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The Republican Threat For all the popular hysteria they were instrumental in whipping up, the secessionists quite
rationally assessed the nature of the Republican threat. The Republican stand against the expansion of slavery struck
at the vital interests of the slave South. Economically, it threatened to choke off the profits of plantation agriculture
by denying it access to fresh, arable lands. As a consequence, Southerners told themselves, whites would flee the
slave states, and to save themselves, the dwindling numbers of whites would have to wage a preemptive war of
extermination against the growing black majority. Politically, as free states were carved out of the territories,
Southern power in Congress would he reduced to the point where slavery in the states could he dismantled by the
ever larger political majority in the North. Most degrading of all from the Southern perspective was the humiliation
implicit in submitting to the rule of an antislavery party. To do so would be an admission to Northerners and the
outside world that the Southern way of life was morally suspect. Only slaves, the secessionists insisted, acted in such
a servile fashion.

The secessionists did not expect the Republicans to make an immediate and direct move against slavery.
They were well aware that the Republicans did not control Congress or the Supreme Court. As a new and still
untested party, the Republicans would have to cooperate with Southern and Democratic politicians. But, reasoned
the secessionists, such a demonstration that the slave South could, in the short run, survive under a Republican
administration, would establish the fatal precedent of submitting to Republican rule and blunt the spirit of Southern
resistance. In the meantime, the Republicans could use what power they had to begin the slow dismantling of
slavery. The whole purpose of the Republican determination to prohibit the expansion of slavery was to put it on the
road to extinction in the states where it existed.

In addition to all the perceived horrors of encirclement by a swelling majority of free states, the secessionists
warned of changes in the sectional balance that the Republicans could potentially implement. They could move
against slavery in Washington, D.C., and in Federal forts and installations. They could force the introduction of
antislavery literature into the South by banning censorship of the Federal mails and simultaneously position the
Supreme Court to overturn the Dred Scott ruling. They could weaken or repeal the Fugitive Slave Act and prohibit
the interstate slave trade, a key link in the profitability of slavery to the South as a whole. Most alarming of all from
the standpoint of the secessionists was the possibility that the Republicans would use Federal patronage and
appointments to build a free labor party in the South. Senator Robert Toombs of Georgia echoed the concerns of
many secessionists when he predicted in 1860 that Republican control of Federal jobs would create an "abolition
party" within a year in Maryland, within two years in Kentucky, Missouri, and Virginia, and throughout the South
by the end of four years.

Southern Divisions Over Slavery The Toombs prediction went to the heart of secessionists fears over the
commitment to slavery within the South. To be sure, very few Southern whites by 1860 favored an immediate end to
slavery. Most such whites had left the South in the preceding generation, either voluntarily or in response to
community pressures forcing them out. Nonetheless, deep divisions existed over the future of slavery and the
direction of Southern society itself.

The Jeffersonian dream of a gradual withering away of slavery persisted in the upper South. Many whites
could contemplate and even accept the eventual end of the institution as long as there was no outside interference in
the process of disentanglement. In this region, as the proportion of slaves in the total population steadily declined in
the late antebellum decades, slavery was increasingly becoming a matter of expediency, not of necessity. The
secessionists had every reason to believe that a Republican administration would encourage the emancipationist
sentiment that had already emerged among the white working classes in such slave cities as St. Louis, Baltimore,
and Richmond.

In the lower South the secessionists doubted the loyalty to slavery of the yeomanry, a class of
nonslaveholding farmers who composed the largest single bloc in the electorate. Although tied to the planters by a
mutual commitment to white supremacy and often by bonds of kinship, these farmers occupied an ambivalent
position in Southern society. They fervently valued their economic independence and political liberties, and hence
they resented the spread of the plantation economy and the planters pretensions to speak for them. But as long as the
yeomen were able to practice their subsistence-oriented agriculture and the more ambitious ones saw a reasonable
chance of someday buying a few slaves, this resentment fell far short of class conflict. In the 1850s, however, both
these safety valves were being closed off The proportion of families owning slaves fell from 31 to 23 percent.
Sharply rising slave prices prevented more and more whites from purchasing slaves. At the same rime, railroads
spread the reach of a plantation agriculture geared to market production. Rates of farm tenancy rose in the older
black belts, and the yeomen’s traditional way of life was under increasing pressure.



Distrustful of the upper South as a region and the yeomanry as a class, the secessionists pushed for immediate
as well as separate state secession. By moving quickly, they hoped to prevent divisions within the South from
coalescing into a paralyzing debate over the best means of resisting Republican rule. Since most of the rabid
secessionists were Breckinridge Democrats, the party that controlled nearly all the governorships and state
legislatures in the lower South, the secessionists were able to set their own timetable for disunion.

The South Secedes South Carolina was in the perfect position to launch secession. Its governor, William H.
Gist, was on record as favoring a special state convention in the event of a Republican victory, and the legislature,
the only one in the Union that still cast its states electoral votes, was in session when news of Lincolns election first
reached the state. Aware of South Carolinas reputation for rash, precipitate action and leery of the states being
isolated, Gist would have preferred that another state take the lead in secession. But having been rebuffed a month
earlier in his attempt to convince other Southern governors to seize the initiative, he was now prepared to take the
first overt step. The South Carolina legislature almost immediately approved a bill setting January 8 as the election
day for a state convention to meet on January 15.

Secession might well have been stillborn had the original convention dates set by the South Carolina
legislature held. A two-month delay, especially in the likely event that no Southern state other than South Carolina
would dare to go out alone, would have allowed time for passions to subside and lines of communication to be
opened with the incoming Republican administration. But on November 10 a momentous shift occurred in the
timing of South Carolinas convention. Reports of large secession meetings in Jackson, Mississippi, and
Montgomery, Alabama, and reports that Georgia's governor, Joseph E. Brown, had recommended the calling of a
convention in his state emboldened the South Carolina secessionists to accelerate their own timetable. They
successfully pressured the South Carolina legislature to move up the dates of the states convention to December 6
for choosing delegates and December 17 for the meeting.

Secession In The Lower South The speedy call for an early South Carolina convention triggered similar
steps toward secession by governors and legislatures throughout the lower South. On November 14 Governors
Andrew B. Moore of Alabama and J. J. Pettus of Mississippi issued calls for state conventions, both of which were
to be elected on December 24 and meet on January 7. Moore had prior legislative approval for calling a convention,
and Pettus was given his mandate on November 26. Once the Georgia legislature voted its approval on November
18, Governor Brown set January 2 for the election of Georgia's convention and January 16 for its convening. The
Florida legislature in late November and the Louisiana legislature in early December likewise authorized their
governors to set in motion the electoral machinery for January meetings of their conventions. Texas was a temporary
exception to the united front developing in the lower South for secession. Its governor, Sam Houston, was a staunch
Unionist who refused to call his legislature into special session. As a result, Texas secessionists resorted to the
irregular, if not illegal, expedient of issuing their own call for a January convention.

Within three weeks of Lincoln's election the secessionists had generated a strong momentum for the breakup
of the Union by moving quickly and decisively. In contrast, Congress, acting slowly and hesitantly, did nothing to
derail the snowballing movement.

Congress convened on December 3, and the House appointed a Committee of Thirty-three (one
representative from each state) to consider compromise measures. The committee, however, waited a week before
calling its first meeting, and the creation of a similar committee in the Senate was temporarily blocked by bitter
debates between Republicans and Southerners. When the House committee did meet on December 14, its
Republican members failed (by a vote of eight to eight) to endorse a resolution calling for additional guarantees of
Southern rights. Choosing to interpret this Republican stand as proof that Congress could accomplish nothing, thirty
congressmen from the lower South then issued an address to their constituents declaring their support for an
independent Southern confederacy A week later, on December 20, South Carolina became the first state to leave the
Union when its convention unanimously approved an ordinance of secession.

South Carolina provided the impetus, but the ultimate fate of secession in the lower South rested on the
outcome of the convention elections held in late December and early January in the six other cotton states. The
opponents of immediate secession in these states were generally known as cooperationists. Arguing that in unity
there was strength, the cooperationists wanted to delay secession until a given number of states had agreed to go our
as a bloc. Many of the cooperationists were merely cautious secessionists in need of greater assurances before taking
their states out. But an indeterminate number of others clung to the hope that the Union could still be saved if the
South as a whole forced concessions from the Republicans and created a reconstructed Union embodying safeguards
for slavery.

Any delay, however, was anathema to the immediate secessionists. They countered the cooperationists fears
of war by asserting that the North would accept secession rather than risk cutting off its supply of Southern cotton.
The secessionists also neutralized the cooperationist call for unanimity of action by appointing secession


















