
the 14th president of the united states

the 14th president of the united states was Franklin Pierce, a figure whose presidency is often
remembered for its turbulent times preceding the American Civil War. Serving from 1853 to 1857,
Pierce’s administration was marked by significant controversies and challenges that shaped the
nation’s course. This article explores the life, political career, and legacy of Franklin Pierce, providing
a detailed overview of his contributions and the historical context of his presidency. From his early
years and rise to power to major legislative actions and political consequences, this comprehensive
analysis offers insights into one of America’s less celebrated presidents. Understanding the 14th
president of the United States is essential for grasping the complexities of pre-Civil War American
politics and the factors that led to national division. The following sections will cover his biography,
presidency, policies, and impact on the United States.
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Early Life and Political Career

The 14th president of the united states, Franklin Pierce, was born on November 23, 1804, in
Hillsborough, New Hampshire. Raised in a politically active family, Pierce showed an early interest in
law and politics, graduating from Bowdoin College in Maine. Before ascending to the presidency, he
built a notable career as a lawyer, soldier, and politician, which established his reputation on the
national stage. Pierce served in the U.S. House of Representatives and the Senate, demonstrating his
commitment to the Democratic Party and national unity during a period of growing sectional tensions.

Education and Early Career

Pierce’s academic background and early legal career laid the foundation for his political involvement.
After completing his studies at Bowdoin College, he studied law and was admitted to the bar. His early
career was interrupted by a brief military service during the Mexican-American War, where he gained
valuable experience and recognition, enhancing his public image. This period significantly influenced
his views on national policy and governance.



Political Rise and Senate Tenure

Franklin Pierce’s political ascent was steady, marked by his election to the U.S. House of
Representatives in 1833 and later to the Senate in 1837. As a senator, he supported the Democratic
agenda and sought to maintain peace between the North and South amid rising tensions. His
moderate stance and dedication to the Union made him a compromise candidate for the presidency in
1852, appealing to various factions within the party.

Presidency of Franklin Pierce

The 14th president of the united states assumed office on March 4, 1853, during a period fraught with
sectional conflicts over slavery and territorial expansion. Pierce’s administration is often characterized
by its attempts to balance competing interests in the nation, though many of his decisions ultimately
intensified divisions. His presidency focused on expanding U.S. territories and enforcing the
Compromise of 1850, a series of laws aimed at easing sectional disputes.

Inauguration and Political Context

Pierce’s inauguration came at a time when the United States was grappling with issues related to
slavery, westward expansion, and economic development. His election reflected the Democratic
Party’s desire to maintain national unity, but the challenges he faced proved formidable. The political
landscape was marked by increasing polarization, and Pierce’s leadership was tested by these
growing tensions.

Domestic and Foreign Affairs

During his tenure, Pierce sought to strengthen the federal government’s role in managing new
territories and foreign relations. His administration negotiated important treaties, including the
Gadsden Purchase, which expanded U.S. territory in the Southwest. However, his domestic policies,
especially regarding slavery, sparked significant controversy and criticism from abolitionists and
Northern politicians.

Key Policies and Legislative Actions

The presidency of the 14th president of the united states is notable for several key policies and
legislative measures that had lasting impacts on the country’s trajectory. These policies reflected the
era’s contentious debates over slavery, territorial expansion, and states’ rights.



The Kansas-Nebraska Act

One of the most consequential legislative acts during Pierce’s administration was the Kansas-
Nebraska Act of 1854. This law repealed the Missouri Compromise and allowed settlers in those
territories to determine the status of slavery through popular sovereignty. The act led to violent
conflict known as "Bleeding Kansas," highlighting the deepening sectional divide and undermining
efforts to maintain peace between North and South.

Expansion and Territorial Growth

Pierce’s administration was marked by efforts to expand the nation’s borders. The Gadsden Purchase,
completed in 1854, acquired land from Mexico to facilitate a southern transcontinental railroad. This
expansion was part of the broader Manifest Destiny ideology but also intensified debates over the
extension of slavery into new territories.

Enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act

Pierce strongly supported the Fugitive Slave Act, a controversial law requiring the return of escaped
slaves to their owners. His enforcement of this act angered many in the North and contributed to
rising abolitionist sentiment. This policy reflected his commitment to Southern interests and the
Democratic Party’s platform but further polarized the nation.

Challenges and Controversies

The administration of the 14th president of the united states was marked by numerous challenges
and controversies that undermined his effectiveness and popularity. Pierce’s attempts to appease
both Northern and Southern factions often satisfied neither, leading to increasing political instability.

Sectional Tensions and Political Opposition

Pierce faced fierce opposition from emerging political groups, including the newly formed Republican
Party, which opposed the expansion of slavery. His policies alienated many Northern Democrats and
contributed to a fracturing of the party. The violent clashes in Kansas and other disputes over slavery
highlighted the limits of his leadership in managing sectional tensions.

Personal Tragedies and Public Perception

Pierce’s presidency was also overshadowed by personal tragedies, including the death of his young



son just before his inauguration. These events affected his mental state and public image. Many
contemporaries and historians have noted that Pierce’s reserved and melancholic demeanor hindered
his ability to rally strong political support during critical moments.

Legacy of the Pierce Administration

The difficulties faced by Pierce during his presidency contributed to a legacy that is often viewed as
unsuccessful or ineffective. His inability to resolve sectional conflicts and his support for controversial
legislation are seen as factors that hastened the nation’s slide toward civil war. Nevertheless, his
administration provides important lessons on the complexities of leadership during a divisive era.

Legacy and Historical Assessment

The 14th president of the united states left a mixed legacy, with historians generally ranking Franklin
Pierce among the less effective presidents due to his failures to address the growing crisis over
slavery. However, his presidency remains a critical period for understanding the prelude to the
American Civil War and the challenges of governance in a fractured nation.

Historical Rankings and Criticism

Pierce is frequently criticized for his handling of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and his enforcement of pro-
slavery policies. Many scholars argue that his administration’s actions exacerbated sectional tensions
and undermined efforts at compromise. His presidency is often cited as an example of the difficulties
faced by leaders attempting to bridge deep ideological divides.

Contributions to American Political History

Despite criticisms, Pierce’s presidency contributed to important developments in American political
history, including territorial expansion and diplomatic initiatives. His tenure illustrates the challenges
of balancing national interests and the complexities of mid-19th century American politics.

Lessons from Pierce’s Presidency

Studying the 14th president of the united states offers valuable insights into the importance of
leadership during times of national crisis. Pierce’s experience underscores the consequences of
political decisions and the significance of addressing sectional conflicts proactively to preserve
national unity.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the 14th president of the United States?
The 14th president of the United States was Franklin Pierce.

When did Franklin Pierce serve as president?
Franklin Pierce served as president from 1853 to 1857.

What political party did Franklin Pierce belong to?
Franklin Pierce was a member of the Democratic Party.

What major event is Franklin Pierce's presidency associated
with?
Franklin Pierce's presidency is notably associated with the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the increasing
tensions leading up to the American Civil War.

What was Franklin Pierce's stance on slavery?
Franklin Pierce supported the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which allowed territories to decide on slavery
themselves, effectively repealing the Missouri Compromise and exacerbating sectional tensions.

Where was Franklin Pierce from?
Franklin Pierce was from New Hampshire.



Did Franklin Pierce have military experience before becoming
president?
Yes, Franklin Pierce was a brigadier general in the Mexican-American War before becoming president.

What is Franklin Pierce's legacy as president?
Franklin Pierce's legacy is often viewed negatively due to his inability to ease sectional tensions and
his support of policies that contributed to the Civil War.

Who succeeded Franklin Pierce as president?
James Buchanan succeeded Franklin Pierce as the 15th president of the United States.

Additional Resources
1. Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln
This acclaimed book by Doris Kearns Goodwin explores Abraham Lincoln's leadership during his
presidency, particularly highlighting his relationship with his cabinet members, many of whom were
his political opponents. It delves into how Lincoln’s ability to manage and unify differing opinions was
crucial to his success. The book provides deep insight into the political landscape of the 14th
president’s era.

2. Lincoln
Written by David Herbert Donald, this biography offers a comprehensive look at Abraham Lincoln’s
life, from his humble beginnings to his presidency and the Civil War. Donald presents a balanced
portrayal of Lincoln’s character, challenges, and achievements. It is widely regarded as one of the
definitive Lincoln biographies.

3. A. Lincoln: A Biography
By Ronald C. White Jr., this book provides an accessible yet detailed narrative of Lincoln’s life and
presidency. White examines Lincoln’s moral and political development, emphasizing his commitment
to the Union and emancipation. The biography sheds light on Lincoln's personal struggles alongside
his public duties.

4. Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words that Remade America
Garrett Peck’s book focuses on the Gettysburg Address, one of Lincoln’s most famous speeches. It
explores the historical context, the impact of the speech, and how it redefined the American nation’s
ideals. The book highlights Lincoln’s eloquence and vision during a pivotal moment in his presidency.

5. Lincoln’s Melancholy: How Depression Challenged a President and Fueled His Greatness
Joshua Wolf Shenk investigates the mental health struggles of Abraham Lincoln, suggesting that his
bouts of depression influenced his leadership and empathy. The book combines psychological analysis
with historical narrative to offer a new perspective on Lincoln’s character. It illustrates how personal
challenges shaped his presidency.

6. The Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and American Slavery
Eric Foner’s Pulitzer Prize-winning work examines Lincoln’s evolving views on slavery and race. The
book traces Lincoln’s political career and decisions leading up to and during the Civil War,



emphasizing his complex stance on emancipation. Foner provides a nuanced understanding of
Lincoln’s role in ending slavery.

7. Lincoln’s Greatest Speech: The Second Inaugural
This book by Ronald C. White Jr. analyzes Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, delivered during the
final months of the Civil War. It explores the speech’s themes of reconciliation, forgiveness, and
national healing. The work highlights Lincoln’s rhetorical mastery and moral vision at a critical
juncture.

8. With Malice Toward None: A Life of Abraham Lincoln
Stephen B. Oates offers a vivid and engaging biography that captures Lincoln’s humanity and
leadership. The book covers his early life, political rise, and presidency, focusing on his dedication to
unity and justice. Oates brings to life the challenges Lincoln faced during one of America’s most
turbulent periods.

9. Lincoln and the Power of the Press: The War for Public Opinion
Harold Holzer explores how Abraham Lincoln skillfully used the press to shape public opinion and
support for the Union cause. The book details Lincoln’s interactions with newspapers and journalists,
revealing his media savvy. It provides insight into the importance of communication in Lincoln’s
presidency.
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