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History 151: U.S. to 1877, History 360: Antebellum America and the Civil War 

 
 
Praxis concepts addressed in these courses: Political issues and conflicts, including 
Jacksonian democracy, the nullification crisis (Calhoun and states’ rights), Manifest 
Destiny, the Mexican War and Cession, and the Oregon Territory; geographic expansion, 
the displacement and destruction of Native American peoples, conflict over the expansion 
of slavery, and the incorporation of Latino populations; industrialization, including 
technological and agricultural innovations (for example, the steamboat, the cotton gin), and 
the early labor movement; and social and cultural developments, such as changes in the 
role of women in society, immigration, and reform movements (for example, temperance, 
prison reform) 
 
The extensive concept description above highlights the key terms/themes for this time period, 
and also shows the difficulty: lots of different things going on, and no one central theme.  
Further, the social/cultural events described aren’t even close to self-contained within this time 
period.  The cotton gin was invented in 1793, the steamboat in 1807 (well, really before), but it’s 
probably right to include those concepts here since the greatest impact of these inventions is on 
this time period. 
 
You might begin your preparations with a review the relevant chapters in the main text for your 
History 151 course (for most of you, Irwin Unger, These United States, Volume 1).  For this 
period, I especially recommend skimming through Everybody Say Freedom by Richard Newman 
and Marcia Sawyer.  This book does an excellent job singling out the key events and figures of 
African American history from its beginnings through the present. 
 
The “American History to 1865” section of Hirsch’s Dictionary of Cultural Literacy (on line at 
www.bartleby.com/59/11) is particularly helpful for this time period.   
 
Dr. Grettler’s outline below includes lots of events outside of the delineated time period, but it 
will give you the necessary context for the figures/events mentioned in the concept description. 
    
I.  Antebellum America and Slavery in the West 

A. Westward expansion and Manifest Destiny: Approximately six million Americans move west 
of the Appalachian Mountains after the War of 1812.  First new western state is Ohio. 

B. Factories and reform in Antebellum America: First factory in America is Slater’s Mill in 
1790.  Factories grow in antebellum America (“antebellum” means “before the Civil War”) in 
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response to fundamental changes including population growth, westward expansion, 
immigration, industrialization and economic growth, and urbanization.  Most famous new 
factory town is Lowell, Massachusetts. 

C. Westward Expansion of Slavery 

a. Eli Whitney’s cotton gin in 1793 opens the South’s west to upland cotton.  Demand for cotton 
in the Lowell mills and factories in both the U.S. and Europe keep prices high and make cotton 
“King” in the South. 

b. Success of cotton also brings the Domestic Slave Trade.  Slave traders buy slaves in the East 
and sell them to the new cotton plantations in the West.  Domestic slave trade destroys slave 
families and leads to Nat Turner’s Slave Rebellion in 1831.  The horrors of the domestic slave 
trade also become some of the most effective evidence against slavery.  Abolitionists are 
strongly anti-slavery and seek to abolish (end) slavery.   

E. Westward expansion of slavery becomes foremost political issue in Antebellum America and 
leads to the Civil War. 

a. Northwest Ordinance of 1787 prohibits slavery from states formed from territory north of the 
Ohio River.  Intentionally says nothing about states formed from territory south of the Ohio. 

b. Missouri Compromise of 1820 attempts to maintain the political balance between slave and 
free states.  Accepts Maine as a free state and Missouri as a slave state.  Any new states formed 
from territory north of the southern border of Missouri will be free.  Any states formed south of 
this line will be slave states.   

c. Annexation of Texas (1845), the Oregon Territory (1846), and the Mexican War (1846-1848) 
vastly expand the size of the United States.  Except for Oregon, most of this new land is in the 
South where cotton and slavery may enter. 

d. Free Soil Party forms in 1848 to keep slavery out of the West.  Free Soil Party argues for 
Popular Sovereignty—letting the people of a territory decide for themselves about slavery when 
they apply for statehood. 

e. Rapid settlement of the West, especially California, brings more crises.  Compromise of 1850 
accepts California as a free state and gives the Fugitive Slave Act to pro-slavery interests.  
Fugitive Slave Act inspires Harriet Beecher Stowe to write powerful anti-slavery novel Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin (1850-52). 

f. Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 allows both territories to apply for statehood under popular 
sovereignty.  Open warfare between pro- and anti-slavery forces in Kansas called “Bleeding 
Kansas.” Conflict in Kansas helps to split the Democratic party into pro- and anti-slavery wings.   

g. Republican Party forms in 1854 from anti-slavery Whigs, Democrats, and Free Soilers.   
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h. Last chance to avoid war is the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision in 1857.  Court refused 
to act on the issue of slavery in the territories, but affirmed the right of slaveholders to bring 
slave property into new areas. 

i. South Carolina promises to secede from the Union if Abraham Lincoln is elected in 1860.  He 
is and South Carolina becomes the first state to secede in December 1860.  The Confederate 
States of America is formed in Feb. 1861.  
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