
John C. Calhoun on the Error of "All Men are Created Equal" (1848) 

In this speech, John C. Calhoun, South Carolina's leading proponent of slavery, asserted that that 
the Declaration of Independence was in error when it stated that "all men are created equal." 
Echoing classical republican themes, he argued that liberty was a prize that should be granted 
only to those sufficiently moral and worthy. Unlike early republicans, Calhoun found these 
qualities not in rare selfless individuals or even independent propertied classes, but in the white 
race itself. Calhoun went on to say that liberty is something to be earned. As you read his speech, 
consider the logic and proof he marshaled to disprove the common claim that "all men are born 
free and equal." How did his racial republicanism reflect larger changes in the national debate 
over slave and free labor? 

 

If [the historian] should possess a philosophical turn of mind, and be disposed to look to more 
remote and recondite causes, he will trace [the dissolution of the Union] to a proposition which 
originated in a hypothetical truism, but which, as now expressed and now understood, is the most 
false and dangerous of all political errors. The proposition to which I allude, has become an 
axiom in the minds of a vast majority on both sides of the Atlantic, and is repeated daily from 
tongue to tongue, as an established and incontrovertible truth; it is, that "all men are born free 
and equal." I am not afraid to attack error, however deeply it may be intrenched, or however 
widely extended, whenever it becomes my duty to do so, as I believe it to be on this subject and 
occasion.  
 
Taking the proposition literally (it is in that sense it is understood), there is not a word of truth in 
it. It begins with "all men are born," which is utterly untrue. Men are not born. Infants are born. 
They grow to be men. And concludes with asserting that they are born "free and equal," which is 
not less false. They are not born free. While infants they are incapable of freedom, being 
destitute alike of the capacity of thinking and acting, without which there can be no freedom. 
Besides, they are necessarily born subject to their parents, and remain so among all people, 
savage and civilized, until the development of their intellect and physical capacity enables them 
to take care of themselves. They grow to all the freedom of which the condition in which they 
were born permits, by growing to be men. Nor is it less false that they are born "equal." They are 
not so in any sense in which it can be regarded; and thus, as I have asserted, there is not a word 
of truth in the whole proposition, as expressed and generally understood.  
 
If we trace it back, we shall find the proposition differently expressed in the Declaration of 
Independence. That asserts that "all men are created equal." The form of expression, though less 
dangerous, is not less erroneous. All men are not created. According to the Bible, only two, a 
man and a woman, ever were, and of these one was pronounced subordinate to the other. All 
others have come into the world by being born, and in no sense, as I have shown, either free or 
equal. But this form of expression being less striking and popular, has given way to the present, 
and under the authority of a document put forth on so great an occasion, and leading to such 
important consequences, has spread far and wide, and fixed itself deeply in the public mind. It 
was inserted in our Declaration of Independence without any necessity. It made no necessary 
part of our justification in separating from the parent country, and declaring ourselves 



independent. Breach of our chartered privileges, and lawless encroachment on our acknowledged 
and well-established rights by the parent country, were the real causes, and of themselves 
sufficient, without resorting to any other, to justify the step. Nor had it any weight in 
constructing the governments which were substituted in the place of the colonial. They were 
formed of the old materials and on practical and well-established principles, borrowed for the 
most part from our own experience and that of the country from which we sprang.  
 
...  
 
Such being the case, it follows that any, the worst form of government is better than anarchy; and 
that individual liberty, or freedom, must be subordinate to whatever power may be necessary to 
protect society against anarchy within or destruction from without; for the safety and well-being 
of society is as paramount to individual liberty, as the safety and well-being of the race is to that 
of individuals; and in the same proportion, the power necessary for the safety of society is 
paramount to individual liberty. On the contrary, government has no right to control individual 
liberty beyond what is necessary to the safety and well-being of society. Such is the boundary 
which separates the power of government and the liberty of the citizen or subject in the political 
state, which, as I have shown, is the natural state of man-the only one in which his race can exist, 
and the one in which he is born, lives, and dies.  
 
...So, on the contrary, just as a people rise in the scale of intelligence, virtue, and patriotism, and 
the more perfectly they become acquainted with the nature of government, the ends for which it 
was ordered, and how it ought to be administered, and the less the tendency to violence and 
disorder within, and danger from abroad, the power necessary for government becomes less and 
less, and individual liberty greater and greater. Instead, then, of all men having the same right to 
liberty and equality, as is claimed by those who hold that they are all born free and equal, liberty 
is the noble and highest reward bestowed on mental and moral development, combined with 
favorable circumstances. Instead, then, of liberty and equality being born with man; instead of all 
men and all classes and descriptions being equally entitled to them, they are high prizes to be 
won, and are in their most perfect state, not only the highest reward that can be bestowed on our 
race, but the most difficult to be won-and when won, the most difficult to be preserved. 

 


