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Abraham Lincoln likely would not have been elected president had the Democratic Party not split along sectional lines at the party’s 1860 convention.  The Democratic Party was the most important (and perhaps the only) institutional moderating force for the sectional fissures that had been growing for decades leading up to the 1860 election.  The party’s split at the 1860 Charleston convention caused a political rift which could not be repaired.  With the election of the Republican Lincoln southern states began to secede triggering a series of events that led to the Civil War.  Thus, arguably the die was cast for Civil War in Charleston at the Democratic National Convention of 1860.  Why wasn’t the Democratic Party able to continue to maintain its cohesiveness as it had through all the compromises of the previous 30 years?  How could the party that had mediated sectional strife for decades suddenly rupture and send the United States tumbling headlong into the most deadly conflict in the nation’s history?  While the answers to these questions are surely complex, one piece of the answer lies in the Democratic Party’s internal dynamics as they stood in 1860.  Valuable insight into these dynamics and the eventual violent separation may be gained by applying the party criteria articulated in James Ceaser’s work Presidential Selection to the major factions in the Democratic Party represented at Charleston.  Ceaser, drawing on Tocqueville and historian Richard Hofstader, articulates three party types; the Great Party, the Burkean Party, and the Small Party.
  In this typology, great parties are not great because their ideas are necessarily good, but their views are termed great because their ideas cut to the very core of the polity.  Great parties hold deep seeded views about the fundamental manner in which society should be ordered thus, strong opposition to these parties can lead to great social ruptures such as civil war.
  This historical analysis will reveal that Southern Democrats pursued a vision of “great” party politics in their efforts to shape the Democratic Party and its platform.  In contrast, “small parties” exist simply to gain power and distribute largess and political patronage.  In this sense, Northern Democrats tended to act in a manner consistent with a “small” party and as such they provided little principled resistance to the passionate secessionists.  Evidence for the applying these classifications to the respective faction will be drawn from actual floor debates of the 1860 Democratic Party Convention in Charleston.  It will be shown that Ceaser’s party classifications help reveal the depth and nature of the divisions within the Democratic Party in its convention in Charleston.

Ceaser’s Party Classifications

James Ceaser’s work on presidential selection is a classic treatise on the development and design of the American system for selecting presidential candidates and electing a chief executive.
  In the midst of this work Ceaser addresses Martin Van Buren’s detailed arguments for promoting a system of party competition whereby potentially dangerous political conflict is institutionalized and transformed into more benign partisan conflict.  Parties then serve to blunt dangerous political impulses of the people and simultaneously serve to discipline and restrain presidential candidates from potentially tyrannical or dangerous ambitions.


Again, because great parties in James Ceaser’s typology hold deep seeded views about the fundamental manner in which society should be ordered opposition to these parties can lead to great social ruptures, even civil war.
  Ceaser notes that the American Founders viewed all parties as great parties and for this reason opposed all partisan politics for they would lead to instability and social upheaval.
  Again, in contrast, Small parties exist simply to gain power and distribute largess and political patronage.  Small parties may “compete under a dim banner of principles” but they essentially have no other goal than acquiring political power within the existing system and distributing that power to their patrons, they are essentially patronage parties.
  Lastly, Burkean parties by contrast are formed to promote “significant principles” but ones that challenge the existing framework of government or the regime.
  Burkean parties acknowledge the rules of the election, and while contests may be “intense”, “elevated”, and “spirited” they do not threaten the basic integrity of the existing political system.
  

Since Ceaser’s party classifications appear in a section outlining Martin Van Buren’s defense of party competition, it is necessary to develop the context within which the classifications are presented.   By Ceaser’s account Martin Van Buren was the architect of America’s two party system and party competition.  He developed his plan for this two-party system with the intellectual aid of none other than Thomas Jefferson and the practical aid of Andrew Jackson’s electoral success and the emergence of a strong Whig reaction to Jackson’s power and popularity.
  Van Buren’s plans for an electoral system based on party competition was cemented, appropriately enough, with his election to the Presidency in 1836.  Van Buren’s case for party competition rested on essentially three arguments.  First, parties would prevent the emergence of dangerous factions built upon the intense popularity of individual candidates who may not wield their power and popularity responsibly.  Parties committed to a set of principles would extract concessions from potential candidates and moderate potentially destabilizing behavior and positions of ambitious presidential candidates.  By controlling the nomination process ambitious candidates would not be able to simply play on popular passions to gain the nomination but must appeal to party leaders and regulars that they are sufficiently committed to the broad principles and purposes of the party.  In short, parties would blunt the potentially dangerous effects of demagoguery and potential threats to constitutionalism from ambitions leaders.  Second, parties would moderate and manage electoral conflict by demanding broad consensus on an array of issues and principles. They would also moderate potentially dangerous new ideas by moderating them and co-opting them into evolving party platforms. Third, parties would also serve to avoid the undesirable and potentially dangerous occurrence of elections being decided in the House of Representatives.  Within a strong two-party system each party would produce a candidate that would immediately gain the notice and reputation across the country.
  Parties would then produce two national candidates which in turn would result a clear victory and electoral majority for one candidate and party, thus avoiding the machinations of the House selection process.  Thus, on a whole, vigorous two-party competition would provide a valuable moderating influence on American politics.  Parties would seek to dampen the ambitious and perhaps tyrannical designs of individual candidates and they would provide institutional means of moderating deep political fissures by channeling such impulses into broader political organizations that were somewhat immune from more strident and narrow factionalism.  As will be shown the Democratic party in particular did seem to perform these functions for decades by suppressing sectional divisions and uniting North and South under one party banner.


However, it is upon this second role of Van Buren’s two-party system that he began to experience the intense pressure of the increasingly divisive issue of slavery.  Van Buren himself while actively devising and pushing for a stable two-party system ran as a third party candidate by accepting the Free Soil Party nomination in 1848.  Why would one so integral in promoting two party competition run under the banner of a third party?  Ceaser explains Van Buren’s exception to his own rule this way:

A consensual two-party system was Van Buren’s preference for the normal institutional arrangement of the electoral system; but there may be certain occasions when following normal institutional procedures cannot meet the exigencies of political action.  Just as the Founders and Jefferson made allowance for the use of a party even though they were opposed to party competition, so it might be said that Van Buren permitted the creation of a third party even though he subscribed to the doctrine of two-party competition.  In both cases, extraordinary circumstances would justify a departure from normal institutional practices.
 
Van Buren saw his third party run as a means of resting control of the Democratic Party from southerners who had denied him the nomination in 1844 and had begun to make the extension of slavery the guiding principle of the party.  Thus, even Northern Democrats were finding that they must restrain or self-censure their anti-slavery sentiments to gain a nomination to the Democratic Party.  The party was the device that Van Buren had designed to moderate extreme positions but now, from Van Buren’s point of view, the party machinery was enforcing dangerous positions upon unwilling presidential candidates.
  Thus, Van Buren’s 1848 run as the Free Soil Party candidate sought to force the Democratic Party to reform itself regarding the issue of slavery.  In the end, Van Buren’s two-party competition could not serve as a moderating force if the parties themselves did not maintain the right focus and character.  James Ceaser points out that for Van Buren the ideal form of party conflict would likely exist between parties that were some blend of a Burkean Party and a Small party.    That is to say, parties that attend to the “low” of individual self-interest of men by promising political largesse, but also advance the “high” of significant principles where best situated to promote stability and good government.  This moderate blend of the high and the low in parties might help alleviate the dangerous extremes.  As will be shown, by 1860 the two factions within the Democratic Party had come to represent the extremes and thus, rupture at some point became almost inevitable.  That point of rupture did indeed come and it came in Charleston in the spring of 1860.

Charleston

In April 1860, the Democratic National Convention convened in Charleston to determine two things:  what would the Democratic Party stand for in the coming election and who would represent the Party on the presidential ticket.  The delegates came from the Northern free states and the Southern slave states, each with decidedly different perspectives on one important national issue:  slavery.  The two sides had vowed to their supporters that they would not pander to the other side.  For the South, this vow was principle; while for the North their vow was a matter of political life and death.  Many of the nation’s politically-minded citizens had predicted that a split of the Party could come from this volatile meeting.  And, what would a split cause?  Some Southerners were hopeful that if there was a split in the party, no presidential candidate would receive a plurality of the votes, and the presidential race would be forced into the House of Representatives; where surely both Democratic factions would bring a compromise candidate.  Others felt that if the party split, then the country could fracture as well.  Most of the contemporaries feared that a split of the Democratic Party would be catastrophic for the nation because it would ignite a civil war.  Nearly all feared the latter, and yet did not adjust their courses, believing that someone, somewhere, would provide a miracle.  Surely cooler heads would prevail and a compromise would come; as had been done time and time again when the issue of slavery had threatened the unity of the nation.  Compromises over slavery were as old as the Constitution; and with compromises in 1789, 1820, and 1850, why would the national leadership not be able compromise again?

But the days of compromise were to end at Charleston.  The Democratic Party had been the moderating force in the nation.  It was the only national institution that could meet the needs of the Southerner and the Northerner.  The Whigs had once been powerful, but their demise in the early 1850s led to many single issue parties that appealed to specific portions of the population.  The Democrats were a party that had a national constituency that encompassed many issues.  In fact, in a speech before the Senate in 1860, Senator Stephen Douglas proclaimed that the Democratic party was “the only party that can save the Union . . .  He who attempts to break up that organization looks with complacency to the only alternative which we are told is to follow-to wit: disunion.”
  Ultimately, if Southern and Northern Democrats, who had been bound together by political self interest for national power, could not find compromise over the issue of slavery, then there certainly was no political room left to compromise at the national level. That is to say, the key moment of disunion came at Charleston for if the Democratic Party could no longer compromise, then certainly neither could the nation.

Throughout the history of the Democratic Party, the Democrats were unifiers of the nation.  No self-respecting Southerner who profited from slavery would support a Republican, and the Republican’s would never support Southern policies.  And yet in the Democratic Party, one could find Northerners and Southerners supporting similar agendas.  Besides, it was the Democratic Party that had time and again orchestrated the greatest compromises in our history whenever slavery had threatened to tear the nation apart.  Henry Clay organized and pushed through the Missouri Compromise, laid the foundation for the Compromise of 1850, and Stephen Douglas was then able to secure compromise on Henry Clay’s work.  Without the Democrats and that moderating forum of party unity, the American people would have found themselves either divided or forced into a civil war.  There were no other parties that could bridge the gap created by the lifestyles of the different regions.  Alexis Tocqueville was very keen to note the subtle difference between North and South: “On the north bank of the Ohio everything is  activity,  industry;  labor  is honored; there are no slaves. Pass to the south bank and the scene changes so suddenly that you think yourself on the other side of the world the enterprising spirit is gone.”
  Those differences played havoc with national unity and only the Democratic Party proved astute enough to work as the moderator between the extremes.


And then things began to fall apart.  Stephen Douglas, the rising star of the Democratic Party after he completed the 1850 Compromise, proposed to reverse the Missouri Compromise, which set a line between North and South where slavery could not pass, in favor “popular sovereignty.”  Popular sovereignty allowed citizens of the territories to vote for themselves whether they would like to be a free or slave state upon their organization.  At first the Southerners applauded the overturning of the Missouri Compromise and were eager to followed Douglas’ plan.  He was seen as a hero.  However, the chance to orchestrate the political path of a new state was enticing for both abolitionists and Southern extremists.  Kansas became the first territory to be settled under popular sovereignty and, sadly, the migration to Kansas was seen as a race for “free-soilers” and slavery fanatics.

Most of the emigrants who eventually settled Kansas were not ideologues, but simply people wanting a fresh start.  Nevertheless, Southerners from Missouri quickly saw the inevitable; settlers from the more populous North would be a majority in the territory and consequently, would force Kansas to become a free state.  Rather than sit back and let this happen, they crossed the border on an election day, stuffed the ballot box with illegal ballots, and forced the election of a pro-slavery legislature.  Historian Michael Holt argued that “the invasion of the ‘Border Ruffians’ made a mockery of self-government.”
  This was not popular sovereignty as Douglas had envisioned it.

Yet, it got worse.  The legislature met in Lecompton and quickly called for Kansas to become a slave state.  Meanwhile, the new legislature quickly passed laws that mirrored Missouri’s regulations and censured and “stripped” free-soilers “of basic constitutional rights.”  These statues included a strong slave code.  Other facets of the new territory’s laws included preventing any officer of the territory from taking office without swearing an oath to defend slavery, declared anyone who spoke out against slavery a felon, and resulted in the expulsion of anti-slavery men from the legislature.
  When it came time for the citizens of Kansas territory to have a referendum on the proposed state constitution, the Lecompton legislature offered voters a choice of two different constitutions, both of which called for a pro-slavery state government.  True settlers from both the north and the south felt disenfranchised through the elections and referendum.  Consequently, they met in Topeka to protest the illegitimate government and ended up developing a constitutional convention that called for a free state.  By 1855, aware of the unjust rule of the Lecompton government, a majority of the territory aligned with the Topeka government.
  Soon, the territory had two competing governments.  

The Lecompton Constitution, obviously organized through illegal means, sent their petition to Congress first, and Douglas, outraged by the blatant disregard for law, opposed it.  Suddenly, the Southerners began to viciously attack Stephen Douglas, who they once cheered.  Douglas had been the champion of “popular sovereignty” and now, within the Southern narrative that the Lecompton government was legitimately elected, his words and actions made his support of “popular sovereignty” seem like a farce as he questioned and opposed the movement to approve the Lecompton Constitution.  Furthermore, when violence broke out in Kansas between the two rival governments, the events in “Bleeding Kansas” did not merely result in polarizing the people in the territories, but also polarized the Democratic Party as well.  Douglas biographer Robert Johannsen calls Kansas “the dominant issue” in the nation in 1856.

Meanwhile, there were other galvanizing events were simultaneously occurring.  The Dred Scott decision was handed down by Chief Justice Taney, who did not simply attempt to settle the case, but implement judicial activism.  Taney declared the Missouri Compromise unconstitutional and argued that Congress did not have the authority to exclude slavery in the territories.
  At the same time, violent disputes where occurring throughout the country over the Compromise of 1850’s strengthening of the Fugitive Slaves Act.  For example, when Anthony Burns, an escaped slave, was arrested in Boston, abolitionists organized an attempt to rescue him.  They attacked the courthouse with revolvers, clubs, axes, and a makeshift battering ram.  At the end of the melee, one deputy was killed and President Pierce was forced to order federal soldiers up north to support the marshal and protect against further violence.
  Historian William Freehling laments over the fact that “slaveholders had used the National Democratic Party to turn the national state into a nationalistic policeman.”
  These incidents resulted in some Northern States adopting “personal liberty laws” to help weaken the power of the Fugitive Slave Act in their states.
 

Ultimately, all of this tension led to a political realignment in the North.  The 1856 election illustrates this significant electoral realignment in the North as the new Republican Party was making wide advances.  In fact, John C. Fremont, the Republican nominee, won 114 electoral votes to the Democrats 174.  The Republicans were built on the ending of slavery in the territories and won in New England, Michigan, and Wisconsin.  They made wide gains in other states.  In some, they forced James Buchanan, the Democratic candidate, to a “bare majority.”  Obviously, because of their stance on slavery, they did not progress in the South.  Nevertheless, Republican Senator Charles Sumner described the 1856 election for the Republicans, when he called the election “a victorious defeat.”
  Even, in the 1858 mid-term elections, the Republicans picked up so many seats in the House, that they gained a plurality. Why were the Republicans making wide gains?  Some of this had to do with the demise of the third parties such as the Whigs and the Free Soil party.  However, it also had to do with the frustration of the Northern electorate with the aggressive nature of the Southern policies, especially in regard to the fugitive slave laws, illustrated by the passing of the personal liberty laws.

After the devastating defeats in 1858, the Northern Democrats were becoming worried that they may lose their political powerbase in the North.  Unfortunately, for Northern Democrats things got even worse.  John Brown, a veteran of the fighting in Kansas and an abolitionist zealot, organized a failed attempt to capture the federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry and insight a slave rebellion in October 1859.  US Marines captured him and his survivors on October 18, 1859, and John Brown was quickly hanged for treason against the state of Virginia in December.
  Brown’s death was seen by many in the North as being one worthy of martyrdom.  Consequently, the actions and response to John Brown by the North was proof positive to Southerners that the North was out to control the South.  Because of their defensiveness and fear of further slave insurrections, the Southerners took a hard-line stance on Republican and Northern rhetoric, which they saw as the philosophical propellant for John Brown’s actions.  Therefore, when the Republicans tried to organize the House in December 1859 for the 36th Congress, there was a huge political battle over the nomination for speaker of several Republicans who had endorsed a book that was critical of the Southern way of life.  The political battle was so bad that the House was not organized until February 1, 1860, when William Pennington of New Jersey was finally elected Speaker.  

Unfortunately, the impasse of the speaker debates was but one symptom of a nation sick with factionalism.  The bloodshed in Kansas appalled the nation and forced nearly every citizen to form an opinion.  Northern Democrats saw this polarization as dangerous to their success.  The more the issue of slavery in the territories and the question of a federal slave code got national attention, the more the people of the North turned toward the Republicans.  The South feared Northern “black Republicanism,” but the North began to fear Southern “slave power” as well.  As 1860 began, and the upcoming conventions and discussion of the presidential elections began, many of the Democrats—North and South—hoped to align their political standings and present a united party.  If they did not unite, the Republicans would win the presidential election.  If they did unite, both sides realized that the other side would have to make concessions, though weary of making concessions themselves.  So as April in Charleston approached, the events of the past weighed heavily on the delegates’ minds as they hoped to convince their counterparts from the North and South of the dangers of a fractured party.  It was in this increasingly polarized atmosphere that the Democrats planned on meeting in Charleston to decide the Democratic nominee for president.  

The Democratic National Convention at Charleston was scheduled in April.  Originally, New York had been chosen to hold the next convention.  Nevertheless, Charleston had been chosen later in hopes that it would promote unity in the party.  David Potter argues that Charleston was “the city least likely to support the cause of bisectional harmony.”
  As the delegates arrived, most already knew what they hoped to gain from the event.  The majority of the Southern states and Southern dominated California and Oregon delegations were united in their hope to develop a platform which would commit the party to a strong federal slave code and to block Douglas’ nomination because of his stance on the Lecompton Constitution.
  His once prized policy of “popular sovereignty” was sarcastically renamed “squatter sovereignty” in the South.  To make sure that the delegations had no bolters who might endanger the Southern cause by supporting Douglas, many of the state delegations, particularly those from the Deep South, were ordered to vote as a block with specific instructions.  Some were even instructed to not vote for Douglas at under any circumstances.  Southerners hoped to pass a platform that was so Pro-Southern that Douglas would refuse to run on it. At the same time, Pro-Southerners in Illinois and New York sent rival delegates in hopes of unseating the Douglas men when they arrived in Charleston. 
.  The Southern Democrats came, as James McPherson describes it, “with one overriding goal: to destroy Douglas.”
  

The North, on the other hand, came organized around one man, Stephen Douglas.  They were essentially fighting for their political lives, and Douglas was seen as the only hero they could rely on.  If they gave into Southern policies and principles, they would continue to erode their base in the North.  And yet, Northern Democrats had no principles or policies of their own except to nominate Douglas and prevent further loss of power.  They came ready to offer some compromises and hoped the South would give a little.  Yet they needed something that would give them legitimacy in their Northern districts.  So their first priority was a compromise platform, followed closely by securing the nomination of Stephen Douglas.  
One could argue that the delegates arrived in Charleston as two parties.  The Northern delegates were what Ceaser would call the Small party.  They were interested in retaining political power.  The Southern delegates, with their strong belief in the moral benefit of slavery, would be consider by Ceaser as engaging in Great party politics because their commitment to slavery threatened to reconfigure the very nature of the regime, from one founded on the moral and political equality of all men to one that embraced the moral superiority and political oligarchy of the white race.  Thus, two different political elements were claiming the same Democratic label and yet both had evolved to pursue very different purposes and postures.  This understanding of the North and South wings of the Democratic Party is best illustrated in the debates, most importantly, the debate of the Democratic Platform.  

The issue of what the platform would be was referred to the Committee on Resolutions.  There were three different reports.  Everyone in the committee agreed to accept the 1856 Convention report from Cincinnati.  However, that’s where the agreement ended.  The majority report was the Southern report and after benignly affirming the 1856 Cincinnati Platform, they moved directly into asserting a long list of Southern policies that were not meant to bring compromise.  The report began with a principled resolution that demonstrated the South’s strong commitment to a Southern agenda: 

Resolved, That the Democracy of the United States hold these cardinal principles on the subject of slavery in the Territories: first, that Congress has no power to abolish slavery in the territories; second that the Territorial Legislature has no power to abolish slavery in any territory, nor prohibit the introduction of slaves therin, nor any power to exclude slavery there from, nor any power to destroy or impair the right of property in slaves by any legislation whatever.

In pushing for a federal slave code, the platform’s language then attacked Northern legislatures who passed laws to restrict the operation of the fugitive slave law, arguing that these were “subversive of the Constitution, and revolutionary in their effect.”  Next, they called for the federal government to ensure slavery’s protection on the “high seas” or wherever the government’s “constitutional authority extends.”  Fourth, it went so far as to call on the government to protect a naturalized citizen’s rights “at home or in foreign lands” just the same as the government would for a native citizen.  Fifth, the platform called for the acquisition of Cuba “at the earliest practicable period.”  There were a couple of other non-contentious, but highly regional policies in the report, like a railroad from Mississippi to California, yet the proposals of substance were those that dealt with slavery.
  

There were two minority reports.  One was the Northern wings attempt to compromise.  It first called for Democrats to affirm the Cincinnati platform (again a benign plank similarly established by the majority report).  Next, the platform language pledged that the Democratic Party live by the ruling of the Supreme Court, clearly alluding to the Dred Scott decision.  Furthermore, it argued for the protection of all citizens, native or naturalized.  Fourth, it called for a railroad to the Pacific Ocean.  Fifth, it also sought the acquisition of Cuba to appease the Southerners.  Finally, it agreed with the majority that the actions of state legislatures to try to prevent the carrying out of the fugitive slave law were “hostile in character, subversive of the Constitution, and revolutionary in their effect.”
 

Now at first glance, this report would seem very similar to the majority report; after all, it seemed to abide by the Dred Scott ruling.  It condemned interference enforcing the fugitive slave law, and even called for acquiring Cuba. However, there were indeed three key differences between the two.  First and foremost, there was no mention of a federal slave code.  Most of the South would only accept a platform where the federal government was committed to protect slave property throughout the nation.  Second, it did not guarantee the protection of slaves on the high seas.  Finally, it did not publicly agree with the Supreme Court’s decision that Congress had no jurisdiction over slavery.  Regarding the Dred Scott ruling, the Northern report had only pledged to “abide” by the ruling, but it did not publicly pledge to agree with it in total.  Southerners wanted the Democrat Party to openly agree with it.  Though it might seem like splitting hairs, the difference is significant.  By affirming the entire decision, the Southern Democrats sought to, first, render the Republican Party powerless by attacking the main reason for its existence, which was the ending of slavery in the territories.  Furthermore, acknowledging the government’s powerlessness in regulating slavery would be a significant move towards ending all debates in Congress about slavery and its status in the territories.  Essentially, if the South were able to get the Democratic Party, then the nation, to agree with the Dred Scott Decision, they would orchestrate the ultimate “gag rule.”
  By agreeing to Taney’s decision, the nation would accept the powerlessness of Congress to have any say in the affairs of slavery and would therefore make all debate regarding slavery moot.  Certainly, the next step after public acknowledgment of  the positives of the Dred Scott Decision would be the revitalization of the slave trade, as some delegates seemed to argue.


Benjamin Butler offered his personal minority resolution, which simply called for the affirmation of the Cincinnati platform and the protection of all citizens of the United States, native or foreign born.  As a member of the committee, it was his prerogative to submit his own platform report.

Consequently, the convention had three reports.  While two were attempts to compromise, the Southern was not meant as a compromise proposal but a resolution of acceptance for the South’s proposals and lifestyle by the Northern delegates.  The South’s offer was highly focused and held strong principles that supported one specific thing, slavery.  The North’s proposals were attempts to stay in power.  They knew that to retain the White House, they would need the Southern vote.  And yet, if they went with the Southern policies, they would further erode their constituency.


Fundamentally, the Northern argument for why the South should choose to accept their report was presented with electoral evidence, calls for the South to let the North live.  For example, Mr. Payne, from Ohio, presented the minority report supported by pro-Douglas forces.  However, before reading the report he pointed out to his Southern Democratic brethren that the states supporting the pro-Southern majority report represented 127 electoral votes, while the non-slave holding states that had signed on to the minority reports, represented an impressive 176 electoral votes.

Every Northerner who stood up made the case that the North had come a great distance, politically, to offer the platform they had and they begged and pleaded that the South accept the Northern platform.  It is important to note that Northern arguments in favor of their platform always centered on nothing more than political expediency for Northern politicians.  Payne, later in his address, pointed out that the Northern men could not retreat on the issue of popular sovereignty without losing face before their constituency.  If any platform passed that appeared to be more favorable to the South, then the Northerners would lose even more ground in their districts then they had at the mid-term elections:

You talk about fighting at home; you do not know anything about it.  None of you have an army of two hundred thousand crazed fanatics to contend with . . . Ohio is now a Democratic State, or nearly so; with the right kind of platform, she will unquestionably cast her vote for the Democratic candidate.


He appealed to the Southern delegates urging them to give the Northern men something to work with.  “We do not ask you to surrender one iota of the position which you occupied in 1856.”  Furthermore, if they had survived this past four years under popular sovereignty, then they still should be able to last another election.  The break up of the party would mean a Republican victory.  “You have far more at stake than we have,” Payne reminded his Southern friends.  He concluded by asking the Southern men to “leave us unfettered and unhampered; we will bear our part in the battle” and “destroy forever this Black Republican organization.”

Payne is the first to truly, and openly, articulate the Northern position and their fears of losing at the local level in the North.  Others would soon follow.  Austin King of Missouri, a border state delegate, tried to ease tensions, but had little effect.  He argued that by not allowing the Northern Democrats to become moderates on the issue of slavery, Southern Democrats were actually allowing Republicans to dominate the Northern legislatures which were the governmental bodies that were, in turn, passing the personal liberty laws that limited the ability of the fugitive slave laws.  If the Southerners continued to insist on their federal slave code and their strong Southern platform, King argued, then William Seward will not simply become a candidate for the Republicans, “you make him President,” and the “Ultras”, Southerners who eagerly advocated for an independent South, will be looking to secede. 
  At this key point in his address and the convention, he pointedly asked the South if they were ready to dissolve the Union.  Not waiting for an answer, he entreated them to stay because, he argued, if the Republicans got elected, they would pack the Supreme Court with Republican justices and possibly work to and overturn Dred Scott.

George Pugh, from Ohio, continued in the same mold.  He offered very little in the way of a principled argument.  Instead, he tried to help the South logically understand what could be coming if they did not support the Northern initiatives.  “We cannot have all our rights; we cannot have all we want,” and neither the free or slave holding states can have everything they hoped for.
  In other words, they both must give a little.  It cannot be all or nothing, especially if it is all for the South and nothing for the North, for that would lead to electoral disaster.  In an apparent attempt to seek understanding with the Southerners, Pugh acknowledged that the South had been “abused, reviled, and maltreated by the Abolitionists and the Republicans, that they have become alarmed and frightened out of reason.”  Furthermore, he asked them to give up on the issue of slavery because “nothing is to be gained by it except ill-blood, agitation, disturbance, and disruption of political organizations.”  Therefore, it was the South’s responsibility to compromise, and never have they been “more called upon to rise above prejudice and passion than now.”
  He nearly begged for the South to give the North something they could work with back home.  He knew he had the votes to force the pro-Douglas Platform through, but with Douglas’ nomination still held in the balance, he knew he needed the South’s support.  Furthermore, Pugh’s address was noted as significant by the members there because, as one Republican newspaperman who attended, Pugh was acting in some capacity as “the spokesman of Douglas.”
  

In contrast with the Small Party arguments of the North, the Southerners’ arguments exhibited the traits of Ceaser’s Great Party politics.  Southern arguments were more passionate and spoke not of political expediency but of the very nature of American society and the American regime.  That being said, there were moments where they attempted to make the electoral argument, in attempts to convince the North of the significance of supporting their platform.  For example, Mr. Avery of North Carolina pointed out that these seventeen states represented “one hundred and twenty-seven electoral votes, every one of which will be cast for the nominee of the Democratic party.”
  Another illustration of this type of argument was from the famous William Yancey from Alabama.  He tried in vain to convince the North that they could defeat the Republicans in the North by simply making the coming election “a question of Union or disunion between you and Sewardism . . . Tell them that the South cannot exist in the Government when dishonored,” and “Let them see that there will be disunion.”

Ultimately, the response to Northern fears about losing power was summed up by Yancey when he remarked, “Be true to your own sense of right . . . yield nothing of principle for mere party success.” 

This sentiment was illustrated time and again in the debates by Southerners and their supporters.  Their whole argument was based on the concept that if they gave anymore, the federal government would surely devour their rights and force them to give up their culture.  In regards to popular sovereignty, Avery acknowledged the fact that the South could not compete with the overpopulated North if each territorial organization became a race for settlers.  If popular sovereignty was the policy of the federal government, each state population would inevitably choose to be a free state because the North would be able to fill them more readily.  He further argued that “the North can and will, at less expense and difficulty, secure power, control, and dominion over the Territories of the Federal Government” and thereby make legislation that targets slaveholders. 
  This fear may seem irrational; nevertheless, Southerners interpreted the events of the 1850’s as a clear indication that the North was out to destroy the Southern way of life.  Furthermore, Avery may have some excuse since John Brown’s raid was still less than a year earlier.

Avery went on to argue that the North didn’t understand because their way of life was not threatened as the South’s most assuredly was.  “What principle of self-preservation exists with respect to our northern brethren?  What great national interest of theirs is to be affected, if they were to abandon the doctrine of popular sovereignty?”
  Avery pointed out that the logical next step after popular sovereignty is the emancipation and legislated equality of the black race, and “the poorest man in my state resents, as an insult, the intimation that the negro must be free and placed on equality with him . . . popular sovereignty finds no response in the hearts of my constituents, whether they be the owners of slaves or not.”

William Barksdale of Mississippi, who would later be famously shot down by Northern troops at the battle of Gettysburg, made his argument on high constitutional principles.  He felt it was time to stop playing politics and stand up for the “true interpretation of their creed.”  He continued, “the Supreme Court . . . has decided that slaves are property, and that neither Congress nor the territorial Legislature has a right to exclude” slavery from the territories which is land shared by all the states.  In fact, “Congress is bound” to give slaves “full and ample protection.”  He commented that the Democratic Party should encourage the government to protect slavery as the Constitution mandates, and if it doesn’t, then the Constitution and the Party were dead:   “Sir, the Democratic party was born with the Constitution; it arose with it; and when the Democratic party dies, the Constitution will not survive.” 

Mr. Ashe of North Carolina rose for one last appeal to the Northern Democrats.  He believed that the next vote would be the most important of the Democratic Party.  He urged each Northern man to “look into his own heart and say whether he could call upon the southern men . . . to stand on such a platform.”
  Mr. Burrow of Arkansas said that the South had given so much “for the sake of peace and union” and that the South should not give anymore.  Furthermore, if the “Black Republican” was the South’s only enemy, then they would be easily defeated.  However, Burrow concluded, the Northern Democrat, who was like a “brother” to the South, had betrayed the South.

The most famous speech given at the convention was from Yancey.  Yancey’s speech was probably the longest, most pro-Southern, and most well-supported in the whole convention.  Ultimately, he offered a protracted defense of Southern slaveholders’ rights and how they were Constitutional, attacked popular sovereignty for being unconstitutional, and tried to convince his Northern brethren that neither he, nor his supporters were disunionists.  Certainly, the whole speech took more than two hours.  But throughout his long dialogue, Yancey offered conciliation, but only if the North would accept the Southern platform.  One might characterize his speech as a mere gesture and not really a true offer of compromise.

Yancey began by dismissing the Northern report as coming from states that were not really Democratic and would inevitably give their electoral votes to the Republicans anyway.  The Southern report, on the other hand, had a “a higher indoresment [sic]” because it comes with “the approval” of “a united South”; to which he received thunderous applause.
  He claimed that the South was a national minority in the country and was thereby protected by the Constitution.  Therefore, as the minority, only the South had something to lose if the majority platform was not adopted; the South could be totally destroyed if policies were not offered to protect it.  Therefore, “we yield no position here until we are convinced we are wrong.”  He made a strong and principled charge for slavery and “southern rights.”

In all of his high moral superiority when he discussed the violation of Southern rights, the only violations he mentioned were the attempts by Northerners to limit the movement of slavery into the territories, pamphlets by Northern abolitionists, and speeches by politicians who fought federal interventions designed to support fugitive slave laws.
  Apparently, anything that offended his sensibilities on the issue or slavery or that threatened his ownership of slaves was deemed a serious attack on Southern rights.  Free expression was not allowed when it criticized the South.  In fact, never once did he mention a Southern right that did not have anything to with slavery.
Yancey did address Northern electoral concerns by acknowledging that “anti-slavery sentiment is dominant at the North,” and that the small band of abolitionists at the beginning of the century had grown into a powerful political force. Furthermore, he even conceded that the Southern argument was damaging to Northern Democrats.  In the end, however, he believed that Northern electoral concerns must yield to protecting Southern rights.  Yancey would not go so far as to say the Northerners were “willful traitors to your convictions of duty,” but ultimately the South will only “come together” with the North on “some such platform . . . which shall afford us protection in the South.”  The South comes “in a spirit of conciliation . . . of harmony, yet planting ourselves upon the Constitution from which we cannot depart and be safe.”  If indeed the North “cannot take a stand there with us, then, indeed, will we be a divided people.”
  In other words, the South truly was not coming to compromise; the North can do it their way or else!

Yancey challenged the North to allow a free competition between Northern and Southern civilizations.  In urging such a “hands off” and open contest, it seems that Yancey’s conception of “principles of equality” were that these principles applied collectively to the rival Northern and Southern cultures rather than, or in addition to, mere individual equality:
If you desire the good of the Country--if you desire the welfare of this Union-if you desire, outside of the Constitution, to be actuated by love of God, by love of truth, by love of the great principles of equality--then I would say to you:  “Hands off, and let us work our own row in these Territories.”  If you beat us at the end you will be entitled to the palm of victory.  If we beat you, we will give you good servants for life and enable you to live comfortably, and we will take your poor white man and elevate him from the office of boot-black and from the other menial offices which belong not to the highest order of civilization--we will elevate him amongst the master race, and put the negro race to do his dirty work which God designed they should do.


In the end, the Southerners did not yield political ground because they viewed their proposals as fully within the bounds of their rights and principles.  In fact, the speeches, words, and tone offered by the Southerners clearly reveals that they saw their Northern members as unprincipled.  As if to illustrate this point, at the moment when the Northern report was adopted by the whole convention as the party platform and many Southern delegates were on the verge of leaving, William Richardson, a close friend of Stephen Douglas, rose to offer a decisive “olive branch.”  According to Richardson, the North would back away from their victory and agree to Butler’s platform, which would accept the Cincinnati Platform and nothing more.  This seemed quite magnanimous, yet those who hoped that Douglas would withdraw were sorely disappointed.  Sadly, it was too late for the Southerners.  For as Murat Halstead, a Republican reporter in Charleston, commented, the only “peace offerings” that the South would accept at that point was “the dead body of Douglas”
  Certainly, for the North to throw away everything from their own platform in hopes of retrieving success at the polls was simply another indication to the South of how their Northern brothers lacked a firm foundation based on principle, but were rather motivated simply by maintaining political power.

The South walked out of the Convention at that point.  They would not accept anything less then what they saw as their rights.  The North were willing to sacrifice almost every principle to find success; and one would certainly imagine that they would have relented to the South’s platform if the North believed they would not be harmed by their electorate.
Conclusion

The portrait that emerges from Charleston is that of two separate parties not one; the Southern Great Party and the Northern Small Party.  Anti-slavery forces in the North were in their infancy early on in the 1800’s and scattered and weak during the 1840’s and 1850’s.  The weakness of the anti-slavery forces allowed the Southerners to stand on their “principles” and Northern Democrats the luxury to avoid the issue of slavery with northern voters.  Northern Democrats could simply compromise with Southerners in the interests of unity and electoral success.  This strategy worked for quite some time.  However, with the emergence of the Republican Party or a Burkean Party that stood on principles, that ran counter to the deepest goals and purposes of the Southern Democrats, then Northern Democrats found it increasingly hard to carve out a middle ground.  
As the Charleston debates have illustrated, the Southern Democrats embraces a great party approach, since their platform sought to aggressively advance the cause of slavery and extend it throughout the entire nation.  The South was dedicated to these policies even if it meant trampling on northern free speech and individual liberties via a strong Federal slave code, provoking Canada, advocating military operations on the high seas, or to seize Cuba to extend slavery southward.  In the end, these aggressive policies were in the service of preserving and extending an essentially hierarchical society.  Yancey’s speech was very clear about the desires of Southern politics, “we will give you good servants for life and enable you to live comfortably, and we will take your poor white man and elevate him from the office of boot-black and from the other menial offices which belong not to the highest order of civilization--we will elevate him amongst the master race, and put the negro race to do his dirty work which God designed they should do.”
  As one scholar puts it, “…behind the entire social fabric of the South lay slavery…if slavery encouraged a society of haves and have-nots…then it alone offered on promise to the free white man—poor ignorant, and dispirited—that he was at least not black and not a slave.”
  
This was in essence the Southern vision for the nation; a nation founded on inequality and the belief that force was a legitimate tool to impose such “natural” distinctions.  In fact the Vice President of the Confederacy Alexander Stephens made it very clear, the “foundations [of the Confederate government] are laid, its cornerstone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery—subordination to the superior race—is his natural and normal condition.”
  Stephens is pretty clear in his rejection of the founding.  In reference to Jefferson’s words in the Declaration of Independence Stephens argues, “Those ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong…they rested upon the assumption of the equality of the races. This was an error.  It was a sandy foundation, and the government built upon it fell when the ‘storm came and the wind blew.”
  For Stephens then, the South represented a vision for a nation conceived in “inequality,” which was starkly different than “a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”
  Thus, Yancey and Stephens demonstrated that Southern principles attacked the very nature of the American regime as articulated by Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence.  

The Charleston debates equally show that Northern Democrats had no principled rejection to Southern policies other than their own political survival and the survival of the Democratic Party in the north.  Their debates in Charleston showed no signs of meeting Southerners head on regarding the issue of slavery or its fundamental challenge to the very nature of the American system.   Northern Democrat Payne’s response to the Southern platform was devoid of a principled defense and focused only on election outcomes,
You talk about fighting at home; you do not know anything about it.  None of you have an army of two hundred thousand crazed fanatics to contend with . . . Ohio is now a Democratic State, or nearly so; with the right kind of platform, she will unquestionably cast her vote for the Democratic candidate.

Northern delegates such as Payne could only point to losing Ohio in response to the Southern platform, which carried little weight with Southerners who were more concerned with losing Kansas and the rest of the West to anti-slavery forces.  Northern voters were increasingly tired of Southern dominated politics in the Democratic Party and yet found little relief from their Small party Northern Democrats.  Into this vacuum stepped the surging Republicans.

The Republican party in turn fits Ceaser’s classification of a Burkean party by fighting to preserve the centrality of the principles of the Declaration of Independence to the American regime.  Indeed, Lincoln repeatedly framed the conflict in terms of defending the principles of the Declaration.
  The Republicans deftly exploited the lack of principled argument by Northern Democrats and began taking seats away from the northern wing of the Democratic party.  In the Lincoln-Douglas debates Lincoln exposed Douglas, as leader of the Northern Democrats, as having no principled position on slavery; 
“there is a sentiment which treats it [slavery] as not being wrong.  That is the Democratic sentiment of this day…all who like Judge Douglas treat it as indifferent and do not say it is either right or wrong…you may turn over everything in the Democratic policy from beginning to end…it everywhere carefully excludes the idea that there is anything wrong in it.”
  
Such clear language began to erode any middle ground on slavery that Douglas and the Northern Democrats sought for refuge.  Lincoln and the Republicans pressed on, 

“That [slavery] is the real issue.  That is the issue that will continue in this country when these poor tongues of Judge Douglas and myself shall be silent.  It is the eternal struggle between these two principles—right and wrong—throughout the world.  They are the two principles that have stood face to face from the beginning of time; and will ever continue to struggle.  The one is the common right of humanity and the other the divine right of kings.  It is the same principle in whatever shape it develops itself.  It is the same spirit that says, ‘You work and toil and earn bread, and I’ll eat it’…No matter in what shape it comes, whether from the mouth of a king who seeks to bestride the people of his own nation and live the fruit of their labor, or from on race of men as an apology for enslaving another race it is the same tyrannical principle.”

The rise of the Republicans then began to eat away at the vacuous nature of the Northern Democrats and their leader Stephen Douglas.  In contrast, Republican rhetoric made the Southerners fear the rise of Republican power and caused them to question their loyalty to the Union without certain guarantees for slavery and whether Douglas could truly advance their interests. Thus, the Republican success and rhetoric moved both Northern voters and Southern Democrats away from Douglas and the Northern Democrats.

Ultimately, as the tectonic plates of slavery politics moved in opposite directions, a great cavern was opening between the Northern voters and Southern Democrats, with Northern Democrats left trying to straddle an ever widening crater.  In the end, the breach was simply too big to bestride and with no principles to speak of, Northern Democrats simply could not find peace on either side.   Thus, in the end the Great party versus Small party typology helps expose this growing dilemma for the Democratic Party.  Ultimately the issues were simply too big for Small Party politics, and Lincoln saw the coming conflict in its purest form long before Charleston: 
“’A House divided against itself cannot stand.’ I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free.  I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided.  It will become all one thing, or all the other.  Either the opponents of slavery, will arrest the further spread of it, and place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push it forward, till it shall become alike lawful in all the States, old as well as new—North as well as South.”

In Charleston, it seems clear that the floorboards of that great house began to crack and pull apart exposing a gaping hole beneath.  As Great Party politics sought to rest the house from its foundation a great cavern opened up in the earth that swallowed 600,000 lives by the end.  In Charleston and beyond, the shoddy carpentry and the masonry of the Small party house simply could no longer hold.  Years of Small party politics had shorn the Northern Democrats of any principled response to the South.  These fissures became full ruptures in the Charleston convention hall. “And the War Came.”
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