Excerpts from Southern States Ordinances of Secession
“We assert that fourteen of the states have deliberately refused for years
past to fulfill their constitutional obligations, and we refer to their own statutes
for proof.…Those states have assumed the right of deciding upon the
propriety of our domestic institutions; and have denied the rights of property
established…and recognized by the Constitution…they have permitted the
open establishment among them of societies, whose avowed object is to
disturb the peace of and eloign [take away] the property of citizens of other
States.…A sectional party has found within…the Executive Department, the
means of subverting the Constitution itself.…On the 4th of March next this
party will take possession of the Government.…The guarantees of the
Constitution will then no longer exist; the equal rights of the States will be
lost. The Slaveholding States will no longer have the power of selfgovernment, or self-protection, and the Federal Government will have
become their enemy.”
South Carolina Declaration of the Causes of Secession, December 24, 1860
---------The prohibition of slavery in the Territories is the cardinal principle of this
organization.
For forty years this question has been considered and debated in the halls of
Congress, before the people, by the press, and before the tribunals of justice.
The majority of the people of the North in 1860 decided it in their own favor.
A similar provision of the Constitution requires them to surrender fugitives
from labor. This provision and the one last referred to were our main
inducements for confederating with the Northern States. Without them it is
historically true that we would have rejected the Constitution. In the fourth
year of the Republic Congress passed a law to give full vigor and efficiency
to this important provision. This act depended to a considerable degree upon
the local magistrates in the several States for its efficiency. The non-slaveholding States generally repealed all laws intended to aid the execution of
that act, and imposed penalties upon those citizens whose loyalty to the
Constitution and their oaths might induce them to discharge their duty.
Congress then passed the act of 1850, providing for the complete execution
of this duty by Federal officers. This law, which their own bad faith rendered
absolutely indispensible for the protection of constitutional rights, was
instantly met with ferocious revilings and all conceivable modes of hostility.
Georgia Declaration of Secession, January 29, 2861

Our position is thoroughly identified with the institution of slavery-- the
greatest material interest of the world. Its labor supplies the product which
constitutes by far the largest and most important portions of commerce of the
earth. These products are peculiar to the climate verging on the tropical
regions, and by an imperious law of nature, none but the black race can bear
exposure to the tropical sun. These products have become necessities of the
world, and a blow at slavery is a blow at commerce and civilization. That
blow has been long aimed at the institution, and was at the point of reaching
its consummation. There was no choice left us but submission to the
mandates of abolition, or a dissolution of the Union, whose principles had
been subverted to work out our ruin. That we do not overstate the dangers to
our institution, a reference to a few facts will sufficiently prove.
…
It refuses the admission of new slave States into the Union, and seeks to
extinguish it by confining it within its present limits, denying the power of
expansion.
It tramples the original equality of the South under foot.
It has nullified the Fugitive Slave Law in almost every free State in the Union,
and has utterly broken the compact which our fathers pledged their faith to
maintain.
A Declaration of the Immediate Causes which Induce and Justify the
Secession of the State of Mississippi from the Federal Union. December 20,
1860
---------The States of Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, Connecticut, Rhode Island,
Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Wisconsin, Michigan and
Iowa, by solemn legislative enactments, have deliberately, directly or
indirectly violated the 3rd clause of the 2nd section of the 4th article [the
fugitive slave clause] of the federal constitution, and laws passed in
pursuance thereof; thereby annulling a material provision of the compact,
designed by its framers to perpetuate the amity between the members of the
confederacy and to secure the rights of the slave-holding States in their
domestic institutions-- a provision founded in justice and wisdom, and without
the enforcement of which the compact fails to accomplish the object of its
creation. Some of those States have imposed high fines and degrading

penalties upon any of their citizens or officers who may carry out in good faith
that provision of the compact, or the federal laws enacted in accordance
therewith.
A Declaration of the Causes which Impel the State of Texas
to Secede from the Federal Union. February 25, 1861
Questions:
1. According to these documents, what are the main reasons Southern
states decided to secede from the Union following Lincoln’s election?

2. If you were to summarize the “State’s Rights” arguments in these
documents, would you say it is supportive of the idea that states have rights
that the federal government can’t impede or that the federal government
should be more forceful in imposing national law on the states? Support your
answer with evidence.

