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South Carolina Ordinance of Secession (1860) 
 In the three months that followed Abraham Lincoln’s election as president in November 
1860, seven states stretching from South Carolina to Texas seceded from the Union. These were 
the states of the Cotton Kingdom, where slaves represented a larger part of the total population 
than in the Upper South. First to secede was South Carolina, the state with the highest 
percentage of slaves in its population and a long history of political radicalism. On December 
20, 1860, the legislature unanimously voted to leave the Union. In justifying the right to secede, 
the legislature’s Ordinance of Secession restated the compact theory of the Constitution that had 
become more and more central to southern political thought during the three decades since the 
nullification controversy.  
 The Ordinance placed the issue of slavery squarely at the center of the crisis. In the eyes 
of many white southerners, Lincoln’s victory placed their future at the mercy of a party avowedly 
hostile to their region’s values and interests. The North had “assumed the right of deciding upon 
the propriety of our domestic institutions.” It had permitted the establishment of abolitionist 
societies. It had elected as president a man “whose opinions and purposes are hostile to 
slavery.” Some northern states had even recognized free blacks as citizens. Rather than accept 
permanent minority status in a nation governed by their opponents, Deep South political leaders 
boldly struck for their region’s independence. At stake, they believed, was not a single nation, 
but an entire way of life based on slavery.  
 

Declaration of the Immediate Causes Which Induce and Justify the Secession of South 

Carolina from the Federal Union 

The State of South Carolina having resumed her separate and equal place among nations, 

deems it due to herself, to the remaining United States of America, and to the nations of the 

world, that she should declare the immediate causes which have led to this act.  

In 1787, Deputies were appointed by the States to revise the Articles of Confederation, 

and on 17th September, 1787, these Deputies recommended for the adoption of the States, the 

Articles of Union, known as the Constitution of the United States…. 

Θ 

Thus was established, by compact between the States, a Government with definite objects 

and powers, limited to the express words of the grant. This limitation left the whole remaining 

mass of power subject to the clause reserving it to the States or to the people, and rendered 

unnecessary any specification of reserved rights. We hold that the Government thus established 

is subject to the two great principles asserted in the Declaration of Independence; and we hold 

further, that the mode of its formation subjects it to a third fundamental principle, namely: the 

law of compact. We maintain that in every compact between two or more parties, the obligation 

is mutual; that the failure of one of the contracting parties to perform a material part of the 
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agreement, entirely releases the obligation of the other; and that where no arbiter is provided, 

each party is remitted to his own judgment to determine the fact of failure, with all its 

consequences.  

Θ 

We affirm that these ends for which this Government was instituted have been defeated, 

and the Government itself has been made destructive of them by the action of the non-

slaveholding States. Those States have assume the right of deciding upon the propriety of our 

domestic institutions; and have denied the rights of property established in fifteen of the States 

and recognized by the Constitution; they have denounced as sinful the institution of slavery; they 

have permitted open establishment among them of societies, whose avowed object is to disturb 

the peace and to eloign the property of the citizens of other States. They have encouraged and 

assisted thousands of our slaves to leave their homes; and those who remain, have been incited 

by emissaries, books and pictures to servile insurrection.  

For twenty-five years this agitation has been steadily increasing, until it has now secured 

to its aid the power of the common Government. Observing the *forms* [emphasis in the 

original] of the Constitution, a sectional party has found within that Article establishing the 

Executive Department, the means of subverting the Constitution itself. A geographical line has 

been drawn across the Union, and all the States north of that line have united in the election of a 

man to the high office of President of the United States, whose opinions and purposes are hostile 

to slavery. He is to be entrusted with the administration of the common Government, because he 

has declared that that “Government cannot endure permanently half slave, half free,” and that the 

public mind must rest in the belief that slavery is in the course of ultimate extinction.  

This sectional combination for the submersion of the Constitution, has been aided in 

some of the States by elevating to citizenship, persons who, by the supreme law of the land, are 

incapable of becoming citizens; and their votes have been used to inaugurate a new policy, 

hostile to the South, and destructive of its beliefs and safety.  

On the 4th day of March next, this party will take possession of the Government. It has 

announced that the South shall be excluded from the common territory, that the judicial tribunals 

shall be made sectional, and that a war must be waged against slavery until it shall cease 

throughout the United States.  
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The guaranties of the Constitution will then no longer exist; the equal rights of the States 

will be lost. The slaveholding States will no longer have the power of self-government, or self-

protection, and the Federal Government will have become their enemy.  

Sectional interest and animosity will deepen the irritation, and all hope of remedy is 

rendered vain, by the fact that public opinion at the North has invested a great political error with 

the sanction of more erroneous religious belief.  

We, therefore, the People of South Carolina, by our delegates in Convention assembled, 

appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, have solemnly 

declared that the Union heretofore existing between this State and the other States of North 

America, is dissolved, and that the State of South Carolina has resumed her position among the 

nations of the world, as a separate and independent State; with full power to levy war, conclude 

peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and things which 

independent States may of right do.  

 

Adopted December 24, 1860  

 

[Committee signatures]  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


