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Calhoun Speaks Against the Compromise of 1850
In the opening round of the debate on what became the Compromise of 1850, John C. Calboun made the most ag-

gressive statement of the position of proslavery white southerners He focused intently on the way that two processes were

destraying the political “equilibrium” between the North and the South. The first was the relatively rapid growth of the
northern papulation. The second was the creation of new tervitories where slavery was excluded, with the resulting pros-

pect of many new free states to follow California into the Union.

In the speech, Calboun spoke with something of an air of mystery about a constitutional amendment that would pre-
serve “equilibrium.” What he bad in mind, his private papers make clear, was the creation of “dual presidents, one

[from the north and one from the South, each possessing a veto power.’

I have, Senators, believed from the first
that the agitation of the subject of slavery
would, if not prevented by some timely and
effective measure, end in disunion. Enter-
taining this opinion, [ have, on all proper
occasions, endcavored to call the attention
of both the two great parties which divide
the country to adopt some measure to pre-
vent so great a disaster, but without success.
The agitation has been permitted to pro-
ceed, with almost no attempt to resist it,
until it has reached a point when it can no
longer be disguised or denied that the Un-
ion 1s in danger. You have thus had forced
upon you the greatest and the gravest ques-
tion that can ever come under your consid-
eration—How can the Union be preserved?

To give. a satisfactory answer to this
mighty question, it is indispensable to have
an accurate and thorough knowledge of the
nature and the character of the cause by
which the Union is endangered. Without
such knowledge it 1s impossible to pro-
nounce, with any certainty, by what measure
it can be saved; just as it would be impos-
sible for a physician to pronounce, in the
case of some dangerous discase, with any
certainty by what remedy the patient could
be saved, without similar knowledge of the
nature and character of the cause which
produced it. The first question, then, pre-
sented for consideration, in the investiga-
tion I propose to make, in order to obtain
such knowledge, is—What is it that had en-
dangered the Union?

To this question there can be but one
answer—that the immediate cause is the

’

almost universal discontent which pervades all
the States composing the Southern section of
the Union. This widely-extended discontent is
not of recent origin. It commenced with the
agitation of the slavery question, and has been
increasing ever since. The next question,
going one step further back, is—What has
caused this widely diffused and almost univer-
sal discontent?

It is a great mistake to suppose, as is
[supposed] by some, that it originated with
demagogues, who excited the discontent
with the intention of aiding their personal
advancement, or with the disappointed am-
bition of certain politicians, who resorted to
it as the means of retrieving their fortunes.
On the contrary, all the great political influ-
ences of the section were arrayed against ex-
citement, and exerted to the utmost to keep
the people quiet. The great mass of the
people of the South were divided, as in the
other section, into Whigs and Democrats.
The leaders and the presses of both parties
in the South were very solicitous to prevent
excitement and to preserve quict; because it
was scen that the effects of the former
would necessarily tend to weaken, if not
destroy, the political ties which united them
with their respective parties in the other
section. Those who know the strength of
party ties will readily appreciate the im-
mense force which this cause exerted
against agitation, and in favor of preserving
quiet. But, great as it was, it was not suffi-
cient to prevent the wide-spread discontent
which now pervades the section. No; some
cause, far deeper and more powerful than
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the one supposed, must exist, to account for
discontent so wide and deep. The question
then recurs—What is the cause of this dis-
content? It will be found in the belicf of the
people of the Southern States, as prevalent
as the discontent itsclf, that they cannot
remain, as things now are, consistently with
honor and safety, in the Union. The next
question to be considered is—What has
causcd this belief?...

There is another lying back of it—with
which this is intimately connected—that
may be regarded as the great and primary
cause. This is to be found in the fact that
the equilibrium between the two sections, in
the Government as it stood when the con-
stitution was ratified and the Government
put in action, has becen destroyed. At that
time there was nearly a perfect equilibrium
between the two, which afforded ample
means to each to protect itself against the
aggression of the other; but, as it now
stands, one section has the exclusive power
of controlling the Government, which
leaves the other without any adequate
means of protecting itself against its en-
croachment and oppression.

As, then, the North has the absolute
control over the Government, it is manifest,
that on all questions between it and the
South, where there is a diversity of interests,
the interest of the latter will be sacrificed to
the former, however oppressive the effects
may be; as the South possesses no means by
which it can resist, through the action of the
Government. But if there was no question
vital importance to the South, in reference
to which there was a diversity of views be-
tween the two sections, this state of things
might be endured, without the hazard of
destruction to the South. But such is not the
fact. There is a question of vital importance
to the Southern section, in reference to
which the views and feelings of the two sec-
tions are as opposite and hostile as they can
possibly be.

I refer to the relation between the two
races in the Southern section, which con-
stitutes a vital portion of her social orga-
nization. Every portion of the North en-
tertains views and feelings more or less hos-
tile to it. Those most opposed and hostile,

regard it as a sin, and consider themselves
under the most sacred obligation to use
every effort to destroy it. Indeed, to the ex-
tent that they conceive they have power,
they regard themselves as implicated in the
sin, and responsible for not suppressing it
by the use of all and cvery means. Those
less opposed and hostile, regard it as a
crime—an offense against humanity, as they
call it; and, although not so fanatical, feel
themsclves bound to use all efforts to effect
the same object; while those who are least
opposed and hostile, regard it as a blot and
a stain on the character of what they call the
Nation, and feel themselves accordingly
bound to give it no countenance or support.
On the contrary, the Southern section re-
gards the relation as one which cannot be
destroyed without subjecting the two races to
the greatest calamity, and the section to po-
verty, desolation, and wretchedness; and ac-
cordingly they feel bound, by every consider-
ation of interest and safety, to defend it.

This hostile feeling on the part of the
North towards the social organization of
the South long lay dormant, but it only re-
quired some cause to act on those who felt
most intensely that they were responsible
for its continuance, to call it mnto action.
The increasing power of this Government,
and of the control of the Northern section
and all its departments, furnished the cause.
It was this which made an impression on
the minds of many, that there was little or
no restraint to prevent the Government
from doing whatever it might choose to do.
This was sufficient of itself to put the most
fanatical portion of the North in action, for
the purpose of destroying the existing rela-
tion between the two races in the South.

Having now, Senators, explained what it
is that endangers the Union, and traced it to
its cause, and explained its nature and cha-
racter, the question again recurs—FHow can
the Union by saved?. ..

There is but one way by which 1t can
with any certainty; and that is, by a full and
final settlement on the principle of justice,
of all the questions at issue between the two
sections. The South asks for justice, simple
justice, and less she ought not to take. She
has no compromise to offer, but the con-
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stitution; and no concession or surrender to
make. She has already surrendered so much
that she has little left to surrender. Such a
settlement would go to the root of the evil,
and remove all cause of discontent by sat-
isfying the South, she could remain honot-
ably and safely in the Union, and thereby
restore the harmony and fraternal feclings
between the sections, which existed anterior
to the Missouri agitation. Nothing else can,
with any certainty, finally and for ever settle
the questions at issue, terminate agitation,
and save the Union.

But can this be done? Yes, easily; not by
the weaker party, for it can of itself do
nothing—not even protect itself—but by
the stronger. The North has only to will it
to accomplish it—to do justice by conced-
ing to the South an equal right in the ac-
quired territory, and to do her duty by caus-
ing the stipulations relative to fugitive slaves
to be faithfully fulfilled—to cease the agita-
tion of the slave question, and to provide
for the insertion of a provision in the con-
stitution, by an amendment which will re-
store to the South, in substance, the power
she possessed of protecting herself, before
the equilibrium between the sections was
destroyed by the action of this Government.
There will be no difficulty in devising such a
provision—one that will protect the South,
and which, at the same time, will improve
and strengthen the Government instead of
impairing and weakening it.
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But will the North agree to this?...

It is time, Senators, that there should be
an open and manly avowal on all sides, as to
what is intended to be done. If the question
is not now settled, it is uncertain whether it
ever can hereafter be; and we, as the repre-
sentatives of the States of the Union, re-
garded as governments, should come to a
distinct understanding as to our respective
views, in order to ascertain whether the
great questions at issue can be settled or
not. If you, who represent the stronger por-
tion, cannot agree to settle them on the
broad principle of justice and duty, say so,
and let the States we both represent agree to
separate and part in peace. If you are unwill-
ing we should part in peace, tell us so, and
we shall know what to do, when you reduce
the question to submission or resistance. If
you remain silent, you will compel us to in-
fer by your acts what you intend. In that
case, California will become the test ques-
tion. If you admit her, under all the difficul-
ties that oppose her admission, you compel
us to infer that you intend to exclude us
from the whole of the acquired territories,
with the intention of destroying, irre-
trievably, the equilibrium between the two
sections. We would be blind not to perceive
in that case, that your real objects arc power
and aggrandizement, and infatuated not to
act accordingly.. ..

of the threat to the Union?

f “the efforts now being made to excclude the South from the

e to save the Union?
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