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OVERVIEW

One of the outcomes of the Mexican War was an intensification of the issue of slavery. Suddenly, the country had to deal with the issue of the spread of slavery to all this new territory. This lesson focuses on this difficult issue that refused to go away. Would students have supported the Wilmot Proviso or the Compromise of 1850? 

VOCABULARY

· Mexican War—Fought between the U.S. and Mexico mainly over the Texas boundary  

· Missouri Compromise—Missouri would become a slave state, but no more slavery north of 36°30’ 

· Wilmot Proviso—Bill to prevent slavery in any territory taken from Mexico

· Popular Sovereignty—The people in the territory vote to decide whether to allow slavery

· Fugitive Slave Law of 1850—Law that forced northerners to return runaway slaves 

· Henry Clay—Senator known as “The Great Compromiser” who originated the Compromise of 1850 

· Compromise of 1850—California admitted as a free state; popular sovereignty in New Mexico; stronger fugitive slave law; end slave trade in Washington D.C.; border settled in favor of New Mexico 

· Free Soil Party—This party was against the expansion of slavery into the territories 

· Uncle Tom’s Cabin—Antislavery novel written by Harriett Beecher Stowe

DECISION-MAKING SKILLS EMPHASIZED

· Identify underlying problems

· Ask about context

· Ask about analogies

· Generate options-ethical?

· Play out options

· Predict unintended consequences

LESSON PLAN

A. IN-DEPTH LESSON (One 40-minute class period):

Procedure: 

Distribute Handout 1 on the Wilmot Proviso and have students pair up and decide what they will do. Tell students that they can ask one of the three questions at the bottom of the handout. Read the suggested answers (Handout 5) to the top vote-getter. Have students reevaluate their decision in light of the information from the answer. Bring the class back together and discuss their decisions as well as the reasons for them. 
Distribute Handout 2 with the outcomes or tell the class what actually happened. 
Next, distribute Handout 3 on the Compromise of 1850 and have students pair up and decide what they will do. Bring the class back together and discuss their decisions as well as the reasons for them. Distribute Handout 4 with the outcomes or tell the class what actually happened. 

Reflecting on Decision Making: 

Ask students how well they did on decision-making on these problems. Which decision-making skills were especially important in making decisions about these issues regarding slavery? Ask students what they did well or poorly in terms of the PAGE analysis of decision making. Discuss their answers.

Putting the Actual Decisions into Historical Context: 

Ask students whether the Compromise of 1850 was the result more of historical forces or the result of decisions by a few individuals. (Henry Clay and several other leaders played an important role, but historical forces, such as geography, the balance in the Senate, and agitation by abolitionists, seemed to shape events also.)

Connecting to Today:

Ask students to think about controversial issues today, such as immigration or health care access. To what extent should American leaders compromise on these issues? When is it right to compromise to “appease” opponents, and when is it right to take a tough stand?

Troubleshooting: 

Make sure students are clear that Congress could interfere with slavery in territories, but not in states, according to constitutional thinking at the time. Students may also forget the importance of political parties, Democrats and Whigs, in these disputes.  

B. QUICK MOTIVATOR LESSON (10–20 minutes):

Skip Handouts 1 and 2. Give Handout 3 for homework. In class, have students pair up and discuss their choices for 3 minutes or so. Ask for a show of hands for or against the Compromise as a whole. Distribute Handout 4 and have students comment for homework on what they learned from these outcomes.

TEACHER NOTES TO EXPAND DISCUSSION

(For Outcomes for Students, see Handouts 2 and 4)

President Taylor proposed an alternative to the options in Handout 1. He said that the new areas should skip the territory phase and quickly apply to be states. That way, Congress wouldn’t have to deal with the question of slavery in territories. Everyone agreed that states had the right to decide whether to allow or prohibit slavery. Taylor’s proposal involved complicating the procedure of territories moving into states, so I decided to leave it out. If you decide to add it as an option, add to the outcome sheet (Handout 2) that it was not chosen.

David Wilmot wanted his proviso to help white workers, not to abolish slavery. He called it the “White Man’s Proviso.”  

The territorial phase of New Mexico described in proposal 4 on Handout 3 is oversimplified as popular sovereignty. It was actually vague about what the territorial legislatures could do in regard to slavery. Evidence indicates that Senator Douglas meant that the legislatures could prohibit slavery, so I put it in the lesson in the form of popular sovereignty. 

One of the unintended consequences of the Compromise was the weakening of the two political parties. Since both parties stood for the Compromise, people who opposed it (especially northern Whigs and southern Democrats) felt that they couldn’t remain within the two parties as they existed.  

Some historians believe the Compromise of 1850 is misnamed. They call it an armistice (a temporary truce) instead of a compromise. These historians argue that only four senators voted for all the bills. Rather, senators voted for the bills favorable to their regions, and hated the unfavorable parts. 

DECISION-MAKING ANALYSIS:

P = Problem

   *  
- Identify any underlying problem(s) 

   
- Consider other points of view

   
- What are my assumptions? Emotions?

A = Ask for information (about)

   * 
- Historical context (history of this issue; context in the world)

   
- Reliability of sources

   *
- Historical analogies

G = Goals

    
- What are my main goals and are they realistic?

    *
- Generate options to achieve these goals. Are they ethical? 

E = Effects

    *
- Predict unintended consequences

    *
- Play out the options: what could go wrong?
*Denotes topics emphasized in this lesson 

· Identify any underlying problems: One underlying problem is the difference in size of the populations and economies of the North and South. The fear of minority status by the South is an important underlying factor in the decisions made in this lesson. 
· Ask about context: Students could ask a number of other questions, in addition to those on Handouts 1 and 5. For example, they could ask: 1. Do slaveholders have enough slaves to spread to the new territories? (No. The South faces a chronic labor shortage, which makes it even more difficult to take slaves to new territories.) 2. Are runaway slaves that much of a problem? (The actual numbers are very small, but most of the runaways are from border states. So it is a big problem for slaveholders in states such as Missouri, Kentucky, and Virginia.)

· Ask about analogies: People at the time thought of analogies where compromise worked, such as the Missouri Compromise and the Compromise Tariff of 1833. Students should ask about differences between these other cases and the situation in 1850. The situation in 1850 and the proposals are much more complex than in the previous compromises, making it less likely that they will work,

· Consider ethicality: Abolitionists hated the compromise, since it was allowing slavery to remain intact, and since it enforced a strict fugitive slave law, both of which were morally reprehensible.  
· Predict unintended consequences: Several consequences are explained in Handouts 2 and 4. 
· Play out option: Getting the proposals passed in the Congress was one hurdle to an effective compromise. Stephen Douglas did a masterful job of making deals to get the bills passed. Carrying out the proposals presented another problem. The fugitive slave law was particularly difficult. As mentioned in the outcome (Handout 4), people in northern cities resisted authorities and helped fugitives escape. Enforcing the act just increased northern hatred for the compromise.  
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STUDENT HANDOUT 1: DECISION MAKING PROBLEM 
ANTEBELLUM AMERICA

+------+------+-------+------+-------+--------+

1825    1830   1835      1840   1845      1850      1855
                                                                   

  ^
                                  

    Mexican Territory

The United States has been fighting Mexico for over a year in the Mexican War. Last month, American troops captured the Mexican capital, Mexico City. As a result, the US is getting a huge amount of territory, including New Mexico, California, and an enlarged Texas. It’s great to add all this territory to the country, but it also raises some important questions about the territory. What will you do about this new territory?
 Back in 1820, the Congress agreed on the Missouri Compromise, which said that Missouri would be admitted as a slave state (and Maine as a free state), but there would be no more slavery in the Louisiana territory above the 36°30’ line. Most, but not all, of the territory captured from Mexico is below the 36°30’ line.

Decision: Slavery in the New Territories

So what is your decision on the new territory? You can pick more than one option.

A. Prevent slavery in any territory taken in the Mexican War.

B. Allow the settlers in each territory to decide for themselves whether they will have slavery, without interference from the United States government. If a territory decides that it will be free of slavery, slaveholders would not be allowed to keep slaves there and would not be able to bring in more slaves. 

C. Do not outlaw slavery in the territories. Neither the government of the United States, nor the governments of the new territories can prevent slavery in the territories. Slaveholders can choose to take slaves anywhere in the territories.

D. Extend the Missouri Compromise line to the Pacific Ocean. New territories below the line (which is most of the territory taken from Mexico) would be open to slavery, while slavery would be prevented north of the line.

E. Don’t take any territory from Mexico. Give New Mexico, California and the new part of Texas back to Mexico.

F. Do nothing. Let the situation work itself out.

Questions: You may ask one of the following questions to help you with your decision. 
1. What arguments have been made in favor of the spread of slavery?

2. What arguments have been made against the spread of slavery?

3. Is cotton growing (and therefore slavery) suitable to the climate of New Mexico and California?

STUDENT HANDOUT 2: OUTCOMES

The Congress decided to postpone any decision on slavery in the new territories. The House of Representatives passed a bill, called the Wilmot Proviso, to prevent any slavery in the new territories (Option A), but it was defeated in the Senate. The vote in both houses of Congress was sectional rather than along party lines. All northerners, except four, supported the bill, regardless of party, and all southern representatives opposed the bill. Eventually, with the formation of the Free Soil Party, northerners in both parties wanted passage of the Wilmot Proviso (banning slavery in the new territories) to avoid being defeated in Congressional elections. 

Option B, called “popular sovereignty,” was discussed but not approved. There was no decision in favor of any of the other options, although all were discussed. Southerners believed that slaveholder should be able to take slaves anywhere (Option C), but almost all northerners opposed this extreme expansion of slavery. It would mean that the residents of the territory or even Congress could not vote to prevent slavery. Extending the Missouri Compromise line to the Pacific (Option D) was opposed by most northerners. A small group of northerners wanted to return the new territories (Option E), but this idea was quite unpopular, even in the North. 

Since none of the proposals was approved in 1847, leaders in effect chose Option F (do nothing). The festering issue of slavery was left to worsen, to be faced by the divided nation in ever more difficult circumstances. 

STUDENT HANDOUT 3: DECISION MAKING PROBLEM

ANTEBELLUM AMERICA
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     California & Slavery

It is 1850 and the country faces a crisis. California has asked to be admitted as a free state, which would upset the balance of free and slave states in the union. Southerners are feeling like a minority in the U.S. now that California has applied to become a free state. The South, which has a smaller population than the North, is already decidedly outnumbered in the House of Representatives. The addition of a new free state, which will add two new free state senators, means the South will be outnumbered in the Senate as well. Worse, almost all new areas to be added to the union will be free states. The South is falling further behind all the time. Meanwhile, some southerners and northerners want sectional parties that will represent their real interests, rather than these wishy-washy parties that include leaders from both North and South.  

There are other issues regarding slavery as well. Southerners are upset about runaway slaves to the North. The Supreme Court ruled that each state could decide if it would enforce the fugitive slave act (which required the return of runaway slaves). Since that Supreme Court decision, several northern states have passed liberty laws, effectively preventing the return of runaways. There are only about 1,000 runaways per year out of a slave population of almost 4 million slaves. Nevertheless, runaway slaves are a significant problem for border states, such as Missouri, Maryland, Virginia and Kentucky. 

Northerners are upset by the slave trade in Washington, D.C. Buying and selling human beings in the nation’s capital is an embarrassment to the principles of freedom for which the nation stands. 

The new territories taken from Mexico present still other disputes. Some northern leaders want the Wilmot Proviso enforced, which prohibits slavery in the new territories. Other northerners argue that the Wilmot Proviso is unnecessary to keep slavery out, because slavery is prohibited by Mexican law, still in force in the area. Moreover, even if it were allowed, slavery would never work in the deserts of New Mexico, where plantation crops could not be grown. Meanwhile, southerners want all new territories open to slavery without interference. One southern Whig representative threatened secession if slavery is excluded from New Mexico and California. Several Democrats have proposed that the residents of New Mexico decide for themselves whether to allow slavery (called popular sovereignty).  

There is even a dispute between Texas (slave state) and the New Mexico area (under the authority of the national government, where slavery is against the law) over the boundary between the two. Texas wants the area all the way to Santa Fe (about half of New Mexico). Texas has claimed this area for over ten years, hoping to add the prosperous Santa Fe trade to the Texas economy and help pay off the burdensome Texas debt. There are slaveholders in the disputed area with about 20,000 slaves who do not want to move. In addition, Texans are hoping that a larger Texas can be made into two or three slave states, thus balancing off new free states.  

Members of Congress have proposed what has been called the Compromise of 1850, the key provisions of which are: 

1. 
California admitted as a free state 

2. 
Slavery continues in Washington, DC, but abolition of the slave trade 

3. 
A tougher fugitive slave law. The new fugitive slave law would make it a crime to help a fugitive slave, and force northerners to help hunt down runaway slaves in their states. Accused runaways could not testify in court and would not get a jury trial. 

4. 
New Mexico & Utah open as territories to slavery if the people there vote for it (popular sovereignty) 

5.
Settlement of the border dispute in favor of a larger New Mexico (smaller Texas), in exchange for the national government paying off the debts of Texas 

Senators Henry Clay and Daniel Webster are in favor of the Compromise, arguing that compromise is necessary in order to preserve the union. Nothing will be gained by people insisting on getting everything they want, which will prevent compromise. Destroying the union doesn’t help anyone, slave or free. Webster stated that he speaks “not as a Massachusetts man, nor as a northern man, but as an American.” He saw no need to restrict slavery in New Mexico, as the desert would keep slavery out. Why insult the South? John C. Calhoun argued against the compromise, saying that it would make the South into a permanent minority. He said that “if by your legislation, you seek to drive us [the South] from the territories of California and New Mexico, purchased by the common blood of the whole people, and to abolish slavery in this District, thereby to fix a national degradation upon half the states of this Confederacy, I am for disunion.” 

Decision: Compromise of 1850

You have to vote for or against all five proposals. You can’t pick just the ones you favor. Based on whether it is good for the country, do you support this compromise as a whole? Is it better to promote this compromise on slavery issues or vote the compromise down, to be worked out in a different way? Explain.

Decision: Compromise of 1850 – Separate Bills

Now you can vote for the five parts of the compromise separately. Based on whether it is good for the country, which will you support? Explain. 
1. California admitted as a free state

2. Slavery continues in Washington, DC, but abolition of the slave trade

3. A tougher fugitive slave law

4. Popular sovereignty in New Mexico & Utah 

5. Larger New Mexico (smaller Texas); national government pays Texas debt

STUDENT HANDOUT 4: OUTCOMES

Congress rejected the Compromise of 1850 as single package, but later approved all five of the bills separately. President Millard Fillmore supported the compromise and said it was the final settlement on slavery. (President Taylor, who was more negative on the compromise, died during the crisis.) A majority of Americans accepted the compromise as an end to sectional disagreements over slavery. However, underneath, there was trouble. Many northerners hated the stronger fugitive slave law. They felt it violated rights, since accused runaways couldn’t testify or be tried by a jury. Abolitionists in Syracuse, Boston, and other northern cities forcibly rescued fugitives from slave catchers, leading to several deaths. Anti-slavery northerners further disliked the possibility of slavery in New Mexico. Nevertheless, evidence from the 1852 elections shows a significant drop in support in the North for the Free Soil Party. Most northerners did not actively oppose the compromise.

Some Southerners felt they got a bad deal because the North now had an extra state (so two extra senators), while there was no practical way for slavery to spread to New Mexico. Even in the South, however, an anti-compromise candidate only got a few thousand votes out of millions cast. A majority of southerners likewise wanted to put the slavery issue behind them. 

Overall, the compromise kept the union together, but it did not resolve the underlying problems of the expansion of slavery in the western territories and states. Some historians believe that the compromise was the best option leaders could make under the circumstances. Working out any compromise was worthwhile, since compromise was the only way to avoid secession. The compromise prevented a much worse crisis at that time. Moreover, the ten years before the Civil War allowed the North to expand economically and thus become stronger to win the war and end slavery. In that sense, the 1850 compromise gave the North a needed breather.

Other historians feel that it would have been better to vote the compromise down and face the underlying issues directly. Without resolving the underlying issues, the compromise did little good. One historian states, “In truth it wasn’t a compromise, it assaulted states’ rights, and it fanned the flames of disunion.” The question of slavery had been avoided, not settled. The anger over the Fugitive Slaves Act led to Harriett Beecher Stowe’s 1852 abolitionist novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which sold over 300,000 copies, increasing sectional hostility. 
STUDENT HANDOUT 5: SUGGESTED ANSWERS

Questions:

1. What arguments have been made in favor of the spread of slavery?

Speakers have put forth these reasons in favor of the spread of slavery: 1. If more free states are admitted without an increase number of slave states, the north will eventually get a decisive majority of senators. Northern senators could then pass a law abolishing slavery. 2. Slaveholders require fresh western lands to remain profitable. 3. Without further plantation land the demand for slaves will decline and the value of slaves will drop with it. 4. Northerners can take their property into the new territories, so southerners have the right to take their slave property with them into the territories. 

2. What arguments have been made against the spread of slavery?

Speakers have put forth these reasons against the spread of slavery: 1. Mexico has abolished slavery, so it would be wrong to reintroduce it to these former Mexican territories (New Mexico and California). 2. Slavery is an inefficient system, which will die without new territory. 3. Free labor cannot compete with slave labor, since slaves are not paid. So, in order to preserve the expansion of the free economic system in the west, slavery must be prevented. 4. Whites don’t want to deal with blacks in the west, whether slave or free. 

3. Is cotton growing (and therefore slavery) suitable to the climate of New Mexico and California?

Not in New Mexico. People in both the north and south agree that cotton is not suitable to the climate in almost any part of New Mexico. There is some possibility for slave plantations in some parts of California, but the people there already voted slavery as illegal.  
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