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Alexander Stephens, Cornerstone Speech (1861)1

Alexander Stephens (1812–83) was a prominent southern moderate from Georgia and the vice-president of
the Confederate States of America. He was previously a member of Congress where, in the late 1840s, Stephens met
and befriended the young Abraham Lincoln. The “Cornerstone Speech” sets out the foundational principles of the
Confederacy. Stephens claimed those fundamental principles included white supremacy and slavery. Slavery and
white supremacy aside, Stephens insisted that the Constitution of the Confederacy was committed to the same
principles as the Constitution of the United States. Is this possible? Could fundamental principles be otherwise
identical in a regime committed to slavery and a regime committed to the abolition of slavery? Stephens admitted
that the Constitution of 1787 was committed to the ultimate abolition of slavery. Most Confederate leaders disagreed
with this assessment. On what basis did Stephens nevertheless justify secession?

This new constitution, or form of government, constitutes the subject to which your attention will
be partly invited. . . . It amply secures all our ancient rights, franchises, and liberties. All the great
principles of Magna Charta are retained in it. No citizen is deprived of life, liberty, or property, but by the
judgment of his peers under the laws of the land. The great principle of religious liberty, which was the
honor and pride of the old constitution, is still maintained and secured. 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. . . . Some of these I should have preferred not to have seen
made. . . . But other important changes do meet my cordial approbation. They form great improvements
upon the old constitution. So, taking the whole new constitution, I have no hesitancy in giving it as my
judgment that it is decidedly better than the old.
...
. . . 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.” 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 guarantee 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
fundamentally 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.”
1 Henry Cleveland, Alexander H. Stephens, in Public and Private: With Letters and Speeches, Before, During, and Since the
War (Philadelphia, PA: National Publishing Company, 1866), 717–29.
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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.
...
. . . 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 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 race to differ from another, as he has made “one star to differ
from another star in glory.”
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