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Arguments over slavery and the growth
of sectionalism before 1860 revealed
that the United States was deeply
divided. Although many compromises
had been reached over the issue of
slavery, none had ever resolved the issue.
By the 1850s, the slavery debate had
reached a crisis point. Conflict between
abolitionists and supporters of slavery
had erupted in Kansas. A new political
party, the Republican Party, had been
founded with a mission of opposing
slavery. Supporters of the practice dug in
their heels. On the eve of the presidential
election of 1860, it was not certain that
the United States could survive without
addressing the crisis. The stakes could
not be higher—the election would
determine the future of the nation.
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What factors led to the outbreak
of the American Civil War?

Abraham Lincoln became president
in 1861 and immediately faced the
challenge of preserving the Union.




The events of the 1850s, including
the Dred Scott decision, meant that
slavery was the key issue at stake

in the presidential election of 1860.
The main concern was whether
slavery would be allowed to spread
into the territories to the west. The
Republican Party chose Abraham
Lincoln as their presidential candidate.
Although many in the Republican
Party wanted slavery to end, the
party took a pragmatic approach

to the election. Lincoln did not run
as an abolitionist. Instead, Lincoln
and the Republicans guaranteed that
slavery would continue in the states
where it currently existed, but they
also promised to keep slavery out of
the territories. Lincoln feared the issue
would tear the country apart. As you
may recall, he said, “A house divided

, adj. realistic or accepting
of limits

, N. a person who
worked to end slavery during the
1700s and 1800s

against itself cannot stand.” He saw
that the argument over slavery would
have to be resolved if the Union, the
United States, were to continue.

The issue of slavery caused a split

in the Democratic Party. In the

North, the Democratic Party selected
Lincoln’s old rival Stephen A. Douglas
as its candidate. It adopted a platform
that proposed a compromise: let
territories decide for themselves to
allow slavery or not. But Democrats in
the South rejected this platform and
broke with the Northern Democrats.
They nominated their own candidate,
John C. Breckinridge, and issued their
own platform, calling for slavery to
spread to the West.

The split was evidence of the
extreme sectionalism that had
taken hold in the South. Many
Southern leaders believed strongly
that slavery was a good, moral, and
productive system. Southerners
were defensive about a practice
that was a vital part of their society
and economy. They saw Republican
proposals to end the expansion

of slavery as a first step to ending
slavery entirely. Some argued that
the Tenth Amendment made slavery
an issue for the states to decide.



As the election neared, support for secession grew in the South. This engraving shows a meeting in support of
secession in South Carolinain 1860.

To these Southerners, their state
governments were the final defense

for the institution of slavery. They
believed that states had the right to
secede from the Union if the federal
government passed laws they deemed
unconstitutional. These ideas are
sometimes summarized as the argument
for “states’ rights.”

Republicans did not accept this
argument. They viewed the federal
government established by the
Constitution as the final authority in the
Union. They pointed to the preamble to
the Constitution—it was not the states
but “we the people” who established the
Constitution, to ensure justice and liberty
for the people of the United States.



Justice and liberty, to the Republicans,
needed the Union to be strong and
whole, not divided by sectional or
state interests.
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%4 Why didn’t the pragmatic approach
of the Republicans and Northern
Democrats work?

The election of 1860 was held on
November 6. It was fought among

the Republicans, the Northern and
Southern Democrats, and a fourth

party, the Constitutional Union Party.

The Constitutional Union Party and its
candidate, John Bell, avoided the issue of
slavery entirely. But voters rejected further
compromise. The issue of slavery and
sectional interests guided how voters cast
their ballots.

Abraham Lincoln was the winner of the
election. He received almost 40 percent
of the popular vote and 180 votes in

the electoral college. Lincoln won every
state in the North and the western states
of California and Oregon. This result

was partly thanks to the unity of the

Republican Party. Lincoln’s campaign had
aimed to keep the party and its supporters
together. This was especially important
because they knew that the split in the
Democratic Party meant that neither
Northern nor Southern Democrats would
have enough support to win the election.
The Republicans were correct. Stephen
Douglas and the Northern Democrats won
nearly 30 percent of the national vote,

but they only won the state of Missouri
and split New Jersey’s electoral college
votes. Breckinridge and the Southern
Democrats received 18 percent of the vote
and won many states in the South. Bell
won the states of Virginia, Kentucky, and
Tennessee.

The result showed the divides between
and within the North and South clearly.
Northern states were divided between
Lincoln and Douglas; Southern states,
between Breckinridge and Bell. Lincoln
was not even on the ballot in the Southern
states that would later secede. He had
virtually no support among whites in

the South.

i

Why might voters in Virginia,
Kentucky, and Tennessee have
voted for Bell and the Constitutional
Union Party?




Results of the 1860 Election

[ Abraham Lincoln, Republican: 39.9%, 1,865,908 votes
[ John Breckinridge, Southern Democratic: 18.1%, 848,019 votes
[ John Bell, Constitutional Union: 12.6%, 590,901 votes
[ Stephen Douglas, Northern Democratic: 29.5%, 1,380,202 votes

The election of 1860 made Abraham Lincoln the president, setting the stage for a decisive split between North

and South.
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Secession

Soon-to-be president Lincoln made his
way to Washington, D.C. Along the way

he stopped in sixteen towns and cities
and spoke to people in each place. Then,
during his first inaugural address, in March
of 1861, President Lincoln repeated that
he had no plans to interfere with the

institution of slavery in states where it
was already legal. He also repeated his
belief that each state had the right to
self-governance. But by this time, the
Southern states were no longer interested
in listening. Three months earlier, in
December 1860, South Carolina had
announced that it was seceding from
the Union. In January and February 1861,
Louisiana, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama,
Georgia, and Texas also voted to leave.



The banner of the South Carolina Secession
Convention, 1860

Before Abraham Lincoln even took the

oath of office, seven states had seceded.

The secessionist movement was not as
popular in Louisiana as it was in other
areas of the South. Even the Louisiana
governor, Thomas O. Moore, did not
initially support the movement. “I shall
not advise the secession of my State,”
he wrote in October 1860, “and | will
add that | do not think the people of
Louisiana will ultimately decide in favor
of that course.”

But Moore was speaking before the
election result. When it became clear

that Abraham Lincoln would become

the next president, support for secession
in Louisiana increased. Louisianans saw
that Lincoln had won all the states of the
North. He had not even been on the ballot
in Louisiana. Supporters of secession
believed that the North had united to end
slavery against the wishes of Southerners.
Some Louisianans saw the actions of

John Brown at Harpers Ferry in 1859 as
evidence that opponents of slavery would
use force to achieve their goals. Those in
favor of secession used these arguments
to inspire support from people who felt
their way of life was being threatened.
Public opinion was so strongly in favor of
secession that Governor Moore and others
came to support the idea.

A convention was called to discuss and
take a vote on seceding from the Union.
The convention was held in Baton Rouge
on January 26, 1861. All but 17 of the

130 delegates sent to the convention
voted to secede.

The seceding states formed their own
nation. On February 4, representatives
from the first seven seceding states met
in Montgomery, Alabama. Three days
later, the seceding states announced the
creation of the Confederate States of
America. The new nation was called the
Confederacy for short. The Confederacy



John Brown and Harpers Ferry

John Brown had always opposed slavery.
Originally from Connecticut, Brown
became involved with the abolitionist
movement and worked to support the
Underground Railroad in the 1840s.

In 1855, Brown and his sons moved to
Kansas, where they got involved in the
fight between opponents of slavery, like
themselves, and its supporters. After

the town of Lawrence was attacked by
supporters of slavery in 1856, Brown
launched a violent campaign against
slavery supporters and slaveholders. In
1859, this led him to attack the federal
armory at Harpers Ferry in Virginia (now
in West Virginia), along with sixteen white

adopted a constitution guaranteeing that
state governments would control the
future of slavery. Then the representatives
from the seven seceding states chose
Jefferson Davis as the first president of the
Confederate States of America. Louisiana
officially joined the Confederacy on

March 21, 1861.
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5:/ Why did the delegates in Louisiana
vote so overwhelmingly in favor of
secession?

ffie—

and five African American abolitionists.
Brown hoped to cause an uprising of
enslaved people by seizing the armory
and arming the enslaved in the vicinity.
The raid did not go as planned, and
enslaved people in the region did not
rise up. Soon after, troops led by Colonel
Robert E. Lee attacked Brown and
defeated his raiders, killing many of them.
Brown, heavily wounded, was put on trial
for treason against the state of Virginia.
He was sentenced to death. When the
sentence was passed, Brown made a
speech stating that he gave his life in

the cause of ending slavery in America.
Brown became a martyr to many who
opposed slavery.

Even before the new Confederate States of
America was declared, each of the seven
states that initially seceded had begun

to take over forts, arsenals, post offices,
and other federal government property
within their borders. They claimed that
the United States no longer had any
rights within their states, so the property
belonged to the states themselves. By the
time Lincoln was sworn in as president,
only two forts in the seven Confederate
states remained under the control of the
United States.



secede, the Mint hurried to get the coins
and silver shipped to Philadelphia. Before
the shipment was ready, the militia arrived
and claimed the $300,000 for the state
treasury. The Confederacy continued to
use the New Orleans minting facility for a
short time. It was the only mint to create
coins with a Confederate design.

The former mint in the city of New Orleans is now
part of the Louisiana State Museum, housing the New
Orleans Jazz Museum.

Writers’ Corner

Imagine you are a newspaper
militia to seize the federal arsenal in the reporter tasked with reporting

state. Taking possession of the arsenal on the 1860 election. Write
a three-paragraph report

summarizing the candidates, their
and ammunition for what would become platforms, and the major issues that are

the Confederate Army. The barracks at involved in the election.
Baton Rouge and the New Orleans branch
of the United States Mint were also seized.

Governor Moore ordered the Louisiana

enabled Louisiana to provide weapons

The seizures also provided the new Vocabulary o
Confederacy with some vital funds. The ammunition, n. bullets or shells

U.S. Mint branch in New Orleans was
holding more than $300,000 in coins and

silver. Concerned that Louisiana might

mint, n. a place where money is coined
under governmental authority




PRIMARY SOURCE: FROM “ON THE RIGHT OF SECESSION”
BY SENATOR JUDAH P. BENJAMIN OF LOUISIANA (1860)

We are brought at last, sir, directly forced, to meet promptly an issue produced by
an irresistible course of events whose inevitable results some of us, at least, have
foreseen for years. Nor, sir, have we failed in our duty of warning the Republicans
that they were fast driving us to a point where the very instincts of self-preservation

would impose upon us the necessity of separation. . ..

You, Senators of the Republican party, assert, and your people whom you represent
assert, that under a just and fair interpretation of the Federal Constitution it is right
that you deny that our slaves, which directly and indirectly involve a value of more
than four thousand million dollars, are property at all. . ..

You assume the interpretation that it is right to encourage, by all possible means,
directly and indirectly, the robbery of this property, and to legislate so as to render
its recovery as difficult and dangerous as possible. . ..

Source: Benjamin, Judah Philip. “Speech of Hon. J. P. Benjamin, of Louisiana, on
the Right of Secession: Delivered in the Senate of the United States, Dec. 31, 1860.”
Marian S. Carson Collection. Library of Congress.
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PRIMARY SOURCE: EXCERPT FROM LINCOLN'’S FIRST

INAUGURAL ADDRESS (1861)

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern States that by
the accession of a Republican administration their property and their peace and
personal security are to be endangered. There has never been any reasonable
cause for such apprehension. Indeed, the most ample evidence to the contrary
has all the while existed and been open to their inspection. It is found in nearly all
the published speeches of him who now addresses you. | do but quote from one
of those speeches when | declare that “I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to
interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists. | believe | have
no lawful right to do so, and | have no inclination to do so.” Those who nominated
and elected me did so with full knowledge that | had made this and many similar
declarations, and had never recanted them. And, more than this, they placed in the
platform for my acceptance, and as a law to themselves and to me, the clear and
emphatic resolution which | now read:

Resolved, That the maintenance inviolate of the rights of the States, and especially
the right of each State to order and control its own domestic institutions according
to its own judgment exclusively, is essential to that balance of power on which the
perfection and endurance of our political fabric depend, and we denounce the
lawless invasion by armed force of the soil of any State or Territory, no matter under
what pretext, as among the gravest of crimes.

| now reiterate these sentiments. . . .

Source: Lincoln, Abraham. First inaugural address. March 4, 1861.
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Chapter 2

The Course of
the Civil War

The Framing Question

How did the events of the Civil
War transform the United States?

—=
A Nation at War

The Civil War was not expected to be

a lengthy conflict, yet it grew into the
largest and most destructive war ever
fought on American soil. Taking both
sides together, 2.4 million Americans
fought in the Civil War, and roughly
620,000 of them perished. Millions more
people, including civilians, were injured.
The war transformed the nation. The
South had seceded to preserve slavery,
but the war ended it for good.
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