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The 1856 United States presidential election was a pivotal moment in the nation’s history, marked by
intense political turmoil and deepening sectional tensions. Among the key factors that contributed to
James Buchanan's victory was the pervasive influence of slavery and the growing sectional divisions
between the North and South. Buchanan's ability to navigate and appeal to these divisions played a
crucial role in securing his win. This article explores how slavery and sectionalism shaped the political
landscape of 1856, the strategies employed by Buchanan and his opponents, and how these factors
ultimately determined the outcome of the election.

The Political Climate Leading Up to 1856

Growing Tensions Over Slavery

In the decades preceding the 1856 election, the United States was increasingly polarized over the
issue of slavery. The expansion of territories into the West reignited debates over whether new states
would permit slavery, leading to fierce conflicts between pro-slavery and anti-slavery factions. Key
events such as the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which allowed territories to decide the slavery issue
by popular sovereignty, further inflamed sectional tensions.

The Collapse of the Whig Party

The Whig Party, once a major political force, was deeply divided over slavery and could no longer
effectively unify its members. As a result, it fragmented into Northern and Southern wings, weakening
its influence. This opened space for new political entities to emerge, notably the Republican Party,
which was founded on an anti-slavery platform.

The Rise of the Republican Party

Formed in the early 1850s, the Republican Party attracted anti-slavery activists, Northern Whigs, Free



Soilers, and abolitionists. Its core platform opposed the expansion of slavery into new territories,
positioning it as a major challenger to the existing Democratic dominance. The party’s rise signaled
the growing sectional divide and intensified the political contestation over slavery.

James Buchanan’s Political Position and Appeal

Buchanan’s Background and Political Stance

James Buchanan was a seasoned diplomat and politician from Pennsylvania, serving as Secretary of
State and Minister to the United Kingdom. His political views were conservative and pro-slavery, but
he also emphasized his commitment to preserving the Union. Buchanan’s reputation as a moderate
and experienced statesman made him appealing to a wide array of voters.

Strategic Positioning on Slavery and Union

Buchanan’s stance was characterized by a cautious approach: he believed in respecting existing
slavery rights but opposed its expansion. He positioned himself as a unifying figure who could
maintain the Union amid rising sectional tensions. This balanced approach allowed him to appeal to
Southern voters who wanted to protect slavery and to some Northern voters wary of radical
abolitionism.

Appeal to the Southern States

A significant portion of Buchanan’s support came from the South, where slavery was entrenched
economically and socially. Southern Democrats viewed Buchanan as sympathetic to their interests,
especially because he did not oppose slavery outright, and they believed he would safeguard their
rights.

The Role of Sectional Divisions in the 1856 Election

Division of the Democratic Party

The Democratic Party was split along sectional lines, with Northern and Southern factions holding
different views on slavery and territorial expansion. This division weakened the party’s unity but also
allowed Buchanan to emerge as a compromise candidate who could appeal to both sides.



Republican Challenges

The Republican Party’s platform opposed the expansion of slavery, which alienated Southern voters.
While gaining support in the North, Republicans struggled to secure votes in the South, limiting their
national appeal. This sectional divide prevented the Republicans from mounting a serious challenge to
Buchanan’s base.

Impact of the Know-Nothing Party

The Know-Nothing Party, primarily focused on nativist issues, also played a role in dividing votes,
especially among immigrant communities. Their influence was limited compared to the sectional
parties but contributed to the complex political landscape.

Buchanan’s Campaign and Electoral Strategy

Appealing to the Southern and Border States

Buchanan’s campaign focused heavily on consolidating support in the South and border states where
slavery was prevalent. His reputation as a diplomat and his moderate stance on slavery reassured
pro-slavery voters that he would protect their interests.

Avoidance of Radical Positions

Unlike Abraham Lincoln and other Republicans advocating for restricting slavery, Buchanan avoided
taking radical positions. His campaign emphasized maintaining the Union and respecting existing
constitutional rights, which resonated with voters concerned about radical change.

Leveraging Sectional Divide

The Democrats capitalized on the sectional divide by presenting Buchanan as a candidate who could
bridge the North and South. His appeal to pragmatic conservatism and unionism helped him secure
votes across diverse regions.

The Outcome of the 1856 Election and Its Significance



Buchanan’s Electoral Victory

In the electoral college, Buchanan secured a decisive victory with 174 electoral votes, compared to
114 for the Republican candidate, John C. Frémont, and 8 for the Know-Nothing candidate, Millard
Fillmore. His support was strongest in the South and border states, reflecting the importance of
sectional divisions.

The Reinforcement of Sectional Tensions

Buchanan’s win underscored how sectional divisions dictated the political landscape. While he aimed
to preserve the Union, his victory also highlighted the deepening rifts that would eventually lead to
the Civil War.

Long-term Impact

Buchanan’s presidency was marked by increasing sectional conflict, and his election exemplified how
slavery and regional loyalties were central to national politics. The election solidified the trend of
sectional voting, foreshadowing the collapse of national parties and the onset of civil conflict.

Conclusion

The 1856 election was a clear reflection of a nation divided over the most contentious issue of its
time: slavery. James Buchanan’s victory was heavily influenced by the deep-seated sectional divisions
that characterized American politics in the mid-19th century. His ability to appeal to Southern
interests and moderate Northern sentiments, amid a backdrop of fractured parties and rising
tensions, secured his electoral success. Ultimately, the election demonstrated that slavery and
sectionalism were not just political issues but defining factors shaping the future of the United States.
Buchanan's win was both a product and a symbol of a nation on the brink of civil war, illustrating how
deeply divided the country had become over the issue of slavery and regional loyalties.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was a major factor that contributed to James
Buchanan's victory in the 1856 election?

A major factor was the deepening divisions over slavery and sectional disagreements between the
North and South.

How did slavery influence the 1856 presidential election,



helping James Buchanan win?

Slavery issues polarized voters, and Buchanan's stance appealed to Southern voters who wanted to
protect their interests, giving him an advantage.

In what way did sectional divisions impact voter support in
the 1856 election?

Sectional divisions led to distinct voting patterns, with Southern states favoring pro-slavery
candidates like Buchanan, and Northern states leaning toward anti-slavery platforms.

Why did the Democratic Party choose James Buchanan as
their candidate in 1856?

The Democratic Party selected Buchanan because he was seen as a unifying candidate who could
appeal to both Northern and Southern interests amidst growing sectional tensions.

How did the issue of slavery shape the political landscape
during the 1856 election?

Slavery became the central issue, causing the collapse of previous party alliances and leading to the
rise of new political movements focused on sectional interests.

What role did sectional tensions play in the outcome of the
1856 election?

Sectional tensions intensified the divide between North and South, influencing voter decisions and
enabling Buchanan’s victory by securing Southern support.

Can the 1856 election be considered a reflection of the
growing sectional conflict?

Yes, the election vividly reflected the escalating sectional conflict over slavery, which ultimately
contributed to the Civil War.

Additional Resources

A Major Reason The Democrat James Buchanan Won The 1856 Election Was That: Slavery And
Sectional Divisions

The 1856 presidential election stands out as a pivotal moment in American history, highlighting the
deepening divisions within the nation. A critical factor that contributed to Democrat James Buchanan’s
victory was slavery and sectional divisions. These issues not only defined the political landscape of
the time but also underscored the fractures that would eventually lead to the Civil War.
Understanding how slavery and sectional tensions influenced the election provides valuable insight
into the political climate of the mid-19th century and the forces that shaped the United States’



trajectory towards conflict.

The Context: A Nation Divided

Before delving into why Buchanan won, it's essential to grasp the context of the 1856 election. The
United States was rapidly expanding westward, and with this expansion came intense debates over
the extension of slavery into new territories. The nation was also experiencing rapid economic growth,
increasing immigration, and rising tensions between the North and South. These factors created a
volatile political atmosphere where sectional loyalties often overshadowed national unity.

Key issues at play included:

- The status of slavery in the territories

- States’ rights versus federal authority

- Economic differences between industrial North and agrarian South
- The rise of new political parties addressing these issues

The Major Parties and Their Positions
The Democratic Party

The Democratic Party in 1856 was the dominant political force, with James Buchanan as its
presidential candidate. The party’s platform was largely supportive of states’ rights and the
continuation of slavery where it existed. Buchanan’s stance was to uphold the existing institutions,
and he was viewed as a candidate who could appeal to Southern interests while maintaining some
support in the North.

Democratic Position:

- Support for the Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854), which allowed territories to decide on slavery via
popular sovereignty

- Defense of slavery’s expansion into new territories

- Emphasis on preserving the Union, even if it meant accommodating Southern demands

The Republican Party

Formed in the wake of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the Republican Party was relatively new but rapidly
gained popularity, especially in the North. Its platform was anti-slavery, advocating for the
containment of slavery’s expansion into new territories, though not necessarily calling for immediate
abolition.

Republican Position:

- Opposition to the spread of slavery into the Western territories

- Support for economic modernization and protective tariffs

- Emphasis on preserving the Union and opposing the “slave power” influence

The Know-Nothing Party

A third-party presence was the Know-Nothing Party (American Party), primarily focused on nativist



and anti-immigrant policies. While influential, their role was secondary in determining the election’s
outcome, especially compared to sectional issues.

Why Did James Buchanan Win? The Role of Slavery and Sectional Divisions
1. The Democrat’s Stronghold in the South

The Democratic Party’s support for slavery and states’ rights resonated deeply with Southern voters.
Buchanan, a pro-slavery Southern Democrat from Pennsylvania, was seen as a candidate who would
uphold Southern interests and protect the institution of slavery.

Key factors:

- Southern states overwhelmingly supported Buchanan due to his stance on slavery

- The Democratic Party’s unity and organization in the South provided a solid electoral base

- Buchanan’s reputation as a diplomat and moderate, seen as capable of preserving the Union despite
sectional differences

2. The Fragmentation of the Republican Vote

Although the Republican Party was gaining ground in the North, its opposition to slavery limited its
appeal in the South. Moreover, in 1856, the Republican vote was split in some areas, which prevented
a North-only victory from consolidating into a nationwide win.

Implications:

- The Republican candidate, John C. Frémont, received strong support in the North but had little
appeal in the South

- The division among anti-slavery voters and the dominance of sectional loyalties meant the North’s
votes could not carry the election alone

3. The Collapse of the Whig Party and the Rise of New Alliances

The Whig Party, once a major political force, disintegrated largely over sectional issues like slavery.
Many former Whigs in the North and South found themselves aligning with different parties—Northern
Whigs with the Republicans, Southern Whigs with the Democrats.

Consequence:

- The absence of a unified national party allowed sectional loyalties to dominate

- Buchanan, as a Democrat, benefited from the Southern-leaning vote and the Democratic Party’s
organizational strength

4. Buchanan’s Appeal as a Candidate of Stability and Union

Buchanan’s reputation as a seasoned diplomat and a moderate who could bridge sectional divides
made him an appealing candidate for many voters anxious about the country’s future. Despite his
pro-slavery stance, he campaigned as a candidate capable of maintaining the Union.

Why this mattered:
- Many voters prioritized Union preservation over sectional conflicts
- Buchanan’s image as a statesman without fiery abolitionist rhetoric reassured moderate voters



5. The Impact of Sectionalism on Voter Behavior

Voter loyalty was increasingly sectional. The North and South had developed distinct political
identities, with the North leaning toward anti-slavery and economic modernization, and the South
supporting slavery and states’ rights.

Sectional voting patterns:
- Northern states mostly voted Republican or for anti-slavery candidates
- Southern states uniformly supported Democratic candidates, especially those advocating for slavery

This sectional voting pattern meant that a candidate’s ability to secure votes in the South was crucial
for victory, which Buchanan did effectively.

The Election Results and Their Significance

Electoral Outcome:

- James Buchanan: 174 electoral votes

- John C. Frémont: 114 electoral votes

- Millard Fillmore (Know-Nothing candidate): 8 electoral votes

Buchanan’s victory was secured primarily through his strong support in the South and the electoral
college’s structure that favored him due to sectional voting patterns.

Significance:

- The election underscored how slavery and sectional divisions dictated political outcomes

- It reflected the declining influence of the Whig Party and the rise of sectional party allegiances

- Buchanan’s win foreshadowed the intensifying conflicts over slavery that would soon culminate in
the Civil War

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of Slavery and Sectional Divisions on the 1856 Election

The 1856 election served as a clear manifestation of how slavery and sectional divisions had become
the dominant forces shaping American politics. Buchanan’s victory was not merely a result of his
personal appeal but a reflection of the deep fissures within the country. These issues created clear
sectional loyalties, with the South rallying behind pro-slavery candidates and the North supporting
anti-slavery platforms. The election revealed that the nation was increasingly divided along sectional
lines, setting the stage for the tumultuous decade that would follow.

In summary:

- Slavery was the central issue dividing the nation

- The Democratic Party’s support for slavery secured its base in the South

- Sectional loyalties in voting patterns ensured Buchanan’s victory

- The election highlighted the breakdown of national party unity and the rise of sectionalism as the
dominant political force

Understanding the role of slavery and sectional divisions in the 1856 election offers crucial insights
into the political and social tensions that ultimately led to the Civil War, emphasizing that these issues



were not just political disagreements but fundamental conflicts over the future identity of the United
States.
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