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Daniel Webster in support of the Compromise of 1850 
March 7, 1850 
 
Mr. President: I wish to speak to-day, not as a Massachusetts man, nor as a Northern 
man, but as an American, and a member of the Senate of the United States.  . . .  I speak 
to-day for the preservation of the Union. "Hear me for my cause." I speak, to-day, out of 
a solicitous and anxious heart for the restoration to the country of that quiet and that 
harmony which make the blessings of this Union so rich and so dear to us all. These are 
the topics that I propose to myself to discuss; these are the motives, and the sole motives, 
that influence me in the wish to communicate my opinions to the Senate and the country; 
and if I can do anything, however little, for the promotion of these ends, I shall have 
accomplished all that I expect. 

. . . Sir, upon the general nature, and character, and influence of slavery, there exists a 
wide difference of opinion between the Northern portion of this country and the 
Southern. It is said on the one side that, if not the subject of any injunction or direct 
prohibition in the New Testament, slavery is a wrong; that it is founded merely in the 
right of the strongest; and that it is an oppression, like unjust wars, like all those conflicts 
by which a mighty nation subjects a weaker nation to its will; and that slavery, in its 
nature, whatever may be said of it in the modifications which have taken place, is not in 
fact according to the meek spirit of the Gospel. . . . These are sentiments that are 
cherished, and recently with greatly augmented force, among the people of the Northern 
States. They have taken hold of the religious sentiment of that part of the country, as they 
have more or less taken hold of the religious feelings of a considerable portion of 
mankind. 

The South, upon the other side, having been accustomed to this relation between the two 
races all their lives, from their birth, having been taught, in general, to treat the subjects 
of this bondage with care and kindness, and I believe, in general, feeling for them great 
care and kindness, have not taken the view of the subject which I have mentioned. There 
are thousands of religious men, with consciences as tender as any of their brethren at the 
North, who do not see the unlawfulness of slavery; and there are more thousands, 
perhaps, that, whatsoever they may think of it in its origin, and as a matter depending 
upon natural right, yet take things as they are, and, finding slavery to be an established 
relation of the society in which they live, can see no way in which, let their opinions on 
the abstract question be what they may, it is in the power of the present generation to 
relieve themselves from this relation. And, in this respect, candor obliges me to say, that I 
believe they are just as conscientious, many of them, and the religious people, all of 
them, as they are in the North who hold different opinions. 

. . . Now, Sir, in this state of sentiment upon the general nature of slavery lies the cause of 
a great part of those unhappy divisions, exasperations, and reproaches, which find vent 
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and support in different parts of the Union. Slavery does exist in the United States. It did 
exist in the States before the adoption of this Constitution, and at that time. 

. . . Mr. President, three things are quite clear as historical truths. One is, that there was an 
expectation that, on the ceasing of the importation of slaves from Africa, slavery would 
begin to run out here. That was hoped and expected. Another is, that, as far as there was 
any power in Congress to prevent the spread of slavery in the United States, that power 
was executed in the most absolute manner, and to the fullest extent. . .. The honorable 
member [Mr. Calhoun] said, the other day, that he considered this Ordinance as the first, 
in the series of measures, calculated to enfeeble the South, and deprive them of their just 
participation in the benefits and privileges of this government. He says, very properly, 
that it was enacted under the old Confederation and before this Constitution went into 
effect; but, my present purpose is only to say, Mr. President, that it was established with 
the entire and unanimous concurrence of the whole South. Why, there it stands! 

The vote of every State in the Union was unanimous in favor of the Ordinance, with the 
exception of a single individual vote, and that individual vote was given by a Northern 
man. But, Sir, the Ordinance abolishing, or rather prohibiting, slavery northwest of the 
Ohio, has the hand and seal of every Southern member in Congress. So, this ordinance 
was no aggression of the North on the South. 

The other and third clear historical truth is, that the Convention meant to leave slavery, in 
the States, as they found it, entirely under the authority and control of the States 
themselves. 

This was the state of things, Sir, and this the state of opinion, under which those very 
important matters were arranged, and those three important things done; that is, the 
establishment of the Constitution with a recognition of slavery as it existed in the States; 
the establishment of the ordinance prohibiting, to the full extent of all territory owned by 
the United States, the introduction of slavery into that territory, while leaving to the 
States all power over slavery in their own limits; and creating a power, in the new 
government, to put an end to the importation of slaves, after a limited period. And here, 
Sir, we may pause. 

We may reflect for a moment upon the entire coincidence and concurrence of sentiment, 
between the North and the South, upon all these questions, at the period of the adoption 
of the Constitution. . .. But soon a change began, at the North and the South, and a 
severance of opinion showed itself; the North growing much more warm and strong 
against slavery, and the South growing much more warm and strong in its support. Sir, 
there is no generation of mankind whose opinions are not subject to be influenced by 
what appear to them to be their present, emergent, and exigent interests. I impute to the 
South no particularly selfish view in the change which has come over her. I impute to her 
certainly no dishonest view. All that has happened has been natural. It has followed those 
causes which always influence the human mind and operate upon it. . ..  
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The honorable member from South Carolina observed that there has been a majority all 
along in favor of the North. If that be true, Sir, the North has acted either very liberally 
and kindly, or very weakly; for they never exercised that majority efficiently . . .. Never. 
Whether they were out-generaled, or whether it was owing to other causes, I shall not 
stop to consider; but no man acquainted with the history of the country can deny, that the 
general lead in the politics of the country, for three fourths of the period that has elapsed 
since the adoption of the Constitution, has been a Southern lead. 
 
. . . [I]f any operation of the Government could be shown in any degree to have promoted 
the population, and growth, and wealth of the North, it is much more sure that there are 
sundry important and distinct operations of the Government, about which no man can 
doubt, tending to promote, and which absolutely have promoted, the increase of the slave 
interest and the slave territory of the South. Allow me to say that it was not time that 
brought in Louisiana; it was the act of men. It was not time that brought in Florida; it was 
the act of men. And lastly, Sir, to complete these acts of men which have contributed so 
much to enlarge the area and the sphere of the institution of slavery, Texas, great and vast 
and illimitable Texas, was added to the Union as a slave State in 1845; and that, Sir, 
pretty much closed the whole chapter, and settled the whole account. 

 
That closed the whole chapter, that settled the whole account, because the annexation of 
Texas, upon the conditions and under the guaranties upon which she was admitted, did 
not leave within the control of this Government an acre of land, capable of being 
cultivated by slave labor, between this Capitol and the Rio Grande or the Nueces, or 
whatever is the proper boundary of Texas, not an acre. From that moment, the whole 
country, from this place to the western boundary of Texas, was fixed, pledged, fastened, 
decided, to be slave territory forever, by the solemn guaranties of law. And I now say, 
Sir, as the proposition upon which I stand this day, and upon the truth and firmness of 
which I intend to act until it is overthrown, that there is not at this moment within the 
United States, or any territory of the United States, a single foot of land, the character of 
which, in regard to its being free-soil territory or slave territory, is not fixed by some law, 
and some irrepealable law, beyond the power of the action of the Government. Now, is it 
not so with respect to Texas? Why it is most manifestly so. 
 

. . . Now, as to California and New Mexico, I hold slavery to be excluded from these 
territories by a law even superior to that which admits and sanctions it in Texas. I mean 
the law of nature, of physical geography, the law of the formation of the earth. That law 
settles for ever, with a strength beyond all terms of human enactment, that slavery cannot 
exist in California or New Mexico. Understand me, Sir; I mean slavery as we regard it; 
slaves in gross, of the colored race, transferable by sale and delivery, like other property. 

I shall not discuss the point, but leave it to the learned gentlemen who have undertaken to 
discuss it; but I suppose there is no slave of that description in California now. I 
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understand that peonism, a sort of penal servitude, exists there, or rather a sort of 
voluntary sale of a man and his offspring for debt, as it is arranged and exists in some 
parts of California and some provinces of Mexico. But what I mean to say is, that African 
slavery, as we see it among us, is as utterly impossible to find itself, or to be found in 
California and New Mexico, as any other natural impossibility. . ..  

I look upon it, therefore, as a fixed fact, to use an expression current at this day, that both 
California and New Mexico are destined to be free, so far as they are settled at all, which 
I believe, in regard to New Mexico, will be very little for a great length of time; free by 
the arrangement of things by the Power above us. I have therefore to say, in this respect 
also, that this country is fixed for freedom, to as many persons as shall ever live in it, by 
as irrepealable and more irrepealable a law, than the law that attaches to the right of 
holding slaves in Texas; and I will say further, that if a resolution, or a law, were now 
before us to provide a territorial Government for New Mexico, I would not vote to put 
any prohibition into it whatever. The use of such a prohibition would be idle, as it 
respects any effect it would have upon the territory; and I would not take pains to 
reaffirm an ordinance of Nature, nor to reenact the will of God. I would put in no Wilmot 
Proviso for the mere purpose of a taunt or a reproach. I would put into it no evidence of 
the votes of superior power; for no purpose but to wound the pride, even whether a just 
pride, a rational pride, or an irrational pride, to wound the pride of the gentlemen who 
belong to Southern States. I have no such object, no such purpose. 

Now, Mr. President, I have established, so far as I proposed to go into any line of 
observation to establish, the proposition with which I set out, and upon which I propose 
the stand or fall; and that is, that the whole territory of the States in the United States, or 
in the newly acquired territory of the United States, has a fixed and settled character, now 
fixed and settled by law, which cannot be repealed; in the case of Texas without a 
violation of public faith, and by no human power in regard to California or New Mexico; 
that, therefore, under one or other of these laws, every foot of land in the States or in the 
Territories has already received a fixed and decided character. 

Sir, wherever there is a substantive good to be done, wherever there is a foot of land to be 
staid back from becoming slave territory, I am ready to assert the principle of the 
exclusion of slavery. I am pledged to it from the year 1837; I have been pledged to it 
again and again; and I will perform those pledges; but I will not do a thing unnecessarily 
that wounds the feelings of others, or that does discredit to my own understanding. 

. . . Mr. President, I should much prefer to have heard from every member on this floor 
declarations of opinion that this Union could never be dissolved, than the declaration of 
opinion by anybody that, in any case, under the pressure of any circumstances, such a 
dissolution was possible. I hear with pain, and anguish, and distress, the word 
"secession," especially when it falls from the lips of those who are patriotic, and known 
to the country, and known all over the world, for their political services. Secession! 
Peaceable secession! Sir, your eyes and mine are never destined to see that miracle. The 
dismemberment of this vast country without convulsion! The breaking up of the fountains 
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of the great deep without ruffling the surface! Who is so foolish, I beg everybody's 
pardon, as to expect to see any such thing? Sir, he who sees these States, now revolving 
in harmony around a common center, and expects to see them quit their places and fly off 
without convulsion, may look the next hour to see the heavenly bodies rush from their 
spheres, and jostle against each other in the realms of space, without causing the crush of 
the universe. 

There can be no such thing as a peaceable secession. Peaceable secession is an utter 
impossibility. Is the great Constitution under which we live, covering this whole country; 
is it to be thawed and melted away by secession, as the snows on the mountains melt 
under the influence of a vernal sun, disappear almost unobserved, and run off? No, Sir! 
No, Sir! I will not state what might produce the disruption of the Union; but, Sir, I see as 
plainly as I see the sun in heaven, what that disruption itself must produce; I see that it 
must produce war, and such a war as I will not describe, in its twofold character. 

Peaceable secession! Peaceable secession! The concurrent agreement of all members of 
this great republic to separate! A voluntary separation, with alimony on one side and on 
the other. Why, what would be the result? Where is the line to be drawn? What States are 
to secede? What is to remain American? What am I to be? An American no longer? Am I 
to become a sectional man, a local man, a separatist? with no country in common with the 
gentlemen who sit around me here, or who fill the other House of Congress? Heaven 
forbid!  

Where is the flag of the republic to remain? Where is the eagle still to tower? Or is he to 
cower, and shrink, and fall to the ground? Why, Sir, our ancestors, our fathers and our 
grandfathers, those of them that are yet living amongst us with prolonged lives, would 
rebuke and reproach us; and our children and our grandchildren would cry out shame 
upon us, if we, of this generation, should dishonor these ensigns of the power of the 
Government and the harmony of that Union, which is every day felt among us with so 
much joy and gratitude. 

What is to become of the army? What is to become of the navy? What is to become of the 
public lands? How is each of the thirty States to defend itself? I know, although the idea 
has not been stated distinctly, there is to be, or it is supposed possible that there should 
be, a Southern Confederacy. I do not mean, when I allude to this statement, that anyone 
seriously contemplates such a state of things. I do not mean to say that it is true, but I 
have heard it suggested elsewhere, that that idea has originated a design to separate. I am 
sorry, Sir, that it has ever been thought of, talked of, or dreamed of, in the wildest flights 
of human imagination. But the idea, so far as it exists, must be of a separation, assigning 
the slave States to one side, and the free States to the other. 

Sir, there is not, I may express myself too strongly, perhaps, but some things, some moral 
things, are almost as impossible as other natural or physical things; and I hold the idea of 
a separation of these States, those that are free to form one government, and those that are 
slaveholding to form another, as a moral impossibility. . ..  We could not sit down here 
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to-day and draw a line of separation that would satisfy any five men in the country. There 
are natural causes that would keep and tie us together, and there are social and domestic 
relations which we could not break if we would, and which we should not if we could. 

. . . To break up! To break up this great Government, to dismember this glorious country, 
to astonish Europe with an act of folly such as Europe for two centuries has never beheld 
in any Government or any People! No, Sir; no, sir! There will be no secession! 
Gentlemen are not serious when they talk of secession. 

. . . And now, Mr. President, instead of speaking of the possibility or utility of secession, 
instead of dwelling in these caverns of darkness, instead of groping with those ideas so 
full of all that is horrid and horrible, let us come out into the light of day; let us enjoy the 
fresh air of Liberty and Union; let us cherish those hopes which belong to us; let us 
devote ourselves to those great objects that are fit for our consideration and our action; let 
us raise our conceptions to the magnitude and the importance of the duties that devolve 
upon us; let our comprehension be as broad as the country for which we act, our 
aspirations as high as its certain destiny; let us not be pigmies in a case that calls for men. 
Never did there devolve on any generation of men higher trusts than now devolve upon 
us, for the preservation of this Constitution, and the harmony and peace of all who are 
destined to live under it. . .. 

 


