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alexander stephens cornerstone speech reasons for secession, a pivotal
address delivered by the Confederate Vice President, remains a critical
document for understanding the motivations behind the American Civil War.
This speech, given in Savannah, Georgia, on March 21, 1861, explicitly laid
out the foundational principles and perceived justifications for the Southern
states' decision to leave the Union. Far from being a mere post-facto
rationalization, Stephens' "Cornerstone Speech" served as a bold declaration
of Confederate ideology, directly addressing the issue of slavery as the
central and indispensable element. This article will delve deeply into the
specific reasons for secession as articulated by Alexander Stephens,
examining his arguments regarding racial hierarchy, the perceived threat to
Southern institutions, and the fundamental disagreement over the
interpretation of the U.S. Constitution.

Understanding Alexander Stephens' Cornerstone
Speech

The context surrounding Alexander Stephens' "Cornerstone Speech" is crucial
for its proper interpretation. Delivered in the wake of several Southern
states having already declared their secession following the election of
Abraham Lincoln, the speech was intended to solidify Confederate identity and
justify their actions to both domestic and international audiences. Stephens,
a prominent Georgia politician, had initially opposed secession but
ultimately became a staunch defender of the Confederacy. His speech,
delivered at the Savannah Cotton Exchange, was not a casual remark but a
carefully crafted statement of intent and ideology. It aimed to articulate
the core beliefs upon which the newly formed Confederate States of America
was founded, placing a particular emphasis on the institution of slavery.

The Immediate Aftermath of Secession

In the months leading up to Stephens' address, a wave of secession swept
through the Southern states. The election of Abraham Lincoln in November
1860, a Republican whose platform opposed the expansion of slavery into new
territories, was seen by many in the South as an existential threat to their
way of life and economic system. South Carolina was the first to secede in
December 1860, followed by Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana,
and Texas. These states formed the Confederate States of America, electing
Jefferson Davis as their president and Alexander Stephens as their vice
president. Stephens' speech was delivered during this period of intense
political upheaval and the nascent establishment of the Confederacy.

The Significance of the "Cornerstone" Metaphor

The term "cornerstone" itself is highly symbolic. In architecture, a
cornerstone is the first stone laid in the construction of a masonry
foundation, and it is set in a particular location to guide and assure the
position of all the other stones that may follow. By referring to slavery as



the "cornerstone" of the Confederacy, Stephens was asserting that it was the
fundamental, indispensable element upon which their new nation was built and
would be sustained. This was not a tangential issue or a secondary concern;
it was, in his view, the very bedrock of their political and social order.
The metaphor underscored the centrality and non-negotiability of slavery to
the Confederate cause.

Key Reasons for Secession as Articulated by
Stephens

Alexander Stephens' "Cornerstone Speech" is remarkable for its candid
acknowledgment of slavery's central role in the Confederacy's formation. He
directly confronted the prevailing notions of racial equality that, in his
view, were gaining traction in the North and posed a direct threat to the
Southern social structure. His arguments were rooted in a belief in white
supremacy and the inherent inferiority of Black people, which he saw as a
divinely ordained order that the Confederacy was preserving. Understanding
these specific reasons is essential for a comprehensive grasp of the
secessionist mindset.

The Institution of Slavery as the Central Cause

Stephens unequivocally stated that the primary and most immediate cause of
the Confederacy's formation was the institution of African slavery. He
articulated this with stark clarity, stating that the new government was
founded "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." This was a direct repudiation of the sentiments expressed
by some in the North who advocated for the abolition of slavery or its
containment. For Stephens and many of his contemporaries, the preservation
and perpetuation of slavery were not merely economic considerations but a
fundamental aspect of their racial ideology and social order.

Racial Hierarchy and White Supremacy

The speech's most controversial and explicit point was its assertion of
racial hierarchy. Stephens argued that the Confederacy was founded on the
"great truth" of white supremacy and the inherent inferiority of Black
people. He viewed slavery not as an unfortunate historical anomaly or a
practice to be gradually phased out, but as the natural and proper status for
Black individuals. This belief in a divinely ordained racial order was a
significant departure from the Founding Fathers' era, where the
contradictions of slavery were often acknowledged, even if not fully
resolved. Stephens' speech openly embraced a racial ideology that justified
the subjugation of one race by another as a fundamental principle of
governance.

Economic Dependence and Social Order

While Stephens emphasized the racial and ideological aspects, the economic
dependence of the Southern states on enslaved labor was intrinsically linked
to the preservation of their social order. The plantation economy, driven by
the forced labor of enslaved people, formed the backbone of Southern wealth
and power. The perceived threat to this economic system, and by extension,



their entire way of life, was a powerful motivator for secession. Stephens'
speech implicitly linked the maintenance of slavery to the stability and
prosperity of the South, framing it as essential for preserving their unique
civilization. The fear was that any interference with slavery would lead to
economic collapse and social chaos, as they envisioned it.

Threats to Southern Rights and Institutions

Beyond the direct issue of slavery, Stephens also spoke about the perceived
threats to Southern rights and institutions that the Union, under Republican
leadership, represented. He contended that the North was increasingly hostile
to Southern interests and was seeking to impose its will through federal
power. This perception of an overreaching federal government and a hostile
Northern majority fueled the desire for independence, allowing the South to
govern itself according to its own values and principles.

The Perceived Hostility of the Northern Abolitionist Movement

Stephens pointed to the rise of the abolitionist movement in the North as a
direct threat to the established order in the South. He viewed abolitionists
not as mere reformers but as radical elements seeking to undermine Southern
society and stir up unrest among enslaved populations. The election of
Lincoln, who was associated with this movement, was seen as a direct
validation of these fears. Stephens argued that the North's increasing moral
and political opposition to slavery created an untenable situation for the
South within the Union. The fear was that this opposition would eventually
lead to federal action that would dismantle the institution of slavery.

States' Rights versus Federal Authority

The concept of states' rights was a prominent justification for secession,
and Stephens wove it into his argument. He contended that the Southern states
had voluntarily entered the Union and therefore possessed the right to
voluntarily leave it. The Confederacy, in his view, was exercising its
sovereign right to self-determination. He criticized the North for an alleged
disregard for the principles of federalism and for seeking to expand the
power of the federal government at the expense of the states. The
disagreement over the balance of power between the federal government and
individual states, particularly concerning the issue of slavery, was a
fundamental tension that Stephens believed could only be resolved by
separation.

Disagreements on Constitutional Interpretation

Stephens also addressed perceived disagreements over the interpretation of
the U.S. Constitution. He argued that the founders of the nation had
implicitly accepted slavery as a necessary evil and had established a
constitutional framework that protected it. The North, according to Stephens,
was now deviating from this original intent, seeking to erode or abolish
slavery through means that violated the spirit and letter of the Constitution
as understood by the South. This argument was central to the Confederacy's
claim of defending constitutional principles against Northern aggression.



The Founders' Intentions Regarding Slavery

Stephens asserted that the original intent of the U.S. Constitution was to
accommodate and protect slavery. He implied that the founders, while perhaps
uncomfortable with slavery, had recognized its necessity for the union's
formation and had included provisions that implicitly safeguarded the
institution. The Confederacy, in this view, was merely seeking to uphold this
original constitutional compact, which they believed the North was betraying.
This argument aimed to present the Confederacy as the true inheritors of the
Founding Fathers' legacy, while casting the Union as having strayed from its
origins.

Federal Power and the Right of Secession

The very right of secession was framed as a constitutional matter by
Stephens. He argued that the Union was a compact between sovereign states,
and that states retained the inherent right to withdraw from that compact if
their fundamental interests were threatened or if the federal government
overstepped its constitutional bounds. This interpretation of the
Constitution, emphasizing state sovereignty, was diametrically opposed to the
view prevalent in the North that the Union was perpetual and indivisible.

The Enduring Legacy of Stephens' "Cornerstone
Speech"

Alexander Stephens' "Cornerstone Speech" remains a highly significant
historical document because of its stark and unvarnished articulation of the
Confederacy's core motivations. It removed any ambiguity regarding the
central role of slavery in the secessionist movement and provided a clear
ideological foundation for the new nation. The speech continues to be studied
and debated for its insights into the racial attitudes, political
philosophies, and historical forces that led to the American Civil War. Its
directness and unapologetic stance on slavery make it an indispensable source
for understanding the conflict's origins and the nature of the Confederacy
itself.

Historical Interpretation and Revisionism

The interpretation of Stephens' speech has evolved over time. Initially, some
sought to downplay the role of slavery, emphasizing states' rights or
economic disputes as the primary causes of the war. However, historical
scholarship, aided by direct evidence like the "Cornerstone Speech," has
overwhelmingly confirmed that slavery was the central and indispensable cause
of secession. Stephens' own words serve as powerful evidence against
revisionist attempts to obscure or minimize slavery's significance. The
speech remains a touchstone for understanding the historical consensus on the
Civil War's origins.

The Speech's Impact on Contemporary Understanding

For contemporary audiences, the "Cornerstone Speech" offers a crucial and
often uncomfortable lens through which to view American history. It forces a
confrontation with the explicit justifications for a system built on human
bondage and racial subjugation. Understanding Stephens' arguments, however



abhorrent they may be today, is vital for grasping the mindset of those who
led the Confederacy and the deep divisions that fractured the nation. It
underscores the importance of confronting historical truths, even when they
are painful, to gain a more complete and accurate understanding of the past
and its lasting consequences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the central theme of Alexander Stephens'
"Cornerstone Speech" regarding the Confederacy?

The central theme of Stephens' "Cornerstone Speech" was the explicit
declaration that slavery was the foundation upon which the Confederacy was
built, and that racial inequality was a natural and proper condition.

When and where did Alexander Stephens deliver his
"Cornerstone Speech"?

Alexander Stephens delivered his "Cornerstone Speech" on March 21, 1861, in
Savannah, Georgia.

What specific justification did Stephens give for the
Confederacy's secession in his speech?

Stephens justified secession by stating that the Confederacy was formed to
uphold the institution of slavery and to defend the idea that Black people
were inherently inferior and suited for subjugation.

Did Stephens see slavery as a temporary or permanent
institution for the Confederacy?

Stephens explicitly stated that slavery was the "cornerstone" of the
Confederacy, implying it was a permanent and essential institution for their
society and government.

How did Stephens' speech contradict the original
ideals of the United States' founding?

Stephens' speech directly contradicted the Founding Fathers' often ambiguous
pronouncements on liberty and equality by openly proclaiming the inferiority
of an entire race as a fundamental principle of their new nation.

What was the significance of Stephens referring to
slavery as the "cornerstone" of the Confederacy?

The term "cornerstone" signified that slavery was not merely an incidental
issue but the fundamental principle, the essential building block, upon which
the entire Confederacy was constructed and would stand.



Did Alexander Stephens believe that the Union could
have peacefully accommodated the South's position on
slavery?

Based on his speech, Stephens did not believe peaceful accommodation was
possible. He articulated a vision of the Confederacy explicitly founded on
principles incompatible with the evolving abolitionist sentiment in the
North.

What was the international reaction to Stephens'
"Cornerstone Speech"?

The speech was widely reported and shocked many, both domestically and
internationally, as it laid bare the Confederacy's commitment to slavery and
racial hierarchy, hindering any potential European support.

How is the "Cornerstone Speech" viewed by historians
today in understanding the causes of the Civil War?

Historians widely view the "Cornerstone Speech" as a critical primary source
that clearly and unequivocally identifies slavery and white supremacy as the
primary drivers of Southern secession and the ensuing Civil War.

Additional Resources
Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to Alexander H. Stephens'
"Cornerstone Speech" and the reasons for secession, with short descriptions:

1. The Impending Crisis: The Fall of the Union
This book likely explores the deep-seated sectional tensions that culminated
in the American Civil War. It would delve into the political, economic, and
social factors that led Southern states to believe secession was their only
recourse, with a focus on how ideologies like those espoused in Stephens'
speech became central to the Confederacy's justification. The narrative would
likely trace the events and debates that hardened opinions on both sides of
the slavery question.

2. Cornerstone of Conflict: Slavery, States' Rights, and the Confederacy
This title directly addresses the core themes of Stephens' speech, examining
the intertwined nature of slavery and states' rights as presented by
Confederate leaders. It would analyze how the institution of slavery was
framed as fundamental to the Southern way of life and how perceived threats
to this institution fueled the secessionist movement. The book would dissect
the arguments used to defend secession, highlighting the speech's explicit
pronouncements on racial hierarchy.

3. Beyond the Speech: The True Causes of Secession
This book would likely aim to move beyond a singular document like the
"Cornerstone Speech" to provide a more comprehensive examination of the
myriad reasons for secession. While acknowledging Stephens' articulation of
Confederate ideology, it would explore a broader spectrum of economic
grievances, political ambitions, and deeply entrenched social structures that
motivated the Southern states. The author would probably argue that while the
speech was a powerful statement, it represented a culmination of long-
standing issues.



4. The Logic of Disunion: Southern Arguments for Independence
This work would focus on the intellectual and political justifications
presented by the Confederacy for its separation from the United States. It
would analyze various speeches, pamphlets, and declarations, including
Stephens' prominent address, to understand the legal and philosophical
frameworks used to legitimize secession. The book would dissect the
interpretations of the Constitution and federal power that underpinned the
Southern cause, examining how they led to the conclusion that disunion was a
necessary step.

5. Slavery's Shadow: The Confederacy's Foundational Myth
This title suggests an exploration of how the institution of slavery served
as the central, and perhaps even mythical, foundation upon which the
Confederacy was built. It would likely analyze how leaders like Stephens used
rhetoric to elevate slavery as a positive good and the bedrock of Southern
society, thereby justifying the drastic measure of secession. The book might
also critique this "foundational myth" by exposing the brutality and economic
exploitation inherent in the system.

6. States' Rights in the Crucible: The Road to the Civil War
This book would investigate the complex and often debated concept of states'
rights as it played out in the lead-up to the Civil War. It would examine how
Southern states invoked this principle to defend their right to own slaves
and to resist federal interference, with Stephens' speech serving as a key
example of this argument. The author would likely trace the historical
evolution of states' rights doctrine and its eventual use as a justification
for secession.

7. Confederate Ideology: Secession and the Southern Mind
This title points to an examination of the prevailing beliefs, values, and
political philosophies that characterized the Confederacy. It would likely
analyze key pronouncements from Southern leaders, including Stephens'
"Cornerstone Speech," to understand the intellectual landscape that supported
secession. The book would explore how ideas about race, liberty, and
government were articulated and how they shaped the decision to form a
separate nation.

8. The Price of Pride: Southern Identity and the Decision to Secede
This book might explore the role of honor, pride, and Southern identity in
the motivations for secession. It would likely analyze how perceived threats
to this distinct identity, particularly those tied to the defense of slavery,
led to a willingness to risk war. Stephens' speech, with its emphasis on
racial and social order, would be examined as a reflection of this Southern
identity and its perceived vulnerabilities.

9. Secession's Architects: The Men Who Built the Confederacy
This work would focus on the key individuals who were instrumental in the
secession movement and the formation of the Confederacy. Alexander H.
Stephens would undoubtedly be a central figure, and his "Cornerstone Speech"
would be analyzed as a defining moment in articulating the Confederacy's core
principles. The book would likely explore the backgrounds, motivations, and
strategies of these leaders as they orchestrated the breakup of the Union.
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