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deliberately, that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no good object
can be frustrated by it. Such of you as are now dissatisfied still have the old
Constitution unimpaired, and, on the sensitive point, the laws of your own
framing under it; while the new Administration will have no immediate
power, if it would, to change either. If it were admitted that you who are
dissatisfied hold the right side in the dispute, there still is no single good
reason for precipitate action. Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a
firm reliance on Him who has never yet forsaken this favored land are still
competent to adjust in the best way all our present difficulty.

In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, and not in mine, is the
momentous issue of civil war. The Government will not assail you. You can
have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath
registered in heaven to destroy the Government, while I shall have the most
solemn one to “preserve, protect, and defend it.”

I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be
enemies. Though passion may have strained it must not break our bonds of
affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield
and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad
land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely
they will be, by the better angels of our nature.

Source: James D. Richardson, ed., A Compilation of the Messages and Papers
of the President, 1o vols. (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1897),
6:5—12.

6. Alexander H. Stephens

Cornerstone Speech, March 21, 1861

Several weeks after Lincoln refused to recognize secession, Alexander

H. Stephens (1812-83), a former US Senator from Georgia and the recently
chosen vice-president of the Confederacy, celebrated the resolve of white
southerners and the distinctiveness of southern civilization. Although he was
a fervent advocate of state sovereignty, Stephens had opposed secession until
early 1861. In the impromptu speech he delivered before an enthusiastic
audience in Savannah on March 21, 1861, he argues that the “cornerstone”
of southern greatness lay in slavery and white supremacy. Portraying African
Americans as members of an inherently inferior race who benefited from
enslavement, Stephens asserts unequivocally that white southerners had the
resources and will to form a powerful new nation. Science and experience,
be claims, bad proved wrong the principle asserted in the Declaration of
Independence that all men were created equal.
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... We are in the midst of one of the greatest epochs in our history. The last
ninety days will mark one of the most memorable eras in the history of
modern civilization....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. ... 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....

Allow me briefly to allude to some of these improvements. The question
of building up class interests, or fostering one branch of industry to the
prejudice of another under the exercise of the revenue power, which gave us
so much trouble under the old constitution, is put at rest. . .. This old thorn
of the tariff, which was the cause of so much irritation in the old body
politic, is removed forever from the new.

Again, the subject of internal improvements, under the power of Congress
to regulate commerce, is put at rest under our system. The power claimed by
construction under the old constitution, was at least a doubtful one — it
rested solely upon construction. We of the South, generally apart from
considerations of constitutional principles, opposed its exercise upon
rounds of its inexpediency and injustice. . ..

Another feature to which I will allude, is that the new constitution provides
that cabinet ministers and heads of departments may have the privilege
of seats upon the floor of the Senate and House of Representatives — may
have the right to participate in the debates and discussions upon the various
subjects of administration. ... ‘

Another change in the constitution relates to the length of the tenure of
the presidential office. In the new constitution it is six years instead of four,
and the President rendered ineligible for a re-election. This is certainly
a decidedly conservative change. It will remove from the incumbent all
temptation to use his office or exert the powers confided to him for any
objects of personal ambition....

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
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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 guar-
antee 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 fundamen-
tally wrong. They rested upon the assumption of the equality of races. This
was an error. It was a sandy foundation, and the government built upon it
fell when the “storm came and the wind blew.”

Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea;
its foundations are laid, its corner-stone rests upon the great truth, that
the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery — subordination to the
superior race — is his natural and normal condition....This, our new
government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great
physical, philosophical, and moral truth. This truth has been slow in the

. process of its development, like all other truths in the various departments
of science. It has been so even amongst us. Many who hear me, perhaps, can
recollect well, that this truth was not generally admitted, even within their
day. The errors of the past generation still clung to many as late as twenty
years ago. Those at the North, who still cling to these errors, with a zeal
above knowledge, we justly denominate as 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 prem-
ises; so with the anti-slavery fanatics; their conclusions are right if their
premises were. They assume that the negro is equal, and hence conclude
that he is entitled to equal privileges and rights with the white man. If their
premises were correct, their conclusions would be logical and just — but
their premise being wrong, their whole argument fails. 1 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
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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.

As I have stated, the truth of this principle may be slow in development,
as all truths are and ever have been, in the various branches of science. It was
so with the principles announced by Galileo - it was so with Adam Smith
and his principles of political economy. It was so with Harvey, and his
theory of the circulation of the blood. It is stated that not a single one of
the medical profession, living at the time of the announcement of the truths
made by him, admitted them. Now, they are universally acknowledged.

May we not, therefore, look with confidence to the ultimate universal
acknowledgment of the truths upon which our system rests? It is the first
government ever instituted upon the principles in strict conformity to
nature, and the ordination of Providence, in furnishing the materials of
human society. Many governments have been founded upon the principle
of the subordination and serfdom of certain classes of the same race; such
were and are in violation of the laws of nature. Our system commits no such
violation of nature’s laws. With us, all of the white race, however high or
low, rich or poor, are equal in the eye of the law. Not so with the negro.
Subordination is his place. He, by nature, or by the curse against Canaan,
is fitted for that condition which he occupies in our system. The architect,
in the construction of buildings, lays the foundation with the proper
material — the granite; then comes the brick or the marble. The substratum
of our society is made of the material fitted by nature for it, and
by experience we know that it is best, not only for the superior, but for
the inferior race, that it should be so. It is, indeed, in conformity with the
ordinance of the Creator. It is not for us to inquire into the wisdom of his
ordinances, or to question them. For his own purposes, he has made one
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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.

[...]

But to pass on: Some have propounded the inquiry whether it is practicable
for us to go on with the confederacy without further accessions? Have we
the means and ability to maintain nationality among the powers of the
earth? On this point I would barely say, that as anxiously as we all have
been, and are, for the border States, with institutions similar to ours, to join
us, still we are abundantly able to maintain our position, even if they should
ultimately make up their minds not to cast their destiny with us. That they
ultimately will join us — be compelled to do it — is my confident belief; but
we can get.on very well without them, even if they should not.

We have all the essential elements of a high national career. The idea has
been given out at the North, and even in the border States, that we are too
small and too weak to maintain a separate nationality. This is a great
mistake. In extent of territory we embrace five hundred and sixty-four
thousand square miles and upward. This is upward of two hundred thou-
sand square miles more than was included within the limits of the original
thirteen States. It is an area of country more than double the territory of
France or the Austrian empire....It is greater than all France, Spain, Por-
tugal, and Great Britain, including England, Ireland, and Scotland, together.
In population we have upward of five millions, according to the census of
1860; this includes white and black. The entire population, including white
and black, of the original thirteen States, was less than four millions in
1790, and still less in ‘76, when the independence of our fathers was
achieved. If they, with a less population, dared maintain their independence
against the greatest power on earth, shall we have any apprehension of
maintaining ours now?

In point of material wealth and resources, we are greatly in advance of
them. The taxable property of the Confederate States cannot be less than
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twenty-two hundred millions of dollars! This, I think I venture but little in
saying, may be considered as five times more than the colonies possessed at
the time they achieved their independence. . .. With such an area of territory
as we have — with such an amount of population — with a climate and soil
unsurpassed by any on the face of the earth — with such resources already at
our command — with productions which control the commerce of the world,
who can entertain any apprehensions as to our ability to succeed, whether
others join us or not?

It is true, I believe I state but the common sentiment, when I declare my
earnest desire that the border States should join us. The differences of
opinion that existed among us anterior to secession, related more to the
policy in securing that result by co-operation than from any difference upon
the ultimate security we all looked to in common....

In this connection I take this occasion to state, that I was not without
grave and serious apprehensions that if the worst came to the worst, and
cutting loose from the old government should be the only remedy for our
safety and security, it would be attended with much more serious ills than it
has been as yet. Thus far we have seen none of those incidents which usually
attend revolutions. No such material as such convulsions usually throw up
has been seen. Wisdom, prudence, and patriotism, have marked every step
of our progress thus far. This augurs well for the future, and it is a matter of
sincere gratification to me, that I am enabled to make the declaration. Of
the men I met in the Congress at Montgomery, I may be pardoned for saying
this, an abler, wiser, a more conservative, deliberate, determined, resolute,
and patriotic body of men, I never met in my life.

Source: H. Cleveland, Alexander H. Stephens, in Public and Private: With Letters
and Speeches, Before, During, and Since the War (Philadelphia, PA: National
Publishing, 1866), 717—29.

7. Mary Boykin Chesnut
Approaching Conflict at Fort Sumter, March-April 1861

The Civil War began on the morning of April 12, 1861 as Confederate
batteries opened fire on Fort Sumter and the United States troops who
occupied it. Other Union forts in the Deep South had either gone over to

the Confederacy or were offshore, where they could be easily supplied and
defended by the US Navy. In contrast, Sumter stood in Charleston Harbor
surrounded by Confederate cannon and mortars. Just before Lincoln became
president, Major Robert Anderson, who commanded the fort, announced that
Sumter was running out of food. Anderson indicated that the fort bad either to
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