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The Reward is in the Struggle
Calhoun believed the duties of life were greater than life itself

John Caldwell Calhoun is identified in
history as the leading statesman of the
antebellum South. Famous as the worthy
colleague and adversary of Daniel Web
ster and Henry Clay, he is also known
as a steadfast opponent ofAndrew Jack
son in defending the principle of nullifi
cation - that doctrine which holds that
the States are ·the ultimate repositories
ofgovernmental authority. As the cham
pion of this doctrine, Calhoun defended
his native state ' of South Carolina and
later the entire 'South from the intru
sions of Federal authority and Northern
economic dominance. .

Calhoun's education took him out of
the South - he graduated from Yale in
1804 and attended the Litchfield (Con
necticut) Law School,where he absorbed
the principles .of nullification of Judge
Tapping Reeves. His perspective on
States' Rights , therefore , was by no
means narrow or provincial, but merely
found the South more fertile ground in
which to propagate.

John Calhoun's political career was
launched when, as a young lawyer, he
presented orally the resolutions of his
town ofAbbevilledenouncing British at
tacks on American ships. His fiery ora
tory prompted his neighbors to send him
to Congress, where he joined Henry Clay
as one of the "War Hawks" - advocates
of war with Britain. Following the War
of 1812, as President James Monroe's
Secretary of War, Calhoun made the
debt-ridden War Department a model of
efficiency and increased America's mili
tary preparedness, while reducing ex
penses. He also helped draft the famous
Monroe Doctrine.

Calhoun was Vice-President under two
Presidents, John QuincyAdams and An
drew Jackson . Calhoun and Jackson be
came adversaries, however, when Cal
houn's political enemies exploited the
former War Secretary's private, guarded
criticism of then-General Jackson's in
vasion of Spanish Florida in 1819. The
criticism was intended only for members
of the Cabinet; Calhoun had great ad
miration for Jackson and never intended
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to embarrass him publicly. But the po
litically motivated leak by supporters of
Martin Van Buren years after the inci
dent offended Jackson and created a
break between the President and Vice
President Calhoun. This misunderstand
ing was tragic, not only because it wors
ened the differences between the two
great men over the doctrine of nullifica
tion, but also because it prevented their
cooperation in opposing the National
Bank. As much as Calhoun opposed the
interests that controlled the National
Bank, he also opposedJackson's methods
in dismantling it as an abuse ofexecutive
authority.

On March 11, 1833 the South Carolina
Legislature wrote the doctrine of nulli
fication into law by declaring the Federal
TariffAct null and void. The issue of the
tariff reflected the fundamentally differ
ent ways of life in the Northern and
Southern states. The tariff, by making
imports more expensive, served to pro
tect Northern manufacturers from for
eign competition. For the South, how
ever, this tax meant increased cost on
items necessary for their agricultural
pursuits (farm implements , ete.) and re
sulted in retaliatory foreign tariffs on
Southern agricultural exports. The tariff
thus forced the Southerners to pay a tax
levied not so much for revenue as to pro-

teet Northern interests at Southern ex
pense. And the South Carolinians led the
fight against it.

Calhoun resigned as Jackson's Vice
President and accepted a Senate seat
from South Carolina to lead the fight for
nullification. South Carolinians vowedto
protect their rights to nullify with armed
resistance, if necessary, and President
Jackson threatened to send troops to
Charleston to enforcethe tariff. The mat
ter was settled with the passage of the
Clay-Calhoun compromise- a modified
tariff bill that imposed less of a hardship
on the South.

For a man of principle like Calhoun,
however, it was a dear price to pay for
peace and economic security. The de
tested Force Bill (which authorized Fed
eral troops to enforcerevenue collections)
remained on the books and a dangerous
precedent had been set. Calhoun would
write: ''The struggle , far from being over,
has only just commenced."

Calhoun would literally work himself
to a premature death at the age of 68 in
1850 by an exhaustive career as a U.S.
Senator in the defense of States' Rights.
His brilliant mind worked day and night ,
depriving him ofmuch-needed rest, as he
sought the answers to the problems of
the age: How to preserve the Southern
way of life without rending the Union;
how to stay in the Union without being
economically dominated by Northern in
dustrialists and bankers; and the ever
present issue of slavery - the inherited
institution no one wanted , but which the
Southern planter knew not how to rid
himself of, without destroying his entire
civilization.

Although Calhoun sensed that the
Northern-dominated federal union
would destory his world, he fought on
until his last breath.

"The reward ," he said, "is in the strug
gle more than in victory . . . I hold the
duties oflife to be greater than life itself,
and that in performing them manfully,
even against hope , our labor is not
lost." •

- WARREN P. MAss
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