Arguments in Defense of Slavery

Document #1: Excerpts From John C. Calhoun, "Slavery a Positive Good,"
Delivered in a Speech in the U. S. Senate, February 6, 1837

I hold that in the present state of civilization, where two races of different origin, and
distinguished by color, and other physical differences, as well as intellectual, are
brought together, the relation now existing in the slaveholding States between the
two, is, instead of an evil, a good.a positive good . . .

I hold then, that there never has yet existed a wealthy and civilized society in which

one portion of the community did not, in point of fact, live on the labor of the other.

Broad and general as is this assertion, it is fully borne out by history. This is not the

proper occasion, but, if it were, it would not be difficult to trace the various devices

by which the wealth of all civilized communities has been so unequally divided, and
to show by what means so small a share has been allotted to those by whose labor it
was produced, and so large a share given to the non-producing classes . . .

I may say with truth, that in few countries so much is left (as in the American South)
to the share of the laborer, and so little exacted from him, or where there is more
kind attention paid to him in sickness or infirmities of age. Compare his condition
with the tenants of the poor houses in the more civilized portions of Europe.look at
the sick, and the old and infirm slave, on the one hand, in the midst of his family and
friends, under the kind superintending care of his master and mistress, and compare
it with the forlorn and wretched condition of the pauper in the poorhouse . . .

Document #2: Selections From Thomas R. Dew's Defense of Slavery, 1852

It is said slavery is wrong, in the abstract at least, and contrary to the spirit of
Christianity. To this we answer . . . that any question must be determined by its
circumstances, and if, as really is the case, we cannot get rid of slavery without
producing a greater injury to both the masters and slaves, there is no rule of
conscience or revealed law of God which can condemn us. The physician will not
order the spreading cancer to be extirpated although it will eventually cause the
death of his patient, because he would thereby hasten the fatal issue . . .

With regard to the assertion that slavery is against the spirit of Christianity, we are
ready to admit the general assertion, but deny most positively that there is anything
in the Old or New Testament which would go to show that slavery, when once
introduced, ought at all events to be abrogated, or that the master commits any
offense in holding slaves. The children of Israel themselves were slaveholders and
were not condemned for it. All the patriarchs themselves were slaveholders;
Abraham had more than three hundred, Isaac had a "great store™ of them; and even
the patient and meek Job himself had a "a very great household.” When the children
of Israel conquered the land of Canaan, they made one whole tribe "hewers of wood
and drawers of water," and they were at that very time under the special guidance of
Jehovah; they were permitted expressly to purchase slaves of the heathen and keep
them as an inheritance for their posterity; and even the children of Israel might be
enslaved for six years.

When we turn to the New Testament, we find not one single passage at all calculated
to disturb the conscience of an honest slaveholder. No one can read it without seeing
and admiring that the meek and humble Saviour of the world in no instance meddled
with the established institutions of mankind; he came to save a fallen work, and not
to excite the black passions of man and array them in deadly hostility against each



other. From no one did he turn away; his plan was offered alike to all.to the
monarch and the subject, the rich and the poor, the master and the slave. He was
born in the Roman world, a world in which the most galling slavery existed, a
thousand times more cruel than the slavery in our own country; and yet he nowhere
encourages insurrection, he nowhere fosters discontent; but exhorts always to
implicit obedience and fidelity . . .

Look to the slaveholding population of our country and you everywhere find them
characterized by noble and elevated sentiments, by humane and virtuous feelings.
We do not find among them that cold, contracted, calculating selfishness, which
withers and repels everything around it, and lessens or destroys all the multiplied
enjoyments of social intercourse. Go into our national councils and ask for the most
generous, the most disinterested, the most conscientious, and the least unjust and
oppressive in their principles, and see whether the slaveholder will be passed by in
the selection. . .

A merrier being does not exist on the face of the globe than the Negro slave of the
United States . . .

Why, then, since the slave if happy, and happiness is the great object of all animated
creation, should we endeavor to disturb his contentment by infusing into his mind a
vain and indefinite desire for liberty .a something which he cannot comprehend, and
which must inevitably dry up the very sources of his happiness . . .

The menial and low offices being all performed by the blacks, there is at once taken
away the greatest cause of distinction and separation of the ranks of society. The
man to the north will not shake hands familiarly with his servant, and converse and
laugh and dine with him, no matter how honest and respectable he may be. But go
to the south, and you will find that no white man feels such inferiority of rank as to
be unworthy of association with those around him. Color alone here is the badge of
distinction, the true mark of aristocracy, and all who are white are equal in spite of
the variety of occupation . . . And it is this spirit of equality which is both the
generator and preserver of the genuine spirit of liberty.

Thomas R. Dew was a Professor of Political Economy at the College of William
and Mary in Virginia.



