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On the Purpose of the Civil War
The North and South held different views of what constituted the “rights”
of individual states. As you read the passages below, written by the leaders
on either side of the disagreement, try to identify the legal, or constitutional,
basis for their respective opinions.
THE AIMS OF THE NORTH
Abraham Lincoln, First Inaugural Address,
March 4, 1861

THE AIMS OF THE NORTH
House of Representatives, Crittenden
Resolutions, July 22, 1861
[T]his war is not waged upon our part in any
spirit of oppression, nor for any purpose of conquest or subjugation, nor purpose of overthrowing
or interfering with the rights or established institutions of those [seceding] States, but to defend
and maintain the supremacy of the Constitution
and to preserve the Union, with all the dignity,
equality, and rights of the several States unimpaired [undamaged]; and that as soon as these
objects are accomplished the war ought to cease.
© Prentice-Hall, Inc.

I hold, that in contemplation of universal law, and
of the Constitution, the Union of these States is
perpetual. Perpetuity is implied, if not expressed,
in the fundamental law of all national governments.
It is safe to assert that no government proper,
ever had a provision in its organic law for its own
termination. Continue to execute all the express
provisions of our national Constitution, and the
Union will endure forever—it being impossible to
destroy it, except by some action not provided for
in the instrument itself.
Again, if the United States be not a government
proper, but an association of States in the nature
of contract merely, can it, as a contract, be peaceably unmade, by less than all the parties who
made it? One party to a contract may violate it—
break it, so to speak; but does it not require all to
lawfully rescind it?
Descending from these general principles, we
find the proposition that, in legal contemplation,
the Union is perpetual, confirmed by the history
of the Union itself. The Union is much older than
the Constitution. It was formed in fact, by the
Articles of Association in 1774. It was matured and
continued by the Declaration of Independence in
1776. It was further matured and the faith of all
the then thirteen States expressly plighted and
engaged that it should be perpetual, by the
Articles of Confederation in 1778. And finally, in
1787, one of the declared objects for ordaining
and establishing the Constitution, was “to form
a more perfect Union.”

But if [the] destruction of the Union, by
one, or by a part only, of the States, be lawfully
possible, the Union is less perfect than before
the Constitution, having lost the vital element
of perpetuity.
It follows from these views that no State, upon
its own mere motion, can lawfully get out of the
Union,—that resolves and ordinances to that effect
are legally void, and that acts of violence, within
any State or States, against the authority of the
United States, are insurrectionary or revolutionary,
according to circumstances.
I therefore consider that in view of the Constitution and the laws, the Union is unbroken; and
to the extent of my ability I shall take care, as the
Constitution itself expressly enjoins upon me, that
the laws of the Union be faithfully executed in all
the States. . . . I trust this will not be regarded as
a menace, but only as the declared purpose of
the Union that it will constitutionally defend and
maintain itself.
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THE AIMS OF THE SOUTH

THE AIMS OF THE SOUTH

Alexander H. Stephens, vice president of the
Confederate States, A Constitutional View of
the War Between the States, 1868

Jefferson Davis, Inaugural Address,
February 18, 1861

It is a postulate, with many writers of this day,
that the late War was the result of two opposing
ideas, or principles, upon the subject of African
Slavery. Between these, according to their theory,
sprung the “irrepressible conflict,” in principle,
which ended in the terrible conflict of arms. Those
who assume this postulate, and so theorize upon
it, are but superficial observers.
That the War had its origin in opposing principles, which, in their action upon the conduct of
men, produced the ultimate collision of arms, may
be assumed as an unquestionable fact. But the
opposing principles which produced these results
in physical action were of a very different character
from those assumed in the postulate. They lay in
the organic Structure of the Government of the
States. The conflict in principle arose from different
and opposing ideas as to the nature of what is
known as the General Government. The contest
was between those who held it to be strictly Federal
in its character, and those who maintained that it
was thoroughly National. It was a strife between
the principles of Federation, on the one side, and
Centralism, or Consolidation, on the other.
Slavery, so called, was but the question on
which these antagonistic principles, which had
been in conflict, from the beginning, on divers
other questions, were finally brought into actual
and active collision with each other on the field
of battle.

Our present condition, achieved in a manner
unprecedented in the history of nations, illustrates
the American idea that governments rest upon the
consent of the governed, and that it is the right of
the people to alter or abolish governments whenever they become destructive to the ends for which
they were established. . . .
We have vainly endeavored to secure tranquillity and obtain respect for the rights to which
we were entitled. As a necessity, not a choice, we
have resorted to the remedy of separation, and
henceforth our energies must be directed to the
conduct of our own affairs and the perpetuity of
the Confederacy which we have formed. If a just
perception of mutual interest shall permit us
peaceably to pursue our separate political career,
my most earnest desire will have been fulfilled.
But if this be denied us, and the integrity of our
territory and jurisdiction [legal authority] be
assailed [attacked], it will but remain for us with
firm resolve to appeal to arms and invoke the
blessing of Providence on a just cause.
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1. What principle formed the basis of Jefferson Davis’s concept of the Union?
2. According to Alexander Stephens, what role did slavery play in the conflict
between North and South?
3. Identifying Central Issues Why did Lincoln believe the southern states
did not have the right to secede?
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