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American Heritage Discussion Series: Learners with Littles
Study Guide for Session III:
Interpreting the Founding at the Civil War

Overall Essential Question—How were American founding ideals and
the U.S. Constitution interpreted at the Civil War?

Calhoun’s Error in “all men created equal” speech—Essential Question: Why does Calhoun
reject the principles of natural liberty and natural equality as articulated in the Declaration of
Independence?

* What is Calhoun’s motivation for arguing that the phrase in the Declaration of
Independence ““all men are created equal” is wrong?

*  What does Calhoun mean when he says that liberty is a “reward” or a “prize to be won”?

Douglass’ What to a Slave is the Fourth of July speech—Essential Question: What is
Douglass’ interpretation of the Constitution regarding slavery?

* How does Douglass interpret American founding ideals to oppose slavery?
*  What does Douglass think of the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution?

Stephens’ Corner Stone Address —Essential Question: Alexander Stephens believes the
American founders were wrong about slavery. What does he say to support his position?

» How does Alexander Stephens describe the views of the American founders concerning
slavery?

* What does Alexander Stephens say the new government (Confederate States of America)
is founded upon? In other words, what is the cornerstone?

* When Alexander Stephens says, “This stone which was rejected by the first builders “is
become the chief of the corner’”—the real “corner-stone”—in our new edifice.” What
does he mean?



Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address —Essential Question: How does Lincoln interpret the meaning
of founding ideals at the time of the Civil War?

* What is the significance of Lincoln using the word proposition when describing the ideal
of equality established at the American founding?

* What is the significance of describing the United States as “conceived in liberty”?

*  What does Lincoln say will happen if the Union does not win the Civil War? Do you
agree with this assertion?
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Excerpt of John C. Calhoun’s Speech on Oregon Bill (Etror
of “All men are created equal” speech)

June 27, 1848

Source: Teaching American History https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/speech-on-

the-oregon-bill-3/

Introduction written by David Tucker of Teaching American History

Shortly before his death in 1850, John C. Calhoun (b. 1782) delivered one of his last major
speeches in the U.S. Senate. The subject was the Oregon Bill, which organized the territory
of Oregon on antislavery principles. Calhoun argued against the bill on the grounds that
because the territories are the property of all the states, any attempt by a northern majority to
deprive the southern minority of the right to emigrate, with their slaves, into the territory
violated the rights of slaveholders. The argument was consistent with Calhoun’s long-
standing view that states were equal in sovereignty to the federal government and therefore
had the right to nullify federal laws and leave the Union if a majority of states sought to

deprive a state of any of its rights.

In this speech Calhoun, a Democrat, made clear how thoroughly he rejected the claim in the
Declaration of Independence that all men are created equal. In doing so he also made clear
how powerful the Declaration was as an antislavery document, and therefore how much of a
problem it created for supporters of slavery. Its fundamental premise—human equality—and
its corollaries—among them, the state of nature, individual liberty, and consent as the only

legitimate basis for rule—were utterly destructive of slavery and all despotism. Calhoun

asserted that the declaration of human equality was not necessary to claim independence
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from Britain, which was true. But Lincoln spoke more truthfully when he wrote in 1859 “all
honor to Jefferson—to the man who, in the concrete pressure of a struggle for national
independence by a single people, had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a
merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times, and so
to embalm it there, that today, and in all coming days, it shall be a rebuke and a stumbling-

block to the very harbingers of reappearing tyranny and oppression.”

Calhoun represented not only South Carolina but an increasingly popular view in the South
and among some pro-southern northerners. His defense of slavery and states’ rights rested
uneasily, to say the least, alongside the Democratic Party’s support for equality and its attack
on privilege. Prior to the Civil War, the Democratic Party was torn apart by such
contradictions, as were the northern and southern wings of the Whig Party. The Democratic
Party did not deal with this divided legacy for more than one hundred years after Calhoun’s
death.

Now, let me say, senators, if our Union and system of government are doomed to perish, and we
to share the fate of so many great people who have gone before us, the historian, who, in some
future day may record the events ending in so calamitous a result, will devote his first chapter to
the ordinance of 1787,! lauded as it and its authors have been, as the first of that series which led
to it. His next chapter will be devoted to the Missouri Compromise,? and the next to the present

agitation. Whether there will be another beyond, I know not. It will depend on what we may do.

If he should possess a philosophical turn of mind, and be disposed to look to more remote and
recondite causes, he will trace it to a proposition which originated in a hypothetical truism, but
which, as now expressed and now understood, is the most false and dangerous of all political
errors. The proposition to which I allude, has become an axiom in the minds of a vast majority on
both sides of the Atlantic, and is repeated daily from tongue to tongue, as an established and
incontrovertible truth; it is, that “all men are born free and equal.”? I am not afraid to attack error,
however deeply it may be entrenched, or however widely extended, whenever it becomes my duty

to do so, as I believe it to be on this subject and occasion.
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Taking the proposition literally (it is in that sense it is understood), there is not a word of truth in
it. It begins with “all men are born,” which is utterly untrue. Men are not born. Infants are born.
They grow to be men. And concludes with asserting that they are born “free and equal,” which is
not less false. They are not born free. While infants they are incapable of freedom, being destitute
alike of the capacity of thinking and acting, without which there can be no freedom. Besides, they
are necessarily born subject to their parents, and remain so among all people, savage and civilized,
until the development of their intellect and physical capacity enables them to take care of
themselves. They grow to all the freedom of which the condition in which they were born permits,
by growing to be men. Nor is it less false that they are born “equal.” They are not so in any sense

in which it can be regarded; and thus, as I have asserted, there is not a word of truth in the whole

proposition, as expressed and generally understood.

If we trace it back, we shall find the proposition differently expressed in the Declaration of
Independence. That asserts that “all men are created equal.” The form of expression, though less
dangerous, is not less erroneous. All men are not created. According to the Bible, only two, a man
and a woman, ever were, and of these one was pronounced subordinate to the other. All others
have come into the world by being born, and in no sense, as I have shown, either free or equal.
But this form of expression being less striking and popular, has given way to the present, and
under the authority of a document put forth on so great an occasion, and leading to such
important consequences, has spread far and wide, and fixed itself deeply in the public mind. It was
inserted in our Declaration of Independence without any necessity. It made no necessary part of
our justification in separating from the parent country, and declaring ourselves independent.
Breach of our chartered privileges, and lawless encroachment on our acknowledged and well-
established rights by the parent country, were the real causes, and of themselves sufficient, without
resorting to any other, to justify the step. Nor had it any weight in constructing the governments
which were substituted in the place of the colonial. They were formed of the old materials and on
practical and well-established principles, borrowed for the most part from our own experience and

that of the country from which we sprang.

If the proposition be traced still further back, it will be found to have been adopted from certain

writers on government who had attained much celebrity in the eatly settlement of these states, and



with whose writings all the prominent actors in our revolution were familiar. Among these, [John]
Locke and [Algernon] Sydney* were prominent. But they expressed it very differently. According

to their expression, “all men in the state of nature were free and equal.”. . .

... But it is equally clear, that man cannot exist in such a state; that he is by nature social, and that
society is necessary, not only to the proper development of all his faculties, moral and intellectual,
but to the very existence of his race. Such being the case, the state is a purely hypothetical one;

and when we say all men are free and equal in it, we announce a mere hypothetical truism; that is,
a truism resting on a mere supposition that cannot exist, and of course one of little or no practical

value.

But to call it a state of nature was a great misnomer, and has led to dangerous errors; for that
cannot justly be called a state of nature which is so opposed to the constitution of man as to be
inconsistent with the existence of his race and the development of the high faculties, mental and

moral, with which he is endowed by his Creator.

Nor is the social state of itself his natural state; for society can no more exist without government,
in one form or another, than man without society. It is the political, then, which includes the
social, that is his natural state. It is the one for which his Creator formed him, into which he is

impelled irresistibly, and in which only his race can exist and all its faculties be fully developed.

Such being the case, it follows that any, the worst form of government, is better than anarchy; and
that individual liberty, or freedom, must be subordinate to whatever power may be necessary to
protect society against anarchy within or destruction from without; for the safety and well-being
of society is as paramount to individual liberty as the safety and well-being of the race is to that of
individuals; and in the same proportion, the power necessary for the safety of society is paramount
to individual liberty. On the contrary, government has no right to control individual liberty beyond
what is necessary to the safety and well-being of society. Such is the boundary which separates the
power of government and the liberty of the citizen or subject in the political state, which, as I have
shown, is the natural state of man—the only one in which his race can exist, and the one in which

he is born, lives, and dies.
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It follows from all this that the quantum of power on the part of the government, and of liberty
on that of individuals, instead of being equal in all cases, must necessarily be very unequal among
different people, according to their different conditions. For just in proportion as a people are
ignorant, stupid, debased, corrupt, exposed to violence within and danger from without, the
power necessary for government to possess, in order to preserve society against anarchy and
destruction becomes greater and greater, and individual liberty less and less, until the lowest
condition is reached, when absolute and despotic power becomes necessary on the part of the
government, and individual liberty extinct. So, on the contrary, just as a people rise in the scale of
intelligence, virtue, and patriotism, and the more perfectly they become acquainted with the nature
of government, the ends for which it was ordered, and how it ought to be administered, and the
less the tendency to violence and disorder within, and danger from abroad, the power necessary
for government becomes less and less, and individual liberty greater and greater. Instead, then, of
all men having the same right to liberty and equality, as is claimed by those who hold that they are
all born free and equal, liberty is the noble and highest reward bestowed on mental and moral
development, combined with favorable circumstances. Instead, then, of liberty and equality being
born with man; instead of all men and all classes and descriptions being equally entitled to them,
they are high prizes to be won, and are in their most perfect state, not only the highest reward that
can be bestowed on our race, but the most difficult to be won—and when won, the most difficult

to be preserved.

They have been made vastly more so by the dangerous error I have attempted to expose, that all
men are born free and equal, as if those high qualities belonged to man without effort to acquire
them, and to all equally alike, regardless of their intellectual and moral condition. The attempt to
carry into practice this, the most dangerous of all political error, and to bestow on all, without
regard to their fitness either to acquire or maintain liberty, that unbounded and individual liberty
supposed to belong to man in the hypothetical and misnamed state of nature, has done more to
retard the cause of liberty and civilization, and is doing more at present, than all other causes
combined. While it is powerful to pull down governments, it is still more powerful to prevent their
construction on proper principles. It is the leading cause among those which have placed Europe

in its present anarchical condition, and which mainly stands in the way of reconstructing good



governments in the place of those which have been overthrown, threatening thereby the quarter
of the globe most advanced in progress and civilization with hopeless anarchy, to be followed by
military despotism. Nor are we exempt from its disorganizing effects. We now begin to experience
the danger of admitting so great an error to have a place in the declaration of our independence.
For a long time it lay dormant; but in the process of time it began to germinate, and produce its
poisonous fruits. It had strong hold on the mind of Mr. Jefferson, the author of that document,
which caused him to take an utterly false view of the subordinate relation of the black to the white
race in the South; and to hold, in consequence, that the former, though utterly unqualified to
possess liberty, were as fully entitled to both liberty and equality as the latter; and that to deprive
them of it was unjust and immoral. To this error, his proposition to exclude slavery from the
territory northwest of the Ohio may be traced, and to that the ordinance of ’87, and through it the
deep and dangerous agitation which now threatens to engulf, and will certainly engulf, if not

speedily settled, our political institutions, and involve the country in countless woes.

FOOTNOTES

1. The Northwest Ordinance (Document 6), which prohibited slavery in the territory north and west of the
Ohio River. The following states came from this territory: Ohio (1803), Indiana (1816), Illinois (1818),
Michigan (1837), Wisconsin (1848), and Minnesota (1858).

2. Reached in 1820, the compromise maintained the balance of free and slave states by admitting Maine as
a free state and Missouri as a slave state. The compromise also prohibited slavery north of the 36°30'
parallel, except in Missouri. See Document 11.

3. Quoted from the Massachusetts Declaration of Rights (1780).

4. John Locke (1632—-1704) was a philosopher. Algernon Sydney (1623-1683) was a politician and writer
who defended republicanism. Jefferson cited Locke and Sydney, as well as Aristotle and Cicero, as
expressing “the harmonizing sentiments” that he had captured in the Declaration of Independence.
Jefferson to Henry Lee, May 8, 1825, https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/ letter -to-
henry-lee/.
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Excerpt of Frederick Doulgass’ Address
“What to a Slave is the Fourth of July?”
July 5, 1852

Source: Teaching American History https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/what-to-the-

slave-is-the-fourth-of-july-4/

Introduction by David Tucker of Teaching American History

Frederick Douglass (c. 1818-1895) was born a slave. As a child, he received some
instruction but largely taught himself to read. After escaping to freedom in the North,
Douglass quickly became a renowned orator and fierce critic of slavery. Douglass delivered
this speech to the Ladies’ Antislavery Society of Rochester, New York, on the meaning and
significance of the Fourth of July to the slave. Speaking on July 5, the day after
Independence Day (something Douglass had insisted upon), and before a predominantly
white audience, Douglass eloguently explained why the Fourth of July was not a holiday
celebrated by slaves, former slaves, or their descendants. Instead, Douglass explained, the
day was a time of mourning to those who had experienced slavery, who were constantly
reminded of the unfulfilled promises of liberty and equality in the Declaration of
Independence. This appeal to the power and promise of the Declaration was a continuing
theme of African Americans’ struggle for civil rights into the 1960s. Douglass’ speeches
expressed the moral outrage that powered the abolition movement and made it so threatening

to southern slaveholders, but also to anyone willing to tolerate or ignore slavery. In this

speech, for example, he excoriated America’s churches. Unlike some other abolitionists,
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Douglass did not see the Constitution as a proslavery document, as he made clear in this

speech.

My subject, then, fellow citizens, is American slavery. I shall see this day and its popular
characteristics, from the slave’s point of view. Standing, 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 Fourth 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 future. Standing with God and the crushed and
bleeding slave on this occasion, I will, in the name of humanity which is outraged, in the name of
liberty which is fettered, in the name of the Constitution and the Bible, which are disregarded and
trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, with all the emphasis I can command,
everything that serves to perpetuate slavery—the great sin and shame of America! “I will not
equivocate; I will not excuse.” I will use the severest language I can command; and yet not one
word shall escape me that any man whose judgment is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at
heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right and just. But I fancy I hear some one of my
audience say, it is just in this circumstance that you and your brother abolitionists fail to make a
favorable impression on the public mind. Would you argue more, and denounce less, would you
persuade more, and rebuke less, your cause would be much more likely to succeed. But, I submit,
where all is plain there is nothing to be argued. What point in the antislavery creed would you
have me argue? On what branch of the subject do the people of this country need light? Must I
undertake to prove that the slave is a man? That point is conceded already. Nobody doubts it. The
slaveholders themselves acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their government. They
acknowledge it when they punish disobedience on the part of the slave. There are seventy-two
crimes in the state of Virginia, which, if committed by a black man (no matter how ignorant he
be), subject him to the punishment of death; while only two of the same crimes will subject a
white man to the like punishment. What is this but the acknowledgment that the slave is a moral,
intellectual, and responsible being? The manhood of the slave is conceded. It is admitted in the

fact that southern statute books are covered with enactments forbidding, under severe fines and

10



penalties, the teaching of the slave to read or to write. When you can point to any such laws, in

reference to the beasts of the field, then I may consent to argue the manhood of the slave. When
the dogs in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your hills, when the fish of
the sea, and the reptiles that crawl shall be unable to distinguish the slave from a brute, then will I

argue with you that the slave is a man!

For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro race. Is it not astonishing
that, while we are plowing, planting, and reaping, using all kinds of mechanical tools, erecting
houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals of brass, iron, coppet, silver, and
gold; that, while we are reading, writing, and cyphering, acting as clerks, merchants, and
secretaries, having among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, 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 and cattle on the hillside,
living, moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, wives, and children, and,
above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian’s God, and looking hopefully for life and

immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that we are men!

Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he is the rightful owner of his own
body? You have already declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a question
for Republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and argumentation, as a matter beset with
great difficulty, involving a doubtful application of the principle of justice, hard to be understood?
How should I look today, in the presence of Americans, dividing, and subdividing a discourse, to
show that men have a natural right to freedom, speaking of it relatively, and positively, negatively,
and affirmatively? To do so would be to make myself ridiculous, and to offer an insult to your
understanding. There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven, that does not know that slavery

is wrong for him.

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 keep them ignorant of their relations to their fellow men, to beat them
with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with irons, to hunt them with dogs,

to sell them at auction, to sunder their families, to knock out their teeth, to burn their flesh, to
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starve them into obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a system thus
marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is wrong? No! I will not. I have better

employments for my time and strength than such arguments would imply.

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 mistaken? There is blasphemy in the thought. That which is inhuman
cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a proposition? They that can, may; I cannot. The time

for such argument is passed.

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the ability, and
could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, today, pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting
reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not
the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The
feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the
propriety of the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its

crimes against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced.

What, to the American slave, is your Fourth of July? I answer: a day that reveals to him, more than
all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To
him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness,
swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants,
brass-fronted impudence; 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, 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. . . .

Take the American slave trade, which, we are told by the papers, is especially prosperous just now.
.. .This trade is one of the peculiarities of American institutions. It is carried on in all the large
towns and cities in one-half of this confederacy; and millions are pocketed every year, by dealers in

this horrid traffic. In several states, this trade is a chief source of wealth. It is called (in
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contradistinction to the foreign slave trade) “the internal slave trade.” It is, probably, called so,
too, in order to divert from it the horror with which the foreign slave trade is contemplated. That
trade has long since been denounced by this government, as piracy. It has been denounced with
burning words, from the high places of the nation, as an execrable traffic. To arrest it, to put an
end to it, this nation keeps a squadron, at immense cost, on the coast of Africa. Everywhere, in
this country, it is safe to speak of this foreign slave trade as a most inhuman traffic, opposed alike
to the laws of God and of man.

.. It is, however, a notable fact that, while so much execration is poured out by Americans upon
those engaged in the foreign slave trade, the men engaged in the slave trade between the states

pass without condemnation, and their business is deemed honorable. . . .

But a still more inhuman, disgraceful, and scandalous state of things remains to be presented. By
an act of the American Congress, not yet two years old, slavery has been nationalized in its most
horrible and revolting form. By that act, Mason and Dixon’s line has been obliterated; New York
has become as Virginia; and the power to hold, hunt, and sell men, women, and children as slaves
remains no longer a mere state institution, but is now an institution of the whole United States.
The power is co-extensive with the Star-Spangled Banner and American Christianity. Where these
go, may also go the merciless slave-hunter. . . . For black men there are neither law, justice,
humanity, nor religion. The Fugitive Slave Law makes mercy to them a crime; and bribes the judge
who tries them. An American judge gets ten dollars for every victim he consigns to slavery, and
five, when he fails to do so. The oath of any two villains is sufficient, under this hell-black
enactment, to send the most pious and exemplary black man into the remorseless jaws of slavery!
His own testimony is nothing. He can bring no witnesses for himself. The minister of American
justice is bound by the law to hear but one side; and that side, is the side of the oppressor. Let this
damning fact be perpetually told. Let it be thundered around the world, that, in tyrant-killing,
king-hating, people-loving, democratic, Christian America, the seats of justice are filled with judges
who hold their offices under an open and palpable bribe, and are bound, in deciding in the case of

a man’s liberty, to hear only his accusers! . . .

[TThe church of this country is not only indifferent to the wrongs of the slave, it actually takes

sides with the oppressors. It has made itself the bulwark of American slavery, and the shield of
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American slave-hunters. Many of its most eloquent divines, who stand as the very lights of the
church, have shamelessly given the sanction of religion and the Bible to the whole slave system.
They have taught that man may, properly, be a slave; that the relation of master and slave is
ordained of God; that to send back an escaped bondman to his master is clearly the duty of all the
followers of the Lord Jesus Christ; and this horrible blasphemy is palmed off upon the world for

Christianity. . . .

Let the religious press, the pulpit, the Sunday school, the conference meeting, the great
ecclesiastical, missionary, Bible and tract associations of the land array their immense powers
against slavery and slaveholding; and the whole system of crime and blood would be scattered to
the winds; and that they do not do this involves them in the most awful responsibility of which

the mind can conceive. . ..

Fellow citizens! I will not enlarge further on your national inconsistencies. The existence of slavery
in this country brands your republicanism as a sham, your humanity as a base pretense, and your
Christianity as a lie. It destroys your moral power abroad; it corrupts your politicians at home. It
saps the foundation of religion; it makes your name a hissing, and a bye-word to a mocking earth.
It is the antagonistic force in your government, the only thing that seriously disturbs and
endangers your Union. It fetters your progress; it is the enemy of improvement, the deadly foe of
education; it fosters pride; it breeds insolence; it promotes vice; it shelters crime; it is a curse to the
earth that supports it; and yet, you cling to it, as if it were the sheet anchor of all your hopes. Oh!
be warned! be warned! a horrible reptile is coiled up in your nation’s bosom; the venomous
creature is nursing at the tender breast of your youthful republic; for the love of God, tear away,
and fling from you the hideous monster, and let the weight of twenty million crush and destroy it

forever!

But it is answered in reply to all this, that precisely what I have now denounced is, in fact,
guaranteed and sanctioned by the Constitution of the United States; that the right to hold and to

hunt slaves is a part of that Constitution framed by the illustrious Fathers of this Republic. . . .
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... But I differ from those who charge this baseness on the framers of the Constitution of the

United States. It is a slander upon their memory, at least, so I believe. . . .

Fellow citizens! there is no matter in respect to which the people of the North have allowed
themselves to be so ruinously imposed upon, as that of the proslavery character of the
Constitution. In that instrument I hold there is neither warrant, license, nor sanction of the hateful
thing; but, interpreted as it ought to be interpreted, the Constitution is a glorious liberty
document. Read its Preamble, consider its purposes. Is slavery among them? Is it at the gateway?
ot is it in the temple? It is neither. While I do not intend to argue this question on the present
occasion, let me ask, if it be not somewhat singular that, if the Constitution were intended to be,
by its framers and adopters, a slaveholding instrument, why neither slavery, slaveholding, nor slave
can anywhere be found in it. What would be thought of an instrument, drawn up, legally drawn
up, for the purpose of entitling the city of Rochester to a track of land, in which no mention of

land was made? . ..

Now, take the Constitution according to its plain reading, and I defy the presentation of a single
proslavery clause in it. On the other hand it will be found to contain principles and purposes,

entirely hostile to the existence of slavery. . . .

.. .Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day presented of
the state of the nation, I do not despair of this country. There are forces in operation, which must
inevitably work the downfall of slavery. “The arm of the Lord is not shortened,” and the doom of
slavery is certain. I, therefore, leave off where I began, with hope. While drawing encouragement
from the Declaration of Independence, the great principles it contains, and the genius of
American institutions, my spirit is also cheered by the obvious tendencies of the age. Nations do
not now stand in the same relation to each other that they did ages ago. No nation can now shut
itself up from the surrounding world, and trot round in the same old path of its fathers without
interference. The time was when such could be done. Long established customs of hurtful
character could formerly fence themselves in, and do their evil work with social impunity.
Knowledge was then confined and enjoyed by the privileged few, and the multitude walked on in

mental darkness. But a change has now come over the affairs of mankind. Walled cities and
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empires have become unfashionable. The arm of commerce has borne away the gates of the
strong city. Intelligence is penetrating the darkest corners of the globe. It makes its pathway over
and under the sea, as well as on the earth. Wind, steam, and lightning are its chartered agents.
Oceans no longer divide, but link nations together. From Boston to London is now a holiday
excursion. Space is comparatively annihilated. Thoughts expressed on one side of the Atlantic are
distinctly heard on the other. The far off and almost fabulous Pacific rolls in grandeur at our feet.
The Celestial Empire, the mystery of ages, is being solved. The fiat of the Almighty, “Let there be
light,” has not yet spent its force. No abuse, no outrage whether in taste, sport, or avarice, can
now hide itself from the all-pervading light. The iron shoe, and crippled foot of China must be
seen, in contrast with nature. Africa must rise and put on her yet unwoven garment. “Ethiopia
shall stretch out her hand unto God.” In the fervent aspirations of William Lloyd Garrison, I say,

and let every heart join in saying it:

God speed the year of jubilee

The wide world o’er

When from their galling chains set free,
Th’ oppress’d shall vilely bend the knee,
And wear the yoke of tyranny

Like brutes no more.

That year will come, and freedom’s reign,

To man his plundered rights again

Restore.
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Excerpt of Alexander H. Stephens’ Corner Stone Speech
March 21, 1861

(As captured by a reporter)

Source: Teaching American History https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-corner-

stone-speech/

Introduction by David Tucker of Teaching American History

Alexander Stephens (1812-1883) served in various offices in the Georgia state government
and also in the House of Representatives in Washington, DC. For most of his career
Stephens was a Whig, the party to which Abraham Lincoln belonged, and the two served
together in the same Congress. While he was a congressman, Lincoln praised a speech that
Stephens gave against the war with Mexico. But the two men disagreed strongly on the issue
of slavery. Stephens, like Lincoln, was a Unionist, but he was also a supporter of slavery.
When forced to choose between the Union and slavery, Stephens went over to the secession

movement and became the vice president of the Confederate States of America.

Speaking before a raucous crowd in Savannah, Georgia, a few weeks after Lincoln’s
inauguration, Stephens passionately declared that the Confederacy was explicitly founded on
slavery and white supremacy, thereby forever undercutting the view still espoused by many
southerners, and some northerners, that the Civil War was fought to preserve not slavery but
states’ rights, and to oppose northern tyranny. Stephens’ speech is noteworthy for two other
reasons. First, he acknowledged that Thomas Jefferson and the other Founders believed that

all men, including Africans, were equal, but argued that that they had been mistaken.

Second, the Founders were wrong because inequality was in accord not just with the Bible
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and God’s providence, but with the scientific understanding of the world. The Confederacy,
Stephens claimed, was the first government based on this “physical, philosophical, and
moral truth.” Jefferson, in his final letter (1826), declared that “the light of science has
already laid open to every view the palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not been
born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them
legitimately, by the grace of God.” In making his contrary claim, Stephens was apparently
swayed by the studies of race that gained influence in the years after Jefferson’s death. This
scientific racism remained influential in the United States and the world well into the

twentieth century.

The text of the speech reprinted here is from a newspaper reporter’s account and opens and

closes with the reporter’s comments.

At half past seven o’clock on Thursday evening, the largest audience ever assembled at the
Athenaeum was in the house, waiting most impatiently for the appearance of the orator of the
evening, Hon. A. H. Stephens, Vice President of the Confederate States of America. The
committee, with invited guests, were seated on the stage when, at the appointed hour, the Hon. C.
C. Jones, Mayor, and the speaker entered, and were greeted by the immense assemblage with

deafening rounds of applause. . . .

.. .[W]e 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 great principles 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
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of the land. The great principle of religious liberty, which was the honor and pride of the old
Constitution, is still maintained and secured. 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 . . .

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,

19



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 antislavery 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 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.

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
cannot permit myself to doubt the ultimate success of a full recognition of this principle

throughout the civilized and enlightened world.
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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
[and] 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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Thousands of people who begin to understand these truths are not yet completely out of the shell;
they do not see them in their length and breadth. We hear much of the civilization and
Christianization of the barbarous tribes of Africa. In my judgment, those ends will never be
attained, but by first teaching them the lesson taught to Adam, that “in the sweat of his brow he

should eat his bread,” and teaching them to work, and feed, and clothe themselves. . . .

Reporter’s Note.—Your reporter begs to state that the above is not a perfect report, but only such
a sketch of the address of Mr. Stephens as embraces, in his judgment, the most important points

presented by the orator.—G.

22



uvu

CENTER FOR
CONSTITUTIONAL STUDIES

Gettysburg Address by Abraham Lincoln
November 19, 1863

Source: Teaching American History https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/gettysburg-

address-2/

Introduction by Joseph R. Fornieri and David Tucker of Teaching American History

Along with the victory at Vicksburg (July 4, 1863), which gave complete control of the
Mississippi River to the north, the victory at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania (July 1-3, 1863), is
considered the point at which the tide of war turned in favor of the Union. Southern forces
never advanced farther north than Gettysburg. Their retreat from the battlefield marked the
receding tide of rebellion, although much hard fighting remained before the Confederacy’s
ultimate defeat. But what would that ultimate defeat, and the deaths of so many in this
battle and in others to come, mean for the nation? Lincoln gave his answer to that question
when he spoke at the dedication ceremony for the cemetery where the Union dead of
Gettysburg were buried.

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation,

conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived
and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of that war. We have come to
dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that

nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we cannot hallow—this
ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here have consecrated it, far above our

poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but
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it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the
unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us
to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we take
increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we
here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall
have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people,

shall not perish from the earth.
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