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Reasoning with democratic values ethical problems in United States history
1607-1876 has been a complex and often contradictory journey. From the
establishment of early colonies through the tumultuous years leading to the
Civil War, ethical dilemmas centered around democratic values have played a
critical role in shaping the nation’s identity. This article explores several
key ethical issues that arose during this period, highlighting how they
challenged the foundational principles of democracy.

Colonial Foundations and Democracy

The seeds of American democracy were planted in the early 17th century, when
English settlers arrived in what would become the United States. The ethical
problems embedded in colonial governance and society foreshadowed the
challenges that would later confront the nation.

Indigenous Peoples and Land Dispossession

One of the most profound ethical dilemmas of this era was the treatment of
Indigenous peoples. Colonial expansion led to extensive land dispossession
and violence against Native American populations. Key issues included:

- Justification of Land Claims: Colonists often justified their expansion
through the concept of "manifest destiny," claiming a divine right to the
land, which raised ethical questions about the rights of Indigenous peoples.
- Cultural Erasure: The imposition of European customs and religions on
Indigenous populations led to the erasure of their cultures and identities.
- Violence and Treaties: Many treaties were signed under duress or were
outright ignored, leading to widespread mistrust and further violence.

These actions contradicted the democratic values of fairness and justice,
laying the groundwork for ongoing conflicts.

Slavery and Human Rights

The institution of slavery presented an ethical crisis that directly opposed
the principles of liberty and equality. While the Declaration of Independence
proclaimed that "all men are created equal," millions of African Americans
were enslaved.



- Economic Dependence on Slavery: The Southern economy became heavily reliant
on slave labor, complicating the moral arguments against slavery.
- Abolitionist Movement: As the abolitionist movement gained momentum, it
highlighted the ethical inconsistencies in a nation that professed democratic
values while allowing human bondage.
- Legal and Social Struggles: Enslaved individuals resisted their conditions,
leading to ethical debates about their rights to freedom and self-
determination.

The deep entrenchment of slavery created a moral paradox that would
ultimately lead to civil strife.

The Revolutionary War and the Birth of a Nation

The American Revolution (1775-1783) was a pivotal moment in U.S. history,
establishing the nation on democratic principles. However, ethical issues
persisted even as the country sought independence.

Inclusion and Exclusion in Democratic Ideals

The Revolution was characterized by a paradox of freedom:

- Limited Franchise: While the Revolution espoused ideals of liberty, voting
rights were primarily restricted to white, land-owning men, excluding women,
Indigenous peoples, and African Americans.
- Women's Roles: Women played significant roles in the war effort yet
continued to be excluded from political rights, raising questions about
gender equality.
- Racial Inequality: The persistence of slavery and racial discrimination
indicated a failure to fully embrace the democratic ideals of equality and
justice for all.

These exclusions reflected a selective application of democratic values,
sparking debates that would echo through subsequent generations.

Expansion and Ethical Dilemmas of Manifest
Destiny

The concept of Manifest Destiny in the mid-19th century further complicated
ethical reasoning in American democracy as the nation expanded westward.



Impacts on Indigenous Peoples

The drive to expand American territory often came at the expense of
Indigenous populations:

- Forced Relocation: Policies such as the Indian Removal Act of 1830 led to
the forced relocation of thousands of Native Americans, exemplified by the
Trail of Tears.
- Violations of Treaties: The U.S. government frequently violated treaties,
leading to widespread suffering and loss of life among Indigenous
communities.

These actions were stark violations of the democratic principles of justice
and respect for individual rights.

Slavery and the Question of New Territories

As new territories were acquired, the question of whether they would permit
slavery became a contentious ethical issue:

- The Missouri Compromise: This 1820 agreement attempted to balance free and
slave states but highlighted the moral dilemma of extending slavery into new
territories.
- The Compromise of 1850: This series of legislative measures aimed to
address the status of territories gained from the Mexican-American War but
ultimately exacerbated tensions between North and South.
- Dred Scott Decision: The 1857 Supreme Court ruling denied citizenship to
African Americans, further entrenching the moral failings of a democracy that
excluded a significant portion of its population.

These ethical challenges illuminated the deep divisions within American
society regarding liberty and justice.

The Civil War and Its Ethical Legacy

The culmination of ethical dilemmas surrounding democracy erupted into the
Civil War (1861-1865), a catastrophic conflict that sought to resolve the
deep-seated issues of slavery and states' rights.

Ethical Questions Surrounding War and Emancipation

- Justification of War: The war raised ethical questions about the
justification of violent conflict to achieve political ends. Was it morally
acceptable to resort to war to end slavery?



- Emancipation Proclamation: Issued by President Abraham Lincoln in 1863,
this executive order aimed to free enslaved people in Confederate states. It
raised ethical debates about the role of government in enforcing human
rights.

The war ultimately led to the abolition of slavery, but the ethical
implications of the conflict and its aftermath continued to resonate.

Reconstruction and Continuing Ethical Issues

Following the Civil War, the Reconstruction era (1865-1877) sought to
integrate formerly enslaved individuals into society:

- 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments: These constitutional amendments aimed to
secure rights for African Americans, yet their implementation faced
significant resistance.
- Jim Crow Laws: Despite legal advancements, Southern states enacted laws to
enforce racial segregation, highlighting the ongoing struggle for true
equality and justice.

Reconstruction raised critical ethical questions about how a nation could
reconcile its democratic ideals with the realities of racial discrimination
and social inequality.

Conclusion

The period from 1607 to 1876 in United States history is marked by a series
of ethical problems that challenged the nation’s commitment to democratic
values. From the treatment of Indigenous peoples and the institution of
slavery to the complications of westward expansion and the aftermath of the
Civil War, each era presented profound ethical dilemmas that continue to
resonate today. The struggle to uphold democratic principles while addressing
these injustices is a testament to the ongoing journey toward a more
equitable and just society. Understanding this history is essential for
grappling with contemporary ethical challenges and reinforcing the commitment
to democracy in its most inclusive form.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role did the Enlightenment play in shaping
democratic values in early American history?
The Enlightenment introduced ideas of individual rights, liberty, and the
social contract, which influenced American colonists' views on governance and



justice, laying the groundwork for democratic values.

How did the institution of slavery challenge the
ethical foundations of democracy in the United
States?
Slavery contradicted the principles of equality and freedom that were central
to democratic values, creating a moral dilemma that sparked debates and
conflicts over human rights and justice.

What was the impact of the Declaration of
Independence on democratic reasoning in the context
of ethical problems?
The Declaration of Independence articulated the belief in inherent rights and
the right to revolt against unjust governance, providing a framework for
discussing ethical governance and individual freedoms.

In what ways did the treatment of Native Americans
illustrate ethical problems in the U.S. expansionist
policies?
The forced removal and violent displacement of Native Americans during
westward expansion reflected a disregard for their rights and sovereignty,
highlighting a contradiction between democratic values and imperialistic
actions.

How did the women's suffrage movement emerge as a
response to democratic ethical issues in the 19th
century?
The women’s suffrage movement arose from the recognition that democratic
values were not extended to women, advocating for their rights as citizens to
vote and participate fully in democracy.

What were the ethical implications of the Missouri
Compromise on the issue of slavery?
The Missouri Compromise attempted to balance slave and free states, but it
raised ethical questions about the morality of compromising on human rights
and the perpetuation of slavery in a democratic society.

How did the Civil War serve as a turning point for



democratic values in America?
The Civil War forced the nation to confront the ethical contradictions of
slavery and ultimately led to the abolition of slavery, reinforcing the
commitment to equality and human rights within the framework of democracy.

What ethical dilemmas were presented by the concept
of Manifest Destiny in U.S. history?
Manifest Destiny justified territorial expansion at the expense of Indigenous
peoples and other nations, raising ethical questions about imperialism,
colonization, and the violation of human rights.

How did the abolitionist movement challenge the
prevailing democratic values of the time?
The abolitionist movement highlighted the hypocrisy of a democracy that
permitted slavery, advocating for the recognition of enslaved individuals as
equal members of society and calling for a reevaluation of America's ethical
commitments.
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