
Read Kansas!
By the Kansas Historical Society

Read Kansas!KANSAS
HISTORICAL
SOCIETY

YOUR
STORIES

OUR 

HISTORY
M-10

The Fight Over Slavery in the United States:  
A Series of Compromises

Popular sovereignty allowed Kansans to decide for themselves whether or not to allow slavery in the state.

Why the Kansas-Nebraska Act?
The Missouri Compromise had banned slavery in the northern portion of Louisiana Territory. This included land 
that was to become Kansas and Nebraska. Due to the ban on slavery, southern states would not support the 
organization of these lands into territories. 

A solution was found in 1854. The 
Kansas-Nebraska Act: 
• repealed the Missouri Compromise. 
•  formed Kansas and Nebraska 

territories. 
•  applied the concept of popular  

sovereignty. This was the concept   
of self-rule. It meant that the people  
of the territories would decide if they  
wanted slavery or not.

Some lawmakers felt the Compromise 
of 1850 opened the door for popular 
sovereignty in Kansas and Nebraska 
territories. Utah and New Mexico 
territories had been given the right to 
vote on the issue of slavery.

Those who were against the spread of 
slavery were against the Kansas- 
Nebraska Act. Popular sovereignty 
opened the possibility of slavery in 
Kansas.

The Kansas-Nebraska Act
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How Did Popular Sovereignty Work?
To become a state, Kansas had to write 
a state constitution. The residents of the 
territory would shape the Kansas 
Constitution. The constitution would 
have to be accepted by the U.S. Congress.

The state constitution would determine 
the future of slavery in Kansas. People 
who felt strongly about the issue of 
slavery moved into Kansas Territory. 
Northerners moved here to make it a 
free state. Settlers from Missouri and other  
Southern states came to make it a slave state.  
There was little room for compromise. This made  
writing a ]state constitution difficult. 

Elections were held to select delegates for a constitutional convention. The election was influenced by  
Missourians illegally crossing over the border to vote. Election fraud put the results in dispute. Both  
proslavery and free-state governments were formed.

Four constitutional conventions took place. Each tried to draft a state constitution that would be acceptable to 
the voters. The first three failed. 
• The Topeka Constitution prohibited slavery. It failed. 
• The Lecompton Constitution allowed slavery. It failed. 
• The Leavenworth Constitution prohibited slavery. It failed.  
• The Wyandotte Constitution prohibited slavery. It succeeded.

Kansas became a state under the Wyandotte Constitution on January 29, 1861.

 

This painting shows the key people who worked out the 
Compromise of 1850. Can you find symbols the artist included  
to help tell the story?


