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"On the Slavery Question” (1850)
John C. Calhoun

| 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. Entertaining this opinion, |
have, on all proper occasions, endeavored to call the attention of both the two great parties
[Democrats and Whigs] which divide the country to adopt some measure to prevent so great a
disaster, but without success. The agitation has been permitted to proceed, with almost no
attempt to resist it, until it has reached a point when it can no longer be disguised or denied
that the Union is in danger. You have thus had forced upon you the greatest and the gravest
guestion that can ever come under your consideration—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. . .. What is it that has endangered 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 universal discontent? . ..

What is the cause of this discontent? It will be found in the belief of the people of the Southern
States, as prevalent as the discontent itself, 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 caused this belief?

One of the causes is, undoubtedly, to be traced to the long-continued agitation of the slave
guestion on the part of the North, and the many aggressions which they have made on the
rights of the South during the time. . ..

But we are just at the close of the sixth decade, and the commencement of the seventh. The
census is to be taken this year, which must add greatly to the decided preponderance of the
North in the House of Representatives and in the electoral college. The prospect is, also, that a
great increase will be added to its present preponderance in the Senate, during the period of
the decade, by the addition of new States. . .. The prospect then is, that the two sections in the
Senate, should the efforts now made to exclude the South from the newly acquired territories
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succeed, will stand, before the end of the decade, twenty Northern States to fourteen Southern
(considering Delaware as neutral), and forty Northern Senators to twenty-eight Southern. This
great increase of Senators, added to the great increase of members of the House of
Representatives and the electoral college on the part of the North, which must take place under
the next decade, will effectually and irretrievably destroy the equilibrium which existed when
the Government commenced. . . .

The next [reason] consists in adopting a system of revenue and disbursements, by which an
undue proportion of the burden of taxation has been imposed upon the South, and an undue
proportion of its proceeds appropriated to the North; and the last is a system of political
measures, by which the original character of the Government has been radically changed....

It is well known that the Government has derived its revenue mainly from duties on imports. |
shall not undertake to show that such duties must necessarily fall mainly on the exporting
States, and that the South, as the great exporting portion of the Union, has in reality paid vastly
more than her due proportion of the revenue; because | deem it unnecessary, as the subject
has on so many occasions been fully discussed. Nor shall I, for the same reason, undertake to
show that a far greater portion of the revenue has been disbursed at the North, than its due
share; and that the joint effect of these causes has been, to transfer a vast amount from South
to North, which, under an equal system of revenue and disbursements, would not have been
lost to her. . ..

The result of the whole of these causes combined is that the North has acquired a decided
ascendency over every department of this Government, and through it a control over all the
powers of the system. A single section governed by the will of the numerical majority, has now,
in fact, the control of the Government and the entire powers of the system. What was once a
constitutional federal republic, is now converted, in reality, into one as absolute as that of the
Autocrat of Russia, and as despotic in its tendency as any absolute government that ever
existed.

As, then, the North has the absolute control over the Government, it is manifest, that on all
guestions 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. . ..

| refer to the relation between the two races in the Southern section, which constitutes a vital
portion of her social organization. Every portion of the North entertains views and feelings

more or less hostile to it. . . . On the contrary, the Southern section regards the relation as one
which cannot be destroyed without subjecting the two races to the greatest calamity, and the
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section to poverty, desolation, and wretchedness; and accordingly they feel bound, by every
consideration of interest and safety, to defend it. . ..

It is a great mistake to suppose that disunion can be effected by a single blow. The cords which
bound these States together in one common Union, are far too numerous and powerful for
that. Disunion must be the work of time. It is only through a long process, and successively, that
the cords can be snapped, until the whole fabric falls, asunder. Already the agitation of the
slavery question has snapped some of the most important, and has greatly weakened all the
others. ...

The cry of “Union, Union—the glorious Union!” can no more prevent disunion than the cry of
“Health, health glorious health!” on the part of the physician, can save a patient lying
dangerously ill. So long as the Union, instead of being regarded as a protector, is regarded in
the opposite character, by not much less than a majority of the States, it will be in vain to
attempt to conciliate them by pronouncing eulogies on it.

Besides this cry of Union comes commonly from those whom we cannot believe to be sincere.
It usually comes from our assailants. But we cannot believe them to be sincere; for, if they
loved the Union, they would necessarily be devoted to the constitution. It made the Union, and
to destroy the constitution would be to destroy the Union.

John C. Calhoun
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