 and its after-effects would challenge this assumption. Beginning with 

the bursting of a speculative bubble on southwestern slave-cultivated lands along the Mississippi 

River, this massive recession led to bank failures throughout the nation. Americans tried to insulate 

themselves against market fluctuations in the future. Northerners stopped investing in southern 

cotton. (They had sent $100 million dollars to Mississippi alone.) Instead they chose northern 

crops, lumber, manufacturing, and railroads. Southern plantations eliminated their dependency on 

northern foodstuffs. As southern production picked up again, cotton became more of an export 

crop. Returns from Europe would not go primarily to the North, as many northern Whigs had 

hoped, but back to the South, in the form of greater purchases of western lands and southeastern 

slaves. The southeast thrived, in turn, on the sale of slaves to the southwest.536 

It is ironic that the Panic of 1837, which enabled Whigs to win the 1840 election and try to 

implement their policies, also made their goals more difficult to achieve. Whig plans were 

predicated on the situation before the recession. Once the North and South devised separate trading 

arrangements, it was difficult to reunify them. And the threat of secession, southern Whigs’ 

favorite tool, was not as effective against a more independent North.537  
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For years, the Whig Party had tried to avoid what Sven Beckert describes as a clash 

between two types of capitalist systems that would compete for dominance.538 To paraphrase 

Abraham Lincoln, America’s economic house could not stand half slave and half free. As a Whig 

politician in the 1830s and early 1840s, however, he did not yet make such arguments – because, 

until well into the 1840s, when the economic bifurcation of the country became clearer and 

Americans fought over the fate of new western lands, a divided house did seem viable. In the late 

1840s, Lincoln became one of the first Whigs to question this assumption. Many more would soon 

follow. 

Over the course of the 1840s, some Whig advocates of free labor, like Ohio’s Joshua 

Giddings, left to join the “Free Soil” cause. Consisting mostly of individualistic Democrats, like 

John Hale of New Hampshire and Salmon P. Chase of Ohio, they repudiated both the 

individualistic and racist Democratic defenses of slavery. Seeking to ban slavery from the West, 

they adopted an individualistic concern for white settlers and their opportunity to settle without 

unfair competition from slave labor. They also maintained an individualistic commitment to 

freedom as the entitlement of every human being. Their radicalism was quite important to the 

development of the Republican Party.539 

Most northern Whigs left to join (and constitute the bulk of) the nascent Republican Party 

after the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, seeing no reason to fight for a unified 

economy if it involved complicity in forming new slave societies. Southern Whigs joined the 
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American Party and then the Constitutional Union Party, in fruitless attempts to keep the Union 

together for the sake of slavery.  

So long as Whigs had hoped for economic integration, it made sense for northern Whigs 

to limit their anti-slavery politics. Southern Whigs, for their part, promoted unionism against 

nullification and secession. As the nation’s economic divergence became more evident, northern 

Whigs became less interested in integration and more concerned with keeping slavery out of free 

territories. Southern Whigs, who began as states’ rights men fighting against “Unionist” 

Democrats who supported Andrew Jackson’s actions against South Carolina, now opposed 

secession, which seemed more likely over slavery in the West. Yet Democrats, who had supported 

the Union but frowned no economic integration, saw most of their southern members threaten 

secession if slavery were not adequately protected. In the end, Whigs, who used secession as a 

threat to protect slavery where it stood, would oppose it and prefer stability. Southern Democrats, 

who had always wanted expansion, would support secession.540  

 

EXPLAINING WHIGS’ SHIFTING VIEWS ON SLAVERY 

In Chapter Five, we discussed the struggle between strongly anti-slavery northern Whigs 

and pro-compromise northern Whigs. This division would be reflected in the northern Whig 

Party’s remnants after its collapse in 1854. Most northern Whigs, belonging to the firmly anti-

slavery majority, would form the base of the new Republican Party. Most of the pro-compromise 

wing would vote for the new nativist and pro-compromise American Party (or “Know-Nothings”) 

and Millard Fillmore in the election of 1856.  
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Yet we should not exaggerate northern Whig differences. While they had different views, 

northern Whigs were more cautious than Free Soil advocates. Zachary Taylor, who is frequently 

characterized as a more radical Whig since he opposed compromise and effectively wanted to ban 

slavery in the West, was a southern slaveholder and no revolutionary. The same was true of Henry 

Clay, whose original proposal for the Mexican territories would have effectively banned slavery 

in the Mexican Cession. Taylor and Clay believed that the country could develop the West without 

slaves, while slavery continued, at least for the foreseeable future, in the South. Most northern 

Whigs went further, supporting the Wilmot Proviso’s explicit and immediate ban on all territorial 

slavery. They were no revolutionaries either, but they refused to be complicit in a sinful institution 

through any proactive measure, including allowing for its expansion. Northern Whigs had voted 

for anti-slavery positions since the 1830s. Three-quarters of northern Whigs had gone so far as to 

oppose admitting Arkansas as a slave state in the mid-1830s, despite the Missouri Compromise. 

After the Compromise of 1850 was overturned by the pro-slavery Kansas-Nebraska Act, which 

allowed any western territory to allow slavery, most northern Whigs responded by forming the 

Republican Party. They did not suddenly radicalize; the political terrain had shifted around them.  

It is true that pro-compromise Whigs accused Sewardites of being abolitionists. For their 

part, Sewardites called cautious Whigs southern sympathizers. But this was a political fight, not a 

philosophical one.541 The country had a more vibrant economy, a freer labor pool, and a 

demographically stronger North that seemed capable of banning western slavery. Southern 

secession seemed less threatening, as it not would not disrupt a now split economy. The question 

was whether the country was ready for more anti-slavery steps. More cautious northern Whigs 
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thought not. Far more Whigs thought it was. Both were still “conservative” insofar as they leaned 

further toward a society-oriented politics than toward Democratic individualism. 

Consider how supposedly irreconcilable men acted in the immediate lead-up to the Civil 

War, when the threat of secession seemed imminent. William Seward and Thurlow Weed, his main 

newspaper editor ally, advocated the same cautious and conciliatory approach that Fillmore had 

endorsed as President. To compromise with the South, Seward sponsored the 1861 “Corwin 

Amendment” in the Senate, which would have permanently protected slavery from Federal 

intervention. Congress passed Seward’s constitutional amendment by a majority of over two-

thirds, even without the congressional delegations from the seven states that had just seceded. To 

appease the South, Seward advocated bolstering the Fugitive Slave Act and limiting states’ powers 

to protect fugitive slaves with personal-liberty laws, and was willing to allow at least some western 

slavery. This is not to say that there were no differences among Whigs and ex-Whigs in the North. 

But they were differences of degree. Whigs wanted to end slavery as soon as possible, but they 

disagreed over what “as soon as possible” meant.542 

The arrival of many northern Democrats into the Republican Party, both immediately and 

especially in 1857, began to change ex-Whig thinking. The new party, at its outset, was already 

more radical in its policies than the Whigs. As it welcomed ex-Democrats and as it coalesced, the 

Republican Party adopted an increasingly radical and individualistic anti-slavery outlook.  

As for southern Whigs, they defended slavery for the sake of social stability, seeing no 

other way to preserve the South as a functional society. Southern Whigs tried to defend states’ 

rights and the option of secession, while also supporting a strong national government that would 

boost the economy and defend slaveholders from insurrections and abolitionism.  
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Most southern opponents of secession were ex-Whigs, although some joined pro-secession 

Democrats because they too thought abolition would destroy the South. Once the South voted to 

secede, southern independence seemed to be the only way to protect slavery from the anti-slavery 

views held mostly by former Whigs in the North. The Civil War was more than merely the result 

of a misunderstanding between the sections. Indeed, the only fundamental misunderstanding may 

have concerned the war’s eventual costs. Northern Republicans and most southerners had clear 

goals for the future of the country: freedom versus slavery. Northern ex-Whigs, who constituted 

most Republicans, insisted on two things: a national political vision for the country and opposition 

to slavery both in any new territory and whenever peacefully feasible across the nation. These 

demands were not qualitatively different from past northern Whig demands. They were, however, 

different in terms of extent and speed.  

Southern Democrats, for their part, were not willing to accept a Republican Party that 

existed primarily to attack slavery. Southern Whigs, who had held out the right of secession for so 

long, balked at pursuing it merely because of the threat of northern action against slavery. 

Ironically, while they were looser in yielding secession as a threat, their appreciation for national 

power made them hesitate. But Democrats had always been a majority in the South, and once it 

became clear that their expansionist vision for slavery would be reversed, they led the region to 

secede.543  

Unlike Democrats, most of whom supported “popular sovereignty” as the best means of 

deciding western slavery policies, northern Whigs emphasized the social fabric over individualism. 

They therefore easily came to reject a federal theory of slavery in favor of a municipal one; national 
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support for an inherently local institution seemed tantamount to complicity. William Seward, in 

his “higher law” speech against compromising on slavery in the West, would not allow the nation 

to establish slave territories. President Taylor, a southerner, was sensitive to this northern concern 

in his efforts to avoid disunion by simply admitting the lands of the Mexican Cession immediately. 

In articulating a relatively radical anti-slavery vision in the 1850s, one involving an 

imperative for the national government to reject complicity with slavery, Abraham Lincoln was 

doing more than merely using relatively traditional and cautious rhetoric to dress up radical ideas. 

It is tempting to explain Lincoln’s position as resulting from Whigs’ newfound comfort with 

radical anti-slavery rhetoric that anti-slavery Democrats brought to the new Republican Party, or 

to see it as a product of a nation that was overwhelmingly conservative in its rhetoric.544 But 

Lincoln had used particularly Whig rhetoric for some time, and even in the mid-1850s he 

considered himself to be carrying on the traditional northern Whig legacy. It is true that the party, 

as part of the Second Party System, had helped keep slavery out of national politics to a great 

degree. It is just as true, however, that when controversial issues had necessitated taking a position, 

northern Whigs had displayed an anti-slavery political culture that was nationalistic, capitalistic, 

anti-expansionist and opposed to the radicalism of the anti-slavery wing of the Democratic Party, 

while at the same time refusing to tolerate slavery in new societies and hoping to advance its 

demise as soon as practically possible. Even the most pro-compromise northern Whigs, when faced 

with a binary choice between anti-slavery Republicans and pro-slavery Democrats, mostly joined 

the former. A Whig alliance with a much smaller minority of more radical Democrats would finally 
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produce results against slavery. But it was built on the foundation of a vision of society that 

emphasized an organic social fabric and an imperative for national action. 

 

CHARACTERIZING THE WHIG PARTY’S STANCE CONCERNING SLAVERY 

How, then, did the Whig Party see slavery? Was it only unified by opposition to the 

Democrats – merely a coalition of the disaffected taking advantage of changing political 

circumstances to build shaky alliances of convenience? A party of optimists who thought slavery 

could fit into the social fabric? Were Whigs merely compromisers seeking to avoid conflict? Or 

were they opponents of slavery, with northerners openly opposing it and southerners taking a more 

moderate pro-slavery position than southern Democrats?  

While the Whig Party, which came into being as an opposition party, was often reacting to 

Democratic policies, we have seen how Whigs set their own agenda when it came to a number of 

matters, slavery among them.545 Northern Whig theoretical opposition to slavery, combined with 

a tolerance of it, was indeed linked to a desire to diversify and grow the national economy. 

Southern Whig support for slavery and opposition to expansion were not mere reactions to the 

Democrats, but the result of the same social concerns that northern Whigs possessed, albeit in a 

different context: believing that the social fabric of the South could only be preserved if slavery 

continued to exist for the foreseeable future.  

Some historians have pointed out that many Whigs were optimistic about slavery, either 

trying to ignore it as a problem or attempting to reconcile it with Whig views of progress and social 

                                                           
545 Historians who emphasize the reactionary nature of the Whig Party include: Carroll, Origins of the Whig Party; 

Cole, The Whig Party in the South; Hartford, Money, Morals, and Politics; Mueller, The Whig Party in 

Pennsylvania; Holt, Political Parties and American Political Development from the Age of Jackson to the Age of 

Lincolns; Holt, The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party; Adams, The Whig Party of Louisiana. 
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order.546 Others have argued that Whigs were not truly opposed to slavery, but sought to prevent 

disunity by reaching compromises and keeping it out of national political debates.547 It is true that 

many Whigs tried to keep slavery out of national politics whenever possible, trying to adopt an 

optimistic view that would either downplay the institution or incorporate it into a hopeful view of 

the country that would grow in terms of progress and social order. At the same time, however, we 

have seen that northern Whigs also felt that complicity in the expansion of slavery was inherently 

incompatible with their desire to promote a free nation.  

The split over slavery within the Whig Party has not gone unnoticed in the historiography. 

Southern Whigs were pro-slavery while northern Whigs were anti-slavery. What I have attempted 

to add is a picture of the southern Whigs as genuinely pro-slavery in a manner at least as passionate 

as southern Democrats, if not more so. Indeed, southern Democrats constantly accused southern 

Whigs of being soft on slavery, leading the latter to respond defensively by shoring up their pro-

slavery bona-fides. It is easy to see southern Whigs as relatively anti-slavery by the standards of 

the South, not only because of Democratic accusations, but because Whigs and ex-Whigs ended 

up opposing expansion, (in many cases) supporting free-black voting rights and focusing their 

defenses of slavery on social rather than property grounds. Couple this with southern Whig 

fascination with industry and economic diversification, which caused them to focus on issues other 

than slavery to a greater degree than southern Democrats, and we have even more reason to see 

the entire Whig Party as relatively anti-slavery. Finally, when we add the fact that southern Whigs 

were more willing than southern Democrats to compromise on slavery expansion for the sake of 

the Union, we have a recipe for understanding southern Whigs as relatively anti-slavery.  

                                                           
546 See, for instance: Barkan, Portrait of a Party; Brown, Politics and Statesmanship; Thornton III, Politics and 

Power in a Slave Society. 
547 See, for instance, Sewell, Ballots for Freedom; Earle, Jacksonian Anti-Slavery and the Politics of Free Soil, 

1824-1854; Smith, Anti-Jacksonian Politics Along the Chesapeake. 
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 As I have shown, however, such a conclusion would be false. Southern Whigs were just 

as pro-slavery as southern Democrats, and southern Whigs broke from the Democratic Party not 

because they lacked its support for slavery, but because they did not trust it to defend slavery. 

Thus, despite southern Whigs’ interest in preserving slavery rather than expanding it, their relative 

friendliness to the rights of free blacks, their tendency to prefer justifying slavery on social rather 

than property grounds, and their preference for compromise, southern Whigs’ primary rallying cry 

was the defense of slavery against Democrats, whom they saw as the real threat to the peculiar 

institution during the formative years of the Second Party System.548 

The political culture that the Whigs built together helped them sustain unified party 

operations throughout the 1830s and 1840s, when southerners wanted to protect slavery and 

northern Whigs were willing to live with a party structure that effectively banished the subject 

from national politics, at least so long as they would not be complicit in its spread. Economic issues 

greatly helped hold the two parties together when tensions surfaced over expansion to the West, 

as did Whigs’ cultural opposition to expansion and social disorder. So long as the problem of 

slavery in the West could be seen as one of expansion, rather than a question of what land should 

be slave or free, Whigs could remain mostly united, as they did during the debates over Texas 

annexation and the Mexican War. They could engage in theoretical fights over individual slavery 

issues, such as whether Congress could abolish slavery in the District of Columbia and whether 

Congress must receive anti-slavery petitions. But so long as these political scuffles brought no 

results, Whigs were able to hold together. As economic differences between the parties faded 

                                                           
548 For treatments of the split within the Whig Party over slavery, including the passionate pro-slavery views of its 

southerners, see: O’Connor, Lords of the Loom; Simms, The Rise of the Whigs in Virginia 1824-1840; Mering, The 

Whig Party in Missouri; Robertson, In the Habit of Acting Together; Murray, The Whig Party in Georgia, 1825-

1853; Pegg, The Whig Party in North Carolina; Cooper, The South and the Politics of Slavery, 1828-1856. For 

historians who see the national Whig Party as relatively anti-slavery, see: Howe, The Political Culture of the 

American Whigs; Howe, What Hath God Wrought; Ashworth, Slavery, Capitalism and Politics in the Antebellum 

Republic. 



 

277 

 

during the 1840s, however, and as the conclusion of the Mexican War forced Americans to decide 

what western land would be slave or free, the issue of slavery, which had always involved many 

theoretical issues that might be made relevant should events change, rose to prominence as the 

nation’s top issue from 1848 to the Compromise of 1850.  

To protect the compromise, however, a wide variety of slavery issues had to be forced out 

of sight, including western expansion, what to do with fugitive slaves, and the future status of 

slavery in the national capital. Southern Whigs were committed to keeping these issues out of 

national politics forever. Northern Whigs were interested in bringing them back, but so long as 

many northern and southern Democrats cooperated with southern Whigs in keeping them buried, 

most northern Whigs remained in their party, even after their loss in the election of 1852. The 

victorious Democrats could not resist reviving the issue, however, and anti-slavery sentiment, 

which was mostly kept bubbling by eager northern Whigs, simply spilled over once the Kansas-

Nebraska Act allowed for further slavery expansion in 1854. Now, mutual distrust of Democrats 

seemed far less important than the divide between Whigs over slavery. Northern Whigs had 

enough, creating the anti-slavery Republican Party. Southern Whigs no longer had a clear home. 

Seven years later, ex-southern Whigs formed the bulk of those southerners who opposed secession. 

But it was hopeless. Northerners would no longer bury the slavery issue, and most southerners, 

taking northerners at their word, were eager to go to war to defend the peculiar – and doomed – 

institution. 
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