
The 1850s – Part 1 
by Bob Bird 

  

“Those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it.” 

 

That shopworn phrase stands oh-so-true no matter how tiresome it becomes. I loved to use it 

as a double-entendre for my students to contemplate in my history classes, with a sign in the 

back of the classroom. 

 

But I have since found a better one: “We learn from history that man does not learn from 

history.” 

 

In this two-part essay, I hope to demonstrate that our culture and society currently reflects 

many of the inflexible and unjust positions that occurred in the 1850s. The purpose of these 

essays is to study the undercurrent of smoldering resentments that manifested themselves in 

that turbulent decade, and which might be observed today in our own. 

 

The misnamed American Civil War was preceded by decades of events that pointed to violent 

conflict. I say “misnamed” because a civil war is a conflict for control of the government. As 

such, the English Civil War of the mid 17th century, the Russian Civil War of the early 20th, 

certainly were … civil wars. 

 

But the South was not attempting to take control of the federal government, they were trying 

to get away from it. And I do not hold the South blameless by using the better name War 

Between the States. It ranks #2 in Alternative Names, which Southerners called “The Late 

Unpleasantness” for a generation afterwards. But perhaps the most unbiased name for the 

conflict is War for Southern Independence. 

 

The South, indeed, controlled the federal government for decades prior to the conflict, and did 

so by constitutional means. They understood correctly that the cards were stacked against 

them demographically, and adroitly wielded undue influence, extending to the executive, 

legislative and judicial branches. 

 

Their best complaint against the North was due to tariffs, a constitutional yet extremely unjust 

way to tax farm the South and assist Northern economic interests and infrastructure. Calhoun’s 

nuanced treatise against this, the South Carolina Exposition and Protest of 1832, is still a 

debatable and worthy topic for libertarians and constitutionalists. 

 



Unfortunately, it also extended into the slavery question, and here of course the South lost its 

moral high ground. It forced the entire nation into an unjust war of aggression against Mexico, 

solely for the purpose of territorial expansion and for the sake of gaining new slave states. 

 

The South’s instigated war against Mexico was successful, but the political fruit it desired 

eluded it during the 1850s. The war that came in the 1860s could easily have broken out ten 

years earlier. The whole world watched and wondered what would happen. Frederic Bastiat, 

that incredible libertarian of the French National Assembly, lamented the imminent break-up of 

the U.S. --- in 1849! 

 

The South did not get a single new slave state out of the Mexican conflict, only the delayed 

hope of some in the future. When American diplomats with Southern sympathies drafted a 

memo while serving in Europe, calling for the take-over of Cuba, Northern anti-slavery citizens 

correctly understood that this meant another potential foreign war, strictly for Southern 

interests, and a violation of our own Monroe Doctrine. 

 

Presidential politics of the time, between the Democrats and the Whigs, cleverly sought to win 

elections either by having a northerner with southern sympathies head one ticket, or a 

southerner with northern sympathies head the other. By this method, control of the executive 

was kept by the South through the Pierce and Buchanan administrations, and briefly by the 

North through the Taylor/Fillmore term. Failed candidates of Southerners-with-Northern 

sympathies were Scott in 1852 and Frèmont in 1856. 

 

Things got nasty in an overt way during the mid-1850s. In Congress, flaming rhetoric 

transformed into head-bashing violence, and a true civil war erupted in Kansas for control of 

the territorial legislature. We can perhaps see today’s clashes between the oligarchy-controlled 

Left and the frustrated Right as a harbinger of things to come. 

 

Details in the second installment. 


