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. . . The long-continued and intemperate interference of the Northern people with 

the question of slavery in the Southern States has at length produced its natural effects. . ..  
 
I have long foreseen and often forewarned my countrymen of the now impending 

danger.  This does not proceed solely from the claim on the part of Congress or the 
Territorial legislatures to exclude slavery from the Territories, nor from the efforts of 
different States to defeat the execution of the fugitive-slave law. . . .The immediate peril 
arises . . .from the fact that the North, for the last quarter of a century has at length 
produced its malign influence on the slaves and inspired them with vague notions of 
freedom.  Hence a sense of security no longer exists around the family altar [in the 
South].  This feeling of peace at home has given place to apprehensions of servile 
insurrections.  Many a matron throughout the South retires at night in dread of what may 
befall herself and children before the morning. . . .  Self-preservation is the first law of 
nature, . . . and no political union . . . can long continue if the necessary consequences be 
to render the homes and firesides of nearly half the parties to it habitually and hopelessly 
insecure.  . . . 

 
How easy would it be for the American people to settle the slavery question 

forever and to restore peace and harmony to this distracted country!  . . .  All that is 
necessary to accomplish the object . . .is [for the slave states] to be let alone and 
permitted to manage their domestic institutions in their own way. . . .As sovereign States, 
they, and they alone are responsible before God and the world for the slavery existing 
among them.  For this the people of the North are not more responsible and have no more 
right to interfere than with similar institutions in Russia or in Brazil.  . . . 

 
. . .  [T]he election of any of our fellow-citizens [Lincoln] to the office of the 

President does not of itself afford just cause for dissolving the Union. . . . It is said, 
however, that the antecedents of the President elect have been sufficient to justify the 
fears of the South that he will attempt to invade their constitutional rights.  But are such 
apprehensions of contingent danger in the future sufficient to justify the immediate 
destruction of the noblest system of government ever devised by mortals? . . . 

 
After all, he is no more than the chief executive office of the Government.  His 

province is not to make but to execute the laws.  And it is a remarkable fact . . .that, 
notwithstanding the repeated efforts of the antislavery party, no single act has ever passed 
Congress, unless we may possibly except the Missouri compromise, impairing in the 
slightest degree the rights of the South to their property in slaves; and . . . no probability 
exists of the passage of such an act by a majority of both Houses, either in the present or 
the next Congress. . . . 

 
. . .[Moreover,] the Supreme Court, which has solemnly decided [in Dred Scott v. 

Sandford (1857)] that slaves are property, and, like all other property, their owners have 



the right to take them into the common Territories and hold them under the protection of 
the Constitution. . . . 

 
The most palpable violations of constitutional duty which have yet been 

committed consist in the acts of different State legislatures to defeat the execution of the 
fugitive-slave law.  It ought to be remembered, however, that for these acts neither 
Congress nor any President can justly be held responsible. 

 
[Buchanan then asserts that states do not have a right to secede.  If such a right 

existed, the Union would be] a rope of sand, to be penetrated and dissolved by the first 
adverse wave of public opinion in any of the States. . . .   [The Union] was intended to be 
perpetual, and not be annulled at the pleasure of any one of the contracting parties. 

 
. . . Secession is neither more nor less than revolution.  It may or it may not be a 

justifiable revolution, but still it is a revolution. 
 
[But then, astonishingly, Buchanan argues that as President, he does not have the 

authority under the Constitution to stop South Carolina from seceding:]  Any attempt to 
do this would . . . be a naked act of usurpation.  It is therefore my duty to submit to 
Congress the whole question in all its bearings.    

 
 [Incredibly, even though he will submit the question to Congress, he expresses his 
opinion that] the Constitution [has not] delegated to Congress the power to coerce a State 
into submission which is attempting to withdraw or has actually withdrawn from the 
[Union]. 
 
 


