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Understanding historical figures often requires delving into their speeches, writings, and the
context in which they made significant statements. One such figure is John C. Calhoun, a
prominent American statesman and political theorist of the 19th century. His words,
especially those referencing "our price and danger, our weakness and our strength," carry
profound implications about the political, social, and economic tensions of his era. This
article aims to explore what Calhoun was referring to when he made such statements, the
historical context behind his words, and their lasting significance.

Who Was John C. Calhoun?

Biographical Overview

John C. Calhoun (1782-1850) was a distinguished American politician and a leading voice in
the early 19th century. Serving as Vice President under John Quincy Adams and Andrew
Jackson, Calhoun was a senator from South Carolina and a formidable defender of states’
rights and sectional interests.

Political lIdeology and Influence

Calhoun’s political philosophy centered on the principles of states’ sovereignty, limited
federal government, and the preservation of slavery as a "positive good." His ideas
significantly influenced the antebellum South and contributed to the growing sectional
tensions that eventually led to the Civil War.

The Context of Calhoun’s Statement



Historical Background

The early 19th century was a period of intense debate over the balance of power between
the federal government and individual states. Key issues included:

- The expansion of slavery into new territories

- Tariffs and economic policies favoring industrial North over agrarian South
- States’ rights and nullification

- The threat of secession and disunion

Calhoun, as a staunch advocate for Southern interests, articulated a worldview that
emphasized the importance of respecting states’ sovereignty and protecting their economic
and social systems.

The Specific Statement

While the exact quote "This is our price and danger, our weakness and our strength"”
appears in various forms across Calhoun’s speeches and writings, it generally encapsulates
his perspective on the delicate balance of power between the federal government and
individual states. He believed that the very principles that defined the South’s identity—its
economic reliance on slavery and agricultural export, and its commitment to states’
rights—were both its vulnerabilities and its sources of resilience.

Decoding Calhoun’s Words: What Was He
Referring To?

The "Price" and "Danger"

Calhoun recognized that the Southern way of life, especially the institution of slavery, came
with significant risks. The "price" refers to the sacrifices and costs associated with
maintaining their economic and social order. The "danger" signifies external
threats—federal interference, abolitionist movements, or economic sanctions—that could
destabilize the Southern system.

Key points include:

- The economic dependence on slavery was a double-edged sword; it provided Southern
prosperity but made the region vulnerable to moral and political opposition.

- Federal policies like tariffs favored Northern industries but harmed Southern economies,
creating tension.

- The abolitionist movement and anti-slavery sentiments posed existential threats to the
Southern social order.



The "Weakness" and "Strength"

Calhoun saw the same principles that defined the South’s identity as both its weakness and
strength:

Weaknesses:

- Reliance on slavery and agriculture limited economic diversification.
- The potential for federal intervention threatened their sovereignty.
- Social and political divisions could be exploited by opponents.

Strengths:

- A strong sense of regional identity and unity.
- The resilience of their economic model based on plantation agriculture.
- The moral and political resolve to defend their way of life.

Analyzing the Key Themes in Calhoun’s
Perspective

States’ Rights and Nullification

Calhoun championed the idea that states had the right to nullify federal laws they deemed
unconstitutional. This doctrine was central to his worldview:

- He argued that the Union was a compact among sovereign states.

- Any overreach by the federal government was considered a threat to the sovereignty of
individual states.

- The "danger" lay in a strong centralized government eroding states’ rights.

Slavery as a Foundation of Southern Society

Calhoun viewed slavery not just as an economic institution but as a "positive good" that
upheld social stability:

- Its preservation was vital to the South’s economic strength.

- Abolition or interference was seen as a threat to their societal order.

- The debate over slavery was intertwined with notions of racial hierarchy and social
stability.



The Balance of Power and Regional Identity

Calhoun believed that maintaining regional identity was crucial:

- The South’s economic dependence on agriculture and slavery was a source of resilience.
- The region’s political unity helped resist external pressures.

- However, this same regional cohesion made the South vulnerable to conflicts with the
North.

The Legacy of Calhoun’s Statements and ldeas

Impact on American Politics

Calhoun’s ideas influenced the development of American political thought:

- The doctrine of states’ rights became a rallying cry for secessionists.
- His views contributed to the sectional tensions that culminated in the Civil War.
- His advocacy for nullification set a precedent for later disputes over federal authority.

Modern Interpretations and Relevance

Today, Calhoun’s statements and ideas are studied within the context of:

- Constitutional debates over states’ rights
- The history of slavery and racial inequality
- The ongoing tension between federal authority and regional autonomy

His words serve as a reminder of the complexities in balancing regional interests with
national unity.

Conclusion

When John Calhoun states "This is our price and danger, our weakness and our strength,"
he is referring to the core principles that defined the Southern states—principles rooted in
the preservation of slavery, regional sovereignty, and economic reliance on agriculture.
These principles provided resilience and identity for the South but also posed significant
risks, including dependence on an institution that would eventually lead to conflict.



Calhoun’s recognition of these dualities underscores the profound debates over federalism,
human rights, and regional identity that have shaped American history. His words
encapsulate the fragile balance between protection and peril, strength and vulnerability—a
theme that remains relevant in discussions of American political and social development.

Understanding this statement helps us grasp the complexities of a pivotal era in U.S.
history and the enduring legacy of Calhoun’s political philosophy. It reminds us that the
principles we uphold often come with inherent challenges, and navigating these requires
careful consideration of history’s lessons.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does John Calhoun mean by 'This is our price and
danger'?

John Calhoun is emphasizing that their core principles or values come with inherent risks
and challenges, which can be both a threat and a source of strength depending on how
they are managed.

In what context did John Calhoun say 'This is our price
and danger, our weakness and our strength'?

He made this statement during a discussion on the complexities of political or social ideals,
highlighting that their foundational beliefs can be both a vulnerability and a source of
resilience.

What is John Calhoun referring to when he mentions
‘'our weakness and our strength'?

He is referring to the dual nature of their core values or strategies—while they provide
power and identity, they may also expose vulnerabilities if not carefully managed.

How does John Calhoun's statement relate to political
principles?

It suggests that political ideologies or policies inherently carry risks and benefits, serving as
both potential weaknesses and sources of strength depending on circumstances.

Is John Calhoun implying that their principles are both a
danger and an advantage?

Yes, he is indicating that their principles can be a danger if misused or misunderstood, but
also an advantage that grants them resilience and identity.



What historical or philosophical ideas does Calhoun's
statement reflect?

It reflects the idea that core values are double-edged; they can unify or divide, be a source
of strength or weakness, depending on context and application.

Why might Calhoun describe their principles as both a
weakness and a strength?

Because adhering strictly to certain principles can make a group vulnerable to criticism or
opposition, but also provides a strong foundation and sense of purpose.

Could Calhoun be referring to a specific policy or
ideology with this statement?

Yes, he might be referring to a particular policy, ideology, or societal belief that has both
positive and negative implications.

How can understanding Calhoun's statement help in
analyzing political debates today?

It highlights the importance of recognizing that every policy or belief has inherent risks and
benefits, encouraging a balanced and nuanced perspective.

What lessons can be learned from Calhoun's
perspective on risk and strength?

The lesson is that embracing core values requires awareness of their potential dangers and
strengths, and managing them thoughtfully to maximize benefits while minimizing risks.

Additional Resources
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In the realm of American political history, few figures evoke as much debate and analysis as
John C. Calhoun. A prominent statesman and political theorist from South Carolina, Calhoun
played a pivotal role in shaping the antebellum South's political landscape. Among his
many speeches and writings, one phrase continues to resonate with historians and political
enthusiasts alike: "This is our price and danger, our weakness and our strength." But what
exactly did Calhoun mean when he made this statement? To fully grasp its significance, we
need to explore the context in which Calhoun spoke, the core ideas he was advocating, and
how this statement encapsulates the complex dynamics of his political philosophy.



Contextualizing John Calhoun’s Political Environment

Before delving into the specifics of the phrase, understanding the environment during
Calhoun’s era is essential.

The Antebellum South and the Crisis of Federal Authority

The early to mid-19th century was a period marked by intense debates over states' rights,
slavery, economic policies, and the balance of power between federal and state
governments. The Southern states, heavily reliant on slavery and agrarian economies, felt
increasingly threatened by the growing abolitionist movement and the policies of the
federal government, especially those enacted by the Northern-led Congress.

Calhoun’s Role and Ideology

John Calhoun served as Vice President under Andrew Jackson and later as a senator. He was
a fiery orator and a staunch defender of Southern interests. His political philosophy
centered on the idea that states were sovereign entities with the right to nullify federal laws
they deemed unconstitutional—a doctrine known as nullification. Calhoun believed that
preserving the rights of states was fundamental to maintaining the Union’s stability, even if
that meant resisting federal authority.

Deciphering the Phrase: Breaking Down "Price," "Danger," "Weakness," and "Strength"

Calhoun's statement is layered with meaning, reflecting both the risks and benefits inherent
in his political stance.

"This is our price"

- Meaning: Calhoun acknowledged that defending states' rights and slavery came with
costs. These included political isolation, potential conflict, and moral dilemmas associated
with slavery.

- Implication: The "price" signifies the sacrifices Southern states made to preserve their way
of life, including economic dependence on slavery and the risk of sectional conflict.

"And danger"

- Meaning: The danger refers to external threats—particularly federal overreach, abolitionist
movements, and the possibility of Northern dominance leading to the erosion of Southern
interests.

- Implication: Calhoun saw federal tyranny and moral opposition to slavery as existential
threats, requiring vigilant resistance.

"Our weakness"

- Meaning: Recognizing vulnerabilities, Calhoun might have been pointing to the South's
limitations—such as economic dependence on slavery, political marginalization, or internal
divisions.

- Implication: Highlighting weaknesses was a call for strategic resilience and unity among



Southern states.

"And our strength"

- Meaning: Conversely, Calhoun identified sources of power—like shared economic
interests, cultural cohesion, and political resolve—as strengths.

- Implication: Emphasizing strength was meant to rally support for resistance and defend
their constitutional rights.

Interpreting the Significance of the Statement

This phrase encapsulates a core tension in Calhoun’s thought: balancing the recognition of
vulnerabilities with the assertion of strength and resolve.

The Defensive Posture

Calhoun’s words suggest a defensive stance, warning that the Southern way of
life—centered on slavery and states’ sovereignty—comes with inherent risks but also with
the capacity for resilience.

The Call for Political Vigilance

He was urging Southern leaders and citizens to remain vigilant against federal
encroachment, emphasizing that their independence and social order depended on their
ability to recognize and navigate these dangers.

The Philosophical Underpinning

At its heart, Calhoun's statement reflects his belief in compact theory—the idea that the

Union is a voluntary agreement among sovereign states—making resistance legitimate
when federal laws threaten state rights.

The Broader Implications of Calhoun’s Statement

Understanding what Calhoun referred to extends beyond mere political rhetoric; it touches
on the fundamental debates about American democracy, federalism, and morality.

The Reflection of Sectional Tensions

- Sectionalism: Calhoun’s emphasis on the "danger" highlights the deepening sectional
divide, which would eventually culminate in the Civil War.

- Defense of Slavery: The "weakness" and "danger" are intertwined with the institution of
slavery, which Calhoun saw as integral to Southern identity.

The Legacy of Calhoun’s Philosophy

- Nullification and Secession: His ideas laid groundwork for the nullification crisis and,



ultimately, the Southern states’ push toward secession.
- Modern Debates: Contemporary discussions about states’ rights and federal authority
often trace philosophical roots to Calhoun’s doctrines.

What Was Calhoun Precisely Referring To?
Bringing all these elements together, Calhoun’s statement can be summarized as follows:

- He acknowledged that defending Southern interests—particularly slavery and states’
sovereignty—came with inherent sacrifices ("price") and risks ("danger").

- These risks included federal overreach, moral opposition, and external threats, which
represented vulnerabilities ("weakness").

- Simultaneously, the shared economic interests, cultural cohesion, and political resolve of
the Southern states formed their core strengths.

- Recognizing both sides was essential to mobilize resistance and preserve their way of life.

Conclusion: A Reflection of a Turbulent Era

John Calhoun’s words—"This is our price and danger, our weakness and our
strength"—serve as a potent encapsulation of the complex, often contradictory forces
shaping the antebellum South. They reveal a leader grappling with the realities of
defending a social order built on slavery and states’ rights amid external pressures and
internal vulnerabilities.

Understanding this phrase requires appreciating the historical context, the ideological
underpinnings, and the political stakes involved. It reminds us that history is often a
negotiation of conflicting interests: the desire for autonomy and security versus the risks of
division and moral conflict.

Today, Calhoun’s statement continues to resonate, serving as a reminder of the enduring
debates over federal authority, states’ rights, and the moral implications of societal
structures—debates that remain relevant in contemporary political discourse.
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