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Yet, think of the “Maine liquor law” as we may,—and we would
ral

here neither advocate nor condemn it,—we must admire the mo
energy and self-denial of a free people, which would rather renounce
an enjoyment in itself lawful. than see it drive thousands of weak
persons to bodily and spiritual ruin.
To those, who see in America only the land of unbridled radical-
ism and of the wildest fanaticism for freedom, I take the liberty to
put the modest question: In what European state would the govern-
ment have the courage to enactsucha prohibition of the trafficin all

intoxicating drinks, and the people the self-denial to submit to it?

Questions

.. How does Schaff believe Christianity influences American

understandings of freedom?

». Why does Schaff have reservations about the “Maine law” prohibiting

the manufacture and sale of liquor?

73. Opening Editorial of The Liberator (1831)

Source: The Liberator, January 1, 1831.

earance on January I, 1831, of William Lloyd Garrison’s weekly

The app
t in the crusade against

newspaper, The Liberator, marked a turning poin

slavery. Garrison became the most prominent spokesman for a new genera-

tion of reformers who rejected the traditional approach of gradual e
pation and demanded immediate abolition. Also unlike their predecessors,

they directed explosive language against slavery and slaveholders and In-
sisted that blacks, once free, should be incorporated as equal citizens of the

republic rather than being deported.

Garrison was among the first to appreciate the key role of public op
Jltrating the existing

1nion

-1 2 mass democracy. He focused his etforts not on In’

An Age of Reform, 1820-1840 245

political parties (he opposed voting, since the Constitution protected sl
ery) but on awakening the nation to the moral evil of slavery Persuade; )
t?lat northern sentiment about slavery was as much of an obs'tacle to aboli
tion as southern, Garrison used deliberately provocative language, cal |
lated to seize public attention. “I will be as harsh as truth,” Garriioll -
announced, “and as uncompromising as justice.” |

DURING MY I?ECENT tour for the purpose of exciting the minds of the peo-
p.le. by a series of discourses on the subject of slavery, every place that I
t{lSlted gave fresh evidence of the fact, that a greater revolution in pub-
lic sentiment was to be effected in the free states—and particularly in
ltleiw-EngZand—_than at the south. I found contempt more bitter, o ! 0-
sition more active, detraction more relentless, prejudice mor; sl;ib-
born, and apathy more frozen, than among slave owners themselves
Of course, there were individual exceptions to the contrary. This state;
: of things afflicted, but did not dishearten me. I determine;ﬁl at eve
| h-azard, to litt up the standard of emancipation in the eyes r;f the nlz
| | tion, .within sight of Bunker Hill and in the birth place of liberty. That stan-
dar.d 1s now unfurled; and long may it float, unhurt by the spoliations
i of time or the missiles of a desperate foe—yea, till every chain be bro-
:; ken, and every bondman set free! Let southern oppressors tremble—
| let their secret abettors tremble—Ilet their northern apologist
tremble—Ilet all the enemies of the persecuted blacks tremblep -
9 [ deem the publication of my original Prospectus unnece;sar as
B 'has obtained a wide circulation. The principles therein inculczi d
‘ will be steadily pursued in this paper, excepting that I shall not arre
{ myself as the political partisan of any man. In defending the gre?’z
:Ialzszfoafl il;l;’?;zl:ghts, I'wish to derive the assistance of all religions
Assen’Fing to the “selt-evident truth” maintained in the American
Declaration of Independence, “that all men are created equal, and en-

‘u l’




246 Voices of Freedom

246 Verees o PR

which are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” I shall strenu-
ously contend for the : mmediate enfranchisement of our slave popu-
lation. In Park-street Church, on the Fourth of July, 1829, in an
2ddress on slavery, I unreflectingly assented to the popular but per-
nicious doctrine of gradual abolition. I seize this opportunity to
nake a full and unequivocal recantation, and thus publicly to ask
pardon of my God, of my country, and of my brethren the poor
slaves. for having uttered a sentiment SO full of timidity, injustice
and absurdity. A similar recantation, from my pen, was published in
the Genius of Universal Emancipation at Baltimore, in September,
1829. My conscience 1S NOW satisfied.

[ am aware, that many object to the severity of my language; butis
there not cause for severity? I will beas harsh as truth, and as uncom-
promising as justice. On this subject, I do not wish to think, or speak,
or write, with moderation. No! no! Tell a man whose house is on fire,

to give a moderate alarm; tell him to moderately rescue his wife from
the hands of the ravisher; tell the mother to oradually extricate her
babe from the fire into which it has fallen;—but urge me not to use
moderation in a cause like the present. 1 am in earnest—I will not
equivocate—I will not excuse—I will not retreat a single inch—AND
I wiLL BE HEARD. The apathy of the people is enough to make every
statue leap from its pedestal, nd to hasten the resurrection of the
dead.

It is pretended, that I am retarding the cause ot emancipation by
the coarseness of my invective, and the precipitancy of my mea-
sures. The charge is not true. On this question my intluence,—
humble as it is,—is felt at this moment to a considerable extent, and
shall be felt in coming years—not perniciously, but beneficially—
not as a curse, but as a blessing; and posterity will bear testimony
that I was right. I desire to thank God. that he enables me to disre-
gard “the fear of man which bringeth a snare,” and to '
truth in its simplicity and power. And here I close with this fresh

gledication:
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Oppression! I have seen thee, face to face,

And met thy cruel eye and cloudy brow;

But thy soul-withering glance I fear not now—
For dread to prouder feelings doth give place
Of deep abhorrence! Scorning the disgrace

Of slavish knees that at thy footstool bow,

I also kneel—but with far other vow

Do hail thee and thy hord of hirelings base:—

[ swear, while life-blood warms my throbbing veins,
Still to oppose and thwart, with heart and hand,
Thy brutalising sway—till Afric’s chains

Are burst, and Freedom rules the rescued land,—

Trampling Oppression and his iron rod:

Such is the vow I take—so0 HELP ME GoOD!

Questions

1. Why does Garrison believe that the North is in greater need of a

revolution in public sentiment” regarding slavery than the South?

2. How does Garrison justify the “severity” of his language?

: 74. Frederick Douglass on the Fourth of July
(1852)

~ Source: Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York

1855), pp. 441—45.

| The greatest oration on American slavery and American freedom was deliv-

' ered in Rochester in 1852 by Frederick Douglass. Speaking just after the an-
- nual Independence Day celebration, Douglass posed the question, “What

to the Slave, 1s the Fourth of July?” He answered that July Fourth festivities
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of a nation that proclaimed its belief in liberty yet
» than any other

revealed the hypocrisy
daily committed “practices more shocking and bloody

country on earth. Like other Jbolitionists, however, Douglass also laid
claim to the founders’ legacy. The Revolution had proclaimed “the great
principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied In [the] Dec-
laration of Independence,” from which subsequent generations had tragl-

cally strayed. Only by abolishing slavery and freeing the ideals of the

Declaration from the bounds of race could the United States, he believe d,

recapture its original mission.

FELLOW-CITIZENS, PARDON I, 1llow me to ask, why am I called
upon to speak here to-day? What have 1, or those I represent, to do

with your national independence? Are the great principles of politi-

cal freedom and of natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of

Independence, extended to us? and am I, therefore, called upon to
bring our humble offering to the national altar, and to confess the
benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting

from your independence to us?
Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative

~nswer could be truthfully returned to these questions! Then would
my task be light, and my burden easy and delightful. For who1s there
so cold. that a nation’s sympathy could not warm him? Who so ob-
Jurate and dead to the claims of gratitude, that would not thankfully
acknowledge such priceless benefits? Who so stolid and selfish, that
would not give his voice to swell the hallelujahs of a nation’s jubilee,
when the chains of servitude had been torn from his limbs? I am not
that man. In a case like that, the dumb might eloquently speak, and

the “lame man leap as an hart.”
But, such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of the
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liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is
shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life and healiing
to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth [of] July is
your.s, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fet-
ter:s into the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him
t(? ]oin' you 1n joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrile-
gious 1rony. Do you mean, citizens, to mock me, by asking me to
speak to-day? If so, there is a parallel to your conduct. And let me
w.a_m you that it 1s dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose
crimes, towering up to heaven, were thrown down by the breath of
the Almighty, burying that nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can to-day
take up the plaintive lament of a peeled and woesmitten people!
Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the
mournful wail of millions whose chains, heavy and grievous yestef—
day, are, today, rendered more intolerable by the jubilee shouts that
Teach them. If I do forget, 1f I do not faithfully remember those bleed-
n?g children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her cun-
ning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” To forget
them, to pass lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the
popular theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking
-and would make me a reproach before God and the world. My subj
ject, then fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this day
i-md 1ts popular characteristics, from the slave’s point of Vi;W. St.:;mc::'lj
ing, there, identified with the American bondman, making his
wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to declare, with all my soul, that the
character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to me
than on this 4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the
past, or to the professions of the present, the conduct of the nation
seems equally hideous and revolting. America is false to the past
false to the present, and solemnly binds herself to be false to the ’fui

disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of this olorl-
ous anniversary! Your high independence only reveals the 1mmea-

ble distance between us. The blessings 1n which you, this day, |
joyed In common. The rich inheritance of justice, - name of liberty which is fettered, in the name of the constitution

ture. Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this

—_— occasion, I will, in the name of humanity which is outraged, in the

rejoice, are not en
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which are disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call
an command,

and the Bible,
] estion and to denounce, with all the emphasislc

to perpetuate slavery—the great sin and
quivocate; 1 will not excuse”; [ will use
d yet not one word shall es-

everything that serves
<hame of America! “I'willnote

the severest lang ' ;
cape me that any man, whose judgement 1s not

or who is not at hearta slaveholder, shall not co

nfess to be right and

just.
For the present, it is e

negro race. Is 1t not astonishing that,
ing and reaping, using .11 kinds of mechanical tools, erecting houses,

constructing bridges, building ships, working 1n metals of brass,
iron, copper, silver and o0ld; that, while we are reading, writing and
cyphering, acting as clerks, merchants and secretaries, having among
us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, Juthors, editors, orators and
teachers; that, while we are engaged in all manner of enterprises

common to other men, digging gold in California, capturing the

whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep .nd cattle on the hillside, living,
families as husbands,

moving, acting, thinking, planning, living 1n
wives and children, and, above all, confessing and worshipping the
Christian’s God, and looking hopefully for life and immortality be-

yond the grave, we arc called upon to prove that we are men!

Would you have me arguc that man is entitled to liberty? that he
is the rightful owner of his Own body? You have already declared 1t.
Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a question for Re-
publicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and argumentation,
15 a matter beset with great difficulty, involving a doubtful applica-
tion of the principle of justice, hard to be understood? How should I
look to-day, in the presence of Americans, dividing, and subdividing

1 discourse, to show that men have a natural right to freedom?
speaking of 1t relatively, and positively, ne gatively, and affirmatively.
To do so, would be to make myself ridiculous, and to offer an insult

our understanding. There 1s not a man beneath the canopy of
wrong for him.

nough to affirm the equal manhood of the
while we are ploughing, plant-

to y
heaven, that does not know that slavery 18
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What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob
them of their liberty, to work them without wages, to kee tflem '
nci)rant of their relations to their fellow men, to, beat tiem wl‘i
sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with 11'0111
F? hunt them with dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder their fa ;
ilies, to knock out their teeth, to burn their flesh, to starve them i T
obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a :L O
tem thus marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is wmz S;
No! I will not. I have better employments for my time amzl str 9}]1
than such arguments would imply:. e

What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not divine;
that God did not establish it; that our doctors of divinity are mie’
taken? There 1s blasphemy in the thought. That which is gnhuma .
cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a proposition? The thi
can, may; I cannot. The time for such argument is past. '

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, i
needed. O! had I the ability, and could I reach the nation’s ea; i
would, to-day, pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blastin r
proach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is no‘z light thgat 'e_
needed, but fire; 1t is not the gentle shower, but thunder. Wf need tl‘js
storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The feeling of the nati e
must 1.36. quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; t?llel
propriety of the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the naici
must be exposed; and its crimes against God and man must b o
claimed and denounced. ' o

What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a da
jchat. reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the 1:055 iny
justice and cruelty to which he 1s the constant victim. jTo higm 0 _
celebration 1s a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy 1icensej zozi

~ national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are
- empty and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted im-

pudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your
prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your

religious parade, and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud
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deception, impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes
which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on
the earth guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the
people of these United States, at this very hour.

Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the
monarchies and despotisms of the old world, travel through South
America. search out every abuse, and when you have found the last,
lay your facts by the side of the everyday practices of this nation, and
you will say with me, that, for revolting barbarity and shameless
hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival.

Questions

r. What does Douglass hope to accomplish by accusing white Americans of

injustice and hypocrisy?

, What evidence does Douglass present to disprove the idea of black

inferiority?




79. Henry David Thoreau, "Resistance to Civil
overnment” (1849)

Source: Henry David Thoreau, “Resistance to Civil Government,” in
Aesthetic Papers (Boston, 1849), pp. 189—200.

The Mexican-American War of 1846—1848 was the first American conflict
to be fought primarily on foreign soil and the first in which American
troops occupied a foreign capital. It resulted in the absorption by the
United States of about one third of the territory of Mexico—the present-day
states of Arizona, California, New Mexico, Nevada, and Utah. The war
~ pushed to the center of political debate the question of whether slavery
- should be allowed to expand into this vast new territory.

Inspired by the expansionist fervor of manifest destiny, a majority of
Americans supported the war. But a significant minority in the North
feared that, far from expanding the “empire of liberty,” the real aim of the
~ administration of James K. Polk was to acquire new land for the expansion
- of slavery. In Massachusetts, Henry David Thoreau was jailed in 1846 for re-
- fusing to pay taxes as a protest against the war. Defending his action,

" Thoreau wrote the essay, “On Civil Disobedience.” The essay would inspire
~ such later advocates of nonviolent resistance to unjust laws as Martin
Luther King Jr.

W

- I HEARTILY ACCEPT the motto,—“That government is best which
governs least,” and I should like to see it acted up to more rapidly and
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systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which also I
believe —“That government is best which governs not at all,” and
when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of government
which they will have. Government is at best but an expedient; but
most governments are usually, and all governments are sometimes,
inexpedient. The objections which have been brought against a
standing army, and they are many and weighty, and deserve to pre-
vail, may also at last be brought against a standing government. The
standing army is only an arm of the standing government. The gov-
ernment itself, which is only the mode which the people have cho-
sen to execute their will, is equally liable to be abused and perverted
before the people can act through it. Witness the present Mexican
war, the work of comparatively a few individuals using the standing
government as their tool; for, in the outset, the people would not
have consented to this measure. '

This American government,—what is it but a tradition, though a
recent one, endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity,
but each instant losing some of its integrity? It has not the vitality
and force of a single living man; for a single man can bend it to his
will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people themselves; and, if ever
they should use it in earnest as a real one against each other, it will
surely split. But it is not the less necessary for this; for the people
must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to
satisfy that idea of government which they have. Governments show
thus how successfully men can be imposed on, even impose on
themselves, for their own advantage. It is excellent, we must all al-
low; yet this government never of itself furthered any enterprise, but
by the alacrity with which 1t got out of its way. It does not keep the
country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate. The char-
Jcter inherent in the American people has done all that has been
accomplished; and it would have done somewhat more, if the gov-
ernment had not sometimes got in its way. For government 1s an ex-
pedient by which men would fain succeed in letting one another
alone: and, as has been said, when 1t 1S most expedient, the governed
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are most let alone by it. Trade and commerce, if they were not made
of India rubber, would never manage to bounce over the obstacles
which legislators are continually putting in their way; and, if one
were to judge these men wholly by the effects of their actions, and
not partly by their intentions, they would deserve to be classed and
punished with those mischievous persons who put obstructions on
the railroads.

But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call
themselves no-government men, I ask for, not at once no govern-
ment, but at once a better government. Let every man make known
what kind of government would command his respect, and that will
be one step toward obtaining it.

After all, the practical reason why, when the power 1s once in the
hands of the people, a majority are permitted, and for a long period
continue, to rule, is not because they are most likely to be in the
right, nor because this seems fairest to the minority, but because
they are physically the strongest. But a government in which the ma-
jority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice, even as far as men
understand it. Can there not be a government in which majorities do
not virtually decide right and wrong, but conscience?—in which
majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of expedi-
ency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least
degree, resign his conscience to the legislator? Why has every man a
conscience, then? I think that we should be men first, and subjects
afterward. It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so
much as for the right. The only obligation which I have a right to as-
sume, is to do at any time what I think right. It is truly enough said,
that a corporation has no conscience; but a corporation of conscien-
tious men is a corporation with a conscience. Law never made men a
whit more just; and, by means of their respect for it, even the well-
disposed are daily made the agents of injustice. A common and natu-
ral result of an undue respect for law is, that you may see a file of
soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys and
all, marching in admirable order over hill and dale to the wars,
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e, against their common sense and consciences,

against their wills, ay
which makes it very steep marching indeed, and producing palpita-

tion of the heart...

Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we en-
deavor to amend them, and obey them until we have succeeded, or
shall we transgress them at once? Men oenerally, under such a gov-
srnment as this, think that they ought to wait until they have per-
suaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if they should
resist. the remedy would be worse than the evil. But it is the fault of
the government itself that the remedy is worse than the evil. It makes
it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate and provide for reform?
Why does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does it cry and resist

before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage 1ts citizens to be on the
an it would have them?

alert to point out its faults, and do better th
Why does it always crucify Christ, and excommunicate Copernicus

.nd Luther, and pronounce Washington and Franklin rebels?

One would think, that a deliberate and practical denial of its au-
thority was the only offence never contemplated by government;
else, why has it not assigned 1ts definite, its suitable and proportion-
ate penalty? If a man who has no property refuses but once to €arm
nine shillings for the State, he is putin prison for a period unlimited
by any law that I know, nd determined only by the discretion of
those who placed him there; but if I should steal ninety times nine
shillings from the State, he 1s soon permitted to go at large again.

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of
government, Jet it go, let 1t go: perchance 1t will wear smooth,—
certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or a
pulley, or a rope, 01 a crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps you
may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil;
but if it is of such a nature that it requires you 1o be the agent of in-
justice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter
friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate,

that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn...
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Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place
for a just man is also a prison. The proper place to-day, the only place
which Massachusetts has provided for her freer and less desponding
spirits, is in her prisons, to be put out and locked out of the State by

her own act, as they have already put themselves out by their princi-
ples. It is there that the fugitive slave, and the Mexican prisoner on
parole, and the Indian come to plead the wrongs of his race, should

find them; on that separate, but more free and honorable ground,

where the State places those who are not with her but against her,—

the only house in a slave-state in which a free man can abide with
honor. If any think that their influence would be lost there, and their
voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, that they would not be as
an enemy within its walls, they do not know by how much truth 1s

stronger than error.

Questions

1. What does Thoreau see as the relationship between government and

}

freedom?

2. How does he justify an individual deciding to break the law?

80. George Henry Evans, "Freedom of the Soil”
(1344)

Source: Working Man’s Advocate (New York, June 1, 1844).

The economic depression that lasted from 1837 into the early 1840s in-

spired a rash of plans to improve the conditions of American workers. One

idea, popularized by George Henry Evans, was land reform. An immigrant
~ from England who in 1829 became the editor of The Working Man’s
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Advocate, a pro-labor newspaper published in New York City, Evans argued
that the monopolization of land by large owners was destroying ordinary
citizens’ prospects for economic independence. Appealing to the traditional
equation of landownership with economic freedom, Evans pointed to ac-
cess to western land as a way of combating unemployment and low wages
‘1 the Fast and the only alternative to permanent economic dependence for
American workers. Evans’s plan for the government to provide free land in
the West to settlers would be enacted into law in the Homestead Act of

1862.

WU

AFTER THE REVOLUTION,which placed a vast increase of power In
the hands of the people in this country, the masses thought, and
thought truly, that they had the means of establishing the best gov-
ernment that the world ever saw. They made their first essay, they
completed their machine, and its workings were so far super1or to
the operations of the old monarchial machinery, that they thought
their machine had attained perfection, and they began to grow vain
of the applause of the great and good throughout the world. Land
was cheap and easily accessible, and every thing went on prosper-
ously for a time....Yet... although national improvements pro-
oressed rapidly, nd national wealth increased, yet the condition of
d! The rich were growing richer and
the poor poorer! The non-producer was getting more and the producer
less of the fruits of industry! How was this?... A simple remedy 1S
now discovered, and one that will go far toward perfecting this ma-
chine of self government. The great defect, which has hitherto en-
Jbled a few to live sumptuously without labor on the labor of the
many . ..1s NOW discovered to be the Monopoly of the Sk
It is urged by the aristocracy in England, as an argument against
universal suffrage, that we have made no use of it to ameliorate our
condition, and that we still tolerate slavery.... Monarchy, to use a
comprehensive phrase of a black writer, “stole the black man from
his land, and his land from the red man.” and then he apportioned
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the stolen bodies and the stolen land among a few of his own color to
whom he made the remainder of the whites as dependent for the
F{leans of existence as were the blacks themselves. And now, because
in seventy years Democracy has not freed itself from the gigantic,
complicated trifold scheme of plunder entailed upon her, she is to be
taunted as though the original sin was hers! We hurl back the charge
in old Monarchy’s teeth, and tell him that infant Democracy 1s now
perfecting a plan that will not only restore their rights to the blacks

the Indians, and the landless whites of this continent, but will con—’
tribute essentially, we trust, to the liberation of universal man; for all
’;hisdgood will result from a restoration of the Equal right to the

and. ...

Evidently, it seems to us, it is the first duty of Democracy to decree
the freedom of the soil.

Questions

1. How does Evans try to explain the existence of economic inequality in a
country of political democracy?

2. Does Evans appear to be a critic of slavery as well as land monopoly?

| Willictm Henry Seward, “The Irrepressible
onflict” (1858)

Source: The Irrepressible Conflict: A Speech by William H. Seward

Delivered at Rochester, Monday, Oct. 25, 1858 (New York, 1858), pp. 1—-6.

- Asthe controversy over the expansion of slavery intensified during the
| 1850s, a new political party, the Republican, rose to dominance in the
~ North. The party’s appeal rested on the idea of “free labor.” Republicans glo-

rified the North as the home of progress, opportunity, and freedom.
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One of the most powerful statements of the Republican outlook was de-
livered in 1858 by William H. Seward, a senator from New York. Seward de-
scribed the nation’s division into free and slave societies as an “Irrepressible
conflict” between two fundamentally different social systems. Although Se-
ward condemned slavery as immoral, his essential argument had to do with
economic development and national unity. The market revolution, he ar-
oued, was drawing the entire nation closer together in a web of transporta-
-:on and commerce, thus heightening the tension between fre edom and
slavery. The United States, he predicted, “must and will, sooner or later, be-
come either entirely a slaveholding nation, or entirely a free-labor nation.”

OUR COUNTRY IS a theater, which exhibits, in full operation, two

radically different political systems; the one resting on the basis ot
servile or slave labor, the other on the basis of voluntary Jabor of
freemen.

The laborers who are enslaved are all Negroes, or persons more o1
less purely of African derivation. But this is only accidental. The

principle of the system is, that labor in every society, by whomsoever
performed, isne cessarily unintellectual, oroveling and base; and that
the laborer, equally for his own good and for the welfare of the State,
ought to be enslaved. The white laboring man, whether native or for-
eigner, is not enslaved, only because he cannot, as yet, be reduced to

bondage. ...

One of the chief elements of the value of human life 1s freedom 1n
the pursuit of happiness. The slave system is not only intolerant, un-
just, and inhuman, toward the laborer, whom, only because he 1s a la
borer, it loads down with chains and converts into merchandise, but 1s
scarcely less severe upon the freeman, to whom, only because he 1s a
laborer from necessity, it denies facilities for employment, and whom
it expels from the community because 1t cannot enslave and converl

him into merchandise also. It is necessarily improvident and ruinous,
because, as a general truth, communities prosper and flourish or

filling the States out to their very borders, together with a new and
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droop and decline in just the degree that they practice or neglect to
practice the primary duties of justice and humanity. The free-labor sys-
tem conforms to the divine law of equality, which is written in the
hearts and consciences of men, and therefore is always and every-
where beneficent.

The slave system is one of constant danger, distrust, suspicion, and
watchfulness. It debases those whose toil alone can produce wealth
and resources for defense, to the lowest degree of which human na-
ture 1s capable, to guard against mutiny and insurrection, and thus
wastes energies which otherwise might be employed in national de-
velopment and aggrandizement.

.

I'he free-labor system educates all alike, and by opening all the

fields of industrial employment, and all the departments of author-
1ty, to the unchecked and equal rivalry of all classes of men, at once
sec:}ues universal contentment, and brings into the highest possible
activity all the physical, moral, and social energies of the whole
State. In States where the slave system prevails, the masters, directly
or indirectly, secure all political power, and constitute a ruling aris-
tocracy. In States where the free-labor system prevails, universal suf-
frage necessarily obtains, and the State inevitably becomes, sooner
or later, a republic or democracy....

The two systems are at once perceived to be incongruous. But they
are more than incongruous—they are incompatible. They never have
permanently existed together in one country, and they never can. It
would be easy to demonstrate this impossibility, from the irreconcil-
able contrast between their great principles and characteristics. But
the experience of mankind has conclusively established it. ...

I—Iither_to, the two systems have existed in different States, but side
by side within the American Union. This has happened because the

- Union 1s a confederation of States. But in another aspect the United

States constitute only one nation. Increase of population, which 1is

extended network of railroads and other avenues, and an internal
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commerce which daily becomes more intimate, is rapidly bringing
the States into a higher and more perfect social unity or consolida-
tion. Thus, these antagonistic systems are continually coming into
closer contact, and collision results.

Shall I tell you what this collision means? ... It 1s an irrepressible
conflict between opposing and enduring forces, and it means that
the United States must and will, sooner or later, become either en-
tirely a slaveholding nation, or entirely a free-labor nation. Either
the cotton and rice fields of South Carolina and the sugar plantations
of Louisiana will ultimately be filled by free labor, and Charleston
‘nd New Orleans become marts for legitimate merchandise alone, or
else the rye-fields and wheat-fields of Massachusetts and New York
must again be surrendered by their farmers to slave culture and to
the production of slaves, and Boston and New York become once
more markets for trade in the bodies and souls of men. ...

Thus far, the course of that contest has not been according to the
humane anticipations and wishes [of the founding fathers]. In the
field of federal policies, Slavery, deriving unlooked-for advantages
from commercial changes, and energies unforeseen from the facili-
ties of combination between members of the slaveholding class and
between that class and other property classes, early rallied, and has
at length made a stand, not merely to retain its original defensive po-
sition, but to extend its sway throughout the whole Union.... This 1s
1 Constitution of Freedom. It is being converted into a Constitution

of Slavery.

Questions

r. How does Seward expand the antislavery argument beyond the moral

appeal of the abolitionists?

>. To whom does Seward seem to be addressing his remarks?
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8?. Hinton R. Helper, "The Impending Crisis”
(1857)

Source: Hinton R. Helper, The Impending Crisis of the South (New York,
1857), pp. 21—41.

Northerners were not the only ones to criticize slavery during the 1850s. In
1857, the North Carolinian Hinton R. Helper wrote The Impending Crisis of
the South, which argued that slavery was responsible for the South lagging
further and further behind the northern states in economic and social
development. Non-slaveholding whites, Helper insisted, were as much vic-
tims of the system as slaves—both were oppressed by the planter aristoc-
racy. Helper called on poorer whites to use their right to vote to take power
in the South, abolish slavery, colonize blacks outside the country, and trans-
form the region into an area of small farms and thriving manufacturing
centers modeled on the North. Although Helper won little support in his

own region, his book was widely circulated by northern Republicans to
demonstrate the superiority of free society.

IT 15 A fact well known to every intelligent Southerner that we are
compelled to go to the North for almost every article of utility and
adornment, from matches, shoepegs and paintings up to cotton-
mills, steamships and statuary; that we have no foreign trade, no
princely merchants, nor respectable artists; that, in comparison with
the free states, we contribute nothing to the literature, polite arts
and 1nventions of the age; that, for want of profitable employment at
home, large numbers of our native population find themselves ne-
cessitated to emigrate to the West, whilst the free states retain not
only the larger proportion of those born within their own limits, but
induce, annually, hundreds of thousands of foreigners to settle and
remain amongst them; ... that, owing to the absence of a proper sys-
tem of business amongst us, the North becomes, in one way or an-
other, the proprietor and dispenser of all our floating wealth, and
that we are dependent on Northern capitalists for the means neces-




A House Divided, 1840-1861 281

280 Voices of Freedom
sary to build our railroads, canals and other public improvements;. ...
and that nearly all the profits arising from the exchange of com-

modities, from insurance and shipping offices, and from
try, accrue to the North, sense of duty to the South makes us an abolitionist; a reasonable de-

clare ourself in favor of its immediate and unconditional abolition. in
every state 1n this confederacy, where it now exists! Patriotism makes

the thou- us a freesoiler; state pride makes us an emancipationist; a profound

<and and one industrial pursuits of the coun

and are there invested in the erection of those magnificent cities and
works of art which dazzle the eyes of the South, and at- Nothing short of the complete abolition of slavery can save th
. ve the

S{.Juth from falling into the vortex of utter ruin. Too long have we
yielded a submissive obedience to the tyrannical domination of an

gree of fellow feeling for the negro, makes us a colonizationist. ...

stupendous

test the superiority of free institutions!...

All the world sees. .. that, 1n comparison with the Free States, our
exaggerated, misunder- ~  inflated oligarchy; too long have we tolerated their arrogance and

self—(:(.mcelt; too long have we submitted to their unjust and savage
exactions. Let us now wrest from them the sceptre of power, estab-

agricultural resources have been greatly
<tood and mismanaged; and that, instead of cultivating among our-

a wise policy of mutual assistance and co-operation with |
respect to individuals, and of self-reliance with respect to the South ~ lish liberty and equal rights throughout the land, and henceforth
| : encerort

at large, instead of giving countenance and encouragement to the in-  and forever guard our legislative halls from the pollut; d
utions an

dustrial enterprises projected in our midst, and instead of building | usurpations of pro-slavery demagogues
nd beautifying our own States, cities and towns, [t is not so much in its moral and religious aspects that we propos
e

to discuss the question of slavery, as in its social and political charac-
ter and influences. To say nothing of the sin and the shame of slavery
we believe it 1s a most expensive and unprofitable institution; and ii;
our brethren of the South will but throw aside their unfoundéd prej-

South, which have dwindled our cOmmerce, and other similar pur- udices and preconceived opinions, and give us a fair and patient
suits, into the most contemptible insignificance; sunk a large major- hearing, we feel confident that we can bring them to the sanlze con-
ity of our people in galling poverty and ignorance, rendered a small clusion. Indeed, we believe we shall be enabled—not alone by our
minority conceited and tyrannical, and driven the rest away from - own contributions, but with the aid of incontestable facts and };r u-
their homes; entailed upon us a humiliating dependence on the Free - ments which we shall introduce from other sources—to convincegall
States; disgraced us in the recesses of our own souls, and brought us true-hearted, candid and intelligent Southerners. .. that slavery, and

under reproach in the eyes of all civilized and enlightened nations— nothing but slavery, has retarded the progress and prosperity of
. 0
may all be traced to one common SOurce..... Slavery! portion of the Union; depopulated and impoverished (Ijur c?tiesol;lr
¥

Reared amidst the institution of slavery, believing it to be wrong ‘ forcing the more industrious and enterprising natives of the soil to
in practice, and having seen and felt its evil 1n- L ?migrate to the free states; brought our domain under a sparse and
inert population by preventing foreign immigration; made us tribu-
tary to the North, and reduced us to the humiliating condition of

selves

up, aggrandizing a
we have been spending our substance at the North, and are daily aug-

menting and strengthening the very power which now has us so

completely under its thumb. ...
The causes which have impeded the progress and prosperity of the

both in principle and
fluences upon individuals, communities and states, we deem it a duty,

no less than a privilege, to enter our protest against it, and to use our
most strenuous efforts to overturn and “bolish it! ... We are not only mere provincial subjects in fact, though not in name

in favor of keeping slavery out of the territories, but, carrying our op- Agriculture, it is well known, is the sole boast of the South; and
L - L] L] , ; a-n !

stitution a step further, we here unhesitatingly de strange to say, many pro-slavery Southerners, who, in our latitud
| 3 9 e,

position to the 1n
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pass for intelligent men, are so puffed up with the idea of our 1impor- :
tance in this respect, that they speak of the North as a sterile region, = 83. The Lincoln-Douglas Debates (1858)
unfit for cultivation, and quite dependent on the South for the nec- '

Source: Political Debates Between Honorable Abraham Lincoln
_ ; and
essaries of life! Such rampant ignorance ought to be knocked in the

1 1 Honorable Stephen Douglas, in the Celebrated Campaign of 1858
head! We can prove that the North produces greater qualities of 2 (Columbus, Ohio, 1860), pp. 71, 75, 178—82, 204, 209, 234, 238.

bread-stuffs than the South! Figures shall show the facts. Properly, _
the South has nothing left to boast of; the North has surpassed her in ' Thedepth of Americans’ divisions over slavery were brought into sharp fo-
everything, and is going farther and farther ahead of her every day. ... - cusin18s58in the election campaign that pitted Illinois senator Stephen A.
We have two objects in view; the first is to open the eyes of the non- - Douglas, the North’s most prominent Democratic leader, against the then
<laveholders of the South, to the system of deception, that has so long little-known Abraham Lincoln.
been practiced upon them, and the second 1s to show slaveholders The Lincoln-Douglas debates, held in seven Illinois towns and attended
themselves—we have reference only to those who are not too per- ” by tens of thmjlsands Of_ listeners, remain classics of American political
verse, or ignorant, to perceive naked truths—that free labor is far more 1 8 ?;:;;Z;lifjig dEﬁI.u.tiOnS OflfIEEdom b Fhe.i L
respectable, profitable, and productive, than slave labor. In the South, | freedom Jay in lzgi; ;_Oiizr;z:z' E?Uglas ;Slmd th.a R ?f
unfortunately, no kind of labor is either free or respectable. Every Bt b mpaasing: ik right P 1;2;;;3??? ;verse I‘1at1:311 could survive
white man who is under the necessity of earning his bread, by the ¥ 10 HEIETIING ILS (il

. ‘ ek institutions. He attempted to portray Lincoln as a dangerous radical whose
I no matter how . . ,
sweat of his brow, or by manual labor, 1n any capacity, no ma positions threatened to degrade white Americans by reducing them to

unassuming in deportment, or exemplary in morals, is treated as if he ~ equality with blacks.

was a loathsome beast, and shunned with the utmost disdain. His soul | Douglas was reelected. But the campaign created Lincoln’s national
may be the very seat of honor and integrity, yet without slaves— . reputation.
himself a slave—he is accounted as nobody, and would be deemed 1n- '

tolerably presumptuous, if he dared to open his mouth, even so wide

as to give faint utterance to a three-lettered monosyllable, like yea or

nay, in the presence of an august knight of the whip and the lash. - boucLAs: Do you desire to strike out of our state constitution that

clause which keeps slaves and free negroes out of the state, and allow

Questions 3. the free negroes to flow in, and cover your prairies with black settle-

- ments? Do you desire to turn this beautiful state into a free negro
. How does Helper describe the economic and social conditions of non- ~ colony, in order that when Missouri abolishes s

avery she can send
slaveholding white southerners? ~ one hundred thousand emancipated slaves into Illinois, to become

citizens and voters, on an equality with yourselves? If you desire ne-
gro citizenship, if you desire to allow them to come into the state and
settle with the white man, if you desire them to vote on an equality
with yourselves, and to make them eligible to office, to serve on ju-

ries, and to adjudge your rights, then support Mr. Lincoln and the

>, How does Helper explain what he considers the South’s economic

backwardness’
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Black Republican party, who are in favor of the citizenship of the
negro. For one, I am opposed to negro citizenship in any and every
form. I believe this government was made on the white basis. I be-
for the benefit of white men and
their posterity for ever, and I am in favor of confining citizenship to
white men, men of European birth and descent, instead of conferring
it upon negroes, Indians and other inferior races.

Mr. Lincoln, following the example and lead of all the little Aboli-
tion orators, who go around and lecture in the basements of schools
1nd churches, reads from the Declaration of Independence, that all
men were created equal, and then asks how can you deprive a negro
of that equality which God and the Declaration of Independence
~wards to him. He and they maintain that negro equality 1s guaran-
teed by the laws of God, and that it is asserted in the Declaration of
Independence. If they think so, of course they have a right to say so,
1nd so vote. I do not question Mr. Lincoln’s conscientious belief that
the negro was made his equal, and hence is his brother, (laughter,)
but for my own part, I do not regard the negro as my equal, and posi-

tively deny that he is my brother or any kin to me whatever.

pincorN: Now gentlemen, I dont want 1o read at any greater
length, but this is the true complexion of all I have ever said 1n re-
oard to the institution of slavery and the black race. This is the whole
of it, and anything that argues me into his idea of perfect social and

political equality with the negro, is but a specious and fantastic

arrangement of words, by which a man can prove a horse chestnut to

be a chestnut horse. I will say here, while upon this subject, that I
have no purpose directly or indirectly to interfere with the institu-
tion of slavery in the states where it exists. | believe I have no lawful
right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so. I have no purpose to
introduce political and social equality between the white and the
black races. There is a physical difference between the two, which 1n
my judgment will probably forever forbid their living together upon
the footing of perfect equality, and inasmuch as it becomes a neces-
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sity that there must be a difference, I, as well as Judge Douglas, am in
favor of the race to which I belong, having the superior position. I
have never said anything to the contrary, but I hold that notwith-
standing all this, there is no reason in the world why the negro is not
entitled to all the natural rights enumerated in the Declaration of In-
dependence, the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. I
hold that he 1s as much entitled to these as the white man. I agree
with Judge Douglas he is not my equal in many respects—certainly
not in color, perhaps not in moral or intellectual endowment. But in
the right to eat the bread, without leave of anybody else, which his
own hand earns, he is my equal and the equal of Judge Douglas, and the
equal of every living man.

pouGLAs: He tells you that I will not argue the question whether
slavery is right or wrong. I tell you why I will not do it. I hold that un-
der the Constitution of the United States, each state of this Union has
aright to do as it pleases on the subject of slavery. In Illinois we have
e'xercised that sovereign right by prohibiting slavery within our own
limits. I approve of that line of policy. We have performed our whole
duty in Illinois. We have gone as far as we have a right to go under
the Constitution of our common country. It is none of our business
whether slavery exists in Missouri or not. Missourl 1S a sovereign
state of this Union, and has the same right to decide the slavery ques-
tion for herself that Illinois has to decide it for herself. (*Good.”)
Hence I do not choose to occupy the time allotted to me discussing a
question that we have no right to act upon.

LINCOLN: The real issue in this controversy—the one pressing upon
every mind—is the sentiment on the part of one class that looks upon

the institution of slavery as a wrong, and of another class that does not
look upon it as a wrong. The sentiment that contemplates the institu-
tion of slavery in this country as a wrong is the sentiment ot the Re-
publican party. It is the sentiment around which all their actions—all
their arguments circle—from which all their propositions radiate.
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They look upon it as being a moral, social and political wrong; and men can fairly see the real difference between the parties, this contro-

while they contemplate it as such, they nevertheless have due regard I versy will soon be settled, and it will be done peaceably too.
for its actual existence among us, and the difficulties of getting rid of I

it in any satisfactory way and to all the constitutional obligations '..
thrown about it. Yet having a due regard for these, they desire a policy
in regard to it that looks to its not creating any more danger. They in-
sist that it should as far as may be, be treated as a wrong, and one ot the

Questions

1. How do Douglas and Lincoln differ in their views on what rights black
Americans ought to enjoy?

methods of treating it as a wrong is to make provision that it shall grow
no larger. They also desire a policy that looks to a peaceful end of slav-

II

— S

That is the real issue. That is the issue that will continue in this
country when these poor tongues of Judge Douglas and myself shall
be silent. It is the eternal struggle between these two principles—right i
and wrong—throughout the world. They are the two principles that |

have stood face to face from the beginning of time; and will ever con- e South Carolina Ordinance of Secession
tinue to struggle. The one is the common right of humanity and the (1860)

other the divine right of kings. It is the same principle in whatever . |

shape it develops itself. It is the same spirit that says, “You work and . ‘?;Izr::; r‘;‘f’;H' Moore, ed., The Rebellion Record (New York, 1861-1868),

toil and earn bread, and I'll eat it.” [Loud applause.] No matter in what

shape it comes, whether from the mouth of a king who seeks to be- i

_ : . 4 live bv the fruit of their labor ~ Inthe three months that followed Abraham Lincoln’s election as president
stride the people of his own nation and live by the ’ . in November 1860, seven states seceded from the Union. First to act was

' nother race, it 1s . . . o
or from one race of men as an apology for enslaving anot South Carolina, the state with the highest percentage of slaves in its popu-

lation 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 issued an Ordinance of Secession. It restated the com-
pact theory of the Constitution that had become more and more central to
southern political thought during the three decades since the nullification

the same tyrannical principal. I was glad to express my gratitude at
Quincy, and I re-express it here to Judge Douglas—that he looks to no end
of the institution of slavery. That will help the people to see where the
struggle really is. It will hereafter place with us all men who really do
wish the wrong may have an end. And whenever we can get rid of the

fog which obscures the real question—when we can get Judge Dou- controversy and placed the issue of slavery squarely at the center of the cri-
glas and his friends to avow a policy looking to its perpetuation—we Rl sis. .Rather than accept permanent minority status in a nation governed by
can get out from among them that class of men and bring them to the 1_ their opponents, South Carolir.la’s leaders boldly struck for their region’s in-
side of those who treat it as a wrong. Then there will soon be an end of | dependence. At stake, they believed, was not a single election but an entire

: : . i f - ‘
it. and that end will be its “ultimate extinction.” Whenever the 1ssue .3 way of life based on slavery
{411 can be distinctly made, and all extraneous matter thrown out so that
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Tur 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 Arti-
cles 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. . ..

Thus was established by compact between the States, a Government
with defined obijects and powers, limited to the express words of the
orant. ... 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 1S mu-
tual: that the failure of one of the contracting parties to perform a ma-
terial part of the arrangement, 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 conse-

quences.

We affirm that the ends for which this Government was instituted
have been defeated, and the Government itself has been made de-
structive of them by the action of the non-slaveholding States. Those
States have assumed the right of deciding upon the propriety of our
domestic institutions, and have denied the rights of property estab-
lished in fifteen of the States and recognized by the Constitution;
they have denounced as sinful the institution of Slavery; they have
permitted the open establishment among them of societies, whose
avowed object is to disturb the peace of and eloin [take away] the
property of the citizens of other States. They have encouraged and as-
sisted thousands of our slaves to leave their homes; and those who
remain, have been incited by emissaries, books, and pictures, to

servile insurrection.
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For twenty-five years this agitation has been steadily increasing,
until it has now secured to its aid the power of the common Govern-
ment. Observing the forms 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 Slav-
ery. He 1s to be.intrusted with the administration of the common
Government, because he has declared that “Government cannot en-
dure permanently half slave, half free,” and that the public mind

must rest in the belief that Slavery is in the course of ultimate ex-
tinction.

This sectional combination for the subversion of the Constitution
has been aided, in some of the States, by elevating to citizenship per-
sons 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 peace and safety.

On the 4th 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 tribunal shall be made
sectional, and that a war must be waged against Slavery until it shall
cease throughout the United States.

The guarantees 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 the public opinion
at the North has invested a great political error with the sanctions of
a 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
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Union heretofore existing between this State and the other St

ates of

North America 1S 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, o

contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and A N H w H l [' l; l] " [ P r E E [l " m .

things which independent States may of right do. P 0 .
1 e vl War, 1861-180!

Questiions

1. Why do secessionists place so much emphasis on the orowth of

antislavery public opinion in the North?

>. What appears to be the main motivation for South Carolina’s secession?

85. Alexander H. Stephens, The Cornerstone
of the Confederacy (1861)

Alexander H. Stephens, one of Georgia’s most prominent political leaders, op-
posed secession in the winter of 1860-1861, but once his state had acted -
a-greed to serve as the vice president of the Confederacy. In March, 1861 I;e de-
livered a ?peech in Savannah that laid out his explanation for thé dissc;lution
of the Union and argued that the Confederate Constitution represented a sig-

nificant improvement over that of the United States. After the war, Stephens
W L] L] L L] !
ould write a long book arguing that the Civil War was caused not by slavery

b o ._
ut by 'a constitutional question—the South’s insistence on preserving state
: : .
overeignty against an overly powerful national government. In his 1861

speech, however, he forthrightly identified the defense of slavery and white
supremacy as the fundamental motivation of the Confederacy, the “corner-

S 3 %
gon: dof the new: southern nation. Apparently, Stephens’s speech embarrassed
ontederate President Jefferson Davis, who hoped to gain recognition from Eu
; | ]
opean powers by downplaying the role of slavery in the secession movement
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WE ARE 1N the midst of one of the greatest epochs in our history.
The last ninety days will mark one of the most memorable eras 1n
the history of modern civilization. ..

We are passing through one of the greatest revolutions in the an-
nals 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. [Applause.]
This new Constitution, or form of government, constitutes the sub-

ject 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 privileges. All the great prir%cim
ples of Magna Charta are retained in it. No citizen is deprived of life,
liberty, or property, but by the judgment of his peers, under the laws
of the land. The great principle of religious liberty, which was the
honor and pride of the old Constitution, is still maintained and se-
cured. All the essentials of the old Constitution, which have en-
deared it to the hearts of the American people, have been preserved
and perpetuated. ... So, taking the whole new Constitution, I have
no hesitancy in giving it as my judgment, that it 1s decidedly better
than the old. [Applause.] Allow me briefly to allude to some of these
improvements. The question of building up class interests, or foster-
ing one branch of industry to the prejudice of another, under the ex-
ercise 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 ‘perfe-ct
equality. Honest labor and enterprise are left free and unrestricted in

whatever pursuit they may be engaged in...

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 ques-
tions relating to our peculiar institutions—African slavery as 1t ex-
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1sts among us—the proper status of the negro in our form of civiliza-
tion. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present revolu-
tion. Jetferson, in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the “rock upon
which the old Union would split.” He was right. What was conjec-
ture with him, is now a realized fact. But whether he fully compre-
hended 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 notincorporated in the Constitution, was the prevailing idea
at the time. The Constitution, it is true, secured every essential guar-
antee to the institution while it should last, and hence no argument
can be justly used against the constitutional guarantees thus se-

cured, because of the common sentiment of the day. Those ideas, how-
ever, were fundamentally wrong. They rested upon the assumption of the
equality of races. This was an error. It was a sandy foundation, and the idea
of a Government built upon it—when the “storm came and the wind

blew, it fell.”

Our new Government is founded upon exactly the opposite ideas; its foun-

dations are laid, its cornerstone 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 moral condition. [Applause.] This, our new Government,
is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philo-
sophical, and moral truth. This truth has been slow in the process of its
development, like all other truths in the various departments of sci-
ence. It 1s so even amongst us. Many who hear me, perhaps, can rec-
ollect 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
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thatnot 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 confi-
dence to the ultimate universal acknowledgment of the truths upon
which our system rests? It is the first Government ever instituted
upon principles in strict conformity to nature, and the ordination of
Providence, in furnishing the materials of human society. Many Gov-
ernments have been founded upon the principles of certain classes:
but the classes thus enslaved, were of the same race, and in violation of

| fanaticism springs from an aberration of the mind; from a defect in
reasoning. It is a species of insanity. One of the most striking charac-

| teristics of insanity, in many instances, is, forming correct conclu-
| sions from fancied or erroneous premises; so with the anti-slavery
Il fanatics: their conclusions are right if their premises are. They as-

sume that the negro is equal, and hence conclude that he is entitled
| to equal privileges and rights, with the white man....I recollect
'ﬁ once of having heard a gentleman from one of the Northern States, of
| great power and ability, announce in the House of Representatives,

| I ‘}l with imposing effect, that we of the South would be compelled, ulti- | the laws of nature. Our system commits no such violation of nature’s
"I'i.,- mately, to yield upon this subject of slavery; that it was as impossible ' -'.' laws. The negro by nature, or by the curse against Canaan, [A reference
| to war successfully against a principle in politics, as it was in physics 0 to Genesis, 9:20—27, which was used as a justification for slavery] is fitted

or mechanics. That the principle would ultimately prevail. That we,
in maintaining slavery as it exists with us, were warring against a |

for that condition which he occuples in our system. The architect, in
the construction of buildings, lays the foundation with the proper

principle—a principle founded in nature, the principle of the equal-
ity of man. The reply I made to him was, that upon his own grounds
we should succeed, and that he and his associates in their crusade
against our institutions would ultimately fail. The truth announced,
that it was as impossible to war successfully against a principle in
politics as well as in physics and mechanics, I admitted, but told him
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.

material—the granite—then comes the brick or the marble. The sub-
stratum of our society is made of the material fitted by nature for it,
and by experience we know that it is the best, not only for the superior
but for the inferior race, that it should be so. It is, indeed, in conformity
with 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 anotherin glory.”

The great objects of humanity are best attained, when conformed to
his laws and degrees [sic], in the formation of Governments as well as

‘ .
|l In the conflict thus far, success has been on our side, complete
throughout the length and breadth of the Confederate States. It is
upon this, as I have stated, our social fabric is firmly planted; and I

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 stone of the corner” in our new edifice.

cannot permit myself to doubt the ultimate success of a full recogni-
tion of this principle throughout the civilized and enlightened

world.

As I have stated, the truth of this principle may be slow in develop-
ment, 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

Questions

1. What argument does Stephens offer for the idea that blacks are innately
suited for the condition of slaves?

2. Why does Stephens believe the U.S. Constitution is fundamentally
flawed?




