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Politics and Secession



Politics

In 1858, Abraham Lincoln (Republican) 
challenged Stephen Douglas (Democrat) 
for his Senate seat in Illinois.

Republicans = anti-slavery, larger control in national government, most 

support came from north

Democrats = last “national” party, favored states’ rights and less national 

control (Jacksonian)

Douglas was a “career” politician, serving 20 years.

Lincoln was a former lawyer and held very little political experience.  
VS

Lincoln/Douglas Debates 



Views on Slavery…

Douglas wanted to settle the issue by popular sovereignty. He 
disliked slavery but thought that people in the territories should be 
able to vote “down or up” for it. 

Lincoln did not believe in “perfect equality” between blacks and whites. 
But he did view slavery as a “moral, social and political wrong”. Blacks 
were entitled to the rights in the Constitution.

Lincoln believed it to be a bigger issue than Douglas but he had no 
interest in removing slavery where it already existed (south). 

Douglas was not eager to accept the challenge of Lincoln through a series of debates but did.
During the campaign, the two debated seven times with slavery being the important issue.

Many thought Douglas would later run for the Presidency so this showdown got the nation’s attention. 



Lincoln believed that the nation could not survive if it remained divided 
by slavery. “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” 

For weeks, the two men spoke in front of large crowds and reporters.  The more northerners 
read/heard Lincoln’s speeches the more they thought about the injustice of slavery.

In the end, Douglas won by a slim margin but Lincoln was now known throughout the nation. 



Election of 1860 
Candidates running:

Southern Democrat: John Breckinridge of Kentucky (less national govt, pro-slavery)
Northern Democrat: Stephen Douglas of Illinois (less national govt, anti-slavery)
Constitutional Union Party: John Bell of Tennessee (neutral on slavery)
Republican Party: Abraham Lincoln of Illinois (more national govt, anti-slavery)

Lincoln was the only publicly anti-slavery candidate. Even before the election, many 
southerners dreaded his victory. They believed their interests would be ignored/taken away 
if he became President. Some states threatened to leave the Union if he won.

Douglas (the “favorite”) had doubts entering the election due the splitting of the party. He 
believes it is important to keep the Union together above all else and would not support slavery.

John Breckinridge was the 
former vice president under 
President James Buchanan 
and strong slavery 
supporter. 

John Bell was a former 
Speaker of the House and 
believed the Constitution 
supported the practice of 
slavery but was publicly 
neutral,



Breckinridge wins the majority of the South.
Douglas wins only MO. 
Bell wins 3 southern/border states. 
Lincoln wins majority of the North.

Results



Secession

Based on the results of the election and the 
Lincoln victory, several southern states will take 
immediate action to secede or formally 
withdraw from the nation. 

Led by South Carolina, seven states seceded from the Union. 

South Carolina’s leaders believed it was their duty to protect the 
best interests of their state.

 Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas 
secede in the within 2 months of SC. 

This new nation was titled “Confederate States of America”. 

They name Jefferson Davis of Mississippi as first president of 
the confederacy. 

Southern States 



Motivation 

Many southerners believed 
that they had every right to 
secede.  

They referenced the Declaration of Independence in supporting 
their actions. It stated “it is the right of the people to alter or to 
abolish” a government that denies the rights or interests of its 
citizens. 

They believed Lincoln to be an abolitionist that would 
deny white southerners their right to own slaves. 
Therefore, significantly impact and essentially destroy 
the southern economy, culture and way of life. 



Abraham Lincoln had 2 goals for his presidency: 
Maintain the Union and Avoid War. 

He believed that secession from the Union was 
unconstitutional. He believed that his duty as 
President was to take strong action to preserve the 
union. 

Election for President would take place in early 
November of 1860. 

South Carolina would be the first state to officially 
secede on December 20, 1860.

Lincoln was inaugurated as President on March 4, 1861.

The Confederate States of America attacked the Union 
occupied Fort Sumter in South Carolina on April 12, 
1861. 

Aftermath

Six weeks after 
becoming President the 
Civil War would begin.

Timeline…




