Internal Improvements

An Issue of Transportation and Politics

In the early days of the American Republic, there was a significant need to improve the nation's transportation network.

Some of this transportation shortage had been dealt with in the early days by “post roads.” Benjamin Franklin has as one of his many accomplishments the planning of postal roads to improve the carrying of mail. However, the Constitutional concept of America as a Union of sovereign states soon began to produce questions as to how much action the federal government should be allowed to take in building transportation infrastructure.

John C. Calhoun is an interesting figure to consider when looking at this issue because he changed sides in the course of his long political career. In 1816 he was a vigorous supporter of “The Bonus Bill” designed to use profits from the Bank of the United States for funding road and canal construction to the interior. The Louisiana Purchase had practically doubled the size of the nation, and had intensified transportation challenges that were already a real difficulty. The bill found favor in Congress, and was passed. However, President James Madison vetoed the bill on the premise that it gave the national government powers in excess of those granted to it by the Constitution, and held that such projects should be undertaken and funded by the States. This is directly in keeping with his conception of America as a federal republic as expounded in the Federalist Papers. Calhoun later changed to the later view, and it is common to point to “protection of slavery” as the motivation for his and others’ support for States Rights, although the concept originates before America in the writings of Montesquieu, and was included in the ideology of the revolution as a sure check upon centralized tyranny (which Calhoun and many others would later refer to as a “consolidated national government.”

Madison’s view is, of course, the strictly constructed “States' Rights” view of the Constitution, and it held wide favor from the time of the Jefferson and the Revolution until the Civil War. Despite not being federally funded, transportation networks in the United States grew rapidly spurred by steam technology and private industry. Alexis de Tocqueville was sufficiently impressed by this on his visit to America to note that private industry effectively fulfilled this function, and many other functions which Europeans typically looked to their governments to perform. Throughout this period Presidents with strict construction or Democratic Party views vetoed attempts at federal transportation funding, while presidents with nationalist or Whig views such as John Quincy Adams were blocked by Democratic Congresses. Despite becoming a major part of the “American System” put forth by Henry Clay and adopted as Party policy by the Whigs, internal improvements remained a blocked issue right up to the Secession Crisis (see 1850’s Transportation and Politics). After secession, rail funding (and shortly thereafter railroad regulation) became federal powers to the long term detriment of the Rail Industry (see Railroads and the Market Economy).

In America today very few question the power of the federal government to construct or regulate just about anything just about anywhere they want even to the point of dictating legislation to the States by withholding federal funds if a certain law is not passed (see Interstate Highways). Internal improvements is clearly a policy that was fully adopted in the long run despite being strongly opposed for almost a century. For better or worse, America today is not the federal republic conceived by the framers of the Constitution with the States as a check upon federal power. Clearly, our lives are better in many ways due to the sophisticated systems of transportation funded by the federal government. But it may also be true that opportunities for those who would like to start transportation businesses are less than they would be without federal funds, programs, and regulations. It may be that States and citizens are less free and are more subject to nationally mandated laws and taxes than was the intention of Madison and many others. There are pluses and minuses, and in the final analysis the end result depends very much upon your point of view, but internal improvements is doubtless a historical issue and not one that would cause much of a stir if put to the people of modern America as it was put to their forefathers.

1850's Transportation & Politics

Transportation played an important role in antebellum events and sectional feeling. 

In the decades just preceding 1850, railroads had been revolutionizing transportation in America. This made travel to other parts of the country much easier, and made differences such as slavery more noticeable. Southern etiquette demanded that slavery not be discussed in public forums. Northern morality and conscience demanded that it should be discussed and preferably abolished. This was the first step in sectional discord being intensified by transportation.

National newspapers distributed by train, and national news distributed by telegraph were new phenomena, and brought on new sectional tensions. The Mexican War, and the acquisition of California presented new problems and possibilities. A railway to the west coast seemed like an ideal way to consolidate and protect these new gains. Naturally Southerners wanted a Southern route for the railroad, and Northerners wanted a Northern route. This dispute raised the old question of the proper role of the federal government in internal improvements, and effectively insured that federal funds or land grants for either route were not forthcoming. In the South many were angered by abolitionists pamphlets sent south by rail by Northerners who considered their motives to be purely philanthropic. Meanwhile, not surprisingly, many from the central States, including Stephen Douglas, thought that a central route was the perfect compromise. The problem was that a central route would have to go over land not yet organized as Territories. Stephen Douglas, in particular, believed that hurrying the organization of Kansas would smooth the way for his route.

His ambition to get this done led to promises and compromises which made slavery, previously prohibited in Kansas by the Missouri Compromise line, an issue for popular vote in Kansas. This angered the abolitionists and threw National politics into a new turmoil. Violence would erupt in the new territory which would become characterized as “Bleeding Kansas” and inspire vicious diatribes in the press and in Congress. These in turn inspired Representative Preston Brooks of South Carolina to beat Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts repeatedly over the head with a cane in the Chamber of the U.S. Senate. This event sent the press into a fury, and caused a majority of citizens in the country to choose a side. This side choosing, not at all strangely, generally depended upon their place of residence, and their views on the slavery issue more than their former political affiliations. The Democratic Party was split into Northern, Free Soil, and Southern factions, and the Whig Party ceased to exist as a viable force in the North for all intents and purposes. This Party realignment gave rise to the new Republican Party, and sectionalized party politics in a dangerous way. A majority in the North (which had the larger population due to a massive influx of immigrants) were unified as Republicans, and the South was split about 60-40 between Democrats and former Whigs now calling themselves the Constitutional Union Party. This split, of course, virtually insured a Northern victory in 1860, and made secession all but a certainty as early as 1857.

Additionally, the South had fewer railroads than the North, and this fact would hinder their war effort after sectional discord was fanned into secession and Civil War. Thus, the railroads, and particularly the transcontinental railroad are causal factors in both the Civil War and its outcome. Slavery, differing moral norms, and different concepts of the meaning and purpose of the federal government are probably more important causes for the war, but transportation also plays an important part.
