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HIST 151 – Essay 10:  “A House Divided Against Itself Cannot Stand”

By June 1858 the sectional breech had reached extraordinarily dangerous levels. It had been four years since passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and a virtual civil war was raging in the Kansas territory. The Second American Party System had disintegrated—the Whig Party permanently destroyed, replaced by a purely sectional party that took the name “Republican.” Almost all national organizations, including the churches, had split into northern and southern wings over the slavery issue. The Supreme Court pour gas on the fire when, in Dred Scott’s case, a majority of the justices asserted that no black American, slave or free, could ever be a citizen of the United States. President Buchanan, a Doughface (northern politician with southern principles) of the first order, acceded to the demands of slaveholders, including a federal Slave Code protecting the South’s domestic institution. In Illinois, Senator Stephen A. Douglas, architect of the Kansas-Nebraska bill, faced re-election and the new Republican Party nominated an up and coming country lawyer as his opponent. In his acceptance speech, Abraham Lincoln maintained that since the Kansas-Nebraska Act became law, slavery “agitation has not only, not ceased, but has constantly augmented. In my opinion, it will not cease, until a crisis has been reached, and passed. ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’ I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided.  It will become all one thing or all the other.”

Political Realignment Following the Kansas-Nebraska Act

The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 is a watershed in American antebellum history.  The repeal of the Missouri Compromise, opening the vast Louisiana Purchase territory to the possibility of slavery, combined with the rush to win Kansas for slavery or freedom, turned the nation into two competing sides—one in favor of slavery’s expansion and the other opposed.  The law destroyed the Whig Party as a national organization and delivered a devastating blow to the Democratic Party in the North.  Though it would remain a national party for another presidential cycle, the party was now completely dominated by its southern wing.  At the same time, a purely sectional party was developing in the North setting the stage for a sectional breech that would only be resolved through war.  While Lincoln envisioned an end to the nation’s free-slave division, he did not indicate how and when this would occur.  If the 1850s began with the optimism of the “final settlement of the slavery question” in the Compromise of 1850, the decade concluded with “the disruption of democracy”
 and the nation on the brink of disunion and war. 


If the Fugitive Slave Law personalized the slavery issue to the front doorstep of every northern household, the Kansas-Nebraska Act caused a political upheaval of unprecedented proportions. As one observer noted, “The ink had scarcely dried on the [law] than Northern Democrats sustained massive defeats” in the 1854 mid-term elections.
  Only seven of the fifty-four northern Democrats who voted for Douglas’s bill were reelected to office in 1855; what’ more, only twenty-five of the ninety-one free-state congressional seats remained in Democrat hands. Amazingly, the Democrat Party lost control of the House of Representatives.  In one of the most astonishing political upheavals in American history, free soil agitators and antislavery politicians rose to greater influence in the North, while proslavery “fire-eaters” in the South responded by making new demands on the Democratic Party.  As a result, the Whig Party, severely weakened in the previous presidential election, quickly disintegrated as one of the few remaining nationalizing organizations.  This emerging political disintegration came on the heels of the sectionalization of America’s principal religious denominations.  During the late 1840s and early 1850s, the Methodist, Baptist and Presbyterian churches had split into northern and southern wings due primarily to religious interpretations of slavery.  What’s more, the slavery question also split the nativist American, or Know-Nothing, Party.  By the end of 1854, the only viable national organization was the Democratic Party; however, ominous cracks could be seen in its foundations as well.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin and The Impending Crisis of the South

Adding to the already growing sectional pressures during the 1850s was the publication of two incendiary books.  The first, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
 was a novel based on first-hand accounts of the southern slave system.  The daughter of famed preacher Lyman Beecher and the wife of evangelical minister Calvin Stowe, Mrs. Stowe’s 1852 publication awaken the North to the wickedness of slavery by demonstrating its inhumanity.  It documented how perpetual bondage split slave families and recorded the brutally harsh conditions under which slaves lived.  The title character, Uncle Tom, the hero of the story, is a long-suffering Christian slave who refuses to be exploited and stands up for his beliefs. Today, his name has been incorrectly caricaturized as an epithet against black Americans who are accused of selling out to the white race. The dark picture of slavery and the vicious cruelty of Simon Legree, the book’s villain, painted by Stowe aroused emotional outrage in both the North and the South, for different reasons of course. The book encouraged thousands of northerners to resist enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law while equal numbers of southerners resolved to maintain the ban on the distribution of any antislavery literature.   The book was translated into several languages and sold millions around the world.  As a political force, it compares with no other novel in American history.  So powerful was its message and impact on the nation that Abraham Lincoln, upon meeting Mrs. Stowe after he became president, said: “So you’re the little woman who wrote the book that made this great war.”



The other explosive publication of the decade was Hinton Rowan Helper’s controversial The Impending Crisis of the South,
 published in 1857.  Helper was a non-aristocratic white farmer from North Carolina who hated both slavery and blacks.  Claiming to be the voice of downtrodden, illiterate, non-slaveholding whites, Helper compiled a massive amount of economic statistics to make a “cogent and powerful argument” that painted poor whites as the primary victims of slavery, “a ploy that threatened to turn white against white.  According to his exhaustive analysis, the South suffered terribly from a depressed industrial development and almost no diversification of its agriculture system.  According to Helper, the “few advocates of a modern manufacturing economy now found themselves drowned out by the mantra of ‘Cotton is King.’”
 Helper viewed slavery from only its economic perspective while discounting other functions and roles it played in southern society, such as racial control and social status and prestige.  His solution was to abolish slavery and blacks as well; that is, re-colonizing them in Africa.  Because of its frontal assault on the slave system, Helper’s book was banned in the South; however, despite its obvious racist tone, it had an enormous impact in the North and was distributed as campaign literature by the Republican Party.  In December 1859, as a result of its advocacy by several leading Republicans, the book played a leading role in delaying the organization of the House of Representatives of the Thirty-sixth Congress for nearly three months.
  

Bleeding Kansas


As these and other publications fueled and widened the sectional breach, events in Kansas threatened to cause civil war in the mid-1850s.  Soon after the Kansas-Nebraska Bill passed in May 1854, settlers from the North and South flooded into the region.  Very few southerners who re-located to the territory owned or took slaves with them.  However, the vast majority of those from the South entered Kansas, not with the intent of permanently settling there, but of winning the territory for slavery.  Most of the northern settlers were ordinary folk looking for new lands to settle, although some, such as those representing the New England Emigrant Aid Company, traveled to Kansas with the purpose of establishing the territory for freedom.  As such, they carried with them “Beecher Bibles,” crates which were labeled “Bibles” but in reality contained rifles and ammunition.   In the first territorial elections in 1855, numerous “border ruffians” from neighboring Missouri crossed over the Kansas border and intimidated law abiding settlers.  Through violence and fraud, these border ruffians who were led by Missouri Senator David Atchison, succeeded in returning a proslavery majority in Kansas’s first territorial legislature.  The proslavery territorial legislature at Shawnee Mission passed laws that prohibited antislavery speech, made mere opposition to slavery a felony, and ejected any antislavery men from the legislature.  In response, free soilers established their own extralegal government at Topeka.   Inflaming the situation, President Pierce offered his full support to the proslavery government and denounced the free soilers as a revolutionary group in a state of rebellion.  By the end of 1855, the Kansas territory had two competing governments—one fraudulently convened that favored slavery, and one illegally convened that opposed slavery.  

Numerous other incidents of voting irregularities, a series of territorial governors, and violence occurred throughout Kansas’s early history.  In short, Kansas was a microcosm and a preview of what would occur in the nation within a few years.  In May 1856, proslavery agitators attacked the free soil town of Lawrence, destroying its printing press and burning some of its buildings.  Responding to this proslavery violence, John Brown vowed revenge.  A failure in numerous business ventures, Brown, who James G. Randall describes as a “grim, terrible man,”
 was religious fanatic who came to the incredible conclusion that his role in life was to single-handedly eliminate slavery from the United States.  He, with his family, settled in the Osawatomie region of Kansas, and vowed to fight slaveholders.  The “Sack of Lawrence” gave him the justification he needed; on the night of May 24-25, a party led by Brown and his sons murdered five innocent, but alleged proslavery, men at Pottawatomie Creek.  Kansas was now fully “bleeding” and the violence would only escalate. Indeed, over two hundred Kansas residents were killed during the last two months of the year; civil war seemed to be inevitable.

Violence in Congress

While Kansas bled with the proslavery attack of Lawrence and John Brown’s massacre at Pottawatomie Creek, violence reached the hallowed halls of the United States Congress.  Charles Sumner was a fierce antislavery senator from Massachusetts.  Highly educated, cold, humorless, intolerant, and egotistical, Sumner epitomized the radical New England abolitionist movement in the United States government.  In May 1856, he delivered an “intemperate and abusive”
 speech in the Senate entitled “The Crime Against Kansas.”
  Referring to the events in Kansas as a “rape of a virgin territory,” the speech was a brutal attack on the South for its actions in the territory.  The senator even attacked proslavery members of Congress as “hirelings picked from the drunken spew and vomit of an uneasy civilization.”  Sumner reserved special condemnation for Andrew Bulter, the well-liked and well-respected aging senator from South Carolina, who, due to illness, was not present in the Senate chamber at the time of Sumner’s invective.  Believing personal insults deserved a suitable reply Bulter’s cousin, South Carolina congressman Preston Brooks, on May 22, 1856, enforced the southern code of honor and proceeded to beat Sumner with his cane to near unconsciousness on the Senate floor.
  
This brutal assault by Congressman Brooks was applauded in the South; the Charleston (SC) Mercury praised the congressman’s actions and asserted that Sumner was “well and elegantly whipped, and he richly deserved it.”  Although some in the South believed the senator was “playing possum,” Sumner’s senate seat remained vacant for the three years while he recuperated from his injuries and stood as a symbol of proslavery violence and a martyr of southern aggression.
  Brooks was censured for his actions, prompting his immediate resignation from Congress; however, he was re-elected by his South Carolina constituents—many of whom sent him a cane to replace the one he had destroyed on Sumner’s head—at the next election. 

Stephen Puleo, in his study of “the caning,” says that “the assault cemented the abolitionist view that slaveholders were barbarians” and that it “convinced moderate Northern voices that the South could no longer engage in reasonable debate about slavery and sectional differences.” In the South, Brooks and his “countrymen feared that elitists such as Sumner, whose antislavery views were among the most radical in the country and who expressed dangerous ideas about freeing the slaves, would, if not directly confronted, destroy the Southern way of life.” Puleo concludes that “[a]fter the caning, the slavery question was transformed from a political and intellectual debate to a visceral maelstrom that pushed the country inexorably toward civil war.”
 Indeed, the political atmosphere would become so hostile and the collective nerves of Northern and Southern men so tense that the tiniest spark could set off a violent eruption. South Carolina Senator James Henry Hammond may have been only slightly exaggerating when he said “The only men who don’t have a revolver and a knife are those who have two revolvers.”

Election of 1856 and the Buchanan Administration


In the midst of this political earthquake, the political parties convened to nominate candidates for the presidential election of 1856.  The campaign, as Conrad Black points out, “was one of the most dismal in the country’s history.”
 With the escalating sectional agitation, questions as to how the major political parties would respond to these events raised the attention level of the American public.  The Democrats, meeting in the Midwestern city of Cincinnati, rejected the incumbent president Franklin Pierce and the party’s leading candidate Stephen Douglas, both of whom were badly stained with the Kansas issue.  Instead the party nominated the hapless James Buchanan on a popular sovereignty platform.
   If Franklin Pierce was a “weak leader in a dangerous time,”
 Buchanan was a wholly pathetic leader is a most desperate time. Despite his experience and impressive presidential credentials, Buchanan epitomized the colorless bureaucrat, a public servant from Pennsylvania who held numerous appointive and elected positions and served as the minister to London under Pierce; however, he was also a mediocre leader, irresolute, and easily swayed.  Despite his role in the Ostend Manifesto fiasco, the Democrats selected him because he was “available” due mainly to the fact that he was not tainted with the Kansas imbroglio and because he viewed slavery as a political, rather than a moral, issue receptive to compromise. What’s more, Buchanan was acceptable to the emerging dominant southern wing of the party who successfully insisted that any reference to the Declaration of Independence be removed from the party’s platform. To solidify his standing with the South, he claimed that a Republican victory in the fall would be “the outlawry proclaimed by the Black Republican convention against [the South] will be ratified by the people of the North [and] the consequences will be immediate & inevitable.”


The Republican Party, recently created out of the collection of anti-Nebraska Whigs and Democrats, free soilers, Know-Nothings and any other disenchanted northerner, met with great symbolism in Philadelphia, the home of the Declaration of Independence.  Its leading candidate was former Whig leader William H. Seward; however, with the party’s chances of victory slim, the New Yorker shied away from the nomination.  The Republicans settled on Mexican War hero John Charles Fremont, most famous for proclaiming the short-lived anti-slave Bear Republic of California.  Known as the Pathfinder of the West, Fremont was a somewhat erratic, inexperienced politician; but his unequivocal opposition to territorial slavery made him widely acceptable to most factions within the party.  The Republican platform addressed only one real issue: the prohibition of territorial slavery.
  At this early stage in the party’s development it was the only issue on which a majority of the delegates could agree.  Thus, the limited nature of the party’s platform threatened to curb its appeal, especially in some of the mid-Atlantic and Midwestern states as well as the Border States. 


The Know-Nothing Party desperately attempted to remain a relevant factor in American politics.  Unfortunately, the nativist party, like virtually all other national organizations, had split into northern and southern wings, with most of its former southern members gravitating toward the Democratic Party.  But despite this crippling of the party, the remnants of its northern wing that had not joined the Republicans nominated former president Millard Fillmore for president.  While the Know-Nothings adopted an anti-foreign, anti-Catholic platform and advocated the removal the slavery issue from the national debate, its public appeal was severely limited and was not expected to influence the outcome of the election.


On Election Day, the Democrat Party could boast of a national victory—it would be their last—as James Buchanan won forty-five percent of the popular vote and a comfortable 174 to 114 margin in the Electoral College.
  But a closer examination of this seemingly solid national victory for Buchanan revealed the makings of a serious crisis for the Democrats and the viability of the American Union.  First, of the sixteen free-states, Buchanan won only Pennsylvania (his home state), Illinois (Stephen Douglas’s home state), Indiana, California, and New Jersey; Fremont won all of the rest giving him his electoral vote total. This was an amazing accomplishment for a political organization less than two years old and participating in its first presidential election. Buchanan also won the all the slave states, as well as the border states of Kentucky, Missouri, and Delaware, which gave him the electoral victory. Fillmore won only the state of Maryland.  Buchanan’s sweeping victory in the southern and Border States was to be expected in light of the Republican Party’s exclusive focus on the slavery issue.  But the election of 1856 demonstrated how dangerously close the nation had come to a permanent sectional breech, as well as the free-state domination in population.  If the Republican Party, assuming it held the states it won in 1856, added Pennsylvania’s twenty-seven electoral votes and either Indiana’s (13) or Illinois’s (11) votes to its column, the party and the free-states could constitutionally elect the president without a single vote from a slave or border state.
   Another significant outcome of the election revealed how dependent the Democrat Party had become on its southern wing; in fact, the South now dominated the party.  More ominously, radical proslavery men controlled this southern wing of the party.  Buchanan, whether he liked it or not, would have to cater to southern demands to retain the support and unity of the Democratic Party.  

The Dred Scott Case


Though a close electoral analysis tempered the Buchanan presidency’s initial optimism, any chances for a brighter future were dashed just days after the new president’s inauguration with a political eruption from another arena.  The Supreme Court, which up to this point had remained relatively quiet on the slavery issue, delivered one of its most famous—and infamous—decisions in the case of Dred Scott v. Sandford.
  Prior to Dred Scott, the Court had delivered two relatively unknown decisions dealing with slavery. The first, Prigg v. Pennsylvania (1842),
 declared northern states’ laws that obstructed efforts to retrieve fugitive slaves, known as personal liberty laws, unconstitutional but that state officials could not be compelled to enforce federal laws if state law prevented them from doing so. Justice Joseph Story, writing for the majority, stated that the “supremacy clause” of the US Constitution ensured that federal laws prevailed over state laws; however, he also ruled that slave state laws that allowed for the capture of fugitive slaves had to be enforced by federal magistrates, thus freeing northern state officials and citizens of active participation in the process of retrieving runaway slaves. The second case, Strader v. Graham (1851), ruled that three escaped slaves from Kentucky who had crossed into Ohio and Indiana retained their slave status as determined by the state of Kentucky. Chief Justice Roger Brooke Taney determined that the slaves’ claim to freedom could not be based on the Northwest Ordinance because the jurisdiction of that law applied only while the region was a territory, not a state. Thus, since the slaves’ claims for freedom were based on free-state laws of Ohio and Indiana, the Supreme Court had no jurisdiction over the case. As such, the Kentucky state appeals court opinion, which determined that the slaves retained their status under Kentucky law prevailed.

Despite this limited Court history on slavery, many observers expressed concern because the Chief Justice, in his Strader opinion, asserted that the slavery prohibition in the Northwest Ordinance was “inconsistent with the present Constitution.” He claimed that when the first Congress re-enacted the Northwest Ordinance, “it exceeded its constitutional power to the extent that this statue purported to ban slavery in the new states.” This line of reasoning did not bode well for the constitutional future of the Missouri Compromise, which would be under examination in the Dred Scott case. Taney reasoned that people who had moved into the Northwest Territory after 1789 were “entitled to [the Constitution’s] benefits,” including rights of “commerce.” Additionally, the organized territories should have the opportunity “in due time. . . [to] be admitted into the Union upon an equal footing with the old states,” and on an equal basis “as the people of the then existing states.” Thus, according to the Chief Justice who would deliver the Court’s opinion on Dred Scott’s case in just a few years, “Nothing in the federal Constitution, either by itself or through any power given to Congress, could limit what a state chose to do about slavery.”  With this narrow historical case law, the Supreme Court issued its opinion in Dred Scott’s case.
  

Delivered on March 6, 1857, three days following Buchanan’s inauguration, the Scott decision has been called the opening paper-gun blast of the Civil War.  Dred Scott was a slave from Missouri; but his owner, US army surgeon Dr. John Emerson, had temporarily taken him to the territory of Wisconsin and the free state of Iowa.  After Emerson died, Scott sued in 1850 for his freedom on the grounds that his sojourn to the Wisconsin territory made him a free man by virtue of the Missouri Compromise.  The Missouri state trial court granted Scott’s freedom; however, the state supreme court reversed the verdict and ruled that Scott retained his slave status. In the meantime, Scott came under the ownership of John A. Sanford of New York and under the “diverse citizenship” (citizens from different states) clause of the Constitution
 Scott again sued for his freedom, but this time in federal courts. When the lower federal court relied on the Missouri Supreme Court’s opinion and declared Scott a slave, Scott appealed the decision to the United States Supreme Court. 

The Court, under the leadership of aging Chief Justice Roger Brooke Taney, was prepared to allow Justice Samuel Nelson of New York to deliver a narrow decision that denied Scott’s claim by arguing the Court did not possess jurisdiction and ignore the larger issues of the case, such as the constitutionality of the Missouri Compromise. But southerners demanded that the Court deliver a more comprehensive decision. They got their wish when the two dissenting justices, John McLean of Ohio and Benjamin Curtis of Massachusetts, decided to base their argument for Scott’s freedom on the Missouri Compromise, prompting Taney and the other southern justices to expand on the case.  


In a very complex decision that comprised shifting majorities and consisted of nine separate opinions, the Court decided two fundamental issues: first, the status of Dred Scott and his right to sue for his freedom; and second, the constitutionality of Congress to prohibit slavery in the nation’s territories, i.e., the legality of the Missouri Compromise.  In essence, Chief Justice Taney delivered a 7 to 2 majority opinion that rejected Scott’s claim.  Taney, a Maryland plantation owner who had freed his slaves years earlier, ruled that Scott, as a black man and slave, was not a citizen of the United States or the state of Missouri and thus did not have the right to sue in the federal courts.  In justifying his opinion, the Chief Justice held that blacks had “for more than a century been regarded as beings of an inferior order. . . so far inferior that they had no rights which the white man was bound to respect; and that the negro might justly and lawfully be reduced to slavery for his benefit.”  Taney further contended that neither the Declaration of Independence nor the United States Constitution included blacks, free or slave, in its protections of liberty, freedom, and equality before the law.
 

Because Dred Scott was a slave, Taney maintained, he was considered private property.  The Court asserted that as property, he retained his slave status when taken into any of the nation’s territories under the Fifth Amendment’s prohibition of depriving citizens of their property without due process of law.  This interpretation by the Chief Justice was gross misuse of the constitutional right to substantive due process; that is, employing the due process clause to protect the actions of an individual—in this case, a slave owner taking his slave property into the territories of the United States. This is perhaps why Taney, in his opinion, attempted so hard to dehumanize all black Americans, not just slaves—to treat them essentially as property so as to not delegitimize the principle of individual liberty. Of course, if the humanity of slaves and all black Americans is conceded, Taney’s opinion would demonstrate the hollowness of the due process principle and how fleeting individual liberty can be. Thus, considering the black race subhuman and possessing “no rights which the white man was bound to respect,” the Chief Justice sought to embolden the power of the slave holding South by denying to black Americans, not just substantive due process rights, but procedural due process as well. In this way, they would be denied the Fifth Amendment protections against government abuse of power as well as the guarantee of “life, liberty, and property.” What’s more, Taney ensured that blacks were not entitled to the procedural due process rights safeguarded in other sections of the Bill of Rights, such as prohibition against self-incrimination, a fair and speedy trial, trial by jury, proper rules of evidence, and right to legal counsel. In effect, Taney’s sweeping decision turned previous understandings of the institution of slavery on its head and “shocked millions of Northerners into a belated recognition of freedom’s peril.”
  For all of American history, slavery had been considered a “local, domestic institution” controlled and maintained by local or state authorities.  Now the Chief Justice’s ruling seemed to indicate that Americans—in both the North and South—had been wrong all this time; rather, slavery was now a national institution to be protected and guaranteed by the federal government, and the states minor exceptions to that general rule. 


At first glance, the chief justice’s declaration that Scott was not a citizen and had no standing to sue in the federal courts would seemingly require no addition elaboration on the merits of the case; in fact, that was the intention and extent of Justice Nelson’s original opinion. But to explain and defend his decision regarding property rights and the Fifth Amendment, Taney decided to confront the constitutionality of the Missouri Compromise, despite its recent repeal by the Kansas-Nebraska Bill.  As expected, the chief justice declared the Missouri measure unconstitutional, and by extension, although he did not mention it specifically, the Northwest Ordinance, the nearly seventy-year-old law written by Thomas Jefferson in the late 1780s that outlawed slavery in the old northwest and that had been held by virtually all Americans as one of the most virtuous acts of the American republic, almost a part of the Constitution itself. Taney asserted that the Missouri law “violates the most leading feature of the Constitution—a feature on which the Union depends and which secures to the respective States and their citizens an entire EQUALITY of rights, privileges, and immunities. On these grounds, I hold the compromise act to have been void, and consequently that Scott can claim no benefit under it.”
 Indeed, Taney, despite decades of legislative history to the contrary, charged that Congress, or any creation of Congress, i.e., a territorial legislature, had no authority to ban slavery anywhere in the territories.  His opinion essentially demanded that the federal government steer clear of the slavery issue completely—echoing the Democratic Party’s 1856 platform—which was an absurd contention since it was the issue that was currently tearing the nation apart. In addition, southerners would not appreciate the Chief Justice’s view because for nearly a decade they had been agitating for increased federal enforcement of fugitive slave laws and later, would demand a guarantee of slave property in the territories by the very federal government Taney claimed should have nothing to do with the institution.

Chief Justice Taney’s interpretation of the Constitution delivered a serious blow to Senator Douglas’s and many northern Democrats’ principle of popular sovereignty, a concept founded on the principle of allowing settlers of territory to decide whether or not slavery would be permitted.  Taken to its logical conclusion, Taney’s opinion on federal authority in the territories turned Congress’s legislative authority concerning the territories on its head: since the Fifth Amendment obligated the federal government to protect property in the territories and Congress did not possess the power to prohibit slavery in the territories, the Court’s opinion seemed to compel Congress to protect slave property in the territories, precisely what southerners would demand in short order. 

Reaction to the Taney’s opinion, which William Bennett says was “inimical to the Founders’ vision”
 of liberty and consigning slavery to ultimate extinction, was sharp and swift.  Since it was an exact interpretation of the Constitution they desired, southerners hailed the decision and demanded that it be accepted and strictly enforced.  They celebrated that the Court’s ruling removed the purpose for the Republican Party’s existence.  The Louisville (Kentucky) Journal wrote that in “a single blow [the decision] shatters and destroys the platform of the Republican party and takes away from the Democratic party all the advantages of its advocacy of popular sovereignty.”
  In the heart of proslavery South, the Charleston, South Carolina Mercury celebrated that “slavery is guaranteed by the constitutional compact” and “that the highest tribunal has at last interposed and given its sanction to principles that recognize distinctly the equality of the States, and condemn the interference of the Federal Government with affairs that are peculiarly under their jurisdiction.”
 In the North, the opinion was met with outrage but it turned out to be “the greatest recruitment tool for the new Republican Party.”
  Horace Greeley, the acerbic editor the New York Tribune, charged that the decision was “entitled to just as much moral weight as would be the judgment of the majority of those congregated in any Washington bar-room” and that it was not any more binding than decisions made by a “southern debating society.”
  The Pittsburgh Gazette echoed these sentiments and called the decision an “utter nullity, a decision [not] entitled to any weight, a demagogical stump speech from the hustings of the supreme bench.”
  Most Republican leaders vowed not to abide by the Court’s decision and urged their supporters to act with resolute and uncompromising determination to resist the spread of slavery into the territories.
To compound the anger spawned by the opinion, some believed a conspiracy existed between the Buchanan administration and the Court in arriving at the decision when the president-elect was seen conversing with Chief Justice Taney prior to the inauguration. Then, in his inaugural address, the president contributed to the suspicions when he asserted that the issue of territorial slavery would “be speedily and finally settled” by the Supreme Court. “To their decision, in common with all good citizens, I shall cheerfully submit.”
 Though unknown at the time, those suspicious of impropriety by the Buchanan administration were correct.  It was later revealed that Buchanan had contacted Justice Robert Grier, a fellow Pennsylvanian, and urged him to support Taney’s view so that the Court’s majority would not be a narrow one comprised completely of southerners.  One scholar even blames Buchanan for the Dred Scott decision.  Roy Nichols says that “had he not written to Grier,” the northern justice might not have concurred with his southern brethren; “and had he not concurred, the five southern judges . . . might have finally refused to issue the dictum” to rule on the constitutionality of the Missouri statute.  Nichols concludes that “Buchanan always had desired to be a member of the Supreme Court; in this instance he practically participated in their deliberations and influenced their judgment.”
  Thus, James Buchanan began his presidency by telling the American people a bold-faced lie. 

Even Abraham Lincoln bought into the conspiracy theories; he feared a “new Dred Scott decision that is to carry slavery into the free States.”
 In his 1858 “House Divided” speech in Springfield, Lincoln used an interesting metaphor in suggesting a conspiracy between Democrats in Congress, in the executive and on the Supreme Court. 

We cannot absolutely know that all these exact adaptations are the result of preconcert. But when we see a lot of framed timbers, different portions of which we know have been gotten out at different times and places and by different workmen -- Stephen, Franklin, Roger and James, for instance -- and when we see these timbers joined together, and see they exactly make the frame of a house or a mill, all the tenons and mortices exactly fitting, and all the lengths and proportions of the different pieces exactly adapted to their respective places, and not a piece too many or too few -- not omitting even scaffolding -- or, if a single piece be lacking, we see the place in the frame exactly fitted and prepared yet to bring such a piece in -- in such a case, we find it impossible not to believe that Stephen and Franklin and Roger and James all understood one another from the beginning, and all worked upon a common plan or draft drawn up before the first blow was struck.

Stephen Douglas, after remaining silent for several weeks, agreed with some parts of the decision but attempted to save the principle of popular sovereignty by claiming that slavery could only exist in the territories unless it was “sustained, protected, and enforced by ‘police regulations and local legislation,’”
 which could only be implemented by a territory’s legislature.  With this distinction, Douglas unconvincingly attempted to claim that there was no contradiction between the Court’s decision and his concept of popular sovereignty. In reality, what Douglas desired—allowing the people through their territorial legislature to determine whether or not to permit slavery—the Court said was unconstitutional; yet what the Court said was a constitutional requirement, and what southerners demanded—federal protection of slavery in the territories—took the decision out of the people’s hands, which was a gross violation of Douglas’s popular sovereignty principle.
Lecompton Constitution


While the Dred Scott decision provided fuel to an already blazing fire, events in Kansas proved to irreparably split the last remaining national political organization in the nation.  In 1857, the proslavery legislature, which had moved to the town of Lecompton, framed a constitution with the intent of applying for statehood.  Under a prior agreement between President Buchanan and new territorial governor Robert Walker, the former Secretary of the Treasury under President Polk, the whole constitution was to be submitted to the people for ratification before it could be considered by Congress.  However, the Lecompton legislature proposed to submit for a popular vote only the portion of the constitution dealing with slavery.
  The people would have a choice to vote for the constitution “with slavery” or “with no slavery.”  What made this proposal even more dubious and deceptive was the fact that a vote for the Lecompton Constitution
 “with no slavery” permitted the existing slaves, as well as their offspring, to remain in the territory.  Thus, the Lecompton constitution, regardless of how the people voted, would still permit slavery to continue indefinitely in Kansas.  Opposed to this rigged constitutional structure, free soilers boycotted the polls and the Lecompton constitution passed easily. 


The scene now shifted to Washington and President Buchanan.  Since the vote was not a true test of popular sovereignty, Senator Douglas, who chaired the Senate Committee on Territories, immediately announced his opposition to the Lecompton Constitution and Kansas statehood.  The president and Douglas fought viciously over the matter; Buchanan reminded the senator of Andrew Jackson’s handling of party members who opposed the administration. The Little Giant, fully aware that Buchanan was no Jackson, curtly replied, “General Jackson is dead.”
  Douglas demanded that Buchanan enforce the agreement he made with Governor Walker and submit the whole constitution to the people for approval or rejection.  But the president, heavily influenced by his party’s southern wing, rejected Douglas’s demands and supported the constitution, accepted the fraudulent territorial vote and recommended that Congress admit Kansas as a slave state.  In announcing his support for the Lecompton document, Buchanan incited the fury of Douglas and many northerners when he declared, “Kansas is . . . at this moment as much a slave state as Georgia or South Carolina.”
  The subsequent congressional debate over Kansas’s statehood was fierce and, at times, violent; fistfights and brawls occurred on several occasions on the floor of the House of Representatives.  
One notable example, in which the House of Representatives historian called the “most infamous floor brawl in the history of the House,” occurred on February 5, 1858 when Pennsylvania Republican congressman Galusha A. Grow stepped onto the Democrat side of the House chamber while delivering an anti-Lecompton speech. South Carolina Democrat Lawrence Keitt interrupted Grow and referred to him as a “black Republican puppy” and demanded that he return to his side of the floor. The term “black Republican was intended to distinguish the new party from the Jeffersonian Republicans of the late 1790s and early 1800s and associate it with the “black flag of anarchy”
 that Southerners claimed would result if slavery was abolished. Grow responded by declaring “No negro-driver will crack his whip over me.” The two exchanged insults, Keitt threatened Grow’s life, and the two came to blows. The Congressional Globe reported that “more than 50 members joined the melee [as] Northern Republicans and Free Soilers joined ranks against Southern Democrats.” The fracas ended only when Wisconsin Republican John “Bowie Knife” Potter unintentionally ripped the hairpiece from the head of Alabama Democrat William Barksdale. Fearing the worst, Potter yelled, “I’ve scalped him.” The brawl “dissolved into a chorus of laughs and jeers.”
  

But the comedic conclusion to the House brawl did not alleviate sectional animosities. A few days later, enough anti-Lecompton Democrats, combined with the Republicans, managed to defeat the Kansas statehood bill in the House of Representatives; however, both houses of Congress adopted a compromise bill that proposed to resubmit the whole constitution to the people of Kansas in conjunction with a massive federal land grant which would become available if the constitution was adopted.  Known as the “English Bill”
 for anti-Lecompton Democrat William English of Indiana, the measure was denounced by Republicans as a bribe—the New York Times called it a “bounty for a Slave constitution”—and the “English swindle.”  In the end, the constitution was roundly defeated by the territory’s residents, and Kansas remained a territory until the Civil War.  The Kansas issue was the final straw for the Democratic Party.  The division between the president and the territorial committee chairman created a permanent breech between northern Douglasites and the southern wing of the Democratic Party, to whom the president was indebted.  It appeared as if the last national political organization was shattered.  

Panic of 1857 and Homestead Legislation


In addition to the inferno burning in Kansas and the scandalous Dred Scott decision, another jolt struck the nation in 1857 when a severe economic depression set in during mid-year.  From a psychological standpoint, with the slavery issue plaguing the nation at the time, it may have been the worst depression of the nineteenth century because it impacted the North much more than the South.  Caused in part by the inflation from the inflow of California gold and speculation in land and railroads, the depression caused a dramatic decline in northern grain sales.  Adding to these difficulties, new Democratic Party sponsored legislation that reduced tariff levels to about twenty percent, the lowest since 1812.  Less protection of northern industry resulted in decreased manufacturing, increased unemployment, and decreased governmental revenues.  Conversely, cotton prices remained relatively stable throughout the depression; thus, the South was not seriously affected by it.  But in the North, the panic and depression of 1857 handed the Republican Party two vital campaign issues: the protective tariff—protection for the unprotected—and the homestead law—farms for the farmless. 


Homestead legislation had a long history in Congress prior to 1858; its primary champions were Pennsylvania Congressman Galusha Grow and Senator Andrew Johnson of Tennessee, future vice president and president of the United States.  The homestead bill passed the House several times in the 1850s, but a coalition of southern and eastern senators managed to block it in the upper chamber.  Eastern industrialists opposed it because of the potential labor loss that would result from western migration and the subsequent impact the measure would have on eastern wages.  The South opposed it because plantation slavery could not flourish on a small farm of 160 acres.  Finally, in 1860, both houses of Congress passed the Homestead Bill providing public lands for the nominal sum of $0.25 per acre.  Buchanan, however, following instructions from his southern advisors, vetoed the bill and incurred the wrath of many in the North.
  

Lincoln-Douglas Debates


In the midst of the ever-widening sectional breech, one of the most remarkable political events in all of American history occurred.  The Lincoln-Douglas debates of 1858
 were one of the nation’s finest renditions of public oratory; it combined political philosophy with political campaigning and has served as the standard in American political discussion.  Ultimately, the debates clarified the schism within the Democratic Party and established Lincoln as a major force within the Republican Party.  But more than anything else, the Lincoln-Douglas debates crystallized the moral differences between the northern Democratic philosophy and the Republican Party on the issue of slavery.  

Energized by the Kansas-Nebraska Bill and the prospect of slavery’s expansion into the nation’s territories, Abraham Lincoln re-entered public life after an absence of six years following his single term in Congress in the late 1840s.  Six feet four inches tall, Lincoln had an awkward, gangly appearance and a piercing, high-pitched voice.  Known as Honest Abe, Lincoln had established himself as a very diligent and virtuous attorney; he refused cases that required him to sacrifice his principles to defend a potential client.  A former Whig, Lincoln delayed his entry into the Republican Party because of its early flirtation with nativism. In the summer of 1855, he wrote to a friend revealing his desire for the party to be an all-inclusive one. 

I am not a Know-Nothing. That is certain. How could I be? How can any one who abhors the oppression of negroes, be in favor or degrading classes of white people? Our progress in degeneracy appears to me to be pretty rapid. As a nation, we began by declaring that "all men are created equal." We now practically read it "all men are created equal, except negroes"When the Know-Nothings get control, it will read "all men are created equal, except negroes, and foreigners, and Catholics." When it comes to this I should prefer emigrating to some country where they make no pretence of loving liberty -- to Russia, for instance, where despotism can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocracy [sic].

Within the year Lincoln had determined that the Republican organization had divested itself of nativists influences and officially joined the party. But despite his popularity within the party, Lincoln had done nothing to establish himself as a statesman; however, during the four years between the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and his challenge to Senator Douglas, he had delivered numerous speeches across the North spreading his ideas on slavery and other issues to large audiences of anti-territorial slavery supporters.  One of his most famous addresses, the “House Divided” speech, occurred in June at the Illinois Republican state convention upon his acceptance as the Party’s nominee for the US Senate.  Lincoln, like many others in the North, did not believe that America could exist indefinitely partly slave and partly free and he feared for the future of his country.  Lincoln maintained, “A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot endure, permanently, half slave and half free.  I do not expect the Union to be dissolved; I do not expect the house to fall; but I do expect it will cease to be divided.  It will become all one thing or all the other.”   With speeches such as this, he soon became recognized as a viable candidate for high national office; two years earlier he was a candidate for the state’s other US Senate seat, and later in the same year received some support for the Republican vice presidential nomination.  Armed with firm principle and a powerful logic, Lincoln became one of the most foremost politicians and orators in the North and decided to challenge Senator Douglas in 1858.  


Senator Stephen A. Douglas, as we have seen, was one of the most skilled, powerful, well-known, and exceedingly ambitious politicians in America; moreover, despite his diminutive stature, he possessed a remarkable mind and held unmatched debating and oratorical skills.  As the champion of popular sovereignty and chairman of the Senate Committee on the Territories, the Little Giant was the unchallenged leader of the northern wing of the Democratic Party.  Throughout the latter half of the 1850s he became increasingly estranged from the southern wing of the party; but after the Dred Scott decision and the Lecompton constitution fiasco Douglas broke completely with the South and President Buchanan.  His greatest political challenge was the resolution of the contradictions in his concept of popular sovereignty and the Dred Scott decision without jettisoning the whole idea of popular sovereignty and permanently splintering the party. 


At this time, in accordance with the Constitution, United States senators were elected by state legislatures; thus the Lincoln-Douglas campaign would be determined by local elections.  With Lincoln a decided underdog in the 1858 race, he challenged Douglas to a series of debates, which would clarify the candidates’ views on the vital issues of the day.  Part of the reason Lincoln proposed the debates was the fact that some Republicans, such as Horace Greeley of the New York Tribune, suggested supporting Douglas’s re-election bid and even welcoming him into the Republican Party after the Illinoisan’s principled position on the Lecompton constitution.
  Lincoln, however, was determined to demonstrate the fundamental moral differences between himself and the Little Giant, specifically, and between the Democratic and Republican parties generally, on the slavery issue.  Indeed, as early as 1854, Lincoln commented on immorality of slavery and how the institution adversely impacted the principle of American exceptionalism when he said, “I hate it because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world—enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites—causes the real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity, and especially because it forces so many really good men amongst ourselves into an open ware with the very fundamental principles of civil liberty—criticizing the Declaration of Independence, and insisting that there is no right principle of action but self-interest.”
 

The candidates arranged seven meetings between August and October at various locations throughout the state of Illinois.  Lincoln, relying on logic rather than table thumping, was able to establish the philosophical gap between the Dred Scott decision and Douglas’s popular sovereignty theory.  The key moment in the debates occurred at Freeport when Lincoln pinned Douglas down on popular sovereignty.  Known as the Freeport Doctrine,
 Douglas declared that no matter what the Supreme Court ruled, slavery could not exist if the people voted against it, though, according to the Supreme Court, they would never get the chance.  Moreover, he asserted that territorial slavery required positive laws by the territory’s legislature to establish and protect it.
 This was the northern Democratic Party’s answer to the ambiguity of popular sovereignty that had existed since its inception.  In effect, Lincoln had forced Douglas “into irreconcilable differences with the South,”
 and when southern partisans heard this interpretation of the principle they sought to drive Douglas out of the party.  They vowed never to support him for high national office and even succeeded in removing him from the chairmanship of the Committee on the Territories.  


But while Lincoln succeeded in demonstrating the contradictions between the northern and southern interpretations of popular sovereignty, Douglas attempted to paint Lincoln as radical “Black Republican” who sought to raise the Negro race to a level of social and political equality with whites.  Lincoln’s response to Douglas’s assertions has led some to charge the future president with blatant racism.  It is true that on several occasions Lincoln was quick to reassure voters that he was “not in favor of Negro citizenship” and that he did not favor political or social equality for blacks; nor did he want to grant black Americans the right to vote or allow them to sit as jurors. He acknowledged that “there is a physical difference between the white and black races which I believe will forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality. And inasmuch as they cannot so live, while they do remain together there must be the position of superior and inferior, and I as much as any other man, am in favor of having the superior position assigned to the white race.” But then Lincoln, employing his simple logic, remarked, “I do not perceive that because the white man is to have the superior position the negro should be denied everything. I do not understand that because I do not want a negro woman for a slave I must necessarily want her for a wife. My understanding is that I can just let her alone. I am now in my fiftieth year, and I certainly never have had a black woman for either a slave or a wife. So it seems to me quite possible for us to get along without making either slaves or wives of negroes.”
  Of course, we must leave open the possibility that Lincoln believed what he said and that he, in fact, believed that blacks should remain in a condition of perpetual subservience and not attain a level of total equality with whites, despite his view that in the eyes of God black Americans were equal to white Americans.  

But it also must be kept in mind that in an era of intense racial prejudice, advancing a viewpoint beyond that put forth by Lincoln on the relationship between the black and white races would have been politically foolish and would have been destructive to the antislavery cause.  Advocates of uncompromising racial equality, such as the strident William Lloyd Garrison, were held in just as much contempt in the North as in the South, and proponents for the total and immediate abolition of slavery had almost no support anywhere in the nation.  Supporting an opinion beyond the policy of prohibiting slavery’s extension into the national territories (which was how Lincoln believed the total abolition of slavery would best be achieved) was political suicide for a candidate with ambitions for national office.  One of the reasons Lincoln would be so attractive to the Republican Party in 1860 was his perceived moderation on the slavery issue.  The party’s other leading candidates, such as William H. Seward and Salmon P. Chase, were identified with the radical wing of the slavery issue and thus, unacceptable to the party or the nation.  Had Lincoln radicalized his views on black-white relations in his debates with Douglas, it is highly probable that he also would have been viewed as too radical and not a viable candidate for the Republican nomination for president.  In short, Lincoln may have been ahead of his time with regard to slavery and race relations, but he was not light years ahead.  Paradoxically, today’s reality of full citizenship, voting rights, and jury eligibility for blacks is “owe[d] in large measure to the fact that Lincoln in the 1850s disavowed any intention to make them [citizens,] voters or jurors.”
  When faced with a choice between greater and lesser evils, Lincoln chose the latter; he opposed social and political equality between the races in the 1850s in order to maintain his political viability so that future progress on civil and political rights for the black race would not be stifled.

When the dust settled from the 1858 elections, more voters supported Lincoln candidates to the Illinois state legislature but Douglas supporters retained a majority; thus, Douglas managed to hold off Lincoln’s challenge and retain his senate seat.  But the Freeport Doctrine ended any chances the senator may have had in winning his party’s nomination for president in 1860 and almost assured an organizational split at the next convention.  At the same time, the debates dramatically increased the stature and prestige of Abraham Lincoln; while he may have lost the senatorial election, he won the moral victory; he also won the hearts and minds of thousands of northern voters.  To be sure, despite losing the election, Lincoln understood the significance of his philosophical victory over Douglas when he said, “but I am killing larger game. If Douglas [denounces slavery], he can never be president, and the battle of 1860 is worth a hundred of [Illinois senate races].”
 With his performance against the leading northern Democrat and one of the foremost debaters of the era, combined with his perceived moderation on the explosive issue of slavery, Lincoln’s name began to be mentioned as a possible Republican presidential candidate in 1860.  

John Brown and Harpers Ferry

If nothing more could further stretch the already weakened bonds of the Union and bring the hostility between the sections to its boiling point, another episode transpired that would symbolize the ultimate polarization between the North and the South.  It was an event that would fan such emotional flames of sectionalism, it is remarkable that civil war did not break out in 1859.  John Brown, infamous for the Pottawatomie massacre three years earlier, organized a conspiracy with a group of financial supporters and benefactors called the Secret Six in October 1859 to capture the weapons arsenal at Harpers Ferry in western Virginia and incite a mass slave uprising.
  But when the expected slave rebellion failed to materialize, Lieutenant Colonel Robert E. Lee captured Brown and his men, several of whom again were members of his family.  Following the episode, documents found on Brown’s person implicated several militant abolitionists in his scheme causing even more of an uproar in the South.  The southern press denounced the whole North as leading a conspiracy to destroy the South and called on the federal government to seek out and severely punish all those involved in Brown’s scheme.  Brown, who refused an insanity defense, was tried and convicted of murder and treason and sentenced to hang.  During the two months between Brown’s conviction and the fulfillment of his sentence, he was given every opportunity to enjoy his impending martyrdom.  During his sentencing Brown, whose actions one recent biographer has called “Patriotic Treason,”
 asserted 

I believe to have interfered as I have done—as I have always freely admitted I have done—in behalf of His despised poor, was not wrong, but right. Now, if it be deemed necessary that I should forfeit my life for the furtherance of the ends of justice, and mingle my blood further with the blood of my children, and with the blood of millions in this slave country whose rights are disregarded by wicked, cruel, and unjust enactments, I submit: so let it be done.
 

While some in the North and many Republican politicians, including Abraham Lincoln, deplored Brown’s actions and denounced him as a fanatic. President Buchanan, in his annual message to the Union delivered barely two weeks following Brown’s execution, denounced Brown and charged that he, his collaborators and those who supported them suffered from “an incurable disease of the public mind, which may break out in still more dangerous outrages and terminate at last in an open war by the North to abolish slavery in the South.”
 Many press reports, regardless of whether one agreed or disagreed with his goals, praised Brown’s commitment to principle, with some even elevating him to hero-status in the antislavery cause.  Henry David Thoreau said, “No man in American has ever stood up so persistently and effectively for the dignity of human nature.”
 Others applauded his devotion to freedom and his exalted character in the face of his impending execution, all of which only added to the sectional animosity.  Thoreau’s close friend Ralph Waldo Emerson said the “gallows would be glorious like the cross.”
 Horace Greeley, without supplying any supporting evidence, later wrote that “Brown’s conduct throughout commanded the admiration of his bitterest enemies,”
 although Virginia governor Henry A. Wise “marveled at Brown’s steadfastness.”
 Indeed, John Brown’s Body would be a favorite tune among Union soldiers.  The effects of the Harper’s Ferry raid were devastating.  Slaveholders did not believe they could remain within the Union when northerners praised a man like Brown.  The Nashville Union and American opined that the South could have “no political association with men who are only watching a safe opportunity to cut the throats of her citizens.” The Charleston, South Carolina Mercury charged that it was apparent certain Northern men “engage in adventures upon the peace and security of the southern people, however heinously and recklessly, and capable of planning and keeping secret their infernal designs. It is a warning profoundly symptomatic of the future of the Union with our sectional enemies.”
 

Brown’s actions, and those of the abolitionists, instilled further fears in the South that the North’s goal was to incite slave rebellions.  Evidence for these fears came from militant abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison who supported the calls for secession; in his view, the free-states should secede from the South who continued to support, praise, and employ the evil and wretched institution of slavery.  But more importantly to the whole nation, the tense political atmosphere following John Brown’s scheme and the increasingly volatile sectional hostility provided the backdrop for the party conventions to nominate candidates for the 1860 presidential election.

Party Conventions of 1860


As Kansas continued to bleed and as the sectional breech widened every day, the political parties prepared for the most important, momentous, and pivotal presidential election in the nation’s short seventy-year history.  Despite the political defeats handed to the Republican Party over the previous few years—Dred Scott, the Lecompton constitution, the Homestead veto—it was the Democrat Party that found itself on the defensive as the conventions neared.  Meeting in of all places, Charleston, South Carolina, the home base of the southern fire-eaters and a hot bed of secession, the party’s southern delegation, led by the chief fire-eater William Lowndes Yancy of Alabama, resolved to repudiate Douglas’s Freeport Doctrine and insisted on national protection for territorial slavery.  This was not a new proposition.  Mississippi senator Jefferson Davis had previously demanded “a federal slave code for the territories” in the form of a Senate resolution.
  Short of complete acquiescence to their demands, the southern delegates were instructed to walk out of the convention.  When the Democrats met in April, the party could not muster the necessary two-thirds majority to nominate a candidate but it managed to approve a platform, which required only a simple majority, endorsing Douglas’s view of popular sovereignty.  As promised, many of the delegates from the cotton states walked out of the convention, leaving the party with a platform but no candidate.  After several futile attempts to reconvene, the delegates adjourned and agreed to meet six weeks later in Baltimore.  When the Democrats reconvened in June they still could not agree on a candidate.  Again, when the convention refused to accept a slave code platform, most of the delegates representing the cotton states walked out of the national convention.  The remaining Democrats, mostly northerners and almost all Douglas supporters, nominated the senator on a popular sovereignty platform.
  The southern Democrats convened their own separate convention—they called it the Southern Convention—and nominated Vice President John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky on a slave code platform.
  The disintegration of the Democratic Party as a national organization was now official.  

While the Democratic Party imploded, the Republicans held their convention in the Chicago Wigwam in May.  Although William H. Seward was the party’s leading candidate, the party also contained other contenders such as Salmon P. Chase of Ohio, Edward Bates of Missouri, Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania, and Abraham Lincoln who was “available” should any of the top contenders falter. The strategy put forth by Lincoln’s strategists was to gain the support of as many state delegations on the second, third, and any subsequent ballots if Seward did not win the nomination on the first ballot. As it turned out, it was a brilliant strategy. As one student of the 1860 convention writes, “It was the first move in one of the most masterfully run nomination drives in the history of American politics, a campaign that showed the shrewdness of Lincoln and the hard work and political savvy of his aids, who worked hard for everything and were not the recipients of anything.”

Unfortunately for Seward, he suffered from two disadvantages.  First, his long public career in the rough and tumble machine politics of New York established Seward as a strong antislavery man but he also managed to accumulate a number of enemies.  Second, his previous public speeches, especially his “Higher Law” and “Irrepressible Conflict” addresses, gave him an undeserved reputation for radicalism of the slavery issue.  As we have seen, Seward’s “Higher Law” address was delivered in opposition to the compromise measures of 1850.  But the senator inspired more controversy when, in 1858, he called the division of the United States into slave and free territories an “irrepressible conflict between opposing and enduring forces, which meant that the United States must and will, sooner or later, become either entirely a slaveholding nation or a free-labor nation.”
  While these two factors would ultimately torpedo Seward’s chances, they provided Abraham Lincoln with an important advantage.  He had given many similar speeches over recent years—his “House Divided” speech asserted virtually that same idea as Seward’s “Irrepressible Conflict” address. Indeed, in a September 1859 speech in Dayton, Ohio, Lincoln said, “I think slavery is wrong, morally and politically. I desire that it should be no further spread in these United States, and I should not object if it should gradually terminate in the whole nation.”
 One would be hard pressed to find a more radical stance on slavery in 1859. But despite these sentiments, Lincoln had gained a reputation among northerners as a moderate.  Moreover, Lincoln, unlike Seward, had not made many enemies in the course of his public service; indeed, the Illinoisan was not a product of any local political machine and contained a very likeable, even charming personality.  It also helped that the convention was held in Lincoln’s home state where he would be viewed as a “favorite son” candidate.  While Lincoln’s supporters worked feverishly behind the scenes, the potential candidate “appeared”—he was acting—indifferent to the nomination, making him even more attractive to many of the wavering delegates. Indeed, Lincoln’s personal secretary William Herndon said that during the campaign Lincoln was not “(sitting) still in his chair in Springfield.”
  As the balloting ensued, Seward, who led all candidates at the outset, steadily lost support; at the same time, as the other contenders dropped out of the running, Lincoln’s support steadily increased.  By the end of the third ballot, enough delegations had switched to Lincoln to give him a majority and the nomination.  The delegates celebrated with delirious enthusiasm over the relative ease with which they had settled on a candidate; however, they had yet to agree on a set of party principles.
  
Fifty-one years old at the time of he received the Republican presidential nomination, Abraham Lincoln, up to that point, gave no indication he was destined for greatness in American history. Born in Kentucky, his family moved first to Indiana before settling in Illinois. Young Abe worked in various jobs, including as a rail splitter with his uncle, and apprenticed with a lawyer until he sat for the bar exam. His work as a lawyer brought him important connections; known as Honest Abe, Lincoln never took a case that would require him to compromise his principles. He soon entered public service, serving in several local and state level offices; however, he lost nearly as many elections as he won. His only elective office on the national stage prior to the 1860 presidential election was his single term in Congress in the mid-1840s during the Mexican-American War. Following his service in the House, he returned to his law practice in Springfield and ran unsuccessfully for several offices. In 1856, he ran for the U.S. Senate but lost; later that year he was considered for the vice presidency on the Republican Party ticket. In 1858, though he outpolled Stephen Douglas in the popular vote, he lost the Senate election when the Illinois legislature returned the Little Giant to Washington. But during this time, Lincoln also gave numerous speeches on behalf of Whig and later Republican candidates all across the northern tier of the nation that allowed him to build a national reputation as an opponent of slavery’s expansion and a champion of freedom. Though he would enter the Republican convention as a relatively unknown and obscure contender, these connections and the political favors he had acquired over the years would prove indispensable when the leading candidates faltered. 

Although Lincoln’s speaking ability was limited early in his career he became a very effective and eloquent orator through experience and passion. Individuals’ first impression of Lincoln was not always a positive one. Standing six foot, four inches tall with unusually long arms and legs that typically caused him to wear ill-fitting clothes, huge feet, high cheek bones and disheveled hair, Lincoln did not present a very attractive figure in front of an audience. Indeed, his law partner Billy Herndon said he “was not a pretty man by any means.” Another observer said Lincoln was “as rough a specimen of humanity as could be found.”
 Even his hometown newspaper, the Illinois State Journal, upon his congressional victory in 1846 gave Lincoln a backhanded compliment that emphasized his less than striking appearance. “He will find many men in Congress who possess twice the good looks, and not half the good sense.”
 But as the Journal insinuates, after listening to him for a few minutes, people would see beyond Lincoln’s less than attractive appearance and focus on his words. One reporter who attended an 1856 speech said that “For an hour he held the assemblage spellbound by the power of his argument, the intense eloquence. When he concluded, the audience sprang to their feet and cheer after cheer told how deeply their hearts had been touched, and their souls warmed up to a generous enthusiasm.”
 By the time the Republican Party met in Chicago to select their presidential candidate, Lincoln had courted and befriended members of the press, local political figures, and most importantly, hundreds of thousands of Americans. In Lincoln’s mind, when the time came to selecting an electable candidate for president, he had positioned himself in the ideal situation to be that candidate.
After the Republican Party nominated Abraham Lincoln, the party resolved that their party platform would be less radical and more inclusive than the 1856 version.
  They dropped the references to polygamy and slavery as the “twin relics of barbarism,”
 and condemned John Brown’s raid as the “gravest of crimes.”  While maintaining its opposition to territorial slavery, the party moderated its condemnation of the institution in general, focusing mainly on political, rather than moral, opposition.  What’s more, the platform welcomed immigrants and included planks supporting a protective tariff, homestead legislation, a transcontinental railroad, and “the right of each state to order and control its own domestic institutions,” a clear reference to non-interference with slavery in the states where it presently existed.  In short, the Republicans “gave the nation a campaign platform with something for everybody and its own vision of a booming country that would increase trade, make lives better for workers, and expand westward while quietly assimilating the millions of newly arrived immigrants.”
 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the Republicans focused on the mass of corruption within the Buchanan administration as well as many local Democratic Party machines across the country. Lincoln, who truly was an “outsider” and untainted by any political or personal scandal, and his campaign hammered away at the numerous examples of corruption, nepotism, and graft involving Democratic politicians in the Buchanan administration, Congress, and local precincts over the previous four years.


The 1860 presidential election became a four-man race when the remnants of the old Whig Party convened in May under the banner of the Constitutional Union Party and nominated John Bell of Tennessee for president.  Ignoring the political realities of the day, the party attempted to remove the slavery issue from the national debate by refusing to address it.  Comprised largely of the conservative elements within the border slave states, the Constitutional Unionists adopted a single statement platform that supported “the Constitution of the Country, the Union of the States, and the enforcement of the laws.”
 

Election of 1860


The election of 1860 essentially boiled down to two separate campaigns: Lincoln versus Douglas in the North and Breckinridge versus Bell in the South.  However, the Democratic Party’s irrevocable split and its refusal to accept a fusion ticket even is certain vital states, such as New York, almost assured victory for the Republicans.  What’s more, Lincoln made a shrewd strategic decision to campaign only in the northern free-states and completely ignore the South. This, combined with the electoral fact that the North contained more than enough electoral votes to win, allowed him to concentrate all of his resources in states and regions of the country that he had a real chance to win.
 This strategy, while ultimately a winning one, would allow southerners to later charge that Lincoln was a purely sectional candidate who was only concerned with issues that interested the northern region of the country.

The strategy of the other three candidates essentially boiled down to winning enough states in order to deny any of the candidates an electoral majority and send the election to the House of Representatives where Unionist candidates Douglas and Bell would have the best chance to become the next president of the United States. Senator Douglas, breaking with presidential campaign tradition, made the politically disastrous decision to actively campaign for votes all over the country in hopes of preserving the Union. In reality, he spent time and money in the South where he did not have a chance of winning, money and time that could have been put to much better use in other states, such as Illinois, Pennsylvania, and New York. What’s more, Douglas’s canvassing all over the country had a devastating impact on his health and directly contributed to his death just eight months after the election.  Northern Democrats and the old Whigs who comprised the Constitutional Union party preyed on the racism of white Americans; they attempted to instill in the public fears of “nigger equality” and “Black Republicanism,” and the catastrophe that would result if millions of slaves were freed.
  Breckinridge, although a moderate on the slavery issue who had freed all of his slaves years earlier, represented the proslavery southern interests and essentially became perceived as the disunion candidate. Indeed, much of his campaign strategy was to predict secession if Lincoln were elected. The Republicans, perhaps foolishly, dismissed these threats as mere empty bluff, although threats of disunion from southern fire-eaters was nothing new in American politics during this time; in the end, however, the Republican Party successfully appealed to northern voters of all stripes and, recognizing from the 1856 campaign what was required to win the election, were confident of the outcome.  

The early voting returns in September and October in key states, such as Pennsylvania, supported Republican candidates and caused the Lincoln to look optimistically toward November. Indeed, the final result gave the Republican candidate an electoral majority.
  The final tallies are very instructive as to the views of the nation concerning sectional conflict.  Lincoln won the election with only forty percent of the popular vote; although he won a relatively comfortable electoral majority—180 to a combined 123 for his three opponents—the results indicated that sixty percent of the electorate voted for someone other than Lincoln.  However, even if the votes of Lincoln’s opponents were combined in all the states, the Republican still would have won a majority in the Electoral College.  Lincoln won all the free states (176 electoral votes) except New Jersey where he won four of its seven electoral ballots.  He carried fifty-four percent of the popular vote in the North and an even higher percentage in the upper regions of the free-states.  Lincoln received only 26,388 of his over 1.8 million popular votes from the slave states with virtually all them coming from the Upper South.  In many of the Deep South states, his name (or the names of his electors) did not even appear on the ballot.  In short, Abraham Lincoln was a sectional candidate who won a purely sectional victory.  Senator Douglas finished second in the popular vote but only received twelve electoral votes—nine from Missouri and three from New Jersey.  Breckinridge, the southern candidate, received all his electoral votes—seventy-two—and almost all his popular votes from the cotton states.  Constitutional Unionist Bell received most of his support from the Border States and won the states of Kentucky, Virginia and his home state of Tennessee.

Analysis of the 1860 Election

In examining the issue of disunion in the election,
 the secessionist candidate—Breckinridge—received only fourteen percent of the more than four million votes cast.  Douglas, the only candidate who sought support from the whole nation, received 979,425 votes overall (twenty-one percent of the total) with 815,857 of those coming from northern voters (eighty-three percent of his total) and 163,568 from the South (seventeen percent of his total).  If the two sectional parties, the Republicans and the southern Democrats, are removed from the equation, an even starker picture emerges that indicates support for the Union.  The combined Douglas and Bell vote totaled 1,555,839, over one-third of the popular total, and their aggregate total in the South outnumbered Breckinridge.  These results of the presidential election of 1860 seem to suggest that a majority of the nation and, more importantly, a majority of southern voters did not in fact support secession. It must be remembered, however, that these results indicated preferences before Lincoln’s electoral victory was known.  It is possible that opinions in the South quickly changed when the outcome of the election became clear.  Nevertheless, the fact remained that the constitutional and legal victor, Abraham Lincoln, was a sectional candidate, elected exclusively by the northern region—the free-states—of the nation.  To southern leaders, this indicated that their minority status had become so precarious that they could no longer survive within the Union.  Within a week of the election results, South Carolina made preparations to leave the Union.

Secession and the Lower South

By 1860 and especially after the election results, the North and the South had moved beyond compromise.  Lincoln’s electoral victory made it quite evident that the South was a permanent minority within the United States. With the election of a president committed to the prohibition of territorial slavery and, in some misguided southern minds, the complete eradication of slavery, which would launch a race war in the South, many southerners decided they could no longer safely remain within the Union. From the northern perspective, abolitionist Governor John Andrew of Massachusetts embodied much of Unionist sentiment that looked to confront the secessionists directly. At a Republican congressional conference, attended by Andrew and fellow abolitionist Charles Sumner—who had returned to the Senate after recovering from his beating at the hands of Congressman Preston Brooks—the participants pledged to preserve the integrity of the Union and destroying the Slave Power—“though it cost a million lives.”
 The American republic was on the brink of destruction.

Four days following Lincoln’s election the South Carolina legislature voted unanimously to call a special convention for the purpose of debating secession.  The convention met in December and immediately voted to leave the Union.
  During the next six weeks, six other cotton states—Alabama, Mississippi, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas—followed suit.  All seven left the Union before Lincoln even was inaugurated, which indicated that the legal and constitutional election of a president who was unacceptable to them justified secession. Now, the great fear in the North was whether the avalanche of secession would spread the Upper South slave states, most significantly Virginia. 
President Buchanan did little to stop secession; in fact, he positioned himself within a suffocating constitutional box from which he could not escape.  Surrounded and influenced by proslavery advisors whose actions at times bordered on treason—John B. Floyd of Virginia, before he resigned as Secretary of War, sent federal arms to Texas to be captured by pro-Confederate forces—he claimed that secession was illegal but the federal government was powerless to stop it.  In his annual message to Congress in December 1860, the president denied the principle of secession, calling it “a revolution against an established government,” and affirmed that the “framers never intended to implant in its bosom the seeds of its own destruction, nor were they at its creation guilty of the absurdity of providing for its own dissolution.”
 But the president blamed the present crisis on the Northern states and claimed that “all the Slave States have ever desired is ‘to be let alone and permitted to manage their domestic institutions in their own way.’”
 Nonetheless, while Buchanan reasoned that theoretical secession was impossible, he also concluded that the federal government was powerless to act against actually secession. He asserted that the president “has no authority to decide what shall be the relations between the Federal Government” and the seceded states. When asked whether the “Constitution delegated to Congress the power to coerce a State, which is attempting to withdraw or has actually withdrawn from [the Union] into submission,” Buchanan answered by saying “no such power has been delegated to the Congress or to any other department of the Federal Government.” What’s more, the president maintained that the integrity of the Union “rests upon public opinion, and can never be cemented by the blood of its citizens shed in civil war.”
 Thus, while “Congress possesses many means of preserving [the Union] by conciliation; the sword was not placed in their hand to preserve it by force.”
 In reality, Buchanan never intended to use force to restore the rebel states; rather, he was content to allow the Union to disintegrate around him and allow his successor to deal with the crisis.  The sectional hatreds and animosity that had proliferated during the previous two decades, culminating with President Buchanan’s lack of character and leadership and his subservience to southern leaders, had “disrupted American democracy”
 to the precipice of extinguishing the Union of Washington, Madison, Jackson, and Clay.  
But not all Southerners supported secession. While most of the secessionist convention votes were not particularly close, the elections for the conventions themselves were with several regions of the South, such as eastern Tennessee and the western counties of Virginia, possessing a majority of Unionists. Andrew Johnson of Tennessee would be the only Southern member of Congress to remain in political office when his state seceded from the United States and William G. Brownlow, a former Whig newspaper editor, promised to fight “the Secession leaders till Hell freezes over—and then fight them on the ice!”
 But perhaps the strongest Unionist sentiment from a seceded state official came from Texas governor Sam Houston. The hero of the Battle of San Jacinto during Texas’s War for Independence, Houston was the most respected and beloved figure in the Lone Star State. A staunch Unionist, Houston urged his fellow Texans to resist the secession call with both passion and foretelling:
Some of you laugh to scorn the idea of bloodshed as the result of secession, but let me tell you what is coming. You may, after the sacrifice of several millions of treasures and hundreds of thousands of precious lives, as a bare possibility, win Southern independence, if God be not against you. But I doubt it. The North is determined to preserve this Union.

Texas refused to heed Houston’s prophetic advice and the governor refused to accompany his state out of the Union. He also refused to take an oath of loyalty to the Confederacy, telling his wife Margaret “I will never do it.”
 He proceeded to resign the governorship rather than support disunion, thus effectively ending his political career.
As Southern secession proceeded unabated despite Houston’s and other’s warnings, several futile attempts at compromise occurred during the nearly four-month interregnum between Lincoln’s election and his inauguration.  The Congress created the Senate Committee of Thirteen—one representative from the original thirteen states—and the House Committee of Thirty-three—one representative from each of the existing states.  While both committees proposed compromise plans, primarily extending the Missouri Compromise line to the Pacific Ocean, none were acceptable to both regions of the Union and nothing came of these congressional efforts.  Kentuckian John J. Crittenden, Henry Clay’s successor in the Senate and acting outside of the Senate’s Committee of Thirteen, offered a series of constitutional amendments that also included a proposal to extend the Missouri Compromise line to the Pacific Ocean and prohibit the federal government from ever abolishing slavery, even by constitutional amendment, in the southern states.  In effect, under this plan only the southern states could abolish slavery within their respective borders.
  In February 1861, just prior to Lincoln’s inauguration, a Washington Peace Conference, also known as the “Old Gentlemen’s Convention,” headed by 70-year old former president John Tyler proposed amendments similar to Crittenden’s.
  The South rejected both efforts and Lincoln, refusing to compromise on the territorial slavery issue, rejected them as well, although he attempted to reassure southerners that he and his administration had no intention of interfering with slavery where it already existed.  In a December 1860 letter to his friend Alexander Stephens, a southern Unionist from Georgia, Lincoln wrote, “You think slavery is right and ought to be extended; while we think it is wrong and ought to be restricted.  That I suppose is the rub.”
  Lincoln even accepted the idea of a constitutional amendment to protect the peculiar institution in the slave states; however, this was too little, too late and the amendment, even if it garnered the two-thirds vote in Congress, would never have been ratified by three-fourths of the states.

Confederate States of America

The seven rebel states met at Montgomery, Alabama in February 1861, and formed the Confederate States of America (CSA).  However, while radical fire-eaters led the procession out of the Union, the seceded states established a government comprised primarily of the moderate elements within the secession movement.  They elected former Mississippi senator Jefferson Davis president and former Georgia congressman Alexander Stephens vice president.  The Constitution of the Confederate States
 was based largely on the United States Federal Constitution; however, it recognized the “right of property in negro slaves” and permitted the importation of slaves from the United States, indicating their desire to continue the flow of slaves into the Confederacy from the slave states remaining in the Union.
 What’s more, the CSA Constitution prohibited the abolition of slavery: “the institution of negro slavery, as it now exists in the Confederate States, shall be recognized and protected by Congress and by the Territorial government; and the inhabitants of the several Confederate States and Territories shall have the right to take to such Territory any slaves lawfully held by them in any of the States or Territories of the Confederate States.”
 

In March 1861, following Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration and his decision to call for Union volunteers to suppress the rebellion in the Lower South, the seven original Confederate states were joined by four additional states from the Upper South—Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina and Tennessee—who opposed the use of force to coerce a member state into submission.  The American experiment in self-government, the American republic of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton and George Washington, Henry Clay and John C. Calhoun, Daniel Webster and Stephen A. Douglas had finally disintegrated.  In short, the “house” had divided.

The reasons for southern secession were numerous; however, one hundred and fifty years of reflection have demonstrated that the decision by the southern states to leave the Union was foolhardy and counter-productive. First and foremost, the election of a sectional president indicated to the South that its minority status in the Union was permanent and immutable.  The northern free-states had the ability to elect a president without a single southern vote, and this situation placed unique southern institutions, i.e., slavery, at grave risk. What’s more, the South’s loss of influence over the presidency meant that it no longer had control over two branches of the American government; decades of population growth had given the North an solid advantage in the House of Representatives since the 1820s, and with California’s admission as a free state in 1850 the North held a narrow advantage in the US Senate. For many in the South, this was an untenable and intolerable situation.

 Second, many in the South believed that secession would not be opposed in the North and this perception was bolstered by a small number northerners who supported allowing the South to go its own way. Indeed, Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune editorialized just days before Lincoln’s election that “if the People. . . of the Cotton states ever deliberately vote themselves out of the Union, we shall be in favor of letting them go in peace.”
 However, southerners had an overestimated opinion of their economic value to the Union, and the world for that matter.  In fact, the majority opinion in the North held that the Southern states had to remain in the Union.  The slave states were heavily indebted to northern manufacturers who faced the prospect of losing millions of dollars should the South leave the Union.  By Lincoln’s inauguration, much of the opinion that had contemplated allowing the South leave peacefully had dissipated and the overwhelming opinion in the North supported restoring the rebel states, by force if necessary. But by that time, the Confederate states had made their decision; there was no turning back.  
Third, secession was a golden opportunity for the South to cast aside its “vassalage” to the North, a condition many southerners believed stemmed from the revolutionary era.  Economic issues, such as the protective tariff and manufacturing policy, had placed the South in a position of subservience to North; moreover, the federal government’s economic policies over the years seemed to favor northern business interests at the expense of southern agriculture. In reality, the federal government’s economic policy over the previous two decades had been quite balanced; if anything, it favored the South as Democratic administrations or, in the case of John Tyler, administrations sympathetic to Democratic policies controlled four of the five presidential administrations prior to Lincoln’s election. What’s more, any economic subservience suffered by the South during the antebellum era was largely self-inflicted as much of the South’s excess capital went not toward industrial development or technological investment, but toward the purchase of additional slaves. 
Fourth, the South was inspired by the contemporary worldwide impulses of nationalism.  In the 1850s Germany, Italy and Poland began burgeoning movements to cast off oppressive overlords and unify their people under a single government.  Economic, social, and cultural interests were just a few of the issues that unified these European movements and they inspired the South to do the same.  What’s more, the Confederacy received somewhat deceptive encouragement from Great Britain and France, not because they possessed any heartfelt attachment toward the American South, but because they saw a disintegrated America as an opportunity to possibly recolonize, or at least to reassert its influence, on the North American continent.

Finally, the South regarded secession as a continuation of the original thirteen colonies’ rebellion against British tyranny; now the tyranny stemmed from the northern states.  Just as the American colonies rebelled against King George, the South was now rebelling against “King Abraham”—though Lincoln had yet to commit any overt act to justify a rebellion—and his allies in the Republican Party.  In their view, the thirteen colonies, in opposing an abusive government, had voluntarily come together in 1776 to form a nation, now eleven were voluntarily leaving it to escape an equally abusive government.  The only question was how the North would respond.

The Role of Slavery in Secession

Finally, it is unavoidable, however much southern sympathizers may want to, to consider the role of slavery in the secession crisis. As we have seen, many factors—economic, social, cultural, political, constitutional—contributed to the sectional breech during the thirty years leading to the secession crisis, although some played a larger, more crucial role than others.  While it would be historically irresponsible to focus on one cause of secession, since 1830—and especially after 1854—the issue of slavery seemed to dominate the American political landscape. Indeed, during the final decade of the antebellum era, the slavery issue seemed to become intertwined in virtually every subject considered in American society. As one observer has noted, in the final analysis, “No simple generalization suffices to explain this second epochal rupture in American history, although the institution of slavery was apparently involved, somehow, in every decision.”
 

The importance of slavery to the South, and thus its role in the secession crisis, can be gleaned by examining the events immediately prior to secession and the remarks of various southern leaders—those who actually brought the crisis to fruition—as they left the US Congress upon their state’s secession from the Union.  As we have seen, one of the primary demands of southern leaders just prior to secession was a federal slave code to protect all forms of “property,” i.e., slavery, in the territories.  This essentially was a call for congressional recognition and enforcement of the Dred Scott decision.  Jefferson Davis spoke of a slave code in the Senate in 1859, requiring the “federal government to protect the rights of slaveholders [in the territories], and that these matters [whether or not to permit slavery] could only be determined only by states legislatures after admission to statehood.”
 Later, several of the state delegations were ordered to leave the Democratic convention in 1860 if the party refused to include a slave code in the party platform.  It was only after the southern delegates bolted the Democratic convention and confirmed the rupture of the party that a separate southern convention adopted a slave code as part of its platform.  

What’s more, the public speeches of southern political leaders and the editorials of the southern press as the secession crisis approached are very instructive. Senator Robert Toombs of Georgia, on the eve of the Peach state’s withdrawal from the Union in January 1861, declared, 

Sirs, they [the southern states] have stood by your Constitution; they have stood by all its 

requirements; they have performed all of its duties unselfishly, uncalculatingly, disinterestedly, until a party sprang up in this country which endangered their social 

system—a party having made proclamation of outlawry against four thousand

millions of their property in the Territories of the United States. . . I have, then 

established the proposition that you seek to outlaw $4,000,000,000 of property 

of our people in the Territories of the United States.   Is not that a cause of war?  
As a condition to end the secession crisis, Toombs called on the free-states to grant southerners “an equal right to emigrate” to the federal territories with slaves; that “property in slaves shall be entitled to the same protection from the government” as all other property; that those assisting slaves to escape be punished; and that fugitive slaves be returned to their owner without resistance.
 
Two weeks later, William C. Clay of Alabama, upon his resignation from the United States Senate, angrily remarked, 

Not a decade has elapsed, since [Alabama’s] birth, that has not been strongly 

marked by proofs of the growth and power of that anti-slavery spirit of the 

northern people which seeks the overthrow of that domestic institution of the 

South, which is not only the chief source of her prosperity, but the very basis of 

her social order and State polity.”
 

Georgia Supreme Court Justice Henry Benning, who served as the Peach State’s representative Virginia’s secession convention, said that Georgia’s decision to leave the Union was based on “a conviction, a deep conviction, that a separation from the North was the only thing that could prevent the abolition of [Georgia’s] slaves.”
 

And the future president of the Confederate States, Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, despite his later claims that slavery was not the cause of the conflict, stated in his farewell address to the US Senate that he 

has heard proclaimed the theory that all men are created free and equal, and 

this makes the basis of an attack upon her social institutions; and the sacred 

Declaration of Independence has been invoked to maintain the position of the 

equality of the races. . . [The Declaration claimed] that men were created equal—

meaning the men of the political community; that there was no divine right to rule; 

that there were no classes by which power and palace descended to families, but 

that all stations were equally within the grasp of each member of the body-politic. 

These were the great principles they announced; these were the purposes for which 

they made their declaration; these were the end to which their enunciation was directed.  

They have no reference to the slave.”
  

The importance of slavery was also evident in the creation of the Confederate States of America. The CSA Constitution, while explicitly granting protection to slave labor, mentions slavery a total of ten times; by comparison, the US Federal Constitution never mentioned slavery, however, it makes three euphemistic references to the institution. Representatives of the CSA made clear the importance of slavery to the southern states. Upon the ratification of the Confederate Constitution, Jefferson Davis addressed the Confederate Congress by offering “a succinct statement of events which have resulted in this warfare.” Among those events, the Confederacy’s president referred to “a persistent and organized system of hostile measures against the rights of the owners of slaves in the Southern States was inaugurated and gradually extended” by the Northern states, as well as a “continuous series of measures was devised and prosecuted for the purpose of rendering insecure the tenure of property in slaves.” The Republican Party, Davis asserted, “was organized for the purpose of obtaining the administration of the Government, with the avowed object of using its power for the total exclusion of the slave States from all participation in the benefits of the public domain acquired by all the States in common, whether by conquest or purchase; of surrounding them entirely by States in which slavery should be prohibited; of thus rendering the property in slaves so insecure as to be comparatively worthless, and thereby annihilating in effect property worth thousands of millions of dollars.”
  
Future CSA vice president Alexander H. Stephens, who also later denied slavery’s role as a causative factor, asserted in his Cornerstone Address of March 1861 


African slavery as it exists amongst us—the proper status of the negro in our form of 

civilization . . . was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present revolution . . . 

Our new government [the Confederacy], its cornerstone rests upon the great truth, that 

the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery—subordination to the superior race—is his natural and normal condition.”

Later, Stephens wrote in A Constitutional View of the Late War Between the States, 

The matter of negro subordination, I repeat, was the exciting question in 1860. . . [it]

was by far the most exciting and all-absorbing one, at that time, on both sides, and 

was the main proximate cause which brought those principles of the Government 

into active play, resulting in the conflict of arms.”

Interestingly, Stephens denial of racial equality and that slavery was a legitimate institution to distinguish or “subordinate” the inferior black race to the superior white race actually vindicated Thomas Jefferson and the Founders view that “all men were created equal” and that the black race was entitled to the natural rights asserted in the Declaration of Independence. By making the claim that the government of the Confederate States of America “is founded upon exactly the opposite idea” of the Founder’s notion that “enslavement of the African was in violation of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, morally, socially, and politically,”
 Stephens was charging that Jefferson and his colleagues at the Second Continental Congress and the Framers of the Constitution, who based the nation’s governing document on the Declaration of Independence, were wrong. For modern critics, who question the Founders’ sincerity when they wrote the Declaration of Independence and Constitution, this has proved to be an inconvenient truth. Why would Stephens and the rest of the Confederate founders, none of whom criticized or disagreed with the Georgian’s opinion, go to such great lengths to point out how wrong Jefferson was when he wrote the Declaration of Independence if he did not believe that Jefferson really meant what he said? What’s more, the CSA vice president vindicated Abraham Lincoln’s understanding of the nation’s origins the president-elect “claimed to believe and defend no more than the principle the Founders gave us.” Thus, in the minds of virtually all secessionist-supporting Southerners, “the Confederacy had come into being to assert racial inequality and to defend Negro slavery.”


Even in the North, President Abraham Lincoln believed slavery to be the cause of the conflict.  In his second inaugural address, delivered just little more than a month before the war’s conclusion, he declared that the “slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest [in the southern states].  All knew that this interest was, somehow, the cause of the war.  To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union, even by war.”


Many southern editorials pointed to slavery’s value to the South and its vital role in creating the present crisis.  The New Orleans Picayune, on the eve of the 1860 election, traced the events that led to the sectional separation, and concluded, “the very agitation of which we complain has in one respect accrued to our benefit. It has evolved the true principles on which the institution of slavery is based. It has convinced all Southern men of the moral right, the civil, social and political benefit of slavery. It has done more; it has modified the opinion of a large number of men in the free States, on this subject, and is gradually changing the opinion of the world—bringing it to regard slavery with more liberality.”
  In October 1860, The Charleston Mercury, labeling the prospect of a Lincoln presidency the “Rule of Abolitionism,” unequivocally declared “slave property, is the foundation of all property in the South . . . The ruin of the South, by the emancipation of her slaves” would result in the “loss of liberty, property, home, country—everything that makes life worth living.”
  
James Debow who published one of the most influential economic and political journals in the South, itemized the reasons non-slaveholders should welcome an alliance with slaveholders.  One of them was that the “non-slaveholder of the South preserves the status of the white man, and is not regarded as an inferior or a dependant . . . No [non-slaveowning] white man at the South serves another as a body-servant, to clean his boots, wait on his table, and perform the menial services of his household! His blood revolts against this, and his necessities never drive him to it. He is a companion and an equal” to the slaveholder.
  Even toward the end of the Civil War, the Washington, Arkansas Telegraph, defended slavery.  It opined in January 1865, “The great institution of slavery, so excellent in itself, and so necessary to civil liberty and the dignity of the white race, is one of the grand objects of our struggle.”  Urging the South to fight on despite the futility of its cause, the paper concluded, “No entering wedge to emancipation should ever be allowed.”

Another instructive indication of slavery’s importance to the antebellum South and its influence in the secession crisis is the demographic data on slavery on the eve of the Civil War.  Based on the 1860 census,
 out of a total slave population of just under four million, 2,312,352 slaves (fifty-nine percent of the slave population) lived in the Lower South, the seven states that seceded immediately following Lincoln’s election victory.  In these seven states, nearly thirty-seven percent of families owned slaves, a significantly higher percentage than the twenty-five percent that comprised the total slaveowning population.  Slaves that lived in the Upper South, the four states that remained in the Union until Lincoln called for volunteers to deal with the secession crisis, numbered 1,208,758 (twenty-nine percent of the slave population) with just over twenty-five percent of the region’s families owning slaves.  Together, these eleven states comprised the Confederate States of America and possessed over sixty-five percent of the slave population while nearly thirty-one percent of their families owned slaves.  The Border States—states that sanctioned slavery but chose not to secede from the Union—held only 432,586 slaves (thirteen percent of the slave population) with fewer than sixteen percent of its families possessing slaves. 

These statistics seem to indicate that the slaveholding states possessing the most slaves as well as the highest percentage of slave ownership were more fervent and active in their support for secession.  What’s more, the Lower South, with its much higher slave and slaveowning population, had much more to lose, economically, socially, culturally, as well as politically if the institution of slavery failed to expand or was altered in any way.  This may explain its pre-inauguration decision to leave the Union.  The Upper South—Virginia, Tennessee, Arkansas, and North Carolina—while still containing a little more than a quarter of the slave population, had seen the number of slaves in its region decline over the previous two decades.  It is plausible to argue that constitutional issues and the principle of excessive federal authority, i.e., the decision by the new Republican administration to use force to suppress the rebellion, rather than the preservation of slavery, may have influenced these states to join the Confederacy.  The Border States, however, contained a substantially lower number of slaves and slaveowners.  While they in no way offered any sympathy to the black race and struggled intensely over whether to secede or remain with the Union, slavery clearly was not reason enough for this region to leave the comfort and security of the Union.  Moreover, when President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation and ensured slavery’s ultimate demise, the Border States, after some initial grumbling, accepted the decision and still remained loyal to the Union. 

Interestingly, another indication of slavery’s value to the seceded states can be determined by the actions of southerners following the Civil War.  Although the war resulted in slavery’s abolition, it was eventually replaced by a system that largely accomplished the societal goals of slavery’s most avid supporters.  Following a brief period of political freedom, most freed blacks descended into a slave-like economic system known as sharecropping while new Black Code laws and the rise of the Ku Klux Klan used quasi-legal and blatantly illegal measures to intimidate the freed slaves and “keep blacks in their place.”  With the restoration of Democratic Party rule in the South in the mid-1870s and a renewed interpretation of its states’ rights philosophy, black Americans descended into economic, political, and social subordination, not to mention oppressive racial hatred and discrimination that would last over one hundred years.  Following a civil war in which over a half million men died and nearly that many were wounded, slavery no longer existed, but a new societal order replaced it that, in effect, accomplished the same objectives.
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