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radicaIly, but did not yet consume the American political context. 30 Sínce 
there ""as not, as yet, a powerful antislavery movement in the North 
pledged to eradicate the institution throughout the United States, South­
erners were wary, but not as wary, as they would later become ayer the 
admission of new free states. Because of military ineptitude, moreover, 
the acquisition of Canada in the War of 1812 never had to be seriously 
ronfronted. 

The Missouri debates of 1819-1821 changed aH this. From February 
13, 1819, when New York representative James TaHmadge, Jr., intro­
duced his amt'ndment to the Missouri enabling bill which would have 
graduaHy ended slavery in the Missouri Tenitory as the price for its 
statehood, Southerners came to sense that their whole way of life had 
become inextricably bound up with the future path of territorial admis­
sions. The debates did more than indicate that a movement was afoot to 
limit the future polítical power of the South. It also revealed that the 
American West was splitting on a North-South axis ayer the slavery issue. 
Southem politicians had initiaHy approved the Northwest Ordinance, 
wíth its clanse denying slavery, in the hope that Southemers would 
dominate emigration into the area and establísh states sympathetic to 
Southem interests. Now it was apparent that such anticipations had been 
misguided. When the House voted on TaHmadge's amendment, six of 
eight representatives from the Old Northwest supported the provision 
that the further entry of slaves into Missouri should be prohibited, and 
four of the Old Northwest representatives backed the clause which would 
have gradually freed aH children of slaves already in Missouri. Thus the 
Amelican balance of power was becoming the simplest fonn of a bipolar 
balance structure, in which no prospective alliances could be formed with 
independent third interests, and territorial gains to one section would 
ímmediately \wcome the other seetion's loss.31 The effort oC sorne South­
ern politicians a decade later in the Webster-Hayne debate to rekindle a 
once flll\(:tiolling South-\Vest aHiance, would prove futile. 

30 PE'11ilH'nl h{'\'E' is Sara MeCu\loh Lemmon's Frustmted Patriots: North Carolina and 
tI", "'(Ir of 1812 (ChapE'1 Hi\l, 197:1).6-9. whieh obst'lVE's lhal althollJl:h Norlh Carolinians 
favorE't! acqllirin~ Florida more lhall a('quiring Canada, expansionisl senlimenl in general in 
lhE' slalE' was lI1uled. 

31 Charles S. Sydnor. The Develapment of Sallthern Sectianalism, 1819-1848 (Balan 
Rouge. 1948).31, 117-18, 120-33; Moore, Missouri ControvUSlj, 52-53; George Danger­
¡¡eld, [!t/' Era ofGood Feelings (New York, 1952),201-202; Lynd, ClassConjlict, 190-91, 
209-1\l; Avery O. Cmven, The Growth of SOllthem Nationalism, 1848-1861 (Balan Rouge, 
1953),26-:27, Emesl B. Haas explains in "1'he Balance of Power: Pres('riplion, Concepl al' 
PropagiUlda?," in Roberl L, Ffallzgraff, Jr., ed., Politics and the Intemation/II System, 2nd 
ed. \~ew York. 1972), 454-55. 464. lhal one of lhe eighl dislincl meanings applied lo lhe 
lerm /)(Jla!lce of IJllwer is "an e"ael equilibrium of power belween lwo al' more eonlending 
partie,... 

THE SOlJTH AND THE TROPICS 

The Missouri debate, as George Dangerfield explains, "summoned the 
South into being," because it opened the spectre of a possible Northem 
war upon slavery through domination of the federal government. Many 
Southerners harbored fears of the eventual aholition of slavery and the 
destruction of their economy and way of lúe, and resultant race war, as 
liberated slaves sought revcnge upon and control ayer their former mas­
terso The 36°30' compromise line drawn across the unorganized Louisiana 
Purchase territory, which helped resolve the Missouri question, could 
not dissipate such apprehensions, because it did not guarantee an even 
division of new states in the future between North and South. The line 
merely established a division of land along a geographical line which 
deeded considerably more land mass to the North than the South. South­
erners, therefore, had to be vigilant that slavery would secure its due in 
the admission of new states. This mission acquired increased urgency in 
tbe 1830s and 1840s with the emergence of an organized aholition move­
ment and polítical antislavery in the North. Although freesoilers generally 
disavowed intentions to attack slavery within the Southem states them­
selves, few Southemers accepted such professions at face value. And, as 
Richard Sewell has. convincingly shown, many Liberty Party leaders, 
Freesoilers, and, later, Republicans looked upon halting slavery expan­
sion as a major step toward the eventual eradication of slavery via the 
increase in Northern congressional power.32 Abolition efforts in the 1830s 
to end slavery in the District of Columbia served as a harbinger of the 
uses to which abolition influence in Congress might be puto 

Southern endeavors to maintain adequate political power in Washing­
ton centered on the United States Senate. Northern preponderance in 
the House of Representatives, already establíshed by the Missouri de­
bates, grew in subsequent years as a disproportionate number of immi­
grants made the North their home. Between 1820 and 1850 the South's 
percentage of the total national population declined Crom 46.7 percent to 
41.5 percent, and its seat holdings in the HO\lse corre~pondingly dcclined 
from 42 percent ofthe total to 38 percent. 33 The Sellate, however, had an 
exactly equal number oC slave and free states (hoth immediately before 
and after the passage of the Compromise legislation) and it had been the 

32 Dangemeld, Era af Gaod Feelings, 201; Richard H. Sewell, Ba/lots far Freedam: 
Antislavery Politic.~ in the llnited States, 18.'37-1860 (New York, 1976), 90-9.'5, 198-99, 
294-95, .'308-20, .'358-1>9; Diary of John Qlliney Aclams, November 20, 1841, in Charles 
Frands Adams, ed., Memoirs of fohn Quincy Adllm~ Camprising Portians of His Diary 
From 1795 to 1848, 12 vals. (Philadelphia, 1874-1877), Xl, 29; Washinglon Natianal Era, 
Janllary 28, 1847. 

33 Jesse 1'. CallJenler, The South as a Callscious Minanty, 1789-1861 (19:30; reprinl ed., 
Gloncesler, Mass., 1963),21-22. 
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Senate whích had blocked the TalImadge amendment after it had cleared 
the House. 

Even before the Missouri Compromise, there had been a tacit North­
South llnderstanding that new states shollld be admitted in pairs-one 
slave, one free-to perpetuate the sectional equilibrium in the Senate. 
After the Northern chal1enge over Missouri, however, this quest for Sen­
lite equílibrium became a sectional mission. Sorne Southern politicians 
opposed the Adams-Onís Treaty, acqlliring Florida, because it forfeited 
American claims to Texas, which one day might prove essential for pre­
serving the equilibrillm. Later, lúter Mexican independence from Spain, 
as its acqllisition became a salient issue, the pursuit of equilibrium was a 
facet of continuing Southern interest in Texas. Covernor Albert CalIatin 
Brown of Mississippi, for instance, annOllnced in his inaugural address in 
janllary 1844 that Texas was needed to offset the admission of Iowa and 
Wisconsin to statehood. Southern concern for parity was refiected in the 
third section of the joint congressional resolution annexing the Republic 
of Texas (which passed Congress on February 27, 1845). This section 
provided for the possible subdivision ofTexasinto four additional states in 
the future, if Texas consented. All such new states below 36°30' were to 
be slave; since the great bulk of Texas' claimed boundaries at that time 
(and the entire modern Texas lay) below that line, this was a clear conces­
sion to Southern demands for equilibrium. Satis6ed with these terms, the 
Vicksburg Sentínel predicted that Texas' northern reaches would remain 
in Indian possession, while the "inhabited" parts ofTexas would be open 
to cotton and Southern expansiono The same concern for parity infiuenced 
Southem hostility to the organization of the Oregon Territory without 
slavery (approved by Congress in August 1848), and provoked "the in­
tense hostility ol' sOlltherners to the Wilmot Proviso." As Chaplain Morri­
son explains, Southerners interpreted the Proviso as evidence of "the 
determination of this growing [Northem] power to appropriate the ter­
ritories to itself, destroying the sectional balance of power and leaving the 
slave-holding states in its thralI. "34 

34 Moore. Missouri Controversy, 344-45; Carpenler, South as a Conscious Minority, 
105-12; James E. Winslon, "The Annexalion of Texas and lhe Mississippi Democrals," 
SouthwesteOl 1Iistorical Quarierly, XXV (July 1921), 8; Congo Globe, 28 Cong., 2 Sess., 
193, 363; Vicksburg Sentinel, February 13, 1845; R. Allon Lee, "Slavery and lhe Oregon 
Terriloriallssue," Pacífic Norihwest Quarierly, LXIV (July 1973), 119; Chaplain W. Morri­
son, Democratic Politics and Sectionalism: The Wilmot Proviso Controversy (Chapel Hill, 
1967), 59-61. The polenlial subdivision ofTexas conlinued lo be broughl up from lime lo 
time. In Augusl 1856, for inslance, Represenlalive Orasmus Malleson of New York inlro­
duced a resolulion pertaining lo lhe slatus of slavery in Texas should lhe Lone Slar slale be 
suhdivided as inilialIy provided for. John J. McRae's 1858 speech, ciled earlier, also spoke of 

THE SOUTH AND THE TROPICS 

There was rarely anything subtle in Southern demands, during this 
period and after, for a balance of power. Southerners frequently em­
ployed the terms "balance of power" and "equilibrium" in describing 
their political objectives, having few reservations about applying what 
were usualIy concepts of international diplomacy to the domestic political 
scene. When it carne to the particular issue of slavery, the North and the 
South were functioning by the 18405 as separate nations, and diplomatic 
methods were appropriate for their disagreements. Donald Spencer has 
wisely observed in his lucid study of Louis Kossuth's visit to the United 
States in 1851-1852 that "trad¡tional1y diplomatic terms sllch as non­
interoention, non-intercourse, and balance of power were losing their 
international connotation and were more likely to headline a sectional 
dispute than a European crisis." Spencer is on purc1y speclllative grollnd 
when he hypothesizes that the South was prone to this approach becallse 
power determined both master-slave relations and upper-class control of 
politics within her borders, but he is surely right in acknowledging that 
Southem thinkers had come to cling "to the doctrine of realpolitik. "35 

Southern insistence upon the sectional power balance in the Senate 
amounted to a rearguard crusade following !he passage of the 1850 Com­
promise, which, as john Quitman put it, left a "sectional majority" 
aligned "against the weaker portion, on the slavery question.... " As late 
as the Oregon crisis with Britain in 1846, a substantial number of SOllth­
ern leaders had endorsed northward expansion (Oregon to 54°40') on 
nationalistic grounds, disregarding the potential negative impact slIch 
expansion might have upon Southem strength in Congress. Now, how­
ever, California's admission as a free state (without a compensating slave 
state) indicated that Southern parity in the Senate was slipping away. The 

36 Donald S. Spencer, [,ouis Kossuth and Young America: A Study of Sectionalhm and 
Foreign Policy, 1848-1852 (Columhia, Missouri, 1977), 65, 99-100. Despile lhat lhnlst in 
American foreign pÓlicy which had lraditionally advocaled aloofness fmm European dip­
lomalic alfairs, American foreign policy makers hacl always ulilize<l halallce 01' power thillk­
ing lo various ends; lhe concepl, lherefore, was hardly foreign lo American polilics. Thus 
American leaders had lradilionally endorsed lhe balance of power concepl insofar as it could 
be applied loward lhe prevention of one-power dominance in Eu rope, hui rejecled lhe idea 
lhal European c'Otmlries mighl apply such reasoning lo lhe Weslem Hemisphere. James K. 
Polk was able lo rally considerable public support for his expansionisl policies hy dislorting 
lhe Anglo-French entente cordiale 01' lhe mid-I840s inlo an alliance lo eslahlish a" 'halance 
of power' on lhis conlinenl lo check our advanc-emenl." Lawrence S. Kaplan, "Jeflerson, the 
Napoleoni<; Wars, and lhe Balance of Power," William and Mary Quarierly, XIV (April 
1957), 196-i217; Jerald A. Combs, The Jay Treaty: Political Battleground of the Founding 
Fathers (Berkeley, 1970), 73, 78, 150; Frederick Merk, The Monroe Doctrine and American 
Erpansionism, 1843-1849 (New York, 1966); Logan, No Transfer, 1-241. American rejec­
lion of lhe applicabilily of lhe balance of power slemmed, in parl, from lhe American 
colonies having been pawns in lhe European halance of power slmggle. Max Savelle, The 

suhdividing Texas. Congo Globe, 34 Cong., 2 Sess., 23; Nalche7 Free Trader, Seplemher Origins of American Diplomacy: The 1nternational History of Angloamerica, 1492-1763 
23, 1858. (New York, 1967).I
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COJllpromise left the SOllth, from the \'<Intage ofpessimists in that region, 
a minonty in both houses of Congress, dependent upon the questionable 
goodwill and IXJlitical party loyalties of Northern moderates. Southern 
public figures, according to the scenario of the pessimists, would he 
reduced to begging for handouts from Yankee presidents, and the Sonth 
would become, in \Villiam Yancey's words, "the Ireland of the Union." 
The dying John C. Calhouu avowed that the admission of California as a 
free state "with the intention of destroying irretrievably the equilibrium 
hetwel'll the two sections" was cause enough to warrant secession, be­
cause jt served Ilotice that Oregon, Minllesota, and tllfee states from the 
\f exican Cession would also be admitted under free status. 36 

Had more Southern leaders concllrred in 1850-1851 with Calholln's 
asseSSIl\('llt that the st'ctional halance had "irretrievahly" hel'n lo.~t, tlle 
COllfederacy might have been a product of the California crisis rather 
than of Abraham Lineoln's election. But while there was a Southern 
consensus that the admission of California as a free state portended prob­
lems for the South in the future, many Southerners did not comprehend 
that the pattern established by California's admission was to prove per­
manent. The expansion ofthe South into the tropics became one possible 
means of correcting the imbalance produced by the 1850 legislation, and 
complemented Southern interest in those areas of the Southwest which 
had bt"en left open to the expansion of slan'ry by the Compromise. Thus 
Daniel 'rulee of Florida could suggest the annexation of Cuba to Calhoun 
in 11>49 as an altemati\'e to disunion, so that the South would be "in a 
position to check any such increase of free States as would settIe their 
reponderance in the Go\'emment.'· The ~arciso López filibuster expedi­
tions to Cuba, launched at approximately the same time as the California 
contro\'ersy. were percei\'ed in at least sorne Southern circles as a means 
to recreate the equilibrium, Tropical expansion, therefore, became an 
antidote to the percei\'ed dependent status imposed upon the South. 
With ~fexico and Cuba annexed, asserted filibuster John T. Pickett, "the 
rights of the South are no longer at the merey of fanatical Northern 
demagoglles. or entrusted to the feeble hands ofour compromising vacil­
lating brethren [~orthem Demoerats]. "37 

36 Joim A Quilman lo :\ew Orleans commiltee, ~larch lO, IBSI [copy], Quilman Family 
Papers, SHC; John Hope Franklin. ''lbe Soulhem Expansionisls of 1846," ¡oumal of 
,outhem History, XX\' (Augusl 1959), 323-38; Thomton, "Polilícs and Power in a Slave 
,ocie!)'," 21:;7. For an argumenllhallhe admission ofCalifomia did not subverllhe seclional 
'quilibrium in lhe Senale, see Lee Benson, Totrord the Scíentific Study of History 
Philadelphia, 1972), 269-70. 

37 Daniel L. Yulee lo John C. Calhoun, July 10, 1849, in Chauncey S. Boucher and Roberl
 
Brooks. eds.. "Corresponden{'(' Addressed lo John C. Calhoun, 1837-1849," Annual
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Later, becanse the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 opened parts of the
 
LOllisiana Purchase to slavery which had been previously closed to the
 
institlltion by virtue of the 36°30' line, Southern anxiety about westward
 
slave expansion escalated. Jefferson Davis, in 1855, for instance, wrote
 
that abolitionists, throllgh domination ofCongress, were orl the threshold
 
of making the South "tributary" to the North, and urged that Southerners
 
make an effort to "counteract" this dominance by colonizing Kansas and
 
New Mexico. However, there were doubts in the South concerning the
 
adaptahility of slave labor to the West, and there was stiff freesoil opposi­

tion to westward slavery extension. On the other hand, it was an axiom of
 
Southern expansionist thought that slave labor was appropriate-indeed
 
fundamental-to cuItivate, tropieal soils. Many Southern leaders hoped
 
that the Kansas le¡¡;islation would opl'n thill~S up for slavery expansiono
 
because it acknowledged dle principIe that resident peoples could decide
 
for themselves the status of slavery. It was clear that any referendum in
 
Cuba would endorse slavery, and Southern expansionists hoped that
 
other tropical areas where slavery was not present at that time eould be
 
converted to the institution. 38 The fundamental motive behind the varied
 
strains of Southern expansionism was the same: to discover a middle-of­

the-road alternative to "submission" to Northern freesoilism or secession.
 
If antislavery power in the Senate via the admission of new free states
 
collld be held at bay or cffset by new slave states. there would be little
 
chance oflegislation subverting slavery and the Southern way oflife, and
 
the lInion could prevail.
 

In the end, it hardly mattered just where the new slave states and new
 
sla\'e state senators derived from, just so long as they turned up in the
 
Capitol, took their appropriate seats, and tipped the balanee in what
 
Thomas J. Creen of Texas labelled "the [ost conservator 01 the sOl4th."
 
Creen advised President~lectJames Buchanan in No\'ember 1856 that,
 

Nalchez Free Trad.?r, August 6, 1851; Arkansas l.azette anJ Dmwcrot, May 19, 1854: John 
T. Pidelllo John .-\. Quilman, March 20, 1854, John Quihnan Papers. MD.-\. David Poller. 
howt'ver. h~'polhesizes thal the South probably sacrifired Cuba by its insislence upon lhe 
Kansas-:\ebnlska .-\el..-\ccording lo Polter, the North would probably ha\'e acquiesCt,d in 
lhe aCtluisilion of Cuba had not passions been aroused by lhe Kansas legislalion. Poller 
suggesls lha!. because of lhis, lhe Soulh probably conceded more than it gained by lhe 
Kansas-]I;'ebraska Act. Poller. Impending Crisis, 198, For the conlinuing oplimism of 
Southem radicals regarding slavery expansion wilhin the Union during lhe 1850 crisis, see 
Major L. Wilson, "Ideological Fruits ofManifest Desliny: 'lbe Geopolitics ofSlavery Expan­
sion In lhe Crisis of 1850,"¡oumal of the Illinois State Historical Socíety, LXIII (Summer 
1970), 140. 

36 Jefferson Davis lo William R. Cannon, December 7, 1855, quoted in Percy Lee Rain­
waler, Mississippi: Stonn Center of Secession, 1856-1861 (Balon Rouge, 1938), 26-27; 
Sumter County (Alabama) Whig, November 14, 1855; Congo Globe, 33 Cong, , I Sess., 
Appendix, 620; Documents of the First Session of the Fourth Legislature of the State of 
l,ouisiana, 1858, 13 (message of Govemor Roberl Wicklilfe to the slate legislalure). 
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were Kansas admitted as a slave state, the South would care little for 
Cuba; but were Kansas admitted as a free state, Buchanan had better get 
Cuba, for an "equal number 01' southem & northern senators" was "indis­
pensable" to the South. Since, by the late 1850s, there were indications 
that the South was falling a number of states behind in the competition for 
control of the Senate, sorne Southern expansionists hoped that an Ameri­
can Cuba could be subdivided into more than one slave state.39 

California, in other words, need not have been the final determination 
of the equilibrium. But time was of the essence. Southerners needed to 
know soon what they might expect in terros of enhanced political power, 
before the North became so predominant that the South forfeited a11 
ahility to resisto As John Tyler, Jr., explained regarding Cuba in 1851, 

1 look to the acquisition of Cuba as of great importance to the South. 
Through its acquisition the question as to the abidance of the North, 
honestly & fairly, by the provisions of the Constitution as to shivery, 
would be tested while the South have the power of resistance & the 
privilege of seceding. This point i~ of conseqllence looking to the graphic 
increase of the Free Soil States & their abolition population. 40 

This concept of sectional political equilibrium surfaced constantly 
within the Southem tropical expansion persuasion, particularly in private 
letters. When expansionists were not explicitly stating the case for equi­
librium, they used generallanguage regarding the "political necessity" of 
tropical acquisitions. Even Matthew Fontaine Maury, for aH his state­
ments about the. tropical safety valve, saw the urgency of the Senate 
situation. In early 1860 Maury proposed that the power disparity be 
resolved by giving a majority of Southern senators a veto on important 
legislation. It is clear from reading the correspondence of expansionists, 
that from their perspective the very independence 01' the South was at 
stake in the tropical expansion movement. The crisis in Congress was so 
universa11y feh in Dixie that it induced Southerners otherwise predis­
posed to anti-imperialism to find sorne virtue in expansiono Thus Josiah 
James Evans, United States Senator from South Carolina, argued in 1858 
that Republicans through their preponderance in Congress would eman­
cípate "our negroes or hold liS in a state of dependence by the threat & 
ability to do so," and concluded: 

39 Thomas J. Green to Henry S. foote. June 29. 1859 [copy l. Thomas J. Green to Jumes 
Buchanan, November, 1856 [draft]' in Thomas J. Green Papers, SHC; Brownlow's Knox· 
vil/e Whig, February 20, 1858; Richmond EnquiTfr, July 30, 1857. 

40 John Tyler, Jr. lo John A. Quilman, July 31, 1851, Quilman Papers. Harvard. See also 
Chambers (Alabama) Tribune quoted in Richmond Enquirer March 13, 1860, and C. H. 
Wheal lo Quilman, July 31, 1851, John Quilman Papers, MDA. 
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Bul for lhe belief lhal lhis is lheir objecl, 1 should care little for lhe 
extension of slavery or the admission of slave states. We have territory 
enollgh to occupy as many as we have or are likely lo have for a long lime 
to come. It is by the addition of new states alone that we can save 
ourselves from this final catastrophy.41 

This same sense of desperation frequently emerged in the expansionist 
press: 

The only hope for the Soulh is in expansiono The equilibrillm of power 
must be maintained or the united glories of this Union must be num­
bered among the relics of tradition....• 

The eqllilibrium of power ... must be maintained; and this can only 
be done by SOllthern expansiono The tropical regions-lhe Cl1bas-lhe 
Nicaraguas, Mexico and the whole Central American country is ... the 
only hope for the South. 42 

Just when Southern expansionists concluded that the restored equilib­
rium was a delusive hope varied by individual. Such realizations, when 
they did accur, did not automatically trigger secessionist activity. Never­
theless, it is significant that by the late 1850s only the nalve could have 
failed to recognize that the days of slavery extension and equilibrium 
were overo Freesoil elements, by then, had proven that they had the 
power to stymie any attempts to introduce into the Union new slave 
territories from the tropics. The "antislavery section," as put by the 
Charleston Mercury in 1859, "is not prepared to huy and annex Cuba, as 
additional slave States in the Union, and never will be." The pattern in 
the West, moreover, was also c1ear. The admission of Minnesota in 1858, 
Oregon in 1859, and Kansas in January 1861, as free states, worsened an 
already intolerable Southern politicarposition. Byearly 1861 antislavery 
Repuhlicans exuded' such confidence that they had triumphed in the 
territorial struggle, that they could agree to the organization of the Col­
orado, Dakotah, and Nevada territories minus any formal restrictions 

4' A. Dudley Mann lo Lawrence Keitt, August 21. 1855, Lawrence KeiU Papers, DU; 
A. 'Dudley Mann to John Perkins, January 26, 1856, John Perkins Papers. SHC; MaUhew 
Fontaine Maury to Bishop James H. Otey, Janl1ary 16, 1860, Mauhew F. Maury Papers, 
l.ihrary ofCongress; Josiah James Evans lo Benjamin F. Perry, March 3, 1858, Benjamin F. 
I'nry Papers. Alabama Departmenl of Archives and Hislory. Montgomery. 

•• Natchez Free Trader. Jl1ly l. 1857; Mobile Daily Register, June 22, 1858, February 23, 
l/i.5fl; T"ske~ee (Alabamll) Republican, January 7, 1858. See also Luis Molina and Napoleon 
Escalanle lo Nasario Toledo, April 3, 1858, quoted in 1bomas Schoonover, "Foreign Rela. 
tions and Kansas in 1858," Kansas Historical Quarterly, XLlI (Winler 1976). 345-52. 
Molina and Escalante, Cosla Rican diplomatic representatives lo lhe Uniled Slales. wrole 
home lhal S0l11hem u~gressiveness loward Mexko, Cuba, and Cenlral America could be 

t lltlribuled lo lhe "de~"peralion" by which lhe Soulh soughl lo "prevent power from escaping 
Its hands, and in order lo reeslablish eC¡l1ilibrium." 
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against slavery expansion. 43 Expansionist allies in the Northem Democ­
raey, moreover, were of little comfort to the South on the equilibrium 
issue. While individuals sueh as Stephen Douglas were willing to eounte­
nance slavery expansion, they specifically rejected Southem assertions 
that the slave states had a constitutionally guaranteed right to a political 
l'quilibrium. Douglas rebuked Southem senators for voicing such claims, 
and Democratic expansionist Samuel Cox of Ohio bluntly argued in 1859 
that the Constitution hao nought a word about a "right of equality in the 
number of states," and that the "moment you claim equilibrium of States, 
that moment your hOllor is (,oll1promised. "44 

Southern unionism, by the late 1850s, was no longer buttressed by 
reasonable hope that a sectional equilibrium was still within the capability 
of the South, as had seemed possible in 1850. Had such hopes persisted, 
the Southem reaction to events such as John Brown's raid and Lincoln's 
e1ection might not have been so extreme. The failure of the Crittenden 
Compromise in the winter of 1860-1861, with its provision that slavery 
would henceforth be guaranteed in all territory "hereafter acquired" 
sOllth of the 36°30' line, simply reconfirmed that there would be no 
concessions from the North on the equilibrium issue at the last momento 
Other compromises offered at the time won little favor with Southem 
expansionists, not hecause lhey necessarily failed to provide for better 
treatment in the future, but because they did not remedy what was 
perceived as a robbery of fundamental rights which had occurred in the 
pasto The Memphis Appeal explained its rejection of Stephen Douglas' 
propasal that henceforth a two-thirds vote of each congressional house be 
needed to acquire new territory, by asserting that the "hopes of southem 
statesmen, who have long sh uggled to restore the equilibrium hetween 
the two sections, would be dashed."45 

43 Charlestoll MerelUY, J:umary 24, 1859; Charles Desmond Hart, "Why Lincoln Said 
')1;,): Congressional Attitudes on Slavery Expansion, 11l60-1861," Social Science Quarterl!l, 
1L \Vecember 1968), 740; Steven A. Channing, Crisís of Fear: Secession in South Carolina 
(l'l'W York, 1970), 213. 

« Rohert W. Johallnsen, Stel'hen A. Douglas (New York, 1973), 539; Congo Clobe, 3.'5 
Cong., 2 Sess., 430-35. 

45 Memphis Daily Appeal, January 5, 1861; "Barbarossa" [John Scottl, rhe Lost Principie; 
or the Sectiorwl Equilibrium: How It was Created-How Destroyed-How lt May Be 
Restored (Richmond, 1860), vii, 211-18, and passím. As with the Missouri Compromisc, 
Crittenden's plan did not guarantee slavery extension. Had il been enacted, it might have 
inhihited futnre acquisitions of territol)'. Freesoilers, faced with the certainty that futurt, 
expansion south of36°30' was pledged in advance to slavery, pmbably would have tried to 
thwart such acquisítions. This helps explain why Southem opinion did not rally nnanimollsly 
behind Crittenden's programo See, for instanee, the speech of seeessionist James P. 1I01· 
combe at the Virginia sel'ession convention. Ceorge H. Reese, ed., Proeeellings of the 
Virginia State Convention of 1861, 4 vols. (Richmond, 1965), 11, 81-82. Douglas' plan, 
submitted io the special Senate committee ofthirteen on December 24, 1860, can be found 
in Senate Reports, 36 Cong., 2 Sess., No. 288, 9. . 

THE SOUTH AND THE TROPICS 

The secession that ensued, insofar as it re1ated to tropical expansion 
projects, marked not so much a quest for empire outside the Union, as an 
admission that empire within the Union was impossible. Rhetoric was 
emitted regarding a potential tropical slaveholding empire after seces­
sion, but such rhetoric re8ected more a need to woo undecided South­
erners toward secession through visions of prosperity than it did any 
formlllated programs to achieve such ambitions. It is possible, of course, 
that had the Civil War not intervened, Confederate expansionist efforts 
might have been initiated, for strategic, economic, and/or racial reasons. 
But the issue's vitality before the Civil War re1ated to its potential for 
alleviating the necessity to secede in the 6rst place. 

Thc suggestion that Southern cxpansionism operated from an essen­
tially defensive framework need not imply that Southern demands were 
reasonable. John Bassett Moore's caveat that most "designers" of pawer 
balances actually prefer preponderances of power, of course, applies to 
the Southern territorial quest; Allan Nevins' argumentin his Ordeal 01 
the Union that Southern security was far less endangered than the re­
gion's alarmists alleged also merits sorne respecto From the viewpoint of 
Northern freesoilers, Southern expansionists certainly intended far more 
than mere equilibrium. It would be an historiographical tragedy were we 
to resurrect Chauncey Boucher's oft-cited "In Re That Aggressive Slavoc­
racy," which exonerated Southerners from all responsibility for the sec­
tional struggle over the territories. 46 Rather, what is inteuded, is a recog­
nítion that Southerners approached slavery expansion with a defensíve 
mentality, and that the failure of the expansion crusade may have put 
their "peculiar institutiou" in serious jeopardy.47 Worrying over their 
shrinking politícal status in the Union, they rationaIly regarded Carib­
bean acquisitíons as a means of reversing a dangerous trend, which dated 
from the Missouri debates. When understood from this perspective, it 
cau be seen that Southern tropical expansíonísm in the lHijOs constitllted 
a last scene, 01' epilogue, to the play upon which James Tallmadge, Jr., 
had raised the opening curtain. 

46 John Bassett Moore, Intemational Law and Some Current Illusíon.! (New York, 1924), 
310-11; ABan Nevins, Onleal of the Union, 8 vols. (New York, 1947-71), 1, 282; Chauncey 
S. Boucher, "In Re That Aggressive Slavocracy," Missíssíppi Valley lIistorical Revieu:, VIII 
(june-Septemher 1921), 13-79. See also David M. Pletcher, rhe Diplomacy ofAnnexation: 
Tl'Xas, Oregon, and the Menean War (Columhia, Missouri, 1973),605-606, and Nonnan A. 
Gmehner, Empire on the Pacific: A Stud!l itl American Continental EXllUnsíon (New York, 
195~), Ii>r elfective rehuttals of the view that President James K. Polk's expansionism in the 
11> lOs was the work 01' an aggressive slavocracy. 

47 Eric Foner, "Politics, Ideology, and the Origins ofthe American Civil War," in Ceorge 
~, Fredrickson, ed., A Nation Divided: Problems and 1ssues of the Civil War and Recon­
stlllction (Minl1eapolis, 1975), 31-33. 


