
Jefferson Davis as President 
 

SECTION I 

This may be seen as an intriguing subject for a paper on the Presidency.  Jefferson 

Davis was a man who led a large section of the United States which had broken away 

with the goal to form its own country. None of the nations of the world, despite any 

leanings they might have, ever recognized the independence of the Confederate States of 

America. The history books tell us that the American President during this entire period 

was Abraham Lincoln. While this is not a paper to debate the semantics and legalities of 

secession, for all intents and purposes the C.S.A. existed as an independent nation for 

over four year.  Even if he were not the de jure leader of a recognized state, Jefferson 

Davis was the de facto head of state of the South for the four years that Dixie considered 

itself an independent government. This author felt that it would be an interesting study to 

look at Davis primarily as President and head of state rather than as a leader of the 

breakaway states in the Civil War. 

 Jefferson Davis was born into a middle-class planting family originally from the 

state of Kentucky, but he spent his formative years in the state of Mississippi. (Knight 15-

6) His father, Samuel Davis, pushed Jefferson hard to get a good education, and his 

brother Joseph (who raised Jefferson after their father’s death) continued this. Davis 

began his formal education at St. Thomas College, then later to Transylvania University, 

and finally from there he received an appointment to the military academy at West Point. 

(Beringer 9-10) 

 Davis served in the army, but left after a few years to marry Sarah Taylor 

(daughter of the man who would become President Taylor) in 1835 against her father’s 

wishes. A mere few months after their marriage, they both contracted malaria and Sarah 

died. (Knight 25-7) Some time after this, Jefferson tried his hand at politics, becoming 

involved in the Democratic party in the early 1840s and had a brief stint in the U.S. 

Congress. Also around this time, he married Varina Howell, but rejoined the army when 

the Mexican War broke out in 1846. (Beringer 12-13) Davis served with distinction, 

being especially important in helping his former father-in-law take the Mexican 

stronghold at Taneira and winning the battle of Buena Vista. (Knight 41-8) 



 After the war was over in 1848 Davis was appointed to the Senate where he 

became an ardent champion of the South, but left the Senate after three years for an 

unsuccessful run for Mississippi’s governorship.  In 1854, his friend Franklin Pierce was 

elected President and made Davis his Secretary of War, where he served through Pierce’s 

term. After this, Davis returned to the Senate. (Beringer 13-7) 

 When the secession crisis began to unfold, Davis opposed his state’s secession at 

first.  However, when Mississippi declared independence he duly resigned from the 

Senate. (Cooper 319-22) Upon the formation of the Southern Confederation in 1861, 

Davis was elected provisional president by the convention for one year, and was elected 

for a six-year term of his own when the 1862 C.S. elections were held. (Knight 76-8) He 

served as President until the fall of the Confederacy in 1865, when he was captured by 

Federal troops and held until May of 1867.  In his waning years, he traveled to Canada, 

England, and France but settled back in Mississippi. He wrote The Rise and Fall of the 

Confederate Government as his account of the short-lived nation he led.  He died in 

November of 1889 of bronchitis. (Eaton 262-7) 

 It is needless to say that the most important event in America at the time of Davis’ 

presidency was the War Between the States. This war tore the Republic apart as the North 

accused the South of sectionalism while the South accused the North of imposing a 

regionalist party [viz. Lincoln’s Republicans] over the entire nation. The War saw many 

notable battles, including Bull Run I (1861) and II, Shiloh, Antietam (1862), Vicksburg, 

and Gettysburg , the turning point of the war (1863). The Trent affair in 1861 nearly 

bought the British into the war on the Confederate side. In world affairs, the Kingdom of 

Italy was unified for the first time and Russian Emperor Alexander II freed his nation’s 

serfs (1861). Emperor Napoleon III of France conquered Mexico made Austria’s 

Archduke Maximilian its Emperor (1863). Finally, the Geneva Conventions dealing with 

rules of war were signed (1864). (“Timeline”) 

 Jefferson Davis suffered a number of personal trials, especially with regard to his 

family.  There was, first of all, the aforementioned death of his first wife shortly after 

their marriage.  He also survived all four of his sons; Samuel died as a child, probably of 

measles (Cooper 261); Joseph died from a fall while Davis was President in 1864 

(Cooper 480); Billy succumbed to diptheria in 1872 (Cooper 595); and his eldest son 



Jefferson Jr. died in 1878 at the age of 21, a victim of yellow fever (Cooper 627). 

 Perhaps his greatest triumph was his rise from his humble beginnings to positions 

of national and world prominence. His father had been a humble planter who moved the 

family several times before finally settling down in Mississippi.  As noted before, his 

father and later his brother pushed Jefferson to excel in school, and Jefferson did what he 

could to outdo his father and his upbringing. (Beringer 9-10) 

 
SECTION II 

 Perhaps the most significant achievement of President Davis’ tenure was the fact 

that the Confederacy survived as long as it did. (Eaton 275) The Union was three times 

the size of the Confederacy in manpower and had a much larger Army. (Thomas 155) 

The Union was a growing industrial economy which was beginnning to make impact on 

the world markets, while the Confederation remained an agrarian economy based on the 

plantation system.  (Thomas 15-6) 

An interesting domestic policy accomplishment was in the field of slavery, which 

many today see as the reason for the war.  As the war was nearing its end, the 

Confederate leadership began to consider slavery a not-so-indispensible part of the 

Confederacy. While many old-line Southerners thought it was a horrible idea to employ 

blacks and slaves as soldiers (thereby hurting the social order), no less than the voice of 

General Lee himself called for slaves to be recruited as soldiers and freed upon their 

completion of service as a way to save the C.S.A. from destruction.  Davis himself was in 

concurrence with this view, and began to call for emancipation in late 1864. Finally, in 

March of 1865, the C.S. Congress passed a watered-down slave soldier bill, which 

although too late to do any good was a drastic change from their attitudes four years 

earlier. (Cooper 517-9) 

 Diplomatically the Confederacy made little headway.  When the Union blockade 

was established, the United Kingdom and the French Empire declared their neutrality in 

the war and recognized the South as a belligerent, but not as a state. Davis tried his had at 

attracting Europe to his side via the emphasis on Southern cotton production, but this did 

not budge anyone. Emperor Napoleon III of France was inclined to recognize the South, 

but only with England doing so as well.  The Trent affair, where a British ship carrying 

Confederate diplomats was seized by the U.S. Navy, came close to but in the end failed 



to bring Britain into the war, and Britain along with the rest of Europe continued to refuse 

to recongize the Confederation’s existence. (Eaton 164-173) 

 Since it was a wartime legislature for the entirety of its existence, the Confederate 

Congress did not pass any particularly sweeping legislation (save for the aforementioned 

bill on slave soldiers). Most Congressional laws dealt with the war, such as impressment 

of property (with reimbursement of the owner if they agreed), construction, and 

conscription. Congress also gave the government a strong hand in dealing with the 

railroads, though they were not quite nationalized. (Cooper 464) It also passed a 

progressive income tax, taxed agriculture, and attempted to give Confederal relief money 

to poor families of farmers and soldiers. (Cooper 448-9) 

 At the beginning of his tenure, President Davis was a very popular man to the 

people. One of Davis’ political enemies called him “impressive” and people lined up to 

see and meet the man when he first assumed office. (Davis 310)  By the end of the war, 

however, he was considered a “despot”, though his treatment at the hands of the Federal 

government upon his capture helped people look upon him more favorably once again. 

(Eaton 262-3) When he toured the South many years later, he was regarded with acclaim, 

praise, and affection by the Southern people. (Eaton 265-6) 

 The Constitution of the C.S.A. reads, “The judicial power of the Confederate 

States shall be vested in one Supreme Court…” (Constituion III.i) Though a Supreme 

Court is provided for here in the Constitution, the enabling legislation was never passed 

by the Confederate Congress during its brief existence. (Thomas 194-5)  Ergo, President 

Davis never had the opportunity to nominate anyone to the Supreme Court. 

 
SECTION III 

 In their concentration on the war and government, my sources have been notably 

lacking on discussion Davis’ relationship to the people, except for the aforementioned 

popularity ups and downs the President had. Congress, meanwhile, is dealt with a great 

deal. The C.S. Congress was limited in power from the beginning due to the wartime 

footing, which tends to land power in the hands of the executive. (Our present situation is 

a good example of this.)  However, the Confederate Congress had a number of other 

things going against it. A party system was never able to develop, therefore there was no 

organized opposition. Many of the better Congressmen later left to fight in the war. The 



elected Congresses, however, did try to put limits on Davis’ power and did endeavor to 

assert their authority, but this had little effect except to occasionally slow down 

legislation that the President desired to pass. President Davis was not afraid to use his 

veto pen when Congress opposed him, and his vetos were never overridden. (Eaton 209-

18) Since there was no Supreme Court or other Confederal courts, the judiciary was in 

the hands of the state courts, which usually sided with Davis. (Thomas 195) 

 The Davis administration did have some trouble with the states. The Confederacy 

had been founded on the principle of states’ rights, and this principle was strong in Davis’ 

blood.  However, he was willing to compromise on this when it seemed necessary, but 

the state governors occasionally gave him headaches. While Davis wanted to form a new 

nation, the governors of the respective states tended to have provincial attitudes. Some 

wanted to appoint their own military leaders, and some also opposed any idea of 

conscription by the Confederate central government. As a whole, most of the state 

governors supported the President, but the provincial and extreme states’ rightist attitudes 

of the officials did not help the Confederation in its war. (Eaton 220-30) 

 The difficulties with the management of the presidency could perhaps be best 

demonstrated with respect to his cabinet.  Though the Confederate cabinet was 

comporable to that of the Union government, it was nowhere near as stable. The cabinet 

at times seemed to be a revolving door. Two men - Navy Secretary Stephen Mallory and 

Postmaster General John Reagan – remained at the same position throughout Davis’ 

term. (Cooper 332) Judah Benjamin, another close advisor to the President, did stay in 

the cabinet throughout the term, but migrated from Attorney General to War Secretary to 

Secretary of State. (Thomas 78, 148) 

President Davis had a hard time making decisions at times. As a military thinker, 

he was more apt to consider all alternative decisions and ponder them over and over.  At 

times, this hurt Davis because he appeared irresolute, and oftentimes a decision was 

forced upon him by the circumstances. According to one official, Davis was “not a 

comprehensive man”, taking decision by decision and pondering them to a fault. Despite 

this, he was insistent that he be in on almost every decision made, even those that were 

quite small and unimportant. This was also due to the fact that Davis did not write 

specific policies for his subordinates to work from, which further drove them to Davis for 



help. (Beringer 18-20) Davis was also somewhat of a “good old boy” in the fact that he 

would at times gloss over mistakes made by friends of his. (Beringer 23ff.) 

Davis did not seek re-election.  First of all, of course, the Confederacy was 

conquered by the Union in early 1865, leaving the post of “President of the Confederacy” 

defunct. (Thomas 303-6) Secondly, even if he had finished his six-year term, he could not 

have run for reelection, for according to the Confederate States Constitution, the 

“President of the Confederate States of America… shall hold [his] office for the term of 

six years; but the President shall not be reeligible.” (Constitution II.i) According to one 

author, “These provisions were adjustments in the old Constitution designed to realign its 

checks and balances and make the government as responsive as possible.” (Thomas 64) 

 
SECTION IV 

 Some historians have been quite critical of the President. (Eaton 270) This can be 

partly attributed to the fact that history is written by the winners, and the South and Jeff 

Davis lost the war.  However, recent historians have been much more even-handed with 

the man. Clement Eaton sees him as a man who held honor in high esteem, was able to 

act decisively in times of crisis, but also as a proud, often inflexible and high-minded 

man. (Eaton 270-2) William Cooper looks upon him as confident, committed to his 

country (first to the Union then to the Confederacy), and one who refused to compromise 

his deep principles despite the hardships they may have brought on. (Cooper 655-7)  His 

legacy is one of a strong and firm leader who stuck with his ideals yet was also willing to 

evolve, if only occasionally. 

 Davis did not originally want the Presidency of the Confederacy. He had been 

named commander of the Mississippi national army, and had looked forward to it. 

According to his wife, “I thought his genius was military, but that as a party manager, he 

would not succeed.” (Eaton 127) He seemed to have prefered war strategy over politics, 

but he listened to the call of duty and accepted the Presidency.(Eaton 127) Was he the 

best man for the job? According to Eaton, “[T]hese scholars who severely criticize Davis 

as responsible for the Confederate defeat fail properly to appreciate the tremendous 

difficulties against which he struggled… and the limited alternatives at his disposal.” 

(Eaton 274) On the same page, Eaton compared Davis with the others who might have 

been up for the job and considers him more honorable and principled than they. 



 Davis was not a perfect man.  He had many flaws and they showed through much 

fo the time.  However, he worked as best as he could with what he had, kept to his 

beliefs, and worked hard to be a good president. If the Confederacy had won its 

independence, it is doubtful that Davis would be seen in the light of a George 

Washington. Considering what he had to face, whether personal trials or self-inflicted 

problems or powerful adversaried, it is a wonder that he did as well as he did. 

 Even at the end of the war, Davis stood his ground. In his last address to his 

people, he admits that things looked bad, but he still calls on the people to not “allow our 

energies to falter, our spirits to grow faint, or our efforts to become relaxed under 

reverses, however calamitous.” (Commager 175-6) He promises that they will not quit 

until forcefully submitted. He urges his people to “not… despond, my countrymen; but 

relying on the never-failing mercies and protecting care of our God, let us meet the foe 

with fresh defiance, with unconquered and unconquerable hearts.” (Commager 177) 

Let this paper end with a quote from Eaton: “Jefferson Davis was an admirable, 

honorable, but misguided man of exceptional ability and force who accepted the 

assumptions of his society… [D]espite his own faults and those of his society, he led the 

Southern Confederacy in enduring for four years against the overwhelming superiority of 

the federal government in manpower and materiel, and this fact alone speaks eloquently 

for the quality of his leadersip and for the indomitable spirit of the Southern people.” 

(Eaton 275) 
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