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First to Secede, Last to Accede

South Carolina’s Resistance to the Republic, 1780–Present

Thomas F. Schaller

My constituents are highly alarmed at the large and rapid strides which this new 
government has taken towards despotism. They say it is big with political mis-
chiefs, and pregnant with a greater variety of impending woes to the good people 
of the Southern States, especially South Carolina, than all the plagues supposed to 
issue from the poisonous box of Pandora. . . . They say they will resist against it; that 
they will not accept of it unless compelled by force of arms.
Delegate Patrick Dollard, before voting “nay” at South Carolina’s convention to ratify the 
U.S. Constitution, May 20, 1788

To bring [desegregation] about, the federal government would set up a super-po-
lice force with the power to rove throughout the states and keep our people in 
constant fear of being sent to a federal jail unless we accepted the decrees turned 
out by a bunch of anti-Southern bureaucrats in Washington.
States’ Rights Democratic Party presidential candidate Strom Thurmond, ABC Radio 
broadcast, November 1, 1948

From the founding period to the Civil War, from the Progressive Era 
through the civil rights revolution, the South has distinguished itself as 
America’s most conservative region. Southerners have repeatedly fought 
against the major social and political transformations of American history, 
sometimes violently so. The South rejected efforts to end slavery, protected 
the all-white primary, defied attempts to desegregate its public facilities, 
challenged the constitutionality of the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and con-
tinues to express outward hostility toward affirmative action programs. 
Beyond matters of race, the South thwarted collective bargaining efforts, 
balked at child labor reforms, opposed the women’s suffrage amendment, 
and today recoils at the notion of reproductive choice or gay rights. Simply 
put, the South has consistently demonstrated a penchant for resistance—
for preferring at the very least a continuation of the status quo, if not an 
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outright reversal of the natural course of America’s civil, social, and eco-
nomic progress.
 From the earliest days of the Republic, South Carolina has embraced 
the resister’s role with particular relish. To appease South Carolinian slave-
holders, Thomas Jefferson removed language condemning slavery from 
the Declaration of Independence. Four years later, backcountry loyalists 
in South Carolina helped the British army recapture the state in 1780 from 
the revolutionaries. By 1828, Palmetto State native and vice president John 
C. Calhoun was agitating for state “nullification” of federal powers, gen-
erating secessionist calls a full generation before the outbreak of the Civil 
War. South Carolina narrowly averted a more serious secessionist threat in 
1850–51, but South Carolina congressman Preston Brooks was so overcome 
with anger that in 1856 he bludgeoned abolitionist Massachusetts senator 
Charles Sumner on the floor of the U.S. Senate because Sumner criticized 
a South Carolina senator for his devotion to that “mistress . . . the harlot, 
Slavery.” On December 20, 1860, South Carolina became the first state to 
secede, and four months later Confederate forces in Charleston fired the 
opening shots of the Civil War on the Union garrison at Fort Sumter.
 South Carolina’s belligerence and recalcitrance did not abate in the cen-
tury following the war. During Reconstruction, so horrified were South 
Carolina’s white citizens at the prospect of freed blacks running the state 
that in 1865 they voted overwhelmingly, if unsuccessfully, to continue 
northern political occupation. Soon after the state’s chapter of the Ku Klux 
Klan formed, “red shirt” Democratic rifle clubs used physical intimida-
tion and ballot manipulation to alter results of the 1876 election. In the 
1890s, Governor Ben “Pitchfork” Tillman—who earned his nickname by 
threatening to stab President Grover Cleveland in the ribs with said imple-
ment—served two terms as governor before embarking on a twenty-three-
year Senate career during which he defended segregation as vigilantly as 
his fellow Edgefield County native Strom Thurmond later did for most of 
his career. Fully three decades after ratification of the Thirteenth Amend-
ment abolished slavery, South Carolina still relied upon the amendment’s 
convict-lease exemption to exploit prisoners for cheap labor.
 Well into the twentieth century, South Carolina’s black citizens observed 
the Fourth of July mostly alone because the majority of whites preferred 
instead to celebrate Confederate Memorial Day, May 10. State politicians 
repeatedly averted their eyes as textile industry executives employed chil-
dren and quashed attempts by mill workers to organize for fair wages. In 
1920 the South Carolina legislature rejected the proposed women’s suffrage 
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amendment; it took almost a half century to finally ratify it, in 1969. In 
1948, the same year the South Carolina legislature declared President Harry 
Truman’s new civil rights commission “un-American,” favorite son Strom 
Thurmond’s full-throated advocacy of racial segregation as the States’ 
Rights Democratic Party presidential nominee helped him carry four Deep 
South states, including the Palmetto State. Six years later, the Clarendon 
County school district—where per-pupil spending on whites quadrupled 
that for blacks—was pooled with three other districts in a failed defense of 
the “separate but equal” standard in the landmark Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation case. And when Congress passed the 1965 Voting Rights Act, a law 
that finally banned the creative and vicious methods used to disfranchise 
blacks, South Carolina became the first state to challenge its constitutional-
ity. By 1968, Harry Dent, the most legendary of Thurmond’s political pro-
tégés and a key architect of the “southern strategy,” was helping Richard 
Nixon translate racial antagonisms into crucial Republican votes, a victory 
in South Carolina, and a ticket to the White House. In turn, Dent left his 
scorched-earth policies and tactics to his best-known pupil, the legendary 
South Carolina operative Lee Atwater, who became head of the Republi-
can National Committee under George H. W. Bush and schooled an entire 
generation of Republican strategists, including Karl Rove.
 If all of this seems like so much ancient history, consider that South 
Carolinians are still debating the merits of public displays of the Confeder-
ate Battle Flag. Indeed, more than a few pundits believe Republican David 
Beasley won the 1994 governor’s race in part because of his pledge to sup-
port displaying the Confederate flag over the state capitol—then promptly 
lost his 1998 reelection bid later after a “religious epiphany” caused him 
to reverse position. After two decades of adverse judicial rulings, in 2000 
Bob Jones University, the state’s largest private liberal arts college, founded 
by its anti-Catholic and Klan-linked namesake, finally ended its policy of 
prohibiting interracial dating. While other states issue “choose life” vanity 
license plates, in 2012 South Carolina was sued for issuing the plates while 
refusing the same option to pro-choice citizens, justifying its decision by 
claiming that the anti-abortion message constitutes protected government 
speech.1 And in 2013, more than eight decades after women first won the 
right to vote, the South Carolina state legislature remained the only one in 
America where women did not hold at least 10 percent of all seats.
 Other Deep South states may stake their own claims, but South Caro-
lina is America’s most conservative state and, as often as not, finds itself 
at the top or bottom of some lists of negative distinction. Indeed, South 
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Carolinians who cringe at thought of being distinguished as worst in the 
nation in this or that category have been known to “Thank God for Missis-
sippi.” From a strictly constitutional-historical standpoint, however, South 
Carolina’s legacy of firsts and lasts reads like a rap sheet: first to overturn 
a provincial government during the revolutionary period; last to abandon 
the Atlantic slave trade; first to call for nullifying the Constitution’s federal 
authority; first to secede from the Union; last to abolish the white primary; 
first to litigate against the integration of public schools; first to challenge the 
Voting Rights Act. Whenever America finds itself at some social or politi-
cal crossroads and in need of direction, perhaps the best thing to do is ask, 
“What would South Carolina do?” And then do the opposite.
 History can be painful to revisit. But even the most selective of revi-
sionists cannot soothe this discomfiting truth: For the past two centuries, 
the South has served as a regional brake against the civil, social, and po-
litical advances in American history—and South Carolina has provided 
the lead foot on the pedal. From the revolutionary period through today’s 
new federalism, this most rebellious of states from the nation’s most rebel-
lious region has consistently opposed, defied, or ignored the expectations 
and edicts of the rest of the Republic, and the state’s belligerence, racism, 
misogyny, and violence have provided the key signposts along the route. 
Of the many democratic blessings to which Americans point proudly as 
proof that we merit the title “leader of the free world,” most were achieved 
despite the opposition of southern conservatives and, in particular, recal-
citrant South Carolinians. Such is the legacy—such is the “heritage”—of 
South Carolina, the state that has consistently proved itself least likely to 
pledge its allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, or to the 
Republic for which it stands.

The Path of Most Resistance

South Carolina was the state most dependent upon slavery. At the height of 
slave importation in the mid-eighteenth century, enslaved blacks outnum-
bered whites in South Carolina by a two-to-one ratio. Although that ratio 
narrowed slightly during the next century, by the outbreak of the Civil War 
there were still three slaves for every two white citizens in the state. Capital-
izing on the constitutional provision allowing twenty more years of slave 
importation through 1808, South Carolina responded to rising in-state la-
bor demands by resuming the Atlantic slave trade in 1803 and continuing 
to import slaves until the constitutional deadline. Despite their numbers, or 


