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Introduction
The American Civil War remains one of the most studied moments in American

political development. From a comparative perspective, the Civil War can be regarded
from multiple points of view: as a case of secession (eg. Anderson, 2004; Meadwell,
1999), as a war (eg. Stedman, 1994), as a decisive episode in the international abolition
of slavery (eg. Drescher, 1999, Blackburn, 1988), or as a phase in a process of democratic
transition and consolidation (eg. Moore, 1966). Each of these perspectives situates the
Civil War in a larger class of phenomena. These classes are independent. Not all wars
are secessions; not all seceding societies are slaveholding; not all slaveholding societies
abolish slavery via secession or war; not all democratic transitions involve war or
secession. Yet the American Civil War was in some ways all of these.

In this paper, we recognize the idiosyncratic combination of qualities of this case
without, however, implying any commitment to a strong thesis of American
exceptionalism (Wood, 1998; Glaser and Wellenreuther, 2002; Katznelson and Shefter,
2002; Lipset, 1995). The purpose is to develop an analysis that focuses on general
patterns of political mobilization and political process, whether the subject is secession,
war, slaveholding societies, revolutions or rebellions. The focus of this paper is radical
political mobilization in the antebellum South. Specifically, this paper offers a processual
specification of existing explanations od South Carolina’s role in achieving secession and
creating a Southern Confederacy.

The Problem of Radical Political Mobilization in the Antebellum South

Secession was a dynamic process which occurred in time. Any explanation of the



secession of the South must take this feature into account. This is the puzzle to be
addressed in this paper: Why did secessionist collective action take this form — sequenced
over time - and why was it one state in particular — South Carolina — which initiated the
process of secession? This puzzle prompts a corollary question: How did radical
secessionists in South Carolina pursue a political agenda aimed at disunion?

The secession of Southern states was made possible because of strategic choices
made by radical secessionists, especially within the initial seceding state of South
Carolina. The cornerstone of this strategy was ‘sequential exit’ whereby the most radical
of the Southern states initiated secession and forced the hand of less radical actors. After
secession was accomplished in these states, and a new confederacy established, this new
government orchestrated a conflict with the federal government that precipitated
secession among previously moderate states of the Upper South.

Secession, and the two-stage creation of the Confederacy, was made possible by
the strategy of sequential exit employed by radical secessionists. South Carolina set the
process in motion in December, 1860, followed by Mississippi, Florida, Alabama,
Georgia, Louisiana and Texas in January and February, 1861 and by Virginia, North
Carolina, Tennessee and Arkansas in April and May.

Our arguments will take into account the net effects of the institutional context of
the emerging American political system: that combination of constitutional and
organizational features that encouraged mobilization along secessionist lines and that, in
other ways, made secessionist collective action more problematic. The relatively loose
organization of states in a federal union made secession a focal point for political

agitation, and helped to make plausible the claim of a right to secede. Moreover, the



national government enjoyed a comparative advantage in the use of legitimate force, but
not a strict monopoly. States retained the right to form and equip militia.

At the same time, however, the arrangements of the states-union meant that a
right to secede was vested in various states, and that the secession of the South had to be
coordinated across these political boundaries. The American states-union facilitated, yet
complicated, secession in the following ways.

Secession across these units could have occurred in one of three ways. (1)
Separate decisions to secede that occurred simultaneously, (2) A single decision for all
units that was made collectively. (3) Sequential decisions in which there were early and
late seceders. Each of these patterns has problems of commitment. (1) A tacit or explicit
agreement to secede simultaneously can be violated. If all but one violate the agreement,
the result is separate secession by a single state. (2) If no collective decision can be
reached, single units have to contemplate whether they are willing to secede alone. Even
if a collective decision can be made, it must be binding; otherwise units can renege on
their assent to the collective decision. If not binding, the result can again be separate state
secession. (3) If a unit will lead, only if assured that its leadership will set off a chain
reaction, that unit must have confidence in the assurances of others that they will follow.
If that confidence is misplaced, and that unit secedes, then the result is once again
separate state secession. These are the ways in which the institutional context
complicated the act(s) of secession.

Secession, then, is treated as a process of political mobilization led by radicals
who had to mobilize support for secession and the use of violence under conditions of

heterogeneity, across political boundaries and identities. In considering secession as a



process, we will be led back to the events that confirmed South Carolina’s reputation as
the most radical state in the South — the Nullification Debates of the early 1830s. South
Carolina was not only the first state to leave the Union in 1860; in 1832, it became the
first Southern state to invoke secession. In our argument, the vanguard role of South
Carolina in 1860 is linked to its intransigence in the 1830s and the period between is of
one piece, although punctuated by the increasing strength of a politically emboldened
abolitionist movement in the North and the continuing problems of sectional balance
created by territorial expansion.

We use this basic understanding of secession as a dynamic process in time,
characterized by a particular pattern of sequential exit, to suggest that conventional
interpretations of this case of secession are not fully specified. Our emphasis on sequence
and process raises questions about any explanation that is rooted in variables that are
distributed across multiple political jurisdictions. These are explanations which describe
general conditions that contribute to secession. There is an explanatory gap, however,
between general lines of cleavage dividing North and South and the actual pattern of
sequential exit. Moreover, the “South” was not quite a natural entity; rather, it was a
political construction.

The evidence we will present suggests that the actions of other Southern states
were not rooted completely in structure or culture, but were partially endogenous to the
mobilizing activity of South Carolinian politicians. Wider mobilization in a politically-
constructed white “South” was a means by which South Carolinian politicians pursued
their interests. A part of the strategy of supporters of secession in South Carolina was to

claim that the interests of the state and the interests of the South were identical. And if



states in the putative South resisted this invitation to accept the leadership of South
Carolina, military conflict with the federal government would force their hands.

Attention to the dynamics of radical leadership and mobilization provides a way
to close the gap between structure and culture on the one hand and the pattern of
sequential exit on the other, and to consider how the South was constructed. In the next
section, we critically consider four kinds of explanations which draw in different ways on
general conditions: sectional balance, the abolitionist movement, the economics of
slavery and the ethos of male honour in the South. We draw on the heuristics of counter-
factual thought experiments (Tetlock and Belkin,1996; Bulhof, 1999; Gaddis, 2002) in
probing the problem of explanation arising from the various paths that secession could
have taken, given the existence of multiple political jurisdictions.

General Conditions and Sequential Exit

There is, for example, an explicit analytic narrative that bears on our arguments.
Weingast’s work on antebellum American politics emphasizes the violation of the
sectional balance rule in the 1850s in explaining the breakdown of American institutions
and secession (Weingast, 1998). According to Weingast, failure to maintain this rule was
the critical turning point in North-South relations. Without denying the importance of
sectional balance in domestic politics, there is nothing in Weingast’s analysis of sectional
balance which provides purchase on the central feature of sequential exit without which
secession would not have occurred.

In contrast, a different narrative emphasizes the importance of the abolitionist
movement (Carpenter, 2000), particularly changes in the strategic orientations of central

abolitionist activists. There is merit in an interpretation that sees secession and war as the



result of a process of mobilization and counter-mobilization initiated by abolitionism.
“The abolitionists were willing to endanger the Union in order to attack slavery and the
plantation system; the secessionists were willing to destroy the Union in order to defend
them”(Brown 1930[1902]: 98-99). From this point of view, “the secessionist movement
in the Cotton States began as early as the abolitionist movement in New England”
(Brown: 98). Yet this interpretation implies that secession and war were fated to occur
from the first moment of abolitionist organization. In contrast, we do not see mobilization
in the white South as strictly determined. This interpretation can tell us little about the
specific path to outcomes, nor why secession took the pattern that it did.

Suppose that we were to give pride of place to either abolitionism or sectionalism,
and thus chose starting points for our analysis consistent with either, such as the Missouri
Compromise of 1820 or the emergence of organized abolition societies. There is nothing
in either of these starting points that would predict the specific pattern of secession, led
by one state and followed predictably, in our analysis, by others. Any pattern of leaders
and followers is consistent with the general consequences of abolition and sectionalism.
Indeed, simultaneous secession is as consistent with these effects as sequential secession,
whoever leads and whoever follows in the latter. Florida could have gone first in 1860, or
Alabama, or Louisiana, and little damage would be done to theoretical arguments that
look either to abolition, sectionalism or to both.

How could secession be coordinated when slavery was distributed across
sovereign political boundaries? To emphasize abolition or sectionalism as causes would
be to imply that there was no issue of coordination. Yet this was precisely the problem of

mobilization that radical secessionists had to solve, and recognized that they had to solve.



Secession occurred because radical secessionists desired it and devised a strategy to
accomplish it. Despite the reputations of some of the radical leaders, conveyed in
descriptions of some of them as ‘ultras’, “hotspurs’ and “fireaters’, many of them thought
strategically. When they finally were able to force the hand of the federal government
and conditional Unionists in the South in late 1860 and early 1861, they were
implementing a strategy that had been developed much earlier. Secession did not simply
happen to them. Radical secessionists did not miscalculate, nor were they converted to
secession late in the endgame, after compromise had failed.

Abolition and sectionalism produced tremendous tension in domestic politics.
There is still nothing in these consequences, however, that predicts a particular
secessionist path. The mobilization dilemma that we have identified would still have to
have been solved, however powerful the effects of abolition and sectionalism,. Either one
state would have had to go first, or some subset of states would have had to secede
together.

It is tempting to propose a solution to this dilemma by claiming that necessity
would have been the mother of invention. In the absence of a radical vanguard in 1860,
some state would have immediately emerged as leader, or some combination of states
would have acted together, because too much was stake not to act. The problem with this
sort of claim, however, is that it rests on an inferior form of explanation. In effect, the
claim is that leadership would have emerged because it was needed. Needs, however, are
not always satisfied. Invoking a need says nothing at all about whether it is fulfilled. Nor

does it say much about how needs are fulfilled, if they are.



However, let us therefore take this line of argument several steps further in order
to fully appreciate the problem of explanation which we have identified. Why did one
state go first, and why was it this particular state when there was one possible leader,
given the distribution of slaveholding across several political jurisdictions? Why did
secession occur when it did? Why, in short, was secession instantiated in the way that it
was? In considering this set of problems in this way, we want to show that we are aware
of the general methodological issue of constructing “just so” stories in historical
narratives?

The leadership of South Carolina is of no theoretical or historical consequence if
the pattern of events after the first secession was invariant across different descriptions of
how secession occurred. If, say, Alabama had seceded first and everything afterward
replicated what happened in history, then the leadership of South Carolina is of no
significance. This is an argument about substitutes. It still begs the question of whether
any other state(s) would have emerged to lead, if South Carolina had not. Historical
differences, from this point of view, would have occurred only if no state seceded.

If history would have unfolded as it did, no matter who led, we still would not
have complete grounds to argue that secession was fully determined and that the
secession of the “South” was certain. Such a conclusion depends on one of these two
arguments. (A) Even if South Carolina did not lead, some other state or combination of
states would have. (B) The leadership of South Carolina was itself fully determined. It
was certain to secede first (this reduces the question at issue — the certainty of the

secession of the “South” — to the certainty of South Carolinian leadership).



We have already rejected (A). Necessity is not always the mother of invention.
Consider the implications of arguing (B). Either South Carolina had qualities that
distinguished it from other states in the South, or it did not. If it did, these qualities might
be used to support the claim that South Carolina seceding first was a certainty. However,
to emphasize its distinctiveness is to modify the position that slave states were more alike
than different, and contradicts the position that the abolitionist movement caused
secession. The object of abolitionism was slavery in general, not slavery in South
Carolina. Yet if the other possibility is taken up — that South Carolina had no
distinguishing qualities — then it is like other states and the question continues to be: why
did South Carolina and not some other state go first, if, by hypothesis, there is no
difference among them? This returns us to our starting point.

The probability of being the first to secede was either equal or unequal across the
states of the South. If the probabilities were equal, the question remains. Why did South
Carolina go first? And if the probability was higher in South Carolina than in other states,
the question is, again, why? Either way, we are compelled to consider the distinctiveness
of South Carolina.

There still exists, however, a way to reconcile the position that South Carolina
was distinctive with an emphasis on slavery in general, and thus on abolitionism or
sectionalism as causes. It might be the case, for example, that South Carolina had
extreme values on variables relating to the system of slavery, making the threat of
abolition or the problem of sectionalism particularly felt in South Carolina.

There is also an issue of scale. In political terms, secession was a decision vested

in the institutions of states, but slavery was a system of household economies distributed
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across state jurisdictions. The values of variables that defined that system need not be
aggregated at the level of states. Why, within the planter class of the system of slavery,
was it a particular segment of that class, located in South Carolina, who initiated
secession? From the point of view that we are probing, the question should be: why
planters individually and severally in one part of the slave system caused secession?
Thus, from this point of view, the unit of analysis should be the planter. Yet it was states
which seceded.

We have introduced a gap between the institutional decision to secede, vested in
states, and the actions of planters. Thus we have introduced the possibility that the
uniqueness of South Carolina was related to its institutions and culture or, more
generally, to those properties that individuate it from other states and that are indexed by
its proper name. We now address a further problem with this argument: did state
institutions and culture have effects independent of the slave system?

If those institutions and culture were endogenous to the slave system, then it
might reasonably be argued that slavery was the cause of the secession of South Carolina.
Yet if there are planters across the South and if political institutions are endogenous to
slavery, then there should be no difference between and among the institutions of those
several states. And if there are no differences, because slavery causes institutions, then
why did the state of South Carolina secede first? It is possible, of course, that there were
features of the institutions of the state that distinguished it from other states, that these
features were not endogenous to slavery per se and that they facilitated the act of

secession. (Another possibility is that political institutions were only endogenous to
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slavery in South Carolina and not in, say, Alabama or Mississippi, and this was why
secession occurred first in South Carolina).

Either way, however, an explanation for South Carolinian leadership then must
rest, at least in part, on the peculiarity of its institutional arrangements and political
culture. In one interpretation, however, the institutional and cultural setting is endogenous
to slavery, but only in one part or segment of the wider system of slavery. This begs the
question of how institutions can be endogenous to a system of variables in one place but
not another. (One possible line to take here would be to assert that to talk theoretically of
the system of slavery is to overestimate its coherence). In another interpretation,
however, those institutions are at least partially exogenous to the system of slavery but,
consequently, remain unexplained, particularly if we were to claim that slavery tells the
entire story.

Alongside the literature on sectional balance, abolition and slavery, there is a
large literature on the importance of an ethos of public violence and an ethic of manly
honor in Southern states. It is argued that these cultural forces are rooted in slave
ownership per se and/or in patriarchy (Barry, 2002; Olsen, 2000; McCurry, 1995; Wyatt-
Brown, 1986), and that this ethos made violent secession more likely. This literature,
however, is also more compatible with an expectation that secession should have
occurred en masse rather than sequentially.

One tack to take here is to treat these various conditions — sectionalism,
abolitionism, the economy of slavery, the ethos of honour -- as necessary but not
sufficient for secession. Of course, however, in the larger classes of phenomena that we

spoke of in the Introduction, these conditions are not necessary for secession. But then
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these conditions must be sufficient conditions for the American case. Yet, as we have
shown, there are strong reasons to argue that they are insufficient. Thus there are
problems here in using the distinction between necessary and sufficient conditions, as
well as a continuing problem in using generally distributed variables to explain the
specificity of South Carolina.

To summarize this part of the discussion, then, we argue that these types of
explanations are not fully specified, that they are not sensitive to issues of time-
dependence or sequence in processes of political mobilization and that for these
explanations to be fully-specified and thus completed, secession in the South should be
understood as a process rather than a simple event. In the next section, therefore, we
examine some of the historiography of antebellum South Carolina in order to identify
how the vanguard and first mover in this process can be politically individuated.

The Political System of South Carolina

A different literature emphasizes the importance of partisan party loyalties,
particularly in the lower South, and their breakdown in the mid to late 1850s in the run-
up to secession. This research describes conditions that constrained secession for most of
the antebellum period (Holt, 1999, 1978). Yet it is important to note that political
realignment occurred much earlier in South Carolina, during the Nullification crisis of
1832-1833. It was supporters of nullification who created the “first political party [in the
state] organized around discrete issues, as opposed to the personal alliances and
antipathies that had previously structured the Carolina political scene” (Young: 1999,

198; cf. Freehling, 1966). No other Southern state seriously considered nullification, let
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alone passed an ordinance of nullification, even though dissatisfaction with federal tariff
policy was widespread throughout the South.

Like other work, we do not focus here only on the crisis that was precipitated by
the presidential election of 1860. Rather we treat this crisis as the culmination and end
game of a longer process of mobilization and counter-mobilization across sectional lines
and within the white South. As Olsen notes, “men in the Deep South had considered
secession before in 1832 and 1850” (Olsen, 2000:6). We stress, however, that the leader
at these moments, as in 1860, was one state — South Carolina.

We also find merit in an even longer time perspective that sees secession and
civil war as the final act of the American founding®, as long as such an interpretation does
not imply a commitment to a too strong version of path dependence. The emphasis on
determinism in some work on path dependence (Mahoney, 2000) is incompatible with
our emphasis on political contestation. Weaker versions of path dependence that talk of
bounded innovation rather than determination are more persuasive, but precisely because
they dilute the distinctive characteristics of path dependent historical processes.
(Meadwell, 2005). Other work which sees path dependence as crucial in politics depends
on an understanding of politics in which the fundamental problem is the problem of free
riding (Pierson, 2000). But this understanding of politics is not particularly relevant for
this period of American political development because the problem of public good
provision presupposes widespread agreement in political society about public goods and
political agency in that society (Meadwell, 2005), which we not believe characterized

antebellum America.
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Rather, we take note of this longer time perspective by drawing attention to
certain features of the American founding and then linking these features to South
Carolina politics. This was a founding that had produced a written constitution that was
still a lived experience of the revolutionary generation until well into the nineteenth
century. It was, moreover, a founding that was self-consciously understood as an
experiment in republican government. One reason why South Carolinian leaders were
fairly strict constitutional constructionists after 1820 was that the Constitution held the
contradiction between slavery and freedom in place. Further, debate in the white South,
and particularly in South Carolina from the 1820s on, replayed central ideological tropes
of the Revolution. A watershed event marks the transmission of the revolutionary
heritage within South Carolinian politics, and it is closely connected to a turning point in
sectional politics — the Missouri Compromise: Charles Pinckney’s speech to Congress in
February, 1820°.

Pinckney could speak with “unique authority” for South Carolina as a member of
the Confederate Congress, the Constitutional Convention and as a four-time governor
(Vipperman, 1998: 197). In this speech, he “arraigned his northern colleagues in a classic
display of southern belief in northern conspiracy”(Vipperman, 140) and set out the
arguments that would be deployed in the run-up to both nullification and secession. This
speech took the classic rhetorical form of resistance to British authorities during the
Revolution and turned it to sectional ends®. In effect, it implied that the Southern states
stood in relation to the American government as the colonies had stood to British
authority. The North was conspiring against the South as British authorities had

conspired against the colonies. This rhetorical move motivated the further claim that
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began to dominate the discourse of governors and legislatures of South Carolina in the
1820s, namely that the North was a threat to republican government. The revolutionary
debate about factions, minorities and compacts became the political language used by
South Carolinian governors and the State Legislature to frame their dissatisfactions. A
defense of slavery that did not directly depend on race, namely that slavery was essential
in a true republic, was also facilitated, in effect as an attempt to hoist fellow Americans
by their republican history. Thus we find some merit in that interpretation of secession
and war that sees these outcomes in relationship to the formative moment of the
American founding. Yet if history mattered, it was not through path dependence, but
rather in the sense that no settled equilibrium had emerged which put the written
commitments of the constitution out of political play.

Recall that of the eleven states that seceded, only four had been constituent states
of the American founding and thus direct heirs to the Revolution: Virginia (1788),
Georgia (1788), South Carolina (1788) and North Carolina (1789). The late joiners such
as Texas (1845), Florida (1845), Arkansas (1836), Alabama (1819) Mississippi (1817),
Louisiana (1812), and Tennessee (1796) did not go first, even though the dates of joining
and the geographical position of most of these states would suggest that their ties to the
union were weaker than South Carolina. Yet they did not secede until South Carolina
went first. Thus the state that seceded first was a state that had stronger and longer ties to
the union. Of these original states, one (Georgia) seceded only after South Carolina did;
two others seceded only after the initiation of military hostilities (Virginia and North
Carolina). As direct heirs to the revolution, their politicians were credible spokesmen for

the republican heritage, should they have chosen to take this heritage up in defense of
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their position within the union. However, Virginia and North Carolina were states that
were less dependent on the slave economy than was the economy of South Carolina
[Table I here]. They had not profited from the expansion of the cotton economy in the

early part of the nineteenth century, in the same way as had South Carolina.

TABLE |
RATIO OF SLAVES TO WHITES AND SLAVEHOLDING TO FREE HOUSEHOLDS
IN LEGAL SLAVE STATES

STATE 1820 1830 1860 1860
(date of secession)

[a+b] [axb]
SOUTH CAROLINA 1.09a 1.22a 1.38a  .46b
20 December 1860 1.84 .64
EARLY SECEDERS
MISSISSIPPI .78 .93 1.23 49
9 January 1861 1.72 .60
FLORIDA - - .79 .34
10 January 1861 113 .27
ALABAMA 49 .62 .83 .35
11 January 1861 118 .21
GEORGIA .79 .73 .78 37
19 January 1861 115 .29
LOUISIANA .94 1.23 .93 .37
26 January 1861 130 .34
TEXAS - - 43 .28
1 February 1861 g1 12
AVERAGE 75 .88 .83 .37 120 .31
LATE SECEDERS
VIRGINIA .70 .68 47 .26
17 April 1861 .73 12
TENNESSEE 24 .26 .33 .25
6 May 1861 .58 .08
ARKANSAS - - .34 .20
6 May 1861 .54 .07
NORTH CAROLINA 49 52 53 .28
20 May 1861 .81 15
AVERAGE 48 49 42 .25 .67 A1
NON-SECEDERS
DELAWARE .08 .06 .02. .03 .05
MARYLAND 41 .35 17 12 .29
KENTUCKY .29 .32 .25 .23 48
MISSOURI .18 .22 A1 13 24
AVERAGE 24 24 14 13 27

a: Ratio of slaves to whites
b: Ratio of slave-owning households to total free households
SOURCE: United States Population Census, 1820, 1830, 1860.
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In contrast, the cotton boom had extended slavery and the plantation system into
the South Carolina upcountry from the coastal regions of the state where the slave
economy continued to be tied to rice production. The expansion of cotton production
entrenched the importance of slavery within South Carolina, while modifying the
economic position of South Carolina within the emerging South. The port of Charleston
had been losing ground to the ports of the North in the early years of the nineteenth
century; with the southward and southwestern extension of cotton, however, new rivals
also developed in the South, particularly Mobile and New Orleans. Although growing in
absolute terms, the port of Charleston was in relative decline as a consequence (Coclanis,
1989; Pease and Pease, 1985: 40-53; 171-188) and its economic and political importance,
in particular in the South, were increasingly challenged. Thus leadership emerged in a
state that had been a direct party to the original agreements of the founding, whose
politicians played an important role in national politics, that depended on export-led slave
production and that was beginning to lose ground in the cotton economy of the South®.

Several historians have pointed to the unusual position of South Carolina in ways
that help to make sense of its vanguard role. Genovese has argued that “South Carolina,
throughout the antebellum period, made fewer concessions than any other states to
democratic ideology and practice and thereby invited the clearest and least-conflicted
development of an alternate world view”(Genovese, 1991:146). Rogers argues that
internal unity among whites in South Carolina was achieved in the decade 1800-1810.
The extension of cotton production and slavery into the upcountry weakened the
divisions between low-country planters and the upcountry that continued to be important

in other Southern states (Rogers, 1970:19; cf. Hahn, 1983:17-18; Crofts, 1989: 44; Roper,
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1984: 83). The constitutional reforms of 1808 insulated South Carolina from federal party
politics and virtually eliminated two party competition (Klein, 1990). The creation of
South Carolina College in Columbia provided a training ground for the political elite and
contributed further to the political integration of the upcountry, although to describe this
political settlement between upcountry and coastal planters as “internal unity” would be
exaggerated (Durill, 1989)°. As a result, however, “[H]ere was a state in undisputed
control of a recognized upper class; here was a republic in which a small group of
superior men were the governors, here was a society dominated by aristocrats. The
elements which made South Carolina existed in other States, notably in Virginia, North
Carolina and Georgia, but they did not pervade these States as completely as they
pervaded South Carolina” (Hunt, 1920:xv. See also Green, 1946: 17)°.

The long run-up to the Civil War, moreover, confirmed the continuing force of
classically-inspired republican rhetoric in South Carolina, in ways that reinforce this
picture of the state as an archaic fragment of American political culture and, arguably, its
most aristocratic society. Two rhetorical tropes invoked republican themes: the
relationship between republicanism and slavery, and republicanism’s relation to the
problem of political faction.

The purpose of this political rhetoric was to claim that South Carolina remained
true to the republican foundations of the American founding. Moreover, the planter class
in South Carolina made repeated references to the institution of slavery in the classical
republics. The further claim was that the benefits of slavery were available to white men,
whether they owned slaves or not. In a different, more theoretical language, the claim

was that the benefits of slavery were indivisible and available to all whites. The
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subliminal message of course was that white non slaveholders had as much of a stake in
slavery as did slaveowners and should, like slaveholders, mobilize to defend it.

The argument that slavery provided the best foundation for republican
government flourished in South Carolina (Ford, 1991: 129; 1988, 1999. Cf., however,
Oakes, 1990: 40-79; 1985). Its success provides support for the conclusion that “to a far
greater extent than the rest of the nation or even the rest of the South, the Palmetto State
had clung to the republican principles that had provided the ideological framework for
the American Revolution” (Faust, 1982: 40. As well see Rogers, 1970: 24; Kaplanoff,
1986:102ff).

Consider this quotation, for example: “Such a course of deliberate hostility, as has
characterized the conduct of the citizen of the north towards the south for the last three
years, would justify by the law of nations, a declaration of war between independent

sovereignties”’

. Robert Barnwell Rhett did two things in this passage. He set North-South
relations within the “law of nations”, effectively encouraging the audience to measure the
depth of the division between North and South accordingly®. This political language was
not new; it had emerged in reports of the Committee on Federal Relations of the South
Carolina State Legislature in the 1820s. And as a calculated indication of his
measurement of the divide, Rhett anticipated war as recourse, in the face of three years of
“deliberate hostility” that have “characterized the conduct of citizens of the North”.

Three years earlier, on December 16 1835, a congressman from Maine presented
the first petition to Congress to abolish slavery in the District of Columbia. That event

precipitated, as a counter-move, the first explicit defense of slavery as a positive good in

the national legislature, presented by a congressman from South Carolina, James Henry
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Hammond (Faust, 1982: 176; Miller, 2000: 134-139). The memory of that petition and
the gag rule that it produced as a compromise measure, as well as the abolitionist postal
campaign of 1835 (Wyly-Jones, 2001, John, 1995: 169-205), runs through this public
address by Rhett in 1838. “Even in our sister states, these who forbear interfering upon
this subject [abolition] from a regard to the constitutional compact of the Union, are
abolitionists in principle and feeling. Although they do not approve of the unprincipled
course of the abolitionist, they desire and hope to see slavery abolished, and if they had
the power, or lay under the responsibility of its existence, they would destroy it in a day”.

Rhett’s response, at the same time, developed an argument that had been taken up
in South Carolina. “In the south... every white man is a privileged being... the very
existence of slavery around him, gives him a loftier tone of independence, and a higher
estimate of liberty. Let it be remembered that no republic has ever yet been long
maintained without the institution of slavery”. (Emphasis in original). This rhetorical
move in the war of words between Southern planters and Northern abolitionists marked a
significant departure and escalation. And within the politics of South Carolina, it was but
one example of the political argument that the benefits of slaveholding were not limited
to slaveholders.

The planter class and their political agents argued that their institutions and
practices represented a truer form of republicanism than the institutions and practices of
the North. In one influential version - the “mudsill theory of slavery” - “slave labor freed
all white men to pursue the finer aspects of civilization, such as scholarship,
statesmanship, religion”(Roberson, 1991: 309). In other arguments directed to the

narrower audience of slaveowners, “[t]he slave-holder has the inestimable advantage of
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leisure. Relieved from the labor required for actual support, he is enabled to direct his
intelligence to public affairs, to investigate political subjects.” On the other hand, “Men
who enter into politics, as do many in the North, for the purpose of making money, are
but dangerous agents™.’

Slavery was essential in a true republic, they argued, thus confirming the power of
republicanism as a legitimating ideology in America. “In the republics of Greece and
Rome”, Drayton argued for example, “where the spirit of freedom was cherished with the
sternest devotion...slavery prevailed to such an extent that the bond doubled the men
free”’®. A ‘fire-eater’, John Quitman (raised In South Carolina before moving to
Mississippi), made a similar connection: “domestic slavery is in harmony with, and
almost indispensable to a constitutional republic”.** And Edwin Ruffin managed to turn
what Montesquieu remarked about England (a republic disguised as a monarchy) on its
head when talking of America: “[T]his once free and responsible republican government”
had been transformed into “a monarchy in disguise”.*

Radical secessionists also sought to exploit the Federalist synthesis of states’
rights and national government by denying another central claim that had been central to
the early debate -- namely that an extended republic feasibly protected liberty. The
planter elite was drawn instead to earlier justifications for the small republic -- that the
extended republic could not resolve the problem of faction. For Porcher Miles, writing
about America, “our Republican Form is . . . not only for us the best, but the only
practicable one” “We cannot create a ruling Dynasty, nor, its necessary support, an

Hereditary Nobility”. Yet the original ‘Republican Form’ had become corrupted: The

work of the founders had been converted into an “absolute Democratic Despotism in the
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hands of a Numerical Majority”**. Miles made these remarks in Charleston, the center of
political activity and discussion for the low country planter class in South Carolina, the
vanguard state in Southern secession.

Our focus, therefore, is three episodes in the run-up to the Civil War: the
Nullification Crisis of 1832-1833" in South Carolina, the Compromise of 1850, and the
endgame that began with the election of Lincoln. These are linked: outcomes in earlier
episodes affected patterns and outcomes in subsequent episodes™. South Carolina learned
critical lessons about the willingness of the rest of the South to follow their lead in the
earlier episodes, which influenced the specific strategy employed in the endgame. Since it
is South Carolina’s emergence as a radical vanguard which gives this period analytical
coherence, we begin with Nullification.

The Politics of Secession
Nullification

During the nullification crisis of 1832-33, South Carolina forcefully reiterated the
concept of state sovereignty through its nullification of federal tariffs — declaring an Act
of Congress to be null and void within its borders. The crisis began with a public address
by George McDuffie in Charleston in the summer of 1831 in which he linked
nullification to secession and to the issue of the tariff (Bartlett, 1993:181). This position
had the effect and, by most accounts, the purpose of radicalizing the doctrine of
nullification elaborated by John Calhoun. That doctrine had asserted the right of a state to
veto and refuse to enforce a federal law that it considered unconstitutional. Yet it also
included the provision that if three quarters of states affirmed the law after such a
challenge, the nullifying state would be bound to enforce the law within its boundaries.

Secession may have been implied as a remedy, but effectively only if the federal
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government had attempted to enforce a law which had not been endorsed after such a
challenge (Hatfield, 1997: 83-99). McDuffie took up the doctrine of nullification but
without these qualifications. Nullifers won the state elections in the fall of 1832. The state
legislature quickly established a Nullification Convention and passed an ordinance
making the federal tariff void as of February 1 1833. Nullifiers had a strong hand to play.
If nullification succeeded, it would sanction similar challenges on other constitutional
issues. Even in losing, they could claim to have shown that there was now no middle
ground between submission and disunion (Maier, 1981: 15ff.)'®. And they played this
hand boldly by breaking with an important element that had defined the political
settlement between planters on the coast and in the upcountry. They mobilized outside
the planter and merchant class (Young, 1999).

Two features of the conjuncture facilitated mobilization. First of all, nullification
occurred in “the midst of the state’s greatest religious revival” (McCurry, 1992:1248).
The language of popular evangelicalism made easier the project of popular mobilization
outside the inner circle of planters and merchants. “”’Evangelicanism and Nullification...
seized the low country’s imagination, united newly converted planter politicians to their
newly enfranchised yeoman constituencies in a set of common institutions with a
common discourse” (McCurry, 1995: 157). ‘Religion”, a Unionist planter remarked in
October 1832, “was never more flourishing... Robert Barnwell and Barnwell Smith [two
prominent Nullifiers] have given in their adhesion [converted]. It is like Mahomet’s faith,
however. They combine war and religion™"’.

Second, the early 1830s also marked a change in the organizational structure and

strategic orientation of Northern abolitionism. Even if the movement remained
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nonviolent in its mainstream, abolitionists increasingly entertained “immediatism” rather
than colonization as a means of ending slavery (Newman, 2002: 129-151, Mayer,
1998:72-73), and this implied the dissolution of the Union, if “moral suasion” could not
induce slaveowners to free their slaves (Reynolds, 2005: 53, 51), as a way of securing a
free northern republic against the corruption of slavery. With this shift away from
colonization, mainstream abolitionists may have preferred a preserved union without
slavery to disunion with slavery abolished in the North and preserved in the South, but
they also preferred disunion to a union in which slavery was preserved. The issue of
slavery trumped the Union in this emerging set of preferences and this position was, in
fact, a challenge to the Union as well as to the institution of slavery. Southern
secessionists may have reviled abolitionists because they made increasingly infeasible a
Union in which slavery was preserved, but mainstream abolitionists would rather let the
South go than coerce slave-holders.

Two factions were emerging in American politics which, despite their deep
differences on the issue of slavery, also shared a basic conviction that, if necessary, the
Union should be sacrificed, whether the goal of such a sacrifice was to preserve slavery
in the South or to eliminate it in the North. Peaceful preservation of the Union thus
became increasingly politically difficult because these two possible versions of the
preserved Union — one with slaves and one without — were incompatible. Without a
change to basic convictions, the preservation of the Union thus implied that someone,
whether the Northern abolitionist or the Southern secessionist, would have to be coerced.
Of course if preserving the Union meant coercing someone, abolitionists preferred that

this be the fate of secessionists. Yet some radical secessionists desired that they be
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physically coerced, for strategic reasons. Coercion by the federal government had its
advantages for secessionists because it might help to solve the problems of coordination
and cooperation among the separate states of the South, as Unionists in South Carolina
recognized. Joel Poinsett, a key Unionist and anti-nullifier, pointed out to Andrew
Jackson in the heat of the Nullification crisis, “These reckless men... believe if they can
bring on a contest with the federal government they will excite the sympathy and receive
the aid of the neighbouring states”. (Poinsett to Andrew Jackson, January 20, 1833),
echoing a similar argument he has made in November of the previous year: Nullifiers
“...indulge the hope that the general government will commit some act of violence,
which will enlist the sympathies of the bordering states...” (Poinsett to Jackson,
November 16, 1832; cf. his letter of November 25th).

This innovation in strategic orientation among abolitionists was linked to
organizational changes which shifted the center of gravity within the abolitionist
movement from Pennsylvania to Massachusetts and to the New England Anti-Slavery
Society formed in 1832. In 1831, Garrison began to publish The Liberator (Reynolds,
2005:51) and abolitionist literature begain to be distributed within South Carolina (Pease
and Pease, 1985: 79-80).

The timing of this abolitionist campaign made it easier for nullifiers to challenge
the credentials of their opponents by insinuating that, in opposing nullification, they were
aiding the cause of abolition. Unionists noted that the nullification campaign was aided
by the timing of abolitionist agitation in the state’®. Here nullifiers had a political

advantage over their Unionist opponents. “[U]nionists .... could never quite escape the
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dilemma of explaining how they could both support the South’s peculiar institution and
deny their state’s right to nullify obnoxious federal legislation”(Young, 1999: 203).

Unionists rejected nullification and some of them feared that the tactics of the
nullifiers would destabilize South Carolinian society. Nullification contained ‘elements of
anarchy and civil war”; it was “demago[gery]” and “Jacobinical”, the States Right party
was the “War and Revolution party”*®. Indeed, nullifiers were more willing to mobilize
whites outside the planter class than Unionists. By 1831, nullificationists had State Rights
and Free Trade Associations in all districts (Kibler, 1946: 104). Further, once in control
of the state government, nullificationists effectively controlled the state militia. Governor
Hamilton raised 27,000 men in militias and other paramilitary organizations during the
Nullification crisis®®. These newly-formed political associations and paramilitary
organizations gave nullifiers an intimidating public presence which they effectively
exploited in displays of men and arms at outdoor meetings, in public halls and on muster
grounds. By all accounts, anti-nullification organization was less successful. Nullifiers
had taken the initiative and, because Unionists and anti-nullifers lagged behind, they were
immediately vulnerable to intimidation by the organizations of the nullificationists.

The supporters of Nullification raised the specter of secession in an Address to the
People of the United States that was written during the Nullification Convention of 1832,
by pointing to the costs to the North “if South Carolina should be driven out of the
Union”. “The separation of South Carolina would inevitably produce a general
dissolution of the Union; and as a necessary consequence, the protecting system, with all
its pecuniary bounties to the Northern States....”. Moreover, “if South Carolina be driven

out of the Union, all of the other planting states, and some of the Western States, would
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follow by an almost absolute necessity”*

. The North, government, industry and
commerce alike, had an interest in preserving the Union; thus in order to preserve the
Union, the government should not maintain the system of protective tariffs. If it did
maintain that system, there was a chance that the Union would be dissolved.

It is not clear whether McDuffie’s public address in 1831 anticipated a particular
result in the presidential election of 1832. However, the election produced a president
with a reputation for toughness, who responded strategically to the threat of secession.
Two remarks in the historical record of the period register this reputation. A South
Carolina Congressman reported a conversation with Jackson during the Nullification
crisis which concluded with this pleasantry from Jackson, “Please give my compliments
to my friends in your state, and say to them, that if a single drop of blood shall be shed
there in opposition to the laws of the United States, | will hang the first man | can lay my
hands on engaged in such treasonable conduct, upon the first tree | can reach”. (Parton,
1861, 3: 284-285, quoted in Brands, 2005: 481). With his words, Jackson recalled his
earlier deeds. His utterance looks remarkably like a performance — a speech act intended
to give pause?.

According to Ellis (1987: 89), Washington “buzzed with discussions” in late 1832
about the threats made by the President against South Carolina. Thomas Hart Benton, a
Missouri senator, was recorded as saying to South Carolina Senator Robert Hayne during
the crisis, “...when Jackson begins to talk about hanging, they can begin to look for
ropes” (Buell, 1904, 2: 246, quoted in Ellis, 1987: 78). References to ‘hanging’ and
‘ropes’ function here as mnemonic devices and condensation symbols®. They evoke,

first, the image of a rope hanging from a tree, not from something as institutional as a
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scaffold or a hanging post, then the image of a body strung-up and dangling. Thus these
words encourage an act of imagination which foresees an inglorious death, not in battle
but after capture, and according to the terms of the victor. They recall Jackson’s well-
publicized actions in the Seminole War when he ordered the execution of two British
officers, one by hanging.

Jackson worked to isolate Nullifiers in South Carolina by driving a wedge
between South Carolina and other states in the South, particularly Virginia and Georgia,
(Ellis, 1987; Miles, 1973: 533-544, Klunder, 1996:78), who might be drawn into the
conflict. He challenged the motives and credibility of the leaders of the Nullification
movement in order to limit its popular base of support in South Carolina. Privately, he
assured Unionists and anti-nullifers in South Carolina of federal support. He wrote
confidentially to the Secretary of War in October, 1832 to authorize him to prepare to use
force. “If 1 can judge from the signs of the times, Nullification & secession, or in the
language of truth, disunion is gaining strength, we must be prepared to act with
promptness and crush the monster in its cradle before it matures to manhood”?. In late
1832, he dispatched two warships to the South Carolina coast and sent reinforcements to
federal facilities in Charleston Harbour. In a public proclamation to South Carolina in
December, 1832, he linked nullification in South Carolina to treason. In January, 1833 he
requested from Congress approval to use force in South Carolina if necessary to enforce
federal laws.

Jackson’s reputation for toughness, gained through several military campaigns

and personal duels, made his public actions credible. His public actions matched his
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private words. Yet he also accepted compromise on the narrow issue of the terms of the
tariff.

When the nullification convention reconvened in March, 1833 after the passage of
a compromise tariff, the Report [of the “Committee of Twenty One”] concluded that “the

25 and secession

firmness of the State seems, at length, in some degree to have triumphed
was abandoned. However, the triumphant note was muted. The core of the Report
indicated that tariff policy were not the real concern. “The Federal Government will
interfere with every department of the State Governments... This interference will be
practiced at first with moderation, and with some apparent respect for the rights of States.
Gradually as the power of the Government shall be established, and the Southern States
become weakened and less capable of resistance, the shew of moderation will be thrown
off...”?®. The compromise on tariffs was, in this vision of the future, a meaningless
concession. The threat of secession may have contributed to tariff compromise, this
Report implied, but it would not deter the government from further and deeper
interference in state rights.

This position, which insisted on making the tariff a constitutional issue, indicates
rather clearly that motivations were not narrowly or strictly economic. This was not a
standard tariff game in which the institutional rules of the game are uncontested and
participants are focussed on the narrow redistributive consequences of varying tariff
levels. Rather, the tariff had become a proxy.

Abandoned by a South that refused to adopt such a radical stance — a stance

proposed by a state that claimed to speak on their behalf, and that continually assured the

South that the interests of the white South were the same as those of South Carolina --
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South Carolina thus backed down in 1833, but only after the federal government passed a
compromise tariff.

“The leading nullifers”, a leading Unionist in the upcountry stated after the 1833
convention, “have been induced to stop because they saw that that the other states would
not go with them”(Perry, quoted in Kibler, 1946: 156). On this interpretation, however, it
was not so much, or merely, the federal tariff compromise that led to the abandonment of
secession, but the failure to generate support for secession in the rest of the South. Perry
implied that if that support were present, the tariff compromise would not have been
sufficient to avoid the secession of the state.

In fact, there was some diversity of opinion among the nullifiers over tactics
during the crisis, and particularly during the Nullification Convention. The possibility of
postponing nullification until the spring of 1833, on the argument that Georgia might
throw its weight behind the ordinance if its legislature had an opportunity to discuss
nullification, was discussed but decisively rejected. The government of Georgia,
however, was preoccupied with its relations with native Americans at the time of
Nullification and had no interest in alienating President Jackson by taking up South
Carolina’s cause (Young, 1999; Miles, 1973). In the meetings of the convention in late
1832, more radical secessionists wanted to force the hand of the American government
by proceeding immediately to the passage of the ordinance in the legislature, and by
including in it a threat that the use of force against the state to enforce the tariff bill would
mean that the state was at once out of the Union. Not all radicals wanted to do both,
however. Robert Hayne, for example, argued against delay but did not want to allude to

the matter of force at all in the ordinance. Someone who also took this position, George
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McDuffie, further expected that an ordinance would quickly catalyze support in the
South; thus delay was not needed to gain that support.

Barnwell (better known as Robert Barnwell Rhett, after a name change in 1837),
however, supported both immediate nullification and provocative language in the
ordinance’’. He was indifferent to the issue of broader support in the South. Not
surprisingly, perhaps, not only did he want to reject Clay’s compromise tariff bill, he was
disappointed when it was passed in March, 1833. Barnwell wanted a military
confrontation between the government and the state, and recognized that the compromise,
when combined with the threat of force made by Jackson, would make that confrontation
less likely. On the other hand, Hayne counselled acceptance of the compromise,
recognizing that it was not the right time to press further. “The passage of Clay’s Bill
according to the general opinion here will settle our controversy with the General
Government for the present. Still we must not relax our efforts until we see what course
the convention will take [a reference to the session of the state convention that was to
abandon nullification in March 1833]"%.

Even after the Nullification Ordinance of 1832 was rescinded, political debate
continued around a test oath that had been established, requiring a pledge of allegiance to
South Carolina rather than to the United States, and demanded of all elected politicians
and of the militia. Although the oath was declared unconstitutional in June 1833,
Nullifiers now controlled the local political agenda. Unionists in the state “virtually
vanished” and, after Nullification, “the distinction between majority and minority [in the
state] measured increasingly only a difference over the timing of secession” (Pease and

Pease, 1995: 66) and, we would add, measured the difference between unilateral and
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cooperative secessionists. In the words of another historian, “some of the members of the
Union party left the state, and some who remained as the years passed, gave up the
hopeless struggle against the predominating doctrine of State supremacy... By the time
the Civil War came there were fewer Union men in South Carolina than there were in any
other Southern State” (Hunt, 1920: ix).

Unionist leaders in this state who had fought against Nullification acknowledged
during the crisis and afterward that state politics had been transformed. Poinsett, a
leading Unionist during the crisis,? wrote to Jackson at the height of the crisis that “the
object of these rash and reckless men is to bring on the question of secession...”*° Perry,
a key Unionist figure in the upcountry, concluded at the end of the crisis that
“In]ullification is not dead, but sleepeth. The grand object is disunion, and it will be
attempted again”(Perry Journal , April 13 1833, quoted in Kibler, 1946: 160. Emphasis in
original). He expected that “the disposition to dissolve the Union ... will show itself more
plainly in the course of a few years”(Quoted in Kibler, 156).

By using the tariff issue as a stalking horse, radical secessionists permanently
changed the balance of political forces in the state. The result was a precocious rejection
of nationally-defined political cleavages that put local Unionists on the defensive.
Moreover, this political realignment within the state had little or nothing directly to do
with the sectional issue — that is, the terms of admission for new states.

The ostensible issue in play during Nullification was tariff policy. However, much
of the conventional literature on tariff policy is not that useful an analytical framework in
this case. One reason is that almost all of this work considers tariffs only in relation to

their protective function. But tariffs can have a vital importance as a source of
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government revenue as well, and this importance modifies the analytics of tariffs
(Meadwell, 2002). In the American case, tariffs were an important revenue source;
moreover, this importance was entrenched in the American constitution. Tariff policy
quickly took on much broader political implications than simply the redistributive
consequences of particular tariff levels. And this is therefore the second problem: the
literature on tariff policy is narrowly about economic redistribution. Yet in the South, and
particularly in South Carolina, the tariff could easily be politicized around larger issues
precisely because of its constitutional background. In other words, for actors seeking to
radically remake relations between North and South, tariff policy could be, and was,
framed within the problem of national “consolidation”. From this point of view, the tariff
was part of a larger pattern of “usurpation”, a pattern produced by a malevolent North
conspiring against the South.

The tariff issue became a proxy for the larger issue and an effective way to
politicize federal-state relations well beyond the narrow terms of tariffs. “The slave
question will be the real issue... all others will be absorbed by it”, one prominent
nullificationist wrote in 1830*. Unionist counter-mobilization came too late. “The
political battle had been fought, and the victory won by our opponents” (Perry, 1883:
247).

From Nullification Forward To 1860
However, many secessionists in South Carolina were well aware of the obstacles

to radical political mobilization. Successful radical political mobilization depended upon
coordinating the actions of separate sovereign entities in the United States. The compact
theory of the union made secession feasible. It also made secession more difficult to

achieve through coordination since the core principle of the compact theory of state
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rights, upon which the claim of a right to secede rested in constitutional terms, was the
autonomy of states.

Local politicians with varying degrees of commitment to secession noted that
South Carolina had played a radical card too early in Southern politics in 1832. “Until my
last visit to Mississippi, | was by no means aware of the extent of the prejudice against
South Carolina, on account of the Doctrines of 1832. And another wrote that “... the
action of South Carolina without the concurrence of some other principal Southern State
would be impolitic and injurious to the common cause of Southern Rights, inasmuch as
such a course would reawaken that jealousy and suspicion which has been entertained
towards her by some of the other States ever since the days of Nullification.

Radical secessionists bided their time, keeping in mind that it was a question of
catching the right instant. During the secession crisis of 1852, following the passage of
the Compromise of 1850 in the U.S. Congress and the failed conference of Southern
states, South Carolina went to the brink of secession only to back down at the last minute.
Secessionists again recognized the problem of leadership and timing. Issac Hayne (clerk
of the Nullification Convention in 1832 and later South Carolina’s agent in Washington
in early 1861) recognized the dilemma. “It was because he was so firmly persuaded that
the slave-holding States could never be prosperous, could never be safe in permanent
connexion, with the so-called Free States, that most of all he deplored this most
unfortunate attempt at premature secession. A change in the public sentiment of the South
was the only sure foundation on which to build. It had not yet advanced sufficiently to
justify the movement proposed”. During this crisis, the state convention of South

Carolina managed only to affirm the existence of a right to secede, which few in this state
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(and in the South as a whole) doubted by 1852. Cooperationist secessionists could not yet
be brought along to support unilateral secession. Radical secessionists learned from these
episodes, however: Too early, you break your neck; too late, you lose your time.

The actions of the other sovereign states that made up the South were far from
certain. These states might choose secession, or they might—as they had in the past—
choose to abandon South Carolina at the critical moment. How, then, was secession
among a group of diverse sovereign entities to be accomplished? South Carolinian elites
developed a strategy that would accomplish secession not only among the suggestible
Deep South states but also among Upper South states and, it was hoped, the Border South
states.

South Carolina’s next effort to mobilize the white South for radical action came
in early 1860 and centered on Virginia, which had just suffered a murderous raid at the
hands of the radical abolitionist, John Brown. Unlike Garrison and other mainstream
abolitionists, Brown, from at least 1840, had accepted the necessity of the violent
overthrow of slavery (Reynolds, 2005: 50-55, 95-137). On the expectation that Brown’s
failed raid had made Virginians aware of the threat to slavery posed by the rise of
abolitionism in the North, the legislature of South Carolina sent Christopher Memminger
to Virginia to mobilize support for a convention “to concert measures for united
action”(Capers, 1893: 241-242).

Neither Brown’s raid nor the likely Republican victory in the coming presidential
election were sufficient to radicalize the state, however. Virginia would not agree to a
Southern Convention. At the conclusion of his mission, Memminger, until this point a

long time moderate and cooperationist, wrote that the more radical states of the Deep
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South must “be compelled to act, and to drag after us these divided states.”* He knew “of
no remedy but secession and that of course must be at home.”*

Ironically, given South Carolina’s experience with previous efforts to mobilize
states for cooperative action to meet threats to Southern interests, the failure in Virginia
was a boon for the secessionist program. In effect, the refusal of Virginia to take the lead
virtually guaranteed that the Southern resistance movement would be led by South
Carolina. This, in turn, made secession—in one state at least—more likely. Even if South
Carolina decided to secede alone and was abandoned by the rest of the South, it would
have the benefit of a cordon of sympathetic states between it and the federal government,
making invasion or coercion difficult. This would allow South Carolina (and other more
radical states of the Deep South if they followed) to secede without fear of immediate
reprisal. Although the Border and Upper South states were unwilling to secede, they
might be unwilling to allow South Carolina to be coerced to remain in the Union by the
federal government.

The summer and fall of 1860 was spent mobilizing support within South Carolina
for secession and informing other states of these plans, so as to gain assurances from
these states that coercion would be resisted if it came. By early autumn of 1860, the
decision to secede had all but been made. What remained to be determined was the
probable reaction of the other states of the South. To make this determination, South
Carolina’s governor, William Gist, wrote to the governors of North Carolina, Louisiana,
Mississippi, Georgia, Alabama, and Florida. Gist’s brother, appropriately named States
Rights Gist, delivered the letters. We refer here to the letter Governor Gist sent to

Governor Moore of Louisiana in order to provide an illustration of the political
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calculations they contained. Gist wrote: “It is the desire of South Carolina that some other
State should take the lead, or at least move simultaneously with her. She will
unquestionably call a convention as soon as it is ascertained that a majority of the electors
will support Lincoln.” He continued, “If a single State secedes, she will follow her. If no
other State takes the lead, South Carolina will secede (in my opinion) alone, if she has
any assurance that she will soon be followed by another or other States; otherwise it is
doubtful”.*

This letter set out the preference structure of most of the political class in South
Carolina. Their first hope was that another state would take the lead. If this was not
possible, they hoped that another state (or group of states) would act in concert with
South Carolina. Third, if South Carolina had assurances that another state would soon
follow, South Carolina would secede alone. This signaled the state’s willingness to take a
calculated risk; absent a credible commitment, the politicians of the state could never be
completely certain of the reaction of other states to its secession.

The responses that were received during the following weeks ranged from
encouraging to very discouraging. If the responses provided less than a precommitment
from other states, they gave some reason to proceed unilaterally, on the expectation that
this first step would change the calculations of some other states. Governors John Ellis of
North Carolina, Thomas Moore of Louisiana, and Joseph E. Brown of Georgia wrote that
secession would not and should not follow the election of Lincoln. Governors John J.
Pettus of Mississippi, A.B. Moore of Alabama, and M.S. Perry of Florida wrote that
while they would not secede alone, they would be influenced by the actions of one or

more other states, signaling that they would likely secede if South Carolina took the lead.
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The End Game
On November 6 1860, Abraham Lincoln was elected president with less than 40

percent support, and virtually every vote cast for Lincoln came from the free states.
Strategic concentration of Republican support virtually guaranteed the Republican Party
victory in 1860. Lincoln won a simple majority in states that gave him 169 of 303
presidential electors. When states in which he received a plurality were included, his
Electoral College total was increased to 180 votes, bringing him a comfortable—albeit
sectional—victory. Lincoln needed neither the split in the Democratic Party nor a single
vote in any slave state (in 10 of the 15 slave states he was not even on the ballot) to defeat
the Democrats.

As early as the presidential election of 1832, every state in the Union gave the
people the power to elect presidential electors—every state, that is, except South
Carolina. Consistent with its long-standing (pseudo)aristocratic and anti-democratic
tradition, South Carolina gave this authority to its legislature. The legislature, therefore,
was in session once it was known that Lincoln would be the next president. This gave the
most radical state of the South a unique opportunity to take decisive action long before
any other state. The news precipitated the resignation of a number of federal officials in
the states, including federal Judge A.G. Magrath and federal District Attorney James
Connor (Rogers, 1992:43).

Seeing South Carolina as the last best hope for protecting Southern rights through
secession, “professional” secessionists from other states also converged on South
Carolina to influence its course of action and convince the state that it would not be
abandoned (Cf. Dew, 2001). Edmund Ruffin, a Virginia planter and a lifelong

secessionist, arrived in Columbia on 7 November 1860. Although Ruffin was unable to

39



claim that his native Virginia would secede from the Union immediately after South
Carolina, he did manage to bolster the argument of those who had long advocated the
unilateral secession of South Carolina. He claimed that the attempted coercion of South
Carolina by the federal government would bring other states to South Carolina’s defense,
which would both defeat coercion and dissolve the Union (Scarborough, 1972: 485ff.).
Although he played a significant role in precipitating secession in South Carolina,
Ruffin’s role was largely informal. He watched the legislature debate and pass the
convention bill, but he did not address the legislature. However, he was well-known
among planters, and his articles in the Mercury and the conversations he had with South
Carolinian politicians helped to convince these South Carolinians of the rectitude of their
actions. Although he left South Carolina during the convention campaign, Ruffin
returned to the state in time to watch the state secede.

Timing continued to be a critical issue and it now turned on when to call a
convention. Supporters of unilateral secession wanted to move quickly, while the sting of
the election of Lincoln was still felt. Supporters of an early convention wanted it to be
held in mid-December. Supporters of a late convention thought a January convention was
more appropriate. These late-conventioneers wanted the Deep South to have time to
decide upon its course of action before South Carolina took the leap. Supporters of the
late convention hoped that another state would initiate unilateral secession, or that a
number of states would secede from the Union cooperatively. For some, the prospect of
seceding, before it was certain that other states would join them, was simply revisiting
(and going well beyond) the mistakes of the past. The late-conventioneers feared that an

early convention date would guarantee that South Carolina would lead the charge out of
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the Union, potentially subjecting the state to ignominy, humiliation, abandonment, and
unopposed coercion. George A. Trenholm, House member from Charleston, thus
attempted to adjourn the special session of the legislature immediately after the
presidential electors were selected and a special commissioner to Georgia, whose purpose
would be to facilitate simultaneous action by Georgia and South Carolina, had been
chosen (Cauthen, 1950: 54; see also South Carolina House Journal, 1860: 18-19).
Trenholm’s effort to adjourn the special session was tabled, however, in favor of a debate
between those who preferred an earlier convention date and those who preferred a later
one.

Initially, it appeared that the late-conventioneers had the upper hand in the state
legislature. This is not to suggest that they had more support than the early-
conventioneers, but only that the latter did not want to provoke what could be a divisive
and potentially fatal fight over the issue of timing. Still, calls for an early convention
were quite strong. M.W. Gary, member of the state House of Representatives from
Edgefield, argued against waiting for the other states of the Deep South and for an early
convention, stating, “It is too late to wait for counsel with your neighbors when the
destiny of our property and families are in peril. It is too late to wait for concert of action,
when the blow of dishonor has been stricken.”’” Gary worried, like many others, that the
purpose of delaying the convention “was calculated to throw coldness upon the
immediate action of this State.”*®

After little debate, in the interest of unanimity, the early conventioneers relented,
and the convention bill, calling for a January rather than a December convention, passed

the Senate by a vote of 44 to one. South Carolina’s desire to achieve virtual unanimity
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obviously played a part in the decision to support the late convention. According to
professional secessionist Edmund Ruffin, all but eight of the 44 who voted for the
January convention bill desired an earlier convention, “But to conciliate & secure these 8
votes, & for harmony, this later time was agreed upon” (Scarborough, 1972: 487). As
matters stood on 9 November 1860, South Carolina was going to hold a January
convention.

As the South Carolina legislature was in the process of passing the late convention
bill, a number of events occurred more or less simultaneously that forced the legislature
to reconsider the earlier date. For example, a large contingent of Georgians arrived in
Charleston to celebrate the completion of the Charleston-Savannah Railroad, the first
direct rail linkage between the two Southern cities. On the night of 9 November 1860, a
secession rally, evidently attended by both the Georgia contingent and citizens of
Charleston, took place in which the South Carolina legislature was urged to call for a
convention “at the earliest possible moment” (Potter, 1976: 490). The Charleston
Mercury, which was, up to this point, very critical of actions taken by the legislature,
claimed that the public was extremely dissatisfied with the legislature’s caution.®® At the
same time, the state of Georgia signaled its intention to call its own convention, which
was, obviously, an important formal step toward secession.

Perhaps the most important influential news received was that Senator Robert
Toombs of Georgia had resigned his seat in the U.S. Senate.”® Word of this resignation
helped to convince South Carolina that circumstances were progressing rapidly and that
the state should move quickly, lest caution and delay destroy the movement. U.S. Senator

from South Carolina James Chesnut abandoned equivocation, proclaiming his support for
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secession, and promising to drink all of the “blood that might be shed as a result of
secession”(Potter: 1979: 490).

In fact, Toombs had not resigned from the Senate; the information received in
South Carolina was, at best, premature. In early November, Toombs merely expressed his
intention to the legislature of Georgia not to serve in the Senate after Lincoln became
president. Before it was known that the rumor was false, “all hesitancy was ended.”
(Cauthen, 1941: 369). Those desiring an early convention were about to have their
victory. South Carolina’s legislature still needed to change the dates for the convention.
Before it could do this, however, it had to convince those who were afraid of being
abandoned by the states of the South that South Carolina’s unilateral secession would be
followed sequentially by secession in the other states of the South. Memories of 1832 and
1852 were still fresh in the minds of the South Carolinian leadership. Members of the
state legislature from the upcountry wanted to make sure that their constituents were
informed and prepared for action. They believed that an early convention would not give
district leaders the opportunity to convince their constituencies that unilateral secession
was necessary, and that it would be followed by secession in other states. They thought
that if the state waited for a later convention, unanimity could be achieved, which would
give more weight to the secessionist movement. On the other hand, those who desired
immediate, unilateral secession believed that delay, even of only a few weeks, would
prove fatal to the movement and to the creation of a Southern Confederacy. It did not
matter if all of the upcountry was with them. It was “better to lose York District [an

upcountry district] through haste than Alabama through delay”, John Cunningham of
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Charleston argued in the State Legislature. Better, in other words, to give up some
support within the state if moving quickly promised support elsewhere in the South.

Thus, by this point, the calculation had subtly changed. Cunningham’s position
implied that the likelihood of support from outside the state was high, so high that it
should affect mobilization plans within the state. The referent group was becoming the
South as a whole, rather than South Carolina alone.

Cunningham then asked the question: “When they invoke us to lead, is there a
cooperationist on the floor that will ask us to wait until cooperation is tendered, or will he
not tender it by taking the lead?”*" Cunningham thus cleverly challenged upcountry
cooperationists to accomplish cooperation by agreeing to secede unilaterally, a possibility
that would have seemed politically incoherent in 1832 or 1852. By 1860, however, the
differences between unilateral and cooperative secession in South Carolina had become
less important because of the convergence of opinion, both elite and popular, around the
option of secession across much of the South. Cooperationists now could be persuaded
that a unilateral move would indeed set in motion a chain reaction. Cunningham’s
argument was successful. On November 10 1860, the South Carolina House altered the
convention bill passed by the State Senate, changing the date the convention would meet
to December 17, and changing the date of the election of convention delegates to
December 6. The South Carolina Senate approved the changes made in the House and
passed the altered convention bill unanimously—though some, like Senator McAliley
from the upcountry District of Chester, abstained from voting after the third reading of
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the bill, almost certainly out of disapproval.”* Even Trenholm, who initially wanted to

adjourn the legislature so a convention bill could not be passed, had come to support
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unilateral secession. In his own words, the time had come to “Acquiesce in the common
sentiment of ‘Immediate Secession.”™** With the passage of this bill, South Carolina
moved closer to unilateral secession, though there were still those whose concerted action
could put the movement at risk.*

Waiting until his final State of the Union address on December 3, 1860, out-going
president James Buchanan responded, placing blame for the current crisis on anti-slavery
forces in the North. On the question of secession, he was quite clear: “the election of any
one of our fellow-citizens to the office of President does not of itself afford just cause for
dissolving the Union”. There was, according to Buchanan, no right to secede. Still, he
found nothing in the Constitution to permit the coercion of a state that seceded from the
Union, saying, “no such power has been delegated to Congress or to any other
department of the federal government”.

Buchanan had not raised the stakes as Jackson had in the Nullification crisis. Nor
did Buchanan have Jackson’s reputation for toughness. A large window of opportunity
for potential secessionists had opened. Buchanan had signaled that any state that was
determined to secede would be able to do so without fear of coercion—at least until
Lincoln came to power on March 4, 1861.

Moreover, the region of compromise between the federal government and slave
states had become much smaller. Two days after the State of the Union address, actors in
the legislative process began to attempt to fashion a compromise (the “Crittenden
Committee”, the Committee of Thirty-Three), as had been successfully accomplished
during the Nullification crisis. These efforts were not backed by a strong demonstration

of resolve within the office of the executive, as they were in the Nullification crisis.
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Moreover, compromise on tariffs is typically a feasible result of political logrolling.
Tariff rates are continuous, divisible, and specific to particular types of economic
activity, and thus various compromises exist.

Until the 1860 election, slavery, in fact, also was (imperfectly) divisible (and
particular to types of economic activity). The issue of slavery’s divisibility, however, was
closely connected to the territorial expansion of the United States. The short-term (but
still fractious) political solution to the national conflict over slavery was to allow some
expansion of slavery as America expanded its national borders, according to a flexible
political decision rule of ‘balance’. Territorial expansion provided a very crude way of
‘dividing’ slavery according to territory. As territorial expansion reached its limits,
however, that solution would become increasingly less feasible. Even without completely
fixed boundaries, the political question had become: Is slavery acceptable anywhere
within this territory? If it was acceptable in one part of the territory but not in another
part, then was that territory an homogenous political unit? If it was not acceptable in one
part, then why accept it anywhere? And so slavery in 1860, with the election of the
Republicans, became a direct challenge to the authority of the federal government. This
time, “any retreat would [have been] a betrayal of the victory of a president elected on the
very issue of slavery’s expansion; such a retreat would [have been] a stunning challenge
to self-government and the Constitution” (Paludan, 1994: 51). South Carolina was neither
deterred nor dissuaded; it passed an ordinance of secession seventeen days after the State
of the Union address.

The election for convention delegates, held on December 6, 1860, followed a long

established pattern of uncontested elections in South Carolina. One observer of events in
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a parish of South Carolina in 1860 wrote, “men there simply ‘could not vote for the
union”(Quoted in McCurry, 1995: 297, see also Kibler [1938]). First hand witness of
South Carolinian attitudes Edmund Ruffin noted, “Every opinion is favorable to the
action of the legislature. Since | have been here, | have not heard of a dissenting opinion,
either from or of man or woman in S.C.” (Scarborough, 1972: 493). In the less-radical
upcountry, hastily prepared tickets — including one featuring a prominent Unionist, B.F.
Perry — did not do well (Wooster, 1962: 15; Kibler. 1946: 343). No one elected on
December 6, 1860, however, voted against the December 20 ordinance of secession.

By the time the convention actually met, all that remained was to formalize the
decision to secede. After voting to move the convention from Columbia to Charleston (a
small pox scare), the members of the convention voted to repeal the ordinance of 1788,
which approved the United States Constitution. South Carolina seceded from the Union.

South Carolina was able to do what it seemed no other state was willing to
accomplish: secede from the Union unilaterally. With the secession of South Carolina,
the other states of the Deep South were more willing to take action that they otherwise
would have been. While they did not enjoy the same unity as South Carolina on the
question of secession, all states of the Deep South seceded, meeting in Montgomery,
Alabama in February to create the Southern Confederacy.

The states of the Upper South did not secede as a result of the election of Lincoln,
but did so once it became clear that the federal government intended to coerce the states
that had seceded. The forces acting within the states that seceded immediately after South
Carolina—Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas—were

qualitatively similar to those in South Carolina, although planter dominance was slightly
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less complete in these states than in South Carolina (Greenberg, 1977). The late-
seceders—Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina—seceded only after the
shelling of Fort Sumter and Lincoln’s April 15 proclamation that called up troops to
quell the rebellion. The logic of secession here was markedly different because the choice
situation had changed.

Non-seceders—Maryland, Missouri, Kentucky, and Delaware—were precariously
balanced between North and South. These four states were Northern in many respects: as
measured by the attitudes and orientations of their populations and in some cases their
industrial capacities, but they were also slaveholding states. However, unlike the Deep
South and, to a lesser extent, the Upper South, the slaveholders of the Border South did
not hold sway in the halls of state governments, and the institution of slavery affected a
comparatively small proportion of the population. In South Carolina and Mississippi for
example, nearly 50 percent of the white population belonged to slave-owning families. In
Delaware, it was less than five percent. The limited extent of slave-ownership had the
added effect of eliminating the fear of dependence and the fear of political dominance of
freed slaves that was so common in high-slaveholding areas.

South Carolina seceded unilaterally in order to precipitate secession among the
other states of the Deep South and, eventually, the Upper South. This decision was
politically shrewd. It was based on the calculation that the states of the Deep South
lacked only the will to act first. In leading by choosing unilateral secession, radical
secessionists also limited the options available to the federal government. If the federal
government attempted after unilateral secession to coerce the seceded state(s), radical

secessionists calculated that the less radical states of the slave South would reject
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coercion and secede to join the new Confederacy. If the federal government chose not to
coerce the seceded states, the new Confederacy could live in peace. And, eventually this
unwillingness to coerce would convince ‘unseceded’ slave states that secession could be
accomplished with few costs. Peaceful separation would be permanent and the
Confederacy quickly enlarged.

Some elements of the federal government and some Southern Unionists held
almost exactly the opposite point of view -- that separation would not be permanent and
that it would be limited to the Deep South. The secessionist states would eventually
return, as long as the federal response was to peacefully let them go in the first instance.
In effect, this was an argument that secession would prove not to be feasible in the
medium term (and that the populations of the seceding states would eventually replace
leaders who supported secession and the Confederacy). Separation would be temporary
and reunion would be peaceful.

However, to peacefully concede separation on this basis of this conjecture would
be a gamble, and with the formation of a Southern government in March, 1861, secession
looked increasingly permanent. Letting the seceding states go peacefully might mollify
Unionists in the Upper South, and thus help to keep these states in the Union. But this
route risked the permanent loss of the Deep South and set a possibly damaging precedent
for a state still in the process of consolidating and extending its territorial boundaries.
This point of view implied that reunion could only be accomplished through the use of
force against the states of the Confederacy, which almost guaranteed that the resulting
war would bring in at least some of the states of the Upper South on the side of the

Confederacy. Moreover, if the government conceded peaceful separation and the
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Confederacy was enlarged at some later point, the government would face a larger and
stronger Confederacy if it chose to use force at some later point to accomplish reunion.
And even if reunion was forgone, separation would create a serious territorial and
potentially hostile rival in the neighborhood. This kind of calculation would suggest that
it was better to fight sooner rather than later (Crofts, 1989: 389)*.

Conclusion

The American states-union facilitated, yet also complicated secession. The
organization of states in a union made secession a focal point for political agitation yet, at
the same time, the secession of the white South had to be coordinated across these
political boundaries*. Secession could, in principle, have been simultaneous. Secession,
however, occurred sequentially and dynamically. Moreover, several different sequences
of secession were, in principle, possible.

However, one state emerged as the vanguard and other states followed. As a
consequence, the question of timing and agenda-setting was of central importance in the
process of mobilization. In light of these arguments, with which we began the paper, we
have been led to consider when and how a vanguard state emerged, and how radical
secessionists proceeded, as they considered the probable consequences of alternative
political strategies for maximizing the likelihood of secession, both within South Carolina
and across the South.

The relationship between racial composition and the timing of secession,
presented earlier in the paper in Table I, is generally monotonic, particularly if one takes
as an index the additive or multiplicative interaction of slaves to whites and slaveholding

to free households, and keeping in mind that these secessions were not independent
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events. The probability of secession in later states was influenced by earlier outcomes in
other states.

South Carolina is distinguished by its combination of relatively widespread
slaveholding and relatively large numbers of slaves. This pattern might suggest that
mobilization in defense of slavery and in support of secession could draw independently
on fears among whites of a white society overrun by former slaves and on the economic
stakes associated with slaveholding if slavery was to be abolished. Yet the goal of radical
secessionists in South Carolina was not simply to mobilize locally in defense of slavery
but to mobilize locally in such a way as to increase the likelihood of more general
secession across the white South. Their interest was in turning ‘revolution in one country’
into a more general revolution. We have been interested in identifying the mechanisms
which were associated with mobilization within South Carolina and with the vanguard
strategy of sequential exit.

The first state to leave had been one of the first to join the Union, and it was not as
geographically distant from the political center as other states which were late seceders.
Rather, as one of the founding states, South Carolina had deep ties to the Union and its
revolutionary credentials were impeccable. Its politicians were credible spokesmen for
the republican heritage associated with the American founding, and they took up this
heritage in defense of their position within the union.

We have argued that the South was a political construction. The actions of states in
the South were not strictly determined by structure or culture, but were partially
endogenous to the mobilizing activity of politicians in the vanguard state. Our analysis of

three key moments — particularly Nullification but also the Compromise of 1850 and the
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political endgame — supports these arguments. The Nullification movement radicalized
the politics of South Carolina in ways that did not occur in other slave states yet, at the
time, left South Carolina relatively isolated politically. Radical secessionists in South
Carolina rejected, although not without debate, ‘secession in one state’, in effect as
premature, and as a consequence acknowledged the importance of broader support and
thus the problem of mobilization and coordination across multiple political jurisdictions.
Still, the politics of nullification permanently changed the balance of political forces in
the state and as a consequence a vanguard for secession was created within the South.

In a twist of bitter irony, the greatest foes of radical secessionists provided
indirect sanction for the act of secession. The changing strategies of abolitionists made
sectional compromise increasingly difficult and this innovation in national politics
encouraged slave states to identify their fortunes with the fortunes of South Carolina.
With the shift to a strategy of ‘immediatism’ in the early 1830s, abolitionists began to
explicitly consider disunion by imagining a free northern republic, uncontaminated by
slavery: Better a free North than a union which preserved slavery. Disunion thus became
a focal point for radicals in the North as secession became a focal point for radicals in the
South.

A peaceful preservation of the union had thus become increasingly unlikely. For
the union to be preserved, one faction would have had to change their preferences; failing
this, someone would have to be coerced. Side-deals of the sort associated with sectional
compromise were also ruled out as a result of this combination of opposing political

positions on slavery and convergence on a political solution associated with disunion and
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secession. In our interpretation, then, it was the abolitionist movement rather than the
failure of sectional balance per se which increased the odds of secession.

Secession, however, was not a simple kind of event. Secession was sequential and
patterned. Thus the question of how a compound, sequenced and patterned process such
as the secession of the South might be instantiated is important, given the multiple paths
of secession across political jurisdictions equally consistent with the increased likelihood
of secession associated with abolitionist mobilization. We have addressed this latter issue
of instantiation by analyzing the process of political mobilization in the antebellum white
South — the early emergence of radical secessionism in South Carolina and the
consequences of its leadership for coordinated political mobilization within the states-
union.

What kind of process and what kind of political project was secession? Much of
the contemporary literature on comparative historical analysis emphasizes the relevance
of turning points or critical junctures linked to path dependent processes of
reproduction*’. Its underlying model does not appear appropriate here. It is difficult to
identify a settled equilibrium which could be said to have been reproduced long enough
to count as equilibrium in this model, and which could be said to have changed once path
dependent processes of reproduction decayed, or as a consequence of exogenous shocks.
So, for example, the crisis of Nullification is important in our interpretation, not because
it was a critical juncture in this sense, but because it gave visibility and relevance to a
political option, to that point not fully articulated as a possible solution to sectional
problems. The Nullification episode enlarged the feasible set of political options and, for

this reason, changed the trajectory of political contestation. Yet nothing was ‘locked-in’,
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and the period between Nullification and the outbreak of military conflict was not a phase
of path-dependent reproduction of a settled equilibrium. Rather, this phase was a time-
dependent process of political mobilization characterized by a complex strategic
structure™®.

Secession was a bitterly contested political project. The secessionist project
imagined a world in which a new confederacy of states would be organized as a slave
society. It was built on a distinctive problem of collective action. States could only leave
the union and join the confederacy qua states. There was no overarching political
sovereign which could decide for them as one. At a minimum, then, there were pure
problems of coordination among slave states which shaped the calculations of actors.
Moreover, there were potential advantages and disadvantages distributed among states
according to who led, who followed and who declined to participate. Finally, there were
pure problems of conflict within and across slave states since secession was not
unanimously supported by their populations. As in other emerging revolutionary
situations, a vanguard, in control of an apparatus of local power and relatively unfettered
by local dissent, was able to shape the political agenda over time, and the choice sets of
others.

White society was inegalitarian, and status and power in the South were related to
who owned slaves and how many. On the one hand, a white society in which differences
were relatively leveled, with slave ownership widespread and with little variation in
numbers of slaves owned, might have approached a white slaveholders democracy. Yet,
on the other hand, such a society might have been prone to problems of free-riding in any

political mobilization in defense of slavery. The inegalitarian structure of white society
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removed the problem of free-riding by creating, in effect, a “privileged group™® — the
planter class -- with a stake not simply in slave ownership but in the local status, power
and privilege which large numbers of slaves accorded. Their problem of mobilization was
not strictly a free-riding problem but, rather, was to maximize support among slave
owners who had a direct stake in slavery and to minimize opposition among non-
slaveholders in ways that did not threaten the local dominance of planters. In effect, this
was a problem of mobilizing support for the defense of slavery and for secession while
preserving the inegalitarian structure of white society.

We have drawn attention to three ways by which support for secession was
mobilized by radical secessionists in the context of South Carolinian politics. These
“mechanisms” (better described as means or tactics) all presupposed the political
calculation that secession was a means to an end and that the end in question was the
protection of slavery. Thus they all drew in various ways on the relationship of
individuals and households to the institution of slavery. Moreover, it is also the case that
there was some interaction among them. The support for secession that was generated
could, at least for some individuals or households, be over-determined as a result.
However that is not to say that the mechanisms cannot be distinguished.

We make these distinctions now and then consider some of the implications. One
way to mobilize support was to draw on the private interests of slaveholders. Another
means was to mobilize support by manipulating fears of the future among whites who
were encouraged to imagine white society overrun by freed slaves. The second could
interact with the first and reinforce support for secession among slaveholders. However it

could also motivate support for secession independent of slaveownership.
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The third means mobilized support by drawing attention to the public benefits
(benefits other than simple protection) which slavery as a type of social order provided to
whites even if they did not own slaves. This third tactic could interact with and reinforce
the second one. It also differed from the first tactic: the first “mechanism” took political
advantage of the “privateness” of slave property where the third “mechanism” mobilized
support by drawing attention to the “publicness” of a slave order. Where these three basic
mobilization tactics were in question, moreover, -- when the reasons they supplied for
secession were not taken up, or were challenged -- then secessionists turned to
organizational means to minimize and isolate opposition: public displays of men and
arms, intimidation, and violence. These were not the only ways that support was
mobilized, but they were central and they were contextually driven. They reflected the
most basic feature of local social structure and the larger end to which secession was
linked as a political means. Other mechanisms all drew meaning and importance in
relation to the basic question of slavery. So, for example, white patriarchy or white
liberty or white republicanism may have motivated support for secession but proper
attention to context would suggest that their effects were secondary and depended on the
contextual importance of slavery.

Slaveowners had a private interest in slavery that non-slaveowners did not. In the
event of abolition, slaveowners would be deprived of private property as well as of the
more indivisible benefits of slavery which the planter elite claimed were available to all
white men. This claim rested on a performative contradiction: on the one hand, the claim
was that the benefits of a slave society were independent of slave ownership; at the same

time, white society was completely dependent on slavery, since if whites shared a way of
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life it was slavery which made it possible. The rhetorical defense of slavery begged and
continues to beg the question: If the benefits of slavery were available to all whites, why
would any white man make a private investment in slaves? If slave ownership was not
necessary to reap these indivisible (non-exclusionary) benefits, which if available to one
white man were available to all white men, then non-slave holders should never be
motivated to own slaves. Moreover, a non-slave owner should never regret not owning
slaves, if not owning slaves did not restrict his access to the goods which slavery
provided.

This argument about the availability of indivisible benefits was not strictly an
argument (or concession) on the part of the planter elite that all whites were equal. The
rhetorical claim embedded in the argument was not about white egalitarianism. This was
not a concession that a poor white who did not own slaves was equal to a planter. Rather,
the point was that the poor white benefited from slavery whether or not he owned slaves.
The attractiveness to planters of this argument was that it encouraged acceptance of the
legitimacy of slavery among non-slaveholders, and this acceptance removed a possible
challenge from outside the planter class produced by the inequalities that the distribution
of slave ownership generated among whites™.

We point to this performative contradiction in support of a further observation.
The secessionist project was not motivated by the goal of defending white liberty, or
white republicanism, or even white patriarchy in household economies; rather, its
fundamental motivation was to protect the private investments made by white slave-

owners and the private benefits which slave society provided to white slave-owners.
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Slave ownership was widely, if unevenly, distributed. Many of the much vaunted
‘yeomanry’ were slaveowners. It is true that there was a socially and politically relevant
distinction to be made between a white farmer who worked his fields with his family,
alongside a relatively small number of slaves, and a planter who managed his property,
including many slaves, using overseers. However it is also hard to see how this same
white farmer would have the discretionary resources to enjoy the finer things in life,
which the planter class and their ideologues claimed slavery made possible, if he was out
working in the fields. As a consequence, it is difficult to believe that, if he supported the
defense of slavery and actively supported secession, he did so for these finer things rather
than in order to defend his property™".

Patriarchical white households, moreover, were widespread across all of
antebellum America, they were not an artifact of slavery. If the secessionist project was
strictly motivated by the defense of white patriarchy, it did not need to be limited to a
particular section of the Union, nor need it have been linked as it was to slavery. Of
course, it is hard to see in antebellum America any serious challenge to white male
mastery that would have motivated a defense of patriarchy. But there was a serious
challenge to slavery and this was the challenge which motivated secession.

Strictly speaking, interpretations which stress liberty, republicanism or patriarchy
cannot turn on whether farmers who owned slaves were drawn into the secessionist
project. All of these interpretations depend on elements which are independent of slavery
— whether it is liberty, republicanism or patriarchy and all of these interpretations are
designed to account for why whites without a stake in slavery might decide to defend

slavery and to support secession. These interpretations generate the expectation that
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whites who did not own slaves were mobilized to support secession by these values.
These expectations cannot be tested by looking at white farmers who owned slaves. For
these interpretations to be adequate, they must show that whites who did not own slaves
were motivated to support secession because they valued liberty or patriarchy or
republicanism and believed that these values required slavery. Further, they would have
to show that support for slavery and secession among non-slave-holders was not
associated with intimidation, coercion or manipulation by planters or their agents. And it
would have to be shown that the effects of white liberty, republicanism, and patriarchy on
mobilization were strictly independent of fears associated with the widespread presence
of blacks who might be freed in the future. The pure effects on political mobilization of
these rhetorical claims about indivisible benefits, and the claims regarding the virtues of
white liberty, republicanism and patriarchy, independent of the consequences of slave
ownership and the real political tactics of secessionist leaders, therefore appear to be
limited.

Another way to increase support for slavery would have been to expand the base
of slave ownership. Aside from the problem that this would have entailed some personal
sacrifice by planters (someone would have to subsidize the purchase of slaves by white
farmers) and would have debased the currency which underwrote local status and power,
the supply of slaves was limited by the closing of the slave trade. One of the reasons,
however, why planters considered reopening this trade in the 1850s was precisely to
expand the base of slave ownership -- to make it possible to “sell on credit one of every

ten slaves to a poor white” (Burton, 1985: 146)°2. Why would ownership be thought by
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planters to make any difference to the defense of slavery if the benefits of slavery were
independent of ownership, as some of their pamphlets and speeches asserted?

These kinds of appeals were second-best tactics, used when no direct appeal could
be made to the private interest in slavery generated by slave ownership. It must be telling,
however, that it was not these words alone on which planters relied, when private
interests in slavery could not be mobilized. They preyed on the fears of whites in a
society in which large numbers of slaves might be freed; at critical moments of decision,
they sponsored paramilitary organizations designed to intimidate. Moreover, the
recurring interest in provoking a military contest at some opportune point suggests that
the planter class saw the shared experience of coercion and violence as a condition which
might forge an identity as much as they saw a shared identity as a precondition for
participation in collective violence. Whiteness itself and on its own became more
important a marker of supremacy or superiority after the abolition of slavery, once the
consequences of slave ownership for status gradations among whites were removed, and
then not just in the post-bellum South but throughout white America.

Radical secessionists mobilized support for secession among South Carolina
slaveowners and minimized opposition to secession among non-slaveowners, particularly
in the South Carolina upcountry, where white yeoman farming was not dominated by
slaveholders, especially large slave holders, and where whites outnumbered blacks. The
upcountry had been one of the few sites of Unionist support during the Nullification crisis
of the early 1830s. By the time of the endgame, its white farmers had not been converted

to enthusiastic support for secession; however, they accepted the outcome, unlike some
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other parts of the Southern upcountry such as the mountain regions of western Virginia
which actively resisted secession from the Union in defense of slavery.

This slow process of political change in the upcountry, from resistance to
Nullification culminating in “acquiesce[ence]” to secession (West, 2005: 104), does not
appear to be a simple consequence of the persuasiveness of rhetorical appeals to liberty,
republicanism or male mastery, or of a political culture which inculcated these ideals.
Rather, from the 1830s onward, non-slave-owners in the upcountry were increasingly
politically isolated in a state that was controlled by slaveholding secessionists. They were
vulnerable at critical points, both in the Nullification crisis and the endgame, to
intimidation.

By 1860, they could have little impact on the political future of the state and little
political future if they did not accept the fate set for them by politicians in the low
country. They had been put in the position of deciding what to resist: physical coercion
by South Carolina and then the Confederacy, or by the Union, rather than a choice
between secession or the preservation of the Union. Their choices had been narrowed and
modified over time as a result of the success of the secessionist party and its ability to set
the political agenda. There was, then, little room left for political maneuver in the face of
sustained secessionist mobilization over the previous thirty years within the state, the
much higher likelihood in 1860 that unilateral secession in South Carolina would spur
other states in the South to secede with her, and the prospect that a military confrontation
with the Union would follow which would induce other states to join the early seceders.

Finally, there were differences within the secessionist vanguard. At critical

moments of decision such as the Nullification crisis and the Compromise of 1850, there
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were radical secessionists in South Carolina who preferred immediate secession, even if
it meant that secession would be a unilateral act, unsupported by other states. However,
the dominant tendency within the vanguard from Nullification onward rejected unilateral
secession as a political option. Yet the goal of secession was not abandoned or sacrificed,;
rather the decision was to bide one’s time until the moment was ripe and the likelihood of
support from other states was higher. This difference over timing is a classic political
problem, particularly when the stakes are high, and can be expressed succinctly: “Too
early, you break your neck. Too late, you lose your time”. When John Cunningham
argued in the South Carolina State Legislature in 1860 that to delay a decision to secede
would mean the loss of the support of Alabama, it was no longer the fear of seceding too
early which was expressed but, rather, the fear of seceding too late to catch the moment.
A complete treatment of the process of secession across the entire South from the
moment secession was threatened for the first time in 1832 until sequential secession was
realized in 1860-61 escapes the confines of a single paper. This paper provides an
analysis of core parts of that process from the first threat to the endgame. While our
emphasis has been on the politics of South Carolina we have taken into account, from the
start, the issue of coordination and cooperation across state boundaries by recognizing
and analyzing the mobilization dilemma which motivated secessionists in South Carolina:
How to mobilize locally in ways that encouraged or facilitated broader participation in
other political jurisdictions in the South. We do spend some time discussing mobilization
in the broader South at critical points, in light of this dilemma. We discuss why pivotal
states such as Georgia and Virginia did not get on board during the Nullification crisis,

we discuss broader mobilization during the end game. We do not think that a fuller
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analysis would fall outside the confines of our theoretical argument. Rather, given the
way we have set up the problem of secession in this paper, our approach would lend itself
easily to a fuller treatment across all of the South of the complex process of political
mobilization which began with the threat of secession in 1832 and culminated 30-odd

years later in sequential secession.

Endnotes

! Recall Pocock’s (1972: 120) argument that the Revolution was “the last great act of the Renaissance”. We
agree on the relevance of republicanism, as our discussion will show. In effect, it was the combination of
the reformation and the renaissance (to pursue Pocock’s dramatic turn of phrase) that distinguished
American politics. For more discussion, see Author (2003b).

2 Annals, 16™ Congress, 1% session, 1310-1329.

® According to Greenberg (1976: 366-367; see also Weir [1969: 500-501]), this form “complied lists of
grievances”, described “the perception of common forces and purposes operating behind instances of
maltreatment”, included “the recognition of a pattern of oppression” and concluded that English ministers
were conspiring to limit the freedom of the American colonies. Pinckney’s speech took this form, but was
directed at the federal government, as did various state government documents in South Carolina in the run-
up to nullification, well before the final act of secession. See for example, Governor Thomas Bennett,
Message, 1821; Special Committee Report and Resolutions on the Resolution Directing an Inquiry Into the
Nature and Origins of the Federal Government..., December 19, 1827; Committee on Federal Relations,
Report and Resolutions on the Government Message Respecting the Federal Government Overstepping Its

Constitutional Boundary, December 17, 1830; Governor James Hamilton, Message, 1831; Committee on
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Federal Relations, Report and Resolution Calling For a Convention, December 11, 1832. State and
Legislative Papers, State Archives of South Carolina.

* See also James H. Hammond, Anniversary Oration of the State Agricultural Society of South Carolina,
November 25, 1841, and Address Delivered by R. W. Roper Before the State Agricultural Society,
November, 1844.

® Upcountry plantations were dominated by cotton production, low country plantations by rice production.
The ratio of slaves to whites was higher in the low country; the ratio of white slaveholding households to
free households was higher in the upcountry. The average number of slaves by household was higher in the
low country.

® Other sources we consulted on the question of South Carolina include Weir (1985) and Banner (1974).

" Mr. Rhett’s Address to the Citizens of Beaufort and Colleton County, February 3, 1838. Rhett Papers,
South Caroliniana Library (SCL), University of South Carolina. [This address was published in Niles
Register and it is an off print of this publication that is available in the Rhett papers].

& This political language was not new; it had emerged in reports of the Committee on Federal Relations of
the South Carolina State legislature in the late 1820s. See Special Committee Report on the Resolution
Directing An Inquiry..., December 19, 1827. State and Legislative Papers. State Archives of South
Carolina.

° William Drayton, The South Vindicated From the Treason and Fanaticism of the Northern Abolitionists
Philadelphia 1836, p. 110.

19 Drayton, The South Vindicated, p.109.

1 Quoted in Claiborne (1860: 139).

12 Quoted from a magazine article in 1841 in Walther (1992: 298).

3 William Porcher Miles, An Address Delivered Before the Alumni Society of the College of Charleston
on Commencement Day (Charleston 1852). Emphasis in original.

 The classic source on the Nullification crisis is Freehling (1966). For critical discussion of his work, see
Ochenkowski (1982) and Bergeron (1976).

15 On the importance of sequence and timing in historical processes, see Pierson ( 2004, 2000).
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16 See also James H. Hammond’s comment: “I do firmly believe that upon the success of Nullification rests
the existence of our present institutions and that there is no other means by which they might be peaceably
maintained”. Hammond to Rice, September 22, 1832. Hammond Papers, Library of Congress.

17 James Louis Petigru to Legaré, October 29, 1832, Petigru Papers. SCL.

18 Abolitionist literature appeared at a time when the fear of black insurrection had increased in salience
because of a slave revolt in Virginia, which recalled an earlier incident in 1822 in the Charleston hinterland.
See Channing (1970).

19 Petigru to Pope, November 18 1830; Petigru to Legaré, October 29 1832; December 21, 1832, SCL.

20 The crisis, in fact, was the occasion for a thorough review of the militia so as to ensure “the permanent
security of the state”. Governor Hayne to the State Legislature, November 29, 1833 . State and Legislative
Papers. State Archives of South Carolina.

21 Address to the People of the United States, Report of the Convention of 1832, p.77 and p. 76.

22 On the performative speech act as a form of intentional action, see Austin (2005, 2", edition).

2% On condensation symbols in memory and fantasy and their place in political mobilization, see Edelman
(1964), Kaufer and Carley (1993), Klinger (1974). The origin of the concept is Freudian: condensation is a
principle of interpretation which links the manifest and latent content of dreams.

# Andrew Jackson to the Secretary of War, December 17, 1832. Emphasis in original, Jackson Papers,
Library of Congress.

% Report of the Committee of 1833, p.131.

% |bid., p. 131.

27 p.M. Butler to James H. Hammond, November 20 1832; William C. Clifton to Hammond, November 21,
1832; Butler to Hammond, December 18, 1832. Hammond Papers, Library of Congress. In fact, the
Ordinance concluded, “... we will construe passage, by Congress, of any act, authorizing the employment
of a military or naval force against the State of South Carolina her constituted authorities ...or any other act
on the part of the Federal Government , to coerce the State... as inconsistent with the longer continuance of
South Carolina in the Union, and that the people of this State thenceforth hold themselves absolved from all

further obligation to maintain or preserve their political connexion with the people of the other States and
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will forthwith proceed to organize a separate Government, and do all other acts and things which Sovereign
and independent States may of right do”.

%8 Robert Y. Hayne to James H. Hammond, March 6, 1833. Hammond Papers, Library of Congress.

%% See also Poinsett to Jackson, December 17, 1832. Jackson Papers, Library of Congress.

% poinsett to Jackson, January 7, 1833. Jackson Papers.

1 William C. Preston to Waddy Thompson, February 14 1830, SCL.

%2 Wallace to Seabrook, November 7, 1849, Seabrook Papers, Library of Congress; David Johnson to
Edward Johnson, October 2, 1850. Proceedings of the South Carolina Historical Association (1939), p. 29.
* Proceedings of the Great Southern Co-Operation and Anti-Secession Meeting... September 23 1851.
Italics in original.

% Christopher G. Memminger to William Porcher Miles, 24 January 1860, William Porcher Miles Papers,
Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, North Carolina.

% Christopher G. Memminger to William Porcher Miles, 6 February 1860, William Porcher Miles Papers,
Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, North Carolina.

* William Henry Gist to Governor Thomas Moore, 5 October 1860, William Henry Gist Papers, South
Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia, South Carolina.

¥ M. W. Gary, Remarks of M.W. Gary, Esq., of Edgefield, in the House of Representatives, Nov. 9, 1860,
On Mr. Trenholm’s Resolutions, p. 7.

38 Ibid.

% Charleston Mercury, Saturday, 10 November 1860. Recounting a secession rally featuring prominent
citizens of South Carolina and Georgia, the writer noted the following: “Were our Representatives at
Columbia at the meeting last night...they would no longer falter or hesitate over what their constituents so
ardently desire them to accomplish.”

“0 Charleston Mercury, Saturday, 10 November 1860.

* John Cunningham in the South Carolina House of Representatives, 10 November 1860, reported in
Charleston Daily Courier, 12 December 1860.

%2 State of South Carolina Senate Journal, called session, November 1860, page 22; Cauthen, “South

Carolina’s Decision”; McCarter’s Journal, Manuscript Collection, Library of Congress.
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¥ McCarter’s Journal, Manuscript Collection, Library of Congress; See also Charleston Mercury, Saturday,
10 November 1860.

# John Berkley Grimball to Elizabeth Grimball, 12 November 1860, John Berkley Grimball Papers,
Manuscript Collection, Duke University.

** Recall that by this point, South Carolina had declared its independence and the confederate government
had formed. The incentive structure of this situation is familiar from work on realism in international
relations, and work on ethnic conflict in collapsed states. See Lake and Rothchild (1998) and Fearon
(1998). For analysis of the issue of slavery in Lincoln’s calculations in the end game, see Guelzo (2004),
Paludan (1994), Farber (2003), and more briefly but suggestively Kateb (2007: 11-12).

“¢ On the concept of focal points in the analysis of collective choice and action, see Schelling (1960).

* For recent work on institutionalism, path dependence and historical analysis, see Mahoney and
Reuschmeyer (2003); Pierson (2004), Streeck and Thelen (2005).

“¢ On time-dependence in collective action and choice, see Granovetter (1978), Schelling (1978), Lohman
(1998). For an excellent broader discussion of the methodological implications of strategic structures and
path dependence, see Hall (2003).

* On privileged groups and collective action, see Olson (1965) and Hardin (1982).

* Compare with Ford 1999: 737.

> Compare with McCurry, 1995: 48.

%2 For more general discussions of the debate about reopening the slave trade, see Takaki (1971), Ashworth
(1995: 262-279) and Sinha (2000). We did not encounter the book by Sinha until we were completing this

paper but it is relevant to some of our arguments.
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