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Compelling Question: Are some issues too
great to compromise?

Instructions: Highlight or underline the text that will help you answer your Supporting and Compelling Questions. Take
notes on the side and explain why your notes are important.
Background: In the study of history as an academic discipline, a primary source (also called original source or evidence) is an
artifact, a document, diary, manuscript, autobiography, a recording, or any other source of information that was created at
the time under study.
Excerpt from: John C. Calhoun Proposal to Preserve the Union, 1850, Read in the United States Senate chamber

… 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. . . . The agitation has been permitted to proceed, with almost
no attempt to resist it, until it has reached a period 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 question that can ever come under
your consideration: How can the Union be preserved?
. . . The first question, then, presented for consideration, in the investigation I propose to make, in order to obtain
such knowledge, is: 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. . . .
It is a great mistake to suppose, as is by some, that it originated with demagogues. . . . No; some cause, far deeper
and more powerful than the one supposed must exist to account for discontent so wide and deep. The question,
then, recurs: 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 longcontinued agitation of the slave question on the part of the North, and the
many aggressions which they have made on the rights of the South during the time. . . .
There is another, lying back of it, with which this is intimately connected, that may be regarded as the great and
primary cause. That is to be found in the fact that the equilibrium between the two sections in the Government,
as it stood when the Constitution was ratified and the Government put in action has been 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 encroachment
and oppression. . . .
[The] great increase of Senators, added to the great increase 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. . . .
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 questions between it and the South,
where there is a diversity of interests, the interests of the latter will be sacrificed to the former, however
oppressive the effects may be. . . .
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But if there was no question of vital importance to the South, in reference to which there was a diversity of views
between the two sections, this state of things might be endured without the hazard of destruction to the South.
But such is not the fact. . . .
I 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. . . .
If the agitation goes on, the same force, acting with increased intensity, as has been shown, will finally snap every
cord, when nothing will be left to bind the States together except force. . . .
How can the Union be saved? To this I answer, there is but one way by which it can be, and that is by adopting
such measures as will satisfy the States belonging to the southern section that they can remain in the Union
consistently with their honor and their safety.
QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER:
1. One observer noted that "Calhoun thought his plan would save the Union, but his speech was an argument for
secession." Write a summary of the primary source. Be sure to include one piece of evidence and/or quotes to verify
its authenticity.

2. What historical events before and during the time of his speech help you understand Calhoun’s fears about Nothern
domination?

3.
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