
Turning Points of American Politics: 5 Conventions
The nominations for the 1860 presidential election



Course outline
Date Topic Readings
10/31 Introduction

Presidential nominating conventions for the 
1832 election

Genesis of the First National Political Convention: A 
Case Study in the Development of an American 
Institution
How Political Conventions Began—And Changed .

11/7 Presidential nominating conventions for the 
1860 election

Five Conventions, Four Candidates, and Three 
Parties: Chaos before the Election of 1860

11/14 Presidential nominating conventions for the 
1948 election

Sweat, steak, five o’clock shadows: How TV 
transformed political conventions in 1948

11/21 Presidential nominating conventions for the 
1968 election

Revisiting The 1968 Republican Convention ; The rise 
and fall of the televised political convention

12/5 Presidential nominating conventions for the 
1980 election
Conclusions

Narratives of the Presidential Nominating 
Conventions: Branding The Parties And 
Candidates
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/42858464
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42858464
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42858464
https://www.history.com/articles/political-conventions-change
https://www.history.com/articles/political-conventions-change
https://www.history.com/articles/political-conventions-change
https://gettysburgcompiler.org/2016/11/07/five-conventions-four-candidates-and-three-parties-chaos-before-the-election-of-1860/
https://gettysburgcompiler.org/2016/11/07/five-conventions-four-candidates-and-three-parties-chaos-before-the-election-of-1860/
https://wapo.st/4lClkt9
https://wapo.st/4lClkt9
https://www.npr.org/2018/08/04/635668388/revisiting-the-1968-republican-convention
https://shorensteincenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/d33_karabell.pdf
https://shorensteincenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/d33_karabell.pdf
https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10355/66092/research.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10355/66092/research.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10355/66092/research.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y


Look for the daffodils on the WISE home page
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Failure to elect senators
State Year / Election cycle Notes
Massachusetts 1851 (Class 1 term beginning March 4, 1851) Legislature failed to elect; vacancy lasted until April 24, 1851.

Ohio 1851 (Class 1 term beginning March 4, 1851) Legislature failed initially, then elected on March 15, 1851 after 37 ballots.

New York 1851 (Class 1) Legislature failed initially and elected on March 19, 1851.

Wisconsin ~1848–49 (new-state) Legislature failed to elect due to three-way split; Senator elected December 7, 
1848.

Iowa ~1848–49 (new-state) Legislature failed; Senator elected December 7, 1848.

North Carolina 1852 (regular election) No candidate achieved majority, seat vacant until 1854 special election.

Connecticut 1852 (special, term began 1851) Legislature failed; Senator elected May 12, 1852.

California ~1851 (special) Legislature failed to elect a successor in time; elected January 30, 1852.

Maine 1852–53 (regular) Legislature failed to elect until 1854.

Delaware 1899–1903 (two vacant seats) The Legislature again failed to elect; both Senate seats went vacant from March 
4, 1901 until later.

Pennsylvania 1899 (term began March 4, 1899) Legislature failed (79 ballots) and the seat remained vacant until special 
election Jan 15, 1901.

General — multiple states 1891-1905 Between 1891-1905 there were ~45 deadlocks in 20 states; in 14 of those, no 
election was held for an entire session.
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“Corrupt Bargain”
• No candidate had won a majority of electors in 1824. 131 were needed to 

win.
• Andrew Jackson – 99
• John Quincy Adams – 84
• William Crawford – 41
• Henry Clay - 37

• Clay was Speaker of the House. 
• House voted by states. 
• Clay announced his support for Adams, giving Adams the victory. Adams 

selected Clay as Secretary of State. 
• Jackson’s supporters characterized this as the “corrupt bargain,” a charge 

that Jackson would use to win the 1828 election.
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Decision Games Corrupt : The 1824 Presidential Election, Blue
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https://www.amazon.com/Decision-Games-Corrupt-Bargain-Presidential/dp/B0B7P356TH
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Letters From an American Farmer : Letter IX, J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur, 1782
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I have not resided here long enough to become insensible of pain for the objects 
which I every day behold. In the choice of my friends and acquaintance, I always 
endeavour to find out those whose dispositions are somewhat congenial with my 
own. We have slaves likewise in our northern provinces; I hope the time draws 
near when they will be all emancipated: but how different their lot, how different 
their situation, in every possible respect!...They are fat, healthy, and hearty, and 
far from repining at their fate; they think themselves happier than many of the 
lower class whites: they share with their masters the wheat and meat provision 
they help to raise; many of those whom the good Quakers have emancipated have 
received that great benefit with tears of regret, and have never quitted, though 
free, their former masters and benefactors.



The plan to annex Cuba in 1854 
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https://www.thoughtco.com/ostend-manifesto-4590301


Forming the Republican Party
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Fear of immigrants in 1850s
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The era of the civil war, 1848-1870, Arthur C. Cole, p. 186
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The German republicans were restless as a result of an amendment to the 
Massachusetts constitution, adopted, it was said, under republican auspices, 
which provided for political restrictions upon newly naturalized citizens. Lincoln 
therefore gave assurances that he was opposed to the Massachusetts provision; 
and the republican state committee through its chairman, N. B. Judd, published a 
strong letter of repudiation.



Manufacturers’ & Farmers' Journal Jul 2, 1855
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1856 Election
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Calling on John Frémont (1856)
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Free-Soil Democrats (“Barn-burners”)
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1856 Democratic Platform

Turning Points - 2 18



American Party, aka “Know Nothings” (1856)
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”[The] only hope of forming a truly national 
party, which shall ignore this constant and 
distracting agitation of slavery.”
– Millard Fillmore to H. H. Stuart, 15-Jan-1855



Irrepressible Conflict
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https://archive.org/details/irrepressiblecon00insewa/page/6/mode/2up


Next to Uncle Tom's Cabin (1852), Hinton Helper's critique of slavery and 
the Southern class system, The Impending Crisis of the South (1857), was 

arguably the most important antislavery book of the 1850s. 

AO£( Pl.i 

""' 
TH 

OV2 1~14 

Us.Eull .,, 
IMPENDING CRISIS 

OF 

THE SOUTH: 

HOW TO MEET IT. 

BY 

HINTON ROW AN HELPER, ... 
OF NORTH CAROLINA. 

OouNTRY>IBN I I sue for simple justice at your hands, 
Naught else I ask, nor 1088 will have; 
Act rlgbt, therefore, and yield my claim, 
Or, by tbe great God tbat made all things, 
I'll fight-, till from my bones my flesh be back'd 1-Shakspeare. 

The liberal devlsctb liberal things, 
And by liberal things shall he stand.-Jsaiah. 

NEW-YORK: 
BURDICK BROTHERS, 8 SPRUCE STREET. 

1857. 
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Postmaster-General says it’s ok to seize copies of “incendiary documents”
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The Charleston Mercury
Charleston, South Carolina · Friday, April 06, 1860
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https://www.newspapers.com/paper/the-charleston-mercury/21446/


The Wide Awakes
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https://connecticuthistory.org/the-wide-awakes/
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The Election of 1860



Black journalists attending the 1860 conventions
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Female journalists attending the 1860 conventions
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"The Republican Wigwam at Chicago in which the Republican 
Convention will be Held--May 16, 1860" [exterior]
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https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2021652429/
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2021652429/
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2021652429/
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2021652429/


Republican Party Platform of 1860

Turning Points - 2 31

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/republican-party-platform-1860


Seward leads after the first ballot
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A shift toward Lincoln
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It is decided
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New York Times, 19-May-1860
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https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1860/05/19/78621879.html?pageNumber=1
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1860/05/19/78621879.html?pageNumber=1
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1860/05/19/78621879.html?pageNumber=1
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1860/05/19/78621879.html?pageNumber=1
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1860/05/19/78621879.html?pageNumber=1
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1860/05/19/78621879.html?pageNumber=1


Which was the bigger issue: holding the nation together or holding 
the North together?
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Horace Greeley challenges the Republicans and their platform
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Democrats in Charleston
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Democrats meet in Charleston, SC
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Meeting of the Southern seceders from the Democratic 
Convention at St. Andrew's Hall, Charleston [S.C.] April 30, 1860
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https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2002707171/
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2002707171/


Democrats reconvene in Baltimore and choose Stephen Douglas
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Southern Democrats convened in Richmond to choose John 
Breckenridge (Kentucky) and Joseph Lane (Oregon(?))
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Constitutional Union Party also met in Baltimore, choosing John Bell 
(Tennessee) and Edward Everett (Massachusetts)
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The factions have spoken. What could go wrong?
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Did the parties understand the risks of their decisions?
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