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Civil War Era (1850–1870’s) 

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

 
 
Praxis concepts addressed in these courses: The growth of sectionalism (North, South and 
West) and of attempts at political compromise; the abolitionist movement, including the 
roles of African Americans and women in the movement; failure of political institutions in 
the 1850’s to ease sectional tensions; the Civil War (1861–1865), including its causes, 
leaders, and major events; and the Reconstruction Period, including the various plans for 
reconstruction, the new amendments to the Constitution, and the Compromise of 1877 
 
Review the relevant chapters in the main text for your History 151 course (Irwin Unger, These 
United States, Volume 1).  Your History 152 course also more than likely began with a review of 
some of this material, and you might have some useful notes for that class. See, for instance, the 
Civil War/Reconstruction outline on my Web site: www.northern.edu/marmorsa/civilwarout.htm
 
There is an abundance of Civil War material online.  See, for instance, the Civil War Center page 
(http://www.cwc.lsu.edu) and the American Civil War homepage (sunsite.utk.edu/civil-
war/warweb.html). 
 
Below is Dr. Grettler’s summary of the events leading to the Civil War, and the War itself and 
my summary of key post-Civil War themes.   Key terms are in bold. 
 
I. 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. 
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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.   
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. 
 
H. 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. 
 
II. Civil War 
 
A. War begins in April 1861 with Confederate forces firing on Fort Sumter in South Carolina.   
 
B. Civil War kills and wounds at least 780,000 soldiers; was by far the bloodiest war in 
American history until World War II.  Some key events: 
1. First big battle is the Confederate victory at the First Battle of Bull Run in Virginia in 1861. 
2. Three battles in 1862 have 20,000+ casualties each:  Shiloh in April, Antietam in Sept., and 
Fredericksburg (MD) in December.  Shiloh (in TN) and Antietam (in MD) were Union 
victories.   
3. Horrific casualties weaken Union war effort and Abraham Lincoln announces the 
Emancipation Proclamation in Jan. 1863 to bolster the war effort in the North.  Three largest 
battles in 1863 were Chancellorsville (VA) in May, Gettysburg (PA) in July, and 
Chickamagua (TN) in September.  Of these three battles, only the most important one at 
Gettysburg was a Union victory. 
4.  Two biggest battles in 1864 were both in Virginia: the Wilderness Campaign from May-July 
and Cold Harbor in June.  Sherman’s March from Sept. 1864 to March 1865 helps convince 
the South to surrender. 
C. War ends in April 1865 with the surrender of Robert E. Lee in Appomattox, Virginia.   
 
III. Problems created by the Civil War 
 
A.  Lasting animosity between North and South 
    1.  Prison camps (e.g., Andersonville) 
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    2.  Brutal fighting (e.g., Sherman’s March through Georgia and his March through South 
Carolina) 
 
B.  Destruction of the Southern Economy 
 
C.  Reconstruction 
    1.  Lincoln plan 
    2.  Radical Reconstruction 

3. Carpetbaggers and Scalawags 
4. Freedmen’s Bureau 
5. Rise of Ku Klux Clan 

 
D.  Threats to constitutional government 
    1.  Lincoln violations of the constitution 
    2.  Congressional violation of the constitution 
    3.  Andrew Johnson impeachment 

4. Federal corruption under Grant 
 
E. 1876 Election 
    1. Republican party split between Half-Breeds and Stalwarts leads to Hayes nomination 
    2. Hayes vs. Tilden 
    3. Compromise of 1877 makes Hayes president, ends Reconstruction 
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