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The American Civil War, fought from 1861 to 1865, was one of the most significant events in United
States history. Understanding the myriad causes that led to this devastating conflict requires a
careful analysis of various primary and secondary sources, commonly utilized in Document-Based
Questions (DBQs). This article aims to delve into the causes of the Civil War, examining how various
documents illuminate the political, social, and economic factors that contributed to the war.

Political Causes

The political landscape of the United States in the years leading up to the Civil War was fraught with
tension and division. Several key documents highlight the political causes of the conflict:

1. The Missouri Compromise (1820)

- This legislative agreement aimed to maintain the balance between free and slave states.
- It admitted Missouri as a slave state and Maine as a free state, establishing a line (36°30' parallel)
to delineate future free and slave territories.
- The Compromise demonstrated the growing sectional divides and foreshadowed future conflicts
over slavery.

2. The Compromise of 1850

- A series of laws intended to ease tensions between the North and South after the Mexican-
American War.
- Included the Fugitive Slave Act, which mandated that escaped slaves be returned to their owners.
- The passage of these compromises only temporarily staved off conflict, revealing the deepening
divide between pro-slavery and anti-slavery factions.

3. The Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854)

- This legislation allowed the territories of Kansas and Nebraska to decide for themselves whether to
allow slavery through popular sovereignty.
- It led to violent confrontations known as "Bleeding Kansas," highlighting the inability of political
compromises to resolve the issue of slavery.
- The act contributed to the formation of the Republican Party, which opposed the expansion of
slavery.



Social Causes

The social fabric of the United States was also a significant contributor to the onset of the Civil War.
Key documents and events illustrate how social issues surrounding slavery fueled tensions.

1. Abolitionist Movement

- The growing abolitionist sentiment in the North, as evidenced by documents like "Uncle Tom's
Cabin" (1852) by Harriet Beecher Stowe, portrayed the moral and humanitarian arguments against
slavery.
- Abolitionists utilized pamphlets, speeches, and newspapers to spread their message, creating a
cultural rift between North and South.

2. The Dred Scott Decision (1857)

- In this landmark Supreme Court case, it was ruled that African Americans were not citizens and
that Congress could not prohibit slavery in the territories.
- This decision heightened tensions as it invalidated the Missouri Compromise and angered many in
the North, who viewed it as a betrayal of their ideals.
- The ruling demonstrated the inability of the judicial system to resolve the sectional conflict
peacefully.

Economic Causes

The economic disparities between the agrarian South and the industrial North played a crucial role
in the lead-up to the Civil War. Several documents highlight these differences.

1. Economic Interests of the North and South

- The Northern economy was rapidly industrializing, relying on free labor and manufacturing, while
the Southern economy was based on agriculture and dependent on slave labor.
- Tariffs imposed by the federal government favored Northern industries, leading to resentment in
the South, which relied on imported goods.
- The debate over tariffs and economic policies exacerbated regional tensions, as Southern states felt
marginalized and exploited.

2. Cotton and the Southern Economy

- The Southern economy's dependence on cotton production created a vested interest in maintaining
slavery.



- Documents such as the "King Cotton" diplomacy emphasized how vital cotton was to the Southern
economy and to international trade, particularly with Britain.
- The fear of economic ruin without slavery solidified Southern resistance against abolitionist
movements and federal intervention.

Regionalism and National Identity

The concepts of regionalism and national identity also played a critical role in the causes of the Civil
War. The growing sense of Southern identity versus a national identity contributed to the conflict.

1. Secessionist Sentiment

- The election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860, who was viewed as an opponent of slavery, catalyzed
secessionist sentiments in the South.
- Southern states believed that their way of life and economic interests were under threat,
prompting them to form the Confederate States of America in early 1861.
- Documents from conventions and speeches reveal how leaders justified secession as a defense of
states' rights and Southern culture.

2. The Emergence of a National Culture

- The North's increasing industrialization and urbanization contrasted sharply with the South's
agrarian lifestyle, fostering distinct regional cultures.
- Cultural productions, such as literature and art, began to reflect these differences, as Northern
works often highlighted progress and modernity, while Southern works emphasized tradition and
agrarian values.
- The divergence in national identity contributed to mutual distrust and animosity, ultimately leading
to war.

Conclusion

The causes of the American Civil War were complex and multifaceted, influenced by political, social,
and economic factors. Through the analysis of various DBQ documents, it becomes evident that the
war was not the result of a single issue but rather a culmination of deep-seated tensions that had
developed over decades. The failure of compromises, the rise of abolitionism, economic disparities,
and regional identities all played crucial roles in leading the nation to conflict.

As we reflect on these causes, it is essential to recognize the importance of understanding history
through primary sources. They provide invaluable insights into the perspectives and motivations of
those who lived through these tumultuous times. The Civil War remains a pivotal moment in
American history, and its causes continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about race,
identity, and regionalism in the United States. Understanding these causes is not just an academic
exercise but a vital component in comprehending the legacy of the Civil War and its lasting impact



on American society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the primary causes of the Civil War highlighted in
DBQ documents?
The primary causes include slavery, states' rights, economic differences between the North and
South, and political conflicts, particularly regarding the expansion of slavery into new territories.

How do DBQ documents illustrate the role of slavery in the
Civil War?
DBQ documents often include speeches, legislation, and personal narratives that emphasize how
slavery was a moral and economic issue that divided the nation, fueling tensions between
abolitionists and pro-slavery advocates.

What evidence is commonly used in DBQ documents to
support the claim of states' rights as a cause of the Civil War?
Evidence includes the Articles of Confederation, the Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions, and various
Southern declarations that asserted states' rights to govern themselves and make their own laws,
particularly concerning slavery.

How do economic differences between the North and South
appear in DBQ documents?
DBQ documents often use census data, tariffs, and trade statistics to demonstrate the industrial
economy of the North versus the agrarian economy of the South, highlighting the conflicts over
tariffs and economic policies.

Which political events are mentioned in DBQ documents as
contributing to the Civil War?
Key political events include the Missouri Compromise, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the Dred Scott
decision, and the election of Abraham Lincoln, all of which intensified the sectional conflict.

What role do personal narratives play in understanding the
causes of the Civil War in DBQ documents?
Personal narratives provide firsthand accounts of the experiences of individuals affected by slavery
and conflict, offering insights into the emotional and social dimensions of the issues that led to the
Civil War.
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