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Lesson 2: Understanding State Sovereignty,
Federalism, and States’ Rights
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Introduction to Key Concepts

In the early years of the United States, the balance of power between the states and the federal government was
a major issue. This balance is at the heart of the concepts of state sovereignty, federalism, and states’ rights.
These ideas are rooted in the belief that the states, which originally agreed to form the Union, have a crucial role
in ensuring that the federal government does not overstep its bounds.

The Role of the States

The states are not just regions within a country; they are independent entities that voluntarily agreed to join
together to form the United States. This agreement, or compact, created the federal government and gave it
certain powers, but only those powers that were clearly stated in the Constitution. This means that the federal
government’s authority is limited and must operate within the boundaries set by the Constitution.

Protecting the Constitution

One of the key responsibilities of the states is to protect both the U.S. Constitution and their own state
constitutions. This includes defending against any threats, whether from outside the country or from within. For
example, when the federal government passed the Alien and Sedition Acts, Virginia and other states believed
these laws were unconstitutional because they overstepped the powers granted to the federal government.
Virginia argued that it was their duty not to accept such laws silently, but to stand up and declare them invalid.

Maintaining the Union

The states value the Union and are committed to maintaining it. However, the states insist that the Union must
be preserved according to the principles set out in the Constitution. If the federal government begins to ignore
these principles and takes on powers not granted to it, this could lead to a centralized government that destroys
the independence of the states. Such a situation, according to the system established by our Founding Fathers,
would lead to tyranny—where the government has unchecked power.

States’ Rights and Responsibilities

The idea that the federal government alone can decide the extent of its own powers is dangerous because it
would mean that those in power could make decisions based on their own interests, rather than following the
Constitution. Virginia argues that the states have the right, and even the duty, to step in and stop the federal
government from abusing its power. This is what is meant by states’ rights: the ability of each state to protect its
own authority, rights, and freedoms within its borders.

Conclusion

In summary, the principles of state sovereignty, federalism, and states’ rights are all about ensuring that the
federal government stays within the limits set by the Constitution. The states, which created the federal
government, have a crucial role in holding it accountable. By doing so, they protect the liberty and happiness of
the people, ensuring that the Union remains strong, and that tyranny is avoided.

This lesson highlights the importance of vigilance in maintaining the balance of power between the states and
the federal government, a concept that remains relevant in American government today.
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