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“This Missouri question has betrayed

the secret of their souls.”

CALHOUN AND THE MISSOURI COMPROMISE

Feb}uar)/ 24, 1820
Washington, D.C.

JOHN QUINCY ADAMS

Mzssoun s Jmpendzng admission to the Union as a slave state was about to
upset the careful balance cyf power between free and slave states. To
maintain the status quo, the Missouri Compromise created the free state of
Maine out of northern Massachusetts and set a dividing line between north
and south that would act as a line between free and slave states. Missouri
would be the only slave state allowed north of the line.

The deal didn’t solve any problems. It only delayed the Civil War. John
Quincy Adams, James Monroe’s secretary qf state (later president), foiesaw the
eventual results of the continual threats by the southern states to secede, as he

makes clear in this sketch involving Secretary of War (later Vice President)
John Calhoun.

I had some conversation with Calhoun on the slave quesﬂon pend-
ing in Congress. He said he did not think it would produce a dissolu-
tion of the Umon but, if it should, the South would be from necessity

~
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compelled to form an alhance offensive and defensive, with Great
Britain.
* I said that would be returning to the colonial state.
He said, yes, pretty much, but it would be forced upon them. I

" asked him whether he thought, if by the effect of this alliance, offen-

sive and defensive, the population of the North should be cut off
from its natural outlet upon the ocean, it would fall back upon its
rocks bound hand'and foot, to starve, or whether it would not retain
its powers of locomotion to move southward by land. Then, he said,
they would find it necessary to make their communities all military. I
pressed the conversation no further; but if the dissolution of the
Union should result from the slave question, it is as obvious as any-
thing that can be foreseen of futurity, that it must shortly afterwards
be followed by the universal emancipation of the slaves. -

After this meetlng, I walked home with Calhoun, who said that the
principles which [ had avowed were just and noble; but that in the
Southern country, whenever they were mentioned they were always
understood as applying only to white men. Domestic labor was con-

fined to the blacks, and such was the prejudice, that if he, who was

the most popular man in his district, were to keep a white servant in
his house, his character and reputation would be irretrievably ruined.
I-said that this confounding of the ideas of servitude and labor was

‘one of the bad effécts of sldvery; but he thought it attended with

many excellent consequences. It did not apply to all kinds of labor—

. not, for example, to farmmg He himself had often held the plough

so had his father. Manufacturmg and mechanical labor was not
degrading, It was only manual labor—the proper work of slaves. No
white person could descend to that. And it was the best guarantee to
equality among the whites. It produced an unvarying level among
them. It not only did not excite, but did not even admit of inequali-
ties, by which one white man could domineer over another.

I told Calhoun I could not see things in the same light. It is in
truth, all perverted senUmentmmlstaklng labor for slavery, and

" dominion for freedom. The discussion of this Missouri question has

betrayed the secret of their souls. In the abstract they admit that slav-
ery is an evil, they disclaim all participation in the introduction of it,
and cast it all upon the shoulder of our old GrandamBritain. But
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when probed to the quick upon it, they show at the bottom of their
souls pride and vainglory in their condition of masterdom. They
fancy themselves more generous and noble-hearted than the plain
freemen who labor for subsistence. They look down upon the sim-
plicity of a Yankee’s manners, because he has no habits of overbearing
like theirs and cannot treat negroes like dogs. . . . The impression
produced upon any mind by the progress of this discussion is, that the
bargain between freedom and slavery contained in the Constitution
of the United States is morally and politically vicious, inconsistent
with the principles upon which alone our Revolution can'be justified;
cruel and oppressive, by riveting the chains of slavery, by pledging
the faith of freedom to maintain and perpettate the tyranny of the
master; and grossly unequal and impolitic, by admitting that slaves
are at once enemies to be kept in subjection, property to be secured
or restored to their owners, and persons not to be represented them-
selves, but for whom their masters are prlvﬂeged with nearly ‘a dou-
ble share of representation. . . .

It would be no difficult matter to prove, by reviewing the history
of the Union under this Constitution, that almost everything which
has contributed to the -honor and ‘welfare of the nation has been
accomplished in despite of them or forced upon them, and that
everything unpropitious and dishonorable, including the blunders

and follies of their adversaries; may be traced to them. I have favored-

this Missouri compromlse believing it to be all that could be effected
under the present Constitution, and from extreme unwﬂhngness to
put the Union at hazard. But perhaps it would have been a wiser as
well as a bolder course to have persisted in the restriction upon Mis-
souri, till it should have terminated in a convention of the States to
revise and amend the Constitution. This would have produced a new
Union of thirteen or fourteen States unpolluted with slavery, with a
great and glorious object to effect, namely, that of rallying to.their
standard the other States by the universal emancipation of thelr
slaves. If the Union must be dissolved, slavery is precisely the ques-

tion upon which it ought to break. For the present, however, this -

contest is laid asleep.

Cathioun and the Missouri Compromise Name:
Discussion Questions

1.

In response to the question about “returning to the colonial state Calhoun
suggests that the south may find it “necessary”. What does he mean by this?

Calhoun calls the views of Adams noble and just. Do these values apply to
the south? Explain.

How has the argument to justify slavery in the south changed?

Adams supported the Missouri compromise. Why?

How does he feel about his decision to support the Compromise? Explain
this? :



