
Senators You Have To Know 

John C. Calhoun –  

South Carolina / serving terms in the United States House of Representatives, United States 

Senate and as the seventh Vice President of the United States (1825–1832), as well as secretary 

of war and state. Democrats 

After 1830, his views evolved and he became a greater proponent of states' rights, limited 

government, nullification and free trade; as he saw these means as the only way to preserve the 

Union. He is best known for his intense and original defense of slavery as something positive, his 

distrust of majoritarianism, and for pointing the South toward secession from the Union.   

Nullification is a legal theory that a state has the right to nullify, or invalidate, any federal law 

which that state has deemed unconstitutional. The theory of nullification has never been legally 

upheld;[1] rather, the Supreme Court has rejected it.  

The theory of nullification is based on a view that the States formed the Union by an agreement 

(or "compact") among the States, and that as creators of the federal government, the States have 

the final authority to determine the limits of the power of that government. Under this, the 

compact theory, the States and not the federal courts are the ultimate interpreters of the extent of 

the federal government's power. The States therefore may reject, or nullify, federal laws that the 

States believe are beyond the federal government's constitutional powers. The related idea of 

interposition is a theory that a state has the right and the duty to "interpose" itself when the 

federal government enacts laws that the state believes to be unconstitutional. Thomas Jefferson 

and James Madison set forth the theories of nullification and interposition in the Kentucky and 

Virginia Resolutions in 1798. A more extreme assertion of state sovereignty is the related action 

of secession, by which a state terminates its political affiliation with the Union. 

His redefinition of republicanism to include approval of slavery and minority rights—with the 

Southern States the minority in question. To protect minority rights against majority rule, he 
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called for a "concurrent majority" whereby the minority could sometimes block offensive 

proposals that a State felt infringed on their sovereign power. Always distrustful of democracy, 

he minimized the role of the Second Party System in South Carolina. Calhoun's defense of 

slavery became defunct, but his concept of concurrent majority, whereby a minority has the right 

to object to or even veto hostile legislation directed against it, has been cited by other advocates 

of the rights of minorities.[1] Calhoun asserted that Southern whites, outnumbered in the United 

States by voters of the more densely-populated Northern states, were one such minority 

deserving special protection in the legislature. Calhoun also saw the increasing population 

disparity to be the result of corrupt northern politics. 

Dies 11 years before the war starts /Calhoun, too feeble to speak, wrote a blistering attack on the 

compromise. A friend read his speech, calling upon the Constitution, which upheld the South's 

right to hold slaves; warning that the day "the balance between the two sections" was destroyed 

would be a day not far removed from disunion, anarchy, and civil war. 

Henry Clay - politician and skilled orator who represented Kentucky in both the Senate and 

in the House of Representatives. He served three different terms as Speaker of the United States 

House of Representatives and was also Secretary of State from 1825 to 1829. He lost his 

campaigns for president in 1824, 1832 and 1844. 

He ran and lost again in 1832 and 1844 as the candidate of the Whig Party, which he founded 

and usually dominated. 

He was proponent of the American System, fighting for an increase in tariffs to foster industry in 

the United States, the use of federal funding to build and maintain infrastructure, and a strong 

national bank. He opposed the annexation of Texas, fearing it would inject the slavery issue into 

politics. Clay also opposed the Mexican-American War and the "Manifest Destiny" policy of 

Democrats, which cost him votes in the close 1844 election. Dubbed the "Great Pacificator," 

Clay brokered important compromises during the Nullification Crisis and on the slavery issue. 

As part of the "Great Triumvirate" or "Immortal Trio," along with his colleagues Daniel Webster 

and John C. Calhoun, he was instrumental in formulating the Missouri Compromise of 1820 and 

the Compromise of 1850. He was viewed as the primary representative of Western interests in 

this group, and was given the names "Henry of the West" and "The Western Star." A plantation 

owner, Clay held slaves during his lifetime but freed them in his will.  

On June 29, 1852, he died of tuberculosis in Washington, D.C., at the age of 75. Clay was the 

first person to lie in state in the United States Capitol. 
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Daniel Webster –  

He was a senator from Massachusetts/Webster served in the House of Representatives for 10 

years (representing New Hampshire), in the Senate for 19 years (representing Massachusetts), 

and was appointed the Secretary of State under three presidents as with his fellow Whig Henry 

Clay, Webster wanted to see the Union preserved and civil war averted. They both worked for 

compromises to stave off the sectionalism that threatened war between the North and the South. 

Webster tried and failed three times to become President of the United States..   

 Webster's had nationalistic views, and his effectiveness as a speaker, made him one of the most 

famous orators and influential Whig leaders. 

Webster's support of the 1828 tariff Webster also gave greater approval to Clay's American 

System, a change that along with his modified view of the tariff brought him closer to Henry 

Clay. 

1830 Webster–Hayne debate-  By 1830, Federal land policy had long been an issue. The 

National Republican administration had held land prices high. According to Adams' Secretary of 

the Treasury Richard Rush, this served to provide the federal government with an additional 

source of revenue, but also to discourage westward migration that tended to increase wages 

through the increased scarcity of labor.[21] Senator Hayne, in an effort to sway the west against 

the north and the tariff, seized upon a minor point in the land debate and accused the north of 

attempting to limit western expansion for their own benefit.  highlighting what he saw as the 

virtues of the North's policies toward the west and claiming that restrictions on western 

expansion and growth were primarily the responsibility of southerners.  Considered the best 

speech ever given in the Senate. 

In 1845, he was re-elected to the Senate, where he opposed both the Texas Annexation and the 

resulting Mexican-American War for fear of its upsetting the delicate balance of slave and non-

slave states. 
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On March 7, 1850, Webster gave one of his most famous speeches, later called the Seventh of 

March speech, characterizing himself "not as a Massachusetts man, nor as a Northern man but as 

an American..." In it he gave his support to the compromise, which included the Fugitive Slave 

Law of 1850 that required federal officials to recapture and return runaway slaves.  Webster 

never recovered the loss of popularity he suffered in the aftermath of the Seventh of March 

speech. 

I shall stand by the Union...with absolute disregard of personal consequences. What are personal 

consequences...in comparison with the good or evil which may befall a great country in a crisis like 

this?...Let the consequences be what they will.... No man can suffer too much, and no man can fall too 

soon, if he suffer or if he fall in defense of the liberties and constitution of his country. 

Daniel Webster (July 17, 1850 address to the Senate) 

Resigning the Senate under a cloud in 1850, he resumed his former position as Secretary of State 

in the cabinet of Whig President Millard Fillmore. 

Webster died on October 24, 1852 at his home in Marshfield, Massachusetts, after falling from 

his horse and suffering a crushing blow to the head, complicated by cirrhosis of the liver, which 

resulted in a cerebral hemorrhage 

 

Thomas Cobb - Congresses, serving from March 4, 1817 to March 3, 1821 Georgia 

 

Stephen Douglas –  

He was an American politician from Illinois. He was a U.S. Representative, a U.S. Senator, and 

the Democratic Party nominee for President in the 1860 election, losing to Republican Abraham 

Lincoln. Douglas had previously defeated Lincoln in a Senate contest, noted for the famous 
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Lincoln-Douglas debates of 1858. He was nicknamed the "Little Giant" because he was short in 

physical stature, but a forceful and dominant figure in politics. 

He was a leading proponent of democracy, and believed in the principle of popular sovereignty 

He was largely responsible for the Compromise of 1850 that apparently settled slavery issues; 

however, in 1854 he reopened the slavery question with the Kansas–Nebraska Act, which 

opened some previously prohibited territories to slavery under popular sovereignty. Opposition 

to this led to the formation of the Republican Party. 

He was largely responsible for the Compromise of 1850 that apparently settled slavery issues; 

however, in 1854 he reopened the slavery question with the Kansas–Nebraska Act, which 

opened some previously prohibited territories to slavery under popular sovereignty. Opposition 

to this led to the formation of the Republican Party. 

Both men attacked each other for allegedly extreme or irresponsible statements by supporters or 

colleagues, and accused each other of bad faith in denying responsibility for such statements or 

for inconsistency in their own statements. 

He declared that while the Supreme Court had barred explicit prohibition of slavery, that didn't 

really matter, because the people of a Territory could exclude slavery in practice by "unfriendly 

legislation". This was the Freeport Doctrine. 

It was enough to satisfy Illinoisans, even in many former Know-Nothing strongholds. In the 

1858 legislative elections, the Democrats won a narrow majority of seats, and Douglas was re-

elected by a vote of 54 to 46. The Freeport Doctrine was vehemently rejected by most 

Southerners. The "Fire-Eaters" denounced Douglas as no better than an abolitionist. 

The debates were redefining republicanism. Lincoln advocated equality of opportunity, arguing 

that individuals and society advanced together. Douglas embraced a democratic doctrine that 

emphasized equality of all citizens (only whites were citizens), in which individual merit and 

social mobility was not a main goal. 

 

Abraham Lincoln - Lincoln was self-educated, and became a country lawyer, a Whig Party 

leader, Illinois state legislator during the 1830s, and a one-term member of the United States 

House of Representatives during the 1840s.  

Feelings on Slavery prior to the war - Eric Foner (2010) contrasts the abolitionists and anti-

slavery Radical Republicans of the Northeast who saw slavery as a sin, with the conservative 

Republicans who thought it was bad because it hurt white people and blocked progress. Foner 

argues that Lincoln was a moderate in the middle, opposing slavery primarily because it violated 

the republicanism principles of the Founding Fathers, especially the equality of all men and 

democratic self-government as expressed in the Declaration of Independence..  
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In the U.S. Senate in 1858, Lincoln delivered his House Divided Speech, drawing on Mark 3:25: 

"A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot endure 

permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect 

the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing, or all 

the other."[96] The speech created an evocative image of the danger of disunion caused by the 

slavery debate, and rallied Republicans across the North 

After the Confederate attack on Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861, Lincoln concentrated on the 

military and political dimensions of the war effort. His goal was now to reunite the nation. As the 

South was in a state of insurrection, Lincoln exercised his authority to suspend habeas corpus, 

arresting and temporarily detaining thousands of suspected secessionists without trial. Lincoln 

averted British recognition of the Confederacy by skillfully handling the Trent affair in late 

1861. 

War Policies - His efforts toward the abolition of slavery include issuing his Emancipation 

Proclamation in 1863, encouraging the border states to outlaw slavery, and helping push through 

Congress the Thirteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, which finally freed all 

slaves nationwide in December 1865. Lincoln closely supervised the war effort, especially the 

selection of top generals, including commanding general Ulysses S. Grant. Lincoln brought 

leaders of the major factions of his party into his cabinet and pressured them to cooperate. Under 

Lincoln's leadership, the Union set up a naval blockade that shut down the South's normal trade, 

took control of the border slave states at the start of the war, gained control of communications 

with gunboats on the southern river systems, and tried repeatedly to capture the Confederate 

capital at Richmond, Virginia. Each time a general failed, Lincoln substituted another until 

finally Grant succeeded in 1865. 

An exceptionally astute politician deeply involved with power issues in each state, Lincoln 

reached out to War Democrats and managed his own re-election in the 1864 presidential 

election. As the leader of the moderate faction of the Republican party, Lincoln found his 

policies and personality were "blasted from all sides": Radical Republicans demanded harsher 

treatment of the South, War Democrats desired more compromise, Copperheads despised him, 

and irreconcilable secessionists plotted his death. Politically, Lincoln fought back with 

patronage, by pitting his opponents against each other, and by appealing to the American people 

with his powers of oratory. 
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William Seward –  

New York. He served as the 12th Governor of New York, United States Senator and the United 

States Secretary of State under Abraham Lincoln and Andrew Johnson. A determined opponent 

of the spread of slavery in the years leading up to the American Civil War, he was a dominant 

figure in the Republican Party in its formative years, and was widely regarded as the leading 

contender for the party's presidential nomination in 1860. 

Denied the nomination, he became a loyal member of Lincoln's wartime cabinet, and played a 

role in preventing foreign intervention early in the war. On the night of Lincoln's assassination, 

he survived an attempt on his own life.  

 

Seward presented himself as the leading enemy of the Slave Power – that is, the perceived 

conspiracy of southern slave owners to seize the government and defeat the progress of liberty. 

Seward believed that slavery was morally wrong, and said so many times, outraging Southerners. 

He acknowledged that slavery was legal under the Constitution, but denied that the Constitution 

recognized or protected slavery. He famously remarked in 1850 that "there is a higher law than 

the Constitution". Gaining the nickname "Higher Law" Seward, he continued to argue this point 

of view over the next decade. 

Seward was an opponent of the Fugitive Slave Act, and he defended runaway slaves in court. He 

supported personal liberty laws 
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Thomas Hart Benton –  

He was a U.S. Senator from Missouri and a staunch advocate of westward expansion of the 

United States. He served in the Senate from 1821 to 1851, becoming the first member of that 

body to serve five terms. Benton was an architect and champion of westward expansion by the 

United States, a cause that became known as Manifest Destiny. 

Benton was instrumental in the sole administration of the Oregon Territory. Since the Anglo-

American Convention of 1818, Oregon had been jointly occupied by both the United States and 

the United Kingdom. Benton pushed for a settlement on Oregon and the Canadian border 

favorable to the United States. The current border at the 49th parallel set by the Oregon Treaty in 

1846 was his choice; he was opposed to the extremism of the "Fifty-four forty or fight" 

movement during the Oregon boundary dispute. 

He was an orator and leader of the first class, able to stand his own with or against fellow 

senators Daniel Webster, Henry Clay, and John C. Calhoun. Although an expansionist, his 

personal morals made him opposed to greedy or underhanded behavior—thus his opposition to 

Fifty-Four Forty. Benton advocated the annexation of Texas 

With troubled conscience, in 1849 he declared himself "against the institution of slavery," 

putting him against his party and popular opinion in his state 

Benton, a southerner and slave owner, became increasingly uncomfortable with the topic. He 

was also at odds with fellow Democrats, such as John C. Calhoun, who he thought put their 

opinions ahead of the Union to a treasonous degree. With troubled conscience, in 1849 he 

declared himself "against the institution of slavery," putting him against his party and popular 

opinion in his state. In April 1850, during heated Senate floor debates over the proposed 

Compromise of 1850, Benton was nearly shot by pistol-wielding Mississippi Senator Henry S. 

Foote, who had taken umbrage to Benton's vitriolic sparring with Vice-President Millard 

Fillmore. Foote was wrestled to the floor where he was disarmed. 
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