
Extending the Lesson  

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
No “Power to Make War Against a State”: What the Exiting President Advised Regarding 
Secession. 
 
From James Buchanan, “State of the Union Address” (December 3, 1860): 
http://www.teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=946 
 
Fellow-Citizens of the Senate and House of Representatives:  
. . . 
 
Why is it, then, that discontent now so extensively prevails, and the Union of the States, which is the 
source of all these blessings, is threatened with destruction?  
 
The long-continued and intemperate interference of the Northern people with the question of slavery in 
the Southern States has at length produced its natural effects. The different sections of the Union are 
now arrayed against each other, and the time has arrived, so much dreaded by the Father of his Country, 
when hostile geographical parties have been formed.  
 
I have long foreseen and often forewarned my countrymen of the now impending danger. This does not 
proceed solely from the claim on the part of Congress or the Territorial legislatures to exclude slavery 
from the Territories, nor from the efforts of different States to defeat the execution of the fugitive-slave 
law. All or any of these evils might have been endured by the South without danger to the Union (as 
others have been) in the hope that time and reflection might apply the remedy. The immediate peril 
arises not so much from these causes as from the fact that the incessant and violent agitation of the 
slavery question throughout the North for the last quarter of a century has at length produced its malign 
influence on the slaves and inspired them with vague notions of freedom. Hence a sense of security no 
longer exists around the family altar. This feeling of peace at home has given place to apprehensions of 
servile insurrections. . . Self-preservation is the first law of nature, and has been implanted in the heart of 
man by his Creator for the wisest purpose; and no political union, however fraught with blessings and 
benefits in all other respects, can long continue if the necessary consequence be to render the homes and 
the firesides of nearly half the parties to it habitually and hopelessly insecure. Sooner or later the bonds 
of such a union must be severed. It is my conviction that this fatal period has not yet arrived, and my 
prayer to God is that He would preserve the Constitution and the Union throughout all generations.  
. . . 
 
How easy would it be for the American people to settle the slavery question forever and to restore peace 
and harmony to this distracted country! They, and they alone, can do it. All that is necessary to 
accomplish the object, and all for which the slave States have ever contended, is to be let alone and 
permitted to manage their domestic institutions in their own way. As sovereign States, they, and they 
alone, are responsible before God and the world for the slavery existing among them. For this the people 
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of the North are not more responsible and have no more fight to interfere than with similar institutions in 
Russia or in Brazil.  
 
Upon their good sense and patriotic forbearance I confess I still greatly rely. Without their aid it is 
beyond the power of any President, no matter what may be his own political proclivities, to restore 
peace and harmony among the States. Wisely limited and restrained as is his power under our 
Constitution and laws, he alone can accomplish but little for good or for evil on such a momentous 
question.  
 
And this brings me to observe that the election of any one of our fellow-citizens to the office of 
President does not of itself afford just cause for dissolving the Union. This is more especially true if his 
election has been effected by a mere plurality, and not a majority of the people, and has resulted from 
transient and temporary causes, which may probably never again occur. In order to justify a resort to 
revolutionary resistance, the Federal Government must be guilty of “a deliberate, palpable, and 
dangerous exercise” of powers not granted by the Constitution.  
 
The late Presidential election, however, has been held in strict conformity with its express provisions. 
How, then, can the result justify a revolution to destroy this very Constitution? Reason, justice, a regard 
for the Constitution, all require that we shall wait for some overt and dangerous act on the part of the 
President elect before resorting to such a remedy. It is said, however, that the antecedents of the 
President-elect have been sufficient to justify the fears of the South that he will attempt to invade their 
constitutional rights. But are such apprehensions of contingent danger in the future sufficient to justify 
the immediate destruction of the noblest system of government ever devised by mortals? From the very 
nature of his office and its high responsibilities he must necessarily be conservative. The stern duty of 
administering the vast and complicated concerns of this Government affords in itself a guaranty that he 
will not attempt any violation of a clear constitutional right.  
. . . 
 
It is alleged as one cause for immediate secession that the Southern States are denied equal rights with 
the other States in the common Territories. But by what authority are these denied? Not by Congress, 
which has never passed, and I believe never will pass, any act to exclude slavery from these Territories; 
and certainly not by the Supreme Court, which has solemnly decided that slaves are property, and, like 
all other property, their owners have a right to take them into the common Territories and hold them 
there under the protection of the Constitution.  
. . .  
 
The most palpable violations of constitutional duty which have yet been committed consist in the acts of 
different State legislatures to defeat the execution of the fugitive-slave law. It ought to be remembered, 
however, that for these acts neither Congress nor any President can justly be held responsible. Having 
been passed in violation of the Federal Constitution, they are therefore null and void. . . . Here, then, a 
clear case is presented in which it will be the duty of the next President, as it has been my own, to act 
with vigor in executing this supreme law against the conflicting enactments of State legislatures. Should 
he fail in the performance of this high duty, he will then have manifested a disregard of the Constitution 
and laws, to the great injury of the people of nearly one-half of the States of the Union. But are we to 
presume in advance that he will thus violate his duty? This would be at war with every principle of 
justice and of Christian charity. Let us wait for the overt act. The fugitive-slave law has been carried into 
execution in every contested case since the commencement of the present Administration, though Often, 
it is to be regretted, with great loss and inconvenience to the master and with considerable expense to the 
Government. Let us trust that the State legislatures will repeal their unconstitutional and obnoxious 
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enactments. Unless this shall be done without unnecessary delay, it is impossible for any human power 
to save the Union.  
 
The Southern States, standing on the basis of the Constitution, have right to demand this act of justice 
from the States of the North. Should it be refused, then the Constitution, to which all the States are 
parties, will have been willfully violated by one portion of them in a provision essential to the domestic 
security and happiness of the remainder. In that event the injured States, after having first used all 
peaceful and constitutional means to obtain redress, would be justified in revolutionary resistance to the 
Government of the Union.  
 
I have purposely confined my remarks to revolutionary resistance, because it has been claimed within 
the last few years that any State, whenever this shall be its sovereign will and pleasure, may secede from 
the Union in accordance with the Constitution and without any violation of the constitutional rights of 
the other members of the Confederacy; that as each became parties to the Union by the vote of its own 
people assembled in convention, so any one of them may retire from the Union in a similar manner by 
the vote of such a convention.  
 
In order to justify secession as a constitutional remedy, it must be on the principle that the Federal 
Government is a mere voluntary association of States, to be dissolved at pleasure by any one of the 
contracting parties. If this be so, the Confederacy is a rope of sand, to be penetrated and dissolved by the 
first adverse wave of public opinion in any of the States. In this manner our thirty-three States may 
resolve themselves into as many petty, jarring, and hostile republics, each one retiring from the Union 
without responsibility whenever any sudden excitement might impel them to such a course. By this 
process a Union might be entirely broken into fragments in a few weeks which cost our forefathers 
many years of toil, privation, and blood to establish.  
 
Such a principle is wholly inconsistent with the history as well as the character of the Federal 
Constitution. After it was framed with the greatest deliberation and care it was submitted to conventions 
of the people of the several States for ratification. Its provisions were discussed at length in these bodies, 
composed of the first men of the country. Its opponents contended that it conferred powers upon the 
Federal Government dangerous to the rights of the States, whilst its advocates maintained that under a 
fair construction of the instrument there was no foundation for such apprehensions. In that mighty 
struggle between the first intellects of this or any other country it never occurred to any individual, either 
among its opponents or advocates, to assert or even to intimate that their efforts were all vain labor, 
because the moment that any State felt herself aggrieved she might secede from the Union. . . . 
. . . 
 
It is not pretended that any clause in the Constitution gives countenance to such a theory. It is altogether 
rounded upon inference; not from any language contained in the instrument itself, but from the 
sovereign character of the several States by which it was ratified. But is it beyond the power of a State, 
like an individual, to yield a portion of its sovereign rights to secure the remainder? In the language of 
Mr. Madison, who has been called the father of the Constitution—  
 
It was formed by the States; that is, by the people in each of the States acting in their highest sovereign 
capacity, and formed, consequently, by the same authority which formed the State constitutions. Nor is 
the Government of the United States, created by the Constitution, less a government, in the strict sense 
of the term, within the sphere of its powers than the governments created by the constitutions of the 
States are within their several spheres. It is, like them, organized into legislative, executive, and 
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judiciary departments. It operates, like them directly on persons and things, and, like them, it has at 
command a physical force for executing the powers committed to it.  
 
It was intended to be perpetual, and not to be annulled at the pleasure of any one of the contracting 
parties. . . .  
 
But that the Union was designed to be perpetual appears conclusively from the nature and extent of the 
powers conferred by the Constitution on the Federal Government. These powers embrace the very 
highest attributes of national sovereignty. They place both the sword and the purse under its control. 
Congress has power to make war and to make peace, to raise and support armies and navies, and to 
conclude treaties with foreign governments. It is invested with the power to coin money and to regulate 
the value thereof, and to regulate commerce with foreign nations and among the several States. It is not 
necessary to enumerate the other high powers which have been conferred upon the Federal Government. 
In order to carry the enumerated powers into effect, Congress possesses the exclusive right to lay and 
collect duties on imports, and, in common with the States, to lay and collect all other taxes.  
 
But the Constitution has not only conferred these high powers upon Congress, but it has adopted 
effectual means to restrain the States from interfering with their exercise. For that purpose it has in 
strong prohibitory language expressly declared that—  
 
No State shall enter into any treaty, alliance, or confederation; grant letters of marque and reprisal; coin 
money; emit bills of credit; make anything but gold and silver coin a tender in payment of debts; pass 
any bill of attainder, ex post facto law, or law impairing the obligation of contracts. Moreover—  
 
No State shall without the consent of the Congress lay any imposts or duties on imports or exports, 
except what may be absolutely necessary for executing its inspection laws.  
 
And if they exceed this amount the excess shall belong, to the United States. And—  
 
No State shall without the consent of Congress lay any duty of tonnage, keep troops or ships of war in 
time of peace, enter into any agreement or compact with another State or with a foreign power, or 
engage in war, unless actually invaded or in such imminent danger as will not admit of delay.  
 
In order still further to secure the uninterrupted exercise of these high powers against State interposition, 
it is provided that—  
 
This Constitution and the laws of the United States which shall be made in pursuance thereof, and all 
treaties made or which shall be made under the authority of the United States, shall be the supreme law 
of the land, and the judges in every State shall be bound thereby, anything in the constitution or laws of 
any State to the contrary notwithstanding.  
. . . 
 
It may be asked, then, Are the people of the States without redress against the tyranny and oppression of 
the Federal Government? By no means. The right of resistance on the part of the governed against the 
oppression of their governments can not be denied. It exists independently of all constitutions, and has 
been exercised at all periods of the world’s history. Under it old governments have been destroyed and 
new ones have taken their place. It is embodied in strong and express language in our own Declaration 
of Independence. But the distinction must ever be observed that this is revolution against an established 
government, and not a voluntary secession from it by virtue of an inherent constitutional right. In short, 
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let us look the danger fairly in the face. Secession is neither more nor less than revolution. It may or it 
may not be a justifiable revolution, but still it is revolution.  
 
What, in the meantime, is the responsibility and true position of the Executive? He is bound by solemn 
oath, before God and the country, “to take care that the laws be faithfully executed,” and from this 
obligation he can not be absolved by any human power. But what if the performance of this duty, in 
whole or in part, has been rendered impracticable by events over which he could have exercised no 
control? Such at the present moment is the case throughout the State of South Carolina so far as the laws 
of the United States to secure the administration of justice by means of the Federal judiciary are 
concerned. . . .  
. . . 
 
The bare enumeration of these provisions proves how inadequate they are without further legislation to 
overcome a united opposition in a single State, not to speak of other States who may place themselves in 
a similar attitude. Congress alone has power to decide whether the present laws can or can not be 
amended so as to carry out more effectually the objects of the Constitution.  
 
The same insuperable obstacles do not lie in the way of executing the laws for the collection of the 
customs. The revenue still continues to be collected as heretofore at the custom-house in Charleston, and 
should the collector unfortunately resign a successor may be appointed to perform this duty.  
 
Then, in regard to the property of the United States in South Carolina. This has been purchased for a fair 
equivalent, “by the consent of the legislature of the State,” “for the erection of forts, magazines, 
arsenals,” etc., and over these the authority “to exercise exclusive legislation” has been expressly 
granted by the Constitution to Congress. It is not believed that any attempt will be made to expel the 
United States from this property by force; but if in this I should prove to be mistaken, the officer in 
command of the forts has received orders to act strictly on the defensive. In such a contingency the 
responsibility for consequences would rightfully rest upon the heads of the assailants.  
 
Apart from the execution of the laws, so far as this may be practicable, the Executive has no authority to 
decide what shall be the relations between the Federal Government and South Carolina. He has been 
invested with no such discretion. . . It is therefore my duty to submit to Congress the whole question in 
all its beatings. The course of events is so rapidly hastening forward that the emergency may soon arise 
when you may be called upon to decide the momentous question whether you possess the power by 
force of arms to compel a State to remain in the Union. I should feel myself recreant to my duty were I 
not to express an opinion on this important subject.  
 
The question fairly stated is, Has the Constitution delegated to Congress the power to coerce a State into 
submission which is attempting to withdraw or has actually withdrawn from the Confederacy? If 
answered in the affirmative, it must be on the principle that the power has been conferred upon Congress 
to declare and to make war against a State. After much serious reflection I have arrived at the conclusion 
that no such power has been delegated to Congress or to any other department of the Federal 
Government. It is manifest upon an inspection of the Constitution that this is not among the specific and 
enumerated powers granted to Congress, and it is equally apparent that its exercise is not “necessary and 
proper for carrying into execution” any one of these powers. So far from this power having been 
delegated to Congress, it was expressly refused by the Convention which framed the Constitution.  
. . . 
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Without descending to particulars, it may be safely asserted that the power to make war against a State is 
at variance with the whole spirit and intent of the Constitution. Suppose such a war should result in the 
conquest of a State; how are we to govern it afterwards? Shall we hold it as a province and govern it by 
despotic power? In the nature of things, we could not by physical force control the will of the people and 
compel them to elect Senators and Representatives to Congress and to perform all the other duties 
depending upon their own volition and required from the free citizens of a free State as a constituent 
member of the Confederacy.  
 
But if we possessed this power, would it be wise to exercise it under existing circumstances? The object 
would doubtless be to preserve the Union. War would not only present the most effectual means of 
destroying it, but would vanish all hope of its peaceable reconstruction. Besides, in the fraternal conflict 
a vast amount of blood and treasure would be expended, rendering future reconciliation between the 
States impossible. In the meantime, who can foretell what would be the sufferings and privations of the 
people during its existence?  
 
The fact is that our Union rests upon public opinion, and can never be cemented by the blood of its 
citizens shed in civil war. If it can not live in the affections of the people, it must one day perish. 
Congress possesses many means of preserving it by conciliation, but the sword was not placed in their 
hand to preserve it by force.  
. . . 
 
By such a dread catastrophe the hopes of the friends of freedom throughout the world would be 
destroyed, and a long night of leaden despotism would enshroud the nations. Our example for more than 
eighty years would not only be lost, but it would be quoted as a conclusive proof that man is unfit for 
self-government.  
. . . 
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Extending the Lesson  

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
No “Power to Make War Against a State”: What the Exiting President Advised Regarding 
Secession. 
 
Directions: After reading James Buchanan’s “State of the Union Address” (December 3, 1860), answer 
the following questions in the space provided. 
 

Questions Answers 

What did President James 
Buchanan think was the primary 
cause of the civil unrest after the 
November 1860 presidential 
election? 

 

Did Buchanan think secession 
was a legitimate state action? 
Explain? 

 

Did Buchanan think the president 
had any authority to prevent the 
secession of states from the 
Union? Explain. 

 

How did Buchanan’s view of 
secession and executive 
authority differ from Lincoln’s? In 
what ways did they agree? 
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Extending the Lesson  

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
“A Government, not a League”: What Andrew Jackson Taught Abraham Lincoln about the 
American Union. 
 
Historical Background: President Andrew Jackson delivered this speech on nullification in response to 
South Carolina’s “Ordinance of Nullification” (November 24, 1832). South Carolina claimed that 
several federal tariffs favored domestic manufactures and did not benefit all sections of the nation. The 
State therefore claimed the right (1) to declare “null, void, and no law” these tariffs and any acts of 
Congress she deemed unconstitutional and, if necessary, (b) “to organize a separate government, and 
do all other acts and things which sovereign and independent States may of right do,” i.e., secede. 
 
From Andrew Jackson, “Proclamation Regarding Nullification” (December 10, 1832): 
http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/presiden/proclamations/jack01.htm 
 
The Constitution of the United States, then, forms a government, not a league, and whether it be formed 
by compact between the States, or in any other manner, its character is the same. It is a government in 
which all the people are represented, which operates directly on the people individually, not upon the 
States; they retained all the power they did not grant. But each State having expressly parted with so 
many powers as to constitute jointly with the other States a single nation, cannot from that period 
possess any right to secede, because such secession does not break a league, but destroys the unity of a 
nation, and any injury to that unity is not only a breach which would result from the contravention of a 
compact, but it is an offense against the whole Union. To say that any State may at pleasure secede from 
the Union, is to say that the United States are not a nation because it would be a solecism [or illogical 
statement] to contend that any part of a nation might dissolve its connection with the other parts, to their 
injury or ruin, without committing any offense. Secession, like any other revolutionary act, may be 
morally justified by the extremity of oppression; but to call it a constitutional right, is confounding the 
meaning of terms, and can only be done through gross error, or to deceive those who are willing to 
assert a right, but would pause before they made a revolution, or incur the penalties consequent upon a 
failure. 
 
Because the Union was formed by compact, it is said the parties to that compact may, when they feel 
themselves aggrieved, depart from it; but it is precisely because it is a compact that they cannot. A 
compact is an agreement or binding obligation. It may by its terms have a sanction or penalty for its 
breach, or it may not. . . . A league between independent nations, generally, has no sanction other than a 
moral one; or if it should contain a penalty, as there is no common superior, it cannot be enforced. A 
government, on the contrary, always has a sanction, express or implied; and, in our case, it is both 
necessarily implied and expressly given. An attempt by force of arms to destroy a government is an 
offense, by whatever means the constitutional compact may have been formed; and such government 
has the right, by the law of self-defense, to pass acts for punishing the offender . . . 
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The States severally have not retained their entire sovereignty. It has been shown that in becoming parts 
of a nation, not members of a league, they surrendered many of their essential parts of sovereignty. The 
right to make treaties, declare war, levy taxes, exercise exclusive judicial and legislative powers, were 
all functions of sovereign power. The States, then, for all these important purposes, were no longer 
sovereign. The allegiance of their citizens was transferred in the first instance to the government of the 
United States; they became American citizens, and owed obedience to the Constitution of the United 
States, and to laws made in conformity with the powers vested in Congress. This last position has not 
been, and cannot be, denied. How then, can that State be said to be sovereign and independent whose 
citizens owe obedience to laws not made by it, and whose magistrates are sworn to disregard those laws, 
when they come in conflict with those passed by another? . . . The unity of our political character (as has 
been shown for another purpose) commenced with its very existence. Under the royal government we 
had no separate character; our opposition to its oppression began as UNITED COLONIES. We were the 
UNITED STATES under the Confederation, and the name was perpetuated and the Union rendered 
more perfect by the federal Constitution. In none of these stages did we consider ourselves in any other 
light than as forming one nation. Treaties and alliances were made in the name of all. Troops were raised 
for the joint defense. How, then, with all these proofs, that under all changes of our position we had, for 
designated purposes and with defined powers, created national governments—how is it that the most 
perfect of these several modes of union should now be considered as a mere league that may be 
dissolved at pleasure? It is from an abuse of terms. Compact is used as synonymous with league, 
although the true term is not employed, because it would at once show the fallacy of the reasoning. . . . 
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Extending the Lesson   

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
“A Government, not a League”: What Andrew Jackson Taught Abraham Lincoln about the 
American Union. 
 
Directions: After reading Andrew Jackson’s “Proclamation Regarding Nullification” (1832), answer the 
following questions in the space provided. 
 

Questions Answers 

What reasons does Jackson give 
for not believing a state 
possesses the authority to resist 
federal laws according to that 
state's own assessment? 

 

Why does Jackson admit that 
secession may be a 
“revolutionary act” but not a 
“constitutional right”? 

 

What does Jackson say is the 
difference between a 
government and a league? Can 
you think of a present-day 
example of a league? 

 

What “essential parts of 
sovereignty” does Jackson argue 
that South Carolina, along with 
the rest of the states of the 
American union, surrender to the 
federal government? 
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Extending the Lesson  

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
Did the Constitution of the Confederate States of America Improve upon the U.S. Constitution?  
The Confederate Vice President Weighs In! 
 
From Alexander H. Stephens, “The Cornerstone Address” (March 21, 1861): 
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=76 
 
. . . 
 
I was remarking that we are passing through one of the greatest revolutions in the annals of the world. 
Seven States have within the last three months thrown off an old government and formed a new. This 
revolution has been signally marked, up to this time, by the fact of its having been accomplished without 
the loss of a single drop of blood.  
 
This new constitution. or form of government, constitutes the subject to which your attention will be 
partly invited. In reference to it, I make this first general remark: it amply secures all our ancient rights, 
franchises, and liberties. . . . All the essentials of the old constitution, which have endeared it to the 
hearts of the American people, have been preserved and perpetuated. Some changes have been made. 
Some of these I should have preferred not to have seen made; but other important changes do meet my 
cordial approbation. They form great improvements upon the old constitution. So, taking the whole new 
constitution, I have no hesitancy in giving it as my judgment that it is decidedly better than the old.  
 
Allow me briefly to allude to some of these improvements. The question of building up class interests, 
or fostering one branch of industry to the prejudice of another under the exercise of the revenue power, 
which gave us so much trouble under the old constitution, is put at rest forever under the new. We allow 
the imposition of no duty with a view of giving advantage to one class of persons, in any trade or 
business, over those of another. All, under our system, stand upon the same broad principles of perfect 
equality. Honest labor and enterprise are left free and unrestricted in whatever pursuit they may be 
engaged. This old thorn of the tariff, which was the cause of so much irritation in the old body politic, is 
removed forever from the new.  
 
Again, the subject of internal improvements, under the power of Congress to regulate commerce, is put 
at rest under our system. The power, claimed by construction under the old constitution, was at least a 
doubtful one; it rested solely upon construction. We of the South, generally apart from considerations of 
constitutional principles, opposed its exercise upon grounds of its inexpediency and injustice. 
Notwithstanding this opposition, millions of money, from the common treasury had been drawn for such 
purposes. Our opposition sprang from no hostility to commerce, or to all necessary aids for facilitating 
it. With us it was simply a question upon whom the burden should fall. In Georgia, for instance, we have 
done as much for the cause of internal improvements as any other portion of the country, according to 
population and means. We have stretched out lines of railroads from the seaboard to the mountains; dug 
down the hills, and filled up the valleys at a cost of not less than $25,000,000. All this was done to open 
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an outlet for our products of the interior, and those to the west of us, to reach the marts of the world. No 
State was in greater need of such facilities than Georgia, but we did not ask that these works should be 
made by appropriations out of the common treasury. The cost of the grading, the superstructure, and the 
equipment of our roads was borne by those who had entered into the enterprise. . . . The true principle is 
to subject the commerce of every locality, to whatever burdens may be necessary to facilitate it. . . . This 
is again the broad principle of perfect equality and justice, and it is especially set forth and established in 
our new constitution.  
. . . 
 
But not to be tedious in enumerating the numerous changes for the better, allow me to allude to one 
other —though last, not least. The new constitution has put at rest, forever, all the agitating questions 
relating to our peculiar institution—African slavery as it exists amongst us—the proper status of the 
negro in our form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present 
revolution. Jefferson in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the “rock upon which the old Union would 
split.” He was right. What was conjecture with him, is now a realized fact. But whether he fully 
comprehended the great truth upon which that rock stood and stands, may be doubted. The prevailing 
ideas entertained by him and most of the leading statesmen at the time of the formation of the old 
constitution, were that the enslavement of the African was in violation of the laws of nature; that it was 
wrong in principle, socially, morally, and politically. It was an evil they knew not well how to deal with, 
but the general opinion of the men of that day was that, somehow or other in the order of Providence, the 
institution would be evanescent and pass away. This idea, though not incorporated in the constitution, 
was the prevailing idea at that time. The constitution, it is true, secured every essential guarantee to the 
institution while it should last, and hence no argument can be justly urged against the constitutional 
guarantees thus secured, because of the common sentiment of the day. Those ideas, however, were 
fundamentally wrong. They rested upon the assumption of the equality of 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.”  
 
Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its corner-stone 
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. This, our new government, is the first, in the history 
of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth. This truth has been slow in 
the process of its development, like all other truths in the various departments of science. It has been so 
even amongst us. Many who hear me, perhaps, can recollect well, that this truth was not generally 
admitted, even within their day. The errors of the past generation still clung to many as late as twenty 
years ago. Those at the North, who still cling to these errors, with a zeal above knowledge, we justly 
denominate fanatics. All fanaticism springs from an aberration of the mind—from a defect in reasoning. 
It is a species of insanity. One of the most striking characteristics of insanity, in many instances, is 
forming correct conclusions from fancied or erroneous premises; so with the anti-slavery fanatics. Their 
conclusions are right if their premises were. They assume that the negro is equal, and hence conclude 
that he is entitled to equal privileges and rights with the white man. If their premises were correct, their 
conclusions would be logical and just—but their premise being wrong, their whole argument fails. I 
recollect once of having heard a gentleman from one of the northern States, of great power and ability, 
announce in the House of Representatives, with imposing effect, that we of the South would be 
compelled, ultimately, to yield upon this subject of slavery, that it was as impossible to war successfully 
against a principle in politics, as it was in physics or mechanics. That the principle would ultimately 
prevail. That we, in maintaining slavery as it exists with us, were warring against a principle, a principle 
founded in nature, the principle of the equality of men. The reply I made to him was, that upon his own 
grounds, we should, ultimately, succeed, and that he and his associates, in this crusade against our 
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institutions, would ultimately fail. The truth announced, that it was as impossible to war successfully 
against a principle in politics as it was in physics and mechanics, I admitted; but told him that it was he, 
and those acting with him, who were warring against a principle. They were attempting to make things 
equal which the Creator had made unequal.  
. . . 
 
As I have stated, the truth of this principle may be slow in development, as all truths are and ever have 
been, in the various branches of science. It was so with the principles announced by Galileo—it was so 
with Adam Smith and his principles of political economy. It was so with Harvey, and his theory of the 
circulation of the blood. It is stated that not a single one of the medical profession, living at the time of 
the announcement of the truths made by him, admitted them. Now, they are universally acknowledged. 
May we not, therefore, look with confidence to the ultimate universal acknowledgment of the truths 
upon which our system rests? It is the first government ever instituted upon the principles in strict 
conformity to nature, and the ordination of Providence, in furnishing the materials of human society. 
Many governments have been founded upon the principle of the subordination and serfdom of certain 
classes of the same race; such were and are in violation of the laws of nature. Our system commits no 
such violation of nature’s laws. With us, all of the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are 
equal in the eye of the law. Not so with the negro. Subordination is his place. He, by nature, or by the 
curse against Canaan, is fitted for that condition which he occupies in our system. The architect, in the 
construction of buildings, lays the foundation with the proper material-the granite; then comes the brick 
or the marble. The substratum of our society is made of the material fitted by nature for it, and by 
experience we know that it is best, not only for the superior, but for the inferior race, that it should be so. 
It is, indeed, in conformity with the ordinance of the Creator. It is not for us to inquire into the wisdom 
of His ordinances, or to question them. For His own purposes, He has made one race to differ from 
another, as He has made “one star to differ from another star in glory.” The great objects of humanity 
are best attained when there is conformity to His laws and decrees, in the formation of governments as 
well as in all things else. Our confederacy is founded upon principles in strict conformity with these 
laws. This stone which was rejected by the first builders “is become the chief of the corner”—the real 
“corner-stone”—in our new edifice. I have been asked, what of the future? It has been apprehended by 
some that we would have arrayed against us the civilized world. I care not who or how many they may 
be against us, when we stand upon the eternal principles of truth, if we are true to ourselves and the 
principles for which we contend, we are obliged to, and must triumph.  
 
. . . 
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Extending the Lesson  

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
Did the Constitution of the Confederate States of America Improve upon the U.S. Constitution?  
The Confederate Vice President Weighs In! 
 
Directions: After reading Alexander H. Stephens’s “Cornerstone Speech” (March 21, 1861), answer the 
following questions in the space provided. 
 

Questions Answers 

In what ways does Confederate 
Vice President Alexander 
Stephens consider the new 
constitution for the Confederate 
States of America an 
improvement upon the U.S. 
Constitution? 

 

What does Stephens think of 
Thomas Jefferson’s—and the 
rest of the American Founders’—
view of slavery? 

 

What does Stephens call the 
“cornerstone” of the Confederate 
States of America, and why is it 
so important to the formation of 
the Confederate Constitution? 
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