
 

Colonization 

  

Mayflower Compact, 1620 

In 1620, Pilgrims seeking religious freedom travelled from England to the New World 
aboard the Mayflower. They landed off the coast of Cape Cod well outside the limits of 
the Virginia Company Charter. As a result, before they left the ship, the men drafted and 
signed an agreement called the Mayflower Compact.  This document was an agreement 
among the men to create a government.  The Mayflower Compact helped establish the 
idea that the people create government based on consent of the governed.  As a result, 
the Mayflower Compact served as a precedent to the creation of the government for the 
United States. 

Fundamental Orders of Connecticut, 1639 

The Fundamental Orders of Connecticut was adopted in 1639 and was the first written 
constitution in North America. Thomas Hooker was the author of the Fundamental Orders 
of Connecticut.  This document created a “General Court” that had legislative, executive, 

and judicial authority.  It helped to advance the idea of representative government. It 
provided that all freemen elect their representatives, and it put some limits on 
government’s power. Consequently, it set the example of a written constitution as the 
basis for government. 

 Navigation Acts of the 1650’s 

In the 1650’s, the American colonies were forced to trade with England by a series of acts 

passed by Parliament known as the Navigation Acts. According to these laws, American 
colonies were required to trade mainly with Great Britain, buying Britain’s manufactured 

goods in exchange for the colonists selling them their raw materials.  For example, the 
colonists sold the British lumber and the British sold the colonists furniture made from that 
lumber.   Manufactured goods were more expensive than raw products. As a result, this 
mercantile trade policy allowed Great Britain to increase its wealth. These acts were not 
heavily enforced (salutary neglect) by the British until they needed money to pay for the 
French and Indian War.  When they attempted to enforce these acts, colonial unrest 
increased.   

Albany Plan of Union of 1754 

Benjamin Franklin proposed the Albany Plan of Union in 1754.  It was the first formal 
proposal to unite the colonies during the early months of the French and Indian War.  The 
Albany Plan called for each of the colonies to send representatives to a Grand Council in 
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Albany, New York.  This council would be able to collect taxes, raise armies, make 
treaties, and start new settlements.  It was not viewed as a desire on the part of the 
colonies to seek independence from England.  However, the Articles of Confederation, 
the plan of government adopted by the colonies after winning independence was similar 
to Franklin’s plan. Seven colonies attended the Albany Congress and adopted the plan in 

1754.  However, the Albany Plan was never adopted by the remaining colonial 
governments who feared it would limit their own authority.    

Join or Die Cartoon (1754) 

The “Join or Die” cartoon was the first political cartoon to appear in any newspaper in the 

colonies.  It was published in Benjamin Franklin’s newspaper The Pennsylvania Gazette, 

and urged the colonists to unite and assist the British during the French and Indian War.    
The cartoon was a picture of a snake cut into two and based on the superstition that the 
snake would come to life if the pieces were joined together.  The cartoon encouraged the 
colonies to unite with the message, “Join or Die.”  It is one of the earliest examples of a 
call for colonial unity. 

Treaty of Paris of 1763 

The Treaty of Paris ending the French and Indian War was signed in 1763.  The treaty 
gave land previously held by the French in North America to the British.  This included 
Canada and their land east of the Mississippi excluding Florida which was controlled by 
Spain.   To reward Spain for its help in the French and Indian War, France gave Spain 
New Orleans and all land west of the Mississippi River.  The treaty effectively ended 
French colonial power in North America.  

 

Revolution/Declaration of Independence 

 

Proclamation of 1763 

Following the French and Indian War, the King of England issued the Proclamation of 
1763 to keep the colonists from going west of the Appalachian Mountains into the Ohio 
River Valley.  It was issued to keep the peace between the Native Americans and the 
settlers. This act angered the colonists because they believed that they had the right to 
settle in the Ohio River Valley. The Proclamation was enforced by British troops, many of 
whom were quartered in colonists’ homes which increased tension between England and 
the colonists. 

Stamp Act of 1765 

The British Parliament passed the Stamp Act in 1765 to help pay England’s debts for the 

French and Indian War.   The act required all legal and commercial documents to carry 
an official stamp, showing that the tax had been paid.  Documents such as diplomas, 
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wills, contracts, newspapers, playing cards, and calendars had to have the stamp. The 
American colonists felt they were being unfairly taxed without their consent (“no taxation 

without representation”). Thus, they met at the Stamp Act Congress and organized a 

boycott until the law was repealed. 

Coercive Acts (Intolerable Acts) of 1774 

After the Boston Tea Party, Britain was angered by the colonists’ actions, and Parliament 

passed the Coercive Acts in 1774.  These were a series of laws to punish the colonies.  
The colonists called them the Intolerable Acts because they believed that the laws were 
too severe.  One of the acts closed the port of Boston until the colonists paid for the 
destroyed tea.   Another banned democratic town meetings. The Intolerable Acts also 
allowed the British to quarter (house) troops in colonists’ homes and let colonists accused 

of crimes in the colonies stand trial in Britain. In response to the acts, the colonies came 
together in September 1774, at the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia to mobilize 
a united resistance to the Crown and these policies.  

Common Sense, 1776 

In January 1776, Thomas Paine published a pamphlet titled Common Sense.  This 
pamphlet contained a strong attack on the idea of monarchy and argued that it was only 
“common sense” for the thirteen colonies to separate from Great Britain.  Within six 

months, 500,000 copies had been sold and read by one million people.    Paine’s 

pamphlet convinced many colonists that the time for total independence from Great 
Britain had come.   

The American Crisis, 1776 

In 1776, during the American Revolution, Paine also wrote a series of pro-revolution 
essays entitled The American Crisis. George Washington liked the first of Paine’s essays, 

which began with the words “These are the times that try men’s souls,” so much that he 

demanded it be read to colonial troops suffering at Valley Forge to strengthen their spirits 
and resolve to fight.   

 Declaration of Independence, 1776 

After much debate and over a year of fighting, colonial delegates to the Second 
Continental Congress determined that a complete break from Britain was necessary.  A 
committee made up of John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Robert Livingston, Roger 
Sherman, and Thomas Jefferson was given the task of drafting the declaration.  The 
Declaration of Independence was adopted on July 4, 1776.  Using ideas from English 
philosopher John Locke, Thomas Jefferson (the primary author) wrote “We hold these 

truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness…” The longest part of the document included twenty-seven specific 
grievances against the king and Parliament.  The most serious or “war crimes” were at 
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the end of the list.  This document has served as a model for many in their attempts to 
overthrow an autocratic government. 

Treaty of Paris 1783 

Although the American victory at Yorktown marked the last battle of the American 
Revolution, it was not until the Treaty of Paris was signed on September 3, 1783 (almost 
2 years later) that the Americans and the British agreed on the diplomatic terms to end 
the conflict.  The British gave up their rights to all land between the Atlantic Ocean and 
the Mississippi River, except for Florida and New Orleans, and recognized the United 
States of America as an independent nation.   

 

Creation of the Constitution 

Magna Carta, 1215 

King John of England signed this document in 1215. The Magna Carta limited the power 
of the king and stated that not even the king was above the law. It also guaranteed 
important rights to noblemen and freemen. For example, they could not have their 
property seized by the king or his officials; they could not be put on trial based only on an 
official’s word without witnesses; and they could only be punished by a jury of their peers. 

The Magna Carta influenced many future documents, such as the English Bill of Rights, 
the U.S. Constitution, and the U.S. Bill of Rights with these same principles. 

English Bill of Rights of 1689 

The English Bill of Rights was written in 1689. It stated that the power to make laws and 
impose taxes belonged to Parliament. It also included the right of citizens to petition the 
government and the right to trial by jury. It influenced the U.S. Bill of Rights which drew 
upon many of the same ideas.  For example, both the English Bill of Rights and the U.S. 
Bill of Rights protect citizens against excessive bail or fines and cruel and unusual 
punishment.  

Articles of Confederation, 1781 

The Articles of Confederation was the document drafted in 1781 which outlined a 
government for the newly-formed United States of America.  The government created by 
the Articles had no chief executive, no judiciary, no power to tax, no power to raise an 
army, required unanimous agreement from all thirteen colonies to change the document, 
and left most of the power to the states.  The states were not in favor of a strong central 
government for fear that it would become too powerful like the British monarchy.  Even 
though the Articles of Confederation was a weak document, Congress did manage to 
pass two important laws: The Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of 
1787.  Due to its weaknesses, the Articles of Confederation was replaced in 1789 by the 
U.S. Constitution. 
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Land Ordinance of 1785 

The Congress of the Articles of Confederation passed two laws during the early years 
after the American Revolution: The Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance 
of 1787.  These laws were designed to help govern new territories and establish new 
states.  The Land Ordinance of 1785 divided the Northwest Territory into townships and 
sections for settlement.  The law also set aside land in each township for the support of 
public schools.   

Northwest Ordinance of 1787 

The Congress of the Articles of Confederation passed two laws during the early years 
after the American Revolution: The Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance 
of 1787.  These laws were designed to help govern new territories and establish new 
states.  The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 established these four basic principles: slavery 
was abolished in states carved out of the Northwest Territory, the rights of citizens were 
protected, fair treatment of Indians was guaranteed, and the importance of public 
education was emphasized. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 set up orderly procedures 
for the expansion of the United States. It created a system of government for new 
territories and provided a way to admit new states to the Union once a territory’s 

population reached 60,000 free white males.  New states would also be considered equal 
to existing states. This procedure for admitting new states was adopted in the new U.S. 
Constitution. 

Three-Fifths Compromise, 1787 

At the Constitutional Convention of 1787, northern and southern states disagreed about 
whether slaves should be counted as part of a state’s population when calculating taxes 

and determining the number of representatives a state would have in the House of 
Representatives.  The North wanted slaves to count for taxation purposes, but not for 
representation, while the South wanted the opposite (to count slaves for representation, 
but not for taxation).  Delegates compromised and decided that three-fifths (3/5th) of the 
slave population would be counted for both taxation and representation.  In other words, 
for every five slaves in a state, three would be counted. 

Federalist Papers, 1787-1788 

As states held ratifying conventions debating whether to accept or reject the newly 
proposed Constitution, two groups emerged.  Those in favor of the new Constitution were 
called “Federalists” because they favored a strong federal (or national) government, and 

those opposed were called “Antifederalists” because they feared that the Constitution 

made the new central government too powerful.  Alexander Hamilton, a strong Federalist, 
wrote the largest number of the 85 essays explaining and defending the Constitution.  He 
quickly enlisted the help of James Madison who had taken extensive notes during the 
Constitutional Convention and who wrote the second largest number of the essays.  John 
Jay wrote five essays as well.  The 85 essays were published anonymously under the 
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pseudonym “Publius” in the New York newspapers in 1787-1788.  Today, these essays 
are considered the best insight into the Founders’ logic and purpose behind the 

Constitution. 

Anti-Federalist Essays, 1787-1788 

As states held ratifying conventions debating whether to accept or reject the newly 
proposed Constitution, two groups emerged.  Those in favor of the new Constitution were 
called “Federalists” because they favored a strong federal (or national) government, and 

those opposed were called “Anti-Federalists” because they feared that the Constitution 

made the new central government too powerful.  In 1787-1788 Anti-Federalists published 
essays in newspapers speaking out against ratification of the Constitution. Patrick Henry, 
a strong Anti-Federalist, spoke out publicly in his speech to the Virginia Convention, 
saying “…Your President may become king…”  Anti-Federalists like George Mason and 
Mercy Otis Warren argued that the new Constitution had no Bill of Rights and that a Bill 
of Rights was necessary to protect citizens’ rights.     

Bill of Rights, 1791 

After ratification of the Constitution, the first U.S. Congress met in 1789 and James 
Madison, a Representative from Virginia, immediately began drafting the first 
amendments (changes) to the Constitution.  Congress proposed twelve amendments 
which Madison had written and introduced.  These twelve proposed amendments then 
had to be ratified by the legislatures of three-fourths of the states.  Ten were ratified by 
the required number of states in 1791, and they became known as the Bill of Rights.  The 
Bill of Rights protects some of our most important freedoms, such as religion, speech, 
trial by jury, and due process. 

 

Early Republic 

Hamilton’s Tariff of 1789 

The Tariff of 1789 placed a tariff of between 5 and 10 percent on certain imported goods 
(depending on the value of the item) with the goal of raising revenue (income) for the new 
government of the U.S. while also providing some protection for new American industries.  
This is the beginning of the tariff policy for the U.S.  The income from tariffs would be the 
leading source of revenue for the U.S. government until the income tax was passed in the 
early 20th century.   The amount of the tariff and the imported goods that were subject to 
the tariff changed as the economy of the U.S. dictated.  When it became necessary to 
protect American industries from foreign competition, Congress often would raise the 
tariff.  Tariffs later became a source of conflict between the North and South since the 
Southerners who relied on agriculture felt the Northerners who were more industrialized 
were benefitting because the Southerner often paid the tariff for imported goods they 
needed. 
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The Judiciary Act of 1789 

This act by Congress created the lower court system of the judicial branch of the 
government as authorized by Article III of the Constitution.  It created the courts below 
the Supreme Court which was the only court authorized in the Constitution.  The act also 
set the number of the members of the Supreme Court as well as clarified the appellate 
jurisdiction the highest court (Supreme Court) would have over cases they could hear. 

Funding and Assumption Act of 1790 

This act provided for full funding of the national debt and for the U.S. government to 
assume responsibility for the states’ American Revolution unpaid war debts.  This act 
along with the Residence Act of 1790 were part of what is known as the Compromise of 
1790.  At a dinner at Thomas Jefferson’s house, Secretary of the Treasury Alexander 

Hamilton and Representative James Madison worked out the compromise.  Hamilton had 
been unsuccessful in getting the Congress to assume and pay off the states’ debts from 

the Revolutionary War with opposition mainly coming from the Southern states who had 
been more successful than the Northern states in paying off their debts.  Madison agreed 
to support Hamilton’s proposal in return for his support to build the new capital on the 

Potomac River in Virginia.   

Residency Act of 1790 

This act designated Philadelphia as the temporary capital of the U.S. for a period of ten 
years.  At the end of the ten years, a site on the Potomac River was designated to be the 
permanent capital.  This site became known as Washington D.C.  This act was part of a 
compromise between Alexander Hamilton and James Madison.  Hamilton agreed to the 
capital being built in Virginia in return for Madison’s support for his plan for the new 

government to assume the states’ revolutionary war debts.   

Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 

This law supported Article IV, Section 2, Clause 3 of the U.S. Constitution by creating a 
legal way for slave owners to recover runaway slaves in any state or territory even if that 
state abolished slavery.  It also made it a crime to assist a runaway slave.  Over the years 
as opposition to slavery grew in the Northern states, enforcement of the Fugitive Slave 
Act was lax.  The Southern states then insisted in the Compromise of 1850 that 
governments and residents were required to capture and return fugitive slaves.   

Washington’s Farewell Address, 1796 

Foreign policy is the way that one country chooses to deal with other countries.  George 
Washington had to deal with many foreign policy issues during his presidency, including 
increasing conflicts in Europe.  He issued the Neutrality Proclamation in 1793 which made 
it clear that America would not take sides in the war between Britain and France.  In 1796 
Washington left office after two terms and issued a Farewell Address with two warnings 
for Americans.  First, he strongly advised the country to stay out of foreign conflicts and 
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remain neutral.  Second, he warned of the dangers of political parties and the division 
they would create within the country. 

Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 

In 1798, the Federalist Congress passed several laws during John Adams’ presidency 
which made it more difficult for immigrants to participate in the political process and were 
aimed at the growing support for Jefferson’s Democratic-Republicans.  The Alien Act 
allowed the President to deport any alien (foreigner) who was deemed to be a threat to 
the country and increased the waiting period for an immigrant to become a citizen from 
five years to fourteen years.  The Sedition Act provided that a person could be fined or 
imprisoned for criticizing the government, Congress, or the President.  Several members 
of the Democratic-Republican Party were convicted under this law.  Jefferson and others 
felt the Sedition Act was a clear violation of the First Amendment. Both laws were seen 
by the opposition as an attempt to silence the Democratic-Republicans. 

Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions, 1798-1799 

As a result of the Alien and Sedition Acts passed by the Federalist Congress in 1798 and 
1799, Jefferson and Madison wrote the Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions, criticizing the 
Federalists and John Adams for these policies. Thomas Jefferson and others argued that 
these Acts were a clear violation of the First Amendment and that states could nullify 
(declare invalid) a federal law they believed was unconstitutional because it violated the 
Constitution.  

Marbury v. Madison, 1803 

William Marbury was appointed Justice of the Peace by John Adams in his final days in 
office as President, but his appointment papers were not delivered before Jefferson took 
office.  President Jefferson forbade his Secretary of State James Madison to deliver 
Marbury’s appointment papers.  Marbury then hired a lawyer and sued Madison. Using a 

part of the Judiciary Act of 1789, the U.S. Supreme Court, headed by Chief Justice John 
Marshall, heard the case under its original jurisdiction (first and only court to hear a case) 
in 1803. The Court dismissed the case saying the Supreme Court did not have the original 
jurisdiction to hear this case.  Thus the Court did not rule for or against Marbury. Of more 
importance, the Court struck down part of the Judiciary Act of 1789 as unconstitutional 
because the Court decided it was in conflict with Article III of the Constitution.  This was 
the first time the Supreme Court overturned part of an act of Congress and claimed that 
it had the power of judicial review.  Judicial review is the power to decide if laws are 
constitutional.  By exerting this power, the Supreme Court established itself as a equal 
partner with the legislative and executive branches of the government.   

Slave Trade Prohibition Act of 1807 

As authorized by Article I, Section 9, Clause 1 of the Constitution, Congress passed the 
Slave Trade Prohibition outlawing the importation of more slaves after January 1, 1808.  
This portion of the Constitution was agreed on during the Constitutional Convention as 
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part of the compromises between the Northern and Southern states.  This did not end 
slavery in the United States, nor did it prohibit the trading of slaves within the United 
States.  It merely stopped slaves being imported from other countries.    

McCulloch v. Maryland, 1819 

In 1819, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the federal government in the case of 
McCulloch v. Maryland.  Using Alexander Hamilton’s financial plan, the U.S. Congress 

chartered the Second Bank of the United States in 1816.  Its largest branch was located 
in Baltimore, Maryland. The state of Maryland did not agree that the federal government 
had the power under the U.S. Constitution to charter a bank.  In an effort to put the bank 
out of business, the state passed a law placing a heavy tax on all transactions conducted 
at the Baltimore branch of the Bank.  James McCulloch, the bank manager, refused to 
pay the tax and was prosecuted and convicted in a Maryland court.  McCulloch then 
appealed to the Supreme Court. The case went to the Supreme Court to answer the 
questions of whether the federal government had the power to create a national bank and 
whether a state government had the power to tax it.  The Supreme Court, led by John 
Marshall, ruled in favor of the federal government saying “the power to tax involves the 

power to destroy.” The decision strengthened the power of the federal government. 

Monroe Doctrine, 1823 

To protect trade with the newly freed Latin American countries and prevent European 
interference in this hemisphere, President James Monroe established an American 
foreign policy known as the Monroe Doctrine in 1823.  It stated that the Western 
Hemisphere was closed to European countries and that no further European colonization 
would be permitted. Even though the United States could not enforce its policy militarily, 
Great Britain supported the U.S. policy in order to secure trade with the Latin American 
countries. 

Gibbons v. Ogden, 1824 

The New York Legislature granted a 20-year monopoly to Aaron Ogden to operate 
steamboats in New York waters, but the U.S. Congress granted a license to Thomas 
Gibbons to engage in the coastal trade and operate steamboats between New York and 
New Jersey. Ogden sued Gibbons in a New York court, and the court ruled in Ogden’s 

favor.  Gibbons appealed the decision to the U.S. Supreme Court.  In 1824, the U.S. 
Supreme Court, presided over by Chief Justice John Marshall, heard arguments between 
the two competing steamboat operators in the case of Gibbons v. Ogden.   In its decision, 
the Court explained that Congress had the power under the interstate commerce clause 
of Article I, Section 8 to grant Gibbons a license to operate steamboats between New 
York and New Jersey. Since Article VI of the Constitution makes laws of the U.S. that do 
not conflict with the Constitution part of the supreme law of the land, New York’s action 

had to give way. Along with cases like Marbury v. Madison and McCulloch v. Maryland, 
this case further strengthened the power of the federal government.  
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Age of Jackson 

Tariff of 1828 

Over the years from the first tariff in 1789, Congress had raised the tariff not only to raise 
revenue for the operation of the government, but sometimes to protect the growing 
industries of the U.S.  When the tariff was raised to assure that the foreign manufactured 
goods were more than the U.S. goods, it was called a protective tariff.  Most of the 
industries were in the Northern states, while the Southern states continued to rely on 
agriculture.    Most farmers in the South were involved in cash-crop agriculture meaning 
they grew one major crop such as cotton, rice, indigo, and tobacco.  Once they sold their 
crop they used their profits to buy whatever they needed and often had to pay tariffs for 
imported goods.   The South resented the tariff since they felt it favored the Northern 
interests, especially when it was protective in nature.   In 1828, Congress passed the 
Tariff of 1828 which raised the tariff to an average of 45% on certain manufactured goods 
imported from other nations mainly to protect New England mills.  The South reacted by 
threatening to declare the tariff null and void.  They even went so far to threaten to secede 
if the U.S. government tried to enforce the tariff.  Eventually a compromise was reached 
and the tariff was lowered over the next few years.   

Indian Removal Act of 1830 

Early during George Washington’s administration, our nation attempted to develop a 

Native American policy.  His policy had been to recognize the tribes as autonomous 
nations and allow them to keep their tribal lands provided they began to assimilate with 
the American culture.  However, as the nation grew, the wisdom of this policy became 
controversial.  In 1830 President Andrew Jackson persuaded Congress to pass the Indian 
Removal Act.  This act granted the Indians including the Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, 
Seminole, and the Cherokee unsettled land west of the Mississippi in exchange for Indian 
lands within existing state borders.  Some believed that the only way to prevent the 
complete destruction of the Indian culture was to move them west.  Others saw the 
movement west as a way for the Southerners to gain valuable land from the Indians.  The 
results of this act included two Supreme Court cases, Cherokee Nation v. Georgia and 
Worcester v. Georgia and the “Trail of Tears” which occurred when Indians were forced 

to move west at gunpoint in the middle of winter.   

Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, 1831 

The U.S. Supreme Court under Chief Justice John Marshall first addressed the question 
of the Indian’s land in Cherokee Nation v. Georgia (1831).   The Cherokees had appealed 
to the Supreme Court asking the federal government to step in against the laws being 
passed by the state of Georgia that threatened their land. The Court ruled that the Indians 
were not a foreign nation, but rather a domestic nation, dependent on the United States.  
Therefore, the Supreme Court did not have jurisdiction to rule in this case.   This left the 
Cherokees at the mercy of the land-hungry state of Georgia.  Georgia responded to this 
decision by passing a law requiring anyone living on Indian territory to obtain a license 
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from the state.  This law was aimed at stopping Christian missionaries from living and 
helping the Indians keep their land. 

Worcester v. Georgia, 1832 

Worcester, a non-Indian missionary along with several others had settled on Cherokee 
land at the request of the Cherokees and with the approval of the U.S. government.  The 
state of Georgia charged Worcester and the other missionaries with “residing within the 

limits of the Cherokee nation without a license.” They were convicted and sentenced to 

four years of hard labor.  Worcester and the others then appealed to the Supreme Court.  
Chief Justice Marshall ruled in favor of Worcester saying that the Cherokee nation was a 
“distinct community with self-government” in which the laws of Georgia had no force.  In 

response to this Supreme Court ruling, President Jackson supposedly said, “John 

Marshall has made his decision.  Now let him enforce it.”  The struggle for the land 

continued and eventually resulted in the Native Americans being forced to move by 
gunpoint in the middle of winter in what has become known as the Trail of Tears.  

 

Westward Expansion 

Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, 1848 

In 1848, the United States and Mexico signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ending 
the Mexican American War.  In the treaty, the Mexican government gave the United 
States the following:  California and the province of New Mexico known as the Mexican 
Cession; set the Rio Grande River as the southern border of the United States; and in 
return the U.S. paid the Mexican government $15 million for the land.  The Mexican 
Cession eventually was carved up into several states that included present-day Arizona, 
New Mexico, and parts of Utah, Nevada, and Colorado.  This treaty helped the United 
States fulfill its Manifest Destiny goal.  

Reform Movements 

Civil Disobedience, 1849 

Henry David Thoreau was a leading transcendentalist and was well-known for his many 
writings, such as the book titled Walden.  In one of his most-famous essays, Civil 

Disobedience (1849), Thoreau describes his decision no longer to pay taxes as a form of 
protest against the Mexican War and the institution of slavery.  Thoreau was thrown in jail 
as a consequence, but he continued to argue that sometimes people have to disobey a 
law when they feel a deep, moral objection to it.  This concept of civil disobedience has 
influenced many generations and movements such as the Civil Rights Movement of the 
1950’s and 1960’s and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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Sectionalism 

Missouri Compromise, 1820 

In 1819 Missouri requested admission to the union of the United States as a slaveholding 
state. Missouri’s admission as a slave state would have upset the balance in Congress 

between the slaveholding states and the free states.  Henry Clay introduced a 
compromise called the Missouri Compromise in 1820.  The compromise allowed Missouri 
to enter the union as a slave state, but also allowed Maine to enter the union as a free 
state, thus keeping the balance in Congress and avoiding war between the sections.  The 
compromise also forbade slavery in all the territory north of the 36°30’ parallel with the 
exception of Missouri.   

Compromise of 1850 

The Compromise of 1850 attempted to settle the conflict in Congress over the issue of 
slavery in the western territories.  It admitted California to the Union as a free state and 
split the remaining Mexican Cession territory into Utah and New Mexico (settling a border 
dispute with Texas).  It allowed Utah and New Mexico territories to decide the issue of 
slavery by popular sovereignty (voting by the people).  It also banned the slave trade in 
Washington, D.C., and enacted a stronger Fugitive Slave Act which required all citizens 
to help catch and return runaway slaves. It bought some peace and time, but not all its 
provisions were achieved.  

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1852 

Harriet Beecher Stowe published Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1852 in which she described the 
horrors of slavery.  Although her novel was fictional, it furthered the abolitionist movement 
in the North and gained international attention.  It highlighted slavery as a moral issue 
(not just an economic or states’ rights issue) and opened many people’s eyes to the harsh 

reality of slave-life in the South. The South was shocked and argued that Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin was anti-slavery propaganda.  This novel is considered one of the most influential 
books in American history. 

Kansas-Nebraska Act, 1854 

Authored by Senator Stephen Douglas of Illinois, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 
divided the land west of Missouri into two territories: Kansas and Nebraska.  It allowed 
the residents of the two territories to decide the issue of slavery by popular sovereignty 
(voting by the people).  Pro-slavery and anti-slavery supporters from neighboring 
territories (including radical abolitionist John Brown) flooded into Kansas to sway the vote, 
resulting in violent clashes between the two groups. This violence was known as 
“Bleeding Kansas.”  
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Dred Scott v. Sanford, 1857 

Dred Scott was a slave who sued for his freedom after his owner took him into a territory 
where slavery was forbidden by the Missouri Compromise of 1820.  Anti-slavery lawyers 
argued that he should be freed because he had lived in a free territory.  When his case 
reached the Supreme Court in 1857, the Court, presided over by Chief Justice Roger 
Taney, ruled that Mr. Scott could not file a lawsuit because, as a slave, he was not 
considered a U.S. citizen.  The Court further reasoned that people of African descent 
could never be citizens.  According to the Court, slaves were “property,” and thus could 

not be taken from their owners without violating the due process of law clause of the Fifth 
Amendment. The Court also struck down part of Congress’ Missouri Compromise of 1820 

as unconstitutional, stating that Congress could not ban slavery in the western territories.  
The Court’s decision in Dred Scott v. Sanford was later overruled by Section One of the 
Fourteenth Amendment added to the U.S. Constitution in 1868.  Section One of the 
Fourteenth Amendment granted former slaves citizenship. 

 

Civil War and Reconstruction 

Jefferson Davis’ Inaugural Address, 1861 

After the Southern states seceded from the Union, they formed the Confederate States 
of America and elected Jefferson Davis as President.   In his Inaugural Address 
(statement to the country) in 1861, Davis argued that separation from the Union was a 
“necessity, not a choice.”  He also referred to the U.S. Declaration of Independence of 

1776 and the South’s belief that the states should reclaim their sovereignty.  

 Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address, 1861 

After Abraham Lincoln was elected President, in 1861, he delivered his First Inaugural 
Address (statement to the country).  In this speech Lincoln addressed the looming Civil 
War and the secession of some Southern states.  He called for preservation of the Union 
and emphasized his commitment to that goal.  In an attempt to avoid war, he also stated, 
"I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the 
States where it exists.” 

Homestead Act, 1862 

Passed in 1862 during the Civil War, the Homestead Act allowed any person who was 
head of a family or was 21 years of age and a citizen of the U.S. and had not taken up 
arms against the U.S. to claim 160 acres of public land in the West for a small fee after 
residing on the land for five years.   Eventually, 285 million acres of western land were 
claimed and settled under the Homestead Act. 
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Morrill Land Grant Act, 1862 

Under the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, the U.S. government donated public land to the 
states for their use in establishing colleges to educate the nation’s farmers and workers 

in “agriculture and the mechanic arts.”  The Morrill Act was very important for the 

development of public education in the U.S.  It resulted in the establishment of more than 
100 land-grant colleges and universities such as Texas A&M University. 

 Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, 1863 

President Abraham Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg Address on November 19, 1863, to 
dedicate a cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania where many were buried after dying in 
the Battle of Gettysburg.  In his two-minute speech, Lincoln spoke to the fact that our 
nation was “conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created 

equal.”  He suggested that the Civil War was a test of whether the nation and democracy 
would survive. 

Emancipation of Proclamation, 1863 

Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 after the victory by the 
Union forces at the Battle of Antietam. This executive order declared all slaves in rebelling 
states to be free. This event expanded the goals of the war from saving the Union to 
freeing the slaves.  As a result of the Proclamation, many escaped slaves, former slaves, 
and freemen joined the Union army.  It is also widely believed that this proclamation may 
have kept Britain, where slavery was illegal,  from entering the war on the side of the 
Confederates. 

Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, 1864 

After Abraham Lincoln’s reelection as President in 1864, he delivered his Second 

Inaugural Address (statement to the country) in 1865.  At the time of this speech, the Civil 
War was nearing an end, and Lincoln addressed the future of the country.  Lincoln called 
for healing and peace, saying, “With malice toward none; with charity for all… let us strive 

on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation's wounds…” 

Freedmen’s Bureau Act of 1865 

As part of the Reconstruction effort, this act established the Freedmen’s Bureau in the 

War Department to provide assistance to former slaves and poor whites in the South and 
the District of Columbia following the Civil War.  The Bureau was to issue food and 
clothing, operate hospitals, and construct temporary camps for the newly freed slaves.  
They attempted to settle the slaves on abandoned or confiscated land.  This part of the 
act had varying degrees of success depending on the state.  The most successful part of 
the act established colleges and training schools for the newly freed slaves.  The best 
known of these institutions is Howard University founded in Washington in 1867 and still 
operating today.   
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Black Codes 1865-1866 

After the Thirteenth Amendment was adopted, some southern states passed so-called 
“Black Codes” which were designed to keep former slaves in a subordinate position. For 

example, these “codes” prohibited former slaves from pursuing certain occupations. They 
also defined race by blood, and that the presence of any amount of “black blood” made 

one black. In addition, they provided that freed slaves could not assemble without the 
presence of a white person or be taught to read or write.  Finally, the codes established 
that public facilities were segregated. 

Civil Rights Act of 1866 

In the spring of 1866 the U. S. Congress adopted the Civil Rights Act of 1866, the first of 
a series of laws designed to assert and protect basic legal and civil rights for former 
slaves. Even though the Thirteenth Amendment had abolished slavery it did nothing to 
assure the freedom of those slaves.  That would be left up to Congressional action and 
the result was the Civil Rights Act of 1866.  The act went on to authorize federal officials 
to arrest and prosecute those who were violating the rights guaranteed to all citizens.  It 
did not extend the right to vote, hold office, or sit on juries to the former slaves.  President 
Johnson vetoed the bill, but Congress overrode the veto by a two-thirds vote in both 
houses. 

First Reconstruction Act of 1867 

This act divided the secessionist states into five military districts.  Each district was to be 
governed by a Union general.  That general declared martial law and stationed troops in 
the region to keep the peace and protect the former slaves.  Before any state could be 
readmitted to the Union, they had to redraft their Constitution to outlaw slavery, ratify the 
14th Amendment, and provide suffrage (the right to vote) to former slaves that was 
guaranteed in the 15th Amendment.   

The Enforcement Acts (Ku Klux Klan Act) of 1870-1871 

Congress passed the Enforcement Acts of 1870-1871 also known as the Ku Klux Klan 
Acts to counter the violence against African Americans being carried out by the Klan.  The 
Klan was present in nearly every southern state and was a means for resisting 
Reconstruction era policies designed to achieve equality for former slaves. The 
organization attempted through violent actions to intimidate not only former slaves but 
also whites who supported former slaves’ efforts to achieve their rights. Among other 
techniques which Klan members utilized were burning crosses, rallies, parades and 
marches, and, most seriously, lynching. In response to the violence perpetrated by the 
Ku Klux Klan, Congress intended to protect former slaves’ rights to vote, hold office, serve 

on juries, and be guaranteed the equal protection of the laws. If states did not act, these 
laws allowed the U. S. government to intervene. Using these laws, President Ulysses 
Grant sent U. S. troops to restore law and order where Klan related violence was most 
prevalent. 
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Dawes Act, 1887 

The Dawes (Severalty) Act of 1887 was designed to eliminate Native American tribal life 
and assimilate Native Americans into white society. In the law, Congress provided for the 
gradual elimination of most tribal ownership of the land.  The tribal land was divided up, 
giving 160 acres to the head of a family, 80 acres to a single adult, and 40 acres to each 
dependent child. Adult owners were also given U.S. citizenship.  However, owners could 
not gain full title to their property for 25 years. Native Americans who were to be given the 
land had to agree to live separately from the tribe.   
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