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TERMS & NAMES

Lincoln’s Election and
Southern Secession

platform
secede
Confederate States
of America
Jefferson Davis
Crittenden Plan

MAIN IDEA

WHY IT MATTERS NOW

The election of Lincoln led the
Southern states to secede from
the Union.

This was the only time in U.S. history
that states seceded from the Union.

ONE AMERICAN’S STORY
In May 1860, Murat Halstead, a reporter for the
Cincinnati Commercial, traveled to Chicago to cover
the Republican convention. Most people assumed that
William Seward of New York would win the party’s
presidential nomination. But there were other
candidates, too.
Throughout the convention, candidates tried to
win away Seward’s delegates. As the other candidates
hoped, Seward failed to win the nomination on the
first ballot. Throughout the tense voting, Abraham
Lincoln, a lesser-known candidate from Illinois, gained
strength. Halstead described the scene as Lincoln
received the winning votes.
A V O I C E F R O M T H E PA S T
There was a moment’s silence. The nerves of the thousands, which through
the hours of suspense had been subjected to terrible tension, relaxed, and
as deep breaths of relief were taken, there was a noise in the Wigwam
[convention hall] like the rush of a great wind [just before] a storm—
and in another breath, the storm was there. There were thousands
cheering with the energy of insanity.

In 1860, the Republican delegates
met in Chicago at a convention
hall known as the Wigwam.

Murat Halstead, Caucuses of 1860

Having won the nomination, Lincoln could turn his attention to
winning the general election. In this section, you will learn about the
election of 1860 and its role in pushing the nation toward civil war.

Political Parties Splinter
In April, a few weeks before the Republicans nominated Abraham
Lincoln, the Democrats held their convention in Charleston, South
Carolina. Northern and Southern Democrats disagreed over what to say
about slavery in the party’s platform, or statement of beliefs.
The Southerners wanted the party to defend slavery in the platform.
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But Northerners wanted the platform to support popular sovereignty as
a way of deciding whether a territory became a free state or a slave state.
The Northerners won the platform vote, causing 50 Southern delegates
to walk out of the convention.
The remaining delegates tried to nominate a presidential candidate.
Stephen A. Douglas was the leading contender, but the Southerners
who stayed refused to back him because of his support for popular sovereignty. Douglas could not win enough votes to gain the nomination.
Finally, the Democrats gave up and decided to meet again in Baltimore
in June to choose a candidate. But as the Baltimore convention opened,
Northerners and Southerners remained at odds. This time, almost all the
Southerners left the meeting.
With the Southerners gone, the Northern Democrats nominated
Douglas. Meanwhile, the Southern Democrats decided to nominate
their own candidate. They chose John Breckinridge of Kentucky, the
current vice-president and a supporter of slavery.
As you read in One American’s Story on page 455, the Republicans
had already nominated Abraham Lincoln. In addition to Lincoln,
Douglas, and Breckinridge, a candidate from a fourth party entered the
race. This party was called the Constitutional Union Party, and its members had one aim—to preserve the Union. They nominated John Bell of
Tennessee to run for president.

The Election of 1860

This cartoon of the
long-legged Abe
Lincoln shows him
to be the fittest
candidate in the
1860 presidential
election.
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The election of 1860 turned into two different races for the presidency,
one in the North and one in the South. Lincoln and Douglas were the
only candidates with much support in the North. Breckinridge and Bell
competed for Southern votes.
Lincoln and Breckinridge were considered to have the most extreme
views on slavery. Lincoln opposed the expansion of slavery into the territories. Breckinridge insisted that the federal government be required to
protect slavery in any territory. Douglas and Bell were considered moderates because neither wanted
the federal government to pass
new laws on slavery.
The outcome of the election
made it clear that the nation was
tired of compromise. Lincoln
defeated Douglas in the North.
Breckinridge carried most of the
South. Douglas and Bell managed to win only in the states
between the North and the
Deep South. Because the North
had more people in it than the
South, Lincoln won the election.
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A. Recognizing
Effects How did
slavery affect U.S.
political parties
in 1860?
A. Answer It split
the Democrats in
two and led to
the formation of
the Constitutional
Union Party. It
also increased the
strength of the
Republicans.
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The Election of 1860

ME .
VT.
5

MI N N .

OREGON

4

3

N.Y.

WIS.

35

MI C H .

5

6

PA.

IOWA

TERRI TO RI ES

27

4

ILL. IND.
11

CALIF.
4

OHIO
23

13

MO .

KY.

9

12

VIRGINIA

4

R.I. 4
CONN. 6
N . J.
DEL. 3
MD . 8

N.C.
10

S.C.

ARK.
4

N.H. 5
MA S S . 13

15

T E N N . 12

TEX A S

4
3

8

8

Electoral Popular
Vote
Vote

GEORGIA
MISS. A L A .
10
7

9

LA.
6

FLA.
3

Lincoln
(Republican)
Douglas
(N. Democrat)
Breckinridge
(S. Democrat)
Bell
(Constitutional
Union)

180

1,865,593

12

1,382,713

72

848,356

39

592,906

GEOGRAPHY SKILLBUILDER Interpreting Maps
1. Region Which state split its vote, and which candidates
received those votes?
2. Region How many states did Lincoln win?

Despite Lincoln’s statements that he would do nothing to abolish
slavery in the South, white Southerners did not trust him. Many were
sure that he and the other Republicans would move to ban slavery. As a
result, white Southerners saw the Republican victory as a threat to the
Southern way of life.

Skillbuilder
Answers
1. New Jersey;
Lincoln 4, Douglas 3
2. 17 and part of
New Jersey

Southern States Secede

Background
Before becoming
president of the
Confederacy,
Davis had been
a hero during
the War with
Mexico and a
U.S. senator.

Before the 1860 presidential election, many Southerners had warned
that if Lincoln won, the Southern states would secede, or withdraw
from the Union. Supporters of secession based their arguments on the
idea of states’ rights. They argued that the states had voluntarily joined
the Union. Consequently, they claimed that the states also had the right
to leave the Union.
On December 20, 1860, South Carolina became the first state to
secede. Other states in the Deep South, where slave labor and cotton
production were most common, also considered secession. During the
next six weeks, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and
Texas joined South Carolina in secession.
In early February 1861, the states that had seceded met in Montgomery,
Alabama. They formed the Confederate States of America. The convention named Jefferson Davis president of the Confederacy.
The Nation Breaking Apart
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Inaugural Address,
Lincoln argued
passionately for
the North and the
South to preserve
the Union.
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Along with naming Davis president, the convention drafted a constitution. The Confederate Constitution was modeled on the U.S.
Constitution. But there were a few important differences. For example,
the Confederate Constitution supported states’ rights. It also protected
slavery in the Confederacy, including any territories it might acquire.
Having formed its government, the Confederate states made plans to
defend their separation from the Union. Some believed that war
between the states could not be avoided. But everyone waited to see
what the Union government would do in response.

The Union Responds to Secession
Northerners considered the secession of the Southern states to be unconstitutional. During his last months in office, President James Buchanan
argued against secession. He believed that the states did not have the
right to withdraw from the Union because the federal government, not
the state governments, was sovereign. If secession were permitted, the
Union would become weak, like a “rope of sand.” He believed that the
U.S. Constitution was framed to prevent such a thing from happening.
In addition to these issues, secession raised the issue of majority
rule. Southerners complained that Northerners intended to use their
majority to force the South to abolish slavery. But Northerners
responded that Southerners simply did not want to live by the rules of
democracy. They complained that Southerners were not willing to live
with the election results. As Northern writer James Russell Lowell
458

CHAPTER 15

Vocabulary
sovereign:
supreme, selfgoverning
authority
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wrote, “[The Southerners’] quarrel is not with the Republican Party,
but with the theory of Democracy.”

Efforts to Compromise Fail
With the states in the lower South forming a new government in
Montgomery, Alabama, some people continued to seek compromise.
Senator John J. Crittenden of Kentucky developed a compromise plan. The Crittenden Plan was presented to
“We must not
Congress in late February 1861, but it did not pass.
With the hopes for compromise fading, Americans waited
be enemies.”
for Lincoln’s inauguration. What would the new president do
Abraham Lincoln
about the crisis? On March 4, Lincoln took the oath of office
and gave his First Inaugural Address. He assured the South
that he had no intention of abolishing slavery there. But he spoke forcefully
against secession. Then he ended his speech with an appeal to friendship.
A V O I C E F R O M T H E PA S T
B. Making
Inferences What
do you think
Lincoln meant by
“mystic chords of
memory”?
B. Possible
Response spiritual attachment
that he believed
Americans had
to their nation’s
history

Section

4

We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion
may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic
chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field and patriot grave, to
every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell
the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by
the better angels of our nature.
Abraham Lincoln, First Inaugural Address

Lincoln would not press the South. He wanted no invasion. But he
would not abandon the government’s property there. Several forts in the
South, including Fort Sumter in South Carolina, were still in Union
hands. These forts would soon need to be resupplied. Throughout
March and into April, Northerners and Southerners waited anxiously to
see what would happen next. You will find out in the next chapter.

Assessment

1. Terms & Names

2. Taking Notes

3. Main Ideas

4. Critical Thinking

Explain the
significance of:

Use a time line to fill in the
main events that occurred
between April 1860 and
March 1861.

a. Who were the candidates
in the 1860 presidential election, and what policies did
each candidate stand for?

Analyzing Points of View
Do you think the Southern
states seceded to protect
slavery or states’ rights?

b. Which states seceded right
after Lincoln’s election? How
did they justify this action?

THINK ABOUT

• platform
• secede
• Confederate States
of America
• Jefferson Davis
• Crittenden Plan

April
1860

June
1860
May
1860

Feb.
1861
Nov.
1860

March
1861

Do you think secession could
have been avoided? Why?
ACTIVITY OPTIONS

SPEECH
TECHNOLOGY

c. What attempts did the
North and the South make
to compromise? What were
the results?

• the Southern view of the
Fugitive Slave Act
• the Confederate
Constitution
• slaveholders’ views of the
Republican Party

Read Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address. Deliver a section of the speech before the
class or plan an electronic presentation about that day and Lincoln’s message.
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