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The election of 1860 was a pivotal moment in American history, marking the
beginning of a profound sectional crisis that would ultimately lead to the
Civil War. For the Southern states, the outcome of this election ignited
fears of economic decline, political marginalization, and the erosion of
their social order. These fears were rooted in the South’s dependence on
slavery, its political influence, and the preservation of states’ rights.
Understanding what the South feared after the 1860 election provides insight
into the mounting tensions that tore the nation apart.

The Political Threat: Loss of Influence and
Slavery’s Future

Fear of Slavery’s Abolition
The election of Abraham Lincoln, the Republican candidate, was perceived by
many Southerners as a direct threat to the institution of slavery. The
Republican Party’s platform explicitly opposed the expansion of slavery into
new territories and states. Although Lincoln initially stated he would not
interfere with slavery where it already existed, his election signaled to
Southerners that their social and economic systems were under threat.

- Many Southerners believed Lincoln and the Republicans aimed to abolish
slavery entirely, disrupting their way of life.
- The fear was that the election would lead to immediate or gradual
emancipation, destroying their economic foundation.

Loss of Political Power
The South had historically wielded considerable influence in national
politics, especially through the Senate and the Electoral College. However,
Lincoln’s victory signified that their political voice was waning.

- The Democratic Party, which had been split during the election, failed to
present a unified front, but even then, the Southern Democrats’ influence was
declining.
- The rise of the Republican Party, with its base in the North, threatened to
marginalize Southern interests.
- Many Southerners feared that their representation in Congress would
diminish further, reducing their ability to protect slavery and states’
rights.

Economic Concerns: Threats to the Southern



Economy

Dependence on Cotton and Slavery
The Southern economy was heavily reliant on agriculture, primarily cotton,
which was labor-intensive and dependent on slave labor.

- The South feared that abolition or restrictions on slavery would devastate
their economy.
- The cotton industry was a significant driver of international trade,
especially with Britain and France, and any threat to slavery was perceived
as a threat to economic prosperity.

Potential Disruption of Trade and Commerce
The election heightened fears of economic isolation or changes in trade
policies.

- Protective tariffs favored by the North could hamper Southern exports.
- Secession fears prompted Southern planters and merchants to worry that they
would lose access to markets or face economic sanctions.

Sectional Tensions and the Threat of Secession

Fear of Losing State Sovereignty
Many Southerners believed that the federal government, dominated by
Northerners, was increasingly encroaching on states’ rights.

- They feared that Lincoln’s administration would take steps to limit or
abolish slavery, undermining their states’ sovereignty.
- The concept of nullification and secession was seen as a legitimate
response to protect their autonomy.

Secession Movements and the Formation of the
Confederacy
In the aftermath of Lincoln’s election, several Southern states began to
consider secession as a means to safeguard their interests.

- South Carolina was the first to secede in December 1860.
- Other states followed, leading to the formation of the Confederate States
of America.
- The South feared that remaining in the Union would mean the loss of their
social order and economic system.

Social and Cultural Fears



Preservation of the Slaveholding Society
The Southern social structure was built around slavery, with a racial
hierarchy that placed whites above enslaved Africans.

- Many whites feared that abolition would undermine their social status and
economic privileges.
- The idea of racial equality was abhorrent to Southern whites, and they
feared losing their dominance.

Threat to Southern Identity
The election challenged Southern cultural norms and identity.

- Many Southerners saw themselves as distinct from the North—defenders of
states’ rights, tradition, and their way of life.
- The election of a candidate opposed to slavery was perceived as an attack
on their very identity.

Conclusion
The fears of the South after the election of 1860 were multifaceted,
encompassing political, economic, social, and cultural concerns. They
believed that Lincoln’s victory was not just about a change in leadership but
a threat to their entire way of life. These fears drove the push toward
secession and ultimately the outbreak of the Civil War. Understanding these
anxieties helps to contextualize the profound divisions that fractured the
United States during this tumultuous period. The South’s fears were rooted in
the desire to preserve slavery, maintain political influence, and protect
their social hierarchy—goals they believed were under imminent threat after
Lincoln’s election.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why did Southerners fear the election of 1860 would
threaten their way of life?

Southerners believed that Lincoln's election signaled a threat to their
economic interests and social system, especially regarding the abolition of
slavery and the potential for federal interference in states' rights.

What specific policies of Lincoln's election caused
concern among Southern states?

Many Southerners feared Lincoln would push for the abolition of slavery and
restrict their rights to own and trade enslaved people, which they saw as
essential to their economy and social order.

How did the election of 1860 contribute to Southern



fears of political marginalization?

Since Lincoln won without any support from Southern states, Southerners felt
their political influence was diminishing and believed their interests would
be ignored or suppressed by a Northern-dominated government.

Did the South fear economic repercussions after
Lincoln's election, and if so, what were they?

Yes, Southerners feared that Lincoln's presidency would lead to tariffs and
economic policies that would harm the slave-based economy and disrupt trade
with other regions.

How did the fear of disunion manifest among Southern
leaders after the 1860 election?

Many Southern leaders began advocating for secession, believing that their
states could no longer be represented fairly within the Union and that
leaving was the only way to preserve their interests and way of life.

What role did fears of federal interference play in
the South's response to Lincoln's election?

Southerners were deeply concerned about potential federal intervention in
slavery and state affairs, which they saw as a violation of states' rights
and a direct threat to their societal structure.

Additional Resources
The Election of 1860 marked a pivotal turning point in American history,
igniting fears and anxieties across the Southern states that would ultimately
lead to secession and the Civil War. For the South, this election was not
merely a political contest but a stark warning about the future of their way
of life, economic interests, and social order. The Southern fears after 1860
were rooted in a complex web of political, economic, social, and cultural
concerns that coalesced into a collective sense of insecurity and
apprehension. This article explores these fears in detail, examining the
causes, manifestations, and implications of Southern anxiety in the wake of
Abraham Lincoln’s victory.

Understanding the Context: The Political
Landscape Pre-1860

The Rise of Sectionalism
Before the election of 1860, the United States was increasingly divided along
sectional lines. The North and South had developed distinct economies,
cultures, and political identities. The North was rapidly industrializing,
emphasizing manufacturing, infrastructure development, and a growing
immigrant workforce. Conversely, the South remained predominantly agrarian,



with an economy deeply intertwined with slavery and plantation agriculture.

This divergence fostered deep-seated sectional tensions, which became evident
in debates over tariffs, states’ rights, and the expansion of slavery into
new territories. Political compromises, such as the Missouri Compromise and
the Compromise of 1850, temporarily quelled tensions but failed to address
the underlying issues fully. The emergence of new political parties, notably
the Republican Party, which opposed the spread of slavery into the
territories, further polarized the nation.

The Election of 1860: A Divisive Contest
The 1860 election was characterized by stark regional differences. The
Republican candidate, Abraham Lincoln, was seen by the South as a radical
abolitionist threat, despite his moderate stance on slavery’s existing
boundaries. The Democratic Party split into Northern and Southern factions,
nominating two different candidates—Stephen A. Douglas and John C.
Breckinridge—reflecting the growing sectional divide.

Lincoln’s victory, without any electoral votes from Southern states,
underscored the profound disconnection between North and South. For many
Southerners, it was a clear indication that their interests and values no
longer had political representation at the national level. This election
outcome served as a catalyst for Southern fears regarding the future
trajectory of the nation.

The Core Fears of the South Post-1860

1. The Threat to the Institution of Slavery
At the heart of Southern fears was the potential abolition of slavery.
Slavery was not only an economic system but also a cornerstone of Southern
society and identity. The election of Lincoln, who was perceived as opposed
to the expansion of slavery into new territories, raised alarms that the
institution might be under threat.

- Abolitionist Movement: The rise of abolitionist sentiments and the election
of Lincoln, who had articulated opposition to the spread of slavery, fueled
fears that the federal government would soon move to abolish slavery
entirely.
- Political Marginalization: The fact that Lincoln was elected without
Southern votes suggested to Southerners that their political influence was
waning. Many believed that their voice in Congress was diminishing,
threatening the protection of slavery through legislation.
- Legal and Constitutional Concerns: Southerners worried about legislative
measures or constitutional amendments that could restrict or eliminate
slavery, such as the eventual push for the 13th Amendment.

2. Loss of Political Power and Autonomy
The Southern states feared that the political landscape was shifting
irrevocably against them, threatening their sovereignty and ability to govern
themselves.



- Disenfranchisement: With Lincoln’s election and the Republican dominance,
Southerners felt increasingly marginalized in national politics. They feared
losing influence over federal policies that affected their social and
economic systems.
- Secession as a Defensive Measure: Many Southern leaders believed that their
best defense against political disenfranchisement was secession—the
withdrawal from the Union—to preserve their rights and way of life.

3. Economic Threats and the Future of Southern
Prosperity
The Southern economy was heavily dependent on slavery and plantation
agriculture, particularly cotton exports. The election of 1860 generated
fears about economic stability and prosperity.

- Trade and Tariffs: Southerners viewed protective tariffs favored by the
North as harmful to their export-dependent economy. They feared that changes
in trade policy or restrictions on slavery would diminish their economic
strength.
- Access to Markets: Secession and the potential disruption of trade routes
threatened the economic well-being of Southern planters and merchants.
- Fear of Federal Intervention: Many Southerners worried that the federal
government might intervene to restrict or abolish slavery, thereby
undermining their economic foundation.

4. Cultural and Social Anxiety
Beyond political and economic concerns, there was a deep-seated cultural
anxiety rooted in the Southern way of life.

- Racial Hierarchies: The South’s social structure was built on racial
slavery, and there was widespread fear that the abolition of slavery would
dismantle their social order.
- Identity and Tradition: Many Southerners viewed slavery as integral to
their identity, heritage, and social stability. The prospect of losing this
cultural foundation was alarming.
- Defense of States’ Rights: The South’s emphasis on states’ rights was
partly a reaction to perceived federal overreach. They feared that the
federal government would impose policies that undermined their autonomy and
social customs.

Manifestations of Southern Fear: Secession and
Preparations

Secession as a Response to Fear
The most tangible expression of Southern fear was the move toward secession.
Starting with South Carolina in December 1860, eleven Southern states
eventually withdrew from the Union, forming the Confederate States of
America.

- Justification for Secession: Leaders argued that states had the



constitutional right to secede to protect their interests and institutions.
- Preventive Action: Many Southerners believed that secession was necessary
to prevent the federal government from infringing upon their rights and to
preserve their social order.

Preparation for Conflict
Southern states also began preparing for potential conflict, stockpiling
arms, and organizing militias.

- Militarization: The establishment of state militias and the seizure of
federal arsenals signaled their readiness to defend their territory and
institutions.
- Economic Measures: Some Southern states took steps to ensure economic
independence, such as establishing their own banking and currency systems.

Long-Term Implications of Southern Fears

The Path to Civil War
The fears harbored by the South after 1860 did not remain solely in the realm
of rhetoric and political rhetoric but translated into concrete actions that
led to war.

- Civil War Outbreak: The secession of Southern states and the ensuing
conflict were driven by fears of losing their social, political, and economic
order.
- Military Confrontations: The attack on Fort Sumter in April 1861 marked the
beginning of open hostilities, rooted in the deep-seated fears and grievances
of the South.

Repercussions for Post-War Reconstruction
The fears of the South continued to influence their reactions during and
after Reconstruction, shaping their resistance to federal intervention and
civil rights advances.

Conclusion

The fears of the South after the election of 1860 were multi-layered,
encompassing political disenfranchisement, economic insecurity, cultural
anxiety, and existential threats to their social order. These fears, fueled
by the election of Abraham Lincoln and the rise of anti-slavery sentiments,
ultimately catalyzed the secession of Southern states and the Civil War.
Understanding these fears provides crucial insight into the motivations
behind one of the most turbulent periods in American history, revealing how
deeply interconnected political, economic, and cultural identities can shape
national destiny.
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