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General Editor’s Introduction

This volume on Abraham Lincoln is unique in Teaching American His-
tory’s collections of core documents because it focuses on one person. 

One might claim others deserve such a distinction, but we do not believe that 
anyone would deny that Lincoln does. Lincoln’s statesmanship—his effort to 
choose the best course of action in always uncertain circumstances—merits 
study in itself, but its success derived from what this collection focuses on, his 
unmatched understanding of America’s political principles. These twenty-six 
documents contain reflections on the Declaration of Independence and its 
relation to the Constitution, the meaning of equality, the rule of law, the role 
of religion in American politics, and the role of the Supreme Court and of 
the other branches of government in relation to the Court, that remain fun-
damental for understanding the American experiment in self-government. 
Lincoln’s statesmanship is visible here as well, for example, in his effort to 
prevent Stephen Douglas from gaining the support of Republicans, in the 
way he combined arguments for emancipation and plans for colonization, 
and in his thinking about reconstruction.

As this volume does, each of the volumes in the core documents series 
contains key documents on its period, theme, or institution selected by an 
expert and reviewed by an editorial board. Each volume has an introduction 
highlighting key documents and themes. In an appendix to each volume 
there is a thematic table of contents showing the connections between var-
ious documents. Another appendix provides study questions for each doc-
ument as well as questions that refer to other documents in the collection, 
tying them together as the thematic table of contents does. Each document is 
checked against an authoritative original source and has an introduction out-
lining its significance. Notes have been added to each document to identify 
people, events, movements, and ideas that may be unfamiliar to nonspecialist 
readers and to improve understanding of the document’s historical context.

When completed, the Teaching American History document collections 
will be a comprehensive and authoritative account of America’s story, told in 
the words of those who wrote it—America’s presidents, labor leaders, farm-
ers, philosophers, industrialists, politicians, workers, explorers, religious 
leaders, judges, soldiers; its slaveholders and abolitionists; its expansion-
ists and isolationists; its reformers and stand-patters; its strict and broad 
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constructionists; its hard-eyed realists and visionary utopians—all united 
in their commitment to equality and liberty, yet all also divided often by 
their different understandings of these most fundamental American ideas. 
The documents are about all this—the still unfinished American experiment 
with self-government.

The editors wish to thank Amanda Bryan for her assistance in producing 
this volume; Ellen Tucker for her editorial assistance, and her help with the 
cover design; and Mindy Conner for her careful copyediting. As he has for 
some time now, Brad Walrod made it all look good. The editors also thank 
the Teaching American History faculty who teach the Lincoln course in 
the TAH Master’s program, who include Joe Fornieri, for their assistance in 
selecting the documents for this volume and other advice they offered: Jason 
Jividen, Andrew Lang, Dan Monroe, Lucas Morel, Pete Myers, Jason Stevens.

David Tucker 
General Editor 

Core Documents Collection

Editorial note: we have modernized spelling, punctuation, and capitaliza-
tion. All italics were in the original documents. Unless otherwise noted, text 
in brackets [ ] was added by the editors. We have occasionally separated the 
original text into paragraphs. The editors added all the footnotes in the doc-
uments unless otherwise noted.

Note on the texts: Some of the texts in this collection have appeared in other 
collections. In the case of those that have appeared before, the introductions 
have been revised or entirely rewritten to reflect the themes of this collec-
tion. Many of the texts have been excerpted differently and have additional 
or alternative annotation to suit them to this collection.
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Introduction

In 1854, Abraham Lincoln said of Thomas Jefferson that he “was, is, and 
perhaps will continue to be our most distinguished politician.” We may 

now say this of Lincoln. And just as Lincoln meant that one must understand 
Jefferson’s politics and principles—his deeds and his words—to understand 
the United States, so must we now say that to understand the United States 
we must understand Lincoln’s deeds and words. We offer this volume as an 
aid in the effort to understand Lincoln and, through him, what remains the 
world’s most important experiment in self-government.

This collection offers twenty-six of Lincoln’s most important speeches 
and writings, each accompanied by an introduction that provides historical 
context. The most important context was, of course, the struggle over slavery.

The Struggle over Slavery

Slavery—and who bore the responsibility for its existence in America—
was discussed when the Continental Congress reviewed Jefferson’s draft 
of the Declaration of Independence. Later, those drafting the Constitution 
included three provisions concerning slavery, without ever mentioning the 
peculiar institution by name. (At the convention, James Madison remarked 
that it would be “wrong to admit in the Constitution the idea that there 
could be property in men.”) First, the framers allowed “all other persons” 
besides “free persons” and “Indians not taxed” to be counted as three-fifths 
of a free person for purposes of taxation and representation (Art. I, sec. 2). 
This was a compromise among the delegates who wanted to count enslaved 
people when determining a state’s population (and thus the number of rep-
resentatives in the House of Representatives and Electoral College votes) 
and those who did not. Second, the Constitution provided that the impor-
tation of “persons” by a state could not be prohibited for twenty years after 
its adoption—until 1808. This was a compromise between those who wanted 
to ban the importation of slaves immediately and those who wished there 
to be no prohibition at all on the slave trade (Art. I, sec. 9). In addition to 
these two compromises, the Constitution also contained a provision that “no 
person held to service” in one state would be discharged from that service 
in another. Rather, the Constitution made it an obligation to return such 
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persons to those to whom their labor was due (Art. IV, sec. 2). This provision 
became known as the fugitive slave clause. To implement it, Congress passed 
the first fugitive slave law in 1793.

In 1807, in what Lincoln called “apparent hot haste,” Congress passed a 
law prohibiting the importation of slaves beginning on the first day of Jan-
uary 1808. Four years before the passage of this law, the United States had 
acquired the Louisiana territory. After Louisiana was admitted to statehood 
in 1812, the next territory from this acquisition to apply for admission as a 
state was Missouri, in 1819, under a constitution that permitted slavery. At 
the time, there were eleven free and eleven slave states. Missouri was not 
admitted as a slave state until Maine applied for statehood and was admit-
ted as a free state. As part of this compromise, Congress included in the 
Missouri statehood enabling act the provision that in the remainder of the 
Louisiana territory slavery would forever be prohibited north of latitude 36º 
30́  N. (Lincoln recounted the history of the struggle over slavery from the 
founding through the sectional conflict in Document 4, his speech on the 
repeal of the Missouri Compromise.)

In 1836, Texas separated from Mexico through a revolution and declared 
itself a separate republic, claiming territory to the west and north encompass-
ing parts of the current U.S. states of Oklahoma, Kansas, Colorado, Wyo-
ming, and New Mexico. When Texas joined the Union in 1845, war with 
Mexico followed (Mexico considered Texas still part of its territory). Early 
in the war, when President James Polk asked for an appropriation for peace 
negotiations, Representative David Wilmot (D-PA) proposed an amend-
ment to the appropriations bill stating that slavery would not be permitted in 
any territory gained from Mexico in the peace negotiations. The bill passed 
the House but not the Senate. Subsequent versions of Wilmot’s amendment 
met the same fate. The treaty that eventually ended the war, which had to 
be ratified only by the Senate, contained no prohibition of slavery. The con-
test between free state and slavery advocates over this territory and what 
remained of the Louisiana territory was the final phase of the sectional con-
flict leading to the Civil War.

Following the Mexican War, California applied for admission as a free 
state. At that point, the number of free and slave states was equal (fifteen 
each). California’s application for admission thus precipitated a crisis, just 
as Missouri’s had thirty years before. The crisis was resolved by the Compro-
mise of 1850, which consisted of five separate pieces of legislation. Stephen A. 
Douglas (1813–1861), a Democratic senator from Illinois, was responsible for 
getting the legislation passed. The bills admitted California as a free state; 
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set the boundary between Texas and New Mexico and compensated Texas 
for giving up land claims beyond that boundary; set up territorial govern-
ments for Utah and New Mexico, with the provision that the territories could 
eventually enter the Union as either free or slave states; abolished the slave 
trade (but not slavery) in the District of Columbia; and strengthened the 
federal fugitive slave law.

When it came time to organize territories north of Texas that were part 
of the Louisiana purchase, Senator Douglas again took the lead. In 1854 he 
proposed the Kansas-Nebraska bill, accepting an amendment that rescinded 
the Missouri Compromise line of 36º 30́ , which was supposed to have been 
established forever, and leaving the decision regarding slavery to each ter-
ritory’s inhabitants (Document 4). Douglas called such decision making 
“popular sovereignty”—the people should decide without the interference of 
the federal government—declaring it the simplest and fairest way of resolving 
the controversy over slavery. The bill’s immediate practical result, however, 
was to foment civil violence. Everyone understood that once slavery became 
established in a territory, it would receive the protection of territorial law. 
Thus protected, slavery would grow and become ever harder to abolish. Free 
state and slave state advocates in and beyond Kansas and Nebraska fought 
to gain the advantage and determine whether this peculiar form of property 
would be allowed. As one scholar put it, “the Kansas-Nebraska Act legislated 
civil war on the plains of Kansas.”

The civil war in “Bleeding Kansas” magnified the sectional conflict and 
pointed toward the greater civil war that would begin six years later. This 
conflict became even more likely in 1857 as a result of the Dred Scott deci-
sion (Document 5), in which the Supreme Court held (7–2) that persons of 
African descent were not citizens and had “no rights which the white man 
was bound to respect.” The Court went further and declared that Congress 
could not prohibit slavery in the territories because the right to hold property 
in slaves was “distinctly and expressly affirmed in the Constitution.” If the 
right to hold slaves was in the Constitution, however, did that not imply that 
Southerners had the right to take their property into any state? The Dred Scott 
opinion suggested at least the possibility that a future Court ruling might 
declare slavery to be the national norm, permissible even in those states that 
had decades earlier declared it illegal.

Lincoln returned to politics during the controversy over the Kansas- 
Nebraska act, recognizing the danger to self-government and human lib-
erty should Douglas’ understanding of “popular sovereignty” prevail (see 
Document 4). If the people in a territory chose to admit slavery—ignoring 
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the Declaration’s assertion that all men are created equal—then they would 
undermine the principle on which their own freedom was based. Among 
the people, popular sovereignty was the strongest and the most obvious and 
easily grasped principle of the Republic. Unlike Douglas, Lincoln through his 
words and deeds had to show the people that the only thing more important 
than that principle was its ultimate cause, human equality. More difficult, he 
had to show the people that preserving their liberty meant restricting their 
freedom: there were some things that the people could not rightly choose 
to do.

The Civil War and Reconstruction

Lincoln won the presidency in 1860 on a platform of preventing the spread 
of slavery beyond the states where it already existed, and affirming the Dec-
laration’s claim that all men were created equal. Lincoln defeated the other 
three presidential candidates with a plurality of the vote and amassed more 
Electoral College votes than his three opponents combined. His election pre-
cipitated the secession—as they called it—of seven states, ultimately joined 
by four others. Lincoln denied that secession was legal or constitutional. 
The states that claimed to have left the Union were thus in rebellion (Doc-
ument 14).

What Lincoln could accomplish to end the rebellion and save the Union, 
which he considered his principal duty as president (Document 18), depended 
on four considerations, each requiring his careful attention: northern sup-
port for the war; the opinions of those in the border states (Delaware, Mary-
land, Kentucky, and Missouri); the actions toward the rebellious states of 
foreign powers, especially Great Britain; and the success of Union military 
forces against the rebel armies (Documents 15, 16, 20). In the North and 
the border states, opinions on slavery and the Union varied. Some were so 
strongly in favor of slavery that they were willing to let the Union go to pre-
serve it; others were so strongly opposed to slavery that they were willing to 
dissolve the Union to rid themselves of it. Still others were unwilling to sur-
render the Union and were willing to compromise with slaveholders to keep 
it together. Pervading public opinion, even among antislavery stalwarts, was 
an unforgiving prejudice against African Americans, evident in the offensive 
terms that appear in some of these documents (e.g., Document 9). Lincoln, 
however, understood that preserving the Union ultimately meant ending 
slavery. Slavery was incompatible with the Declaration’s claim of equal-
ity, and the Constitution and the Union existed to serve the Declaration 
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(Document 12). In everything he said and did to preserve the Union and end 
slavery, Lincoln took into account the opinions and prejudices of the varied 
audiences he addressed.

As for the success of Union military forces, for the first years of the war 
they had little. The tide turned, however, when Lincoln put in command gen-
erals prepared to seek decisive victory over Confederate forces. The turning 
point came first at Vicksburg and Gettysburg in the summer of 1863, and 
then in the all-important Virginia theater of the war after Ulysses S. Grant 
(1822–1885) took command (1864) of all Union forces.

The prospect of Union victory raised the question of how to return the 
rebellious states to the Union. Historically, defeated rebels had received harsh 
treatment. “Radical” Republicans favored this approach. Lincoln sought a 
more moderate course, making acceptance of the Thirteenth Amendment 
(1865) abolishing slavery a requirement for regaining their civil status, and 
seeking some way to provide for the formerly enslaved. Early in his sec-
ond administration—just as he was about to embark on the arduous task of 
reconstruction—Lincoln was assassinated on April 14, 1865 (Document 26).
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Document 1

“The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions”   
Address before the Young Men’s 
Lyceum of Springfield, Illinois

January 27, 1838

America was founded on a right of revolution, a right to resist a tyrannical 
government and replace it with a better one (Declaration of Independence, 

Appendix A). One might say, then, that America was founded on a willingness 
to disregard the law. This founding gave rise to an independent streak among 
Americans that has led to some tolerance for protest and civil disobedience. At 
the same time, Americans recognize that without respect for the law, no society 
can prosper or even survive. As they respect civil disobedience, therefore, they 
also prize law and order. In the 1830s America experienced a high degree of civil 
disorder, according to some historians, more riots and mob actions than in any 
other decade in American history. Some (but not all) of this, as Lincoln suggested 
in this speech, was caused by the growing dispute over slavery.

In his address to the Springfield Lyceum (a lyceum was an organization ded-
icated to public education), Lincoln, who was already an established politician 
at age twenty-eight with a growing reputation as a successful litigator, examined 
the civic unrest in America. He addressed it as a threat to the perpetuation of free 
government and explained the various ways it challenged the survival of such 
government. In doing so, he reflected on the character of the American people 
and those who aspired to lead them and have the honor and power of office. These 
reflections in turn drew him into an insightful assessment of the problem of pre-
serving free government. He deepened his diagnosis in a speech he gave four years 
later (Document 2). We may find Lincoln’s diagnosis of the problem more thor-
ough and helpful than the treatment he advised. If so, we might look to Lincoln’s 
statesmanship prior to and during the Civil War to find a more comprehensive 
demonstration of what is necessary to perpetuate our political institutions.

Source: Life and Works of Abraham Lincoln, Centenary Edition, vol. 2, ed. Marion Mills 
Miller (New York: Current Literature Publishing, 1907), 14–26, https://archive.org/details/
lifeworks02lincuoft/page/274.
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As a subject for the remarks of the evening, the perpetuation of our political 
institutions is selected.

In the great journal of things happening under the sun, we, the American 
people, find our account running under date of the nineteenth century of 
the Christian era. We find ourselves in the peaceful possession of the fair-
est portion of the earth, as regards extent of territory, fertility of soil, and 
salubrity of climate. We find ourselves under the government of a system 
of political institutions, conducing more essentially to the ends of civil and 
religious liberty, than any of which the history of former times tells us. We, 
when mounting the stage of existence, found ourselves the legal inheritors 
of these fundamental blessings. We toiled not in the acquirement or estab-
lishment of them—they are a legacy bequeathed us by a once hardy, brave, 
and patriotic, but now lamented and departed race of ancestors. Theirs was 
the task (and nobly they performed it) to possess themselves, and through 
themselves, us, of this goodly land; and to uprear upon its hills and its valleys, 
a political edifice of liberty and equal rights; ’tis ours only to transmit these, 
the former, unprofaned by the foot of an invader; the latter, undecayed by 
the lapse of time and untorn by usurpation, to the latest generation that fate 
shall permit the world to know. This task of gratitude to our fathers, justice 
to ourselves, duty to posterity, and love for our species in general, all imper-
atively require us faithfully to perform.

How then shall we perform it? At what point shall we expect the approach 
of danger? By what means shall we fortify against it? Shall we expect some 
transatlantic military giant to step the ocean and crush us at a blow? Never! 
All the armies of Europe, Asia, and Africa combined, with all the treasure of 
the earth (our own excepted) in their military chest; with a Bonaparte for a 
commander, could not by force take a drink from the Ohio, or make a track 
on the Blue Ridge, in a trial of a thousand years.

At what point then is the approach of danger to be expected? I answer, if 
it ever reach us, it must spring up amongst us. It cannot come from abroad. 
If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a 
nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide.

I hope I am over wary; but if I am not, there is, even now, something of ill 
omen amongst us. I mean the increasing disregard for law which pervades the 
country; the growing disposition to substitute the wild and furious passions 
in lieu of the sober judgment of courts; and the worse than savage mobs, for 
the executive ministers of justice. This disposition is awfully fearful in any 
community; and that it now exists in ours, though grating to our feelings 
to admit, it would be a violation of truth, and an insult to our intelligence, 
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to deny. Accounts of outrages committed by mobs form the everyday news 
of the times. They have pervaded the country from New England to Loui-
siana; they are neither peculiar to the eternal snows of the former nor the 
burning suns of the latter; they are not the creature of climate—neither are 
they confined to the slaveholding, or the non-slaveholding states. Alike, they 
spring up among the pleasure-hunting masters of southern slaves, and the 
order-loving citizens of the land of steady habits. Whatever, then, their cause 
may be, it is common to the whole country.

It would be tedious, as well as useless, to recount the horrors of all of them. 
Those happening in the state of Mississippi and at St. Louis are perhaps the 
most dangerous in example and revolting to humanity. In the Mississippi 
case, they first commenced by hanging the regular gamblers; a set of men 
certainly not following for a livelihood a very useful, or very honest occu-
pation; but one which, so far from being forbidden by the laws, was actually 
licensed by an act of the legislature, passed but a single year before. Next, 
negroes, suspected of conspiring to raise an insurrection, were caught up and 
hanged in all parts of the state; then, white men, supposed to be leagued with 
the negroes; and finally, strangers, from neighboring states, going thither on 
business were in many instances subjected to the same fate. Thus went on this 
process of hanging, from gamblers to negroes, from negroes to white citizens, 
and from these to strangers; till dead men were seen literally dangling from 
the boughs of trees upon every road side; and in numbers almost sufficient 
to rival the native Spanish moss of the country, as a drapery of the forest.

Turn, then, to that horror-striking scene at St. Louis. A single victim was 
only sacrificed there. His story is very short; and is, perhaps, the most highly 
tragic, if anything of its length, that has ever been witnessed in real life. A 
mulatto man by the name of McIntosh was seized in the street, dragged to 
the suburbs of the city, chained to a tree, and actually burned to death; and 
all within a single hour from the time he had been a freeman attending to his 
own business and at peace with the world.

Such are the effects of mob law; and such as the scenes, becoming more 
and more frequent in this land so lately famed for love of law and order; and 
the stories of which have even now grown too familiar to attract anything 
more than an idle remark.

But you are, perhaps, ready to ask, “What has this to do with the perpet-
uation of our political institutions?” I answer, it has much to do with it. Its 
direct consequences are, comparatively speaking, but a small evil; and much 
of its danger consists, in the proneness of our minds, to regard its direct as 
its only consequences. Abstractly considered, the hanging of the gamblers 
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at Vicksburg was of but little consequence. They constitute a portion of pop-
ulation that is worse than useless in any community; and their death, if no 
pernicious example be set by it, is never matter of reasonable regret with 
anyone. If they were annually swept from the stage of existence by the plague 
or smallpox, honest men would, perhaps, be much profited by the operation. 
Similar too, is the correct reasoning in regard to the burning of the negro 
at St. Louis. He had forfeited his life by the perpetration of an outrageous 
murder upon one of the most worthy and respectable citizens of the city; and 
had not he died as he did, he must have died by the sentence of the law in a 
very short time afterward. As to him alone, it was as well the way it was, as it 
could otherwise have been. But the example in either case was fearful. When 
men take it in their heads today to hang gamblers, or burn murderers, they 
should recollect that, in the confusion usually attending such transactions, 
they will be as likely to hang or burn someone who is neither a gambler nor 
a murderer as one who is; and that, acting upon the example they set, the 
mob of tomorrow may, and probably will, hang or burn some of them by the 
very same mistake. And not only so; the innocent, those who have ever set 
their faces against violations of law in every shape, alike with the guilty, fall 
victims to the ravages of mob law; and thus it goes on, step by step, till all 
the walls erected for the defense of the persons and property of individuals 
are trodden down, and disregarded. But all this even is not the full extent 
of the evil. By such examples, by instances of the perpetrators of such acts 
going unpunished, the lawless in spirit are encouraged to become lawless in 
practice; and having been used to no restraint but dread of punishment, they 
thus become absolutely unrestrained. Having ever regarded government as 
their deadliest bane, they make a jubilee of the suspension of its operations, 
and pray for nothing so much as its total annihilation. While, on the other 
hand, good men, men who love tranquility, who desire to abide by the laws 
and enjoy their benefits, who would gladly spill their blood in the defense of 
their country; seeing their property destroyed; their families insulted, and 
their lives endangered; their persons injured; and seeing nothing in prospect 
that forebodes a change for the better; become tired of, and disgusted with, 
a government that offers them no protection; and are not much averse to a 
change in which they imagine they have nothing to lose. Thus, then, by the 
operation of this mobocratic spirit, which all must admit is now abroad in 
the land, the strongest bulwark of any government, and particularly of those 
constituted like ours, may effectually be broken down and destroyed—I mean 
the attachment of the people. Whenever this effect shall be produced among 
us; whenever the vicious portion of population shall be permitted to gather 
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in bands of hundreds and thousands, and burn churches, ravage and rob pro-
vision stores, throw printing presses into rivers, shoot editors,1 and hang and 
burn obnoxious persons at pleasure and with impunity; depend on it, this 
government cannot last. By such things, the feelings of the best citizens will 
become more or less alienated from it; and thus it will be left without friends, 
or with too few, and those few too weak, to make their friendship effectual. 
At such a time and under such circumstances, men of sufficient talent and 
ambition will not be wanting to seize the opportunity, strike the blow, and 
overturn that fair fabric, which for the last half century, has been the fondest 
hope of the lovers of freedom throughout the world.

I know the American people are much attached to their government; I 
know they would suffer much for its sake; I know they would endure evils 
long and patiently before they would ever think of exchanging it for another. 
Yet, notwithstanding all this, if the laws be continually despised and disre-
garded, if their rights to be secure in their persons and property are held by 
no better tenure than the caprice of a mob, the alienation of their affections 
from the government is the natural consequence; and to that, sooner or later, 
it must come.

Here then, is one point at which danger may be expected.
The question recurs, “How shall we fortify against it?” The answer is 

simple. Let every American, every lover of liberty, every well-wisher to his 
posterity, swear by the blood of the Revolution never to violate in the least 
particular the laws of the country; and never to tolerate their violation by 
others. As the patriots of ’76 did to the support of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, so to the support of the Constitution and laws let every American 
pledge his life, his property, and his sacred honor; let every man remember 
that to violate the law is to trample on the blood of his father, and to tear the 
character of his own and his children’s liberty. Let reverence for the laws be 
breathed by every American mother to the lisping babe that prattles on her 
lap—let it be taught in schools, in seminaries, and in colleges; let it be written 
in primers, spelling books, and in almanacs; let it be preached from the pul-
pit, proclaimed in legislative halls, and enforced in courts of justice. And, in 
short, let it become the political religion of the nation; and let the old and the 
young, the rich and the poor, the grave and the gay, of all sexes and tongues, 
and colors and conditions, sacrifice unceasingly upon its altars.

1 Lincoln was alluding to Elijah Lovejoy (1802–1837), a Presbyterian minister, news-
paper editor, and abolitionist who was shot to death during a mob’s attack to destroy 
his printing press.
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While ever a state of feeling such as this shall universally, or even very 
generally prevail throughout the nation, vain will be every effort, and fruitless 
every attempt, to subvert our national freedom.

When I so pressingly urge a strict observance of all the laws, let me not be 
understood as saying there are no bad laws, nor that grievances may not arise, 
for the redress of which no legal provisions have been made. I mean to say no 
such thing. But I do mean to say that, although bad laws, if they exist, should 
be repealed as soon as possible, still while they continue in force, for the 
sake of example, they should be religiously observed. So also in unprovided 
cases. If such arise, let proper legal provisions be made for them with the least 
possible delay; but, till then, let them, if not too intolerable, be borne with.

There is no grievance that is a fit object of redress by mob law. In any case 
that arises, as for instance the promulgation of abolitionism, one of two posi-
tions is necessarily true; that is, the thing is right within itself, and therefore 
deserves the protection of all law and all good citizens; or it is wrong, and 
therefore proper to be prohibited by legal enactments; and in neither case is 
the interposition of mob law either necessary, justifiable, or excusable.

But, it may be asked, why suppose danger to our political institutions? 
Have we not preserved them for more than fifty years? And why may we not 
for fifty times as long?

We hope there is no sufficient reason. We hope all dangers may be over-
come; but to conclude that no danger may ever arise would itself be extremely 
dangerous. There are now, and will hereafter be, many causes, dangerous in 
their tendency, which have not existed heretofore; and which are not too 
insignificant to merit attention. That our government should have been main-
tained in its original form from its establishment until now is not much to 
be wondered at. It had many props to support it through that period, which 
now are decayed, and crumbled away. Through that period, it was felt by all 
to be an undecided experiment; now, it is understood to be a successful one. 
Then, all that sought celebrity and fame, and distinction, expected to find 
them in the success of that experiment. Their all was staked upon it: their des-
tiny was inseparably linked with it. Their ambition aspired to display before 
an admiring world, a practical demonstration of the truth of a proposition, 
which had hitherto been considered at best no better than problematical; 
namely, the capability of a people to govern themselves. If they succeeded, 
they were to be immortalized; their names were to be transferred to counties 
and cities, and rivers and mountains; and to be revered and sung, and toasted 
through all time. If they failed, they were to be called knaves and fools, and 
fanatics for a fleeting hour; then to sink and be forgotten. They succeeded. 
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The experiment is successful; and thousands have won their deathless names 
in making it so. But the game is caught; and I believe it is true, that with the 
catching end the pleasures of the chase. This field of glory is harvested, and 
the crop is already appropriated. But new reapers will arise, and they, too, 
will seek a field. It is to deny what the history of the world tells us is true, 
to suppose that men of ambition and talents will not continue to spring up 
amongst us. And when they do, they will as naturally seek the gratification of 
their ruling passion as others have so done before them. The question then, is 
can that gratification be found in supporting and maintaining an edifice that 
has been erected by others? Most certainly it cannot. Many great and good 
men sufficiently qualified for any task they should undertake may ever be 
found, whose ambition would inspire to nothing beyond a seat in Congress, 
a gubernatorial or a presidential chair; but such belong not to the family of 
the lion, or the tribe of the eagle. What! think you these places would satisfy 
an Alexander, a Caesar, or a Napoleon? Never! Towering genius disdains a 
beaten path. It seeks regions hitherto unexplored. It sees no distinction in 
adding story to story, upon the monuments of fame, erected to the memory 
of others. It denies that it is glory enough to serve under any chief. It scorns 
to tread in the footsteps of any predecessor, however illustrious. It thirsts and 
burns for distinction; and, if possible, it will have it, whether at the expense of 
emancipating slaves or enslaving freemen. Is it unreasonable then to expect 
that some man possessed of the loftiest genius, coupled with ambition suffi-
cient to push it to its utmost stretch, will at some time spring up among us? 
And when such a one does, it will require the people to be united with each 
other, attached to the government and laws, and generally intelligent, to 
successfully frustrate his designs.

Distinction will be his paramount object, and although he would as will-
ingly, perhaps more so, acquire it by doing good as harm; yet, that oppor-
tunity being past, and nothing left to be done in the way of building up, he 
would set boldly to the task of pulling down.

Here, then, is a probable case, highly dangerous, and such a one as could 
not have well existed heretofore.

Another reason which once was, but which, to the same extent, is now 
no more, has done much in maintaining our institutions thus far. I mean 
the powerful influence which the interesting scenes of the Revolution had 
upon the passions of the people as distinguished from their judgment. By 
this influence, the jealousy, envy, and avarice incident to our nature, and 
so common to a state of peace, prosperity, and conscious strength were, for 
the time, in a great measure smothered and rendered inactive; while the 
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deep-rooted principles of hate, and the powerful motive of revenge, instead of 
being turned against each other, were directed exclusively against the British 
nation. And thus, from the force of circumstances, the basest principles of 
our nature were either made to lie dormant, or to become the active agents in 
the advancement of the noblest cause—that of establishing and maintaining 
civil and religious liberty.

But this state of feeling must fade, is fading, has faded, with the circum-
stances that produced it.

I do not mean to say that the scenes of the Revolution are now or ever 
will be entirely forgotten; but that like everything else, they must fade upon 
the memory of the world, and grow more and more dim by the lapse of time. 
In history, we hope, they will be read of, and recounted, so long as the Bible 
shall be read; but even granting that they will, their influence cannot be what 
it heretofore has been. Even then, they cannot be so universally known, nor 
so vividly felt, as they were by the generation just gone to rest. At the close of 
that struggle, nearly every adult male had been a participator in some of its 
scenes. The consequence was, that of those scenes, in the form of a husband, 
a father, a son, or brother, a living history was to be found in every family—a 
history bearing the indubitable testimonies of its own authenticity in the 
limbs mangled, in the scars of wounds received, in the midst of the very 
scenes related—a history, too, that could be read and understood alike by all, 
the wise and the ignorant, the learned and the unlearned. But those histories 
are gone. They can be read no more forever. They were a fortress of strength; 
but what invading foeman could never do, the silent artillery of time has 
done; the leveling of its walls. They are gone. They were a forest of giant oaks; 
but the all-resistless hurricane has swept over them and left only, here and 
there, a lonely trunk, despoiled of its verdure, shorn of its foliage; unshad-
ing and unshaded, to murmur in a few gentle breezes, and to combat with 
its mutilated limbs a few more ruder storms, then to sink, and be no more.

They were the pillars of the temple of liberty; and now that they have 
crumbled away, that temple must fall, unless we, their descendants, supply 
their places with other pillars, hewn from the solid quarry of sober reason. 
Passion has helped us; but can do so no more. It will in future be our enemy. 
Reason, cold, calculating, unimpassioned reason, must furnish all the mate-
rials for our future support and defense. Let those materials be molded into 
general intelligence, sound morality, and in particular, a reverence for the 
Constitution and laws: and, that we improved to the last; that we remained 
free to the last; that we revered his name to the last; that, during his long 
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sleep, we permitted no hostile foot to pass over or desecrate his resting place; 
shall be that which to learn the last trump shall awaken our WASHINGTON.

Upon these let the proud fabric of freedom rest, as the rock of its basis; 
and as truly as has been said of the only greater institution, “the gates of hell 
shall not prevail against it.”2

2 Matthew 16:18.
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Document 2

Temperance Address
February 22, 1842

Religiously inspired moral reform was a powerful force in American life and 
politics in the antebellum years. On Washington’s Birthday in 1842, in a 

church in Spring field, Illinois, Abraham Lincoln addressed a meeting of the 
Washingtonian Society, a temperance society that six alcoholics had started two 
years before in Baltimore, Maryland. The Washingtonians distinguished them-
selves from other temperance groups by working to make individual drunkards 
temperate rather than by trying to reform society as a whole. They also avoided 
religious rhetoric, instead emphasizing the practical benefits of sobriety. This is 
one reason Lincoln stated in his speech that he was addressing the rational causes 
of the success of the Washingtonians. As the speech progressed, it became clear 
that Lincoln was talking about the abolition movement as well as the temperance 
movement, and indeed about all religiously inspired reform. Using biblical imag-
ery and allusions, Lincoln offered a detailed, if largely implicit, critique of such 
reform movements. One question Lincoln raised was whether the theology of the 
saved and the damned that was central to the reform movements was compatible 
with a politics based on the equality of all men. We can also understand Lincoln to 
be questioning whether the spirit of religiously inspired moral reform was compati-
ble with the sympathy among fellow citizens necessary for republican government. 
If one loathed sin, as reformers said one must, would it be possible not to loathe 
the sinners as well? More generally, in this address Lincoln was asking Americans 
to temper their moral and political expansionism. Given Lincoln’s argument and 
purpose, we must read the rhetorical flourish at the end of his speech as an iron-
ically intemperate praise—and thus critique—of temperance.

Source: Life and Works of Abraham Lincoln, Centenary Edition, vol. 2, ed. Marion Mills 
Miller (New York: Current Literature Publishing, 1907), 73–86, https://archive.org/details/
lifeworks02lincuoft/page/274.
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Although the temperance cause has been in progress for near twenty years, 
it is apparent to all that it is just now being crowned with a degree of success 
hitherto unparalleled.

The list of its friends is daily swelled by the additions of fifties, of hun-
dreds, and of thousands. The cause itself seems suddenly transformed from 
a cold abstract theory to a living, breathing, active, and powerful chieftain, 
going forth “conquering and to conquer.”1 The citadels of his great adversary 
are daily being stormed and dismantled; his temple and his altars, where the 
rites of his idolatrous worship have long been performed, and where human 
sacrifices have long been wont to be made, are daily desecrated and deserted. 
The trump of the conqueror’s fame is sounding from hill to hill, from sea to 
sea, and from land to land, and calling millions to his standard at a blast.

For this new and splendid success, we heartily rejoice. That that success 
is so much greater now than heretofore, is doubtless owing to rational causes; 
and if we would have it continue, we shall do well to inquire what those causes 
are. The warfare heretofore waged against the demon of intemperance has, 
somehow or other, been erroneous. Either the champions engaged, or the 
tactics they adopted, have not been the most proper. These champions for 
the most part have been preachers, lawyers, and hired agents. Between these 
and the mass of mankind there is a want of approachability, if the term be 
admissible, partially at least, fatal to their success. They are supposed to have 
no sympathy of feeling or interest with those very persons whom it is their 
object to convince and persuade.

And again, it is so easy and so common to ascribe motives to men of 
these classes, other than those they profess to act upon. The preacher, it is 
said, advocates temperance because he is a fanatic, and desires a union of 
the church and state; the lawyer, from his pride and vanity of hearing him-
self speak; and the hired agent, for his salary. But when one, who has long 
been known as a victim of intemperance, bursts the fetters that have bound 
him, and appears before his neighbors “clothed, and in his right mind,”2 a 
redeemed specimen of long lost humanity, and stands up with tears of joy 
trembling in his eyes, to tell of the miseries once endured, now to be endured 
no more forever; of his once naked and starving children, now clad and fed 
comfortably; of a wife long weighed down with woe, weeping, and a broken 
heart, now restored to health, happiness, and renewed affection; and how 

1 Revelation 6:2.
2 Mark 5:15.
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easily it all is done, once it is resolved to be done; however simple his lan-
guage, there is a logic, and an eloquence in it that few, with human feelings, 
can resist. They cannot say that he desires a union of church and state, for he 
is not a church member; they cannot say he is vain of hearing himself speak, 
for his whole demeanor shows he would gladly avoid speaking at all; they 
cannot say he speaks for pay, for he receives none, and asks for none. Nor 
can his sincerity in any way be doubted; or his sympathy for those he would 
persuade to imitate his example be denied.

In my judgment, it is to the battles of this new class of champions that 
our late success is greatly, perhaps chiefly, owing. But, had the old school 
champions themselves been of the most wise selecting, was their system of 
tactics the most judicious? It seems to me it was not. Too much denuncia-
tion against dram-sellers and dram-drinkers was indulged in. This, I think, 
was both impolitic and unjust. It was impolitic because it is not much in the 
nature of man to be driven to any thing; still less to be driven about that 
which is exclusively his own business; and least of all, where such driving is 
to be submitted to, at the expense of pecuniary interest, or burning appetite. 
When the dram-seller and drinker were incessantly told, not in the accents 
of entreaty and persuasion, diffidently addressed by erring man to an erring 
brother, but in the thundering tones of anathema and denunciation, with 
which the lordly Judge often groups together all the crimes of the felon’s life, 
and thrusts them in his face just ere he passes sentence of death upon him, 
that they were the authors of all the vice and misery and crime in the land; 
that they were the manufacturers and material of all the thieves and robbers 
and murderers that infested the earth; that their houses were the workshops 
of the devil; and that their persons should be shunned by all the good and 
virtuous, as moral pestilences—I say, when they were told all this, and in this 
way, it is not wonderful that they were slow, very slow, to acknowledge the 
truth of such denunciations, and to join the ranks of their denouncers in a 
hue and cry against themselves.

To have expected them to do otherwise than they did—to have expected 
them not to meet denunciation with denunciation, crimination with crim-
ination, and anathema with anathema, was to expect a reversal of human 
nature, which is God’s decree, and never can be reversed. When the conduct 
of men is designed to be influenced, persuasion, kind, unassuming persua-
sion, should ever be adopted. It is an old and a true maxim “that a drop of 
honey catches more flies than a gallon of gall.” So with men. If you would 
win a man to your cause, first convince him that you are his sincere friend. 
Therein is a drop of honey that catches his heart, which, say what he will, is 
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the great high road to his reason, and which, when once gained, you will find 
but little trouble in convincing his judgment of the justice of your cause, if 
indeed that cause really be a just one. On the contrary, assume to dictate to 
his judgment, or to command his action, or to mark him as one to be shunned 
and despised, and he will retreat within himself, close all the avenues to his 
head and his heart; and though your cause be naked truth itself, transformed 
to the heaviest lance, harder than steel, and sharper than steel can be made, 
and tho’ you throw it with more than Herculean force and precision, you shall 
no more be able to pierce him than to penetrate the hard shell of a tortoise 
with a rye straw.

Such is man, and so must he be understood by those who would lead him, 
even to his own best interest.

On this point, the Washingtonians greatly excel the temperance advo-
cates of former times. Those whom they desire to convince and persuade are 
their old friends and companions. They know they are not demons, nor even 
the worst of men. They know that generally, they are kind, generous, and char-
itable, even beyond the example of their more staid and sober neighbors. They 
are practical philanthropists; and they glow with a generous and brotherly 
zeal that mere theorizers are incapable of feeling. Benevolence and charity 
possess their hearts entirely; and out of the abundance of their hearts, their 
tongues give utterance. “Love through all their actions runs, and all their 
words are mild.”3 In this spirit they speak and act, and in the same, they are 
heard and regarded. And when such is the temper of the advocate, and such 
of the audience, no good cause can be unsuccessful.

But I have said that denunciations against dram-sellers and dram-drinkers 
are unjust as well as impolitic. Let us see.

I have not inquired at what period of time the use of intoxicating drinks 
commenced; nor is it important to know.4 It is sufficient that to all of us who 

3 Paraphrase of a line in a poem by the prolific British hymn writer Isaac Watts 
(1674–1748): “Let dogs delight to bark and bite,” instructing children to be like “the 
blessed Virgin’s son.” Watts’ hymns were well known in the United States.
4 By denying the importance of the origin of intoxicating drinks, Lincoln may have 
been drawing attention to this question ironically. If so, his biblically literate listen-
ers may have thought appropriately of Genesis 9:20–27, which recounts both the first 
episode of drunkenness in the Bible and the first occurrence of slavery. Noah grew 
a vineyard, got drunk on wine, and lay naked. Ham, one of Noah’s sons, saw him 
uncovered, for which Noah cursed him by making Ham’s son, Canaan, a slave to 
Ham’s brothers. This episode was used in nineteenth-century America as a biblical 
justification for slavery. But one could read it as linking drunkenness and slavery, 
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now inhabit the world, the practice of drinking them is just as old as the world 
itself—that is, we have seen the one, just as long as we have seen the other. 
When all such of us, as have now reached the years of maturity, first opened 
our eyes upon the stage of existence, we found intoxicating liquor recognized 
by everybody, used by everybody, and repudiated by nobody. It commonly 
entered into the first draft of the infant and the last draft of the dying man. 
From the sideboard of the parson down to the ragged pocket of the houseless 
loafer, it was constantly found. Physicians prescribed it in this, that, and the 
other disease. Government provided it for soldiers and sailors; and to have 
a rolling or raising, a husking or hoe-down, anywhere about without it was 
positively insufferable.

So, too, it was everywhere a respectable article of manufacture and of 
merchandise. The making of it was regarded as an honorable livelihood; 
and he who could make most was the most enterprising and respectable. 
Large and small manufactories of it were everywhere erected, in which all 
the earthly goods of their owners were invested. Wagons drew it from town 
to town—boats bore it from clime to clime, and the winds wafted it from 
nation to nation; and merchants bought and sold it, by wholesale and retail, 
with precisely the same feelings on the part of the seller, buyer, and bystander 
as are felt at the selling and buying of flour, beef, bacon, or any other of the 
real necessaries of life. Universal public opinion not only tolerated but rec-
ognized and adopted its use.

It is true that even then, it was known and acknowledged, that many were 
greatly injured by it; but none seemed to think the injury arose from the use 
of a bad thing, but from the abuse of a very good thing. The victims of it were 
pitied and compassionated, just as now are the heirs of consumptions and 
other hereditary diseases. Their failing was treated as a misfortune, and not 
as a crime, or even as a disgrace.

If, then, what I have been saying be true, is it wonderful that some should 
think and act now as all thought and acted twenty years ago? And is it just 
to assail, contemn, or despise them, for doing so? The universal sense of 
mankind, on any subject, is an argument, or at least an influence not eas-
ily overcome. The success of the argument in favor of the existence of an 
over-ruling Providence, mainly depends upon that sense; and men ought 
not, in justice, to be denounced for yielding to it in any case, for giving it up 

showing how the first arises from man’s intractable sinfulness and the second from 
unwillingness to admit this sin. In the second to last paragraph of this address, 
Lincoln mentioned both slavery and intemperance.
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slowly, especially where they are backed by interest, fixed habits, or burning 
appetites.

Another error, as it seems to me, into which the old reformers fell, was 
the position that all habitual drunkards were utterly incorrigible, and there-
fore, must be turned adrift, and damned without remedy, in order that the 
grace of temperance might abound to the temperate then, and to all mankind 
some hundred years thereafter. There is in this something so repugnant to 
humanity, so uncharitable, so cold-blooded and feelingless, that it never did, 
nor ever can enlist the enthusiasm of a popular cause. We could not love the 
man who taught it—we could not hear him with patience. The heart could 
not throw open its portals to it. The generous man could not adopt it. It 
could not mix with his blood. It looked so fiendishly selfish, so like throwing 
fathers and brothers overboard to lighten the boat for our security—that the 
noble-minded shrank from the manifest meanness of the thing.

And besides this, the benefits of a reformation to be effected by such a 
system were too remote in point of time to warmly engage many in its behalf. 
Few can be induced to labor exclusively for posterity; and none will do it 
enthusiastically. Posterity has done nothing for us; and theorize on it as we 
may, practically we shall do very little for it, unless we are made to think, we 
are, at the same time, doing something for ourselves. What an ignorance of 
human nature does it exhibit, to ask or expect a whole community to rise up 
and labor for the temporal happiness of others, after themselves shall be con-
signed to the dust, a majority of which community take no pains whatever to 
secure their own eternal welfare, at a no greater distant day? Great distance, 
in either time or space, has wonderful power to lull and render quiescent the 
human mind. Pleasures to be enjoyed, or pains to be endured, after we shall 
be dead and gone, are but little regarded, even in our own cases, and much 
less in the cases of others.

Still, in addition to this, there is something so ludicrous in promises of 
good, or threats of evil, a great way off, as to render the whole subject with 
which they are connected easily turned into ridicule. “Better lay down that 
spade you’re stealing, Paddy—if you don’t you’ll pay for it at the day of judg-
ment.” “By the powers, if ye’ll credit me so long, I’ll take another, jist.”

By the Washingtonians, this system of consigning the habitual drunkard 
to hopeless ruin is repudiated. They adopt a more enlarged philanthropy. They 
go for present as well as future good. They labor for all now living, as well as 
all hereafter to live. They teach hope to all—despair to none. As applying to 
their cause, they deny the doctrine of unpardonable sin. As in Christianity it 
is taught, so in this they teach, that
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While the lamp holds out to burn,
The vilest sinner may return.5

And, what is a matter of most profound gratulation, they, by experiment 
upon experiment, and example upon example, prove the maxim to be no less 
true in the one case than in the other. On every hand we behold those who 
but yesterday were the chief of sinners, now the chief apostles of the cause. 
Drunken devils are cast out by ones, by sevens, and by legions; and their 
unfortunate victims, like the poor possessed, who was redeemed from his 
long and lonely wanderings in the tombs,6 are publishing to the ends of the 
earth, how great things have been done for them.

To these new champions, and this new system of tactics, our late success is 
mainly owing; and to them we must mainly look for the final consummation. 
The ball is now rolling gloriously on, and none are so able as they to increase 
its speed, and its bulk—to add to its momentum, and its magnitude. Even 
though unlearned in letters, for this task none are so well educated. To fit 
them for this work, they have been taught in the true school. They have been 
in that gulf, from which they would teach others the means of escape. They 
have passed that prison wall, which others have long declared impassable; 
and who that has not shall dare to weigh opinions with them, as to the mode 
of passing.

But if it be true, as I have insisted, that those who have suffered by intem-
perance personally, and have reformed, are the most powerful and efficient 
instruments to push the reformation to ultimate success, it does not follow 
that those who have not suffered, have no part left them to perform. Whether 
or not the world would be vastly benefitted by a total and final banishment 
from it of all intoxicating drinks, seems to me not now an open question. 
Three-fourths of mankind confess the affirmative with their tongues, and, I 
believe, all the rest acknowledge it in their hearts.

Ought any, then, to refuse their aid in doing what the good of the whole 
demands? Shall he who cannot do much, be for that reason excused if he 
do nothing? “But,” says one, “what good can I do by signing the pledge? I 
never drink even without signing.” This question has already been asked and 
answered more than millions of times. Let it be answered once more. For 
the man to suddenly, or in any other way, to break off from the use of drams, 
who has indulged in them for a long course of years, and until his appetite 

5 Isaac Watts, Hymn 88, Hymns and Spiritual Songs, book 1.
6 Mark 5:3.
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for them has become ten or a hundred-fold stronger, and more craving, than 
any natural appetite can be, requires a most powerful moral effort. In such an 
undertaking, he needs every moral support and influence that can possibly 
be brought to his aid and thrown around him. And not only so; but every 
moral prop should be taken from whatever argument might rise in his mind 
to lure him to his backsliding. When he casts his eyes around him, he should 
be able to see all that he respects, all that he admires, and all that [he?] loves, 
kindly and anxiously pointing him onward; and none beckoning him back, 
to his former miserable “wallowing in the mire.”7

But it is said by some, that men will think and act for themselves; that none 
will disuse spirits or anything else, merely because his neighbors do; and that 
moral influence is not that powerful engine contended for. Let us examine 
this. Let me ask the man who could maintain this position most stiffly, what 
compensation he will accept to go to church some Sunday and sit during the 
sermon with his wife’s bonnet upon his head? Not a trifle, I’ll venture. And 
why not? There would be nothing irreligious in it: nothing immoral, nothing 
uncomfortable. Then why not? Is it not because there would be something 
egregiously unfashionable in it? Then it is the influence of fashion; and what 
is the influence of fashion, but the influence that other people’s actions have 
on our own actions, the strong inclination each of us feels to do as we see all 
our neighbors do? Nor is the influence of fashion confined to any particular 
thing or class of things. It is just as strong on one subject as another. Let us 
make it as unfashionable to withhold our names from the temperance cause 
as for husbands to wear their wives’ bonnets to church, and instances will be 
just as rare in the one case as the other.

“But,” say some, “we are no drunkards; and we shall not acknowledge our-
selves such by joining a reformed drunkard’s society, whatever our influence 
might be.” Surely no Christian will adhere to this objection. If they believe, 
as they profess, that Omnipotence condescended to take on himself the form 
of sinful man, and, as such, to die an ignominious death for their sakes, surely 
they will not refuse submission to the infinitely lesser condescension, for the 
temporal, and perhaps eternal salvation, of a large, erring, and unfortunate 
class of their own fellow creatures. Nor is the condescension very great.

In my judgment, such of us as have never fallen victims, have been spared 
more from the absence of appetite than from any mental or moral superiority 
over those who have. Indeed, I believe, if we take habitual drunkards as a 
class, their heads and their hearts will bear an advantageous comparison with 

7 2 Peter 2:2.
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those of any other class. There seems ever to have been a proneness in the 
brilliant and warm-blooded to fall into this vice. The demon of intemperance 
ever seems to have delighted in sucking the blood of genius and of generosity. 
What one of us but can call to mind some dear relative, more promising in 
youth than all his fellows, who has fallen a sacrifice to his rapacity? He ever 
seems to have gone forth, like the Egyptian angel of death, commissioned to 
slay if not the first, the fairest born of every family. Shall he now be arrested in 
his desolating career? In that arrest, all can give aid that will; and who shall be 
excused that can, and will not? Far around as human breath has ever blown, 
he keeps our fathers, our brothers, our sons, and our friends prostrate in the 
chains of moral death. To all the living everywhere we cry, “Come sound the 
moral resurrection trump, that these may rise and stand up, an exceeding 
great army”—“Come from the four winds, O breath! and breathe upon these 
slain, that they may live.”8

If the relative grandeur of revolutions shall be estimated by the great 
amount of human misery they alleviate, and the small amount they inflict, 
then indeed, will this be the grandest the world shall ever have seen. Of our 
political revolution of ’76 we all are justly proud. It has given us a degree of 
political freedom far exceeding that of any other nation of the earth. In it the 
world has found a solution of the long mooted problem as to the capability 
of man to govern himself. In it was the germ which has vegetated, and still is 
to grow and expand into the universal liberty of mankind.

But with all these glorious results, past, present, and to come, it had its 
evils too. It breathed forth famine, swam in blood, and rode in fire; and long, 
long after, the orphan’s cry, and the widow’s wail, continued to break the sad 
silence that ensued. These were the price, the inevitable price, paid for the 
blessings it bought.

Turn now to the temperance revolution. In it, we shall find a stronger 
bondage broken; a viler slavery, manumitted; a greater tyrant deposed. In it, 
more of want supplied, more disease healed, more sorrow assuaged. By it no 
orphans starving, no widows weeping. By it, none wounded in feeling, none 
injured in interest. Even the dram-maker and dram-seller will have glided 
into other occupations so gradually, as never to have felt the change; and will 
stand ready to join all others in the universal song of gladness.

And what a noble ally this, to the cause of political freedom. With such an 
aid, its march cannot fail to be on and on, till every son of earth shall drink in 
rich fruition, the sorrow quenching drafts of perfect liberty. Happy day when, 

8 Ezekiel 37:9.
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all appetites controlled, all passions subdued, all matter subjected, mind, all 
conquering mind, shall live and move the monarch of the world. Glorious 
consummation! Hail, fall of Fury! Reign of Reason, all hail!

And when the victory shall be complete—when there shall be neither a 
slave nor a drunkard on the earth—how proud the title of that land which may 
truly claim to be the birthplace and the cradle of both those revolutions, that 
shall have ended in that victory. How nobly distinguished that people who 
shall have planted, and nurtured to maturity, both the political and moral 
freedom of their species.

This is the one hundred and tenth anniversary of the birthday of Wash-
ington. We are met to celebrate this day. Washington is the mightiest name 
of earth—long since mightiest in the cause of civil liberty; still mightiest in 
moral reformation. On that name a eulogy is expected. It cannot be. To add 
brightness to the sun, or glory to the name of Washington is alike impossible. 
Let none attempt it. In solemn awe pronounce the name, and in its naked 
deathless splendor, leave it shining on.
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Document 3

Eulogy on Henry Clay
July 16, 1852

Henry Clay (1777–1852) was a leading antebellum politician centrally involved 
in efforts to deal with the increasingly divisive issue of slavery. He was cred-

ited with carrying through the Missouri Compromise and setting in motion the 
Compromise of 1850. In addition, Clay was deeply involved in the effort to encour-
age African Americans to emigrate to Africa. At the time of Clay’s death, Lincoln 
was out of office, after having served one term in the U.S. House of Representatives. 
He was a well-known lawyer in Illinois, however, and active in Illinois’ Whig 
Party, of which Clay was a leading member. Lincoln, who looked upon Clay as his 
model statesman, helped organize the memorial service in Springfield, Illinois, at 
which he delivered this eulogy. The speech reflects both what Lincoln had learned 
from Clay and his own views on slavery and statesmanship just before he returned 
to electoral politics following the controversy over the Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854; 
Document 4). Eventually he took on the central role in the fight against slavery.

This document contains all of Lincoln’s eulogy except for a long passage from 
another eulogy of Clay that Lincoln included in this one.

Source: Life and Works of Abraham Lincoln, Centenary Edition, vol. 2, ed. Marion Mills 
Miller (New York: Current Literature Publishing, 1907), 197–214, https://archive.org/
details/lifeworks02lincuoft/page/196/mode/2up?q=Eulogy+on+Henry+Clay.

On the fourth day of July 1776, the people of a few feeble and oppressed col-
onies of Great Britain, inhabiting a portion of the Atlantic coast of North 
America, publicly declared their national independence and made their 
appeal to the justice of their cause, and to the God of battles, for the main-
tenance of that declaration. That people were few in numbers and without 
resources, save only their own wise heads and stout hearts. Within the first 
year of that declared independence, and while its maintenance was yet 
problematical—while the bloody struggle between those resolute rebels and 
their haughty would-be-masters was still waging, of undistinguished parents, 
and in an obscure district of one of those colonies, Henry Clay was born. 
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The infant nation and the infant child began the race of life together. For 
three quarters of a century they have travelled hand in hand. They have been 
companions ever. The nation has passed its perils and is free, prosperous, and 
powerful. The child has reached his manhood, his middle age, his old age, 
and is dead. In all that has concerned the nation the man ever sympathized; 
and now the nation mourns for the man. . . .

While it is customary, and proper, upon occasions like the present, to 
give a brief sketch of the life of the deceased, in the case of Mr. Clay, it is less 
necessary than most others; for his biography has been written and rewritten, 
and read and reread, for the last twenty-five years; so that, with the exception 
of a few of the latest incidents of his life, all is as well known as it can be. The 
short sketch which I give is therefore merely to maintain the connection of 
this discourse.

Henry Clay was born on the twelfth of April 1777, in Hanover County, 
Virginia. Of his father, who died in the fourth or fifth year of Henry’s age, 
little seems to be known, except that he was a respectable man and a preacher 
of the Baptist persuasion. Mr. Clay’s education, to the end of his life, was 
comparatively limited. I say “to the end of his life,” because I have understood 
that, from time to time, he added something to his education during the 
greater part of his whole life. Mr. Clay’s lack of a more perfect early education, 
however it may be regretted generally, teaches at least one profitable lesson; 
it teaches that in this country, one can scarcely be so poor but that, if he will, 
he can acquire sufficient education to get through the world respectably. In 
his twenty-third year Mr. Clay was licensed to practice law, and emigrated 
to Lexington, Kentucky. Here he commenced and continued the practice 
till the year 1803, when he was first elected to the Kentucky legislature. By 
successive elections he was continued in the legislature till the latter part of 
1806, when he was elected to fill a vacancy, of a single session, in the United 
States Senate. In 1807 he was again elected to the Kentucky House of Repre-
sentatives, and by that body chosen its Speaker. In 1808 he was reelected to 
the same body. In 1809 he was again chosen to fill a vacancy of two years in 
the United States Senate. In 1811 he was elected to the United States House 
of Representatives, and on the first day of taking his seat in that body, he was 
chosen its Speaker. In 1813 he was again elected Speaker. Early in 1814, being 
the period of our last British war, Mr. Clay was sent as commissioner, with 
others, to negotiate a treaty of peace, which treaty was concluded in the lat-
ter part of the same year. On his return from Europe he was again elected to 
the lower branch of Congress, and on taking his seat in December 1815 was 
called to his old post—the Speaker’s chair, a position in which he was retained 
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by successive elections, with one brief intermission, till the inauguration of 
John Q. Adams in March 1825. He was then appointed secretary of state, and 
occupied that important station till the inauguration of General Jackson in 
March 1829. After this he returned to Kentucky, resumed the practice of the 
law, and continued it till the autumn of 1831, when he was by the legislature 
of Kentucky again placed in the United States Senate. By a reelection he con-
tinued in the Senate till he resigned his seat, and retired, in March 1848. In 
December 1849 he again took his seat in the Senate, which he again resigned 
only a few months before his death.

By the foregoing it is perceived that the period from the beginning of 
Mr. Clay’s official life, in 1803, to the end of it in 1852, is but one year short of 
half a century; and that the sum of all the intervals in it, will not amount to 
ten years. But mere duration of time in office constitutes the smallest part of 
Mr. Clay’s history. Throughout that long period, he has constantly been the 
most loved, and most implicitly followed by friends, and the most dreaded 
by opponents, of all living American politicians. In all the great questions 
which have agitated the country, and particularly in those great and fearful 
crises, the Missouri question—the Nullification question, and the late slav-
ery question, as connected with the newly acquired territory, involving and 
endangering the stability of the Union, his has been the leading and most 
conspicuous part. In 1824 he was first a candidate for the presidency, and 
was defeated; and, although he was successively defeated for the same office 
in 1832 and in 1844, there has never been a moment since 1824 till after 1848 
when a very large portion of the American people did not cling to him with an 
enthusiastic hope and purpose of still elevating him to the presidency. With 
other men, to be defeated was to be forgotten; but to him, defeat was but a 
trifling incident, neither changing him or the world’s estimate of him. Even 
those of both political parties who have been preferred to him for the highest 
office have run far briefer courses than he, and left him, still shining high in 
the heavens of the political world. Jackson, Van Buren, Harrison, Polk, and 
Taylor, all rose after, and set long before him. The spell—the long enduring 
spell—with which the souls of men were bound to him is a miracle. Who can 
compass it? It is probably true he owed his preeminence to no one quality, 
but to a fortunate combination of several. He was surpassingly eloquent; but 
many eloquent men fail utterly; and they are not, as a class, generally success-
ful. His judgment was excellent; but many men of good judgment live and 
die unnoticed. His will was indomitable; but this quality often secures to its 
owner nothing better than a character for useless obstinacy. These then were 
Mr. Clay’s leading qualities. No one of them is very uncommon; but all taken 
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together are rarely combined in a single individual; and this is probably the 
reason why such men as Henry Clay are so rare in the world.

Mr. Clay’s eloquence did not consist, as many fine specimens of elo-
quence do, of types and figures—of antithesis, and elegant arrangement of 
words and sentences; but rather of that deeply earnest and impassioned tone, 
and manner, which can proceed only from great sincerity and a thorough 
conviction in the speaker of the justice and importance of his cause. This it 
is, that truly touches the chords of sympathy; and those who heard Mr. Clay 
never failed to be moved by it, or ever afterward forgot the impression. All 
his efforts were made for practical effect. He never spoke merely to be heard. 
He never delivered a Fourth of July oration, or a eulogy on an occasion like 
this. As a politician or statesman, no one was so habitually careful to avoid all 
sectional ground. Whatever he did, he did for the whole country. In the con-
struction of his measures he ever carefully surveyed every part of the field, 
and duly weighed every conflicting interest. Feeling, as he did, and as the 
truth surely is, that the world’s best hope depended on the continued Union 
of these states, he was ever jealous of, and watchful for, whatever might have 
the slightest tendency to separate them.

Mr. Clay’s predominant sentiment, from first to last, was a deep devotion 
to the cause of human liberty—a strong sympathy with the oppressed every-
where, and an ardent wish for their elevation. With him, this was a primary 
and all controlling passion. Subsidiary to this was the conduct of his whole 
life. He loved his country partly because it was his own country, but mostly 
because it was a free country; and he burned with a zeal for its advancement, 
prosperity, and glory, because he saw in such, the advancement, prosperity, 
and glory of human liberty, human right, and human nature. He desired the 
prosperity of his countrymen partly because they were his countrymen, but 
chiefly to show to the world that freemen could be prosperous.

That his views and measures were always the wisest needs not to be 
affirmed; nor should it be, on this occasion, where so many, thinking dif-
ferently, join in doing honor to his memory. A free people, in times of peace 
and quiet—when pressed by no common danger—naturally divide into par-
ties. At such times the man who is of neither party is not—cannot be—of 
any consequence. Mr. Clay, therefore, was of a party. Taking a prominent 
part, as he did, in all the great political questions of his country for the last 
half century, the wisdom of his course on many is doubted and denied by a 
large portion of his countrymen; and of such it is not now proper to speak 
particularly. But there are many others, about his course upon which there 
is little or no disagreement amongst intelligent and patriotic Americans. Of 
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these last are the War of 1812, the Missouri question, Nullification, and the 
now recent compromise measures. In 1812 Mr. Clay, though not unknown, 
was still a young man. Whether we should go to war with Great Britain being 
the question of the day, a minority opposed the declaration of war by Con-
gress, while the majority, though apparently inclining to war, had, for years, 
wavered, and hesitated to act decisively. Meanwhile British aggressions mul-
tiplied and grew more daring and aggravated. By Mr. Clay, more than any 
other man, the struggle was brought to a decision in Congress. The question, 
being now fully before Congress, came up, in a variety of ways, in rapid suc-
cession, on most of which occasions Mr. Clay spoke. Adding to all the logic 
of which the subject was susceptible, that noble inspiration, which came to 
him as it came to no other, he aroused, and nerved, and inspired his friends, 
and confounded and bore down all opposition. Several of his speeches, on 
these occasions, were reported, and are still extant; but the best of these all 
never was. During its delivery the reporters forgot their vocations, dropped 
their pens, and sat enchanted from near the beginning to quite the close. The 
speech now lives only in the memory of a few old men; and the enthusiasm 
with which they cherish their recollection of it is absolutely astonishing. The 
precise language of this speech we shall never know; but we do know—we 
cannot help knowing—that, with deep pathos, it pleaded the cause of the 
injured sailor—that it invoked the genius of the Revolution—that it apostro-
phized the names of Otis, of Henry,1 and of Washington—that it appealed to 
the interest, the pride, the honor, and the glory of the nation—that it shamed 
and taunted the timidity of friends—that it scorned, and scouted, and with-
ered the temerity of domestic foes—that it bearded and defied the British 
Lion—and rising, and swelling, and maddening in its course, it sounded the 
onset, till the charge, the shock, the steady struggle, and the glorious victory 
all passed in vivid review before the entranced hearers.

Important and exciting as was the war question of 1812, it never so alarmed 
the sagacious statesmen of the country for the safety of the Republic as after-
ward did the Missouri question. This sprang from that unfortunate source 
of discord—negro slavery. When our federal Constitution was adopted, we 
owned no territory beyond the limits or ownership of the states, except the 
territory northwest of the River Ohio, and east of the Mississippi. What has 
since been formed into the states of Maine, Kentucky, and Tennessee was, I 
believe, within the limits of or owned by Massachusetts, Virginia, and North 

1 James Otis (1725–1783) was a lawyer and early leader in the revolution against Great 
Britain, as was Patrick Henry (1736–1799).
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Carolina. As to the Northwestern Territory, provision had been made, even 
before the adoption of the Constitution, that slavery should never go there. 
On the admission of the states into the Union carved from the territory we 
owned before the Constitution, no question—or at most, no considerable 
question—arose about slavery—those which were within the limits of or 
owned by the old states, following, respectively, the condition of the parent 
state, and those within the Northwest Territory, following the previously 
made provision. But in 1803 we purchased Louisiana of the French; and it 
included with much more, what has since been formed into the state of Mis-
souri. With regard to it, nothing had been done to forestall the question of 
slavery. When, therefore, in 1819, Missouri, having formed a state constitu-
tion, without excluding slavery, and with slavery already actually existing 
within its limits, knocked at the door of the Union for admission, almost the 
entire representation of the non-slaveholding states objected. A fearful and 
angry struggle instantly followed. This alarmed thinking men more than 
any previous question, because, unlike all the former, it divided the coun-
try by geographical lines. Other questions had their opposing partisans in 
all localities of the country and in almost every family; so that no division 
of the Union could follow such, without a separation of friends, to quite as 
great an extent, as that of opponents. Not so with the Missouri question. On 
this a geographical line could be traced which, in the main, would separate 
opponents only. This was the danger. Mr. Jefferson, then in retirement, wrote:

I had for a long time ceased to read newspapers, or to pay any attention 
to public affairs, confident they were in good hands, and content to be 
a passenger in our bark to the shore from which I am not distant. But 
this momentous question, like a fire bell in the night, awakened, and 
filled me with terror. I considered it at once as the knell of the Union. 
It is hushed, indeed, for the moment. But this is a reprieve only, not 
a final sentence. A geographical line, coinciding with a marked prin-
ciple, moral and political, once conceived, and held up to the angry 
passions of men, will never be obliterated; and every irritation will 
mark it deeper and deeper. I can say, with conscious truth, that there 
is not a man on earth who would sacrifice more than I would to relieve 
us from this heavy reproach, in any practicable way. The cession of that 
kind of property, for so it is misnamed, is a bagatelle which would not 
cost me a second thought, if, in that way, a general emancipation, and 
expatriation could be effected; and, gradually, and with due sacrifices 
I think it might be. But as it is, we have the wolf by the ears and we 
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can neither hold him nor safely let him go. Justice is in one scale, and 
self-preservation in the other.2

Mr. Clay was in Congress, and, perceiving the danger, at once engaged 
his whole energies to avert it. It began, as I have said, in 1819; and it did not 
terminate till 1821. Missouri would not yield the point; and Congress—that 
is, a majority in Congress—by repeated votes, showed a determination to not 
admit the state unless it should yield. After several failures, and great labor 
on the part of Mr. Clay to so present the question that a majority could con-
sent to the admission, it was, by a vote, rejected, and as all seemed to think, 
finally. A sullen gloom hung over the nation. All felt that the rejection of 
Missouri was equivalent to a dissolution of the Union, because those states 
which already had what Missouri was rejected for refusing to relinquish, 
would go with Missouri. All deprecated and deplored this, but none saw how 
to avert it. For the judgment of members to be convinced of the necessity of 
yielding was not the whole difficulty; each had a constituency to meet, and 
to answer to. Mr. Clay, though worn down, and exhausted, was appealed 
to by members, to renew his efforts at compromise. He did so, and by some 
judicious modifications of his plan, coupled with laborious efforts with indi-
vidual members, and his own overmastering eloquence upon the floor, he 
finally secured the admission of the state. Brightly, and captivating as it had 
previously shown, it was now perceived that his great eloquence was a mere 
embellishment, or, at most, but a helping hand to his inventive genius, and 
his devotion to his country in the day of her extreme peril.

After the settlement of the Missouri question, although a portion of the 
American people have differed with Mr. Clay, and a majority even appear 
generally to have been opposed to him on questions of ordinary adminis-
tration, he seems constantly to have been regarded by all as the man for a 
crisis. Accordingly, in the days of Nullification,3 and more recently in the 
re-appearance of the slavery question, connected with our territory newly 
acquired of Mexico, the task of devising a mode of adjustment, seems to 
have been cast upon Mr. Clay, by common consent—and his performance 
of the task, in each case, was little else than a literal fulfilment of the public 
expectation.

2 Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes, April 22, 1820, https://teachingamericanhistory.
org/document/letter-to-john-holmes-2/.
3 In response to a tariff judged harmful to the state’s interests, politicians in South 
Carolina claimed that states had the power to nullify federal laws.
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Mr. Clay’s efforts in behalf of the South Americans, and afterward in 
behalf of the Greeks, in the times of their respective struggles for civil lib-
erty are among the finest on record, upon the noblest of all themes; and bear 
ample corroboration of what I have said was his ruling passion—a love of 
liberty and right, unselfishly, and for their own sakes.

Having been led to allude to domestic slavery so frequently already, I am 
unwilling to close without referring more particularly to Mr. Clay’s views 
and conduct in regard to it. He ever was on principle and in feeling, opposed 
to slavery. The very earliest, and one of the latest public efforts of his life, 
separated by a period of more than fifty years, were both made in favor of 
gradual emancipation of the slaves in Kentucky. He did not perceive that 
on a question of human right, the negroes were to be excepted from the 
human race. And yet Mr. Clay was the owner of slaves. Cast into life where 
slavery was already widely spread and deeply seated, he did not perceive, as 
I think no wise man has perceived, how it could be at once eradicated, with-
out producing a greater evil, even to the cause of human liberty itself. His 
feeling and his judgment, therefore, ever led him to oppose both extremes 
of opinion on the subject. Those who would shiver into fragments the Union 
of these states; tear to tatters its now venerated Constitution; and even burn 
the last copy of the Bible, rather than slavery should continue a single hour, 
together with all their more halting sympathizers, have received, and are 
receiving their just execration; and the name, and opinions, and influence 
of Mr. Clay are fully, and, as I trust, effectually and enduringly, arrayed 
against them. But I would also, if I could, array his name, opinions, and 
influence against the opposite extreme—against a few, but an increasing 
number of men, who, for the sake of perpetuating slavery, are beginning to 
assail and to ridicule the white man’s charter of freedom—the declaration 
that “all men are created free and equal.” So far as I have learned, the first 
American, of any note, to do or attempt this was the late John C. Calhoun;4 
and if I mistake not, it soon after found its way into some of the messages of 
the governors of South Carolina. We, however, look for, and are not much 
shocked by, political eccentricities and heresies in South Carolina. But, only 
last year, I saw with astonishment what purported to be a letter of a very 
distinguished and influential clergyman of Virginia, copied, with apparent 

4 John C. Calhoun (1782–1850) was a leading politician in antebellum America. He 
served as vice president, senator from South Carolina, and secretary of state and 
secretary of war. He was a leading proponent of the view that slavery was a positive 
good.
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approbation, into a St. Louis newspaper, containing the following, to me, 
very extraordinary language—

I am fully aware that there is a text in some Bibles that is not in mine. 
Professional abolitionists have made more use of it than of any passage 
in the Bible. It came, however, as I trace it, from Saint Voltaire, and was 
baptized by Thomas Jefferson, and since almost universally regarded 
as canonical authority, “All men are born free and equal.”

This is a genuine coin in the political currency of our generation. 
I am sorry to say that I have never seen two men of whom it is true. 
But I must admit I never saw the Siamese twins, and therefore will not 
dogmatically say that no man ever saw a proof of this sage aphorism.

This sounds strangely in republican America. The like was not heard in 
the fresher days of the Republic. Let us contrast with it the language of that 
truly national man, whose life and death we now commemorate and lament. 
I quote from a speech of Mr. Clay delivered before the American Coloniza-
tion Society in 1827.5

We are reproached with doing mischief by the agitation of this [slav-
ery] question. The society goes into no household to disturb its 
domestic tranquility; it addresses itself to no slaves to weaken their 
obligations of obedience. It seeks to affect no man’s property. It neither 
has the power nor the will to affect the property of any one contrary 
to his consent. The execution of its scheme would augment instead of 
diminishing the value of the property left behind. The society, com-
posed of free men, concerns itself only with the free. Collateral con-
sequences we are not responsible for. It is not this society which has 
produced the great moral revolution which the age exhibits. What 
would they, who thus reproach us, have done? If they would repress 
all tendencies toward liberty, and ultimate emancipation, they must 
do more than put down the benevolent efforts of this society. They 
must go back to the era of our liberty and independence, and muzzle 
the cannon which thunders its annual joyous return. They must renew 
the slave trade with all its train of atrocities. They must suppress the 
workings of British philanthropy, seeking to meliorate the condition 

5 The American Colonization Society encouraged and assisted the emigration of 
African Americans from the United States.
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of the unfortunate West Indian slave. They must arrest the career of 
South American deliverance from thralldom. They must blow out 
the moral lights around us, and extinguish that greatest torch of all 
which America presents to a benighted world—pointing the way to 
their rights, their liberties, and their happiness. And when they have 
achieved all those purposes their work will be yet incomplete. They 
must penetrate the human soul, and eradicate the light of reason, and 
the love of liberty. Then, and not till then, when universal darkness and 
despair prevail, can you perpetuate slavery, and repress all sympathy, 
and all humane, and benevolent efforts among free men, in behalf of 
the unhappy portion of our race doomed to bondage.6

The American Colonization Society was organized in 1816. Mr. Clay, 
though not its projector, was one of its earliest members; and he died, as for 
the many preceding years he had been, its president. It was one of the most 
cherished objects of his direct care and consideration; and the association 
of his name with it has probably been its very greatest collateral support. He 
considered it no demerit in the society, that it tended to relieve slaveholders 
from the troublesome presence of the free negroes; but this was far from 
being its whole merit in his estimation. In the same speech from which I have 
quoted he says: “There is a moral fitness in the idea of returning to Africa 
her children, whose ancestors have been torn from her by the ruthless hand 
of fraud and violence. Transplanted in a foreign land, they will carry back to 
their native soil the rich fruits of religion, civilization, law, and liberty. May 
it not be one of the great designs of the Ruler of the universe (whose ways 
are often inscrutable by short-sighted mortals) thus to transform an original 
crime into a signal blessing to that most unfortunate portion of the globe?” 
This suggestion of the possible ultimate redemption of the African race and 
African continent was made twenty-five years ago. Every succeeding year 
has added strength to the hope of its realization. May it indeed be realized! 
Pharaoh’s country was cursed with plagues, and his hosts were drowned in 
the Red Sea for striving to retain a captive people who had already served 
them more than four hundred years. May like disasters never befall us! If 
as the friends of colonization hope, the present and coming generations of 
our countrymen shall by any means, succeed in freeing our land from the 

6 Henry Clay, Speech of the Honorable Henry Clay before the American Colonization 
Society in the Hall of the House of Representatives, January 27, 1827 (Washington: 
printed at the Columbian Office, North E Street, 1827).
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dangerous presence of slavery; and, at the same time, in restoring a captive 
people to their long-lost fatherland, with bright prospects for the future; and 
this too, so gradually, that neither races nor individuals shall have suffered 
by the change, it will indeed be a glorious consummation. And if, to such a 
consummation, the efforts of Mr. Clay shall have contributed, it will be what 
he most ardently wished, and none of his labors will have been more valuable 
to his country and his kind.

But Henry Clay is dead. His long and eventful life is closed. Our country 
is prosperous and powerful; but could it have been quite all it has been, and 
is, and is to be, without Henry Clay? Such a man the times have demanded, 
and such, in the providence of God was given us. But he is gone. Let us strive 
to deserve, as far as mortals may, the continued care of Divine Providence, 
trusting that, in future national emergencies, He will not fail to provide us 
the instruments of safety and security.
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Document 4

Speech on the Repeal of the 
Missouri Compromise  

Peoria, Illinois
October 16, 1854

L incoln’s speech at Peoria marked a “turning point” in his life. Following his 
single term in the U.S. House of Representatives from 1847 to 1849, Lincoln 

returned to his law practice, leaving public service behind. But the passage of the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, roused him to action. The author of the law, Illi-
nois’ Democratic senator Stephen A. Douglas (1813–1861), based the law on the 
principle of popular sovereignty: the people in the territories, and not Congress, 
had the right to vote to allow or prohibit slavery in the territory. Douglas argued 
that popular sovereignty was the most democratic way to resolve the slavery ques-
tion. In giving the population of a territory the right to decide on slavery, however, 
the Kansas-Nebraska Act repealed the Missouri Compromise of 1820, which had 
affirmed Congress’ right to prohibit the extension of slavery into the territories. 
Specifically, the Kansas-Nebraska Act opened the territories north of the latitude 
line 36° 30’ to slavery, whereas the Missouri Compromise had prohibited it north 
of that line.

The Kansas-Nebraska Act inflamed sectional tensions, encouraging a political 
realignment that drew antislavery Americans, including some Democrats in the 
North, into the new Republican party, which ran its first candidate for president 
in 1856. Recognizing the danger that his Act posed to the Democratic party and 
his own ambitions to be president, Douglas undertook a speaking tour in Illinois 
in 1854 in support of the Act. Lincoln’s three hour speech at Peoria was a reply 
to a speech by Douglas given on this tour. Lincoln’s speech criticized slavery on 
moral, political, legal, and historical grounds. Lincoln agreed with Douglas that 
popular sovereignty—the people’s right to rule—was the basis of democracy. He 
denied, however, that the slavery question could be decided by the vote of territo-
rial settlers. Equality for Lincoln was a principle of right that imposed a limit on 
what the people could do with their votes.

Lincoln’s task as a statesman was to persuade the people to accept limits to 
their power, by persuading them not to allow slavery to extend beyond its current 
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limits. At Peoria, he undertook this task with a speech that consisted of four parts: 
(1) an introduction that disclaims radicalism and positioned Lincoln as an anti-
slavery moderate; (2) a historical overview of the precedents for the federal gov-
ernment’s restriction of slavery in the territories; (3) a consideration of whether 
or not popular sovereignty and its “avowed principle” of moral neutrality were 
“intrinsically right”; and (4) a rebuttal to Douglas’ claim that the historical record 
sanctioned popular sovereignty, thereby superseding earlier compromises and 
policies in regard to the restriction of slavery. Lincoln repeated many of the argu-
ments he used in the Peoria speech in the famous Lincoln-Douglas debates of 1858 
(Document 9) and throughout the remainder of his public life.

Source: Life and Works of Abraham Lincoln, centenary edition, vol. 2, ed. Marion Mills 
Miller (New York: Current Literature Publishing, 1907), 218–275, https://archive.org/
details/lifeworks02lincuoft/page/274.

The repeal of the Missouri Compromise, and the propriety of its restoration, 
constitute the subject of what I am about to say.

As I desire to present my own connected view of this subject, my remarks 
will not be, specifically, an answer to Judge Douglas; yet, as I proceed, the 
main points he has presented will arise, and will receive such respectful atten-
tion as I may be able to give them.

I wish further to say, that I do not propose to question the patriotism, or 
to assail the motives of any man, or class of men; but rather to strictly confine 
myself to the naked merits of the question.

I also wish to be no less than national in all the positions I may take; and 
whenever I take ground which others have thought, or may think, narrow, 
sectional, and dangerous to the Union, I hope to give a reason which will 
appear sufficient, at least to some, why I think differently.

And, as this subject is no other than part and parcel of the larger gen-
eral question of domestic slavery, I wish to make and to keep the distinction 
between the existing institution and the extension of it so broad, and so clear, 
that no honest man can misunderstand me, and no dishonest one success-
fully misrepresent me.

In order to get a clear understanding of what the Missouri Compro-
mise is, a short history of the preceding kindred subjects will perhaps be 
proper. When we established our independence, we did not own, or claim, 
the country to which this compromise applies. Indeed, strictly speaking, 
the confederacy then owned no country at all; the states respectively owned 
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the country within their limits; and some of them owned territory beyond 
their strict state limits. Virginia thus owned the Northwest Territory—the 
country out of which the principal part of Ohio, all Indiana, all Illinois, all 
Michigan, and all Wisconsin have since been formed. She also owned (per-
haps within her then limits) what has since been formed into the state of 
Kentucky. North Carolina thus owned what is now the state of Tennessee; 
and South Carolina and Georgia, in separate parts, owned what are now 
Mississippi and Alabama. Connecticut, I think, owned the little remaining 
part of Ohio—being the same where they now send Giddings to Congress, 
and beat all creation at making cheese. These territories, together with the 
states themselves, constituted all the country over which the confederacy 
then claimed any sort of jurisdiction. We were then living under the Articles 
of Confederation, which were superseded by the Constitution several years 
afterward. The question of ceding these territories to the general government 
was set on foot. Mr. Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence, 
and otherwise a chief actor in the Revolution; then a delegate in Congress; 
afterward twice president; who was, is, and perhaps will continue to be the 
most distinguished politician of our history; a Virginian by birth and con-
tinued residence, and withal, a slaveholder; conceived the idea of taking that 
occasion to prevent slavery ever going into the Northwest Territory. He pre-
vailed on the Virginia legislature to adopt his views and to cede the territory, 
making the prohibition of slavery therein a condition of the deed. Congress 
accepted the cession, with the condition; and in the first ordinance (which 
the acts of Congress were then called) for the government of the territory, 
provided that slavery should never be permitted therein. This is the famed 
ordinance of ’87 so often spoken of. Thenceforward, for sixty-one years, and 
until in 1848 the last scrap of this territory came into the Union as the state 
of Wisconsin, all parties acted in quiet obedience to this ordinance. It is now 
what Jefferson foresaw and intended—the happy home of teeming millions 
of free, white, prosperous people, and no slave amongst them.

Thus, with the author of the Declaration of Independence, the policy 
of prohibiting slavery in new territory originated. Thus, away back of the 
Constitution, in the pure fresh, free breath of the Revolution, the state of 
Virginia, and the national Congress put that policy in practice. Thus through 
sixty odd of the best years of the Republic did that policy steadily work to its 
great and beneficent end. And thus, in those five states, and five million free, 
enterprising people, we have before us the rich fruits of this policy.

But now new light breaks upon us. Now Congress declares this ought 
never to have been; and the like of it must never be again. The sacred right of 
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self-government is grossly violated by it! We even find some men, who drew 
their first breath, and every other breath of their lives, under this very restric-
tion, now live in dread of absolute suffocation, if they should be restricted in 
the “sacred right” of taking slaves to Nebraska. That perfect liberty they sigh 
for—the liberty of making slaves of other people—Jefferson never thought of; 
their own father never thought of; they never thought of themselves, a year 
ago. How fortunate for them they did not sooner become sensible of their 
great misery! Oh, how difficult it is to treat with respect such assaults upon 
all we have ever really held sacred.

But to return to history. In 1803 we purchased what was then called Lou-
isiana, of France. It included the now states of Louisiana, Arkansas, Mis-
souri, and Iowa; also the territory of Minnesota, and the present bone of 
contention, Kansas and Nebraska. Slavery already existed among the French 
at New Orleans; and, to some extent, at St. Louis. In 1812 Louisiana came 
into the Union as a slave state, without controversy. In 1818 or ’19, Missouri 
showed signs of a wish to come in with slavery. This was resisted by northern 
members of Congress; and thus began the first great slavery agitation in the 
nation. This controversy lasted several months and became very angry and 
exciting; the House of Representatives voting steadily for the prohibition of 
slavery in Missouri, and the Senate voting as steadily against it. Threats of 
breaking up the Union were freely made; and the ablest public men of the day 
became seriously alarmed. At length a compromise was made, in which, like 
all compromises, both sides yielded something. It was a law passed on the 
sixth day of March 1820, providing that Missouri might come into the Union 
with slavery, but that in all the remaining part of the territory purchased of 
France, which lies north of 36 degrees and 30 minutes north latitude, slavery 
should never be permitted. This provision of law is the Missouri Compromise. 
In excluding slavery north of the line, the same language is employed as 
in the ordinance of ’87. It directly applied to Iowa, Minnesota, and to the 
present bone of contention, Kansas and Nebraska. Whether there should 
or should not be slavery south of that line, nothing was said in the law; but 
Arkansas constituted the principal remaining part, south of the line; and it 
has since been admitted as a slave state without serious controversy. More 
recently, Iowa, north of the line, came in as a free state without controversy. 
Still later, Minnesota, north of the line, had a territorial organization with-
out controversy. Texas principally south of the line, and west of Arkansas; 
though originally within the purchase from France, had, in 1819, been traded 
off to Spain in our treaty for the acquisition of Florida. It had thus become 
a part of Mexico. Mexico revolutionized and became independent of Spain. 
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American citizens began settling rapidly with their slaves in the southern 
part of Texas. Soon they revolutionized against Mexico and established an 
independent government of their own, adopting a constitution, with slavery, 
strongly resembling the constitutions of our slave states. By still another 
rapid move, Texas, claiming a boundary much further west than when we 
parted with her in 1819, was brought back to the United States, and admitted 
into the Union as a slave state. There then was little or no settlement in the 
northern part of Texas, a considerable portion of which lay north of the Mis-
souri line; and in the resolutions admitting her into the Union, the Missouri 
restriction was expressly extended westward across her territory. This was 
in 1845, only nine years ago.

Thus originated the Missouri Compromise; and thus has it been respected 
down to 1845. And even four years later, in 1849, our distinguished Senator, 
in a public address, held the following language in relation to it:

The Missouri Compromise had been in practical operation for about 
a quarter of a century, and had received the sanction and approbation 
of men of all parties in every section of the Union. It had allayed all 
sectional jealousies and irritations growing out of this vexed question, 
and harmonized and tranquilized the whole country. It had given to 
Henry Clay, as its prominent champion, the proud sobriquet of the 
“Great Pacificator” and by that title and for that service, his political 
friends had repeatedly appealed to the people to rally under his stan-
dard, as a presidential candidate, as the man who had exhibited the 
patriotism and the power to suppress, an unholy and treasonable agi-
tation, and preserve the Union. He was not aware that any man or any 
party from any section of the Union, had ever urged as an objection 
to Mr. Clay, that he was the great champion of the Missouri Com-
promise. On the contrary, the effort was made by the opponents of 
Mr. Clay, to prove that he was not entitled to the exclusive merit of 
that great patriotic measure, and that the honor was equally due to 
others as well as to him, for securing its adoption—that it had its ori-
gin in the hearts of all patriotic men, who desired to preserve and 
perpetuate the blessings of our glorious Union—an origin akin that 
of the Constitution of the United States, conceived in the same spirit 
of fraternal affection, and calculated to remove forever the only dan-
ger which seemed to threaten, at some distant day, to sever the social 
bond of union. All the evidences of public opinion at that day, seemed 
to indicate that this compromise had been canonized in the hearts of 
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the American people, as a sacred thing which no ruthless hand would 
ever be reckless enough to disturb.

I do not read this extract to involve Judge Douglas in an inconsistency. 
If he afterward thought he had been wrong, it was right for him to change. I 
bring this forward merely to show the high estimate placed on the Missouri 
Compromise by all parties up to so late as the year 1849.

But, going back a little, in point of time, our war with Mexico broke out 
in 1846. When Congress was about adjourning that session, President Polk 
asked them to place two million dollars under his control, to be used by him 
in the recess, if found practicable and expedient, in negotiating a treaty of 
peace with Mexico and acquiring some part of her territory. A bill was duly 
got up for the purpose, and was progressing swimmingly in the House of 
Representatives, when a member by the name of David Wilmot, a Democrat 
from Pennsylvania, moved as an amendment “Provided that in any territory 
thus acquired, there shall never be slavery.”

This is the origin of the far-famed “Wilmot Proviso.” It created a great 
flutter; but it stuck like wax, was voted into the bill, and the bill passed with 
it through the House. The Senate, however, adjourned without final action 
on it, and so both appropriation and proviso were lost, for the time. The war 
continued, and at the next session, the president renewed his request for the 
appropriation, enlarging the amount, I think, to three million. Again came 
the proviso; and defeated the measure. Congress adjourned again, and the 
war went on. In Dec. 1847, the new Congress assembled. I was in the lower 
House that term. The “Wilmot Proviso,” or the principle of it, was constantly 
coming up in some shape or other, and I think I may venture to say I voted 
for it at least forty times during the short term I was there. The Senate, how-
ever, held it in check, and it never became law. In the spring of 1848 a treaty 
of peace was made with Mexico, by which we obtained that portion of her 
country which now constitutes the territories of New Mexico and Utah, and 
the now state of California. By this treaty the Wilmot Proviso was defeated, 
as so far as it was intended to be a condition of the acquisition of territory. Its 
friends, however, were still determined to find some way to restrain slavery 
from getting into the new country. This new acquisition lay directly west of 
our old purchase from France, and extended west to the Pacific Ocean—and 
was so situated that if the Missouri line should be extended straight west, 
the new country would be divided by such extended line, leaving some north 
and some south of it. On Judge Douglas’ motion a bill, or provision of a bill, 
passed the Senate to so extend the Missouri line. The Proviso men in the 
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House, including myself, voted it down, because by implication, it gave up 
the southern part to slavery, while we were bent on having it all free.

In the fall of 1848 the gold mines were discovered in California. This 
attracted people to it with unprecedented rapidity, so that on, or soon after, 
the meeting of the new congress in Dec. 1849, she already had a population 
of nearly a hundred thousand, had called a convention, formed a state con-
stitution, excluding slavery, and was knocking for admission into the Union. 
The Proviso men, of course, were for letting her in, but the Senate, always 
true to the other side would not consent to her admission. And there Cal-
ifornia stood, kept out of the Union because she would not let slavery into 
her borders. Under all the circumstances perhaps this was not wrong. There 
were other points of dispute, connected with the general question of slavery, 
which equally needed adjustment. The South clamored for a more efficient 
fugitive slave law. The North clamored for the abolition of a peculiar species 
of slave trade in the District of Columbia, in connection with which, in view 
from the windows of the Capitol, a sort of negro livery stable, where droves 
of negroes were collected, temporarily kept, and finally taken to southern 
markets, precisely like droves of horses, had been openly maintained for fifty 
years. Utah and New Mexico needed territorial governments; and whether 
slavery should or should not be prohibited within them was another question. 
The indefinite western boundary of Texas was to be settled. She was received 
a slave state; and consequently the farther west the slavery men could push 
her boundary, the more slave country they secured. And the farther east the 
slavery opponents could thrust the boundary back, the less slave ground was 
secured. Thus this was just as clearly a slavery question as any of the others.

These points all needed adjustment; and they were all held up, perhaps 
wisely to make them help to adjust one another. The Union, now, as in 1820, 
was thought to be in danger; and devotion to the Union rightfully inclined 
men to yield somewhat, in points where nothing else could have so inclined 
them. A compromise was finally effected. The South got their new fugitive 
slave law; and the North got California (the far best part of our acquisition 
from Mexico) as a free state. The South got a provision that New Mexico and 
Utah, when admitted as states, may come in with or without slavery as they 
may then choose; and the North got the slave trade abolished in the District 
of Columbia. The North got the western boundary of Texas, thence further 
back eastward than the South desired; but, in turn, they gave Texas ten mil-
lion dollars with which to pay her old debts. This is the Compromise of 1850.

Preceding the presidential election of 1852, each of the great political 
parties, Democrats and Whigs, met in convention and adopted resolutions 
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endorsing the Compromise of ’50; as a “finality,” a final settlement, so far as 
these parties could make it so, of all slavery agitation. Previous to this, in 1851, 
the Illinois legislature had endorsed it.

During this long period of time Nebraska had remained substantially an 
uninhabited country, but now emigration to, and settlement within it began 
to take place. It is about one-third as large as the present United States, and 
its importance so long overlooked, begins to come into view. The restriction 
of slavery by the Missouri Compromise directly applies to it; in fact, was first 
made, and has since been maintained, expressly for it. In 1853, a bill to give 
it a territorial government passed the House of Representatives, and, in the 
hands of Judge Douglas, failed of passing the Senate only for want of time. 
This bill contained no repeal of the Missouri Compromise. Indeed, when it 
was assailed because it did not contain such repeal, Judge Douglas defended 
it in its existing form. On January 4th, 1854, Judge Douglas introduces a new 
bill to give Nebraska territorial government. He accompanies this bill with a 
report, in which last, he expressly recommends that the Missouri Compro-
mise shall neither be affirmed nor repealed.

Before long the bill is so modified as to make two territories instead of 
one; calling the southern one Kansas.

Also, about a month after the introduction of the bill, on the Judge’s own 
motion, it is so amended as to declare the Missouri Compromise inopera-
tive and void; and, substantially, that the people who go and settle there may 
establish slavery, or exclude it, as they may see fit. In this shape the bill passed 
both branches of Congress and became a law.

This is the repeal of the Missouri Compromise. The foregoing history may 
not be precisely accurate in every particular; but I am sure it is sufficiently 
so, for all the uses I shall attempt to make of it, and in it, we have before us, 
the chief material enabling us to correctly judge whether the repeal of the 
Missouri Compromise is right or wrong.

I think, and shall try to show, that it is wrong; wrong in its direct effect, 
letting slavery into Kansas and Nebraska—and wrong in its prospective prin-
ciple, allowing it to spread to every other part of the wide world where men 
can be found inclined to take it.

This declared indifference, but as I must think, covert real zeal for the 
spread of slavery, I cannot but hate. I hate it because of the monstrous injus-
tice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of 
its just influence in the world—enables the enemies of free institutions, with 
plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites—causes the real friends of freedom to 
doubt our sincerity, and especially because it forces so many really good men 
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amongst ourselves into an open war with the very fundamental principles of 
civil liberty—criticizing the Declaration of Independence, and insisting that 
there is no right principle of action but self-interest.

Before proceeding, let me say I think I have no prejudice against the 
southern people. They are just what we would be in their situation. If slav-
ery did not now exist amongst them, they would not introduce it. If it did 
now exist amongst us, we should not instantly give it up. This I believe of 
the masses North and South. Doubtless there are individuals, on both sides, 
who would not hold slaves under any circumstances; and others who would 
gladly introduce slavery anew, if it were out of existence. We know that some 
southern men do free their slaves, go north, and become tip-top abolitionists; 
while some northern ones go south and become most cruel slave-masters.

When southern people tell us they are no more responsible for the origin 
of slavery than we; I acknowledge the fact. When it is said that the institution 
exists; and that it is very difficult to get rid of it, in any satisfactory way, I can 
understand and appreciate the saying. I surely will not blame them for not 
doing what I should not know how to do myself. If all earthly power were 
given me, I should not know what to do, as to the existing institution. My 
first impulse would be to free all the slaves and send them to Liberia—to 
their own native land. But a moment’s reflection would convince me that 
whatever of high hope (as I think there is) there may be in this, in the long 
run, its sudden execution is impossible. If they were all landed there in a day, 
they would all perish in the next ten days; and there are not surplus ship-
ping and surplus money enough in the world to carry them there in many 
times ten days. What then? Free them all and keep them among us as under-
lings? Is it quite certain that this betters their condition? I think I would not 
hold one in slavery, at any rate; yet the point is not clear enough for me to 
denounce people upon. What next? Free them, and make them politically 
and socially our equals? My own feelings will not admit of this; and if mine 
would, we well know that those of the great mass of white people will not. 
Whether this feeling accords with justice and sound judgment, is not the 
sole question, if indeed, it is any part of it. A universal feeling, whether well 
or ill-founded, cannot be safely disregarded. We cannot, then, make them 
equals. It does seem to me that systems of gradual emancipation might be 
adopted; but for their tardiness in this, I will not undertake to judge our 
brethren of the South.

When they remind us of their constitutional rights, I acknowledge them, 
not grudgingly, but fully, and fairly; and I would give them any legislation 
for the reclaiming of their fugitives, which should not, in its stringency, be 
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more likely to carry a free man into slavery, than our ordinary criminal laws 
are to hang an innocent one.

But all this; to my judgment, furnishes no more excuse for permitting 
slavery to go into our own free territory, than it would for reviving the African 
slave trade by law. The law which forbids the bringing of slaves from Africa; 
and that which has so long forbid the taking them to Nebraska, can hardly 
be distinguished on any moral principle; and the repeal of the former could 
find quite as plausible excuses as that of the latter.

The arguments by which the repeal of the Missouri Compromise is sought 
to be justified, are these:

First, that the Nebraska country needed a territorial government.
Second, that in various ways, the public had repudiated it, and demanded 

the repeal; and therefore should not now complain of it.
And lastly, that the repeal establishes a principle which is intrinsically 

right.
I will attempt an answer to each of them in its turn. First, then, if that 

country was in need of a territorial organization, could it not have had it as 
well without as with the repeal? Iowa and Minnesota, to both of which the 
Missouri restriction applied, had, without its repeal, each in succession, ter-
ritorial organizations. And even, the year before, a bill for Nebraska itself was 
within an ace of passing, without the repealing clause; and this in the hands 
of the same men who are now the champions of repeal. Why no necessity 
then for the repeal? But still later, when this very bill was first brought in, 
it contained no repeal. But, say they, because the public had demanded, or 
rather commanded the repeal, the repeal was to accompany the organization, 
whenever that should occur.

Now, I deny that the public ever demanded any such thing—ever repudi-
ated the Missouri Compromise—ever commanded its repeal. I deny it, and 
call for the proof. It is not contended, I believe, that any such command has 
ever been given in express terms. It is only said that it was done in principle. 
The support of the Wilmot Proviso is the first fact mentioned to prove that 
the Missouri restriction was repudiated in principle, and the second is, the 
refusal to extend the Missouri line over the country acquired from Mexico. 
These are near enough alike to be treated together. The one was to exclude 
the chances of slavery from the whole new acquisition by the lump; and the 
other was to reject a division of it, by which one half was to be given up to 
those chances. Now whether this was a repudiation of the Missouri line, in 
principle, depends upon whether the Missouri law contained any principle 
requiring the line to be extended over the country acquired from Mexico. I 
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contend it did not. I insist that it contained no general principle, but that it 
was, in every sense, specific. That its terms limit it to the country purchased 
from France is undenied and undeniable. It could have no principle beyond 
the intention of those who made it. They did not intend to extend the line to 
country which they did not own. If they intended to extend it, in the event 
of acquiring additional territory, why did they not say so? It was just as easy 
to say, that “in all the country west of the Mississippi, which we now own, 
or may hereafter acquire there shall never be slavery,” as to say what they did 
say; and they would have said it if they had meant it. An intention to extend 
the law is not only not mentioned in the law, but is not mentioned in any 
contemporaneous history. Both the law itself and the history of the times 
are a blank as to any principle of extension; and by neither the known rules 
for construing statutes and contracts, nor by common sense, can any such 
principle be inferred.

Another fact showing the specific character of the Missouri law—showing 
that it intended no more than it expressed—showing that the line was not 
intended as a universal dividing line between free and slave territory, pres-
ent and prospective—north of which slavery could never go—is the fact that 
by that very law, Missouri came in as a slave state, north of the line. If that 
law contained any prospective principle, the whole law must be looked to in 
order to ascertain what the principle was. And by this rule, the South could 
fairly contend that inasmuch as they got one slave state north of the line at 
the inception of the law, they have the right to have another given them north 
of it occasionally—now and then in the indefinite westward extension of the 
line. This demonstrates the absurdity of attempting to deduce a prospective 
principle from the Missouri Compromise line.

When we voted for the Wilmot Proviso, we were voting to keep slavery 
out of the whole Missouri [Mexican?] acquisition; and little did we think we 
were thereby voting to let it into Nebraska, laying several hundred miles dis-
tant. When we voted against extending the Missouri line, little did we think 
we were voting to destroy the old line, then of near thirty years’ standing. To 
argue that we thus repudiated the Missouri Compromise is no less absurd 
than it would be to argue that because we have, so far, forborne to acquire 
Cuba, we have thereby, in principle, repudiated our former acquisitions and 
determined to throw them out of the Union! No less absurd than it would 
be to say that because I may have refused to build an addition to my house, 
I thereby have decided to destroy the existing house! And if I catch you set-
ting fire to my house, you will turn upon me and say I instructed you to do it! 
The most conclusive argument, however, that, while voting for the Wilmot 
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Proviso, and while voting against the extension of the Missouri line, we never 
thought of disturbing the original Missouri Compromise, is found in the 
facts, that there was then, and still is, an unorganized tract of fine country, 
nearly as large as the state of Missouri, lying immediately west of Arkansas, 
and south of the Missouri Compromise line; and that we never attempted to 
prohibit slavery as to it. I wish particular attention to this. It adjoins the orig-
inal Missouri Compromise line, by its northern boundary; and consequently 
is part of the country into which, by implication, slavery was permitted to go, 
by that compromise. There it has lain open ever since, and there it still lies. 
And yet no effort has been made at any time to wrest it from the South. In all 
our struggles to prohibit slavery within our Mexican acquisitions, we never 
so much as lifted a finger to prohibit it, as to this tract. Is not this entirely con-
clusive that at all times, we have held the Missouri Compromise as a sacred 
thing; even when against ourselves, as well as when for us?

Senator Douglas sometimes says the Missouri line itself was, in principle, 
only an extension of the line of the ordinance of ’87—that is to say, an exten-
sion of the Ohio River. I think this is weak enough on its face. I will remark, 
however that, as a glance at the map will show, the Missouri line is a long 
way farther south than the Ohio; and that if our Senator, in proposing his 
extension, had stuck to the principle of jogging southward, perhaps it might 
not have been voted down so readily.

But next it is said that the Compromises of ’50 and the ratification of them 
by both political parties in ’52, established a new principle, which required the 
repeal of the Missouri Compromise. This again I deny. I deny it, and demand 
the proof. I have already stated fully what the compromises of ’50 are. The 
particular part of those measures, for which the virtual repeal of the Missouri 
Compromise is sought to be inferred (for it is admitted they contain nothing 
about it, in express terms) is the provision in the Utah and New Mexico laws, 
which permits them when they seek admission into the Union as states, to 
come in with or without slavery as they shall then see fit. Now I insist this pro-
vision was made for Utah and New Mexico, and for no other place whatever. 
It had no more direct reference to Nebraska than it had to the territories of 
the moon. But, say they, it had reference to Nebraska, in principle. Let us see. 
The North consented to this provision, not because they considered it right 
in itself; but because they were compensated—paid for it. They, at the same 
time, got California into the Union as a free state. This was far the best part 
of all they had struggled for by the Wilmot Proviso. They also got the area 
of slavery somewhat narrowed in the settlement of the boundary of Texas. 
Also, they got the slave trade abolished in the District of Columbia. For all 
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these desirable objects the North could afford to yield something; and they 
did yield to the South the Utah and New Mexico provision. I do not mean 
that the whole North, or even a majority, yielded when the law passed; but 
enough yielded, when added to the vote of the South, to carry the measure. 
Now can it be pretended that the principle of this arrangement requires us to 
permit the same provision to be applied to Nebraska, without any equivalent 
at all? Give us another free state; press the boundary of Texas still further 
back, give us another step toward the destruction of slavery in the District, 
and you present us a similar case. But ask us not to repeat, for nothing, what 
you paid for in the first instance. If you wish the thing again, pay again. That 
is the principle of the compromises of ’50, if indeed they had any principles 
beyond their specific terms—it was the system of equivalents.

Again, if Congress, at that time, intended that all future territories should, 
when admitted as states, come in with or without slavery, at their own option, 
why did it not say so? With such a universal provision, all know the bills could 
not have passed. Did they, then—could they—establish a principle contrary 
to their own intention? Still further, if they intended to establish the prin-
ciple that wherever Congress had control, it should be left to the people to 
do as they thought fit with slavery, why did they not authorize the people of 
the District of Columbia at their adoption to abolish slavery within these 
limits? I personally know that this has not been left undone, because it was 
unthought of. It was frequently spoken of by members of Congress and by 
citizens of Washington six years ago; and I heard no one express a doubt 
that a system of gradual emancipation, with compensation to owners, would 
meet the approbation of a large majority of the white people of the District. 
But without the action of Congress they could say nothing; and Congress 
said “no.” In the measures of 1850 Congress had the subject of slavery in the 
District expressly in hand. If they were then establishing the principle of 
allowing the people to do as they please with slavery, why did they not apply 
the principle to that people?

Again, it is claimed that by the resolutions of the Illinois legislature passed 
in 1851, the repeal of the Missouri Compromise was demanded. This I deny 
also. Whatever may be worked out by a criticism of the language of those res-
olutions, the people have never understood them as being any more than an 
endorsement of the compromises of 1850; and a release of our senators from 
voting for the Wilmot Proviso. The whole people are living witnesses, that 
this only, was their view. Finally, it is asked, “If we did not mean to apply the 
Utah and New Mexico provision to all future territories, what did we mean, 
when we, in 1852, endorsed the compromises of ’50?”
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For myself, I can answer this question most easily. I meant not to ask a 
repeal, or modification of the fugitive slave law. I meant not to ask for the 
abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia. I meant not to resist the 
admission of Utah and New Mexico, even should they ask to come in as slave 
states. I meant nothing about additional territories, because, as I understood, 
we then had no territory whose character as to slavery was not already set-
tled. As to Nebraska, I regarded its character as being fixed, by the Missouri 
Compromise, for thirty years—as unalterably fixed as that of my own home 
in Illinois. As to new acquisitions I said “sufficient unto the day is the evil 
thereof.” When we make new acquisitions we will, as heretofore, try to man-
age them some how. That is my answer. That is what I meant and said; and 
I appeal to the people to say, each for himself, whether that was not also the 
universal meaning of the free states.

And now, in turn, let me ask a few questions. If by any, or all these matters, 
the repeal of the Missouri Compromise was commanded, why was not the 
command sooner obeyed? Why was the repeal omitted in the Nebraska bill 
of 1853? Why was it omitted in the original bill of 1854? Why, in the accompa-
nying report, was such a repeal characterized as a departure from the course 
pursued in 1850? and its continued omission recommended?

I am aware Judge Douglas now argues that the subsequent express repeal 
is no substantial alteration of the bill. This argument seems wonderful to me. 
It is as if one should argue that white and black are not different. He admits, 
however, that there is a literal change in the bill; and that he made the change 
in deference to other senators, who would not support the bill without. This 
proves that those other senators thought the change a substantial one; and 
that the Judge thought their opinions worth deferring to. His own opinions, 
therefore, seem not to rest on a very firm basis even in his own mind—and 
I suppose the world believes, and will continue to believe, that precisely on 
the substance of that change this whole agitation has arisen.

I conclude, then, that the public never demanded the repeal of the Mis-
souri Compromise.

I now come to consider whether the repeal, with its avowed principle, is 
intrinsically right. I insist that it is not. Take the particular case. A contro-
versy had arisen between the advocates and opponents of slavery, in relation 
to its establishment within the country we had purchased of France. The 
southern, and then best part of the purchase, was already in as a slave state. 
The controversy was settled by also letting Missouri in as a slave state; but 
with the agreement that within all the remaining part of the purchase, north 
of a certain line, there should never be slavery. As to what was to be done with 



Repeal of the Missouri Compromise 47

the remaining part south of the line, nothing was said; but perhaps the fair 
implication was, that it should come in with slavery if it should so choose. The 
southern part, except a portion heretofore mentioned, afterward did come 
in with slavery, as the state of Arkansas. All these many years since 1820, the 
northern part had remained a wilderness. At length settlements began in it 
also. In due course, Iowa, came in as a free state, and Minnesota was given 
a territorial government, without removing the slavery restriction. Finally 
the sole remaining part, north of the line, Kansas and Nebraska, was to be 
organized; and it is proposed, and carried, to blot out the old dividing line 
of thirty-four years’ standing, and to open the whole of that country to the 
introduction of slavery. Now, this, to my mind, is manifestly unjust. After an 
angry and dangerous controversy, the parties made friends by dividing the 
bone of contention. The one party first appropriates her own share, beyond 
all power to be disturbed in the possession of it; and then seizes the share of 
the other party. It is as if two starving men had divided their only loaf; the 
one had hastily swallowed his half, and then grabbed the other half just as 
he was putting it to his mouth!

Let me here drop the main argument, to notice what I consider rather an 
inferior matter. It is argued that slavery will not go to Kansas and Nebraska, 
in any event. This is a palliation—a lullaby. I have some hope that it will not; 
but let us not be too confident. As to climate, a glance at the map shows 
that there are five slave states—Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, Kentucky, 
and Missouri—and also the District of Columbia, all north of the Missouri 
Compromise line. The census returns of 1850 show that, within these, there 
are 867,276 slaves—being more than one-fourth of all the slaves in the nation.

It is not climate, then, that will keep slavery out of these territories. Is 
there anything in the peculiar nature of the country? Missouri adjoins these 
territories, by her entire western boundary, and slavery is already within 
every one of her western counties. I have even heard it said that there are more 
slaves, in proportion to whites, in the northwestern county of Missouri than 
within any county of the state. Slavery pressed entirely up to the old western 
boundary of the state, and when, rather recently, a part of that boundary, at 
the northwest was moved out a little farther west, slavery followed on quite 
up to the new line. Now, when the restriction is removed, what is to prevent 
it from going still further? Climate will not. No peculiarity of the country 
will—nothing in nature will. Will the disposition of the people prevent it? 
Those nearest the scene, are all in favor of the extension. The Yankees, who 
are opposed to it, may be more numerous; but in military phrase, the battle-
field is too far from their base of operations.
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But it is said, there now is no law in Nebraska on the subject of slavery; 
and that, in such case, taking a slave there operates his freedom. That is good 
book-law; but is not the rule of actual practice. Wherever slavery is, it has 
been first introduced without law. The oldest laws we find concerning it are 
not laws introducing it; but regulating it, as an already existing thing. A white 
man takes his slave to Nebraska now; who will inform the negro that he is 
free? Who will take him before court to test the question of his freedom? 
In ignorance of his legal emancipation, he is kept chopping, splitting, and 
plowing. Others are brought, and move on in the same track. At last, if ever 
the time for voting comes, on the question of slavery, the institution already 
in fact exists in the country, and cannot well be removed. The facts of its 
presence, and the difficulty of its removal will carry the vote in its favor. 
Keep it out until a vote is taken, and a vote in favor of it, cannot be got in any 
population of forty thousand, on earth, who have been drawn together by the 
ordinary motives of emigration and settlement. To get slaves into the country 
simultaneously with the whites, in the incipient stages of settlement, is the 
precise stake played for, and won in this Nebraska measure.

The question is asked us, “If slaves will go in, notwithstanding the general 
principle of law liberates them, why would they not equally go in against pos-
itive statute law?—go in, even if the Missouri restriction were maintained?” 
I answer, because it takes a much bolder man to venture in, with his prop-
erty, in the latter case, than in the former—because the positive congressio-
nal enactment is known to, and respected by all, or nearly all; whereas the 
negative principle that no law is free law, is not much known except among 
lawyers. We have some experience of this practical difference. In spite of 
the ordinance of ’87, a few negroes were brought into Illinois, and held in a 
state of quasi slavery; not enough, however, to carry a vote of the people in 
favor of the institution when they came to form a constitution. But in the 
adjoining Missouri country, where there was no ordinance of ’87—was no 
restriction—they were carried ten times, nay a hundred times, as fast, and 
actually made a slave state. This is fact—naked fact.

Another lullaby argument is that taking slaves to new countries does not 
increase their number—does not make any one slave who otherwise would 
be free. There is some truth in this, and I am glad of it, but it [is] not wholly 
true. The African slave trade is not yet effectually suppressed; and if we make 
a reasonable deduction for the white people amongst us, who are foreign-
ers, and the descendants of foreigners, arriving here since 1808, we shall 
find the increase of the black population outrunning that of the white, to 
an extent unaccountable, except by supposing that some of them, too, have 
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been coming from Africa. If this be so, the opening of new countries to the 
institution increases the demand for, and augments the price of slaves, and 
so does, in fact, make slaves of freemen by causing them to be brought from 
Africa, and sold into bondage.

But, however this may be, we know the opening of new countries to slav-
ery, tends to the perpetuation of the institution, and so does keep men in 
slavery who otherwise would be free. This result we do not feel like favoring, 
and we are under no legal obligation to suppress our feelings in this respect.

Equal justice to the South, it is said, requires us to consent to the extend-
ing of slavery to new countries. That is to say, inasmuch as you do not object 
to my taking my hog to Nebraska, therefore I must not object to you tak-
ing your slave. Now, I admit this is perfectly logical, if there is no differ-
ence between hogs and negroes. But while you thus require me to deny the 
humanity of the negro, I wish to ask whether you of the South yourselves, 
have ever been willing to do as much? It is kindly provided that of all those 
who come into the world, only a small percentage are natural tyrants. That 
percentage is no larger in the slave states than in the free. The great major-
ity, South as well as North, have human sympathies, of which they can no 
more divest themselves than they can of their sensibility to physical pain. 
These sympathies in the bosoms of the southern people manifest in many 
ways, their sense of the wrong of slavery, and their consciousness that, after 
all, there is humanity in the negro. If they deny this, let me address them a 
few plain questions. In 1820 you joined the North, almost unanimously, in 
declaring the African slave trade piracy, and in annexing to it the punishment 
of death. Why did you do this? If you did not feel that it was wrong, why did 
you join in providing that men should be hung for it? The practice was no 
more than bringing wild negroes from Africa, to sell to such as would buy 
them. But you never thought of hanging men for catching and selling wild 
horses, wild buffaloes, or wild bears.

Again, you have amongst you, a sneaking individual, of the class of native 
tyrants, known as the “slave-dealer.” He watches your necessities, and crawls 
up to buy your slave, at a speculating price. If you cannot help it, you sell to 
him; but if you can help it, you drive him from your door. You despise him 
utterly. You do not recognize him as a friend, or even as an honest man. 
Your children must not play with his; they may rollick freely with the little 
negroes, but not with the “slave-dealer’s children.” If you are obliged to deal 
with him, you try to get through the job without so much as touching him. 
It is common with you to join hands with the men you meet; but with the 
slave dealer you avoid the ceremony—instinctively shrinking from the snaky 
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contact. If he grows rich and retires from business, you still remember him, 
and still keep up the ban of non-intercourse upon him and his family. Now, 
why is this? You do not so treat the man who deals in corn, cattle, or tobacco.

And yet again; there are in the United States and territories, including the 
District of Columbia, 433,643 free blacks. At $500 per head they are worth 
over $200 million. How comes this vast amount of property to be running 
about without owners? We do not see free horses or free cattle running at 
large. How is this? All these free blacks are the descendants of slaves, or 
have been slaves themselves, and they would be slaves now, but for something 
which has operated on their white owners, inducing them, at vast pecuniary 
sacrifices, to liberate them. What is that something? Is there any mistaking it? 
In all these cases it is your sense of justice, and human sympathy, continu-
ally telling you, that the poor negro has some natural right to himself—that 
those who deny it, and make mere merchandise of him, deserve kickings, 
contempt, and death.

And now, why will you ask us to deny the humanity of the slave? and 
estimate him only as the equal of the hog? Why ask us to do what you will 
not do yourselves? Why ask us to do for nothing, what $200 million could 
not induce you to do?

But one great argument in the support of the repeal of the Mis-
souri Compromise, is still to come. That argument is “the sacred right of 
self-government.” It seems our distinguished Senator has found great diffi-
culty in getting his antagonists, even in the Senate to meet him fairly on this 
argument—some poet has said “Fools rush in where angels fear to tread.”1

At the hazard of being thought one of the fools of this quotation, I meet 
that argument—I rush in, I take that bull by the horns.

I trust I understand, and truly estimate the right of self-government. My 
faith in the proposition that each man should do precisely as he pleases with 
all which is exclusively his own lies at the foundation of the sense of justice 
there is in me. I extend the principles to communities of men, as well as to 
individuals. I so extend it, because it is politically wise, as well as naturally 
just; politically wise, in saving us from broils about matters which do not 
concern us. Here, or at Washington, I would not trouble myself with the 
oyster laws of Virginia, or the cranberry laws of Indiana.

The doctrine of self-government is right—absolutely and eternally right—
but it has no just application as here attempted. Or perhaps I should rather 

1 A proverbial expression by Lincoln’s day, it occurred first in Alexander Pope, An 
Essay on Criticism.
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say that whether it has such just application depends upon whether a negro is 
not or is a man. If he is not a man, why in that case, he who is a man may, as a 
matter of self-government, do just as he pleases with him. But if the negro is a 
man, is it not to that extent, a total destruction of self-government, to say that 
he too shall not govern himself? When the white man governs himself that 
is self-government; but when he governs himself, and also governs another 
man, that is more than self-government—that is despotism. If the negro is a 
man, why then my ancient faith teaches me that “all men are created equal”; 
and that there can be no moral right in connection with one man’s making 
a slave of another.

Judge Douglas frequently, with bitter irony and sarcasm, paraphrases our 
argument by saying, “The white people of Nebraska are good enough to gov-
ern themselves, but they are not good enough to govern a few miserable negroes!!”

Well I doubt not that the people of Nebraska are, and will continue to be 
as good as the average of people elsewhere. I do not say the contrary. What 
I do say is, that no man is good enough to govern another man without that 
other’s consent. I say this is the leading principle—the sheet anchor of Amer-
ican republicanism. Our Declaration of Independence says:

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal; 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; 
that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. That to 
secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving 
their just powers from the consent of the governed.

I have quoted so much at this time merely to show that according to our 
ancient faith, the just powers of governments are derived from the consent 
of the governed. Now the relation of masters and slaves is, pro tanto,2 a total 
violation of this principle. The master not only governs the slave without his 
consent; but he governs him by a set of rules altogether different from those 
which he prescribes for himself. Allow all the governed an equal voice in the 
government, and that, and that only is self-government.

Let it not be said I am contending for the establishment of political and 
social equality between the whites and blacks. I have already said the con-
trary. I am not now combating the argument of necessity, arising from the fact 
that the blacks are already amongst us; but I am combating what is set up 
as moral argument for allowing them to be taken where they have never yet 

2 Pro tanto means “to such an extent.”
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been—arguing against the extension of a bad thing, which where it already 
exists, we must of necessity manage as we best can.

In support of his application of the doctrine of self-government, Senator 
Douglas has sought to bring to his aid the opinions and examples of our rev-
olutionary fathers. I am glad he has done this. I love the sentiments of those 
old-time men; and shall be most happy to abide by their opinions. He shows 
us that when it was in contemplation for the colonies to break off from Great 
Britain, and set up a new government for themselves, several of the states 
instructed their delegates to go for the measure provided each state should be 
allowed to regulate its domestic concerns in its own way. I do not quote; but this 
in substance. This was right. I see nothing objectionable in it. I also think 
it probable that it had some reference to the existence of slavery amongst 
them. I will not deny that it had. But had it, in any reference to the carrying 
of slavery into new countries? That is the question; and we will let the fathers 
themselves answer it.

This same generation of men, and mostly the same individuals of the 
generation, who declared this principle—who declared independence—who 
fought the War of the Revolution through—who afterward made the con-
stitution under which we still live—these same men passed the ordinance 
of ’87, declaring that slavery should never go to the Northwest Territory. I 
have no doubt Judge Douglas thinks they were very inconsistent in this. It 
is a question of discrimination between them and him. But there is not an 
inch of ground left for his claiming that their opinions—their example—their 
authority—are on his side in this controversy.

Again, is not Nebraska, while a territory, a part of us? Do we not own the 
country? And if we surrender the control of it, do we not surrender the right 
of self-government? It is part of ourselves. If you say we shall not control it 
because it is only part, the same is true of every other part; and when all the 
parts are gone, what has become of the whole? What is then left of us? What 
use for the general government, when there is nothing left for it to govern?

But you say this question should be left to the people of Nebraska, because 
they are more particularly interested. If this be the rule, you must leave it to 
each individual to say for himself whether he will have slaves. What better 
moral right have thirty-one citizens of Nebraska to say, that the thirty-second 
shall not hold slaves, than the people of the thirty-one states have to say that 
slavery shall not go into the thirty-second state at all?

But if it is a sacred right for the people of Nebraska to take and hold slaves 
there, it is equally their sacred right to buy them where they can buy them 
cheapest; and that undoubtedly will be on the coast of Africa; provided you 
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will consent to not hang them for going there to buy them. You must remove 
this restriction too, from the sacred right of self-government. I am aware 
you say that taking slaves from the state of Nebraska does not make slaves 
of freemen; but the African slave-trader can say just as much. He does not 
catch free negroes and bring them here. He finds them already slaves in the 
hands of their black captors, and he honestly buys them at the rate of about 
a red cotton handkerchief a head. This is very cheap, and it is a great abridge-
ment of the sacred right of self-government to hang men for engaging in this 
profitable trade!

Another important objection to this application of the right of 
self-government, is that it enables the first few, to deprive the succeeding 
many, of a free exercise of the right of self-government. The first few may get 
slavery in, and the subsequent many cannot easily get it out. How common 
is the remark now in the slave states—“If we were only clear of our slaves, 
how much better it would be for us.” They are actually deprived of the priv-
ilege of governing themselves as they would, by the action of a very few, in 
the beginning. The same thing was true of the whole nation at the time our 
constitution was formed.

Whether slavery shall go into Nebraska, or other new territories, is not 
a matter of exclusive concern to the people who may go there. The whole 
nation is interested that the best use shall be made of these territories. We 
want them for the homes of free white people. This they cannot be, to any 
considerable extent, if slavery shall be planted within them. Slave states are 
places for poor white people to remove from; not to remove to. New free states 
are the places for poor people to go to and better their condition. For this use, 
the nation needs these territories.

Still further, there are constitutional relations between the slave and free 
states, which are degrading to the latter. We are under legal obligations to 
catch and return their runaway slaves to them—a sort of dirty, disagreeable 
job, which I believe, as a general rule the slaveholders will not perform for one 
another. Then again, in the control of the government—the management of 
the partnership affairs—they have greatly the advantage of us. By the consti-
tution, each state has two senators—each has a number of representatives; in 
proportion to the number of its people—and each has a number of presiden-
tial electors, equal to the whole number of its senators and representatives 
together. But in ascertaining the number of the people, for this purpose, five 
slaves are counted as being equal to three whites. The slaves do not vote; they 
are only counted and so used, as to swell the influence of the white people’s 
votes. The practical effect of this is more aptly shown by a comparison of the 
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states of South Carolina and Maine. South Carolina has six representatives, 
and so has Maine; South Carolina has eight presidential electors, and so has 
Maine. This is precise equality so far; and, of course they are equal in sena-
tors, each having two. Thus in the control of the government, the two states 
are equals precisely. But how are they in the number of their white people? 
Maine has 581,813—while South Carolina has 274,567. Maine has twice as 
many as South Carolina, and 32,679 over. Thus each white man in South 
Carolina is more than the double of any man in Maine. This is all because 
South Carolina, besides her free people, has 384,984 slaves. The South Car-
olinian has precisely the same advantage over the white man in every other 
free state, as well as in Maine. He is more than the double of any one of us in 
this crowd. The same advantage, but not to the same extent, is held by all the 
citizens of the slave states, over those of the free; and it is an absolute truth, 
without an exception, that there is no voter in any slave State, but who has 
more legal power in the government, than any voter in any free state. There 
is no instance of exact equality; and the disadvantage is against us the whole 
chapter through. This principle, in the aggregate, gives the slave states, in the 
present Congress, twenty additional representatives—being seven more than 
the whole majority by which they passed the Nebraska bill.

Now all this is manifestly unfair; yet I do not mention it to complain of 
it, in so far as it is already settled. It is in the Constitution; and I do not, for 
that cause, or any other cause, propose to destroy, or alter, or disregard the 
Constitution. I stand to it, fairly, fully, and firmly.

But when I am told I must leave it altogether to other people to say whether 
new partners are to be bred up and brought into the firm, on the same degrad-
ing terms against me. I respectfully demur. I insist, that whether I shall be a 
whole man, or only the half of one, in comparison with others, is a question 
in which I am somewhat concerned; and one which no other man can have 
a sacred right of deciding for me. If I am wrong in this—if it really be a sacred 
right of self-government, in the man who shall go to Nebraska, to decide 
whether he will be the equal  of me or the double of me, then after he shall 
have exercised that right, and thereby shall have reduced me to a still smaller 
fraction of a man than I already am, I should like for some gentleman deeply 
skilled in the mysteries of sacred rights, to provide himself with a microscope, 
and peep about, and find out, if he can, what has become of my sacred rights! 
They will surely be too small for detection with the naked eye.

Finally, I insist, that if there is any thing which it is the duty of the whole 
people to never entrust to any hands but their own, that thing is the preser-
vation and perpetuity, of their own liberties, and institutions. And if they 
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shall think, as I do, that the extension of slavery endangers them, more than 
any, or all other causes, how recreant to themselves, if they submit the ques-
tion, and with it, the fate of their country, to a mere hand-full of men, bent 
only on temporary self-interest. If this question of slavery extension were 
an insignificant one—one having no power to do harm—it might be shuffled 
aside in this way. But being, as it is, the great Behemoth of danger, shall the 
strong gripe of the nation be loosened upon him, to entrust him to the hands 
of such feeble keepers?

I have done with this mighty argument, of self-government. Go, sacred 
thing! Go in peace.

But Nebraska is urged as a great Union-saving measure. Well I, too, go for 
saving the Union. Much as I hate slavery, I would consent to the extension 
of it rather than see the Union dissolved, just as I would consent to any great 
evil, to avoid a greater one. But when I go to Union saving, I must believe, at 
least, that the means I employ has some adaptation to the end. To my mind, 
Nebraska has no such adaptation.

It hath no relish of salvation in it.3

It is an aggravation, rather, of the only one thing which ever endangers 
the Union. When it came upon us, all was peace and quiet. The nation was 
looking to the forming of new bonds of Union; and a long course of peace 
and prosperity seemed to lie before us. In the whole range of possibility, 
there scarcely appears to me to have been any thing, out of which the slav-
ery agitation could have been revived, except the very project of repealing 
the Missouri Compromise. Every inch of territory we owned, already had 
a definite settlement of the slavery question, and by which, all parties were 
pledged to abide. Indeed, there was no uninhabited country on the conti-
nent which we could acquire; if we except some extreme northern regions, 
which are wholly out of the question. In this state of case, the genius of Dis-
cord himself, could scarcely have invented a way of again getting us by the 
ears, but by turning back and destroying the peace measures of the past. The 
councils of that genius seem to have prevailed, the Missouri Compromise 
was repealed; and here we are, in the midst of a new slavery agitation, such, 
I think, as we have never seen before.

Who is responsible for this? Is it those who resist the measure; or those 
who, causelessly, brought it forward, and pressed it through, having reason 

3 Hamlet, act III, scene 3.
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to know, and, in fact, knowing it must and would be so resisted? It could not 
but be expected by its author, that it would be looked upon as a measure for 
the extension of slavery, aggravated by a gross breach of faith. Argue as you 
will, and long as you will, this is the naked front and aspect, of the measure. 
And in this aspect, it could not but produce agitation. Slavery is founded in 
the selfishness of man’s nature—opposition to it, is [in?] his love of justice. 
These principles are an eternal antagonism; and when brought into collision 
so fiercely, as slavery extension brings them, shocks, and throes, and con-
vulsions must ceaselessly follow. Repeal the Missouri Compromise—repeal 
all compromises—repeal the Declaration of Independence—repeal all past 
history, you still can not repeal human nature. It still will be the abundance 
of man’s heart, that slavery extension is wrong; and out of the abundance of 
his heart, his mouth will continue to speak.

The structure, too, of the Nebraska bill is very peculiar. The people are to 
decide the question of slavery for themselves; but when they are to decide; 
or how they are to decide; or whether, when the question is once decided, 
it is to remain so, or is it to be subject to an indefinite succession of new 
trials, the law does not say. Is it to be decided by the first dozen settlers who 
arrive there? or is it to await the arrival of a hundred? Is it to be decided by 
a vote of the people? or a vote of the legislature? or, indeed by a vote of any 
sort? To these questions, the law gives no answer. There is a mystery about 
this; for when a member proposed to give the legislature express authority 
to exclude slavery, it was hooted down by the friends of the bill. This fact is 
worth remembering. Some Yankees, in the east, are sending emigrants to 
Nebraska, to exclude slavery from it; and, so far as I can judge, they expect 
the question to be decided by voting, in some way or other. But the Mis-
sourians are awake too. They are within a stone’s throw of the contested 
ground. They hold meetings, and pass resolutions, in which not the slightest 
allusion to voting is made. They resolve that slavery already exists in the 
territory; that more shall go there; that they, remaining in Missouri will 
protect it; and that abolitionists shall be hung, or driven away. Through 
all this, bowie-knives and six-shooters are seen plainly enough; but never 
a glimpse of the ballot-box.4 And, really, what is to be the result of this? 
Each party within, having numerous and determined backers without, is it 
not probable that the contest will come to blows, and bloodshed? Could 
there be a more apt invention to bring about collision and violence, on the 
slavery question, than this Nebraska project is? I do not charge, or believe, 

4 In connection with Lincoln’s remarks here, see Document 1, the Lyceum Speech.
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that such was intended by Congress; but if they had literally formed a ring, 
and placed champions within it to fight out the controversy, the fight could 
be no more likely to come off than it is. And if this fight should begin, is it 
likely to take a very peaceful, Union-saving turn? Will not the first drop of 
blood so shed be the real knell of the Union?

The Missouri Compromise ought to be restored. For the sake of the 
Union, it ought to be restored. We ought to elect a House of Representa-
tives which will vote its restoration. If by any means, we omit to do this, what 
follows? Slavery may or may not be established in Nebraska. But whether 
it be or not, we shall have repudiated—discarded from the councils of the 
nation—the spirit of compromise; for who after this will ever trust in a national 
compromise? The spirit of mutual concession—that spirit which first gave 
us the Constitution, and which has thrice saved the Union—we shall have 
strangled and cast from us forever. And what shall we have in lieu of it? The 
South flushed with triumph and tempted to excesses; the North, betrayed, 
as they believe, brooding on wrong and burning for revenge. One side will 
provoke; the other resent. The one will taunt, the other defy; one agrees 
[aggresses?], the other retaliates. Already a few in the North defy all con-
stitutional restraints, resist the execution of the fugitive slave law, and even 
menace the institution of slavery in the states where it exists.

Already a few in the South claim the constitutional right to take to and 
hold slaves in the free states—demand the revival of the slave trade; and 
demand a treaty with Great Britain by which fugitive slaves may be reclaimed 
from Canada. As yet they are but few on either side. It is a grave question for 
the lovers of the Union, whether the final destruction of the Missouri Com-
promise, and with it the spirit of all compromise will or will not embolden 
and embitter each of these, and fatally increase the numbers of both.

But restore the compromise, and what then? We thereby restore the 
national faith, the national confidence, the national feeling of brotherhood. 
We thereby reinstate the spirit of concession and compromise—that spirit 
which has never failed us in past perils, and which may be safely trusted for 
all the future. The South ought to join in doing this. The peace of the nation 
is as dear to them as to us. In memories of the past and hopes of the future, 
they share as largely as we. It would be on their part, a great act—great in its 
spirit, and great in its effect. It would be worth to the nation a hundred years’ 
purchase of peace and prosperity. And what of sacrifice would they make? 
They only surrender to us, what they gave us for a consideration long, long 
ago; what they have not now asked for, struggled, or cared for; what has been 
thrust upon them, not less to their own astonishment than to ours.
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But it is said we cannot restore it; that though we elect every member 
of the lower house, the Senate is still against us. It is quite true, that of the 
senators who passed the Nebraska bill, a majority of the whole Senate, will 
retain their seats in spite of the elections of this and the next year. But if at 
these elections, their several constituencies shall clearly express their will 
against Nebraska, will these senators disregard their will? Will they neither 
obey nor make room for those who will?

But even if we fail to technically restore the compromise, it is still a great 
point to carry a popular vote in favor of the restoration. The moral weight 
of such a vote can not be estimated too highly. The authors of Nebraska are 
not at all satisfied with the destruction of the compromise—an endorsement 
of this principle, they proclaim to be the great object. With them, Nebraska 
alone is a small matter—to establish a principle, for future use, is what they 
particularly desire.

That future use is to be the planting of slavery wherever in the wide 
world, local and unorganized opposition cannot prevent it. Now if you wish 
to give them this endorsement—if you wish to establish this principle—do 
so. I shall regret it; but it is your right. On the contrary if you are opposed to 
the principle—intend to give it no such endorsement—let no wheedling, no 
sophistry, divert you from throwing a direct vote against it.

Some men, mostly Whigs, who condemn the repeal of the Missouri Com-
promise, nevertheless hesitate to go for its restoration, lest they be thrown 
in company with the abolitionist. Will they allow me as an old Whig to tell 
them good humoredly, that I think this is very silly? Stand with anybody that 
stands right. Stand with him while he is right and part with him when he goes 
wrong. Stand with the abolitionist in restoring the Missouri Compromise; 
and stand against him when he attempts to repeal the fugitive slave law. In 
the latter case you stand with the southern disunionist. What of that? you are 
still right. In both cases you are right. In both cases you oppose the dangerous 
extremes. In both you stand on middle ground and hold the ship level and 
steady. In both you are national and nothing less than national. This is good 
old Whig ground. To desert such ground, because of any company, is to be 
less than a Whig—less than a man—less than an American.

I particularly object to the new position which the avowed principle of 
this Nebraska law gives to slavery in the body politic. I object to it because it 
assumes that there can be moral right in the enslaving of one man by another. 
I object to it as a dangerous dalliance for a free people—a sad evidence that, 
feeling prosperity we forget right—that liberty, as a principle, we have ceased 
to revere. I object to it because the fathers of the republic eschewed and 
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rejected it. The argument of “Necessity” was the only argument they ever 
admitted in favor of slavery; and so far, and so far only as it carried them, did 
they ever go. They found the institution existing among us, which they could 
not help; and they cast blame upon the British King for having permitted its 
introduction. before the Constitution, they prohibited its introduction into 
the Northwest Territory—the only country we owned, then free from it. At 
the framing and adoption of the Constitution, they forbore to so much as 
mention the word “slave” or “slavery” in the whole instrument. In the pro-
vision for the recovery of fugitives, the slave is spoken of as a “person held to 
service or labor.” In that prohibiting the abolition of the African slave trade 
for twenty years, that trade is spoken of as “The migration or importation of 
such persons as any of the states now existing, shall think proper to admit,” 
etc. These are the only provisions alluding to slavery. Thus, the thing is hid 
away, in the Constitution, just as an afflicted man hides away a wen or a 
cancer, which he dares not cut out at once, lest he bleed to death; with the 
promise, nevertheless, that the cutting may begin at the end of a given time. 
Less than this our fathers could not do; and more they would not do. Necessity 
drove them so far, and farther they would not go. But this is not all. The ear-
liest Congress, under the Constitution, took the same view of slavery. They 
hedged and hemmed it in to the narrowest limits of necessity.

In 1794, they prohibited an out-going slave-trade—that is, the taking of 
slaves from the United States to sell.

In 1798, they prohibited the bringing of slaves from Africa, into the Mis-
sissippi Territory—this territory then comprising what are now the states of 
Mississippi and Alabama. This was ten years before they had the authority to 
do the same thing as to the states existing at the adoption of the Constitution.

In 1800 they prohibited American citizens from trading in slaves between 
foreign countries—as, for instance, from Africa to Brazil.

In 1803 they passed a law in aid of one or two state laws, in restraint of 
the internal slave trade.

In 1807, in apparent hot haste, they passed the law, nearly a year in advance 
to take effect the first day of 1808—the very first day the Constitution would 
permit—prohibiting the African slave trade by heavy pecuniary and corpo-
ral penalties.

In 1820, finding these provisions ineffectual, they declared the trade 
piracy, and annexed to it the extreme penalty of death. While all this was 
passing in the general government, five or six of the original slave states had 
adopted systems of gradual emancipation; and by which the institution was 
rapidly becoming extinct within these limits.
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Thus we see, the plain unmistakable spirit of that age, toward slavery, was 
hostility to the principle, and toleration, only by necessity.

But now it is to be transformed into a “sacred right.” Nebraska brings it 
forth, places it on the high road to extension and perpetuity; and, with a pat 
on its back, says to it, “Go, and God speed you.” Henceforth it is to be the 
chief jewel of the nation—the very figure-head of the ship of State. Little by 
little, but steadily as man’s march to the grave, we have been giving up the 
old for the new faith. Near eighty years ago we began by declaring that all 
men are created equal; but now from that beginning we have run down to 
the other declaration, that for some men to enslave others is a “sacred right 
of self-government.” These principles can not stand together. They are as 
opposite as God and mammon; and whoever holds to the one, must despise 
the other. When Pettit, in connection with his support of the Nebraska 
bill, called the Declaration of Independence “a self-evident lie” he only did 
what consistency and candor require all other Nebraska men to do. Of the 
forty-odd Nebraska senators who sat present and heard him, no one rebuked 
him. Nor am I apprized that any Nebraska newspaper, or any Nebraska ora-
tor, in the whole nation, has ever yet rebuked him. If this had been said among 
Marion’s men, southerners though they were, what would have become of the 
man who said it? If this had been said to the men who captured Andre, the 
man who said it would probably have been hung sooner than Andre was. If 
it had been said in old Independence Hall, seventy-eight years ago, the very 
door-keeper would have throttled the man, and thrust him into the street.

Let no one be deceived. The spirit of ’76 and the spirit of Nebraska are 
utter antagonisms; and the former is being rapidly displaced by the latter.

Fellow countrymen—Americans south, as well as north, shall we make no 
effort to arrest this? Already the liberal party throughout the world, express 
the apprehension “that the one retrograde institution in America is under-
mining the principles of progress, and fatally violating the noblest political 
system the world ever saw.” This is not the taunt of enemies, but the warning 
of friends. Is it quite safe to disregard it—to despise it? Is there no danger 
to liberty itself in discarding the earliest practice, and first precept of our 
ancient faith? In our greedy chase to make profit of the negro, let us beware, 
lest we “cancel and tear to pieces” even the white man’s charter of freedom.

Our republican robe is soiled, and trailed in the dust. Let us repurify 
it. Let us turn and wash it white, in the spirit, if not the blood, of the Rev-
olution. Let us turn slavery from its claims of “moral right” back upon its 
existing legal rights, and its arguments of “necessity.” Let us return it to the 
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position our fathers gave it; and there let it rest in peace. Let us readopt the 
Declaration of Independence, and with it, the practices, and policy, which 
harmonize with it. Let North and South—let all Americans—let all lovers of 
liberty everywhere—join in the great and good work. If we do this, we shall 
not only have saved the Union; but we shall have so saved it as to make, and 
to keep it, forever worthy of the saving. We shall have so saved it that the 
succeeding millions of free happy people, the world over, shall rise up, and 
call us blessed, to the latest generations.

At Springfield, twelve days ago, where I had spoken substantially as I 
have here, Judge Douglas replied to me—and as he is to reply to me here, I 
shall attempt to anticipate him by noticing some of the points he made there.

He commenced by stating I had assumed all the way through, that the 
principle of the Nebraska bill, would have the effect of extending slavery. He 
denied that this was intended, or that this effect would follow.

I will not reopen the argument upon this point. That such was the inten-
tion, the world believed at the start, and will continue to believe. This was 
the countenance of the thing; and, both friends and enemies instantly rec-
ognized it as such. That countenance cannot now be changed by argument. 
You can as easily argue the color out of the negroes’ skin. Like the “bloody 
hand” you may wash it, and wash it, the red witness of guilt still sticks, and 
stares horribly at you.

Next he says, congressional intervention never prevented slavery, 
anywhere—that it did not prevent it in the Northwest Territory, nor in 
Illinois—that in fact, Illinois came into the Union as a slave state—that the 
principle of the Nebraska bill expelled it from Illinois, from several old states, 
from everywhere.

Now this is mere quibbling all the way through. If the ordinance of ’87 
did not keep slavery out of the Northwest Territory, how happens it that the 
northwest shore of the Ohio River is entirely free from it; while the south-east 
shore, less than a mile distant, along nearly the whole length of the river, is 
entirely covered with it?

If that ordinance did not keep it out of Illinois, what was it that made the 
difference between Illinois and Missouri? They lie side by side, the Missis-
sippi River only dividing them; while their early settlements were within 
the same latitude. Between 1810 and 1820 the number of slaves in Missouri 
increased 7,211; while in Illinois, in the same ten years, they decreased 51. This 
appears by the census returns. During nearly all of that ten years, both were 
territories—not states. During this time, the ordinance forbid slavery to go 
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into Illinois; and nothing forbid it to go into Missouri. It did go into Mis-
souri, and did not go into Illinois. That is the fact. Can anyone doubt as to 
the reason of it?

But, he says, Illinois came into the Union as a slave State. Silence, perhaps, 
would be the best answer to this flat contradiction of the known history of the 
country. What are the facts upon which this bold assertion is based? When 
we first acquired the country, as far back as 1787, there were some slaves 
within it, held by the French inhabitants at Kaskaskia. The territorial legis-
lation admitted a few negroes, from the slave states, as indentured servants. 
One year after the adoption of the first state constitution the whole number 
of them was—what do you think? just 117—while the aggregate free popula-
tion was 55,094—about 470 to 1. Upon this state of facts, the people framed 
their constitution prohibiting the further introduction of slavery, with a sort 
of guaranty to the owners of the few indentured servants, giving freedom 
to their children to be born thereafter, and making no mention whatever, of 
any supposed slave for life. Out of this small matter, the Judge manufactures 
his argument that Illinois came into the Union as a slave state. Let the facts 
be the answer to the argument.

The principles of the Nebraska bill, he says, expelled slavery from Illinois. 
The principle of that bill first planted it here—that is, it first came, because 
there was no law to prevent it—first came before we owned the country; and 
finding it here, and having the ordinance of ’87 to prevent its increasing, our 
people struggled along, and finally got rid of it as best they could.

But the principle of the Nebraska bill abolished slavery in several of the 
old states. Well, it is true that several of the old states, in the last quarter of the 
last century, did adopt systems of gradual emancipation, by which the insti-
tution has finally become extinct within their limits; but it may or may not be 
true that the principle of the Nebraska bill was the cause that led to the adop-
tion of these measures. It is now more than fifty years, since the last of these 
states adopted its system of emancipation. If Nebraska bill is the real author 
of these benevolent works, it is rather deplorable that he has, for so long a 
time, ceased working all together. Is there not some reason to suspect that 
it was the principle of the Revolution, and not the principle of Nebraska bill, 
that led to emancipation in these old states? Leave it to the people of those 
old emancipating states, and I am quite sure they will decide that neither 
that, nor any other good thing, ever did, or ever will come of Nebraska bill.

In the course of my main argument, Judge Douglas interrupted me to 
say, that the principle of the Nebraska bill was very old; that it originated 
when God made man and placed good and evil before him, allowing him to 
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choose for himself, being responsible for the choice he should make. At the 
time I thought this was merely playful; and I answered it accordingly. But in 
his reply to me he renewed it, as a serious argument. In seriousness then, the 
facts of this proposition are not true as stated. God did not place good and 
evil before man, telling him to make his choice. On the contrary, he did tell 
him there was one tree, of the fruit of which he should not eat, upon pain of 
certain death. I should scarcely wish so strong a prohibition against slavery 
in Nebraska.

But this argument strikes me as not a little remarkable in another 
particular—in its strong resemblance to the old argument for the “divine 
right of kings.” By the latter, the King is to do just as he pleases with his white 
subjects, being responsible to God alone. By the former the white man is to 
do just as he pleases with his black slaves, being responsible to God alone. 
The two things are precisely alike; and it is but natural that they should find 
similar arguments to sustain them.

I had argued that the application of the principle of self-government, as 
contended for, would require the revival of the African slave trade—that no 
argument could be made in favor of a man’s right to take slaves to Nebraska 
which could not be equally well made in favor of his right to bring them from 
the coast of Africa. The Judge replied that the Constitution requires the sup-
pression of the foreign slave trade; but does not require the prohibition of 
slavery in the territories. That is a mistake, in point of fact. The Constitution 
does not require the action of Congress in either case; and it does authorize 
it in both. And so, there is still no difference between the cases.

In regard to what I had said, the advantage the slave states have over the 
free, in the matter of representation, the Judge replied that we, in the free 
states, count five free negroes as five white people, while in the slave states, 
they count five slaves as three whites only; and that the advantage, at last, 
was on the side of the free states.

Now, in the slave states, they count free negroes just as we do; and it so 
happens that besides their slaves, they have as many free negroes as we have, 
and thirty-three thousand over. Thus their free negroes more than balance 
ours; and their advantage over us, in consequence of their slaves, still remains 
as I stated it.

In reply to my argument, that the compromise measures of 1850 were a 
system of equivalents; and that the provisions of no one of them could fairly 
be carried to other subjects, without its corresponding equivalent being car-
ried with it, the Judge denied outright that these measures had any connec-
tion with, or dependence upon, each other. This is mere desperation. If they 
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have no connection, why are they always spoken of in connection? Why has 
he so spoken of them, a thousand times? Why has he constantly called them 
a series of measures? Why does everybody call them a compromise? Why was 
California kept out of the Union six or seven months, if it was not because of 
its connection with the other measures? Webster’s leading definition of the 
verb “to compromise” is “to adjust and settle a difference, by mutual agree-
ment with concessions of claims by the parties.” This conveys precisely the 
popular understanding of the word compromise. We knew, before the Judge 
told us, that these measures passed separately, and in distinct bills; and that 
no two of them were passed by the votes of precisely the same members. But 
we also know, and so does he know, that no one of them could have passed 
both branches of Congress but for the understanding that the others were to 
pass also. Upon this understanding each got votes, which it could have got in 
no other way. It is this fact, that gives to the measures their true character; 
and it is the universal knowledge of this fact, that has given them the name 
of compromise so expressive of that true character.

I had asked, “If in carrying the provisions of the Utah and New Mexico 
laws to Nebraska, you could clear away other objection, how can you leave 
Nebraska ‘perfectly free’ to introduce slavery before she forms a constitution—
during her territorial government?—while the Utah and New Mexico laws 
only authorize it when they form constitutions, and are admitted into the 
Union?” To this Judge Douglas answered that the Utah and New Mexico 
laws, also authorized it before; and to prove this, he read from one of their 
laws, as follows: “That the legislative power of said territory shall extend to 
all rightful subjects of legislation consistent with the Constitution of the 
United States and the provisions of this act.”

Now it is perceived from the reading of this, that there is nothing express 
upon the subject; but that the authority is sought to be implied merely, for 
the general provision of “all rightful subjects of legislation.” In reply to this, 
I insist, as a legal rule of construction, as well as the plain popular view of the 
matter, that the express provision for Utah and New Mexico coming in with 
slavery if they choose, when they shall form constitutions, is an exclusion of 
all implied authority on the same subject—that Congress, having the subject 
distinctly in their minds, when they made the express provision, they therein 
expressed their whole meaning on that subject.

The Judge rather insinuated that I had found it convenient to forget the 
Washington territorial law passed in 1853. This was a division of Oregon, 
organizing the northern part, as the territory of Washington. He asserted 
that, by this act, the ordinance of ’87 theretofore existing in Oregon was 
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repealed; that nearly all the members of Congress voted for it, beginning 
in the H.R., with Charles Allen of Massachusetts, and ending with Rich-
ard Yates, of Illinois; and that he could not understand how those who now 
oppose the Nebraska bill so voted then, unless it was because it was then too 
soon after both the great political parties had ratified the compromises of 
1850, and the ratification therefore too fresh to be then repudiated.

Now I had seen the Washington act before; and I have carefully examined 
it since; and I aver that there is no repeal of the ordinance of ’87, or of any 
prohibition of slavery, in it. In express terms, there is absolutely nothing in the 
whole law upon the subject—in fact, nothing to lead a reader to think of the 
subject. To my judgment, it is equally free from every thing from which such 
repeal can be legally implied; but however this may be, are men now to be 
entrapped by a legal implication, extracted from covert language, introduced 
perhaps, for the very purpose of entrapping them? I sincerely wish every man 
could read this law quite through, carefully watching every sentence, and 
every line, for a repeal of the ordinance of ’87 or any thing equivalent to it.

Another point on the Washington act. If it was intended to be modeled 
after the Utah and New Mexico acts, as Judge Douglas, insists, why was it 
not inserted in it, as in them, that Washington was to come in with or with-
out slavery as she may choose at the adoption of her constitution? It has no 
such provision in it; and I defy the ingenuity of man to give a reason for the 
omission, other than that it was not intended to follow the Utah and New 
Mexico laws in regard to the question of slavery.

The Washington act not only differs vitally from the Utah and New Mex-
ico acts; but the Nebraska act differs vitally from both. By the latter act the 
people are left “perfectly free” to regulate their own domestic concerns, etc.; 
but in all the former, all their laws are to be submitted to Congress, and if 
disapproved are to be null. The Washington act goes even further; it abso-
lutely prohibits the territorial legislation [legislature?], by very strong and 
guarded language, from establishing banks, or borrowing money on the faith 
of the territory. Is this the sacred right of self-government we hear vaunted 
so much? No sir, the Nebraska bill finds no model in the acts of ’50 or the 
Washington act. It finds no model in any law from Adam till today. As Phillips 
says of Napoleon, the Nebraska act is grand, gloomy, and peculiar; wrapped 
in the solitude of its own originality; without a model, and without a shadow 
upon the earth.

In the course of his reply, Senator Douglas remarked, in substance, that 
he had always considered this government was made for the white people 
and not for the negroes. Why, in point of mere fact, I think so too. But in 
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this remark of the Judge, there is a significance which I think is the key to 
the great mistake (if there is any such mistake) which he has made in this 
Nebraska measure. It shows that the Judge has no very vivid impression that 
the negro is a human; and consequently has no idea that there can be any 
moral question in legislating about him. In his view, the question of whether 
a new country shall be slave or free, is a matter of as utter indifference, as it 
is whether his neighbor shall plant his farm with tobacco, or stock it with 
horned cattle. Now, whether this view is right or wrong, it is very certain 
that the great mass of mankind take a totally different view. They consider 
slavery a great moral wrong; and their feeling against it, is not evanescent, 
but eternal. It lies at the very foundation of their sense of justice; and it can-
not be trifled with. It is a great and durable element of popular action, and, I 
think, no statesman can safely disregard it.

Our Senator also objects that those who oppose him in this measure do 
not entirely agree with one another. He reminds me that in my firm adher-
ence to the constitutional rights of the slave states, I differ widely from others 
who are cooperating with me in opposing the Nebraska bill; and he says it 
is not quite fair to oppose him in this variety of ways. He should remem-
ber that he took us by surprise—astounded us—by this measure. We were 
thunderstruck and stunned; and we reeled and fell in utter confusion. But 
we rose each fighting, grasping whatever he could first reach—a scythe—a 
pitchfork—a chopping axe, or a butcher’s cleaver. We struck in the direction 
of the sound; and we are rapidly closing in upon him. He must not think to 
divert us from our purpose, by showing us that our drill, our dress, and our 
weapons, are not entirely perfect and uniform. When the storm shall be past, 
he shall find us still Americans; no less devoted to the continued Union and 
prosperity of the country than heretofore.

Finally, the Judge invokes against me, the memory of Clay and of Webster. 
They were great men; and men of great deeds. But where have I assailed them? 
For what is it, that their lifelong enemy shall now make profit, by assuming 
to defend them against me, their lifelong friend? I go against the repeal of 
the Missouri Compromise; did they ever go for it? They went for the Com-
promise of 1850; did I ever go against them? They were greatly devoted to the 
Union; to the small measure of my ability, was I ever less so? Clay and Web-
ster were dead before this question arose; by what authority shall our Senator 
say they would espouse his side of it, if alive? Mr. Clay was the leading spirit 
in making the Missouri Compromise; is it very credible that if now alive, he 
would take the lead in the breaking of it? The truth is that some support from 
Whigs is now a necessity with the Judge, and for thus it is, that the names 
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of Clay and Webster are now invoked. His old friends have deserted him in 
such numbers as to leave too few to live by. He came to his own, and his own 
received him not, and Lo! he turns unto the Gentiles.

A word now as to the Judge’s desperate assumption that the Compromises 
of ’50 had no connection with one another; that Illinois came into the Union 
as a slave state, and some other similar ones. This is no other than a bold 
denial of the history of the country. If we do not know that the Compromises 
of ’50 were dependent on each other; if we do not know that Illinois came 
into the Union as a free state—we do not know anything. If we do not know 
these things, we do not know that we ever had a revolutionary war, or such 
a chief as Washington. To deny these things is to deny our national axioms, 
or dogmas, at least; and it puts an end to all argument. If a man will stand 
up and assert, and repeat, and reassert, that two and two do not make four, 
I know nothing in the power of argument that can stop him. I think I can 
answer the Judge so long as he sticks to the premises; but when he flies from 
them, I cannot work an argument into the consistency of a maternal gag, and 
actually close his mouth with it. In such a case I can only commend him to 
the seventy thousand answers just in from Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana.
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Document 5

Reply to the Dred Scott Decision
June 26, 1857

On March 6, 1857, the Supreme Court announced its decision in the case of 
Dred Scott v. Sandford. Dred Scott’s owner had taken him into a free 

state. Scott sued for his freedom, arguing that his residence in a free state made 
him a free man. On appeal, the case reached the Supreme Court, which ruled that 
African Americans were not citizens and were never intended to be citizens, and 
thus Scott had no standing to sue in federal court. The Court further ruled that 
Congress had no power to prohibit slavery in the territories. This ruling struck at 
the existence of the Republican Party, Lincoln’s party, because the central plank 
of the Republican platform was that Congress had the right and the duty to pro-
hibit slavery in the territories.

Lincoln responded to the ruling in this speech given in Springfield, Illinois. His 
response was also part of his ongoing campaign against Democratic senator Ste-
phen A. Douglas (1813–1861) (Documents 4, 6, 7, 9), the leading proponent of pol-
icies that Lincoln thought would spread the evil of slavery into the territories and 
ultimately destroy the American Republic. In his response, Lincoln explained why 
the Dred Scott decision was wrong and why the decision should not be accepted 
as a final and controlling precedent. He also explained his understanding of the 
Declaration of Independence, contrasting it with Douglas’ understanding. Finally, 
in response to Douglas’ claim that the Republicans wanted amalgamation of the 
races, Lincoln explained why the policies of the Democrats and Douglas were more 
likely to bring that about. In this context, Lincoln explained why he supported 
the return of African Americans to Africa.

Source: Life and Works of Abraham Lincoln, Centenary Edition, vol. 3, ed. Marion Mills 
Miller (New York: Current Literature Publishing, 1907), 15–30, https://archive.org/details/
lifeworks03lincuoft/page/n3/mode/2up?view=theater.

Fellow citizens:

I am here tonight, partly by the invitation of some of you, and partly by my 
own inclination. Two weeks ago, Judge Douglas spoke here on the several 
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subjects of Kansas, the Dred Scott decision, and Utah. I listened to the speech 
at the time, and have read the report of it since. It was intended to controvert 
opinions which I think just, and to assail (politically, not personally) those 
men who, in common with me, entertain those opinions. For this reason I 
wished then, and still wish, to make some answer to it, which I now take the 
opportunity of doing. . . .

And now, as to the Dred Scott decision. That decision declares two 
propositions—first, that a negro cannot sue in the United States courts; and 
secondly, that Congress cannot prohibit slavery in the territories. It was made 
by a divided court—dividing differently on the different points. Judge Doug-
las does not discuss the merits of the decision, and in that respect, I shall 
follow his example, believing I could no more improve upon McLean and 
Curtis, than he could on Taney.1

He denounces all who question the correctness of that decision, as offer-
ing violent resistance to it. But who resists it? Who has, in spite of the decision, 
declared Dred Scott free, and resisted the authority of his master over him?

Judicial decisions have two uses—first, to absolutely determine the case 
decided; and secondly to indicate to the public how other similar cases will 
be decided when they arise. For the latter use, they are called “precedents” 
and “authorities.”

We believe as much as Judge Douglas (perhaps more) in obedience to, 
and respect for the judicial department of government. We think its decisions 
on constitutional questions, when fully settled, should control not only the 
particular cases decided, but the general policy of the country subject to 
be disturbed only by amendments of the Constitution, as provided in that 
instrument itself. More than this would be revolution. But we think the Dred 
Scott decision is erroneous. We know the court that made it has often over-
ruled its own decisions, and we shall do what we can to have it overrule this. 
We offer no resistance to it.

Judicial decisions are of greater or less authority as precedents, according 
to circumstances. That this should be so, accords both with common sense, 
and the customary understanding of the legal profession.

If this important decision had been made by the unanimous concurrence 
of the judges, and without any apparent partisan bias, and in accordance with 
legal public expectation, and with the steady practice of the departments, 

1 Chief Justice Roger Taney (1777–1864) wrote the majority opinion in Dred Scott. 
Justices John McLean (1785–1861) and Benjamin Curtis (1809–1874) wrote dissent-
ing opinions.
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throughout our history, and had been in no part based on assumed historical 
facts which are not really true; or, if wanting in some of these, it had been 
before the court more than once, and had there been affirmed and reaffirmed 
through a course of years, it then might be, perhaps would be, factious, nay, 
even revolutionary, not to acquiesce in it as a precedent.

But when, as is true, we find it wanting in all these claims to the public 
confidence, it is not resistance, it is not factious, it is not even disrespectful, to 
treat it as not having yet quite established a settled doctrine for the country. 
But Judge Douglas considers this view awful. Hear him:

The courts are the tribunals prescribed by the Constitution and cre-
ated by the authority of the people to determine, expound, and enforce 
the law. Hence, whoever resists the final decision of the highest judi-
cial tribunal, aims a deadly blow to our whole republican system of 
government—a blow which, if successful, would place all our rights 
and liberties at the mercy of passion, anarchy, and violence. I repeat, 
therefore, that if resistance to the decisions of the Supreme Court of 
the United States, in a matter like the points decided in the Dred Scott 
case, clearly within their jurisdiction as defined by the Constitution, 
shall be forced upon the country as a political issue, it will become 
a distinct and naked issue between the friends and enemies of the 
Constitution—the friends and enemies of the supremacy of the laws.

Why, this same Supreme Court once decided a national bank to be con-
stitutional; but General Jackson, as president of the United States, disre-
garded the decision, and vetoed a bill for a re-charter, partly on constitutional 
ground, declaring that each public functionary must support the Constitu-
tion “as he understands it.” But hear the General’s own words. Here they are, 
taken from his veto message:

It is maintained by the advocates of the bank, that its constitutionality, 
in all its features, ought to be considered as settled by precedent, and 
by the decision of the Supreme Court. To this conclusion I cannot 
assent. Mere precedent is a dangerous source of authority, and should 
not be regarded as deciding questions of constitutional power, except 
where the acquiescence of the people and the states can be considered 
as well settled. So far from this being the case on this subject, an argu-
ment against the bank might be based on precedent. One Congress, 
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in 1791, decided in favor of a bank; another, in 1811, decided against 
it. One Congress, in 1815, decided against a bank; another, in 1816, 
decided in its favor. Prior to the present Congress, therefore, the prec-
edents drawn from that source were equal. If we resort to the states, 
the expression of legislative, judicial, and executive opinions against 
the bank have been probably to those in its favor as four to one. There 
is nothing in precedent, therefore, which, if its authority were admit-
ted, ought to weigh in favor of the act before me.

I drop the quotations merely to remark, that all there ever was, in the way 
of precedent up to the Dred Scott decision, on the points therein decided, had 
been against that decision. But hear General Jackson further:

If the opinion of the Supreme Court covered the whole ground of this 
act, it ought not to control the coordinate authorities of this govern-
ment. The Congress, the Executive, and the Court, must each for itself 
be guided by its own opinion of the Constitution. Each public officer, 
who takes an oath to support the Constitution, swears that he will 
support it as he understands it, and not as it is understood by others.

Again and again have I heard Judge Douglas denounce that bank decision, 
and applaud General Jackson for disregarding it. It would be interesting for 
him to look over his recent speech and see how exactly his fierce philippics 
against us for resisting Supreme Court decisions fall upon his own head. 
It will call to mind a long and fierce political war in this country, upon an 
issue which, in his own language, and, of course, in his own changeless esti-
mation, was “a distinct issue between the friends and the enemies of the 
Constitution,” and in which war he fought in the ranks of the enemies of 
the Constitution.

I have said, in substance, that the Dred Scott decision was, in part, based 
on assumed historical facts which were not really true, and I ought not to 
leave the subject without giving some reasons for saying this; I, therefore, 
give an instance or two, which I think fully sustain me. Chief Justice Taney, 
in delivering the opinion of the majority of the Court, insists at great length, 
that negroes were no part of the people who made, or for whom was made, 
the Declaration of Independence, or the Constitution of the United States.

On the contrary, Judge Curtis, in his dissenting opinion, shows that in 
five of the then thirteen states, to wit: New Hampshire, Massachusetts, New 
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York, New Jersey, and North Carolina, free negroes were voters, and, in pro-
portion to their numbers, had the same part in making the Constitution 
that the white people had. He shows this with so much particularity as to 
leave no doubt of its truth; and as a sort of conclusion on that point, holds 
the following language:

The Constitution was ordained and established by the people of the 
United States, through the action, in each state, of those persons who 
were qualified by its laws to act thereon in behalf of themselves and 
all other citizens of the state. In some of the states, as we have seen, 
colored persons were among those qualified by law to act on the sub-
ject. These colored persons were not only included in the body of “the 
people of the United States,” by whom the Constitution was ordained 
and established; but in at least five of the states they had the power 
to act, and, doubtless, did act, by their suffrages, upon the question 
of its adoption.

Again, Chief Justice Taney says:

It is difficult, at this day to realize the state of public opinion in rela-
tion to that unfortunate race, which prevailed in the civilized and 
enlightened portions of the world at, the time of the Declaration of 
Independence, and when the Constitution of the United States was 
framed and adopted.

And again, after quoting from the Declaration, he says:

The general words above quoted would seem to include the whole 
human family, and if they were used in a similar instrument at this 
day, would be so understood.

In these the Chief Justice does not directly assert, but plainly assumes, as 
a fact, that the public estimate of the black man is more favorable now than 
it was in the days of the Revolution. This assumption is a mistake. In some 
trifling particulars, the condition of that race has been ameliorated; but as 
a whole, in this country, the change between then and now is decidedly the 
other way; and their ultimate destiny has never appeared so hopeless as in 
the last three or four years. In two of the five states—New Jersey and North 
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Carolina—that then gave the free negro the right of voting, the right has since 
been taken away; and in the third—New York—it has been greatly abridged; 
while it has not been extended, so far as I know, to a single additional state, 
though the number of the states has more than doubled. In those days, as I 
understand, masters could, at their own pleasure, emancipate their slaves; 
but since then such legal restraints have been made upon emancipation as 
to amount almost to prohibition. In those days legislatures held the unques-
tioned power to abolish slavery in their respective states; but now it is becom-
ing quite fashionable for state constitutions to withhold that power from the 
legislatures. In those days by common consent, the spread of the black man’s 
bondage to the new countries was prohibited; but now, Congress decides that 
it will not continue the prohibition—and the Supreme Court decides that it 
could not if it would. In those days our Declaration of Independence was held 
sacred by all, and thought to include all; but now, to aid in making the bond-
age of the negro universal and eternal, it is assailed, sneered at, construed, 
hawked at, and torn, till, if its framers could rise from their graves, they could 
not at all recognize it. All the powers of earth seem rapidly combining against 
him. Mammon is after him; ambition follows, philosophy follows, and the 
theology of the day is fast joining the cry. They have him in his prison-house; 
they have searched his person and left no prying instrument with him. One 
after another they have closed the heavy iron doors upon him; and now they 
have him, as it were, bolted in with a lock of a hundred keys, which can never 
be unlocked without the concurrence of every key; the keys in the hands of a 
hundred different men, and they scattered to a hundred different and distant 
places; and they stand musing as to what invention, in all the dominions of 
mind and matter, can be produced to make the impossibility of his escape 
more complete than it is.

It is grossly incorrect to say or assume, that the public estimate of the 
negro is more favorable now than it was at the origin of the government.

Three years and a half ago, Judge Douglas brought forward his famous 
Nebraska bill.2 The country was at once in a blaze. He scorned all opposition 
and carried it through Congress. Since then he has seen himself superseded 
in a presidential nomination by one endorsing the general doctrine of his 
measure, but at the same time standing clear of the odium of its untimely 
agitation, and its gross breach of national faith; and he has seen that success-
ful rival constitutionally elected, not by the strength of friends but by the 

2 The Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854). See Document 4.
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division of his adversaries, being in a popular minority of nearly 400,000 
votes.3 He has seen his chief aids in his own state, Shields and Richardson,4 
politely speaking, successively tried, convicted, and executed, for an offense 
not their own, but his. And now he sees his own case, standing next on the 
docket for trial.

There is a natural disgust, in the minds of nearly all white people, to the 
idea of an indiscriminate amalgamation of the white and black races; and 
Judge Douglas evidently is basing his chief hope upon the chances of his 
being able to appropriate the benefit of this disgust to himself. If he can, 
by much drumming and repeating, fasten the odium of that idea upon his 
adversaries, he thinks he can struggle through the storm. He therefore 
clings to this hope, as a drowning man to the last plank. He makes an occa-
sion for lugging it in from the opposition to the Dred Scott decision. He finds 
the Republicans insisting that the Declaration of Independence includes all 
men, black as well as white, and forthwith he boldly denies that it includes 
negroes at all, and proceeds to argue gravely that all who contend it does, 
do so only because they want to vote, eat and sleep, and marry with negroes. 
He will have it that they cannot be consistent else. Now, I protest against the 
counterfeit logic which concludes that because I do not want a black woman 
for a slave I must necessarily want her for a wife. I need not have her for either. 
I can just leave her alone. In some respects she certainly is not my equal; but 
in her natural right to eat the bread she earns with her own hands, without 
asking leave of anyone else, she is my equal, and the equal of all others.

Chief Justice Taney, in his opinion in the Dred Scott case, admits that the 
language of the Declaration is broad enough to include the whole human 
family; but he and Judge Douglas argue that the authors of that instrument 
did not intend to include negroes, by the fact that they did not at once actually 
place them on an equality with the whites. Now, this grave argument comes 
to just nothing at all by the other fact, that they did not at once, or ever after-
ward, actually place all white people on an equality with one another. And 

3 Lincoln referred to Douglas’ unsuccessful bid for the presidency in 1856 and the 
election of James Buchanan. The “breach of national faith” was the repeal of the 
Missouri Compromise. See Document 4.
4 James Shields (1806–1879) was a political ally of Stephen Douglas in the U.S. Sen-
ate. Shields failed to win reelection to the Senate in 1854, losing to the antislavery 
Democrat Lyman Trumbull. William Alexander Richardson (1811–1875), another 
ally of Douglas, was an Illinois Democratic politician. In 1856 he lost the race for 
governor of Illinois to a Republican.
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this is the staple argument of both the Chief Justice and the senator for doing 
this obvious violence to the plain, unmistakable language of the Declaration.

I think the authors of that notable instrument intended to include all men, 
but they did not intend to declare all men equal in all respects. They did not 
mean to say all were equal in color, size, intellect, moral developments, or 
social capacity. They defined with tolerable distinctness in what respects they 
did consider all men created equal—equal with “certain inalienable rights, 
among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” This they said, 
and this meant. They did not mean to assert the obvious untruth that all were 
then actually enjoying that equality, nor yet that they were about to confer 
it immediately upon them. In fact, they had no power to confer such a boon. 
They meant simply to declare the right, so that the enforcement of it might 
follow as fast as circumstances should permit. They meant to set up a stan-
dard maxim for free society, which should be familiar to all, and revered by 
all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never per-
fectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading 
and deepening its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life 
to all people of all colors everywhere. The assertion that “all men are created 
equal” was of no practical use in effecting our separation from Great Britain; 
and it was placed in the Declaration not for that, but for future use. Its authors 
meant it to be, thank God, it is now proving itself, a stumbling block to those 
who in after times might seek to turn a free people back into the hateful paths 
of despotism. They knew the proneness of prosperity to breed tyrants, and 
they meant when such should reappear in this fair land and commence their 
vocation they should find left for them at least one hard nut to crack.

I have now briefly expressed my view of the meaning and objects of that 
part of the Declaration of Independence which declares that “all men are 
created equal.”

Now let us hear Judge Douglas’ view of the same subject, as I find it in the 
printed report of his late speech. Here it is:

No man can vindicate the character, motives, and conduct of the 
signers of the Declaration of Independence except upon the hypoth-
esis that they referred to the white race alone, and not to the African, 
when they declared all men to have been created equal—that they were 
speaking of British subjects on this continent being equal to British 
subjects born and residing in Great Britain—that they were entitled 
to the same inalienable rights, and among them were enumerated life, 
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liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The Declaration was adopted 
for the purpose of justifying the colonists in the eyes of the civilized 
world in withdrawing their allegiance from the British Crown and 
dissolving their connection with the mother country.

My good friends, read that carefully over some leisure hour, and ponder 
well upon it—see what a mere wreck—mangled ruin—it makes of our once 
glorious Declaration.

“They were speaking of British subjects on this continent being equal to 
British subjects born and residing in Great Britain”! Why, according to this, 
not only negroes but white people outside of Great Britain and America are 
not spoken of in that instrument. The English, Irish, and Scotch, along with 
white Americans, were included to be sure, but the French, Germans, and 
other white people of the world are all gone to pot along with the Judge’s 
inferior races. I had thought the Declaration promised something better 
than the condition of British subjects; but no, it only meant that we should 
be equal to them in their own oppressed and unequal condition. According 
to that, it gave no promise that having kicked off the king and lords of Great 
Britain, we should not at once be saddled with a king and lords of our own.

I had thought the Declaration contemplated the progressive improve-
ment in the condition of all men everywhere; but no, it merely “was adopted 
for the purpose of justifying the colonists in the eyes of the civilized world 
in withdrawing their allegiance from the British Crown and dissolving their 
connection with the mother country.” Why, that object having been effected 
some eighty years ago, the Declaration is of no practical use now—mere 
rubbish—old wadding left to rot on the battlefield after the victory is won.

I understand you are preparing to celebrate the “Fourth,” tomorrow week. 
What for? The doings of that day had no reference to the present; and quite 
half of you are not even descendants of those who were referred to at that 
day. But I suppose you will celebrate; and will even go so far as to read the 
Declaration. Suppose after you read it once in the old-fashioned way, you 
read it once more with Judge Douglas’ version. It will then run thus: “We 
hold these truths to be self-evident that all British subjects who were on this 
continent eighty-one years ago were created equal to all British subjects born 
and then residing in Great Britain.”

And now I appeal to all—to Democrats as well as others—are you really 
willing that the Declaration shall be thus frittered away?—thus left no more at 
most than an interesting memorial of the dead past? thus shorn of its vitality, 
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and practical value; and left without the germ or even the suggestion of the 
individual rights of man in it?

But Judge Douglas is especially horrified at the thought of the mixing 
blood by the white and black races: agreed for once—a thousand times agreed. 
There are white men enough to marry all the white women, and black men 
enough to marry all the black women; and so let them be married. On this 
point we fully agree with the Judge; and when he shall show that his policy 
is better adapted to prevent amalgamation than ours we shall drop ours, and 
adopt his. Let us see. In 1850 there were in the United States, 405,751 mulat-
toes. Very few of these are the offspring of whites and free blacks; nearly all 
have sprung from black slaves and white masters. A separation of the races 
is the only perfect preventive of amalgamation, but as an immediate sepa-
ration is impossible the next best thing is to keep them apart where they are 
not already together. If white and black people never get together in Kansas, 
they will never mix blood in Kansas. That is at least one self-evident truth. A 
few free colored persons may get into the free states, in any event; but their 
number is too insignificant to amount to much in the way of mixing blood. 
In 1850 there were in the free states 56,649 mulattoes; but for the most part 
they were not born there—they came from the slave states, ready made up. In 
the same year the slave states had 348,874 mulattoes all of home production. 
The proportion of free mulattoes to free blacks—the only colored classes in 
the free states—is much greater in the slave than in the free states. It is worthy 
of note too, that among the free states those which make the colored man 
the nearest to equal the white, have, proportionably the fewest mulattoes, 
the least of amalgamation. In New Hampshire, the state which goes farthest 
toward equality between the races, there are just 184 mulattoes while there 
are in Virginia—how many do you think? 79,775, being 23,126 more than in 
all the free states together.

These statistics show that slavery is the greatest source of amalgama-
tion; and next to it, not the elevation, but the degeneration of the free blacks. 
Yet Judge Douglas dreads the slightest restraints on the spread of slavery, 
and the slightest human recognition of the negro, as tending horribly to 
amalgamation.

This very Dred Scott case affords a strong test as to which party most favors 
amalgamation, the Republicans or the dear Union-saving Democracy. Dred 
Scott, his wife, and two daughters were all involved in the suit. We desired the 
Court to have held that they were citizens so far at least as to entitle them to a 
hearing as to whether they were free or not; and then, also, that they were in 
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fact and in law really free. Could we have had our way, the chances of these 
black girls ever mixing their blood with that of white people would have been 
diminished at least to the extent that it could not have been without their 
consent. But Judge Douglas is delighted to have them decided to be slaves, 
and not human enough to have a hearing, even if they were free, and thus left 
subject to the forced concubinage of their masters, and liable to become the 
mothers of mulattoes in spite of themselves—the very state of case that pro-
duces nine tenths of all the mulattoes—all the mixing of blood in the nation.

Of course, I state this case as an illustration only, not meaning to say or 
intimate that the master of Dred Scott and his family, or any more than a 
percentage of masters generally, are inclined to exercise this particular power 
which they hold over their female slaves.

I have said that the separation of the races is the only perfect preventive 
of amalgamation. I have no right to say all the members of the Republican 
Party are in favor of this, nor to say that as a party they are in favor of it. 
There is nothing in their platform directly on the subject. But I can say a 
very large proportion of its members are for it, and that the chief plank in 
their platform—opposition to the spread of slavery—is most favorable to that 
separation.

Such separation, if ever effected at all, must be effected by colonization; 
and no political party, as such, is now doing anything directly for coloniza-
tion. Party operations at present only favor or retard colonization inciden-
tally. The enterprise is a difficult one; but “when there is a will there is a way”; 
and what colonization needs most is a hearty will. Will springs from the two 
elements of moral sense and self-interest. Let us be brought to believe it is 
morally right, and, at the same time, favorable to, or, at least, not against, our 
interest, to transfer the African to his native clime, and we shall find a way to 
do it, however great the task may be. The children of Israel, to such numbers 
as to include 400,000 fighting men, went out of Egyptian bondage in a body.

How differently the respective courses of the Democratic and Repub-
lican parties incidentally bear on the question of forming a will —a public 
sentiment—for colonization, is easy to see. The Republicans inculcate, with 
whatever of ability they can, that the Negro is a man; that his bondage is cru-
elly wrong, and that the field of his oppression ought not to be enlarged. The 
Democrats deny his manhood; deny, or dwarf to insignificance, the wrong 
of his bondage; so far as possible, crush all sympathy for him, and culti-
vate and excite hatred and disgust against him; compliment themselves as 
Union-savers for doing so; and call the indefinite outspreading of his bondage 
“a sacred right of self-government.”
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The plainest print cannot be read through a gold eagle; and it will be ever 
hard to find many men who will send a slave to Liberia and pay his passage 
while they can send him to a new country, Kansas for instance, and sell him 
for fifteen hundred dollars, and the rise.
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Document 6

House Divided Speech
June 16, 1858

L incoln’s criticisms of the Kansas-Nebraska Act (Document 4), which was 
unpopular in the North, raised his political profile. In 1856 he joined the new 

Republican Party and was mentioned as a possible vice presidential candidate. 
He did not receive the nomination, but he did campaign in Illinois for the par-
ty’s presidential candidate, Charles Frémont. After the election of the Democrat 
James Buchanan (1791–1868), Lincoln continued to speak on behalf of the Repub-
lican cause of limiting slavery to the states where it already existed (Document 
5). In 1858 Lincoln became the Republican candidate for Illinois senator, running 
against Democrat Stephen A. Douglas (1813–1861), the incumbent and the author 
of the Kansas-Nebraska Act.

The House Divided Speech, delivered to the Republican State Convention in 
Springfield, was intended to be much more than an official announcement accept-
ing his party’s nomination. Lincoln’s deep-seated belief that slavery was wrong 
and incompatible with the principles of the Declaration of Independence had led 
him to reject Stephen Douglas’ morally neutral policy of popular sovereignty, 
which left it to the people in each territory to decide whether to accept slavery 
or not. While this seemed to be an effective compromise between proslavery and 
antislavery positions, Lincoln saw it as a betrayal of the Declaration and a threat 
to the freedom of all Americans. He argued that the Dred Scott decision (1857; 
Document 5) had put an end to Douglas’ policy of popular sovereignty by ruling 
that the people of a territory could not prohibit slavery. In response to the deci-
sion, Douglas sought to keep the idea of popular sovereignty alive and opposed the 
proslavery Kansas Lecompton Constitution (1857) because it did not represent the 
will of the people of Kansas. His opposition to Lecompton led some Republicans 
to believe that Douglas was the man who could lead Republicans to victory in the 
1860 presidential election.

Arguing that evidence suggested a concerted effort by Chief Justice Roger 
Taney (1777–1864) and the leaders of the Democratic Party, including Douglas, 
to spread slavery across the United States, Lincoln’s House Divided Speech was 
intended to stop Douglas’ political rise among Republicans. More important, its 
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purpose was to help return “the public mind” to the Founders’ belief that slavery 
was fundamentally unjust.

Source: Life and Works of Abraham Lincoln, Centenary Edition, vol. 3, ed. Marion Mills 
Miller (New York: Current Literature Publishing, 1907), 35–46, https://archive.org/details/
lifeworks03lincuoft/page/n3.

Mr. President and Gentlemen of the Convention:

If we could first know where we are, and whither we are tending, we could 
better judge what to do, and how to do it.

We are now far into the fifth year since a policy was initiated with the 
avowed object, and confident promise, of putting an end to slavery agitation.1

Under the operation of that policy, that agitation has not only not ceased, 
but has constantly augmented.

In my opinion, it will not cease until a crisis shall have been reached and 
passed.

“A house divided against itself cannot stand.”2
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.
Either the opponents of slavery will arrest the further spread of it and 

place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of 
ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push it forward, till it shall become 
alike lawful in all the states, old as well as new—North as well as South.

Have we no tendency to the latter condition?
Let anyone who doubts, carefully contemplate that now almost complete 

legal combination—piece of machinery, so to speak—compounded of the 
Nebraska doctrine and the Dred Scott decision.3 Let him consider not only 
what work the machinery is adapted to do, and how well adapted; but also, 

1 The Kansas-Nebraska Act and the policy of leaving the existence of slavery in the 
territories up to those who lived there; i.e., Douglas’ policy of popular sovereignty.
2 Mark 3:25.
3 Documents 4 and 5, respectively.
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let him study the history of its construction and trace, if he can, or rather fail, 
if he can, to trace the evidences of design, and concert of action, among its 
chief architects from the beginning.

But, so far, Congress only had acted; and an endorsement by the people, 
real or apparent, was indispensable to save the point already gained, and give 
chance for more.

The new year of 1854 found slavery excluded from more than half the 
states by state constitutions, and from most of the national territory by con-
gressional prohibition.

Four days later commenced the struggle which ended in repealing that 
congressional prohibition.4

This opened all the national territory to slavery, and was the first point 
gained.

This necessity had not been overlooked; but had been provided for, as 
well as might be, in the notable argument of “squatter sovereignty,” other-
wise called “sacred right of self-government,” which latter phrase, though 
expressive of the only rightful basis of any government, was so perverted in 
this attempted use of it as to amount to just this: That if any one man choose 
to enslave another, no third man shall be allowed to object.

That argument was incorporated into the Nebraska bill itself, in the lan-
guage which follows: “It being the true intent and meaning of this act not to 
legislate slavery into any territory or state, nor to exclude it therefrom; but 
to leave the people thereof perfectly free to form and regulate their domestic 
institutions in their own way, subject only to the Constitution of the United 
States.”

Then opened the roar of loose declamation in favor of “squatter sover-
eignty” and “sacred right of self-government.”

“But,” said opposition members, “let us amend the bill so as to expressly 
declare that the people of the territory may exclude slavery.” “Not we,” said 
the friends of the measure; and down they voted the amendment.

While the Nebraska bill was passing through Congress, a law case 
involving the question of a Negro’s freedom by reason of his owner having 

4 The Kansas-Nebraska bill was introduced to the Senate on January 4, 1854, by 
Stephen Douglas. Douglas accepted an amendment to the bill that repealed the 
Missouri Compromise, which had set the line of 36º 30́  north latitude as the north-
ern limit beyond which slavery was not allowed. As Lincoln noted in this speech, 
the repeal of this limit opened all the territories to slavery. On Kansas-Nebraska, 
see Document 4. 
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voluntarily taken him first into a free state and then into a territory covered 
by the congressional prohibition, and held him as a slave for a long time in 
each, was passing through the U.S. Circuit Court for the District of Mis-
souri;5 and both Nebraska bill and lawsuit were brought to a decision in the 
same month of May 1854. The Negro’s name was Dred Scott, which name 
now designates the decision finally made in the case.

Before the then next presidential election, the law case came to, and was 
argued in, the Supreme Court of the United States; but the decision of it was 
deferred until after the election. Still, before the election, Senator Trumbull,6 
on the floor of the Senate, requested the leading advocate of the Nebraska 
bill7 to state his opinion whether the people of a territory can constitutionally 
exclude slavery from their limits; and the latter answered: “That is a question 
for the Supreme Court.”

The election came. Mr. Buchanan8 was elected, and the endorsement, 
such as it was, secured. That was the second point gained. The endorsement, 
however, fell short of a clear popular majority by nearly four hundred thou-
sand votes, and so, perhaps, was not overwhelmingly reliable and satisfactory.

The outgoing president,9 in his last annual message, as impressively 
as possible echoed back upon the people the weight and authority of the 
endorsement.

The Supreme Court met again; did not announce their decision, but 
ordered a re-argument.

The presidential inauguration came, and still no decision of the Court; 
but the incoming president in his inaugural address, fervently exhorted the 
people to abide by the forthcoming decision, whatever it might be.

Then, in a few days, came the decision.
The reputed author of the Nebraska bill finds an early occasion to make 

a speech at this capital endorsing the Dred Scott decision, and vehemently 
denouncing all opposition to it.

5 The Dred Scott case. See Document 5.
6 Lyman Trumbull (1813–1896) was an antislavery Democrat from Illinois. 
7 Stephen A. Douglas.
8 James Buchanan (1791–1868) was proslavery, or at least supported the admission of 
Kansas as a slave state. Buchanan won the 1856 election in a three-way race with 45 
percent of the popular vote. 
9 Franklin Pierce (1804–1869). In his last annual message, Pierce criticized merely 
sectional parties, by which he meant the Republicans, and claimed that Buchanan’s 
election was an endorsement by the American people of the repeal of the Missouri 
Compromise.
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The new president, too, seizes the early occasion of the Silliman letter10 to 
endorse and strongly construe that decision, and to express his astonishment 
that any different view had ever been entertained!

At length a squabble springs up between the president and the author 
of the Nebraska bill, on the mere question of fact, whether the Lecompton 
Constitution was or was not, in any just sense, made by the people of Kansas; 
and in that quarrel the latter declares that all he wants is a fair vote for the 
people, and that he cares not whether slavery be voted down or voted up. I 
do not understand his declaration that he cares not whether slavery be voted 
down or voted up, to be intended by him other than as an apt definition of 
the policy he would impress upon the public mind—the principle for which 
he declares he has suffered so much, and is ready to suffer to the end.

And well may he cling to that principle. If he has any parental feeling, well 
may he cling to it. That principle is the only shred left of his original Nebraska 
doctrine. Under the Dred Scott decision “squatter sovereignty” squatted out 
of existence,11 tumbled down like temporary scaffolding—like the mold at 
the foundry served through one blast and fell back into loose sand—helped 
to carry an election, and then was kicked to the winds. His late joint struggle 
with the Republicans, against the Lecompton Constitution,12 involves noth-
ing of the original Nebraska doctrine. That struggle was made on a point—the 
right of a people to make their own constitution—upon which he and the 
Republicans have never differed.

The several points of the Dred Scott decision, in connection with Senator 
Douglas’ “care not” policy, constitute the piece of machinery, in its present 
state of advancement. This was the third point gained.

The working points of that machinery are:
First, that no Negro slave, imported as such from Africa, and no descen-

dant of such slave, can ever be a citizen of any state, in the sense of that term 
as used in the Constitution of the United States.

This point is made in order to deprive the Negro, in every possible event, 

10 Benjamin Silliman (1779–1864), a Yale science professor, wrote a letter to 
Buchanan, signed with a number of others, criticizing the use of troops against 
antislavery settlers in Kansas.
11 The Supreme Court held that slavery could not be excluded from the territories, 
which meant that the people could not vote to keep it out. Douglas’ principle of 
popular sovereignty was thus inoperative when it came to slavery. 
12 The proslavery Lecompton Constitution (1857) was adopted by an unrepresenta-
tive assembly and was therefore rejected by Congress as a basis for organizing the 
Kansas territory into a state.
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of the benefit of that provision of the United States Constitution which 
declares that “the citizens of each state shall be entitled to all privileges and 
immunities of citizens in the several states.”

Secondly, that “subject to the Constitution of the United States,” neither 
Congress nor a territorial legislature can exclude slavery from any United 
States territory.

This point is made in order that individual men may fill up the territories 
with slaves, without danger of losing them as property, and thus to enhance 
the chances of permanency to the institution through all the future.

Thirdly, that whether the holding a Negro in actual slavery in a free 
state makes him free, as against the holder, the United States courts will 
not decide, but will leave to be decided by the courts of any slave state the 
Negro may be forced into by the master.

This point is made, not to be pressed immediately; but if acquiesced in 
for a while, and apparently endorsed by the people at an election, then to 
sustain the logical conclusion that what Dred Scott’s master might lawfully 
do with Dred Scott in the free state of Illinois, every other master may law-
fully do with any other one, or one thousand slaves, in Illinois, or in any 
other free state.

Auxiliary to all this, and working hand in hand with it, the Nebraska doc-
trine, or what is left of it, is to educate and mold public opinion, at least north-
ern public opinion, not to care whether slavery is voted down or voted up.

This shows exactly where we now are; and partially, also, whither we are 
tending.

It will throw additional light on the latter to go back, and run the mind 
over the string of historical facts already stated. Several things will now 
appear less dark and mysterious than they did when they were transpiring. 
The people were to be left “perfectly free,” “subject only to the Constitu-
tion.” What the Constitution had to do with it, outsiders could not then see. 
Plainly enough now, it was an exactly fitted niche for the Dred Scott decision 
to afterward come in, and declare the perfect freedom of the people to be 
just no freedom at all.

Why was the amendment, expressly declaring the right of the people, 
voted down? Plainly enough now: the adoption of it would have spoiled the 
niche for the Dred Scott decision.

Why was the court decision held up? Why even a senator’s individual 
opinion withheld, till after the presidential election? Plainly enough now: 
the speaking out then would have damaged the perfectly free argument upon 
which the election was to be carried.
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Why the outgoing president’s felicitation on the endorsement? Why the 
delay of a reargument? Why the incoming president’s advance exhortation 
in favor of the decision?

These things look like the cautious patting and petting of a spirited horse, 
preparatory to mounting him, when it is dreaded that he may give the rider 
a fall.

And why the hasty after endorsement of the decision by the president 
and others?

We cannot absolutely know that all these exact adaptations are the result 
of preconcert. But when we see a lot of framed timbers, different portions 
of which we know have been gotten out at different times and places and by 
different workmen—Stephen, Franklin, Roger and James, for instance13—
and when we see these timbers joined together, and see they exactly make 
the frame of a house or a mill, all the tenons and mortices14 exactly fitting, 
and all the lengths and proportions of the different pieces exactly adapted 
to their respective places, and not a piece too many or too few—not omitting 
even scaffolding—or, if a single piece be lacking, we see the place in the frame 
exactly fitted and prepared yet to bring such a piece in—in such a case, we 
find it impossible not to believe that Stephen and Franklin and Roger and 
James all understood one another from the beginning, and all worked upon 
a common plan or draft drawn up before the first blow was struck.

It should not be overlooked that, by the Nebraska bill, the people of a 
state as well as territory were to be left “perfectly free,” “subject only to the 
Constitution.”

Why mention a state? They were legislating for territories, and not for or 
about states. Certainly the people of a state are and ought to be subject to the 
Constitution of the United States; but why is mention of this lugged into this 
merely territorial law? Why are the people of a territory and the people of a 
state therein lumped together, and their relation to the Constitution therein 
treated as being precisely the same?

While the opinion of the Court, by Chief Justice Taney, in the Dred Scott 

13 Stephen Douglas; Franklin Pierce (1804–1869), the president who signed the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act; Roger Taney (1777–1864), the Supreme Court Chief Justice 
who wrote the Dred Scott decision; and James Buchanan (1791–1868), whose Inaugu-
ral Address (March 4, 1857) appeared to encourage acceptance of the forthcoming 
Dred Scott decision. 
14 A way of joining pieces of wood.



House Divided Speech 87

case, and the separate opinions of all the concurring judges, expressly declare 
that the Constitution of the United States neither permits Congress nor a 
territorial legislature to exclude slavery from any United States territory, they 
all omit to declare whether or not the same Constitution permits a state, or 
the people of a state, to exclude it.

Possibly, this is a mere omission; but who can be quite sure, if McLean or 
Curtis15 had sought to get into the opinion a declaration of unlimited power 
in the people of a state to exclude slavery from their limits, just as Chase and 
Mace16 sought to get such declaration, in behalf of the people of a territory, 
into the Nebraska bill; I ask, who can be quite sure that it would not have 
been voted down in the one case as it had been in the other?

The nearest approach to the point of declaring the power of a state over 
slavery is made by Judge Nelson.17 He approaches it more than once, using 
the precise idea, and almost the language, too, of the Nebraska act. On one 
occasion, his exact language is, “except in cases where the power is restrained 
by the Constitution of the United States, the law of the state is supreme over 
the subject of slavery within its jurisdiction.”

In what cases the power of the states is so restrained by the United States 
Constitution is left an open question, precisely as the same question, as to 
the restraint on the power of the territories, was left open in the Nebraska 
act. Put this and that together, and we have another nice little niche, which 
we may, ere long, see filled with another Supreme Court decision, declaring 
that the Constitution of the United States does not permit a state to exclude 
slavery from its limits.

And this may especially be expected if the doctrine of “care not whether 
slavery be voted down or voted up,” shall gain upon the public mind suffi-
ciently to give promise that such a decision can be maintained when made.

Such a decision is all that slavery now lacks of being alike lawful in all 
the states.

Welcome, or unwelcome, such decision is probably coming, and will soon 
be upon us, unless the power of the present political dynasty shall be met 
and overthrown.

15 John McLean and Benjamin R. Curtis, the dissenting justices in the Dred Scott 
case.
16 Senator Salmon P. Chase (1808–1873) (R-OH) and Representative Daniel Mace 
(1811–1867) (D-IN).
17 Justice Samuel Nelson concurred in the Supreme Court’s opinion in Dred Scott.
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We shall lie down pleasantly dreaming that the people of Missouri are on 
the verge of making their state free, and we shall awake to the reality instead, 
that the Supreme Court has made Illinois a slave state.

To meet and overthrow the power of that dynasty, is the work now before 
all those who would prevent that consummation.

That is what we have to do.
How can we best do it?
There are those who denounce us openly to their own friends, and yet 

whisper us softly, that Senator Douglas is the aptest instrument there is with 
which to effect that object. They do not tell us, nor has he told us, that he 
wishes any such object to be effected. They wish us to infer all, from the fact 
that he now has a little quarrel with the present head of the dynasty; and 
that he has regularly voted with us on a single point, upon which he and we 
have never differed.

They remind us that he is a great man, and that the largest of us are very 
small ones. Let this be granted. But “a living dog is better than a dead lion.”18 
Judge Douglas, if not a dead lion, for this work is at least a caged and tooth-
less one. How can he oppose the advances of slavery? He don’t care anything 
about it. His avowed mission is impressing the “public heart” to care nothing 
about it.

A leading Douglas democratic newspaper thinks Douglas’ superior talent 
will be needed to resist the revival of the African slave trade.

Does Douglas believe an effort to revive that trade is approaching? He 
has not said so. Does he really think so? But if it is, how can he resist it? For 
years he has labored to prove it a sacred right of white men to take Negro 
slaves into the new territories. Can he possibly show that it is less a sacred 
right to buy them where they can be bought cheapest? And unquestionably 
they can be bought cheaper in Africa than in Virginia.

He has done all in his power to reduce the whole question of slavery to 
one of a mere right of property; and as such, how can he oppose the foreign 
slave trade—how can he refuse that trade in that “property” shall be “perfectly 
free”—unless he does it as a protection to the home production?19 And as 
the home producers will probably not ask the protection, he will be wholly 
without a ground of opposition.

Senator Douglas holds, we know, that a man may rightfully be wiser today 

18 Ecclesiastes 9:4.
19 Some states such as Virginia exported excess slaves to states farther south where 
they were needed for cotton production.
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than he was yesterday—that he may rightfully change when he finds himself 
wrong.

But can we, for that reason, run ahead, and infer that he will make any 
particular change, of which he, himself, has given no intimation? Can we 
safely base our action upon any such vague inference?

Now, as ever, I wish not to misrepresent Judge Douglas’s position, ques-
tion his motives, or do aught that can be personally offensive to him.

Whenever, if ever, he and we can come together on principle so that our 
cause may have assistance from his great ability, I hope to have interposed 
no adventitious obstacle.

But clearly, he is not now with us—he does not pretend to be—he does 
not promise ever to be.

Our cause, then, must be entrusted to, and conducted by, its own 
undoubted friends—those whose hands are free, whose hearts are in the 
work—who do care for the result.

Two years ago the Republicans of the nation mustered over thirteen hun-
dred thousand strong.

We did this under the single impulse of resistance to a common danger, 
with every external circumstance against us.

Of strange, discordant, and even hostile elements, we gathered from the 
four winds, and formed and fought the battle through, under the constant 
hot fire of a disciplined, proud, and pampered enemy.

Did we brave all then, to falter now?—now, when that same enemy is 
wavering, dissevered and belligerent?

The result is not doubtful. We shall not fail—if we stand firm, we shall 
not fail.

Wise counsels may accelerate, or mistakes delay it, but, sooner or later, 
the victory is sure to come.
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Document 7

Speech at Chicago, Illinois
July 10, 1858

L incoln’s Speech at Chicago responded to remarks made the day before by Ste-
phen A. Douglas (1813–1861), the incumbent against whom he was running 

for the Senate. Douglas claimed that Lincoln’s House Divided Speech (Document 
6) was a “great political heresy” that invited sectional war and destroyed the divi-
sion of power between the federal and state governments, forcing the states into 
uniformity “in all their internal regulations.” Lincoln’s speech anticipated many 
of the arguments he made in the debates with Douglas the following fall during 
the Senate campaign (Document 9).

In the first section, Lincoln humorously defended the Republican Party from 
Douglas’ accusation that it was “an unholy and unnatural alliance” of radicals. 
He then investigated the principle of “popular sovereignty,” tracing its origin to 
the Declaration of Independence rather than to Douglas’ policy for dealing with 
slavery in the territories. In the final part of the first section, Lincoln revealed the 
contradiction between Dred Scott’s ruling that slavery could not be excluded from 
the territories and popular sovereignty’s guarantee that territorial settlers could 
restrict slavery if they so desired. Citing this contradiction, Lincoln discredited 
Douglas as an antislavery candidate, even though he had opposed the proslavery 
Lecompton Constitution under which Kansas sought to be admitted as a new 
state. Douglas had opposed the constitution because of fraudulent voting rather 
than any principled opposition to slavery. Lincoln emphasized that the Repub-
lican Party, not the minority faction of Douglas Democrats, deserved credit for 
defeating Lecompton and for carrying the antislavery banner forward.

In the second section, Lincoln attacked Douglas for his indifference to the 
“vast moral evil” of slavery. Lincoln also denied that his opposition to Dred Scott 
constituted “resistance” to the rule of law. Here Lincoln cited the example of Pres-
ident Andrew Jackson, the former head of the Democratic Party, who argued that 
each branch of the federal government had a duty to uphold the Constitution as 
each interpreted it. In the final section Lincoln affirmed equality as “the father 
of all moral principle,” the Declaration as the “electric cord” uniting the hearts 
of liberty-loving patriots in the Union. He warned that the principle of slavery 
would not stop with African Americans but would eventually threaten the freedom 



Speech at Chicago, Illinois 91

of whites as well. Seeking to explain how the principle of equality might serve as 
a moral and political standard notwithstanding its current contradiction by the 
existence of slavery, Lincoln offered an interpretation of Bible verse, “As your 
Father in Heaven is perfect, be ye also perfect” (Matthew 5:48). Lincoln concluded 
with a rousing peroration that “all men are created free and equal.”

Source: Life and Works of Abraham Lincoln, Centenary Edition, vol. 3, ed. Marion Mills 
Miller (New York: Current Literature Publishing, 1907), 47–72, https://archive.org/details/
lifeworks03lincuoft/page/n3.

My Fellow Citizens:

On yesterday evening, upon the occasion of the reception given to Sena-
tor Douglas, I was furnished with a seat very convenient for hearing him, 
and was otherwise very courteously treated by him and his friends, and for 
which I thank him and them. During the course of his remarks my name was 
mentioned in such a way as, I suppose, renders it at least not improper that I 
should make some sort of reply to him. I shall not attempt to follow him in 
the precise order in which he addressed the assembled multitude upon that 
occasion, though I shall perhaps do so in the main.

There was one question to which he asked the attention of the crowd, 
which I deem of somewhat less importance—at least of propriety for me to 
dwell upon—than the others, which he brought in near the close of his speech, 
and which I think it would not be entirely proper for me to omit attending 
to; and yet if I were not to give some attention to it now, I should probably 
forget it altogether. While I am upon this subject, allow me to say that I do 
not intend to indulge in that inconvenient mode sometimes adopted in public 
speaking, of reading from documents; but I shall depart from that rule so far 
as to read a little scrap from his speech, which notices this first topic of which 
I shall speak—that is, provided I can find it in the paper.

I have made up my mind to appeal to the people against the combi-
nation that has been made against me. The Republican leaders have 
formed an alliance, an unholy and unnatural alliance,1 with a portion 

1 Douglas referred to the antirepublican “Holy Alliance” of Prussia, Austria, and 
Russia that formed in the aftermath of the French revolutionary and Napoleonic 
wars. A remnant of the alliance (Russia and Austria) fought the Crimean War 
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of unscrupulous federal office-holders. I intend to fight that allied 
army wherever I meet them. I know they deny the alliance, but yet 
these men who are trying to divide the Democratic party for the pur-
pose of electing a Republican senator in my place, are just so much 
the agents and tools of the supporters of Mr. Lincoln. Hence I shall 
deal with this allied army just as the Russians dealt with the allies at 
Sebastopol—that is, the Russians did not stop to inquire, when they 
fired a broadside, whether it hit an Englishman, a Frenchman, or a 
Turk. Nor will I stop to inquire, nor shall I hesitate, whether my blows 
shall hit these Republican leaders or their allies, who are holding the 
federal offices and yet acting in concert with them.

Well, now, gentlemen, is not that very alarming? Just to think of it! right 
at the outset of his canvass, I, a poor, kind, amiable, intelligent gentleman—I 
am to be slain in this way. Why, my friend the Judge is not only, as it turns 
out, not a dead lion, nor even a living one—he is the rugged Russian bear.

But if they will have it—for he says that we deny it—that there is any such 
alliance, as he says there is—and I don’t propose hanging very much upon 
this question of veracity—but if he will have it that here is such an alliance, 
that the administration men and we are allied, and we stand in the attitude 
of English, French, and Turk, he occupying the position of the Russian—in 
that case I beg he will indulge us while we barely suggest to him that these 
allies took Sebastopol.

Gentlemen, only a few more words as to this alliance. For my part, I have 
to say that whether there be such an alliance depends, so far as I know, upon 
what may be a right definition of the term “alliance.” If for the Republican 
party to see the other great party to which they are opposed divided among 
themselves and not try to stop the division, and rather be glad of it—if that 
is an alliance, I confess I am in; but if it is meant to be said that the Repub-
licans had formed an alliance going beyond that, by which there is contri-
bution of money or sacrifice of principle on the one side or the other, so far 
as the Republican party is concerned, if there be any such thing, I protest 
that I neither know anything of it nor do I believe it. I will however, say—as 
I think this branch of the argument is lugged in—I would before I leave it 
state, for the benefit of those concerned, that one of those same Buchanan2 

(1853–1856) against Great Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire. The battle of 
Sebastopol, which Douglas referred to a few lines below, took place during that war.
2 James Buchanan (1791–1868), a Democrat, was elected president in 1856.
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men did once tell me of an argument that he made for his opposition to Judge 
Douglas.3 He said that a friend of our Senator Douglas had been talking to 
him, and had among other things said to him: “Why, you don’t want to beat 
Douglas?” “Yes,” said he,

I do want to beat him, and I will tell you why. I believe his original 
Nebraska bill was right in the abstract, but it was wrong in the time that 
it was brought forward. It was wrong in the application to a territory in 
regard to which the question had been settled; it was brought forward 
at a time when nobody asked him; it was tendered to the South when 
the South had not asked for it, but when they could not well refuse it; 
and for this same reason he forced that question upon our party. It has 
sunk the best men all over the nation, everywhere; and now when our 
president, struggling with the difficulties of this man’s getting up, has 
reached the very hardest point to turn in the case, he deserts him, and 
I am for putting him where he will trouble us no more.

Now, gentlemen, that is not my argument—that is not my argument at all. 
I have only been stating to you the argument of a Buchanan man. You will 
judge if there is any force in it.

Popular sovereignty! everlasting popular sovereignty! Let us for a 
moment inquire into this vast matter of popular sovereignty. What is pop-
ular sovereignty? We recollect that at an early period in the history of this 
struggle, there was another name for the same thing—squatter sovereignty. 
It was not exactly popular sovereignty, but squatter sovereignty. What did 
those terms mean? What do those terms mean when used now? And vast 
credit is taken by our friend the Judge in regard to his support of it, when he 
declares the last years of his life have been, and all the future years of his life 
shall be, devoted to this matter of popular sovereignty. What is it? Why, it is 
the sovereignty of the people! What was squatter sovereignty? I suppose if 
it had any significance at all, it was the right of the people to govern them-
selves, to be sovereign in their own affairs while they were squatted down in 
a country not their own, while they had squatted on a territory that did not 
belong to them, in the sense that a state belongs to the people who inhabit 
it—when it belonged to the nation—such right to govern themselves was 
called “squatter sovereignty.”

3 Lincoln referred to Douglas as “Judge Douglas” because he had been an associate 
justice on the Illinois Supreme Court from 1841 to 1843.
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Now I wish you to mark what has become of that squatter sovereignty. 
What has become of it? Can you get anybody to tell you now that the peo-
ple of a territory have any authority to govern themselves, in regard to this 
mooted question of slavery, before they form a state constitution? No such 
thing at all, although there is a general running fire, and although there has 
been a hurrah made in every speech on that side, assuming that policy had 
given the people of a territory the right to govern themselves upon this ques-
tion; yet the point is dodged. Today it has been decided—no more than a year 
ago it was decided by the Supreme Court of the United States,4 and is insisted 
upon today—that the people of a territory have no right to exclude slavery 
from a territory; that if any one man chooses to take slaves into a territory, 
all the rest of the people have no right to keep them out. This being so, and 
this decision being made one of the points that the Judge approved, and one 
in the approval of which he says he means to keep me down—put me down I 
should not say, for I have never been up; he says he is in favor of it, and sticks 
to it, and expects to win his battle on that decision, which says that there is no 
such thing as squatter sovereignty, but that any one man may take slaves into 
a territory, and all the other men in the territory may be opposed to it, and yet 
by reason of the Constitution they cannot prohibit it. When that is so, how 
much is left of this vast matter of squatter sovereignty, I should like to know?

When we get back, we get to the point of the right of people to make a 
constitution. Kansas was settled, for example, in 1854. It was a territory yet, 
without having formed a constitution, in a very regular way, for three years. 
All this time negro slavery could be taken in by any few individuals, and by 
that decision of the Supreme Court, which the Judge approves, all the rest 
of the people cannot keep it out; but when they come to make a constitution 
they may say they will not have slavery. But it is there; they are obliged to 
tolerate it some way, and all experience shows it will be so—for they will not 
take the negro slaves and absolutely deprive the owners of them. All experi-
ence shows this to be so. All that space of time that runs from the beginning 
of the settlement of the territory until there is sufficiency of people to make 
a state constitution—all that portion of time popular sovereignty is given 
up. The seal is absolutely put down upon it by the court decision, and Judge 
Douglas puts his own upon the top of that; yet he is appealing to the people 
to give him vast credit for his devotion to popular sovereignty.

Again, when we get to the question of the right of the people to form a 
state constitution as they please, to form it with slavery or without slavery—if 

4 The Dred Scott decision. See Document 5.
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that is anything new, I confess I don’t know it. Has there ever been a time 
when anybody said that any other than the people of a territory itself should 
form a constitution? What is now in it that Judge Douglas should have fought 
several years of his life, and pledge himself to fight all the remaining years 
of his life, for? Can Judge Douglas find anybody on earth that said that any-
body else should form a constitution for a people? (A voice: “Yes.”) Well, I 
should like you to name him; I should like to know who he was. (Same voice: 
“John Calhoun.”) No, sir; I never heard of even John Calhoun5 saying such 
a thing. He insisted on the same principle as Judge Douglas; but his mode of 
applying it, in fact, was wrong. It is enough for my purpose to ask this crowd 
whenever a Republican said anything against it? They never said anything 
against it, but they have constantly spoken for it; and whosoever will under-
take to examine the platform and the speeches of responsible men of the 
party, and of irresponsible men, too, if you please, will be unable to find one 
word from anybody in the Republican ranks opposed to that popular sov-
ereignty which Judge Douglas thinks he has invented. I suppose that Judge 
Douglas will claim in a little while that he is the inventor of the idea that the 
people should govern themselves; that nobody ever thought of such a thing 
until he brought it forward. We do not remember that in that old Declara-
tion of Independence it is said that “We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness; that to secure these rights, governments are instituted among 
men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.” There is 
the origin of popular sovereignty. Who, then, shall come in at this day and 
claim that he invented it?

The Lecompton Constitution connects itself with this question, for it is 
in this matter of the Lecompton Constitution that our friend Judge Douglas 
claims such vast credit. I agree that in opposing the Lecompton Constitu-
tion, so far as I can perceive, he was right. I do not deny that at all; and, gen-
tlemen, you will readily see why I could not deny it, even if I wanted to. But 
I do not wish to; for all the Republicans in the nation opposed it, and they 
would have opposed it just as much without Judge Douglas’ aid as with it. 
They had all taken ground against it long before he did. Why, the reason that 
he urges against that constitution I urged against him a year before. I have 

5 John C. Calhoun (1782–1850) was a vice president, secretary of state, secretary of 
war, a representative from South Carolina, and a long-serving senator from that 
state. He was perhaps the leading proslavery politician in antebellum America.



96 Abraham Lincoln

the printed speech in my hand. The argument that he makes why that con-
stitution should not be adopted, that the people were not fairly represented 
nor allowed to vote, I pointed out in a speech a year ago, which I hold in my 
hand now, that no fair chance was to be given to the people. (“Read it; read 
it.”) I shall not waste your time by trying to read it. (“Read it; read it.”) Gen-
tlemen, reading from speeches is a very tedious business, particularly for an 
old man who has to put on spectacles, and more so if the man be so tall that 
he has to bend over to the light.

A little more now as to this matter of popular sovereignty and the Lecomp-
ton Constitution. The Lecompton Constitution, as the Judge tells us, was 
defeated. The defeat of it was a good thing, or it was not. He thinks the defeat 
of it was a good thing, and so do I, and we agree in that. Who defeated it? 
(A voice: “Judge Douglas.”) Yes, he furnished himself, and if you suppose 
he controlled the other Democrats that went with him, he furnished three 
votes, while the Republicans furnished twenty.

That is what he did to defeat it. In the House of Representatives he and 
his friends furnished some twenty votes, and the Republicans furnished 
ninety odd. Now, who was it that did the work? (A voice: “Douglas.”) Why, 
yes, Douglas did it? To be sure he did.

Let us, however, put that proposition another way. The Republicans could 
not have done it without Judge Douglas. Could he have done it without them? 
Which could have come the nearest to doing it without the other? (A voice: 
“Who killed the bill?” Another voice: “Douglas.”) Ground was taken against 
it by the Republicans long before Douglas did it. The proportion of opposi-
tion to that measure is about five to one. (A voice: “Why don’t they come out 
on it?”) You don’t know what you are talking about, my friend. I am quite will-
ing to answer any gentleman in the crowd who asks an intelligent question.

Now, who, in all this country, has ever found any of our friends of Judge 
Douglas’ way of thinking, and who have acted upon this main question, that 
have ever thought of uttering a word in behalf of Judge Trumbull?6 (A voice: 
“We have.”) I defy you to show a printed resolution passed in a Democratic 
meeting. I take it upon myself to defy any man to show a printed resolution 
of a Democratic meeting, large or small, in favor of Judge Trumbull, or any 
of the five-to-one Republicans who beat that bill. Everything must be for the 

6 Lyman Trumbull (1813–1896) began his political career as a Democrat but became 
a Republican. He was elected senator from Illinois in 1855. While in the Senate, as 
chairman of the Judiciary Committee, he coauthored the Thirteenth Amendment, 
which abolished slavery.
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Democrats! They did everything, and the five to the one that really did the 
thing they snub over, and they do not seem to remember that they have an 
existence upon the face of the earth.

Gentlemen, I fear that I shall become tedious. I leave this branch of the 
subject to take hold of another. I take up that part of Judge Douglas’ speech 
in which he respectfully attended to me.

Judge Douglas made two points upon my recent speech at Springfield.7 
He says they are to be the issues of this campaign. The first one of these points 
he bases upon the language in a speech which I delivered at Springfield, 
which I believe I can quote correctly from memory. I said there that “we are 
now far into the fifth year since a policy was instituted for the avowed object 
and with the confident promise of putting an end to slavery agitation; under 
the operation of that policy, that agitation has not only not ceased, but has 
constantly augmented. I believe it will not cease until a crisis shall have been 
reached and passed. ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’8 I believe 
this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free. I do 
not expect the Union to be dissolved”—I am quoting from my speech—“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. Either the opponents of slavery will 
arrest the further spread of it, and place it where the public mind shall rest in 
the belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction, or its advocates will 
push it forward until it shall become alike lawful in all the states, old as well 
as new, North as well as South.”

That is the paragraph! In this paragraph which I have quoted in your 
hearing, and to which I ask the attention of all, Judge Douglas thinks he dis-
covers great political heresy. I want your attention particularly to what he has 
inferred from it. He says I am in favor of making all the states of this Union 
uniform in all their internal regulations; that in all their domestic concerns 
I am in favor of making them entirely uniform. He draws this inference from 
the language I have quoted to you. He says that I am in favor of making war 
by the North upon the South for the extinction of slavery; that I am also 
in favor of inviting (as he expresses it) the South to a war upon the North, 
for the purpose of nationalizing slavery. Now, it is singular enough, if you 
will carefully read that passage over, that I did not say that I was in favor of 
anything in it. I only said what I expected would take place. I made a predic-
tion only—it may have been a foolish one, perhaps. I did not even say that I 

7 The House Divided Speech. See Document 6.
8 Matthew 12:25.
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desired that slavery should be put in course of ultimate extinction. I do say 
so now, however, so there need be no longer any difficulty about that. It may 
be written down in the great speech.

Gentlemen, Judge Douglas informed you that this speech of mine was 
probably carefully prepared. I admit that it was. I am not master of language; 
I have not a fine education; I am not capable of entering into a disquisition 
upon dialectics, as I believe you call it; but I do not believe the language I 
employed bears any such construction as Judge Douglas puts upon it. But I 
don’t care about a quibble in regard to words. I know what I meant, and I will 
not leave this crowd in doubt, if I can explain it to them, what I really meant 
in the use of that paragraph.

I am not, in the first place, unaware that this government has endured 
eighty-two years half slave and half free. I know that. I am tolerably well 
acquainted with the history of the country, and I know that it has endured 
eighty-two years half slave and half free. I believe—and that is what I meant 
to allude to there—I believe it has endured because during all that time, 
until the introduction of the Nebraska bill, the public mind did rest all the 
time in the belief that slavery was in course of ultimate extinction. That was 
what gave us the rest that we had through that period of eighty-two years; 
at least, so I believe. I have always hated slavery, I think, as much as any 
abolitionist—I have been an old-line Whig9—I have always hated it, but I 
have always been quiet about it until this new era of the introduction of the 
Nebraska bill began. I always believed that everybody was against it, and 
that it was in course of ultimate extinction. (Pointing to Mr. Browning,10 
who stood nearby.) Browning thought so; the great mass of the nation have 
rested in the belief that slavery was in course of ultimate extinction. They 
had reason so to believe.

The adoption of the Constitution and its attendant history led the people 
to believe so, and that such was the belief of the framers of the Constitution 
itself. Why did those old men, about the time of the adoption of the Consti-
tution, decree that slavery should not go into the new territory, where it had 
not already gone? Why declare that within twenty years the African slave 
trade, by which slaves are supplied, might be cut off by Congress? Why were 
all these acts? I might enumerate more of these acts—but enough. What were 

9 The Whigs were one of the two great antebellum parties. The Democrats were 
the other. 
10 Orville H. Browning (1806–1881) was a lawyer and Republican politician in 
Illinois.
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they but a clear indication that the framers of the Constitution intended and 
expected the ultimate extinction of that institution? And now, when I say—as 
I said in my speech that Judge Douglas has quoted from—when I say that I 
think the opponents of slavery will resist the farther spread of it, and place it 
where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in course of ultimate 
extinction, I only mean to say that they will place it where the founders of 
this government originally placed it.

I have said a hundred times, and I have now no inclination to take it back, 
that I believe there is no right and ought to be no inclination in the people of 
the free states to enter into the slave states and interfere with the question of 
slavery at all. I have said that always; Judge Douglas has heard me say it—if 
not quite a hundred times, at least as good as a hundred times; and when it 
is said that I am in favor of interfering with slavery where it exists, I know it 
is unwarranted by anything I have ever intended, and, as I believe, by any-
thing I have ever said. If by any means I have ever used language which could 
fairly be so construed (as, however, I believe I never have), I now correct it.

So much, then, for the inference that Judge Douglas draws, that I am 
in favor of setting the sections at war with one another. I know that I never 
meant any such thing, and I believe that no fair mind can infer any such thing 
from anything I have ever said.

Now in relation to his inference that I am in favor of a general consolida-
tion of all the local institutions of the various states. I will attend to that for a 
little while, and try to inquire, if I can, how on earth it could be that any man 
could draw such an inference from anything I said. I have said very many 
times in Judge Douglas’ hearing that no man believed more than I in the 
principle of self-government; that it lies at the bottom of all my ideas of just 
government from beginning to end. I have denied that his use of that term 
applies properly. But for the thing itself I deny that any man has ever gone 
ahead of me in his devotion to the principle, whatever he may have done in 
efficiency in advocating it. I think that I have said it in your hearing—that I 
believe each individual is naturally entitled to do as he pleases with himself 
and the fruit of his labor, so far as it in no wise interferes with any other man’s 
rights; that each community, as a state, has a right to do exactly as it pleases 
with all the concerns within that state that interfere with the right of no 
other state; and that the general government, upon principle, has no right to 
interfere with anything other than that general class of things that does not 
concern the whole. I have said that at all times. I have said as illustrations that 
I do not believe in the right of Illinois to interfere with the cranberry laws of 
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Indiana, the oyster laws of Virginia, or the liquor laws of Maine. I have said 
these things over and over again, and I repeat them here as my sentiments.11

How is it, then, that Judge Douglas infers, because I hope to see slavery 
put where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of 
ultimate extinction, that I am in favor of Illinois going over and interfering 
with the cranberry laws of Indiana? What can authorize him to draw any 
such inference? I suppose there might he one thing that at least enabled him 
to draw such an inference that would not be true with me or many others; 
that is, because he looks upon all this matter of slavery as an exceedingly 
little thing—this matter of keeping one sixth of the population of the whole 
nation in a state of oppression and tyranny unequaled in the world. He looks 
upon it as being an exceedingly little thing, only equal to the question of the 
cranberry laws of Indiana—as something having no moral question in it—as 
something on a par with the question of whether a man shall pasture his 
land with cattle or plant it with tobacco—so little and so small a thing that 
he concludes, if I could desire that anything should be done to bring about 
the ultimate extinction of that little thing, I must be in favor of bringing 
about an amalgamation of all the other little things in the Union. Now, it 
so happens—and there, I presume, is the foundation of this mistake—that 
the Judge thinks thus; and it so happens that there is a vast portion of the 
American people that do not look upon that matter as being this very little 
thing. They look upon it as a vast moral evil; they can prove it as such by the 
writings of those who gave us the blessings of liberty which we enjoy, and 
that they so looked upon it, and not as an evil merely confining itself to the 
states where it is situated; and while we agree that, by the Constitution we 
assented to, in the states where it exists we have no right to interfere with 
it, because it is in the Constitution, we are by both duty and inclination to 
stick by that Constitution in all its letter and spirit from beginning to end.

So much, then, as to my disposition—my wish—to have all the state leg-
islatures blotted out, and to have one consolidated government, and a uni-
formity of domestic regulations in all the states; by which I suppose it is 
meant, if we raise corn here, we must make sugarcane grow here too, and we 
must make those which grow North grow in the South. All this I suppose he 
understands I am in favor of doing. Now, so much for all this nonsense—for 
I must call it so. The Judge can have no issue with me on a question of estab-
lishing uniformity in the domestic regulations of the states.

A little now on the other point—the Dred Scott decision. Another of the 

11 For example, Document 4.
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issues he says that is to be made with me, is upon his devotion to the Dred 
Scott decision, and my opposition to it.

I have expressed heretofore, and I now repeat, my opposition to the Dred 
Scott decision; but I should be allowed to state the nature of that opposition, 
and I ask your indulgence while I do so. What is fairly implied by the term 
Judge Douglas has used, “resistance to the decision”? I do not resist it. If I 
wanted to take Dred Scott from his master, I would be interfering with prop-
erty, and that terrible difficulty that Judge Douglas speaks of, of interfering 
with property, would arise. But I am doing no such thing as that; all that I 
am doing is refusing to obey it as a political rule. If I were in Congress, and a 
vote should come up on a question whether slavery should be prohibited in a 
new territory, in spite of the Dred Scott decision, I would vote that it should.

That is what I would do. Judge Douglas said last night that before the 
decision he might advance his opinion, and it might be contrary to the deci-
sion when it was made; but after it was made he would abide by it until it was 
reversed. Just so! We let this property abide by the decision, but we will try 
to reverse that decision. We will try to put it where Judge Douglas would not 
object, for he says he will obey it until it is reversed. Somebody has to reverse 
that decision, since it is made; and we mean to reverse it, and we mean to do 
it peaceably.

What are the uses of decisions of courts? They have two uses. As rules 
of property they have two uses. First—they decide upon the question before 
the Court. They decide in this case that Dred Scott is a slave. Nobody resists 
that. Not only that, but they say to everybody else that persons standing just 
as Dred Scott stands are as he is. That is, they say that when a question comes 
up upon another person, it will be so decided again, unless the Court decides 
in another way, unless the Court overrules its decision. Well, we mean to do 
what we can to have the Court decide the other way. That is one thing we 
mean to try to do.

The sacredness that Judge Douglas throws around this decision is a 
degree of sacredness that has never been before thrown around any other 
decision. I have never heard of such a thing. Why, decisions apparently con-
trary to that decision, or that good lawyers thought were contrary to that 
decision, have been made by that very Court before. It is the first of its kind; 
it is an astonisher in legal history. It is a new wonder of the world. It is based 
upon falsehood in the main as to the facts—allegations of facts upon which 
it stands are not facts at all in many instances—and no decision made on any 
question—the first instance of a decision made under so many unfavorable 
circumstances—thus placed, has ever been held by the profession as law, and 
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it has always needed confirmation before the lawyers regarded it as settled 
law. But Judge Douglas will have it that all hands must take this extraordinary 
decision, made under these extraordinary circumstances, and give their vote 
in Congress in accordance with it, yield to it and obey it in every possible 
sense. Circumstances alter cases. Do not gentlemen here remember the case 
of that same Supreme Court, some twenty-five or thirty years ago, deciding 
that a national bank was constitutional? I ask if somebody does not remem-
ber that a national bank was declared to be constitutional? Such is the truth, 
whether it be remembered or not. The bank charter ran out, and a recharter 
was granted by Congress. That recharter was laid before General Jackson.12 
It was urged upon him, when he denied the constitutionality of the bank, 
that the Supreme Court had decided that it was constitutional; and General 
Jackson then said the Supreme Court had no right to lay down a rule to gov-
ern a coordinate branch of the government, the members of which had sworn 
to support the Constitution—that each member had sworn to support that 
Constitution as he understood it. I will venture here to say that I have heard 
Judge Douglas say that he approved of General Jackson for that act. What 
has now become of all his tirade against “resistance to the Supreme Court”?

My fellow citizens, getting back a little, for I pass from these points, when 
Judge Douglas makes his threat of annihilation upon the “alliance,” he is cau-
tious to say that that warfare of his is to fall upon the leaders of the Republican 
party. Almost every word he utters, and every distinction he makes, has its 
significance. He means for the Republicans who do not count themselves as 
leaders to be his friends; he makes no fuss over them; it is the leaders that he 
is making war upon. He wants it understood that the mass of the Republican 
party are really his friends. It is only the leaders that are doing something, 
that are intolerant, and require extermination at his hands. As this is clearly 
and unquestionably the light in which he presents that matter, I want to ask 
your attention, addressing myself to Republicans here, that I may ask you 
some questions as to where you, as the Republican party, would be placed 
if you sustained Judge Douglas in his present position by a reelection? I do 
not claim, gentlemen, to be unselfish; I do not pretend that I would not like 
to go to the United States Senate; I make no such hypocritical pretense, but 
I do say to you that in this mighty issue, it is nothing to you—nothing to the 
mass of the people of the nation—whether or not Judge Douglas or myself 
shall ever be heard of after this night; it may be a trifle to either of us, but in 
connection with this mighty question, upon which hang the destinies of the 

12 President Andrew Jackson (1767–1845).
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nation, perhaps, it is absolutely nothing. But where will you be placed if you 
reindorse Judge Douglas? Don’t you know how apt he is—how exceedingly 
anxious he is at all times to seize upon anything and everything to persuade 
you that something he has done you did yourselves? Why, he tried to per-
suade you last night that our Illinois legislature instructed him to introduce 
the Nebraska bill. There was nobody in that legislature ever thought of such 
a thing; and when he first introduced the bill, he never thought of it; but still 
he fights furiously for the proposition, and that he did it because there was a 
standing instruction to our senators to be always introducing Nebraska bills. 
He tells you he is for the Cincinnati platform;13 he tells you he is for the Dred 
Scott decision. He tells you, not in his speech last night, but substantially in 
a former speech, that he cares not if slavery is voted up or down; he tells you 
the struggle on Lecompton is past—it may come up again or not, and if it does 
he stands where he stood when in spite of him and his opposition you built 
up the Republican party. If you endorse him, you tell him you do not care 
whether slavery be voted up or down, and he will close, or try to close, your 
mouths with his declaration repeated by the day, the week, the month, and 
the year. I think, in the position in which Judge Douglas stood in opposing 
the Lecompton Constitution, he was right; he does not know that it will 
return, but if it does we may know where to find him, and if it does not we 
may know where to look for him, and that is on the Cincinnati platform. Now 
I could ask the Republican party, after all the hard names Judge Douglas has 
called them by, all his repeated charges of their inclination to marry with and 
hug negroes, all his declarations of Black Republicanism—by the way, we are 
improving, the black has got rubbed off—but with all that, if he be endorsed 
by Republican votes, where do you stand? Plainly, you stand ready saddled, 
bridled, and harnessed, and waiting to be driven over to the slavery extension 
camp of the nation—just ready to be driven over, tied together in a lot—to be 
driven over, every man with a rope around his neck, that halter being held 
by Judge Douglas. That is the question. If Republican men have been in ear-
nest in what they have done, I think they had better not do it; but I think the 
Republican party is made up of those who, as far as they can peaceably, will 
oppose the extension of slavery, and who will hope for its ultimate extinction. 
If they believe it is wrong in grasping up the new lands of the continent, and 
keeping them from the settlement of free white laborers, who want the land to 

13 The Cincinnati platform was the statement of the Democratic party’s goals 
adopted at the 1856 Democratic Convention, the convention that nominated James 
Buchanan.
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bring up their families upon; if they are in earnest, although they may make a 
mistake, they will grow restless, and the time will come when they will come 
back again and reorganize, if not by the same name, at least upon the same 
principles as their party now has. It is better, then, to save the work while it is 
begun. You have done the labor; maintain it, keep it. If men choose to serve 
you, go with them; but as you have made up your organization upon princi-
ple, stand by it; for, as surely as God reigns over you, and has inspired your 
mind, and given you a sense of propriety, and continues to give you hope, so 
surely will you still cling to these ideas, and you will at last come back after 
your wanderings, merely to do your work over again.

We were often—more than once at least—in the course of Judge Douglas’ 
speech last night reminded that this government was made for white men—
that he believed it was made for white men. Well, that is putting it into a shape 
in which no one wants to deny it; but the Judge then goes into his passion for 
drawing inferences that are not warranted. I protest, now and forever, against 
that counterfeit logic which presumes that because I do not want a negro 
woman for a slave, I do necessarily want her for a wife. My understanding 
is that I need not have her for either; but, as God made us separate, we can 
leave one another alone, and do one another much good thereby. There are 
white men enough to marry all the white women, and enough black men to 
marry all the black women, and in God’s name let them be so married. The 
Judge regales us with the terrible enormities that take place by the mixture 
of races; that the inferior race bears the superior down. Why, Judge, if we do 
not let them get together in the territories, they won’t mix there. (A voice: 
“Three cheers for Lincoln!” The cheers were given with a hearty good will.) 
I should say at least that that is a self-evident truth.

Now, it happens that we meet together once every year, somewhere about 
the Fourth of July, for some reason or other. These Fourth of July gatherings 
I suppose have their uses. If you will indulge me, I will state what I suppose 
to be some of them.

We are now a mighty nation: we are thirty, or about thirty, millions of 
people, and we own and inhabit about one fifteenth part of the dry land of 
the whole earth. We run our memory back over the pages of history for about 
eighty-two years, and we discover that we were then a very small people, in 
point of numbers vastly inferior to what we are now, with a vastly less extent 
of country, with vastly less of everything we deem desirable among men. 
We look upon the change as exceedingly advantageous to us and to our pos-
terity, and we fix upon something that happened away back as in some way 
or other being connected with this rise of prosperity. We find a race of men 
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living in that day whom we claim as our fathers and grandfathers; they were 
iron men; they fought for the principle that they were contending for; and 
we understood that by what they then did it has followed that the degree of 
prosperity which we now enjoy has come to us. We hold this annual cele-
bration to remind ourselves of all the good done in this process of time, of 
how it was done and who did it, and how we are historically connected with 
it; and we go from these meetings in better humor with ourselves—we feel 
more attached the one to the other, and more firmly bound to the country 
we inhabit. In every way we are better men, in the age, and race, and coun-
try in which we live, for these celebrations. But after we have done all this, 
we have not yet reached the whole. There is something else connected with 
it. We have, besides these men—descended by blood from our ancestors—
among us, perhaps half our people who are not descendants at all of these 
men; they are men who have come from Europe—German, Irish, French, 
and Scandinavian—men that have come from Europe themselves, or whose 
ancestors have come hither and settled here, finding themselves our equal 
in all things. If they look back through this history to trace their connection 
with those days by blood, they find they have none; they cannot carry them-
selves back into that glorious epoch and make themselves feel that they are 
part of us; but when they look through that old Declaration of Independence, 
they find that those old men say that “we hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal,” and then they feel that the moral sentiment 
taught in that day evidences their relation to those men, that it is the father 
of all moral principle in them, and that they have a right to claim it as though 
they were blood of the blood, and flesh of the flesh,14 of the men who wrote 
that Declaration, and so they are. That is the electric cord in that Declaration 
that links the hearts of patriotic and liberty-loving men together, that will 
link those patriotic hearts as long as the love of freedom exists in the minds 
of men throughout the world.

Now, sirs, for the purpose of squaring things with this idea of “don’t care 
if slavery is voted up or voted down,” for sustaining the Dred Scott decision, 
for holding that the Declaration of Independence did not mean anything at 
all, we have Judge Douglas giving his exposition of what the Declaration of 
Independence means, and we have him saying that the people of America 
are equal to the people of England. According to his construction, you Ger-
mans are not connected with it. Now I ask you, in all soberness, if all these 
things, if indulged in, if ratified, if confirmed and endorsed, if taught to our 

14 Leviticus 17:11; Matthew 16:17; John 6:53.
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children, and repeated to them, do not tend to rub out the sentiment of lib-
erty in the country, and to transform this government into a government of 
some other form? Those arguments that are made, that the inferior race are 
to be treated with as much allowance as they are capable of enjoying; that 
as much is to be done for them as their condition will allow—what are these 
arguments? They are the arguments that kings have made for enslaving the 
people in all ages of the world. You will find that all the arguments in favor of 
kingcraft were of this class; they always bestrode the necks of the people—not 
that they wanted to do it, but because the people were better off for being 
ridden. That is their argument, and this argument of the Judge is the same 
old serpent that says, You work and I eat, you toil and I will enjoy the fruits 
of it. Turn in whatever way you will—whether it come from the mouth of a 
king, as an excuse for enslaving the people of his country, or from the mouth 
of men of one race as a reason for enslaving the men of another race, it is 
all the same old serpent, and I hold if that course of argumentation that is 
made for the purpose of convincing the public mind that we should not care 
about this should be granted, it does not stop with the negro. I should like 
to know—taking this old Declaration of Independence, which declares that 
all men are equal upon principle, and making exceptions to it—where will it 
stop? If one man says it does not mean a negro, why not another say it does 
not mean some other man? If that Declaration is not the truth, let us get the 
statute-book in which we find it, and tear it out! Who is so bold as to do it? 
If it is not true, let us tear it out (cries of “No, no”). Let us stick to it, then; let 
us stand firmly by it, then.

It may be argued that there are certain conditions that make necessities 
and impose them upon us, and to the extent that a necessity is imposed upon 
a man, he must submit to it. I think that was the condition in which we found 
ourselves when we established this government. We had slaves among us; we 
could not get our Constitution unless we permitted them to remain in slav-
ery; we could not secure the good we did secure if we grasped for more; but 
having by necessity submitted to that much, it does not destroy the principle 
that is the charter of our liberties. Let that charter stand as our standard.

My friend has said to me that I am a poor hand to quote Scripture. I will 
try it again, however. It is said in one of the admonitions of our Lord, “Be ye 
[therefore] perfect even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.”15 The 
Savior, I suppose, did not expect that any human creature could be perfect 
as the Father in heaven; but he said, “As your Father in heaven is perfect, be 

15 Matthew 5:48.
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ye also perfect.” He set that up as a standard, and he who did most toward 
reaching that standard attained the highest degree of moral perfection. So 
I say in relation to the principle that all men are created equal, let it be as 
nearly reached as we can. If we cannot give freedom to every creature, let us 
do nothing that will impose slavery upon any other creature. Let us then turn 
this government back into the channel in which the framers of the Consti-
tution originally placed it. Let us stand firmly by each other. If we do not do 
so, we are tending in the contrary direction that our friend Judge Douglas 
proposes—not intentionally—working in the traces that tend to make this 
one universal slave nation. He is one that runs in that direction, and as such 
I resist him.

My friends, I have detained you about as long as I desired to do, and I have 
only to say, let us discard all this quibbling about this man and the other man, 
this race and that race and the other race being inferior, and therefore they 
must be placed in an inferior position. Let us discard all these things, and 
unite as one people throughout this land, until we shall once more stand up 
declaring that all men are created equal.

My friends, I could not, without launching off upon some new topic, 
which would detain you too long, continue tonight. I thank you for this most 
extensive audience that you have furnished me tonight. I leave you, hoping 
that the lamp of liberty will burn in your bosoms until there shall no longer 
be a doubt that all men are created free and equal.
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Document 8

Fragment on Slavery and Democracy
1858

L incoln had a penchant for writing down ideas, thoughts, and arguments on 
scraps of paper, some of which he stored in his top hat. Many of these undated 

fragments were discovered after his death and do not have an assigned date. This 
fragment reveals the clear incompatibility in Lincoln’s mind between democracy 
and slavery: If “all men are created equal,” then no one has a right to rule another 
without that other’s consent. The master-slave relationship is thus antithetical to 
rule by consent among equal human beings.

Source:  The Writings of Abraham Lincoln, vol. 7, ed. Arthur Brooks Lapsley (New York: 
Lamb Publishing, 1906), 389.

As I would not be a slave, so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea 
of democracy. Whatever differs from this, to the extent of the difference, is 
no democracy.
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Document 9

Lincoln-Douglas Debates
August–October 1858

L incoln ran for the Senate in 1855, but rather than divide the antislavery vote, 
he bowed out of the race to support another candidate. By the summer of 1858, 

however, Lincoln had emerged as the standard-bearer of the new Illinois Repub-
lican Party. In the election of that year, he ran again for the Senate, challenging 
the incumbent, Stephen Douglas (1813–1861), the author of the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act (Document 4), to a series of debates.

The two men agreed to hold seven debates in towns across Illinois with the 
following format: an opening speech, an hour-and-a half rebuttal, followed by 
a half-hour rejoinder. The candidates alternated giving the opening speech; 
Douglas, as the incumbent, began the first and last debates. The first took place 
in Ottawa on August 21 (included in its entirety in this document), followed by 
debates in Freeport on August 27 (Lincoln’s opening speech and Douglas’ reply 
included here), Jonesboro on September 15, Charleston on September 18 (a brief 
excerpt from Lincoln’s speech included here), Galesburg on October 7, Quincy on 
October 13, and Alton on October 15 (another brief excerpt of Lincoln’s speech 
included here).

Illinois mirrored the sectional division of the country: the northern districts 
tended to be Republican and antislavery, while the southern districts (known 
as Egypt) were more Democratic and proslavery. Though it sat on the northern 
side of the Ohio River across from Kentucky, Illinois was perhaps the most racist 
“free state” in the Union. In 1847 it had adopted a black exclusion provision to 
its constitution that prohibited free blacks from entering the state and stripped 
resident blacks of many of the rights of citizenship. This context helps us under-
stand Douglas’ racist appeals during the debates (he referred to Republicans as 
“Black Republicans”) and his effort to stigmatize Lincoln as an abolitionist. It 
also explains Lincoln’s effort to argue against slavery while also disclaiming any 
intention to bring about “perfect equality” between the races. To achieve the good 
of limiting the expansion of slavery, Lincoln had to accommodate the prejudice of 
his fellow citizens. Because the Illinois electorate included every shade of opinion 
that existed on the slavery question, throughout the debates, as politicians do, 
both Lincoln and Douglas worked hard to force the other to make admissions 
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that would cost them votes. Each candidate had to stake out a position that could 
build a winning coalition among this diverse electorate.

During the Debates, Douglas continued to champion popular sovereignty, 
the right of territorial settlers to choose or reject slavery, as the most democratic 
means to resolve the slavery question. Unlike Lincoln, he did not believe African 
Americans and other “inferior” races were included in the Declaration of Indepen-
dence. In response, Lincoln stressed the incompatibility between Dred Scott and 
popular sovereignty: how could the people of a territory allow or prohibit slavery 
if the Court had ruled that slaveowners had a right to take their slaves into any 
territory? Douglas attempted to resolve this contradiction by claiming during the 
Freeport debate that although territorial settlers could not explicitly ban slav-
ery, they could enact local laws unfriendly to slavery that would prevent it from 
taking root. This defense of popular sovereignty became known as the “Freeport 
Doctrine,” a position that Lincoln attacked in subsequent debates and speeches.

Although Lincoln won the popular vote, he lost the election. Prior to the direct 
popular vote of senators established by the Seventeenth Amendment (1913), U.S 
senatorial elections were decided by the state legislatures. The Democrats held a 
majority of seats in the legislature and returned Douglas to the Senate. Notwith-
standing this defeat, Lincoln emerged from the debates a national antislavery 
leader. He faced Douglas again two years later in the presidential election of 1860 
(Documents 11 and 14).

Note: The text includes offensive terms that were commonplace at the time 
of the debates.

Source: The Lincoln-Douglas Debates of 1858, Lincoln Series, vol. 1, ed. Edwin Earle Sparks 
(Springfield: Trustees of the Illinois State Historical Library, 1908).

The First Debate—Ottawa, Illinois, August 21, 1858

Mr. Douglas’ Speech 

Ladies and gentlemen: I appear before you today for the purpose of discuss-
ing the leading political topics which now agitate the public mind. By an 
arrangement between Mr. Lincoln and myself, we are present here today 
for the purpose of having a joint discussion, as the representatives of the two 
great political parties of the state and Union, upon the principles in issue 
between those parties and this vast concourse of people, shows the deep feel-
ing which pervades the public mind in regard to the questions dividing us.

Prior to 1854 this country was divided into two great political parties, 
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known as the Whig and Democratic parties. Both were national and patriotic, 
advocating principles that were universal in their application. An old-line 
Whig could proclaim his principles in Louisiana and Massachusetts alike. 
Whig principles had no boundary sectional line, they were not limited by the 
Ohio River, nor by the Potomac, nor by the line of the free and slave states, 
but applied and were proclaimed wherever the Constitution ruled or the 
American flag waved over the American soil. (Hear him, and three cheers.) 
So it was, and so it is with the great Democratic party, which, from the days 
of Jefferson until this period, has proven itself to be the historic party of this 
nation. While the Whig and Democratic parties differed in regard to a bank, 
the tariff, distribution, the specie circular and the sub-treasury, they agreed 
on the great slavery question which now agitates the Union. I say that the 
Whig party and the Democratic party agreed on this slavery question, while 
they differed on those matters of expediency to which I have referred. The 
Whig party and the Democratic party jointly adopted the compromise mea-
sures of 1850 as the basis of a proper and just solution of this slavery question 
in all its forms. Clay was the great leader, with Webster on his right and Cass 
on his left, and sustained by the patriots in the Whig and Democratic ranks, 
who had devised and enacted the compromise measures of 1850.1

In 1851, the Whig party and the Democratic party united in Illinois in 
adopting resolutions endorsing and approving the principles of the com-
promise measures of 1850, as the proper adjustment of that question. In 1852, 
when the Whig party assembled in convention at Baltimore for the purpose 
of nominating a candidate for the presidency, the first thing it did was to 
declare the compromise measures of 1850, in substance and in principle, a 
suitable adjustment of that question. (Here the speaker was interrupted by 
loud and long continued applause.) My friends, silence will be more accept-
able to me in the discussion of these questions than applause. I desire to 
address myself to your judgment, your understanding, and your consciences, 
and not to your passions or your enthusiasm. When the Democratic conven-
tion assembled in Baltimore in the same year for the purpose of nominating 
a Democratic candidate for the presidency, it also adopted the compromise 
measures of 1850 as the basis of Democratic action. Thus you see that up to 
1853–54, the Whig party and the Democratic party both stood on the same 
platform with regard to the slavery question. That platform was the right of 

1 Henry Clay (1777–1852) of Kentucky was a leading Whig politician (see Docu-
ment 3), as was Daniel Webster (1782–1852) of New Hampshire. Lewis Cass (1782–
1866) of Michigan was a leading Democratic politician. 
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the people of each state and each territory to decide their local and domestic 
institutions for themselves, subject only to the federal constitution.

During the session of Congress of 1853–54, I introduced into the Senate 
of the United States a bill to organize the territories of Kansas and Nebraska 
on that principle which had been adopted in the compromise measures of 
1850, approved by the Whig party and the Democratic party in Illinois in 
1851, and endorsed by the Whig party and the Democratic party in national 
convention in 1852. In order that there might be no misunderstanding in 
relation to the principle involved in the Kansas and Nebraska bill, I put forth 
the true intent and meaning of the act in these words: “It is the true intent 
and meaning of this act not to legislate slavery into any state or territory, or 
to exclude it therefrom, but to leave the people thereof perfectly free to form 
and regulate their domestic institutions in their own way, subject only to the 
federal Constitution.” Thus, you see, that up to 1854, when the Kansas and 
Nebraska bill was brought into Congress for the purpose of carrying out the 
principles which both parties had up to that time endorsed and approved, 
there had been no division in this country in regard to that principle except 
the opposition of the abolitionists. In the House of Representatives of the 
Illinois legislature, upon a resolution asserting that principle, every Whig 
and every Democrat in the House voted in the affirmative, and only four 
men voted against it, and those four were old-line abolitionists. (Cheers.)

In 1854, Mr. Abraham Lincoln and Mr. Trumbull2 entered into an 
arrangement, one with the other, and each with his respective friends, to 
dissolve the old Whig party on the one hand, and to dissolve the old Demo-
cratic party on the other, and to connect the members of both into an abo-
lition party under the name and disguise of a Republican party. (Laughter 
and cheers, hurrah for Douglas.) The terms of that arrangement between Mr. 
Lincoln and Mr. Trumbull have been published to the world by Mr. Lincoln’s 
special friend, James H. Matheny, Esq., and they were that Lincoln should 
have Shields’ place in the U.S. Senate,3 which was then about to become 
vacant, and that Trumbull should have my seat when my term expired. (Great 
laughter.) Lincoln went to work to abolitionize the Old Whig Party all over 
the state, pretending that he was then as good a Whig as ever; (laughter) 
and Trumbull went to work in his part of the state preaching abolitionism 
in its milder and lighter form, and trying to abolitionize the Democratic 

2 Lyman Trumbull (1813–1896), a Republican, was the other senator from Illinois, 
elected in 1855.
3 James Shields (1806–1879) was a Democratic senator from Illinois.
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party, and bring old Democrats handcuffed and bound hand and foot into the 
abolition camp. (“Good,” “Hurrah for Douglas,” and cheers.) In pursuance 
of the arrangement, the parties met at Springfield in October 1854 and pro-
claimed their new platform. Lincoln was to bring into the abolition camp the 
old-line Whigs, and transfer them over to Giddings, Chase, Fred Douglass, 
and Parson Lovejoy,4 who were ready to receive them and christen them in 
their new faith. (Laughter and cheers.) They laid down on that occasion a 
platform for their new Republican party, which was to be thus constructed. 
I have the resolutions of their state convention then held, which was the first 
mass state convention ever held in Illinois by the Black Republican party, 
and I now hold them in my hands and will read a part of them, and cause the 
others to be printed. Here are the most important and material resolutions 
of this abolition platform:

1. Resolved, That we believe this truth to be self-evident, that 
when parties become subversive of the ends for which they are 
established, or incapable of restoring the government to the 
true principles of the Constitution, it is the right and duty of the 
people to dissolve the political bands by which they may have 
been connected therewith, and to organize new parties upon such 
principles and with such views as the circumstances and exigencies 
of the nation may demand.

2. Resolved, That the times imperatively demand the reorganization of 
parties, and repudiating all previous party attachments, names, and 
predilections, we unite ourselves together in defense of the liberty 
and Constitution of the country, and will hereafter cooperate as the 
Republican party, pledged to the accomplishment of the following 
purposes: to bring the administration of the government back 
to the control of first principles; to restore Nebraska and Kansas 
to the position of free territories; that, as the Constitution of the 
United States vests in the states, and not in Congress, the power 
to legislate for the extradition of fugitives from labor, to repeal 

4 The Whigs were one of the two great antebellum parties. The Democrats were 
the other. Joshua Giddings (1793–1864) was a representative from Ohio. Salmon 
Chase (1808–1873) was a senator from Ohio. Frederick Douglas (1817–1895), an 
escaped slave, was a leading abolitionist. Owen Lovejoy (1811–1864) was a Con-
gregational minister in Illinois. Giddings, Chase, and Lovejoy were abolitionists; 
Chase antislavery.
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and entirely abrogate the fugitive slave law; to restrict slavery to 
those states in which it exists; to prohibit the admission of any 
more slave states into the Union; to abolish slavery in the District 
of Columbia; to exclude slavery from all the territories over which 
the general government has exclusive jurisdiction; and to resist the 
acquirements of any more territories unless the practice of slavery 
therein forever shall have been prohibited.

3. Resolved, That in furtherance of these principles we will use such 
constitutional and lawful means as shall seem best adapted to their 
accomplishment, and that we will support no man for office, under 
the general or state government, who is not positively and fully 
committed to the support of these principles, and whose personal 
character and conduct is not a guaranty that he is reliable, and who 
shall not have abjured old party allegiance and ties.

(The resolutions, as they were read, were cheered throughout.)
Now, gentlemen, your Black Republicans have cheered every one of those 

propositions, (“good” and cheers) and yet I venture to say that you cannot get 
Mr. Lincoln to come out and say that he is now in favor of each one of them. 
(Laughter and applause. “Hit him again.”) That these propositions, one and 
all, constitute the platform of the Black Republican party of this day, I have no 
doubt; (“good”) and when you were not aware for what purpose I was read-
ing them, your Black Republicans cheered them as good Black Republican 
doctrines. (“That’s it,” etc.) My object in reading these resolutions, was to put 
the question to Abraham Lincoln this day, whether he now stands and will 
stand by each article in that creed and carry it out. (“Good.” “Hit him again.”) 
I desire to know whether Mr. Lincoln today stands as he did in 1854, in favor 
of the unconditional repeal of the fugitive slave law. I desire him to answer 
whether he stands pledged today, as he did in 1854, against the admission of 
any more slave states into the Union, even if the people want them. I want 
to know whether he stands pledged against the admission of a new state into 
the Union with such a constitution as the people of that state may see fit to 
make. (“That’s it”; “put it at him.”) I want to know whether he stands today 
pledged to the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia. I desire him 
to answer whether he stands pledged to the prohibition of the slave trade 
between the different states. (“He does.”) I desire to know whether he stands 
pledged to prohibit slavery in all the territories of the United States, north 
as well as south of the Missouri Compromise line. (“Kansas too.”) I desire 
him to answer whether he is opposed to the acquisition of any more territory 
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unless slavery is prohibited therein. I want his answer to these questions. 
Your affirmative cheers in favor of this abolition platform is not satisfactory. 
I ask Abraham Lincoln to answer these questions, in order that when I trot 
him down to lower Egypt,5 I may put the same questions to him. (Enthusias-
tic applause.) My principles are the same everywhere. (Cheers and “hark.”) 
I can proclaim them alike in the North, the South, the East, and the West. 
My principles will apply wherever the Constitution prevails and the Amer-
ican flag waves. (“Good” and applause.) I desire to know whether Mr. Lin-
coln’s principles will bear transplanting from Ottawa to Jonesboro?6 I put 
these questions to him today distinctly, and ask an answer. I have a right 
to an answer, for I quote from the platform of the Republican party, made 
by himself and others at the time that party was formed, and the bargain 
made by Lincoln to dissolve and kill the old Whig party, and transfer its 
members, bound hand and foot, to the abolition party, under the direction 
of Giddings and Fred Douglass. (Cheers.) In the remarks I have made on 
this platform, and the position of Mr. Lincoln upon it, I mean nothing per-
sonally disrespectful or unkind to that gentleman. I have known him for 
nearly twenty-five years. There were many points of sympathy between us 
when we first got acquainted. We were both comparatively boys, and both 
struggling with poverty in a strange land. I was a schoolteacher in the town 
of Winchester, and he a flourishing grocery-keeper in the town of Salem. 
(Applause and laughter.) He was more successful in his occupation than I 
was in mine, and hence more fortunate in this world’s goods. Lincoln is one 
of those peculiar men who perform with admirable skill everything which 
they undertake. I made as good a schoolteacher as I could, and when a cabinet 
maker I made a good bedstead and tables, although my old boss said I suc-
ceeded better with bureaus and secretaries than with anything else; (cheers) 
but I believe that Lincoln was always more successful in business than I, for 
his business enabled him to get into the legislature. I met him there, however, 
and had sympathy with him, because of the uphill struggle we both had in 
life. He was then just as good at telling an anecdote as now. (“No doubt.”) He 
could beat any of the boys wrestling, or running a footrace, in pitching quoits 
or tossing a copper;7 could ruin more liquor than all the boys of the town 

5 The nickname for southern Illinois, which was known to be antiblack and 
Democratic.
6 A town in southern Illinois, the site of the third debate.
7 Traditional games that involved tossing a quoit or ring of some material or pennies 
(coppers) at a target.
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together, (uproarious laughter) and the dignity and impartiality with which 
he presided at a horse-race or fistfight, excited the admiration and won the 
praise of everybody that was present and participated. (Renewed laughter.) 
I sympathized with him, because he was struggling with difficulties, and so 
was I. Mr. Lincoln served with me in the legislature in 1836, when we both 
retired, and he subsided, or became submerged, and he was lost sight of as a 
public man for some years. In 1846, when Wilmot introduced his celebrated 
proviso,8 and the abolition tornado swept over the country; Lincoln again 
turned up as a member of Congress from the Sangamon district. I was then 
in the Senate of the United States, and was glad to welcome my old friend and 
companion. Whilst in Congress, he distinguished himself by his opposition 
to the Mexican war, taking the side of the common enemy against his own 
country; (“that’s true”) and when he returned home he found that the indig-
nation of the people followed him everywhere, and he was again submerged 
or obliged to retire into private life, forgotten by his former friends. (“And 
will be again.”) He came up again in 1854, just in time to make this abolition 
or Black Republican platform, in company with Giddings, Lovejoy, Chase, 
and Fred Douglass, for the Republican party to stand upon. (Laughter, “Hit 
him again,” etc.) Trumbull, too, was one of our own contemporaries. He was 
born and raised in old Connecticut, was bred a Federalist, but removing to 
Georgia, turned Nullifier,9 when nullification was popular, and as soon as 
he disposed of his clocks and wound up his business, migrated to Illinois, 
(laughter) turned politician and lawyer here, and made his appearance in 
1841, as a member of the legislature. He became noted as the author of the 
scheme to repudiate a large portion of the state debt of Illinois, which, if suc-
cessful, would have brought infamy and disgrace upon the fair escutcheon 
of our glorious state. The odium attached to that measure consigned him to 
oblivion for a time. I helped to do it. I walked into a public meeting in the hall 
of the House of Representatives, and replied to his repudiating speeches, and 
resolutions were carried over his head denouncing repudiation, and asserting 
the moral and legal obligation of Illinois to pay every dollar of the debt she 

8 Representative David Wilmot (1814–1868) of Pennsylvania introduced an amend-
ment to an appropriations bill during the war with Mexico that prohibited slavery 
in any territory acquired as a result of the war.
9 Nullification was the view that states could nullify federal laws that they opposed. 
It was associated with South Carolina’s opposition to tariffs in the 1830s but obvi-
ously had relevance to Southerners’ defense of slavery.
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owed and every bond that bore her seal. (“Good,” and cheers.) Trumbull’s 
malignity has followed me since I thus defeated his infamous scheme.

These two men having formed this combination to abolitionize the Old 
Whig party and the Old Democratic party, and put themselves into the Sen-
ate of the United States, in pursuance of their bargain, are now carrying out 
that arrangement. Matheny states that Trumbull broke faith;10 that the bar-
gain was that Lincoln should be the senator in Shields’ place, and Trumbull 
was to wait for mine; (laughter and cheers) and the story goes, that Trum-
bull cheated Lincoln, having control of four or five abolitionized Democrats 
who were holding over in the Senate; he would not let them vote for Lincoln, 
and which obliged the rest of the abolitionists to support him in order to 
secure an abolition senator. There are a number of authorities for the truth 
of this besides Matheny, and I suppose that even Mr. Lincoln will not deny 
it. (Applause and laughter.)

Mr. Lincoln demands that he shall have the place intended for Trumbull, 
as Trumbull cheated him and got his, and Trumbull is stumping the state 
traducing me for the purpose of securing the position for Lincoln, in order 
to quiet him. (“Lincoln can never get it,” etc.) It was in consequence of this 
arrangement that the Republican Convention was impaneled to instruct for 
Lincoln and nobody else, and it was on this account that they passed resolu-
tions that he was their first, their last, and their only choice. Archy Williams 
was nowhere, Browning was nobody, Wentworth was not to be considered;11 
they had no man in the Republican party for the place except Lincoln, for 
the reason that he demanded that they should carry out the arrangement. 
(“Hit him again.”)

Having formed this new party for the benefit of deserters from Whiggery, 
and deserters from Democracy, and having laid down the abolition platform 
which I have read, Lincoln now takes his stand and proclaims his abolition 
doctrines. Let me read a part of them. In his speech at Springfield to the 
convention,12 which nominated him for the Senate, he said:

In my opinion it will not cease until a crisis shall have been reached 
and passed. “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” I believe 
this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free. 

10 James Matheny (1818–1890) a republican politician in Illinois.
11 All republican politicians in Illinois.
12 Document 6.
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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. Either the opponents of slavery will arrest the 
further spread of it, and place it where the public mind shall rest in the 
belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction: or its advocates will 
push it forward till it shall became alike lawful in all the states—old as 
well as new, North as well as South.

(“Good,” “good,” and cheers.)
I am delighted to hear you Black Republicans say “good.” (Laughter and 

cheers.) I have no doubt that doctrine expresses your sentiments (“hit them 
again,” “that’s it”) and I will prove to you now, if you will listen to me, that it is 
revolutionary and destructive of the existence of this government. (“Hurrah 
for Douglas,” “good,” and cheers.) Mr. Lincoln, in the extract from which I 
have read, says that this government cannot endure permanently in the same 
condition in which it was made by its framers—divided into free and slave 
states. He says that it has existed for about seventy years thus divided, and 
yet he tells you that it cannot endure permanently on the same principles 
and in the same relative condition in which our fathers made it. Why can it 
not exist divided into free and slave states? Washington, Jefferson, Franklin, 
Madison, Hamilton, Jay, and the great men of that day, made this government 
divided into free states and slave states, and left each state perfectly free to 
do as it pleased on the subject of slavery. (“Right, right.”) Why can it not 
exist on the same principles on which our fathers made it? (“It can.”) They 
knew when they framed the Constitution that in a country as wide and broad 
as this, with such a variety of climate, production, and interest, the people 
necessarily required different laws and institutions in different localities. 
They knew that the laws and regulations which would suit the granite hills 
of New Hampshire would be unsuited to the rice plantations of South Car-
olina, (“right, right,”) and they, therefore, provided that each state should 
retain its own legislature and its own sovereignty, with the full and complete 
power to do as it pleased within its own limits, in all that was local and not 
national. (Applause.) One of the reserved rights of the states, was the right to 
regulate the relations between master and servant, on the slavery question. 
At the time the Constitution was framed, there were thirteen states in the 
Union, twelve of which were slaveholding states and one free state. Suppose 
this doctrine of uniformity preached by Mr. Lincoln, that the states should 
all be free or all be slave had prevailed, and what would have been the result? 
Of course, the twelve slaveholding states would have overruled the one free 
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state, and slavery would have been fastened by a constitutional provision 
on every inch of the American Republic, instead of being left as our fathers 
wisely left it, to each state to decide for itself. (“Good, good,” and three cheers 
for Douglas.) Here I assert that uniformity in the local laws and institutions 
of the different states is neither possible or desirable. If uniformity had been 
adopted when the government was established, it must inevitably have been 
the uniformity of slavery everywhere, or else the uniformity of negro citi-
zenship and negro equality everywhere.

We are told by Lincoln that he is utterly opposed to the Dred Scott deci-
sion, and will not submit to it, for the reason that he says it deprives the negro 
of the rights and privileges of citizenship. (Laughter and applause.) That is 
the first and main reason which he assigns for his warfare on the Supreme 
Court of the United States and its decision. I ask you, are you in favor of con-
ferring upon the negro the rights and privileges of citizenship? (“No, no.”) 
Do you desire to strike out of our state constitution that clause which keeps 
slaves and free negroes out of the state, and allow the free negroes to flow 
in (“never”) and cover your prairies with black settlements? Do you desire 
to turn this beautiful state into a free negro colony (“no, no,”) in order that 
when Missouri abolishes slavery she can send one hundred thousand eman-
cipated slaves into Illinois, to become citizens and voters, on an equality with 
yourselves? (“Never,” “no.”) If you desire negro citizenship, if you desire to 
allow them to come into the state and settle with the white man, if you desire 
them to vote on an equality with yourselves, and to make them eligible to 
office, to serve on juries, and to adjudge your rights, then support Mr. Lincoln 
and the Black Republican party, who are in favor of the citizenship of the 
negro. (“Never, never.”) For one, I am opposed to negro citizenship in any 
and every form. (Cheers.) I believe this government was made on the white 
basis. (“Good.”) I believe it was made by white men for the benefit of white 
men and their posterity forever, and I am in favor of confining citizenship 
to white men, men of European birth and descent, instead of conferring it 
upon negroes, Indians, and other inferior races. (“Good for you.” “Douglas 
forever.”)

Mr. Lincoln, following the example and lead of all the little abolition ora-
tors, who go around and lecture in the basements of schools and churches, 
reads from the Declaration of Independence, that all men were created equal, 
and then asks, how can you deprive a negro of that equality which God and 
the Declaration of Independence awards to him? He and they maintain that 
negro equality is guaranteed by the laws of God, and that it is asserted in the 
Declaration of Independence. If they think so, of course they have a right 
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to say so, and so vote. I do not question Mr. Lincoln’s conscientious belief 
that the negro was made his equal, and hence is his brother, (laughter) but 
for my own part, I do not regard the negro as my equal, and positively deny 
that he is my brother or any kin to me whatever. (“Never.” “Hit him again,” 
and cheers.) Lincoln has evidently learned by heart Parson Lovejoy’s cate-
chism. (Laughter and applause.) He can repeat it as well as Farnsworth,13 
and he is worthy of a medal from Father Giddings and Fred Douglass for his 
abolitionism. (Laughter.) He holds that the negro was born his equal and 
yours, and that he was endowed with equality by the Almighty, and that no 
human law can deprive him of these rights which were guaranteed to him by 
the Supreme ruler of the Universe. Now, I do not believe that the Almighty 
ever intended the negro to be the equal of the white man. (“Never, never.”) 
If he did, he has been a long time demonstrating the fact. (Cheers.) For thou-
sands of years the negro has been a race upon the earth, and during all that 
time, in all latitudes and climates, wherever he has wandered or been taken, 
he has been inferior to the race which he has there met. He belongs to an 
inferior race, and must always occupy an inferior position. (“Good,” “that’s 
so,” etc.) I do not hold that because the negro is our inferior that therefore he 
ought to be a slave. By no means can such a conclusion be drawn from what 
I have said. On the contrary, I hold that humanity and Christianity both 
require that the negro shall have and enjoy every right, every privilege, and 
every immunity consistent with the safety of the society in which he lives. 
(That’s so.) On that point, I presume, there can be no diversity of opinion. 
You and I are bound to extend to our inferior and dependent beings every 
right, every privilege, every facility and immunity consistent with the pub-
lic good. The question then arises, what rights and privileges are consistent 
with the public good? This is a question which each state and each territory 
must decide for itself—Illinois has decided it for herself. We have provided 
that the negro shall not be a slave, and we have also provided that he shall 
not be a citizen, but protect him in his civil rights, in his life, his person, and 
his property, only depriving him of all political rights whatsoever, and refus-
ing to put him on an equality with the white man. (“Good.”) That policy of 
Illinois is satisfactory to the Democratic party and to me, and if it were to 
the Republicans, there would then be no question upon the subject; but the 
Republicans say that he ought to be made a citizen, and when he becomes 
a citizen he becomes your equal, with all your rights and privileges. (“He 

13 John Farnsworth (1820–1897) was a Republican congressman from Illinois and a 
well-known radical opponent of slavery.
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never shall.”) They assert the Dred Scott decision to be monstrous because 
it denies that the negro is or can be a citizen under the Constitution. Now, I 
hold that Illinois had a right to abolish and prohibit slavery as she did, and I 
hold that Kentucky has the same right to continue and protect slavery that 
Illinois had to abolish it. I hold that New York had as much right to abolish 
slavery as Virginia has to continue it, and that each and every state of this 
Union is a sovereign power, with the right to do as it pleases upon this ques-
tion of slavery, and upon all its domestic institutions. Slavery is not the only 
question which comes up in this controversy. There is a far more important 
one to you, and that is, what shall be done with the free negro? We have 
settled the slavery question as far as we are concerned; we have prohibited 
it in Illinois forever, and in doing so, I think we have done wisely, and there 
is no man in the state who would be more strenuous in his opposition to 
the introduction of slavery than I would; (cheers) but when we settled it for 
ourselves, we exhausted all our power over that subject. We have done our 
whole duty, and can do no more. We must leave each and every other state 
to decide for itself the same question. In relation to the policy to be pursued 
toward the free negroes, we have said that they shall not vote; whilst Maine, 
on the other hand, has said that they shall vote. Maine is a sovereign state, 
and has the power to regulate the qualifications of voters within her limits. 
I would never consent to confer the right of voting and of citizenship upon a 
negro, but still I am not going to quarrel with Maine for differing from me in 
opinion. Let Maine take care of her own negroes and fix the qualifications of 
her own voters to suit herself, without interfering with Illinois, and Illinois 
will not interfere with Maine. So with the state of New York. She allows the 
negro to vote provided he owns $250 worth of property, but not otherwise. 
While I would not make any distinction whatever between a negro who held 
property and one who did not; yet if the sovereign state of New York chooses 
to make that distinction it is her business and not mine, and I will not quar-
rel with her for it. She can do as she pleases on this question if she minds 
her own business, and we will do the same thing. Now, my friends, if we 
will only act conscientiously and rigidly upon this great principle of popular 
sovereignty, which guaranties to each state and territory the right to do as it 
pleases on all things, local and domestic, instead of Congress interfering, we 
will continue at peace one with another. Why should Illinois be at war with 
Missouri, or Kentucky with Ohio, or Virginia with New York, merely because 
their institutions differ? Our fathers intended that our institutions should 
differ. They knew that the North and the South, having different climates, 
productions, and interests, required different institutions. This doctrine of 
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Mr. Lincoln, of uniformity among the institutions of the different states, is 
a new doctrine, never dreamed of by Washington, Madison, or the framers 
of this government. Mr. Lincoln and the Republican party set themselves up 
as wiser than these men who made this government, which has flourished 
for seventy years under the principle of popular sovereignty, recognizing the 
right of each state to do as it pleased. Under that principle, we have grown 
from a nation of three or four million to a nation of about thirty million 
people; we have crossed the Allegheny Mountains and filled up the whole 
Northwest, turning the prairie into a garden, and building up churches and 
schools, thus spreading civilization and Christianity where before there was 
nothing but savage barbarism. Under that principle we have become, from 
a feeble nation, the most powerful on the face of the earth, and if we only 
adhere to that principle, we can go forward increasing in territory, in power, 
in strength, and in glory until the Republic of America shall be the North 
Star that shall guide the friends of freedom throughout the civilized world. 
(“Long may you live,” and great applause.) And why can we not adhere to 
the great principle of self-government, upon which our institutions were 
originally based. (“We can.”) I believe that this new doctrine preached by 
Mr. Lincoln and his party will dissolve the Union if it succeeds. They are 
trying to array all the northern states in one body against the South, to excite 
a sectional war between the free states and the slave states, in order that the 
one or the other may be driven to the wall.

I am told that my time is out. Mr. Lincoln will now address you for an hour 
and a half, and I will then occupy a half hour in replying to him.

Mr. Lincoln’s Speech

Mr. Lincoln then came forward and was greeted with loud and protracted 
cheers from fully two-thirds of the audience. This was admitted by the Doug-
las men on the platform. It was some minutes before he could make himself 
heard, even by those on the stand. At last he said:

My fellow citizens: When a man hears himself somewhat misrepresented, 
it provokes him—at least, I find it so with myself; but when misrepresentation 
becomes very gross and palpable, it is more apt to amuse him. The first thing I 
see fit to notice, is the fact that Judge Douglas alleges, after running through the 
history of the Old Democratic and the Old Whig parties, that Judge Trumbull 
and myself made an arrangement in 1854, by which I was to have the place of 
General Shields in the United States Senate, and Judge Trumbull was to have 
the place of Judge Douglas. Now, all I have to say upon that subject is that I 



Lincoln-Douglas Debates, Ottawa 123

think no man—not even Judge Douglas—can prove it, because it is not true. 
(Cheers.) I have no doubt he is “conscientious” in saying it. (Laughter.) As to 
those resolutions that he took such a length of time to read, as being the plat-
form of the Republican party in 1854, I say I never had anything to do with 
them, and I think Trumbull never had. (Renewed laughter.) Judge Douglas 
cannot show that either of us ever did have anything to do with them. I believe 
this is true about those resolutions: There was a call for a convention to form a 
Republican party at Springfield, and I think that my friend, Mr. Lovejoy, who 
is here upon this stand, had a hand in it. I think this is true, and I think if he 
will remember accurately, he will be able to recollect that he tried to get me 
into it, and I would not go in. (Cheers and laughter.) I believe it is also true that 
I went away from Springfield when the convention was in session, to attend 
court in Tazewell County. It is true they did place my name, though without 
authority, upon the committee, and afterward wrote me to attend the meeting 
of the committee, but I refused to do so, and I never had anything to do with 
that organization. This is the plain truth about all that matter of the resolutions.

Now, about this story that Judge Douglas tells of Trumbull bargaining 
to sell out the old Democratic party, and Lincoln agreeing to sell out the old 
Whig party, I have the means of knowing about that; Judge Douglas cannot 
have; and I know there is no substance to it whatever. Yet I have no doubt 
he is “conscientious” about it. I know that after Mr. Lovejoy got into the leg-
islature that winter, he complained of me that I had told all the old Whigs 
of his district that the old Whig party was good enough for them, and some 
of them voted against him because I told them so. Now, I have no means of 
totally disproving such charges as this which the Judge makes. A man cannot 
prove a negative, but he has a right to claim that when a man makes an affir-
mative charge, he must offer some proof to show the truth of what he says. I 
certainly cannot introduce testimony to show the negative about things, but 
I have a right to claim that if a man says he knows a thing, then he must show 
how he knows it. I always have a right to claim this, and it is not satisfactory 
to me that he may be “conscientious” on the subject. (Cheers and laughter.)
Now, gentlemen, I hate to waste my time on such things, but in regard to 
that general abolition tilt that Judge Douglas makes, when he says that I was 
engaged at that time in selling out and abolitionizing the Old Whig party—I 
hope you will permit me to read a part of a printed speech that I made then 
at Peoria, which will show altogether a different view of the position I took 
in that contest of 1854.14

14 Document 4.
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Voice: Put on your specs.
Mr. Lincoln: Yes, sir, I am obliged to do so. I am no longer a young man. 

(Laughter.)

This is the repeal of the Missouri Compromise. The foregoing history 
may not be precisely accurate in every particular; but I am sure it is 
sufficiently so for all the uses I shall attempt to make of it, and in it 
we have before us, the chief materials enabling us to correctly judge 
whether the repeal of the Missouri Compromise is right or wrong.

I think, and shall try to show, that it is wrong; wrong in its direct 
effect, letting slavery into Kansas and Nebraska—and wrong in its 
prospective principle, allowing it to spread to every other part of the 
wide world, where men can be found inclined to take it.

This declared indifference, but, as I must think, covert real zeal for 
the spread of slavery, I cannot but hate. I hate it because of the mon-
strous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our repub-
lican example of its just influence in the world—enables the enemies 
of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites—causes 
the real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity, and especially 
because it forces so many really good men amongst ourselves into 
an open war with the very fundamental principles of civil liberty—
criticizing the Declaration of Independence, and insisting that there 
is no right principle of action but self-interest.

Before proceeding, let me say I think I have no prejudice against 
the southern people. They are just what we would be in their situation. 
If slavery did not now exist among them, they would not introduce it. 
If it did now exist amongst us, we should not instantly give it up. This I 
believe of the masses North and South. Doubtless there are individu-
als on both sides, who would not hold slaves under any circumstances; 
and others who would gladly introduce slavery anew, if it were out of 
existence. We know that some southern men do free their slaves, go 
north, and become tip-top abolitionists; while some northern ones go 
south, and become most cruel slave-masters.

When southern people tell us they are no more responsible for the 
origin of slavery than we, I acknowledge the fact. When it is said that 
the institution exists, and that it is very difficult to get rid of it, in any 
satisfactory way, I can understand and appreciate the saying. I surely 
will not blame them for not doing what I should not know how to do 
myself. If all earthly power were given me, I should not know what to 



Lincoln-Douglas Debates, Ottawa 125

do, as to the existing institution. My first impulse would be to free all 
the slaves and send them to Liberia—to their own native land. But a 
moment’s reflection would convince me that whatever of high hope, 
as I think there is, there may be in this, in the long run, its sudden 
execution is impossible. If they were all landed there in a day, they 
would all perish in the next ten days; and there are not surplus ship-
ping and surplus money enough in the world to carry them there in 
many times ten days. What then? Free them all, and keep them among 
us as underlings? Is it quite certain that this betters their condition? I 
think I would not hold one in slavery at any rate; yet the point is not 
clear enough to me to denounce people upon. What next? Free them, 
and make them politically and socially our equals? My own feelings 
will not admit of this; and if mine would, we well know that those of 
the great mass of white people will not. Whether this feeling accords 
with justice and sound judgment, is not the sole question, if, indeed, 
it is any part of it. A universal feeling, whether well or ill-founded, 
cannot be safely disregarded. We cannot, then, make them equals. 
It does seem to me that systems of gradual emancipation might be 
adopted; but for their tardiness in this, I will not undertake to judge 
our brethren of the South.

When they remind us of their constitutional rights, I acknowledge 
them, not grudgingly, but fully and fairly; and I would give them any 
legislation for the reclaiming of their fugitives, which should not, in 
its stringency, be more likely to carry a free man into slavery, than our 
ordinary criminal laws are to hang an innocent one.

But all this, to my judgment, furnishes no more excuse for permit-
ting slavery to go into our own free territory, than it would for reviving 
the African slave-trade by law. The law which forbids the bringing of 
slaves from Africa, and that which has so long forbid the taking of them 
to Nebraska, can hardly be distinguished on any moral principle; and 
the repeal of the former could find quite as plausible excuses as that 
of the latter.

I have reason to know that Judge Douglas knows that I said this. I think 
he has the answer here to one of the questions he put to me. I do not mean to 
allow him to catechise me unless he pays back for it in kind. I will not answer 
questions one after another, unless he reciprocates; but as he has made this 
inquiry, and I have answered it before, he has got it without my getting any-
thing in return. He has got my answer on the fugitive slave law.
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Now, gentlemen, I don’t want to read at any greater length, but this is 
the true complexion of all I have ever said in regard to the institution of 
slavery and the black race. This is the whole of it, and anything that argues 
me into his idea of perfect social and political equality with the negro, is but 
a specious and fantastic arrangement of words, by which a man can prove 
a horse-chestnut to be a chestnut horse. (Laughter.) I will say here, while 
upon this subject, that I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere 
with the institution of slavery in the states where it exists. I believe I have no 
lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so. I have no purpose 
to introduce political and social equality between the white and the black 
races. There is a physical difference between the two, which, in my judgment, 
will probably forever forbid their living together upon the footing of perfect 
equality, and inasmuch as it becomes a necessity that there must be a differ-
ence, I, as well as Judge Douglas, am in favor of the race to which I belong 
having the superior position. I have never said anything to the contrary, but 
I hold that, notwithstanding all this, there is no reason in the world why the 
negro is not entitled to all the natural rights enumerated in the Declaration 
of Independence, the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. (Loud 
cheers.) I hold that he is as much entitled to these as the white man. I agree 
with Judge Douglas he is not my equal in many respects—certainly not in 
color, perhaps not in moral or intellectual endowment. But in the right to eat 
the bread, without the leave of anybody else, which his own hand earns, he 
is my equal and the equal of Judge Douglas, and the equal of every living man. 
(Great applause.)

Now I pass on to consider one or two more of these little follies. The Judge 
is woefully at fault about his early friend Lincoln being a “grocery-keeper.” 
(Laughter.) I don’t know as it would be a great sin, if I had been; but he is 
mistaken. Lincoln never kept a grocery anywhere in the world. (Laughter.) 
It is true that Lincoln did work the latter part of one winter in a little still 
house, up at the head of a hollow. (Roars of laughter.) And so I think my 
friend, the Judge, is equally at fault when he charges me at the time when 
I was in Congress of having opposed our soldiers who were fighting in the 
Mexican war. The Judge did not make his charge very distinctly, but I can 
tell you what he can prove, by referring to the record. You remember I was 
an old Whig, and whenever the Democratic party tried to get me to vote that 
the war had been righteously begun by the president, I would not do it. But 
whenever they asked for any money, or land-warrants, or anything to pay the 
soldiers there, during all that time, I gave the same vote that Judge Douglas 
did. (Loud applause.) You can think as you please as to whether that was 
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consistent. Such is the truth; and the Judge has the right to make all he can 
out of it. But when he, by a general charge, conveys the idea that I withheld 
supplies from the soldiers who were fighting in the Mexican war, or did any-
thing else to hinder the soldiers, he is, to say the least, grossly and altogether 
mistaken, as a consultation of the records will prove to him.

As I have not used up so much of my time as I had supposed, I will dwell a 
little longer upon one or two of these minor topics upon which the Judge has 
spoken.15 He has read from my speech in Springfield, in which I say that “a 
house divided against itself cannot stand.”16 Does the Judge say it can stand? 
(Laughter.) I don’t know whether he does or not. The Judge does not seem to 
be attending to me just now, but I would like to know if it is his opinion that 
a house divided against itself can stand. If he does, then there is a question of 
veracity, not between him and me, but between the Judge and an authority 
of a somewhat higher character. (Laughter and applause.)

Now, my friends, I ask your attention to this matter for the purpose of 
saying something seriously. I know that the Judge may readily enough agree 
with me that the maxim which was put forth by the Savior is true, but he 
may allege that I misapply it; and the Judge has a right to urge that, in my 
application, I do misapply it, and then I have a right to show that I do not 
misapply it. When he undertakes to say that because I think this nation, so 
far as the question of slavery is concerned, will all become one thing or all 
the other, I am in favor of bringing about a dead uniformity in the various 
states, in all their institutions, he argues erroneously. The great variety of 
the local institutions in the states, springing from differences in the soil, 
differences in the face of the country, and in the climate, are bonds of union. 
They do not make “a house divided against itself,” but they make a house 
united. If they produce in one section of the country what is called for by 
the wants of another section, and this other section can supply the wants 
of the first, they are not matters of discord but bonds of union, true bonds 
of union. But can this question of slavery be considered as among these 
varieties in the institutions of the country? I leave it to you to say whether, 
in the history of our government, this institution of slavery has not always 
failed to be a bond of union, and, on the contrary, been an apple of discord, 
and an element of division in the house. (Cries of “Yes, yes,” and applause.) 
I ask you to consider whether, so long as the moral constitution of men’s 

15 Lincoln called Douglas “Judge” because Douglas had served as an associate justice 
on the Illinois Supreme Court.
16 Document 6.
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minds shall continue to be the same, after this generation and assemblage 
shall sink into the grave, and another race shall arise, with the same moral 
and intellectual development we have—whether, if that institution is stand-
ing in the same irritating position in which it now is, it will not continue 
an element of division? (Cries of “Yes, yes.”) If so, then I have a right to say 
that, in regard to this question, the Union is a house divided against itself; 
and when the Judge reminds me that I have often said to him that the insti-
tution of slavery has existed for eighty years in some states, and yet it does 
not exist in some others, I agree to the fact, and I account for it by looking at 
the position in which our fathers originally placed it—restricting it from the 
new territories where it had not gone, and legislating to cut off its source by 
the abrogation of the slave-trade thus putting the seal of legislation against 
its spread. The public mind did rest in the belief that it was in the course of 
ultimate extinction. (Cries of “Yes, yes.”) But lately, I think—and in this I 
charge nothing on the Judge’s motives—lately, I think, that he, and those 
acting with him, have placed that institution on a new basis, which looks 
to the perpetuity and nationalization of slavery. (Loud cheers.) And while it 
is placed upon this new basis, I say, and I have said, that I believe we shall 
not have peace upon the question until the opponents of slavery arrest the 
further spread of it, and place it where the public mind shall rest in the 
belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction; or, on the other hand, 
that its advocates will push it forward until it shall become alike lawful in 
all the states, old as well as new, North as well as South. Now, I believe if we 
could arrest the spread, and place it where Washington, and Jefferson, and 
Madison placed it, it would be in the course of ultimate extinction, and the 
public mind would, as for eighty years past, believe that it was in the course 
of ultimate extinction. The crisis would be past and the institution might 
be let alone for a hundred years, if it should live so long, in the states where 
it exists, yet it would be going out of existence in the way best for both the 
black and the white races. (Great cheering.)

A voice: Then do you repudiate popular sovereignty?
Mr. Lincoln: Well, then, let us talk about popular sovereignty! (Laughter.) 

What is popular sovereignty? (Cries of “A humbug,” “a humbug.”) Is it the 
right of the people to have slavery or not have it, as they see fit, in the terri-
tories? I will state—and I have an able man to watch me—my understanding 
is that popular sovereignty, as now applied to the question of slavery, does 
allow the people of a territory to have slavery if they want to, but does not 
allow them not to have it if they do not want it. (Applause and laughter.) I 
do not mean that if this vast concourse of people were in a territory of the 
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United States, any one of them would be obliged to have a slave if he did not 
want one; but I do say that, as I understand the Dred Scott decision, if any 
one man wants slaves, all the rest have no way of keeping that one man from 
holding them.

When I made my speech at Springfield, of which the Judge complains, 
and from which he quotes, I really was not thinking of the things which he 
ascribes to me at all. I had no thought in the world that I was doing anything 
to bring about a war between the free and slave states. I had no thought in the 
world that I was doing anything to bring about a political and social equality 
of the black and white races. It never occurred to me that I was doing any-
thing or favoring anything to reduce to a dead uniformity all the local insti-
tutions of the various states. But I must say, in all fairness to him, if he thinks 
I am doing something which leads to these bad results, it is none the better 
that I did not mean it. It is just as fatal to the country, if I have any influence 
in producing it, whether I intend it or not. But can it be true, that placing 
this institution upon the original basis—the basis upon which our fathers 
placed it—can have any tendency to set the northern and the southern states 
at war with one another, or that it can have any tendency to make the people 
of Vermont raise sugarcane, because they raise it in Louisiana, or that it can 
compel the people of Illinois to cut pine logs on the Grand Prairie, where 
they will not grow, because they cut pine logs in Maine, where they do grow? 
(Laughter.) The Judge says this is a new principle started in regard to this 
question. Does the Judge claim that he is working on the plan of the Founders 
of our government? I think he says in some of his speeches—indeed, I have 
one here now—that he saw evidence of a policy to allow slavery to be south 
of a certain line, while north of it, it should be excluded, and he saw an indis-
position on the part of the country to stand upon that policy, and therefore 
he set about studying the subject upon original principles, and upon original 
principles he got up the Nebraska bill! I am fighting it upon these “original 
principles”—fighting it in the Jeffersonian, Washingtonian, and Madisonian 
fashion. (Laughter and applause.)

Now, my friends, I wish you to attend for a little while to one or two other 
things in that Springfield speech. My main object was to show, so far as my 
humble ability was capable of showing to the people of this country, what I 
believed was the truth—that there was a tendency, if not a conspiracy among 
those who have engineered this slavery question for the last four or five years, 
to make slavery perpetual and universal in this nation. Having made that 
speech principally for that object, after arranging the evidences that I thought 
tended to prove my proposition, I concluded with this bit of comment:
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We cannot absolutely know that these exact adaptations are the result 
of preconcert, but when we see a lot of framed timbers, different por-
tions of which we know have been gotten out at different times and 
places, and by different workmen—Stephen, Franklin, Roger and 
James,17 for instance—and when we see these timbers joined together, 
and see they exactly make the frame of a house or a mill, all the ten-
ons and mortices exactly fitting, and all the lengths and proportions 
of the different pieces exactly adapted to their respective places, and 
not a piece too many or too few—not omitting even the scaffolding—
or if a single piece be lacking, we see the place in the frame exactly 
fitted and prepared yet to bring such piece in—in such a case we feel 
it impossible not to believe that Stephen and Franklin, and Roger 
and James, all understood one another from the beginning, and all 
worked upon a common plan or draft drawn before the first blow was 
struck. (Great cheers.)

When my friend, Judge Douglas, came to Chicago on the ninth of July, 
this speech having been delivered on the sixteenth of June, he made an 
harangue there, in which he took hold of this speech of mine, showing that 
he had carefully read it; and while he paid no attention to this matter at all, 
but complimented me as being a “kind, amiable and intelligent gentleman,” 
notwithstanding I had said this, he goes on and eliminates, or draws out, from 
my speech this tendency of mine to set the states at war with one another, 
to make all the institutions uniform, and set the niggers and white people 
to marrying together. (Laughter.) Then, as the Judge had complimented 
me with these pleasant titles (I must confess to my weakness), I was a lit-
tle “taken,” (laughter) for it came from a great man. I was not very much 
accustomed to flattery, and it came the sweeter to me. I was rather like the 
Hoosier,18 with the gingerbread, when he said he reckoned he loved it bet-
ter than any other man, and got less of it. (Roars of laughter.) As the Judge 
had so flattered me, I could not make up my mind that he meant to deal 
unfairly with me; so I went to work to show him that he misunderstood the 

17 Stephen Douglas; Franklin Pierce (1804–1869), the president who signed the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act; Roger Taney (1777–1864), the Supreme Court Chief Justice 
who wrote the Dred Scott decision; and James Buchanan (1791–1868), whose Inaugu-
ral Address (March 4, 1857) appeared to encourage acceptance of the forthcoming 
Dred Scott decision. 
18 A nickname for people from Indiana.
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whole scope of my speech, and that I really never intended to set the people 
at war with one another. As an illustration, the next time I met him, which 
was at Springfield, I used this expression, that I claimed no right under the 
Constitution, nor had I any inclination, to enter into the slave states and 
interfere with the institutions of slavery. He says upon that: Lincoln will not 
enter into the slave states, but will go to the banks of the Ohio, on this side, 
and shoot over! (Laughter.) He runs on, step by step, in the horse-chestnut 
style of argument, until in the Springfield speech he says, “Unless he shall 
be successful in firing his batteries, until he shall have extinguished slavery 
in all the states, the Union shall be dissolved.” Now I don’t think that was 
exactly the way to treat “a kind, amiable, intelligent gentleman.” I know if I 
had asked the Judge to show when or where it was I had said that, if I didn’t 
succeed in firing into the slave states until slavery should be extinguished, 
the Union should be dissolved, he could not have shown it. I understand what 
he would do. He would say, “I don’t mean to quote from you, but this was the 
result of what you say.” But I have the right to ask, and I do ask now, did you 
not put it in such a form that an ordinary reader or listener would take it as 
an expression from me?(Laughter.)

In a speech at Springfield, on the night of the seventeenth, I thought I 
might as well attend to my own business a little, and I recalled his attention as 
well as I could to this charge of conspiracy to nationalize slavery. I called his 
attention to the fact that he had acknowledged, in my hearing twice, that he 
had carefully read the speech, and, in the language of the lawyers, as he had 
twice read the speech, and still had put in no plea or answer, I took a default 
on him. I insisted that I had a right then to renew that charge of conspiracy. 
Ten days afterward I met the Judge at Clinton—that is to say, I was on the 
ground, but not in the discussion—and heard him make a speech. Then he 
comes in with his plea to this charge, for the first time, and his plea when put 
in, as well as I can recollect it, amounted to this: that he never had any talk 
with Judge Taney or the president of the United States with regard to the 
Dred Scott decision before it was made. I (Lincoln) ought to know that the 
man who makes a charge without knowing it to be true, falsifies as much as 
he who knowingly tells a falsehood; and lastly, that he would pronounce the 
whole thing a falsehood; but he would make no personal application of the 
charge of falsehood, not because of any regard for the “kind, amiable, intel-
ligent gentleman,” but because of his own personal self-respect! (Roars of 
laughter.) I have understood since then (but [turning to Judge Douglas] will 
not hold the Judge to it if he is not willing) that he has broken through the 
“self-respect,” and has got to saying the thing out. The Judge nods to me that 
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it is so. (Laughter.) It is fortunate for me that I can keep as good-humored as I 
do, when the Judge acknowledges that he has been trying to make a question 
of veracity with me. I know the Judge is a great man, while I am only a small 
man, but I feel that I have got him. (Tremendous cheering.) I demur to that 
plea. I waive all objections that it was not filed till after default was taken, 
and demur to it upon the merits. What if Judge Douglas never did talk with 
Chief Justice Taney and the president before the Dred Scott decision was 
made, does it follow that he could not have had as perfect an understanding 
without talking as with it? I am not disposed to stand upon my legal advan-
tage. I am disposed to take his denial as being like an answer in chancery,19 
that he neither had any knowledge, information, or belief in the existence 
of such a conspiracy. I am disposed to take his answer as being as broad as 
though he had put it in these words. And now, I ask, even if he had done so, 
have not I a right to prove it on him, and to offer the evidence of more than 
two witnesses, by whom to prove it; and if the evidence proves the existence 
of the conspiracy, does his broad answer denying all knowledge, information, 
or belief disturb the fact? It can only show that he was used by conspirators, 
and was not a leader of them. (Vociferous cheering.)

Now, in regard to his reminding me of the moral rule that persons who tell 
what they do not know to be true, falsify as much as those who knowingly tell 
falsehoods. I remember the rule, and it must be borne in mind that in what I 
have read to you, I do not say that I know such a conspiracy to exist. To that 
I reply, I believe it. If the Judge says that I do not believe it, then he says what 
he does not know, and falls within his own rule, that he who asserts a thing 
which he does not know to be true, falsifies as much as he who knowingly tells 
a falsehood. I want to call your attention to a little discussion on that branch 
of the case, and the evidence which brought my mind to the conclusion which 
I expressed as my belief. If, in arraying that evidence, I had stated anything 
which was false or erroneous, it needed but that Judge Douglas should point 
it out, and I would have taken it back with all the kindness in the world. I do 
not deal in that way. If I have brought forward anything not a fact, if he will 
point it out, it will not even ruffle me to take it back. But if he will not point 
out anything erroneous in the evidence, is it not rather for him to show, by 
a comparison of the evidence, that I have reasoned falsely, than to call the 
“kind, amiable, intelligent gentleman” a liar? (Cheers and laughter.) If I have 
reasoned to a false conclusion, it is the vocation of an able debater to show by 

19 An answer in chancery is a response to a court by someone against whom a com-
plaint has been made.



Lincoln-Douglas Debates, Ottawa 133

argument that I have wandered to an erroneous conclusion. I want to ask your 
attention to a portion of the Nebraska bill, which Judge Douglas has quoted: 
“It being the true intent and meaning of this act, not to legislate slavery into 
any territory or state, nor to exclude it therefrom, but to leave the people 
thereof perfectly free to form and regulate their domestic institutions in their 
own way, subject only to the Constitution of the United States.” Thereupon 
Judge Douglas and others began to argue in favor of “popular sovereignty”—
the right of the people to have slaves if they wanted them, and to exclude 
slavery if they did not want them. “But,” said, in substance, a senator from 
Ohio (Mr. Chase, I believe), “we more than suspect that you do not mean 
to allow the people to exclude slavery if they wish to, and if you do mean it, 
accept an amendment which I propose expressly authorizing the people to 
exclude slavery.” I believe I have the amendment here before me, which was 
offered, and under which the people of the territory, through their proper rep-
resentatives, might, if they saw fit, prohibit the existence of slavery therein. 
And now I state it as a fact, to be taken back if there is any mistake about it, 
that Judge Douglas and those acting with him voted that amendment down. 
(Tremendous applause.) I now think that those men who voted it down, had a 
real reason for doing so. They know what that reason was. It looks to us, since 
we have seen the Dred Scott decision pronounced, holding that, “under the 
Constitution,” the people cannot exclude slavery—I say it looks to outsiders, 
poor, simple, “amiable, intelligent gentlemen,” as though the niche was left 
as a place to put that Dred Scott decision in—(laughter and cheers)—a niche 
which would have been spoiled by adopting the amendment. And now, I say 
again, if this was not the reason, it will avail the Judge much more to calmly 
and good-humoredly point out to these people what that other reason was for 
voting the amendment down, than, swelling himself up, to vociferate that he 
may be provoked to call somebody a liar. (Tremendous applause.)

Again: there is in that same quotation from the Nebraska bill this clause—
“It being the true intent and meaning of this bill not to legislate slavery into 
any territory or state.” I have always been puzzled to know what business the 
word “state” had in that connection, Judge Douglas knows. He put it there. 
He knows what he put it there for. We outsiders cannot say what he put it 
there for. The law they were passing was not about states, and was not making 
provisions for states. What was it placed there for? After seeing the Dred Scott 
decision, which holds that the people cannot exclude slavery from a territory, 
if another Dred Scott decision shall come, holding that they cannot exclude it 
from a state, we shall discover that when the word was originally put there, it 
was in view of something which was to come in due time, we shall see that it 
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was the other half of something. (Applause.) I now say again, if there is any 
different reason for putting it there, Judge Douglas, in a good-humored way, 
without calling anybody a liar, can tell what the reason was. (Renewed cheers.)

When the Judge spoke at Clinton, he came very near making a charge of 
falsehood against me. He used, as I found it printed in a newspaper, which, 
I remember, was very nearly like the real speech, the following language:

I did not answer the charge [of conspiracy] before, for the reason that 
I did not suppose there was a man in America with a heart so corrupt 
as to believe such a charge could be true. I have too much respect for 
Mr. Lincoln to suppose he is serious in making the charge.

I confess this is rather a curious view, that out of respect for me he should 
consider I was making what I deemed rather a grave charge in fun. (Laugh-
ter.) I confess it strikes me rather strangely. But I let it pass. As the Judge did 
not for a moment believe that there was a man in America whose heart was 
so “corrupt” as to make such a charge, and as he places me among the “men 
in America” who have hearts base enough to make such a charge, I hope he 
will excuse me if I hunt out another charge very like this; and if it should 
turn out that in hunting I should find that other, and it should turn out to be 
Judge Douglas himself who made it, I hope he will reconsider this question 
of the deep corruption of heart he has thought fit to ascribe to me. (Great 
applause and laughter.) In Judge Douglas’ speech of March 22, 1858, which I 
hold in my hand, he says:

In this connection there is another topic to which I desire to allude. I 
seldom refer to the course of newspapers, or notice the articles which 
they publish in regard to myself; but the course of the Washington 
Union has been so extraordinary, for the last two or three months, 
that I think it well enough to make some allusion to it. It has read me 
out of the Democratic party every other day, at least for two or three 
months, and keeps reading me out, (laughter) and, as if it had not 
succeeded, still continues to read me out, using such terms as “trai-
tor,” “renegade,” “deserter,” and other kind and polite epithets of that 
nature. Sir, I have no vindication to make of my Democracy against 
the Washington Union, or any other newspapers. I am willing to allow 
my history and action for the last twenty years to speak for themselves 
as to my political principles, and my fidelity to political obligations. 
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The Washington Union has a personal grievance. When its editor was 
nominated for public printer I declined to vote for him, and stated that 
at some time I might give my reasons for doing so. Since I declined 
to give that vote, this scurrilous abuse, these vindictive and constant 
attacks have been repeated almost daily on me. Will my friend from 
Michigan read the article to which I allude?

This is a part of the speech. You must excuse me from reading the entire 
article of the Washington Union, as Mr. Stuart read it for Mr. Douglas. The 
Judge goes on and sums up, as I think, correctly:

Mr. President, you here find several distinct propositions advanced 
boldly by the Washington Union editorially, and apparently authori-
tatively, and any man who questions any of them is denounced as an 
abolitionist, a free-soiler,20 a fanatic. The propositions are, first, that 
the primary object of all government at its original institution is the 
protection of person and property; second, that the Constitution of the 
United States declares that the citizens of each state shall be entitled to 
all the privileges and immunities of citizens in the several states; and 
that, therefore, thirdly, all state laws, whether organic or otherwise, 
which prohibit the citizens of one state from settling in another with 
their slave property, and especially declaring it forfeited, are direct 
violations of the original intention of the government and Constitution 
of the United States; and, fourth, that the emancipation of the slaves 
of the northern states was a gross outrage on the rights of property, 
inasmuch as it was involuntarily done on the part of the owner.

Remember that this article was published in the Union on the seventeenth 
of November, and on the eighteenth appeared the first article giving the 
adhesion of the Union to the Lecompton Constitution. It was in these words:

KANSAS AND HER CONSTITUTION—The vexed question is set-
tled. The problem is solved. The dead point of danger is passed. All 
serious trouble to Kansas affairs is over and gone.

And a column, nearly, of the same sort. Then, when you come to 
look into the Lecompton Constitution, you find the same doctrine 

20 Free-soilers opposed the expansion of slavery into the territories.
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incorporated in it which was put forth editorially in the Union. What 
is it?

Article 7, Section 1. The right of property is before and higher than 
any constitutional sanction; and the right of the owner of a slave to 
such slave and its increase is the same and as inviolable as the right of 
the owner of any property whatever.

Then in the schedule is a provision that the constitution may be 
amended after 1864 by a two-thirds vote.

But no alteration shall be made to affect the right of property in 
the ownership of slaves.

It will be seen by these clauses in the Lecompton Constitution, 
that they are identical in spirit with the authoritative article in the 
Washington Union of the day previous to its endorsement of this 
constitution.

I pass over some portions of the speech, and I hope that anyone who feels 
interested in this matter will read the entire section of the speech, and see 
whether I do the Judge injustice. He proceeds: “When I saw that article in 
the Union of the seventeenth of November, followed by the glorification of 
the Lecompton Constitution on the eighteenth of November, and this clause 
in the constitution asserting the doctrine that a state has no right to prohibit 
slavery within its limits, I saw that there was a fatal blow being struck at the 
sovereignty of the states of this Union.”

I stop the quotation there, again requesting that it may all be read. I have 
read all of the portion I desire to comment upon. What is this charge that 
the Judge thinks I must have a very corrupt heart to make? It was a purpose 
on the part of certain high functionaries to make it impossible for the people 
of one state to prohibit the people of any other state from entering it with 
their “property,” so called, and making it a slave state. In other words, it was 
a charge implying a design to make the institution of slavery national. And 
now I ask your attention to what Judge Douglas has himself done here. I 
know he made that part of the speech as a reason why he had refused to vote 
for a certain man for public printer, but when we get at it, the charge itself 
is the very one I made against him, that he thinks I am so corrupt for utter-
ing. Now, whom does he make that charge against? Does he make it against 
that newspaper editor merely? No; he says it is identical in spirit with the 
Lecompton Constitution, and so the framers of that constitution are brought 
in with the editor of the newspaper in that “fatal blow being struck.” He did 
not call it a “conspiracy.” In his language it is a “fatal blow being struck.” And 
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if the words carry the meaning better when changed from a “conspiracy” 
into a “fatal blow being struck,” I will change my expression and call it “fatal 
blow being struck.” We see the charge made not merely against the editor of 
the Union, but all the framers of the Lecompton Constitution; and not only 
so, but the article was an authoritative article. By whose authority? Is there 
any question but he means it was by the authority of the president and his 
cabinet—the administration?

Is there any sort of question but he means to make that charge? Then there 
are the editors of the Union, the framers of the Lecompton Constitution, 
the president of the United States and his cabinet, and all the supporters 
of the Lecompton Constitution, in Congress and out of Congress, who are 
all involved in this “fatal blow being struck.” I commend to Judge Douglas’ 
consideration the question of how corrupt a man’s heart must be to make such 
a charge! (Vociferous cheering.)

Now, my friends, I have but one branch of the subject, in the little time I 
have left, to which to call your attention, and as I shall come to a close at the 
end of that branch, it is probable that I shall not occupy quite all the time 
allotted to me. Although on these questions I would like to talk twice as long 
as I have, I could not enter upon another head and discuss it properly without 
running over my time. I ask the attention of the people here assembled and 
elsewhere, to the course that Judge Douglas is pursuing every day as bearing 
upon this question of making slavery national. Not going back to the records, 
but taking the speeches he makes, the speeches he made yesterday and day 
before, and makes constantly all over the country—I ask your attention to 
them. In the first place, what is necessary to make the institution national? 
Not war. There is no danger that the people of Kentucky will shoulder their 
muskets, and, with a young nigger stuck on every bayonet, march into Illi-
nois and force them upon us. There is no danger of our going over there and 
making war upon them. Then what is necessary for the nationalization of 
slavery? It is simply the next Dred Scott decision. It is merely for the Supreme 
Court to decide that no state under the Constitution can exclude it, just as 
they have already decided that under the Constitution neither Congress nor 
the territorial legislature can do it. When that is decided and acquiesced in, 
the whole thing is done. This being true, and this being the way, as I think, 
that slavery is to be made national, let us consider what Judge Douglas is 
doing every day to that end. In the first place, let us see what influence he is 
exerting on public sentiment. In this and like communities, public sentiment 
is everything. With public sentiment, nothing can fail; without it nothing 
can succeed. Consequently he who molds public sentiment, goes deeper 
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than he who enacts statutes or pronounces decisions. He makes statutes and 
decisions possible or impossible to be executed. This must be borne in mind, 
as also the additional fact that Judge Douglas is a man of vast influence, so 
great that it is enough for many men to profess to believe anything, when 
they once find out that Judge Douglas professes to believe it. Consider also 
the attitude he occupies at the head of a large party—a party which he claims 
has a majority of all the voters in the country. This man sticks to a decision 
which forbids the people of a territory from excluding slavery, and he does 
so not because he says it is right in itself—he does not give any opinion on 
that—but because it has been decided by the Court, and being decided by 
court, he is, and you are bound to take it in your political action as law—not 
that he judges at all of its merits, but because a decision of the court is to 
him a “Thus saith the Lord.” (Applause.) He places it on that ground alone, 
and you will bear in mind that, thus committing himself unreservedly to 
this decision, commits him to the next one just as firmly as to this. He did not 
commit himself on account of the merit or demerit of the decision, but it is a 
Thus saith the Lord. The next decision, as much as this, will be a Thus saith the 
Lord. There is nothing that can divert or turn him away from this decision. It 
is nothing that I point out to him that his great prototype, General Jackson,21 
did not believe in the binding force of decisions. It is nothing to him that 
Jefferson did not so believe. I have said that I have often heard him approve 
of Jackson’s course in disregarding the decision of the Supreme Court pro-
nouncing a national bank constitutional. He says, I did not hear him say so. 
He denies the accuracy of my recollection. I say he ought to know better than 
I, but I will make no question about this thing, though it still seems to me 
that I heard him say it twenty times. (Applause and laughter.) I will tell him 
though, that he now claims to stand on the Cincinnati platform,22 which 
affirms that Congress cannot charter a national bank, in the teeth of that old 
standing decision that Congress can charter a bank. (Loud applause.) And I 
remind him of another piece of history on the question of respect for judicial 
decisions, and it is a piece of Illinois history, belonging to a time when the 
large party to which Judge Douglas belonged, were displeased with a decision 
of the Supreme Court of Illinois, because they had decided that a governor 
could not remove a secretary of state. You will find the whole story in Ford’s 
History of Illinois, and I know that Judge Douglas will not deny that he was 
then in favor of that decision by the mode of adding five new judges, so as 

21 President Andrew Jackson (1767–1845).
22 The platform adopted at the Democratic Party Convention in Cincinnati in 1856.
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to vote down the four old ones. Not only so, but it ended in the Judge’s sitting 
down on that very bench as one of the five new judges to break down the four old 
ones. (Cheers and laughter.) It was in this way precisely that he got his title 
of Judge. Now, when the Judge tells me that men appointed conditionally to 
sit as members of a court will have to be catechised beforehand upon some 
subject, I say, “You know, Judge; you have tried it.” (Laughter.) When he says 
a court of this kind will lose the confidence of all men, will be prostituted and 
disgraced by such a proceeding, I say, “You know best, Judge; you have been 
through the mill.” But I cannot shake Judge Douglas’ teeth loose from the 
Dred Scott decision. Like some obstinate animal (I mean no disrespect), that 
will hang on when he has once got his teeth fixed; you may cut off a leg, or 
you may tear away an arm, still he will not relax his hold. And so I may point 
out to the Judge, and say that he is bespattered all over, from the beginning 
of his political life to the present time, with attacks upon judicial decisions—I 
may cut off limb after limb of his public record, and strive to wrench him 
from a single dictum of the Court23—yet I cannot divert him from it. He 
hangs, to the last, to the Dred Scott decision. (Loud cheers.) These things 
show there is a purpose strong as death and eternity for which he adheres to 
this decision, and for which he will adhere to all other decisions of the same 
Court. (Vociferous applause.)

A Hibernian:24 Give us something besides Dred Scott.
Mr. Lincoln: Yes; no doubt you want to hear something that don’t hurt. 

(Laughter and applause.] Now, having spoken of the Dred Scott decision, 
one more word and I am done. Henry Clay, my beau ideal of a statesman, 
the man for whom I fought all my humble life—Henry Clay once said of a 
class of men who would repress all tendencies to liberty and ultimate eman-
cipation, that they must, if they would do this, go back to the era of our 
Independence, and muzzle the cannon which thunders its annual joyous 
return; they must blow out the moral lights around us; they must penetrate 
the human soul, and eradicate there the love of liberty; and then, and not 
till then, could they perpetuate slavery in this country! (Loud cheers.) To 

23 Lincoln referred to obiter dictum, a judge’s opinion offered in a decision that has 
no bearing on the decision and does not establish a precedent. In Dred Scott, Chief 
Justice Taney ruled that the slave Dred Scott was not a citizen and thus had no right 
to bring a case before the Court. That could have been the end of his decision, but 
he went on to claim that the federal government had no constitutional authority to 
prohibit slavery in the territories.
24 Someone of Irish descent.
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my thinking, Judge Douglas is, by his example and vast influence, doing that 
very thing in this community, (cheers) when he says that the negro has noth-
ing in the Declaration of Independence. Henry Clay plainly understood the 
contrary. Judge Douglas is going back to the era of our Revolution, and to the 
extent of his ability, muzzling the cannon which thunders its annual joyous 
return. When he invites any people willing to have slavery, to establish it, he 
is blowing out the moral lights around us. (Cheers.) When he says he “cares 
not whether slavery is voted down or voted up”—that it is a sacred right of 
self-government—he is, in my judgment, penetrating the human soul and 
eradicating the light of reason and the love of liberty in this American people. 
(Enthusiastic and continued applause.) And now I will only say that when, 
by all these means and appliances, Judge Douglas shall succeed in bringing 
public sentiment to an exact accordance with his own views—when these 
vast assemblages shall echo back all these sentiments—when they shall come 
to repeat his views and to avow his principles, and to say all that he says on 
these mighty questions—then it needs only the formality of the second Dred 
Scott decision, which he endorses in advance, to make slavery alike lawful in 
all the States—old as well as new, North as well as South.

My friends, that ends the chapter. The Judge can take his half hour.

Mr. Douglas’ Reply

Fellow citizens: I will now occupy the half hour allotted to me in replying to 
Mr. Lincoln. The first point to which I will call your attention is, as to what I 
said about the organization of the Republican party in 1854, and the platform 
that was formed on the fifth of October, of that year, and I will then put the 
question to Mr. Lincoln, whether or not, he approves of each article in that 
platform, (“he answered that already”) and ask for a specific answer. (“He has 
answered.” “You cannot make him answer,” etc.) I did not charge him with 
being a member of the committee which reported that platform. (“Yes, you 
did.”) I charged that that platform was the platform of the Republican party 
adopted by them. The fact that it was the platform of the Republican party 
is not denied, but Mr. Lincoln now says, that although his name was on the 
committee which reported it, that he does not think he was there, but thinks 
he was in Tazewell, holding court. (“He said he was there.”) Gentlemen, I ask 
your silence, and no interruption. Now, I want to remind Mr. Lincoln that 
he was at Springfield when that convention was held and those resolutions 
adopted. (“You can’t do it.” “He wasn’t there,” etc.)

(Mr. Glover, chairman of the Republican committee: I hope no 
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Republican will interrupt Mr. Douglas. The masses listened to Mr. Lincoln 
attentively, and as respectable men we ought now to hear Mr. Douglas, and 
without interruption.) (“Good.”)

Mr. Douglas, resuming: The point I am going to remind Mr. Lincoln of 
is this: that after I had made my speech in 1854, during the fair, he gave me 
notice that he was going to reply to me the next day. I was sick at the time, 
but I staid over in Springfield to hear his reply and to reply to him. On that 
day this very convention, the resolutions adopted by which I have read, was 
to meet in the Senate chamber. He spoke in the hall of the House; and when 
he got through his speech—my recollection is distinct, and I shall never for-
get it —Mr. Codding25 walked in as I took the stand to reply, and gave notice 
that the Republican State Convention would meet instantly in the Senate 
chamber, and called upon the Republicans to retire there and go into this 
very convention, instead of remaining and listening to me. (Three cheers 
for Douglas.)

Mr. Lincoln: Judge, add that I went along with them.
Mr. Douglas: Gentlemen, Mr. Lincoln tells me to add that he went along 

with them to the Senate chamber. I will not add that, because I do not know 
whether he did or not.

Mr. Lincoln: I know he did not.
Mr. Douglas: I do not know whether he knows it or not, that is not the 

point, and I will yet bring him on to the question.26
In the first place—Mr. Lincoln was selected by the very men who made 

the Republican organization, on that day, to reply to me. He spoke for them 
and for that party, and he was the leader of the party; and on the very day he 
made his speech in reply to me, preaching up this same doctrine of negro 
equality, under the Declaration of Independence, this Republican party met 
in convention. (Three cheers for Douglas.) Another evidence that he was act-
ing in concert with them is to be found in the fact that that convention waited 
an hour after its time of meeting to hear Lincoln’s speech, and Codding one 
of their leading men, marched in the moment Lincoln got through, and gave 

25 Ichabod Codding (1811–1907) was an antislavery Congregational minister and an 
organizer of the Republican Party in Illinois.
26 This exchange between Lincoln and Douglas appears in different forms in 
the newspaper accounts. See The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, ed. Roy P. 
Basler (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1953), vol. 3, 30–31; and The 
Lincoln-Douglas Debates, ed. Rodney O. Davis and Douglas L. Wilson (Urbana, IL: 
Knox College Lincoln Studies Center and University of Illinois Press, 2008), 35–36.
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notice that they did not want to hear me, and would proceed with the busi-
ness of the convention. Still another fact. I have here a newspaper printed at 
Springfield, Mr. Lincoln’s own town, in October 1854, a few days afterward, 
publishing these resolutions, charging Mr. Lincoln with entertaining these 
sentiments, and trying to prove that they were also the sentiments of Mr. 
Yates,27 then candidate for Congress. This has been published on Mr. Lin-
coln over and over again, and never before has he denied it. (Three cheers.)

But, my friends, this denial of his that he did not act on the committee, is 
a miserable quibble to avoid the main issue, (applause.) (“That’s so,”) which 
is, that this Republican platform declares in favor of the unconditional repeal 
of the fugitive slave law. Has Lincoln answered whether he endorsed that or 
not? (No, no.) I called his attention to it when I first addressed you, and asked 
him for an answer, and I then predicted that he would not answer. (“Bravo,” 
“glorious,” and cheers.) How does he answer. Why, that he was not on the 
committee that wrote the resolutions. (Laughter.) I then repeated the next 
proposition contained in the resolutions, which was to restrict slavery in 
those states in which it exists, and asked him whether he endorsed it. Does 
he answer yes, or no? He says in reply, “I was not on the committee at the 
time; I was up in Tazewell.” The next question I put to him was, whether he 
was in favor of prohibiting the admission of any more slave states into the 
Union. I put the question to him distinctly, whether, if the people of the ter-
ritory, when they had sufficient population to make a state, should form their 
constitution recognizing slavery, he would vote for or against its admission. 
(“That’s it.”) He is a candidate for the United States Senate, and it is possible, 
if he should be elected, that he would have to vote directly on that question. 
(“He never will.”) I asked him to answer me and you, whether he would vote 
to admit a state into the Union, with slavery or without it, as its own people 
might choose. (“Hear him,” “That’s the doctrine,” and applause.) He did not 
answer that question. (“He never will.”) He dodges that question also, under 
the cover that he was not on the committee at the time, that he was not pres-
ent when the platform was made. I want to know if he should happen to be in 
the Senate when a state applied for admission, with a constitution acceptable 
to her own people, he would vote to admit that state, if slavery was one of its 
institutions. (“That’s the question.”) He avoids the answer.

It is true he gives the abolitionists to understand by a hint that he would 
not vote to admit such a state. And why? He goes on to say that the man 
who would talk about giving each state the right to have slavery, or not, as 

27 Richard Yates (1818–1873) was an Illinois Republican politician.
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it pleased, was akin to the man who would muzzle the guns which thun-
dered forth the annual joyous return of the day of our independence. (Great 
laughter.) He says that that kind of talk is casting a blight on the glory of this 
country. What is the meaning of that? That he is not in favor of each state 
to have the right of doing as it pleases on the slavery question? (“Stick it to 
him,” “don’t spare him,” and applause.) I will put the question to him again 
and again, and I intend to force it out of him. (Immense applause.)

Then again, this platform which was made at Springfield by his own party, 
when he was its acknowledged head, provides that Republicans will insist 
on the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, and I asked Lincoln 
specifically whether he agreed with them in that? Did you get an answer? 
(“No, no.”) He is afraid to answer it. (“We will not vote for him.”) He knows 
I will trot him down to Egypt. (Laughter and cheers.) I intend to make him 
answer there, (“that’s right,”) or I will show the people of Illinois that he 
does not intend to answer these questions. (“Keep him to the point,” “give 
us more,” etc.) The convention to which I have been alluding goes a little fur-
ther, and pledges itself to exclude slavery from all the territories over which 
the general government has exclusive jurisdiction north of 36 degrees, 30 
minutes,28 as well as south. Now I want to know whether he approves that 
provision. (“He’ll never answer” and cheers.) I want him to answer, and when 
he does, I want to know his opinion on another point, which is, whether he 
will redeem the pledge of this platform and resist the acquirement of any 
more territory unless slavery therein shall be forever prohibited. I want him 
to answer this last question. Each of the questions I have put to him are 
practical questions—questions based upon the fundamental principles of 
the Black Republican party, and I want to know whether he is the first, last, 
and only choice of a party with whom he does not agree in principle. (Great 
applause. “Rake him down.”) He does not deny but that that principle was 
unanimously adopted by the Republican party; he does not deny that the 
whole Republican party is pledged to it; he does not deny that a man who is 
not faithful to it is faithless to the Republican party; and now I want to know 
whether that party is unanimously in favor of a man who does not adopt that 
creed and agree with them in their principles: I want to know whether the 
man who does not agree with them, and who is afraid to avow his differences, 
and who dodges the issue, is the first, last, and only choice of the Republican 
party. (Cheers.)

28 The line established in the Missouri Compromise (1820) as the northern limit of 
slavery in the territories.
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A voice: How about this conspiracy?
Mr. Douglas: Never mind, I will come to that soon enough. (“Bravo, 

Judge,” “hurra,” three cheers for Douglas.) But the platform which I have 
read to you not only lays down these principles, but it adds:

Resolved, That in furtherance of these principles we will use such 
constitutional and lawful means as shall seem best adapted to their 
accomplishment, and that we will support no man for office, under the 
general or state government, who is not positively and fully committed 
to the support of these principles, and whose personal character and 
conduct is not a guaranty that he is reliable, and who shall not have 
abjured old party allegiance and ties. (“Good,” “you have him,” etc.)

The Black Republican party stands pledged that they will never support 
Lincoln until he has pledged himself to that platform, (tremendous applause, 
men throwing up their hats, and shouting, “you’ve got him,”) but he cannot 
devise his answer; he has not made up his mind whether he will or not. (Great 
laughter.) He talked about everything else he could think of to occupy his 
hour and a half, and when he could not think of anything more to say, without 
an excuse for refusing to answer these questions, he sat down long before his 
time was out. (Cheers.)

In relation to Mr. Lincoln’s charge of conspiracy against me, I have a word 
to say. In his speech today he quotes a playful part of his speech at Spring-
field, about Stephen, and James, and Franklin, and Roger, and says that I 
did not take exception to it. I did not answer it, and he repeats it again. I did 
not take exception to this figure of his. He has a right to be as playful as he 
pleases in throwing his arguments together, and I will not object; but I did 
take objection to his second Springfield speech, in which he stated that he 
intended his first speech as a charge of corruption or conspiracy against the 
Supreme Court of the United States, President Pierce, President Buchanan, 
and myself. That gave the offensive character to the charge. He then said 
that when he made it he did not know whether it was true or not (laughter), 
but inasmuch as Judge Douglas had not denied it, although he had replied 
to the other parts of his speech three times, he repeated it as a charge of 
conspiracy against me, thus charging me with moral turpitude. When he 
put it in that form I did say that inasmuch as he repeated the charge simply 
because I had not denied it, I would deprive him of the opportunity of ever 
repeating it again, by declaring that it was in all its bearings an infamous lie. 
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(“Three cheers for Douglas.”) He says he will repeat it until I answer his folly 
and nonsense, about Stephen, and Franklin, and Roger, and Bob, and James.

He studied that out, prepared that one sentence with the greatest care, 
committed it to memory, and put it in his first Springfield speech, and now 
he carries that speech around and reads that sentence to show how pretty it 
is. (Laughter.) His vanity is wounded because I will not go into that beautiful 
figure of his about the building of a house. (Renewed laughter.) All I have to 
say is, that I am not green enough to let him make a charge which he acknowl-
edges he does not know to be true, and then take up my time in answering 
it, when I know it to be false and nobody else knows it to be true. (Cheers.)

I have not brought a charge of moral turpitude against him. When he, or 
any other man, brings one against me, instead of disproving it I will say that 
it is a lie, and let him prove it if he can. (Enthusiastic applause.)

I have lived twenty-five years in Illinois. I have served you with all the 
fidelity and ability which I possess, (“That’s so,” “good,” and cheers) and Mr. 
Lincoln is at liberty to attack my public action, my votes, and my conduct; 
but when he dares to attack my moral integrity, by a charge of conspiracy 
between myself, Chief Justice Taney and the Supreme Court, and two pres-
idents of the United States, I will repel it. (“Three cheers for Douglas.”)

Mr. Lincoln has not character enough for integrity and truth, merely on 
his own ipse dixit29 to arraign President Buchanan, President Pierce, and 
nine judges of the Supreme Court, not one of whom would be complimented 
by being put on an equality with him. (“Hit him again, three cheers” etc.) 
There is an unpardonable presumption in a man putting himself up before 
thousands of people and pretending that his ipse dixit, without proof, without 
fact and without truth, is enough to bring down and destroy the purest and 
best of living men. (“Hear him.” “Three cheers.”)

Fellow citizens, my time is fast expiring; I must pass on. Mr. Lincoln 
wants to know why I voted against Mr. Chase’s amendment to the Nebraska 
bill. I will tell him. In the first place, the bill already conferred all the power 
which Congress had, by giving the people the whole power over the subject. 
Chase offered a proviso that they might abolish slavery, which by implication 
would convey the idea that they could prohibit by not introducing that insti-
tution. General Cass asked him to modify his amendment, so as to provide 
that the people might either prohibit or introduce slavery, and thus make 
it fair and equal. Chase refused to so modify his proviso, and then General 

29 An assertion without evidence.
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Cass and all the rest of us, voted it down. (Immense cheering.) These facts 
appear on the journals and debates of Congress, where Mr. Lincoln found the 
charge, and if he had told the whole truth, there would have been no necessity 
for me to occupy your time in explaining the matter.

Mr. Lincoln wants to know why the word “state,” as well as “territory,” was 
put into the Nebraska bill! I will tell him. It was put there to meet just such 
false arguments as he has been adducing. (Laughter.) That first, not only the 
people of the territories should do as they pleased, but that when they come 
to be admitted as states, they should come into the Union with or without 
slavery, as the people determined. I meant to knock in the head this Aboli-
tion doctrine of Mr. Lincoln’s, that there shall be no more slave states, even 
if the people want them. (Tremendous applause.) And it does not do for him 
to say, or for any other Black Republican to say, that there is nobody in favor 
of the doctrine of no more slave states, and that nobody wants to interfere 
with the right of the people to do as they please. What was the origin of the 
Missouri difficulty and the Missouri Compromise? The people of Missouri 
formed a constitution as a slave state, and asked admission into the Union, 
but the Free Soil party of the North being in a majority, refused to admit her 
because she had slavery as one of her institutions. Hence this first slavery agi-
tation arose upon a state and not upon a territory, and yet Mr. Lincoln does 
not know why the word state was placed in the Kansas-Nebraska bill. (Great 
laughter and applause.) The whole abolition agitation arose on that doctrine 
of prohibiting a state from coming in with slavery or not, as it pleased, and 
that same doctrine is here in this Republican platform of 1854; it has never 
been repealed; and every Black Republican stands pledged by that platform, 
never to vote for any man who is not in favor of it. Yet Mr. Lincoln does not 
know that there is a man in the world who is in favor of preventing a state 
from coming in as it pleases, notwithstanding. The Springfield platform says 
that they, the Republican party, will not allow a state to come in under such 
circumstances. He is an ignorant man. (Cheers.)

Now you see that upon these very points I am as far from bringing Mr. 
Lincoln up to the line as I ever was before. He does not want to avow his prin-
ciples. I do want to avow mine, as clear as sunlight in midday. (Cheers and 
applause.) Democracy is founded upon the eternal principle of right. (“That 
is the talk.”) The plainer these principles are avowed before the people, the 
stronger will be the support which they will receive. I only wish I had the 
power to make them so clear that they would shine in the heavens for every 
man, woman, and child to read. (Loud cheering.) The first of those principles 
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that I would proclaim would be in opposition to Mr. Lincoln’s doctrine of 
uniformity between the different states, and I would declare instead the sov-
ereign right of each state to decide the slavery question as well as all other 
domestic questions for themselves, without interference from any other State 
or power whatsoever. (“Hurrah for Douglas.”)

When that principle is recognized, you will have peace and harmony and 
fraternal feeling between all the states of this Union; until you do recognize 
that doctrine, there will be sectional warfare agitating and distracting the 
country. What does Mr. Lincoln propose? He says that the Union cannot 
exist divided into free and slave states. If it cannot endure thus divided, then 
he must strive to make them all free or all slave, which will inevitably bring 
about a dissolution of the Union. (Cries of “he can’t do it.”)

Gentlemen, I am told that my time is out, and I am obliged to stop. (Three 
times three cheers were here given for Senator Douglas.)

The Second Debate—Freeport, Illinois, August 27, 1858

Mr. Lincoln’s Speech 

Mr. Lincoln was introduced by Hon. Thomas J. Turner,30 and was greeted 
with loud cheers. When the applause had subsided, he said:

Ladies and Gentlemen: On Saturday last, Judge Douglas and myself first 
met in public discussion. He spoke one hour, I an hour and a half, and he 
replied for half an hour. The order is now reversed. I am to speak an hour, 
he an hour and a half, and then I am to reply for half an hour. I propose to 
devote myself during the first hour to the scope of what was brought within 
the range of his half-hour speech at Ottawa. Of course there was brought 
within the scope in that half-hour’s speech something of his own opening 
speech. In the course of that opening argument Judge Douglas proposed 
to me seven distinct interrogatories. In my speech of an hour and a half, I 
attended to some other parts of his speech, and incidentally, as I thought, 
answered one of the interrogatories then. I then distinctly intimated to him 
that I would answer the rest of his interrogatories on condition only that he 
should agree to answer as many for me. He made no intimation at the time of 
the proposition, nor did he in his reply allude at all to that suggestion of mine. 

30 Turner (1815–1874), originally a Democrat, became a Republican after the passage 
of the Kansas-Nebraska act. He was a lawyer and politician in Freeport.
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I do him no injustice in saying that he occupied at least half of his reply in 
dealing with me as though I had refused to answer his interrogatories. I now 
propose that I will answer any of the interrogatories, upon condition that he 
will answer questions from me not exceeding the same number. I give him 
an opportunity to respond. The Judge remains silent. I now say that I will 
answer his interrogatories, whether he answers mine or not; (applause) and 
that after I have done so, I shall propound mine to him. (Applause.)

(Owing to the press of people against the platform, our reporter did not 
reach the stand until Mr. Lincoln had spoken to this point. The previous 
remarks were taken by a gentleman in Freeport, who has politely furnished 
them to us.)

I have supposed myself, since the organization of the Republican party 
at Bloomington, in May 1856, bound as a party man by the platforms of the 
party, then and since. If in any interrogatories which I shall answer I go 
beyond the scope of what is within these platforms, it will be perceived that 
no one is responsible but myself.

Having said thus much, I will take up the Judge’s interrogatories as I find 
them printed in the Chicago Times, and answer them seriatim.31 In order 
that there may be no mistake about it, I have copied the interrogatories in 
writing, and also my answers to them. The first one of these interrogatories 
is in these words:

Question 1. “I desire to know whether Lincoln today stands, as he did 
in 1854, in favor of the unconditional repeal of the fugitive slave law?”

Answer. I do not now, nor ever did, stand in favor of the unconditional 
repeal of the fugitive slave law. (Cries of “Good,” “good.”)

Q. 2. “I desire him to answer whether he stands pledged today, as he 
did in 1854, against the admission of any more slave states into the 
Union, even if the people want them?”

A. I do not now, or ever did, stand pledged against the admission of 
any more slave states into the Union.

Q. 3. “I want to know whether he stands pledged against the admission 
of a new state into the Union with such a constitution as the people of 
that state may see fit to make?”

31 In a series or in order.
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A. I do not stand pledged against the admission of a new state into the 
Union, with such a constitution as the people of that state may see fit 
to make. (Cries of “good,” “good.”)

Q. 4. “I want to know whether he stands today pledged to the abolition 
of slavery in the District of Columbia?”

A. I do not stand today pledged to the abolition of slavery in the Dis-
trict of Columbia.

Q. 5. “I desire him to answer whether he stands pledged to the prohi-
bition of the slave-trade between the different states?”

A. I do not stand pledged to the prohibition of the slave-trade between 
the different states.

Q. 6. “I desire to know whether he stands pledged to prohibit slavery 
in all the territories of the United States, north as well as south of the 
Missouri Compromise line?”

A. I am impliedly, if not expressly, pledged to a belief in the right and 
duty of Congress to prohibit slavery in all the United States territories.

Q. 7. “I desire him to answer whether he is opposed to the acquisition 
of any new territory unless slavery is first prohibited therein?”

A. I am not generally opposed to honest acquisition of territory; and, in 
any given case, I would or would not oppose such acquisition, accord-
ingly as I might think such acquisition would or would not aggravate 
the slavery question among ourselves. (Cries of “good, good.”)

Now, my friends, it will be perceived upon an examination of these ques-
tions and answers, that so far I have only answered that I was not pledged to 
this, that, or the other. The Judge has not framed his interrogatories to ask 
me anything more than this, and I have answered in strict accordance with 
the interrogatories, and have answered truly that I am not pledged at all upon 
any of the points to which I have answered. But I am not disposed to hang 
upon the exact form of his interrogatory. I am rather disposed to take up at 
least some of these questions, and state what I really think upon them.

As to the first one, in regard to the fugitive slave law, I have never hesi-
tated to say, and I do not now hesitate to say, that I think, under the Con-
stitution of the United States, the people of the southern states are entitled 
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to a congressional fugitive slave law. Having said that, I have had nothing 
to say in regard to the existing fugitive slave law, further than that I think it 
should have been framed so as to be free from some of the objections that 
pertain to it, without lessening its efficiency. And inasmuch as we are not 
now in an agitation in regard to an alteration or modification of that law, I 
would not be the man to introduce it as a new subject of agitation upon the 
general question of slavery.

In regard to the other question, of whether I am pledged to the admission 
of any more slave states into the Union, I state to you very frankly that I would 
be exceedingly sorry ever to be put in a position of having to pass upon that 
question. I should be exceedingly glad to know that there would never be 
another slave state admitted into the Union; but I must add, that if slavery 
shall be kept out of the territories during the territorial existence of any one 
given territory, and then the people shall, having a fair chance and a clear 
field, when they come to adopt the constitution, do such an extraordinary 
thing as to adopt a slave constitution, uninfluenced by the actual presence 
of the institution among them, I see no alternative, if we own the country, 
but to admit them into the Union. (Applause.)

The third interrogatory is answered by the answer to the second, it being, 
as I conceive, the same as the second.

The fourth one is in regard to the abolition of slavery in the District of 
Columbia. In relation to that, I have my mind very distinctly made up. I 
should be exceedingly glad to see slavery abolished in the District of Colum-
bia. (Cries of “good, good.”) I believe that Congress possesses the constitu-
tional power to abolish it. Yet as a member of Congress, I should not with 
my present views, be in favor of endeavoring to abolish slavery in the District 
of Columbia, unless it would be upon these conditions: First, that the abo-
lition should be gradual. Second, that it should be on a vote of the majority 
of qualified voters in the District; and third, that compensation should be 
made to unwilling owners. With these three conditions, I confess I would be 
exceedingly glad to see Congress abolish slavery in the District of Columbia, 
and, in the language of Henry Clay, “sweep from our Capital that foul blot 
upon our nation.” (Loud applause.)

In regard to the fifth interrogatory, I must say here, that as to the question 
of the abolition of the slave-trade between the different states, I can truly 
answer, as I have, that I am pledged to nothing about it. It is a subject to which 
I have not given that mature consideration that would make me feel autho-
rized to state a position so as to hold myself entirely bound by it. In other 
words, that question has never been prominently enough before me to induce 
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me to investigate whether we really have the constitutional power to do it. 
I could investigate it if I had sufficient time, to bring myself to a conclusion 
upon that subject; but I have not done so, and I say so frankly to you here, 
and to Judge Douglas. I must say, however, that if I should be of opinion that 
Congress does possess the constitutional power to abolish the slave-trade 
among the different states, I should still not be in favor of the exercise of that 
power unless upon some conservative principle as I conceive it, akin to what 
I have said in relation to the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia.

My answer as to whether I desire that slavery should be prohibited in 
all the territories of the United States, is full and explicit within itself, and 
cannot be made clearer by any comments of mine. So I suppose in regard to 
the question whether I am opposed to the acquisition of any more territory 
unless slavery is first prohibited therein, my answer is such that I could add 
nothing by way of illustration, or making myself better understood, than the 
answer which I have placed in writing.

Now in all this, the Judge has me, and he has me on the record. I suppose 
he had flattered himself that I was really entertaining one set of opinions for 
one place and another set for another place—that I was afraid to say at one 
place what I uttered at another. What I am saying here I suppose I say to a vast 
audience as strongly tending to abolitionism as any audience in the state of 
Illinois, and I believe I am saying that which, if it would be offensive to any 
persons and render them enemies to myself, would be offensive to persons 
in this audience.

I now proceed to propound to the Judge the interrogatories, so far as I 
have framed them. I will bring forward a new installment when I get them 
ready. (Laughter.) I will bring them forward now, only reaching to number 
four.

The first one is:

Question 1. If the people of Kansas shall, by means entirely unob-
jectionable in all other respects, adopt a state constitution, and ask 
admission into the Union under it, before they have the requisite num-
ber of inhabitants according to the English bill32—some ninety-three 
thousand—will you vote to admit them? (Applause.)

32 A law introduced by Representative William English (1822–1896) of Indiana that 
offered land to Kansas, although less than the territory had requested, if voters in 
Kansas would accept the proslavery Lecompton constitution in a referendum. Kan-
sas voters overwhelmingly rejected the Lecompton Constitution in August 1858.
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Q. 2. Can the people of a United States territory, in any lawful way, 
against the wish of any citizen of the United States, exclude slavery 
from its limits prior to the formation of a state constitution? (Renewed 
applause.)

Q. 3. If the Supreme Court of the United States shall decide that states 
cannot exclude slavery from their limits, are you in favor of acqui-
escing in, adopting and following such decision as a rule of political 
action? (Loud applause.)

Q. 4. Are you in favor of acquiring additional territory, in disregard of 
how such acquisition may affect the nation on the slavery question? 
(Cries of “good,” “good.”)

As introductory to these interrogatories which Judge Douglas pro-
pounded to me at Ottawa, he read a set of resolutions which he said Judge 
Trumbull and myself had participated in adopting, in the first Republican 
State Convention, held at Springfield, in October 1854. He insisted that I and 
Judge Trumbull, and perhaps the entire Republican party, were responsible 
for the doctrines contained in the set of resolutions which he read, and I 
understand that it was from that set of resolutions that he deduced the inter-
rogatories which he propounded to me, using these resolutions as a sort of 
authority for propounding those questions to me. Now I say here today that 
I do not answer his interrogatories because of their springing at all from that 
set of resolutions which he read. I answered them because Judge Douglas 
thought fit to ask them. (Applause.) I do not now, nor never did, recognize 
any responsibility upon myself in that set of resolutions. When I replied to 
him on that occasion, I assured him that I never had anything to do with 
them. I repeat here today that I never in any possible form had anything to 
do with that set of resolutions. It turns out, I believe, that those resolutions 
were never passed in any convention held in Springfield. (Cheers and laugh-
ter.) It turns out that they were never passed at any convention or any public 
meeting that I had any part in. I believe it turns out in addition to all this, 
that there was not, in the fall of 1854, any convention holding a session in 
Springfield, calling itself a Republican State Convention; yet it is true there 
was a convention, or assemblage of men calling themselves a convention, at 
Springfield, that did pass some resolutions. But so little did I really know of the 
proceedings of that convention, or what set of resolutions they had passed, 
though having a general knowledge that there had been such an assemblage 
of men there, that when Judge Douglas read the resolutions, I really did not 
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know but they had been the resolutions passed then and there. I did not ques-
tion that they were the resolutions adopted. For I could not bring myself to 
suppose that Judge Douglas could say what he did upon this subject without 
knowing that it was true. (Cheers and laughter.) I contented myself, on that 
occasion, with denying, as I truly could, all connection with them, not deny-
ing or affirming whether they were passed at Springfield. Now it turns out 
that he had got hold of some resolutions passed at some convention or public 
meeting in Kane County. (Renewed laughter.) I wish to say here, that I don’t 
conceive that in any fair and just mind this discovery relieves me at all. I had 
just as much to do with the convention in Kane County as that at Springfield. 
I am just as much responsible for the resolutions at Kane County as those at 
Springfield, the amount of the responsibility being exactly nothing in either 
case; no more than there would be in regard to a set of resolutions passed in 
the moon. (Laughter and loud cheers.)

I allude to this extraordinary matter in this canvass for some further pur-
pose than anything yet advanced. Judge Douglas did not make his statement 
upon that occasion as matters that he believed to be true, but he stated them 
roundly as being true, in such form as to pledge his veracity for their truth. 
When the whole matter turns out as it does, and when we consider who Judge 
Douglas is—that he is a distinguished senator of the United States—that he 
has served nearly twelve years as such—that his character is not at all limited 
as an ordinary senator of the United States, but that his name has become of 
worldwide renown—it is most extraordinary that he should so far forget all 
the suggestions of justice to an adversary, or of prudence to himself, as to 
venture upon the assertion of that which the slightest investigation would 
have shown him to be wholly false. (Cheers.) I can only account for his having 
done so upon the supposition that that evil genius which has attended him 
through his life, giving to him an apparent astonishing prosperity, such as to 
lead very many good men to doubt there being any advantage in virtue over 
vice—(Cheers and laughter) I say I can only account for it on the supposition 
that that evil genius has at last made up its mind to forsake him. (Continued 
cheers and laughter.)

And I may add that another extraordinary feature of the Judge’s conduct 
in this canvass—made more extraordinary by this incident—is, that he is in 
the habit, in almost all the speeches he makes, of charging falsehood upon 
his adversaries, myself and others. I now ask whether he is able to find in 
anything that Judge Trumbull, for instance, has said, or in anything that I 
have said, a justification at all compared with what we have, in this instance, 
for that sort of vulgarity. (Cries of “good,” “good,” “good.”)
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I have been in the habit of charging as a matter of belief on my part, that, 
in the introduction of the Nebraska bill into Congress, there was a conspiracy 
to make slavery perpetual and national. I have arranged from time to time 
the evidence which establishes and proves the truth of this charge. I recurred 
to this charge at Ottawa. I shall not now have time to dwell upon it at very 
great length; but, inasmuch as Judge Douglas in his reply of half an hour, 
made some points upon me in relation to it, I propose noticing a few of them.

The Judge insists that, in the first speech I made, in which I very dis-
tinctly made that charge, he thought for a good while I was in fun!—that I 
was playful—that I was not sincere about it—and that he only grew angry 
and somewhat excited when he found that I insisted upon it as a matter of 
earnestness. He says he characterized it as a falsehood as far as I implicated 
his moral character in that transaction. Well, I did not know, till he presented 
that view, that I had implicated his moral character. He is very much in the 
habit, when he argues me up into a position I never thought of occupying, 
of very cosily saying he has no doubt Lincoln is “conscientious” in saying so. 
He should remember that I did not know but what he was ALTOGETHER 
“CONSCIENTIOUS” in that matter. (Great laughter.) I can conceive it pos-
sible for men to conspire to do a good thing, and I really find nothing in Judge 
Douglas’ course or arguments that is contrary to or inconsistent with his 
belief of a conspiracy to nationalize and spread slavery as being a good and 
blessed thing, (Continued laughter) and so I hope he will understand that I 
do not at all question but that in all this matter he is entirely “conscientious.” 
(More laughter and cheers.)

But to draw your attention to one of the points I made in this case, begin-
ning at the beginning. When the Nebraska bill was introduced, or a short 
time afterward, by an amendment, I believe, it was provided that it must be 
considered “the true intent and meaning of this act not to legislate slavery 
into any state or territory, or to exclude it therefrom, but to leave the people 
thereof perfectly free to form and regulate their own domestic institutions 
in their own way, subject only to the Constitution of the United States.” I 
have called his attention to the fact that when he and some others began 
arguing that they were giving an increased degree of liberty to the people 
in the territories over and above what they formerly had on the question 
of slavery, a question was raised whether the law was enacted to give such 
unconditional liberty to the people, and to test the sincerity of this mode 
of argument, Mr. Chase, of Ohio, introduced an amendment, in which he 
made the law—if the amendment were adopted —expressly declare that the 
people of the territory should have the power to exclude slavery if they saw 
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fit. I have asked attention also to the fact that Judge Douglas and those who 
acted with him, voted that amendment down, notwithstanding it expressed 
exactly the thing they said was the true intent and meaning of the law. I 
have called attention to the fact that in subsequent times, a decision of the 
Supreme Court has been made, in which it has been declared that a territorial 
legislature has no constitutional right to exclude slavery. And I have argued 
and said that for men who did intend that the people of the territory should 
have the right to exclude slavery absolutely and unconditionally, the voting 
down of Chase’s amendment is wholly inexplicable. It is a puzzle—a riddle. 
But I have said that with men who did look forward to such a decision, or who 
had it in contemplation, that such a decision of the Supreme Court would 
or might be made, the voting down of that amendment would be perfectly 
rational and intelligible. It would keep Congress from coming in collision 
with the decision when it was made. Anybody can conceive that if there 
was an intention or expectation that such a decision was to follow, it would 
not be a very desirable party attitude to get into for the Supreme Court—all 
or nearly all its members belonging to the same party—to decide one way, 
when the party in Congress had decided the other way. Hence it would be 
very rational for men expecting such a decision, to keep the niche in that law 
clear for it. After pointing this out, I tell Judge Douglas that it looks to me 
as though here was the reason why Chase’s amendment was voted down. I 
tell him that as he did it, and knows why he did it, if it was done for a reason 
different from this, he knows what that reason was, and can tell us what it was. 
I tell him, also, it will be vastly more satisfactory to the country for him to 
give some other plausible, intelligible reason why it was voted down than to 
stand upon his dignity and call people liars. (Loud cheers.) Well, on Saturday 
he did make his answer, and what do you think it was? He says if I had only 
taken upon myself to tell the whole truth about that amendment of Chase’s, 
no explanation would have been necessary on his part—or words to that 
effect. Now, I say here, that I am quite unconscious of having suppressed 
anything material to the case, and I am very frank to admit if there is any 
sound reason other than that which appeared to me material, it is quite fair 
for him to present it. What reason does he propose? That when Chase came 
forward with his amendment expressly authorizing the people to exclude 
slavery from the limits of every territory, General Cass proposed to Chase, 
if he (Chase) would add to his amendment that the people should have the 
power to introduce or exclude, they would let it go. (This is substantially all of 
his reply.) And because Chase would not do that, they voted his amendment 
down. Well, it turns out, I believe, upon examination, that General Cass took 
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some part in the little running debate upon that amendment, and then ran 
away and did not vote on it at all. (Laughter.) Is not that the fact? So confi-
dent, as I think, was General Cass that there was a snake somewhere about, 
he chose to run away from the whole thing. This is an inference I draw from 
the fact that, though he took part in the debate, his name does not appear in 
the ayes and noes. But does Judge Douglas’ reply amount to a satisfactory 
answer? (Cries of “yes,” “yes,” and “no,” “no.”) There is some little difference 
of opinion here. (Laughter.) But I ask attention to a few more views bearing 
on the question of whether it amounts to a satisfactory answer. The men who 
were determined that that amendment should not get into the bill and spoil 
the place where the Dred Scott decision was to come in, sought an excuse to 
get rid of it somewhere. One of these ways—one of these excuses—was to ask 
Chase to add to his proposed amendment a provision that the people might 
introduce slavery if they wanted to. They very well knew Chase would do no 
such thing—that Mr. Chase was one of the men differing from them on the 
broad principle of his insisting that freedom was better than slavery—a man 
who would not consent to enact a law, penned with his own hand, by which 
he was made to recognize slavery on the one hand and liberty on the other 
as precisely equal; and when they insisted on his doing this, they very well 
knew they insisted on that which he would not for a moment think of doing, 
and that they were only bluffing him. I believe (I have not, since he made his 
answer, had a chance to examine the journals or Congressional Globe, and 
therefore speak from memory)—I believe the state of the bill at that time, 
according to parliamentary rules, was such that no member could propose 
an additional amendment to Chase’s amendment. I rather think this is the 
truth—the Judge shakes his head. Very well. I would like to know, then, if 
they wanted Chase’s amendment fixed over, why somebody else could not have 
offered to do it? If they wanted it amended, why did they not offer the amend-
ment? Why did they stand there taunting and quibbling at Chase? Why did 
they not put it in themselves? But to put it on the other ground; suppose that 
there was such an amendment offered, and Chase’s was an amendment to 
an amendment; until one is disposed of by parliamentary law, you cannot 
pile another on. Then all these gentlemen had to do was to vote Chase’s on, 
and then in the amended form in which the whole stood, add their own 
amendment to it if they wanted to put it in that shape. This was all they were 
obliged to do, and the ayes and noes show that there were thirty-six who 
voted it down, against ten who voted in favor of it. The thirty-six held entire 
sway and control. They could in some form or other have put that bill in the 
exact shape they wanted. If there was a rule preventing their amending it at 
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the time, they could pass that, and then Chase’s amendment being merged, 
put it in the shape they wanted. They did not choose to do so, but they went 
into a quibble with Chase to get him to add what they knew he would not 
add, and because he would not, they stand upon that flimsy pretext for voting 
down what they argued was the meaning and intent of their own bill. They 
left room thereby for this Dred Scott decision, which goes very far to make 
slavery national throughout the United States.

I pass one or two points I have because my time will very soon expire, 
but I must be allowed to say that Judge Douglas recurs again, as he did upon 
one or two other occasions, [to] the enormity of Lincoln—an insignificant 
individual like Lincoln—upon his ipse dixit charging a conspiracy upon a 
large number of members of Congress, the Supreme Court and two presi-
dents to nationalize slavery. I want to say that, in the first place, I have made 
no charge of this sort upon my ipse dixit. I have only arrayed the evidence 
tending to prove it, and presented it to the understanding of others, saying 
what I think it proves, but giving you the means of judging whether it proves 
it or not. This is precisely what I have done. I have not placed it upon my ipse 
dixit at all. On this occasion, I wish to recall his attention to a piece of evi-
dence which I brought forward at Ottawa on Saturday, showing that he had 
made substantially the same charge against substantially the same persons, 
excluding his dear self from the category. I ask him to give some attention 
to the evidence which I brought forward, that he himself had discovered a 
“fatal blow being struck” against the right of the people to exclude slavery 
from their limits, which fatal blow he assumed as in evidence in an article in 
the Washington Union, published “by authority.” I ask by whose authority? 
He discovers a similar or identical provision in the Lecompton Constitution. 
Made by whom? The framers of that constitution. Advocated by whom? By 
all the members of the party in the nation who advocated the introduction 
of Kansas into the Union under the Lecompton Constitution.

I have asked his attention to the evidence that he arrayed to prove that 
such a fatal blow was being struck, and to the facts which he brought for-
ward in support of that charge—being identical with the one which he thinks 
so villainous in me. He pointed it not at a newspaper editor merely, but at 
the president and his cabinet and the members of Congress advocating the 
Lecompton Constitution and those framing that instrument. I must again 
be permitted to remind him, that although my ipse dixit may not be as great 
as his, yet it somewhat reduces the force of his calling my attention to the 
enormity of my making a like charge against him. (Loud applause.) Go on, 
Judge Douglas.
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Mr. Douglas’ Speech

Ladies and Gentlemen : The silence with which you have listened to Mr. 
Lincoln during his hour is creditable to this vast audience, composed of men 
of various political parties. Nothing is more honorable to any large mass of 
people assembled for the purpose of a fair discussion, than that kind and 
respectful attention that is yielded not only to your political friends, but to 
those who are opposed to you in politics.

I am glad that at last I have brought Mr. Lincoln to the conclusion that he 
had better define his position on certain political questions to which I called 
his attention at Ottawa. He there showed no disposition, no inclination, to 
answer them. I did not present idle questions for him to answer merely for 
my gratification. I laid the foundation for those interrogatories by showing 
that they constituted the platform of the party whose nominee he is for the 
Senate. I did not presume that I had the right to catechise him as I saw proper, 
unless I showed that his party, or a majority of it, stood upon the platform 
and were in favor of the propositions upon which my questions were based. I 
desired simply to know, inasmuch as he had been nominated as the first, last, 
and only choice of his party, whether he concurred in the platform which that 
party had adopted for its government. In a few moments I will proceed to 
review the answers which he has given to these interrogatories; but in order 
to relieve his anxiety I will first respond to these which he has presented to 
me. Mark you, he has not presented interrogatories which have ever received 
the sanction of the party with which I am acting, and hence he has no other 
foundation for them than his own curiosity. (“That’s a fact.”)

First, he desires to know if the people of Kansas shall form a constitution 
by means entirely proper and unobjectionable and ask admission into the 
Union as a state, before they have the requisite population for a member of 
Congress, whether I will vote for that admission. Well, now, I regret exceed-
ingly that he did not answer that interrogatory himself before he put it to 
me, in order that we might understand, and not be left to infer, on which 
side he is. (“Good, good.”) Mr. Trumbull, during the last session of Con-
gress, voted from the beginning to the end against the admission of Ore-
gon, although a free state, because she had not the requisite population for a 
member of Congress. (“That’s it.”) Mr. Trumbull would not consent, under 
any circumstances, to let a state, free or slave, come into the Union until it 
had the requisite population. As Mr. Trumbull is in the field, fighting for Mr. 
Lincoln, I would like to have Mr. Lincoln answer his own question and tell 
me whether he is fighting Trumbull on that issue or not. (“Good, put it to 
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him,” and cheers.) But I will answer his question. In reference to Kansas, it 
is my opinion, that as she has population enough to constitute a slave state, 
she has people enough for a free state. (Cheers.) I will not make Kansas an 
exceptional case to the other states of the Union. (“Sound,” and “hear, hear.”) 
I hold it to be a sound rule of universal application to require a territory to 
contain the requisite population for a member of Congress, before it is admit-
ted as a state into the Union. I made that proposition in the Senate in 1856, 
and I renewed it during the last session, in a bill providing that no territory 
of the United States should form a constitution and apply for admission until 
it had the requisite population. On another occasion I proposed that neither 
Kansas, or any other territory, should be admitted until it had the requisite 
population. Congress did not adopt any of my propositions containing this 
general rule, but did make an exception of Kansas. I will stand by that excep-
tion. (Cheers.) Either Kansas must come in as a free state, with whatever 
population she may have, or the rule must be applied to all the other territo-
ries alike. (Cheers.) I therefore answer at once, that it having been decided 
that Kansas has people enough for a slave state, I hold that she has enough 
for a free state. (“Good,” and applause.) I hope Mr. Lincoln is satisfied with 
my answer; (“he ought to be,” and cheers) and now I would like to get his 
answer to his own interrogatory—whether or not he will vote to admit Kansas 
before she has the requisite population. (“Hit him again.”) I want to know 
whether he will vote to admit Oregon before that territory has the requisite 
population. Mr. Trumbull will not, and the same reason that commits Mr. 
Trumbull against the admission of Oregon, commits him against Kansas, 
even if she should apply for admission as a free state. (“You’ve got him,” and 
cheers.) If there is any sincerity, any truth, in the argument of Mr. Trumbull 
in the Senate, against the admission of Oregon because she had not 93,420 
people,33 although her population was larger than that of Kansas, he stands 
pledged against the admission of both Oregon and Kansas until they have 
93,420 inhabitants. I would like Mr. Lincoln to answer this question. I would 
like him to take his own medicine. (Laughter.) If he differs with Mr. Trum-
bull, let him answer his argument against the admission of Oregon, instead 
of poking questions at me. (“Right, good, good,” laughter and cheers.)

The next question propounded to me by Mr. Lincoln is, can the people of 
a territory in any lawful way, against the wishes of any citizen of the United 
States, exclude slavery from their limits prior to the formation of a state 

33 At the time of the debate, each member of Congress was taken to represent 93,420 
people. Today, on average, each represents a little over 700,000 people. 
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constitution? I answer emphatically, as Mr. Lincoln has heard me answer a 
hundred times from every stump in Illinois, that in my opinion the people of 
a territory can, by lawful means, exclude slavery from their limits prior to the 
formation of a state constitution. Mr. Lincoln knew that I had answered that 
question over and over again. He heard me argue the Nebraska bill on that 
principle all over the state in 1854, in 1855, and in 1856, and he has no excuse 
for pretending to be in doubt as to my position on that question. It matters not 
what way the Supreme Court may hereafter decide as to the abstract question 
whether slavery may or may not go into a territory under the Constitution, 
the people have the lawful means to introduce it or exclude it as they please, 
for the reason that slavery cannot exist a day or an hour anywhere unless it 
is supported by local police regulations. (“Right, right.”) Those police reg-
ulations can only be established by the local legislature, and if the people 
are opposed to slavery they will elect representatives to that body who will 
by unfriendly legislation effectually prevent the introduction of it into their 
midst. If, on the contrary, they are for it, their legislation will favor its exten-
sion. Hence, no matter what the decision of the Supreme Court may be on 
that abstract question, still the right of the people to make a slave territory 
or a free territory is perfect and complete under the Nebraska bill. I hope Mr. 
Lincoln deems my answer satisfactory on that point.34

In this connection, I will notice the charge which he has introduced in 
relation to Mr. Chase’s amendment. I thought that I had chased that amend-
ment out of Mr. Lincoln’s brain at Ottawa; (laughter) but it seems that still 
haunts his imagination, and he is not yet satisfied. I had supposed that he 
would be ashamed to press that question further. He is a lawyer, and has been 
a member of Congress, and has occupied his time and amused you by telling 
you about parliamentary proceedings. He ought to have known better than 
to try to palm off his miserable impositions upon this intelligent audience. 
(“Good,” and cheers.) The Nebraska bill provided that the legislative power, 
and authority of the said territory, should extend to all rightful subjects of 
legislation consistent with the organic act and the Constitution of the United 
States. It did not make any exception as to slavery, but gave all the power 
that it was possible for Congress to give, without violating the Constitution 
to the territorial legislature, with no exception or limitation on the subject 

34 In this paragraph Douglas articulated what came to be called the Freeport Doc-
trine, which tried to show how the doctrine of popular sovereignty still applied after 
the Dred Scott decision. It cost Douglas support among those who favored the spread 
of slavery into the territories and approved of the decision. 
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of slavery at all. The language of that bill which I have quoted, gave the full 
power and the full authority over the subject of slavery, affirmatively and neg-
atively, to introduce it or exclude it, so far as the Constitution of the United 
States would permit. What more could Mr. Chase give by his amendment? 
Nothing. He offered his amendment for the identical purpose for which Mr. 
Lincoln is using it, to enable demagogues in the country to try and deceive 
the people. (“Good, hit him again,” and cheers.)

His amendment was to this effect. It provided that the legislature should 
have the power to exclude slavery: and General Cass suggested, “why not 
give the power to introduce as well as exclude?” The answer was, they have 
the power already in the bill to do both. Chase was afraid his amendment 
would be adopted if he put the alternative proposition and so make it fair 
both ways, but would not yield. He offered it for the purpose of having it 
rejected. He offered it, as he has himself avowed over and over again, simply 
to make capital out of it for the stump. He expected that it would be capital 
for small politicians in the country, and that they would make an effort to 
deceive the people with it, and he was not mistaken, for Lincoln is carrying 
out the plan admirably. (“Good, good.”) Lincoln knows that the Nebraska 
bill, without Chase’s amendment, gave all the power which the Constitution 
would permit. Could Congress confer any more? (“No, no.”) Could Congress 
go beyond the Constitution of the country? We gave all a full grant, with no 
exception in regard to slavery one way or the other. We left that question 
as we left all others, to be decided by the people for themselves, just as they 
pleased. I will not occupy my time on this question. I have argued it before all 
over Illinois. I have argued it in this beautiful city of Freeport; I have argued 
it in the North, the South, the East, and the West, avowing the same senti-
ments and the same principles. I have not been afraid to avow my sentiments 
up here for fear I would be trotted down into Egypt. (Cheers and laughter.)

The third question which Mr. Lincoln presented is, if the Supreme Court 
of the United States shall decide that a state of this Union cannot exclude 
slavery from its own limits, will I submit to it? I am amazed that Lincoln 
should ask such a question. (“A schoolboy knows better.”) Yes, a schoolboy 
does know better. Mr. Lincoln’s object is to cast an imputation upon the 
Supreme Court. He knows that there never was but one man in America, 
claiming any degree of intelligence or decency, who ever for a moment pre-
tended such a thing. It is true that the Washington Union, in an article pub-
lished on the seventeenth of last December, did put forth that doctrine, and 
I denounced the article on the floor of the Senate, in a speech which Mr. 
Lincoln now pretends was against the president. The Union had claimed that 
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slavery had a right to go into the free states, and that any provision in the 
Constitution or laws of the free states to the contrary were null and void. I 
denounced it in the Senate, as I said before, and I was the first man who did. 
Lincoln’s friends, Trumbull, and Seward, and Hale, and Wilson,35 and the 
whole Black Republican side of the Senate, were silent. They left it to me to 
denounce it. (Cheers.) And what was the reply made to me on that occasion? 
Mr. Toombs, of Georgia,36 got up and undertook to lecture me on the ground 
that I ought not to have deemed the article worthy of notice, and ought not 
to have replied to it; that there was not one man, woman, or child south of 
the Potomac, in any slave state, who did not repudiate any such pretension. 
Mr. Lincoln knows that that reply was made on the spot, and yet now he asks 
this question. He might as well ask me, suppose Mr. Lincoln should steal a 
horse, would I sanction it; (laughter) and it would be as genteel in me to ask 
him, in the event he stole a horse, what ought to be done with him. He casts 
an imputation upon the Supreme Court of the United States, by supposing 
that they would violate the Constitution of the United States. I tell him that 
such a thing is not possible. (Cheers.) It would be an act of moral treason 
that no man on the bench could ever descend to. Mr. Lincoln himself would 
never in his partisan feelings so far forget what was right as to be guilty of 
such an act. (“Good, good.”)

The fourth question of Mr. Lincoln is, are you in favor of acquiring addi-
tional territory, in disregard as to how such acquisition may affect the Union 
on the slavery questions? This question is very ingeniously and cunningly put.

The Black Republican creed lays it down expressly, that under no circum-
stances shall we acquire any more territory unless slavery is first prohibited 
in the country. I ask Mr. Lincoln whether he is in favor of that proposition. 
Are you (addressing Mr. Lincoln) opposed to the acquisition of any more 
territory, under any circumstances, unless slavery is prohibited in it? That he 
does not like to answer. When I ask him whether he stands up to that article 
in the platform of his party, he turns, Yankee-fashion, and without answer-
ing it, asks me whether I am in favor of acquiring territory without regard 
to how it may affect the Union on the slavery question. (“Good.”) I answer 

35 William Seward (1801–1872) was a leading antislavery Whig and then Repub-
lican senator from New York; John Hale (1806–1873) a Republican senator from 
New Hampshire; and Henry Wilson (1812–1875) a Republican senator from 
Massachusetts.
36 Robert Toombs (1810–1885) was a Democratic senator from Georgia who played 
a role in the controversy over Kansas statehood.
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that whenever it becomes necessary, in our growth and progress, to acquire 
more territory, that I am in favor of it, without reference to the question of 
slavery, and when we have acquired it, I will leave the people free to do as 
they please, either to make it slave or free territory, as they prefer. It is idle to 
tell me or you that we have territory enough. Our fathers supposed that we 
had enough when our territory extended to the Mississippi River, but a few 
years’ growth and expansion satisfied them that we needed more, and the 
Louisiana Territory, from the West branch of the Mississippi to the British 
possessions, was acquired. Then we acquired Oregon, then California and 
New Mexico. We have enough now for the present, but this is a young and 
a growing nation. It swarms as often as a hive of bees, and as new swarms 
are turned out each year, there must be hives in which they can gather and 
make their honey. (“Good.”) In less than fifteen years, if the same progress 
that has distinguished this country for the last fifteen years continues, every 
foot of vacant land between this and the Pacific Ocean, owned by the United 
States, will be occupied. Will you not continue to increase at the end of fifteen 
years as well as now? I tell you, increase, and multiply, and expand, is the law 
of this nation’s existence. (“Good.”) You cannot limit this great Republic by 
mere boundary lines, saying, “thus far shalt thou go, and no further.”37 Any 
one of you gentlemen might as well say to a son twelve years old that he is big 
enough, and must not grow any larger, and in order to prevent his growth put 
a hoop around him to keep him to his present size. What would be the result? 
Either the hoop must burst and be rent asunder, or the child must die. So it 
would be with this great nation. With our natural increase, growing with a 
rapidity unknown in any other part of the globe, with the tide of emigration 
that is fleeing from despotism in the old world to seek refuge in our own, there 
is a constant torrent pouring into this country that requires more land, more 
territory upon which to settle, and just as fast as our interests and our destiny 
require additional territory in the North, in the South, or on the islands of 
the ocean, I am for it, and when we acquire it, will leave the people, according 
to the Nebraska bill, free to do as they please on the subject of slavery and 
every other question. (“Good, good, hurrah for Douglas.”)

I trust now that Mr. Lincoln will deem himself answered on his four 
points. He racked his brain so much in devising these four questions that 
he exhausted himself, and had not strength enough to invent the others. 
(Laughter.) As soon as he is able to hold a council with his advisers, Lovejoy, 
Farnsworth, and Fred Douglass, he will frame and propound others. (“Good, 

37 Job 38:11.
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good,” etc.) You Black Republicans who say good, I have no doubt think 
that they are all good men. (“White, white.”) I have reason to recollect that 
some people in this country think that Fred Douglass is a very good man. 
The last time I came here to make a speech, while talking from the stand to 
you, people of Freeport, as I am doing today, I saw a carriage, and a magnif-
icent one it was, drive up and take a position on the outside of the crowd; a 
beautiful young lady was sitting on the box-seat, whilst Fred Douglass and 
her mother reclined inside, and the owner of the carriage acted as driver. 
(Laughter, cheers, cries of “right, what have you to say against it,” etc.) I saw 
this in your own town. (“What of it.”) All I have to say of it is this, that if 
you, Black Republicans, think that the negro ought to be on a social equality 
with your wives and daughters, and ride in a carriage with your wife, whilst 
you drive the team, you have perfect right to do so. I am told that one of 
Fred Douglass’ kinsmen, another rich black negro, is now traveling in this 
part of the state making speeches for his friend Lincoln as the champion of 
black men. (“White men, white men,” and “what have you to say against it?” 
“That’s right,” etc.) All I have to say on that subject is, that those of you who 
believe that the negro is your equal and ought to be on an equality with you 
socially, politically, and legally, have a right to entertain those opinions, and 
of course will vote for Mr. Lincoln. (“Down with the negro,” “no, no,” etc.)

I have a word to say on Mr. Lincoln’s answer to the interrogatories con-
tained in my speech at Ottawa, and which he has pretended to reply to here 
today. Mr. Lincoln makes a great parade of the fact that I quoted a platform 
as having been adopted by the Black Republican party at Springfield in 1854, 
which, it turns out, was adopted at another place. Mr. Lincoln loses sight of 
the thing itself in his ecstasies over the mistake I made in stating the place 
where it was done. He thinks that that platform was not adopted on the right 
“spot.”38

When I put the direct questions to Mr. Lincoln to ascertain whether he 
now stands pledged to that creed—to the unconditional repeal of the fugi-
tive slave law, a refusal to admit any more slave states into the Union even 
if the people want them, a determination to apply the Wilmot Proviso, not 
only to all the territory we now have, but all that we may hereafter acquire, 

38 A derisive reference to Lincoln’s speech in Congress (December 1847) questioning 
the justification for the war with Mexico. President Polk had justified it by claiming 
that Mexican forces had attacked U.S. troops on American soil. Lincoln demanded 
to know the “spot” where the attack had occurred. Democrats subsequently ridi-
culed Lincoln by calling him “Spotty” Lincoln.
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he refused to answer, and his followers say, in excuse, that the resolutions 
upon which I based my interrogatories were not adopted at the “right spot.” 
(Laughter and applause.) Lincoln and his political friends are great on “spots.” 
(Renewed laughter.) In Congress, as a representative of this state, he declared 
the Mexican war to be unjust and infamous, and would not support it, or 
acknowledge his own country to be right in the contest, because he said that 
American blood was not shed on American soil in the “right spot.” (“Lay on 
to him.”) And now he cannot answer the questions I put to him at Ottawa 
because the resolutions I read were not adopted at the “right spot.” It may be 
possible that I was led into an error as to the spot on which the resolutions I 
then read were proclaimed, but I was not, and am not in error as to the fact 
of their forming the basis of the creed of the Republican party when that 
party was first organized. (Cheers.) I will state to you the evidence I had, and 
upon which I relied for my statement that the resolutions in question were 
adopted at Springfield on the fifth of October 1854. Although I was aware that 
such resolutions had been passed in this district, and nearly all the northern 
congressional districts and county conventions, I had not noticed whether 
or not they had been adopted by any state convention. In 1856, a debate arose 
in Congress between Major Thomas L. Harris, of the Springfield District, 
and Mr. Norton, of the Joliet District,39 on political matters connected with 
our state, in the course of which, Major Harris quoted those resolutions as 
having been passed by the first Republican State Convention that ever assem-
bled in Illinois. I knew that Major Harris was remarkable for his accuracy, 
that he was a very conscientious and sincere man, and I also noticed that 
Norton did not question the accuracy of this statement. I therefore took 
it for granted that it was so, and the other day when I concluded to use the 
resolutions at Ottawa, I wrote to Charles H. Lanphier,40 editor of the State 
Register, at Springfield, calling his attention to them, telling him that I had 
been informed that Major Harris was lying sick at Springfield, and desiring 
him to call upon him and ascertain all the facts concerning the resolutions, 
the time and the place where they were adopted. In reply, Mr. Lanphier sent 
me two copies of his paper, which I have here. The first is a copy of the State 
Register, published at Springfield, Mr. Lincoln’s own town, on the sixteenth 

39 Thomas Harris (1816–1858) was a Democratic representative and a major sup-
porter of the Lecompton Constitution; Jesse Norton (1812–1875) antislavery and 
eventually a Republican politician from northern Illinois. 
40 Charles Lanphier (1820–1903). The State Register was a Democratic newspaper 
that supported Douglas.
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of October 1854, only eleven days after the adjournment of the convention, 
from which I desire to read the following:

During the late discussions in this city, Lincoln made a speech, to 
which Judge Douglas replied. In Lincoln’s speech he took the broad 
ground that, according to the Declaration of Independence, the whites 
and blacks are equal. From this he drew the conclusion, which he sev-
eral times repeated, that the white man had no right to pass laws for 
the government of the black man without the nigger’s consent. This 
speech of Lincoln’s was heard and applauded by all the Abolitionists 
assembled in Springfield. So soon as Mr. Lincoln was done speaking, 
Mr. Codding arose and requested all the delegates to the Black Repub-
lican Convention to withdraw into the Senate chamber. They did so, 
and after long deliberation, they laid down the following Abolition 
platform as the platform on which they stood. We call the particular 
attention of all our readers to it.

Then follows the identical platform, word for word, which I read at Ottawa. 
(Cheers.) Now, that was published in Mr. Lincoln’s own town, eleven days 
after the convention was held, and it has remained on record up to this day 
never contradicted.

When I quoted the resolutions at Ottawa and questioned Mr. Lincoln in 
relation to them, he said that his name was on the committee that reported 
them, but he did not serve, nor did he think he served, because he was, or 
thought he was, in Tazewell County at the time the convention was in ses-
sion. He did not deny that the resolutions were passed by the Springfield 
convention. He did not know better, and evidently thought that they were, 
but afterward his friends declared that they had discovered that they var-
ied in some respects from the resolutions passed by that convention. I have 
shown you that I had good evidence for believing that the resolutions had 
been passed at Springfield. Mr. Lincoln ought to have known better; but not 
a word is said about his ignorance on the subject, whilst I, notwithstanding 
the circumstances, am accused of forgery.

Now, I will show you that if I have made a mistake as to the place where 
these resolutions were adopted—and when I get down to Springfield I will 
investigate the matter and see whether or not I have—that the principles they 
enunciate were adopted as the Black Republican platform (“white, white”) 
in the various counties and congressional districts throughout the north end 
of the state in 1854. This platform was adopted in nearly every county that 
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gave a Black Republican majority for the legislature in that year, and here is a 
man (pointing to Mr. Denio, who sat on the stand near Deacon Bross41) who 
knows as well as any living man that it was the creed of the Black Republican 
party at that time. I would be willing to call Denio as a witness, or any other 
honest man belonging to that party. I will now read the resolutions adopted 
at the Rockford Convention on the thirtieth of August 1854, which nomi-
nated Washburne42 for Congress. You elected him on the following platform:

Resolved, That the continued and increasing aggressions of slavery in 
our country are destructive of the best rights of a free people, and that 
such aggressions cannot be successfully resisted without the united 
political action of all good men.

Resolved, That the citizens of the United States hold in their hands 
peaceful, constitutional, and efficient remedy against the encroach-
ments of the slave power, the ballot-box, and, if that remedy is boldly 
and wisely applied, the principles of liberty and eternal justice will 
be established.

Resolved, That we accept this issue forced upon us by the slave power, 
and, in defense of freedom, will cooperate and be known as Republi-
cans, pledged to the accomplishment of the following purposes:

To bring the Administration of the government back to the control 
of first principles; to restore Kansas and Nebraska to the position of 
free territories; to repeal and entirely abrogate the fugitive slave law; to 
restrict slavery to those states in which it exists; to prohibit the admis-
sion of any more slave states into the Union; to exclude slavery from 
all the territories over which the general government has exclusive 
jurisdiction, and to resist the acquisition of any more territories unless 
the introduction of slavery therein forever shall have been prohibited.

Resolved, That in furtherance of these principles we will use such 
constitutional and lawful means as shall seem best adapted to their 
accomplishment, and that we will support no man for office under 
the general or state government who is not positively committed to 
the support of these principles, and whose personal character and 

41 Cyrenius Denio (1821–1885) was a Republican politician; William Bross (1813–
1890) was a newspaper publisher and Republican politician.
42 Elihu Washburne (1816–1887) was a Republican politician.
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conduct is not a guaranty that he is reliable and shall abjure all party 
allegiance and ties.

Resolved, That we cordially invite persons of all former political parties 
whatever in favor of the object expressed in the above resolutions to 
unite with us in carrying them into effect.

(Senator Douglas was frequently interrupted in reading these resolutions 
by loud cries of “Good, good,” “that’s the doctrine,” and vociferous applause.)

Well, you think that is a very good platform, do you not? (“Yes, yes, all 
right,” and cheers.) If you do, if you approve it now, and think it is all right, 
you will not join with those men who say that I libel you by calling these your 
principles, will you? (“Good, good, hit him again,” and great laughter and 
cheers.) Now, Mr. Lincoln complains; Mr. Lincoln charges that I did you and 
him injustice by saying that this was the platform of your party. (Renewed 
laughter.) I am told that Washburne made a speech in Galena last night, in 
which he abused me awfully for bringing to light this platform, on which he 
was elected to Congress. He thought that you had forgotten it, as he and Mr. 
Lincoln desire to. (Laughter.) He did not deny but that you had adopted it, 
and that he had subscribed to and was pledged by it, but he did not think it 
was fair to call it up and remind the people that it was their platform.

But I am glad to find you are more honest in your abolitionism than 
your leaders, by avowing that it is your platform, and right in your opinion. 
(Laughter, “you have them, good, good.”)

In the adoption of that platform, you not only declared that you would 
resist the admission of any more slave states, and work for the repeal of the 
fugitive slave law, but you pledged yourselves not to vote for any man for 
state or federal offices who was not committed to these principles. You were 
thus committed. Similar resolutions to those were adopted in your county 
convention here, and now with your admissions that they are your platform 
and embody your sentiments now as they did then, what do you think of Mr. 
Lincoln, your candidate for the U.S. Senate, who is attempting to dodge the 
responsibility of this platform, because it was not adopted in the right spot. 
I thought that it was adopted in Springfield, but it turns out it was not, that 
it was adopted at Rockford, and in the various counties which comprise this 
congressional district. When I get into the next district, I will show that the 
same platform was adopted there, and so on through the state, until I nail the 
responsibility of it upon the back of the Black Republican party throughout 
the state. (“White, white,” three cheers for Douglas.)
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A voice: Couldn’t you modify and call it brown? (laughter)
Mr. Douglas: Not a bit. I thought that you were becoming a little brown 

when your members in Congress voted for the Crittenden-Montgomery 
bill,43 but since you have backed out from that position and gone back to 
abolitionism, you are black and not brown. (Shouts of laughter, and a voice, 
“Can’t you ask him another question?”)

Gentlemen, I have shown you what your platform was in 1854. You still 
adhere to it. The same platform was adopted by nearly all the counties where 
the Black Republican party had a majority in 1854. I wish now to call your 
attention to the action of your representatives in the legislature when they 
assembled together at Springfield. In the first place, you must remember that 
this was the organization of a new party. It is so declared in the resolutions 
themselves, which say that you are going to dissolve all old party ties and call 
the new party Republican. The old Whig party was to have its throat cut from 
ear to ear, and the Democratic party was to be annihilated and blotted out of 
existence, whilst in lieu of these parties the Black Republican party was to be 
organized on this abolition platform. You know who the chief leaders were 
in breaking up and destroying these two great parties. Lincoln on the one 
hand and Trumbull on the other, being disappointed politicians, and having 
retired or been driven to obscurity by an outraged constituency because of 
their political sins, formed a scheme to abolitionize the two parties and lead 
the old-line Whigs and old-line Democrats captive, bound hand and foot, 
into the abolition camp. Giddings, Chase, Fred Douglass, and Lovejoy were 
here to christen them whenever they were brought in. Lincoln went to work 
to dissolve the old-line Whig party. Clay was dead, and although the sod was 
not yet green on his grave, this man undertook to bring into disrepute those 
great compromise measures of 1850, with which Clay and Webster were iden-
tified. Up to 1854 the Old Whig party and the Democratic party had stood 
on a common platform so far as this slavery question was concerned. You 
Whigs and we Democrats differed about the bank, the tariff, distribution, the 
specie circular, and the sub-treasury,44 but we agreed on this slavery question 
and the true mode of preserving the peace and harmony of the Union. The 
compromise measures of 1850 were introduced by Clay, were defended by 

43 The bill would have required the resubmission of the Lecompton Constitution 
to a vote in Kansas. It passed the House but not the Senate. The English bill (foot-
note 32) was passed by both houses as a compromise measure.
44 A sub-treasury was a depository of government revenues outside of the treasury 
in Washington, DC. 
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Webster, and supported by Cass, and were approved by Fillmore,45 and sanc-
tioned by the national men of both parties. They constituted a common plank 
upon which both Whigs and Democrats stood. In 1852 the Whig party, in its 
last national convention at Baltimore, endorsed and approved these measures 
of Clay, and so did the national convention of the Democratic party, held that 
same year. Thus the old-line Whigs and the old-line Democrats stood pledged 
to the great principle of self-government, which guaranties to the people 
of each territory the right to decide the slavery question for themselves. In 
1854, after the death of Clay and Webster, Mr. Lincoln, on the part of the 
Whigs, undertook to abolitionize the Whig party, by dissolving it, trans-
ferring the members into the abolition camp and making them train under 
Giddings, Fred Douglass, Lovejoy, Chase, Farnsworth, and other abolition 
leaders. Trumbull undertook to dissolve the Democratic party by taking 
Old Democrats into the abolition camp. Mr. Lincoln was aided in his efforts 
by many leading Whigs throughout the state. Your member of Congress, 
Mr. Washburne, being one of the most active. Trumbull was aided by many 
renegades from the Democratic party, among whom were John Wentworth, 
Tom Turner, and others, with whom you are familiar.

(Mr. Turner, who was one of the moderators, here interposed and said 
that he had drawn the resolutions which Senator Douglas had read.)

Mr. Douglas: Yes, and Turner says that he drew these resolutions. (“Hur-
rah for Turner,” “Hurrah for Douglas.”) That is right, give Turner cheers for 
drawing the resolutions if you approve them. If he drew those resolutions he 
will not deny that they are the creed of the Black Republican party.

Mr. Turner: They are our creed exactly.
Mr. Douglas: And yet Lincoln denies that he stands on them. Mr. Turner 

says that the creed of the Black Republican party is the admission of no more 
slave states, and yet Mr. Lincoln declares that he would not like to be placed 
in a position where he would have to vote for them. All I have to say to friend 
Lincoln is, that I do not think there is much danger of his being placed in 
such a position. As Mr. Lincoln would be very sorry to be placed in such an 
embarrassing position as to be obliged to vote on the admission of any more 
slave states, I propose, out of mere kindness, to relieve him from any such 
necessity.

When the bargain between Lincoln and Trumbull was completed for 
abolitionizing the Whig and Democratic parties, they “spread” over the state, 
Lincoln still pretending to be an old-line Whig, in order to “rope in” the 

45 Millard Fillmore (1800–1874) was a Whig president.



Lincoln-Douglas Debates, Freeport 171

Whigs, and Trumbull pretending to be as good a Democrat as he ever was, 
in order to coax the Democrats over into the abolition ranks. They played 
the part that “decoy ducks” play down on the Potomac River. In that part of 
the country they make artificial ducks and put them on the water in places 
where the wild ducks are to be found, for the purpose of decoying them. Well, 
Lincoln and Trumbull played the part of these “decoy ducks” and deceived 
enough old-line Whigs and old-line Democrats to elect a Black Republican 
legislature. When that legislature met, the first thing it did was to elect as 
Speaker of the House, the very man who is now boasting that he wrote the 
abolition platform on which Lincoln will not stand. I want to know of Mr. 
Turner whether or not, when he was elected, he was a good embodiment of 
Republican principles?

Mr. Turner: I hope I was then and am now.
Mr. Douglas: He swears that he hopes he was then and is now. He wrote 

that Black Republican platform and is satisfied with it now. I admire and 
acknowledge Turner’s honesty. Every man of you know that what he says 
about these resolutions being the platform of the Black Republican party is 
true, and you also know that each one of these men who are shuffling and 
trying to deny it are only trying to cheat the people out of their votes for the 
purpose of deceiving them still more after the election. I propose to trace 
this thing a little further, in order that you can see what additional evidence 
there is to fasten this revolutionary platform upon the Black Republican 
party. When the legislature assembled, there was an United States senator 
to elect in the place of General Shields, and before they proceeded to ballot, 
Lovejoy insisted on laying down certain principles by which to govern the 
party. It has been published to the world and satisfactorily proven that there 
was, at the time the alliance was made between Trumbull and Lincoln to 
abolitionize the two parties, an agreement that Lincoln should take Shields’ 
place in the United States Senate, and Trumbull should have mine so soon as 
they could conveniently get rid of me. When Lincoln was beaten for Shields’ 
place, in a manner I will refer to in a few minutes, he felt very sore and res-
tive; his friends grumbled, and some of them came out and charged that the 
most infamous treachery had been practiced against him; that the bargain 
was that Lincoln was to have had Shields’ place, and Trumbull was to have 
waited for mine, but that Trumbull having the control of a few abolitionized 
Democrats, he prevented them from voting for Lincoln, thus keeping him 
within a few votes of an election until he succeeded in forcing the party to 
drop him and elect Trumbull. Well, Trumbull having cheated Lincoln, his 
friends made a fuss, and in order to keep them and Lincoln quiet, the party 
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were obliged to come forward, in advance, at the last state election, and make 
a pledge that they would go for Lincoln and nobody else. Lincoln could not 
be silenced in any other way.

Now, there are a great many Black Republicans of you who do not know 
this thing was done. (“White, white,” and great clamor.) I wish to remind you 
that while Mr. Lincoln was speaking there was not a Democrat vulgar and 
blackguard enough to interrupt him. But I know that the shoe is pinching 
you. I am clinching Lincoln now, and you are scared to death for the result. 
I have seen this thing before. I have seen men make appointments for joint 
discussions, and the moment their man has been heard, try to interrupt and 
prevent a fair hearing of the other side. I have seen your mobs before, and defy 
your wrath. (Tremendous applause.) My friends, do not cheer, for I need my 
whole time. The object of the opposition is to occupy my attention in order to 
prevent me from giving the whole evidence and nailing this double dealing 
on the Black Republican party. As I have before said, Lovejoy demanded a 
declaration of principles on the part of the Black Republicans of the legisla-
ture before going into an election for United States senator. He offered the 
following preamble and resolutions which I hold in my hand:

WHEREAS, human slavery is a violation of the principles of natu-
ral and revealed rights; and whereas, the fathers of the Revolution, 
fully imbued with the spirit of these principles, declared freedom to 
be the inalienable birthright of all men; and whereas, the preamble 
to the Constitution of the United States avers that that instrument 
was ordained to establish justice, and secure the blessings of liberty 
to ourselves and our posterity; and whereas, in furtherance of the 
above principles, slavery was forever prohibited in the old Northwest 
Territory, and more recently in all that territory lying west and north 
of the state of Missouri, by the act of the federal government; and 
whereas, the repeal of the prohibition last referred to, was contrary 
to the wishes of the people of Illinois, a violation of an implied com-
pact, long deemed sacred by the citizens of the United States, and a 
wide departure from the uniform action of the general government 
in relation to the extension of slavery; therefore,

Resolved, by the House of Representatives, the Senate concurring therein, 
That our senators in Congress be instructed, and our representatives 
requested to introduce, if not otherwise introduced, and to vote for a 
bill to restore such prohibition to the aforesaid territories, and also to 
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extend a similar prohibition to all territory which now belongs to the 
United States, or which may hereafter come under their jurisdiction.

Resolved, That our senators in Congress be instructed, and our repre-
sentatives requested, to vote against the admission of any state into the 
Union, the Constitution of which does not prohibit slavery, whether 
the territory out of which such state may have been formed shall have 
been acquired by conquest, treaty, purchase, or from original territory 
of the United States.

Resolved, That our senators in Congress be instructed, and our repre-
sentatives requested, to introduce and vote for a bill to repeal an act 
entitled “an act respecting fugitives from justice and persons escap-
ing from the service of their masters”; and, failing in that, for such a 
modification of it as shall secure the right of habeas corpus and trial 
by jury before the regularly constituted authorities of the state, to all 
persons claimed as owing service or labor.

(Cries of “good, good,” and cheers.) Yes, you say “good, good,” and I have 
no doubt you think so. Those resolutions were introduced by Mr. Lovejoy 
immediately preceding the election of senator. They declared first, that the 
Wilmot Proviso must be applied to all territory north of 36 degrees 30 min-
utes.46 Secondly, that it must be applied to all territory south of 36 degrees 
30 minutes. Thirdly, that it must be applied to all the territory now owned by 
the United States, and finally, that it must be applied to all territory hereaf-
ter to be acquired by the United States. The next resolution declares that no 
more slave states shall be admitted into this Union under any circumstances 
whatever, no matter whether they are formed out of territory now owned by 
us or that we may hereafter acquire, by treaty, by Congress, or in any man-
ner whatever. The next resolution demands the unconditional repeal of the 
fugitive slave law, although its unconditional repeal would leave no provision 
for carrying out that clause of the Constitution of the United States which 
guaranties the surrender of fugitives. If they could not get an unconditional 
repeal, they demanded that that law should be so modified as to make it as 
nearly useless as possible. Now, I want to show you who voted for these res-
olutions. When the vote was taken on the first resolution it was decided in 
the affirmative—yeas 41, nays 32. You will find that this is a strict party vote, 
between the Democrats on the one hand, and the Black Republicans on the 

46 The Missouri Compromise line.
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other. (Cries of “white, white,” and clamor.) I know your name, and always 
call things by their right name. The point I wish to call your attention to, is 
this: that these resolutions were adopted on the seventh day of February, and 
that on the eighth they went into an election for a United States senator, and 
that day every man who voted for these resolutions, with but two exceptions, 
voted for Lincoln for the United States Senate. (“Give us their names.”) I will 
read the names over to you if you want them, but I believe your object is to 
occupy my time.

On the next resolution the vote stood—yeas 33, nays 40, and on the third 
resolution—yeas 35, nays 47. I wish to impress it upon you, that every man 
who voted for those resolutions, with but two exceptions, voted on the next 
day for Lincoln for U.S. senator. Bear in mind that the members who thus 
voted for Lincoln were elected to the legislature pledged to vote for no man 
for office under the state or federal government who was not committed to 
this Black Republican platform. They were all so pledged. Mr. Turner, who 
stands by me, and who then represented you, and who says that he wrote 
those resolutions, voted for Lincoln, when he was pledged not to do so unless 
Lincoln was in favor of those resolutions. I now ask Mr. Turner (turning to 
Mr. Turner), did you violate your pledge in voting for Mr. Lincoln, or did he 
commit himself to your platform before you cast your vote for him?

I could go through the whole list of names here and show you that all 
the Black Republicans in the legislature, who voted for Mr. Lincoln, had 
voted on the day previous for these resolutions. For instance, here are the 
names of Sargent and Little of Jo Daviess and Carroll, Thomas J. Turner of 
Stephenson, Lawrence of Boone and McHenry, Swan of Lake, Pinckney of 
Ogle County, and Lyman of Winnebago. Thus you see every member from 
your congressional district voted for Mr. Lincoln, and they were pledged 
not to vote for him unless he was committed to the doctrine of no more 
slave states, the prohibition of slavery in the territories, and the repeal of 
the fugitive slave law. Mr. Lincoln tells you today that he is not pledged to 
any such doctrine. Either Mr. Lincoln was then committed to those prop-
ositions, or Mr. Turner violated his pledges to you when he voted for him. 
Either Lincoln was pledged to each one of those propositions, or else every 
Black Republican Representative from this congressional district violated his 
pledge of honor to his constituents by voting for him. I ask you which horn of 
the dilemma will you take? Will you hold Lincoln up to the platform of his 
party, or will you accuse every representative you had in the legislature of 
violating his pledge of honor to his constituents? There is no escape for you. 
Either Mr. Lincoln was committed to those propositions, or your members 
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violated their faith. Take either horn of the dilemma you choose. There is no 
dodging the question; I want Lincoln’s answer. He says he was not pledged 
to repeal the fugitive slave law, that he does not quite like to do it; he will not 
introduce a law to repeal it, but thinks there ought to be some law; he does 
not tell what it ought to be; upon the whole, he is altogether undecided, and 
don’t know what to think or do. That is the substance of his answer upon the 
repeal of the fugitive slave law. I put the question to him distinctly, whether 
he endorsed that part of the Black Republican platform which calls for the 
entire abrogation and repeal of the fugitive slave law. He answers no! that he 
does not endorse that, but he does not tell what he is for, or what he will vote 
for. His answer is, in fact, no answer at all. Why cannot he speak out and say 
what he is for and what he will do?

In regard to there being no more slave states, he is not pledged to that. He 
would not like, he says, to be put in a position where he would have to vote one 
way or another upon that question. I pray you, do not put him in a position 
that would embarrass him so much. Gentlemen, if he goes to the Senate, he 
may be put in that position, and then which way will he vote?

A voice: How will you vote?
Mr. Douglas: I will vote for the admission of just such a state as by the 

form of their Constitution the people show they want; if they want slavery, 
they shall have it; if they prohibit slavery it shall be prohibited. They can form 
their institutions to please themselves, subject only to the Constitution; and 
I for one stand ready to receive them into the Union. Why cannot your Black 
Republican candidates talk out as plain as that when they are questioned?

I do not want to cheat any man out of his vote. No man is deceived in 
regard to my principles if I have the power to express myself in terms explicit 
enough to convey my ideas.

Mr. Lincoln made a speech when he was nominated for the United States 
Senate which covers all these abolition platforms.47 He there lays down a 
proposition so broad in its abolitionism as to cover the whole ground.

In my opinion it [the slavery agitation] will not cease until a crisis shall 
have been reached and passed. “A house divided against itself cannot 
stand.” I believe this government cannot endure permanently half 
slave and half free. 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. 
Either the opponents of slavery will arrest the further spread of it, and 

47 Document 6.
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place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the 
course of ultimate extinction, or its advocates will push it forward till 
it shall become alike lawful in all the states—old as well as new, North 
as well as South.

There you find that Mr. Lincoln lays down the doctrine that this Union 
cannot endure divided as our fathers made it, with free and slave states. He 
says they must all become one thing, or all the other; that they must all be 
free or all slave, or else the Union cannot continue to exist. It being his opin-
ion that to admit any more slave states, to continue to divide the Union into 
free and slave states, will dissolve it. I want to know of Mr. Lincoln whether 
he will vote for the admission of another slave state.

He tells you the Union cannot exist unless the states are all free or all 
slave; he tells you that he is opposed to making them all slave, and hence 
he is for making them all free, in order that the Union may exist; and yet he 
will not say that he will not vote against another slave state, knowing that 
the Union must be dissolved if he votes for it. I ask you if that is fair dealing? 
The true intent and inevitable conclusion to be drawn from his first Spring-
field speech is, that he is opposed to the admission of any more slave states 
under any circumstance. If he is so opposed, why not say so? If he believes 
this Union cannot endure divided into free and slave states, that they must 
all become free in order to save the Union, he is bound as an honest man, to 
vote against any more slave states. If he believes it he is bound to do it. Show 
me that it is my duty in order to save the Union to do a particular act, and I 
will do it if the Constitution does not prohibit it. (Applause.) I am not for the 
dissolution of the Union under any circumstances. (Renewed applause.) I 
will pursue no course of conduct that will give just cause for the dissolution 
of the Union. The hope of the friends of freedom throughout the world rests 
upon the perpetuity of this Union. The down-trodden and oppressed people 
who are suffering under European despotism all look with hope and anxiety 
to the American Union as the only resting place and permanent home of 
freedom and self-government.

Mr. Lincoln says that he believes that this Union cannot continue to 
endure with slave states in it, and yet he will not tell you distinctly whether 
he will vote for or against the admission of any more slave states, but says he 
would not like to be put to the test. (Laughter.) I do not think he will be put to 
the test. (Renewed laughter.) I do not think that the people of Illinois desire a 
man to represent them who would not like to be put to the test on the perfor-
mance of a high constitutional duty. (Cries of “good.”) I will retire in shame 
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from the Senate of the United States when I am not willing to be put to the 
test in the performance of my duty. I have been put to severe tests. (“That is 
so.”) I have stood by my principles in fair weather and in foul, in the sunshine 
and in the rain. I have defended the great principles of self-government here 
among you when northern sentiment ran in a torrent against me (“that is 
so”) and I have defended that same great principle when southern sentiment 
came down like an avalanche upon me. I was not afraid of any test they put 
to me. I knew I was right—I knew my principles were sound—I knew that the 
people would see in the end that I had done right, and I knew that the God 
of Heaven would smile upon me if I was faithful in the performance of my 
duty. (Cries of “good,” cheers, and laughter.)

Mr. Lincoln makes a charge of corruption against the Supreme Court 
of the United States, and two presidents of the United States, and attempts 
to bolster it up by saying that I did the same against the Washington Union. 
Suppose I did make that charge of corruption against the Washington Union, 
when it was true, does that justify him in making a false charge against me 
and others? That is the question I would put. He says that at the time the 
Nebraska bill was introduced, and before it was passed, there was a conspir-
acy between the Judges of the Supreme Court, President Pierce, President 
Buchanan, and myself by that bill, and the decision of the Court to break 
down the barrier and establish slavery all over the Union. Does he not know 
that that charge is historically false as against President Buchanan? He knows 
that Mr. Buchanan was at that time in England, representing this country 
with distinguished ability at the Court of St. James, that he was there for a 
long time before, and did not return for a year or more after. He knows that 
to be true, and that fact proves his charge to be false as against Mr. Buchanan. 
(Cheers.) Then again, I wish to call his attention to the fact that at the time 
the Nebraska bill was passed, the Dred Scott case was not before the Supreme 
Court at all; it was not upon the docket of the Supreme Court; it had not 
been brought there, and the judges in all probability knew nothing of it. Thus 
the history of the country proves the charge to be false as against them. As 
to President Pierce, his high character as a man of integrity and honor is 
enough to vindicate him from such a charge (laughter and applause), and as 
to myself, I pronounce the charge an infamous lie, whenever and wherever 
made, and by whomsoever made. I am willing that Mr. Lincoln should go and 
rake up every public act of mine, every measure I have introduced, report I 
have made, speech delivered, and criticize them, but when he charges upon 
me a corrupt conspiracy for the purpose of perverting the institutions of the 
country, I brand it as it deserves. I say the history of the country proves it to be 
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false, and that it could not have been possible at the time. But now he tries to 
protect himself in this charge, because I made a charge against the Washing-
ton Union. My speech in the Senate against the Washington Union was made 
because it advocated a revolutionary doctrine, by declaring that the free 
states had not the right to prohibit slavery within their own limits. Because 
I made that charge against the Washington Union, Mr. Lincoln says it was 
a charge against Mr. Buchanan. Suppose it was; is Mr. Lincoln the peculiar 
defender of Mr. Buchanan? Is he so interested in the federal administration, 
and so bound to it, that he must jump to the rescue and defend it from every 
attack that I may make against it? (Great laughter and cheers.) I understand 
the whole thing. The Washington Union, under that most corrupt of all men, 
Cornelius Wendell, is advocating Mr. Lincoln’s claim to the Senate. Wendell 
was the printer of the last Black Republican House of Representatives; he 
was a candidate before the present Democratic House, but was ignomin-
iously kicked out, and then he took the money which he had made out of 
the public printing by means of the Black Republicans, bought the Wash-
ington Union, and is now publishing it in the name of the Democratic party, 
and advocating Mr. Lincoln’s election to the Senate. Mr. Lincoln therefore 
considers an attack upon Wendell and his corrupt gang as a personal attack 
upon him. (Immense cheering and laughter.) This only proves what I have 
charged, that there is an alliance between Lincoln and his supporters, and 
the federal office-holders of this state, and presidential aspirants out of it, to 
break me down at home.

A voice: “That is impossible,” and cheering.
Mr. Lincoln feels bound to come in to the rescue of the Washington 

Union. In that speech which I delivered in answer to the Washington Union, 
I made it distinctly against the Union, and against the Union alone. I did 
not choose to go beyond that. If I have occasion to attack the president’s 
conduct, I will do it in language that will not be misunderstood. When I 
differed with the president, I spoke out so that you all heard me. (“That you 
did,” and cheers.) That question passed away; it resulted in the triumph of 
my principle by allowing the people to do as they please, and there is an end 
of the controversy. Whenever the great principle of self-government—the 
right of the people to make their own Constitution, and come into the Union 
with slavery or without it, as they see proper, shall again arise, you will find 
me standing firm in defense of that principle, and fighting whoever fights 
it. (“Right, right.” “Good, good,” and cheers.) If Mr. Buchanan stands, as I 
doubt not he will, by the recommendation contained in his Message, that 
hereafter all state constitutions ought to be submitted to the people before 
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the admission of the state into the Union, he will find me standing by him 
firmly, shoulder to shoulder, in carrying it out. I know Mr. Lincoln’s object; 
he wants to divide the Democratic party, in order that he may defeat me and 
get to the Senate.

Mr. Douglas’ time here expired, and he stopped on the moment. . . .

The Fourth Debate—Charleston, Illinois, September 18, 1858

Mr. Lincoln’s Speech 

Ladies and Gentlemen: It will be very difficult for an audience so large as this 
to hear distinctly what a speaker says, and consequently it is important that 
as profound silence be preserved as possible.

While I was at the hotel today an elderly gentleman called upon me to 
know whether I was really in favor of producing a perfect equality between 
the negroes and white people. (Great laughter.) While I had not proposed to 
myself on this occasion to say much on that subject, yet as the question was 
asked me I thought I would occupy perhaps five minutes in saying something 
in regard to it. I will say then that I am not, nor ever have been in favor of 
bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and 
black races (applause)—that I am not nor ever have been in favor of making 
voters or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to inter-
marry with white people; and I will say in addition to this that there is a phys-
ical difference between the white and black races which I believe will forever 
forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality. 
And inasmuch as they cannot so live, while they do remain together there 
must be the position of superior and inferior, and I as much as any other man 
am in favor of having the superior position assigned to the white race. I say 
upon this occasion I do not perceive that because the white man is to have the 
superior position the negro should be denied everything. I do not understand 
that because I do not want a negro woman for a slave I must necessarily want 
her for a wife. (Cheers and laughter.) My understanding is that I can just let 
her alone. I am now in my fiftieth year, and I certainly never have had a black 
woman for either a slave or a wife. So it seems to me quite possible for us to 
get along without making either slaves or wives of negroes. I will add to this 
that I have never seen to my knowledge a man, woman, or child who was in 
favor of producing a perfect equality, social and political, between negroes 
and white men. I recollect of but one distinguished instance that I ever heard 
of so frequently as to be entirely satisfied of its correctness—and that is the 
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case of Judge Douglas’ old friend Col. Richard M. Johnson.48 (Laughter.) I 
will also add to the remarks I have made, for I am not going to enter at large 
upon this subject, that I have never had the least apprehension that I or my 
friends would marry negroes if there was no law to keep them from it, (laugh-
ter) but as Judge Douglas and his friends seem to be in great apprehension 
that they might, if there were no law to keep them from it, (roars of laughter) 
I give him the most solemn pledge that I will to the very last stand by the law 
of this state, which forbids the marrying of white people with negroes. (Con-
tinued laughter and applause.) I will add one further word, which is this, that 
I do not understand there is any place where an alteration of the social and 
political relations of the negro and the white man can be made except in the 
state legislature—not in the Congress of the United States—and as I do not 
really apprehend the approach of any such thing myself, and as Judge Douglas 
seems to be in constant horror that some such danger is rapidly approaching, 
I propose as the best means to prevent it that the Judge be kept at home and 
placed in the state legislature to fight the measure. (Uproarious laughter and 
applause.) I do not propose dwelling longer at this time on this subject. . . .

The Seventh Debate—Alton, Illinois, October 15, 1858

Mr. Lincoln’s Speech 

 . . .  That is the real issue. That is the issue that will continue in this country 
when these poor tongues of Judge Douglas and myself shall be silent. It is the 
eternal struggle between these two principles—right and wrong—throughout 
the world. They are the two principles that have stood face to face from the 
beginning of time; and will ever continue to struggle. The one is the com-
mon right of humanity and the other the divine right of kings. It is the same 
principle in whatever shape it develops itself. It is the same spirit that says, 
“You work and toil and earn bread, and I’ll eat it.” No matter in what shape 
it comes, whether from the mouth of a king who seeks to bestride the people 
of his own nation and live by the fruit of their labor, or from one race of men 
as an apology for enslaving another race, it is the same tyrannical principle. I 
was glad to express my gratitude at Quincy, and I re-express it here to Judge 

48 Richard M. Johnson (1780–1850) was a Kentucky politician who served in the 
Senate and House of Representatives and was a vice president of the United States. 
He had children by an enslaved woman, Julia Chinn, and acknowledged his rela-
tionship with both Chinn and the children. Lincoln said that Johnson was Douglas’ 
friend because they were both Democrats.
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Douglas—that he looks to no end of the institution of slavery. That will help 
the people to see where the struggle really is. It will hereafter place with us 
all men who really do wish the wrong may have an end. And whenever we 
can get rid of the fog which obscures the real question—when we can get 
Judge Douglas and his friends to avow a policy looking to its perpetuation—
we can get out from among that class of men and bring them to the side of 
those who treat it as a wrong. Then there will soon be an end of it, and that 
end will be its “ultimate extinction.” Whenever the issue can be distinctly 
made, and all extraneous matter thrown out so that men can fairly see the 
real difference between the parties, this controversy will soon be settled, 
and it will be done peaceably too. There will be no war, no violence. It will 
be placed again where the wisest and best men of the world placed it. Brooks 
of South Carolina49 once declared that when this Constitution was framed, 
its framers did not look to the institution existing until this day. When he 
said this, I think he stated a fact that is fully borne out by the history of the 
times. But he also said they were better and wiser men than the men of these 
days; yet the men of these days had experience which they had not, and by the 
invention of the cotton gin it became a necessity in this country that slavery 
should be perpetual. I now say that, willingly or unwillingly, purposely or 
without purpose, Judge Douglas has been the most prominent instrument 
in changing the position of the institution of slavery which the fathers of the 
government expected to come to an end ere this—and putting it upon Brooks’ 
cotton-gin basis—placing it where he openly confesses he has no desire there 
shall ever be an end of it.

I understand I have ten minutes yet. I will employ it in saying something 
about this argument Judge Douglas uses, while he sustains the Dred Scott 
decision, that the people of the territories can still somehow exclude slavery. 
The first thing I ask attention to is the fact that Judge Douglas constantly said, 
before the decision, that whether they could or not, was a question for the 
Supreme Court. But after the Court has made the decision he virtually says 
it is not a question for the Supreme Court, but for the people. And how is it 
he tells us they can exclude it? He says it needs “police regulations,” and that 
admits of “unfriendly legislation.” Although it is a right established by the 
Constitution of the United States to take a slave into a territory of the United 
States and hold him as property, yet unless the territorial legislature will give 

49 Representative Preston Brooks (1819–1857) (D-SC) attacked and seriously injured 
Charles Sumner on the floor of the Senate in 1856 because Brooks thought Sumner 
had insulted a relative in a speech in the Senate.
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friendly legislation, and, more especially, if they adopt unfriendly legislation, 
they can practically exclude him. Now, without meeting this proposition as 
a matter of fact, I pass to consider the real constitutional obligation. Let me 
take the gentleman who looks me in the face before me, and let us suppose 
that he is a member of the territorial legislature. The first thing he will do 
will be to swear that he will support the Constitution of the United States. 
His neighbor by his side in the territory has slaves and needs territorial leg-
islation to enable him to enjoy that constitutional right. Can he withhold 
the legislation which his neighbor needs for the enjoyment of a right which 
is fixed in his favor in the Constitution of the United States which he has 
sworn to support? Can he withhold it without violating his oath? And more 
especially, can he pass unfriendly legislation to violate his oath? Why, this is 
a monstrous sort of talk about the Constitution of the United States! There 
has never been as outlandish or lawless a doctrine from the mouth of any 
respectable man on earth. I do not believe it is a constitutional right to hold 
slaves in a territory of the United States. I believe the decision was improperly 
made and I go for reversing it. Judge Douglas is furious against those who go 
for reversing a decision. But he is for legislating it out of all force while the 
law itself stands. I repeat that there has never been so monstrous a doctrine 
uttered from the mouth of a respectable man.

I suppose most of us (I know it of myself) believe that the people of the 
southern states are entitled to a congressional fugitive slave law—that is a 
right fixed in the Constitution. But it cannot be made available to them with-
out congressional legislation. In the Judge’s language, it is a “barren right” 
which needs legislation before it can become efficient and valuable to the per-
sons to whom it is guaranteed. And as the right is constitutional I agree that 
the legislation shall be granted to it—and that not that we like the institution 
of slavery. We profess to have no taste for running and catching niggers—at 
least I profess no taste for that job at all. Why then do I yield support to a 
fugitive slave law? Because I do not understand that the Constitution, which 
guaranties that right, can be supported without it. And if I believed that the 
right to hold a slave in a territory was equally fixed in the Constitution with 
the right to reclaim fugitives, I should be bound to give it the legislation 
necessary to support it. I say that no man can deny his obligation to give 
the necessary legislation to support slavery in a territory, who believes it is 
a constitutional right to have it there. No man can, who does not give the 
abolitionists an argument to deny the obligation enjoined by the Consti-
tution to enact a fugitive slave law. Try it now. It is the strongest abolition 
argument ever made. I say if that Dred Scott decision is correct, then the right 
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to hold slaves in a territory is equally a constitutional right with the right of a 
slaveholder to have his runaway returned. No one can show the distinction 
between them. The one is express, so that we cannot deny it. The other is 
construed to be in the Constitution, so that he who believes the decision to 
be correct believes in the right. And the man who argues that by unfriendly 
legislation, in spite of that constitutional right, slavery may be driven from 
the territories, cannot avoid furnishing an argument by which abolitionists 
may deny the obligation to return fugitives, and claim the power to pass laws 
unfriendly to the right of the slaveholder to reclaim his fugitive. I do not 
know how such an argument may strike a popular assembly like this, but I 
defy anybody to go before a body of men whose minds are educated to esti-
mating evidence and reasoning, and show that there is an iota of difference 
between the constitutional right to reclaim a fugitive, and the constitutional 
right to hold a slave, in a territory, provided this Dred Scott decision is correct. 
I defy any man to make an argument that will justify unfriendly legislation 
to deprive a slaveholder of his right to hold his slave in a territory, that will 
not equally, in all its length, breadth and thickness, furnish an argument for 
nullifying the fugitive slave law. Why, there is not such an abolitionist in the 
nation as Douglas, after all.
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Document 10

Address before the Wisconsin 
State Agricultural Society

September 30, 1859

A fter losing the Senate race to Stephen Douglas (1813–1861; Document 9), 
Lincoln continued to work as a lawyer and to build support outside his 

home state of Illinois with speaking engagements in Ohio, Indiana, and Kansas. 
Due to his rising popularity, Lincoln was chosen to deliver the annual address to 
the Wisconsin Agricultural Society in the fall of 1859.

After a somewhat humorous and prosaic opening discussion of agriculture, 
Lincoln turned to a defense of free labor and a corresponding critique of the south-
ern “mud sill” theory. Proslavery apologists like James Henry Hammond (1807–
1864) of South Carolina argued that every society rested upon some permanent 
underclass, or “mud sill,” that was forever fixed in performing the drudgery of 
manual labor so that the upper classes could use their superior faculties to bene-
fit and advance civilization. According to the mud sill theory, labor was always 
subordinate to capital, whether the forced labor of black slaves in the South or 
that of white “wage slaves” in the North. Lincoln argued to the contrary that free 
labor was prior to capital, and that the laborer’s subordinate condition was not 
permanent, but might improve depending upon his or her work ethic.

This address includes some of Lincoln’s most memorable statements on the 
American Dream of equal opportunity, self-reliance, and hard work leading 
to success in life. In making this argument, Lincoln addressed a fundamental 
question about equal opportunity as a way of life: was it possible to satisfy the 
requirements of both the body and the mind through labor? His answer relied on 
harnessing technology and education in the higher service of man’s needs, making 
the labor of free men both rewarding and uplifting. Given the universal practice 
of slavery in human history, this was a revolutionary change in point of view.

Source: Life and Works of Abraham Lincoln, Centenary Edition, vol. 2, ed. Marion Mills 
Miller (New York: Current Literature Publishing, 1907), 277–293, https://archive.org/
details/lifeworksofabrah04linc/page/n9.
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Members of the Agricultural Society and Citizens of Wisconsin:

Agricultural fairs are becoming an institution of the country; they are useful 
in more ways than one; they bring us together, and thereby make us better 
acquainted and better friends than we otherwise would be. From the first 
appearance of man upon the earth, down to very recent times, the words 
“stranger” and “enemy” were quite or almost, synonymous. Long after civilized 
nations had defined robbery and murder as high crimes, and had affixed 
severe punishments to them, when practiced among and upon their own 
people respectively, it was deemed no offense, but even meritorious, to rob, 
and murder, and enslave strangers, whether as nations or as individuals. Even 
yet, this has not totally disappeared. The man of the highest moral cultiva-
tion, in spite of all which abstract principle can do, likes him whom he does 
know, much better than him whom he does not know. To correct the evils, 
great and small, which spring from want of sympathy, and from positive 
enmity, among strangers, as nations or as individuals, is one of the highest 
functions of civilization. To this end our agricultural fairs contribute in no 
small degree. They make more pleasant, and more strong, and more durable 
the bond of social and political union among us. Again, if as Pope declares, 
“happiness is our being’s end and aim,” our fairs contribute much to that end 
and aim, as occasions of recreation—as holidays. Constituted as man is, he 
has positive need of occasional recreation; and whatever can give him this, 
associated with virtue and advantage, and free from vice and disadvantage, 
is a positive good. Such recreation our fairs afford. They are a present plea-
sure, to be followed by no pain as a consequence; they are a present pleasure, 
making the future more pleasant.

But the chief use of agricultural fairs is to aid in improving the great 
calling of agriculture, in all its departments, and minute divisions—to make 
mutual exchange of agricultural discovery, information, and knowledge; 
so that, at the end, all may know everything, which may have been known 
to but one, or to but a few, at the beginning—to bring together especially all 
which is supposed to not be generally known, because of recent discovery 
or invention.

And not only to bring together and to impart all which has been acciden-
tally discovered or invented upon ordinary motive, but, by exciting emulation, 
for premiums, and for the pride and honor of success—of triumph in some 
sort—to stimulate that discovery and invention into extraordinary activity. 
In this, these fairs are kindred to the patent clause in the Constitution of 
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the United States; and to the department, and practical system, based upon 
that clause.

One feature, I believe, of every fair, is a regular address. The Agricul-
tural Society of the young, prosperous, and soon to be great state of Wis-
consin, has done me the high honor of selecting me to make that address 
upon this occasion—an honor for which I make my profound and grateful 
acknowledgment.

I presume I am not expected to employ the time assigned me in the mere 
flattery of the farmers, as a class. My opinion of them is that, in proportion 
to numbers, they are neither better nor worse than any other class; and I 
believe there really are more attempts at flattering them than any other; the 
reason of which I cannot perceive, unless it be that they can cast more votes 
than any other. On reflection, I am not quite sure that there is not cause of 
suspicion against you, in selecting me, in some sort a politician, and in no 
sort a farmer, to address you.

But farmers, being the most numerous class, it follows that their interest 
is the largest interest. It also follows that that interest is most worthy of all 
to be cherished and cultivated—that if there be inevitable conflict between 
that interest and any other, that other should yield.

Again, I suppose it is not expected of me to impart to you much specific 
information on agriculture. You have no reason to believe, and do not believe, 
that I possess it—if that were what you seek in this address, any one of your 
own number or class would be more able to furnish it.

You, perhaps, do expect me to give some general interest to the occasion; 
and to make some general suggestions, on practical matters. I shall attempt 
nothing more. And in such suggestions by me, quite likely very little will 
be new to you, and a large part of the rest possibly already known to be 
erroneous.

My first suggestion is an inquiry as to the effect of greater thoroughness 
in all the departments of agriculture than now prevails in the Northwest—
perhaps I might say in America. To speak entirely within bounds, it is known 
that fifty bushels of wheat, or one hundred bushels of Indian corn can be 
produced from an acre. Less than a year ago I saw it stated that a man, by 
extraordinary care and labor, had produced of wheat, what was equal to two 
hundred bushels from an acre. But take fifty of wheat, and one hundred of 
corn, to be the possibility, and compare with it the actual crops of the coun-
try. Many years ago I saw it stated in a Patent Office report that eighteen 
bushels was the average crop throughout the wheat-growing region of the 
United States; and this year an intelligent farmer of Illinois assured me that 
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he did not believe the land harvested in that state this season, had yielded 
more than an average of eight bushels to the acre. The brag crop I heard of in 
our vicinity was two thousand bushels from ninety acres. Many crops were 
thrashed, producing no more than three bushels to the acre; much was cut, 
and then abandoned as not worth threshing; and much was abandoned as 
not worth cutting. As to Indian corn, and indeed, most other crops, the case 
has not been much better. For the last four years I do not believe the ground 
planted with corn in Illinois has produced an average of twenty bushels to 
the acre. It is true, that heretofore we have had better crops, with no better 
cultivators; but I believe it is also true that the soil has never been pushed up 
to one-half of its capacity.

What would be the effect upon the farming interest, to push the soil up 
to something near its full capacity? Unquestionably it will take more labor to 
produce fifty bushels from an acre than it will to produce ten bushes from the 
same acre. But will it take more labor to produce fifty bushes from one acre 
than from five? Unquestionably, thorough cultivation will require more labor 
to the acre; but will it require more to the bushel? If it should require just as 
much to the bushel, there are some probable, and several certain, advantages in 
favor of the thorough practice. It is probable it would develop those unknown 
causes, or develop unknown cures for those causes, which of late years have 
cut down our crops below their former average. It is almost certain, I think, 
that in the deeper plowing, analysis of soils, experiments with manures and 
varieties of seeds, observance of seasons, and the like, these causes would be 
found. It is certain that thorough cultivation would spare half or more than 
half the cost of land, simply because the same product would be got from half, 
or from less than half the quantity of land. This proposition is self-evident, 
and can be made no plainer by repetitions or illustrations. The cost of land is 
a great item, even in new countries; and constantly grows greater and greater, 
in comparison with other items, as the country grows older.

It also would spare a large proportion of the making and maintaining of 
enclosures—the same, whether these enclosures should be hedges, ditches, 
or fences. This again, is a heavy item—heavy at first, and heavy in its con-
tinual demand for repairs. I remember once being greatly astonished by an 
apparently authentic exhibition of the proportion the cost of enclosures bears 
to all the other expenses of the farmer; though I cannot remember exactly 
what that proportion was. Any farmer, if he will, can ascertain it in his own 
case, for himself.

Again, a great amount of “locomotion” is spared by thorough cultivation. 
Take fifty bushels of wheat ready for the harvest, standing upon a single acre, 
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and it can be harvested in any of the known ways, with less than half the 
labor which would be required if it were spread over five acres. This would 
be true, if cut by the old hand sickle; true, to a greater extent if by the scythe 
and cradle; and to a still greater extent, if by the machines now in use. These 
machines are chiefly valuable as a means of substituting animal power for the 
power of men in this branch of farm work. In the highest degree of perfec-
tion yet reached in applying the horsepower to harvesting, fully nine-tenths 
of the power is expended by the animal in carrying himself and dragging 
the machine over the field, leaving certainly not more than one-tenth to be 
applied directly to the only end of the whole operation—the gathering in the 
grain, and clipping of the straw. When grain is very thin on the ground, it is 
always more or less intermingled with weeds, chess, and the like, and a large 
part of the power is expended in cutting these. It is plain that when the crop 
is very thick upon the ground, the larger proportion of the power is directly 
applied to gathering in and cutting it; and the smaller to that which is totally 
useless as an end. And what I have said of harvesting is true, in a greater or 
less degree of mowing, plowing, gathering in of crops generally, and, indeed, 
of almost all farm-work.

The effect of thorough cultivation upon the farmer’s own mind, and, in 
reaction through his mind, back upon his business, is perhaps quite equal to 
any other of its effects. Every man is proud of what he does well; and no man 
is proud of what he does not do well. With the former, his heart is in his work; 
and he will do twice as much of it with less fatigue. The latter performs a little 
imperfectly, looks at it in disgust, turns from it, and imagines himself exceed-
ingly tired. The little he has done comes to nothing for want of finishing.

The man who produces a good full crop will scarcely ever let any part of 
it go to waste. He will keep up the enclosure about it and allow neither man 
nor beast to trespass upon it. He will gather it in due season and store it in 
perfect security. Thus he labors with satisfaction and saves himself the whole 
fruit of his labor. The other, starting with no purpose for a full crop, labors 
less, and with less satisfaction; allows his fences to fall, and cattle to trespass; 
gathers not in due season, or not at all. Thus the labor he has performed is 
wasted away, little by little, till in the end he derives scarcely anything from it.

The ambition for broad acres leads to poor farming, even with men of 
energy. I scarcely ever knew a mammoth farm to sustain itself; much less 
to return a profit upon the outlay. I have more than once known a man to 
spend a respectable fortune upon one, fail, and leave it; and then some man of 
more modest aims get a small fraction of the ground and make a good living 
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upon it. Mammoth farms are like tools or weapons which are too heavy to 
be handled. Ere long they are thrown aside, at a great loss.

The successful application of steam power to farm-work is a desideratum1—
especially a steam plow. It is not enough that a machine operated by steam 
will really plow. To be successful, it must, all things considered, plow better 
than can be done with animal power. It must do all the work as well, and 
cheaper; or more rapidly, so as to get through more perfectly in season; or in 
some way afford an advantage over plowing with animals, else it is no suc-
cess. I have never seen a machine intended for a steam plow. Much praise and 
admiration are bestowed upon some of them; and they may be, for aught I 
know, already successful; but I have not perceived the demonstration of it. I 
have thought a good deal, in an abstract way, about a steam plow. That one 
which shall be so contrived as to apply the larger proportion of its power to 
the cutting and turning the soil, and the smallest, to the moving itself over 
the field, will be the best one. A very small stationary engine would draw a 
large gang of plows through the ground from a short distance to itself; but 
when it is not stationary, but has to move along like a horse, dragging the 
plows after it, it must have additional power to carry itself; and the diffi-
culty grows by what is intended to overcome it; for what adds power also 
adds size and weight to the machine, thus increasing again the demand for 
power. Suppose you should construct the machine so as to cut a succession 
of short furrows, say a rod in length, transversely to the course the machine 
is locomoting, something like the shuttle in weaving. In such case the whole 
machine would move north only the width of a furrow, while in length, the 
furrow would be a rod from east to west. In such case, a very large proportion 
of the power would be applied to the actual plowing. But in this, too, there 
would be a difficulty, which would be the getting of the plow into, and out of, 
the ground at the ends of all these short furrows.

I believe, however, ingenious men will, if they have not already, overcome 
the difficulty I have suggested. But there is still another, about which I am 
less sanguine. It is the supply of fuel, and especially of water, to make steam. 
Such supply is clearly practicable, but can the expense of it be borne? Steam-
boats live upon the water and find their fuel at stated places. Steam mills and 
other stationary steam machinery have their stationary supplies of fuel and 
water. Railroad locomotives have their regular wood and water station. But 
the steam plow is less fortunate. It does not live upon the water; and if it be 

1 A thing desired.
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once at a water station, it will work away from it, and when it gets away cannot 
return without leaving its work, at a great expense of its time and strength. It 
will occur that a wagon and horse team might be employed to supply it with 
fuel and water; but this, too, is expensive; and the question recurs, “Can the 
expense be borne?” When this is added to all other expenses, will not the 
plowing cost more than in the old way?

It is to be hoped that the steam plow will be finally successful, and if it 
shall be, “thorough cultivation”—putting the soil to the top of its capacity—
producing the largest crop possible from a given quantity of ground—will 
be most favorable to it. Doing a large amount of work upon a small quantity 
of ground, it will be, as nearly as possible, stationary while working, and as 
free as possible from locomotion, thus expending its strength as much as 
possible upon its work, and as little as possible in traveling. Our thanks, and 
something more substantial than thanks, are due to every man engaged in the 
effort to produce a successful steam plow. Even the unsuccessful will bring 
something to light which, in the hands of others, will contribute to the final 
success. I have not pointed out difficulties in order to discourage, but in order 
that being seen, they may be the more readily overcome.

The world is agreed that labor is the source from which human wants 
are mainly supplied. There is no dispute upon this point. From this point, 
however, men immediately diverge. Much disputation is maintained as to 
the best way of applying and controlling the labor element. By some it is 
assumed that labor is available only in connection with capital—that nobody 
labors unless somebody else, owning capital, somehow by the use of that 
capital induces him to do it. Having assumed this, they proceed to consider 
whether it is best that capital shall hire laborers, and thus induce them to 
work by their own consent; or buy them and drive them to it without their 
consent. Having proceeded so far they naturally conclude that all laborers are 
necessarily either hired laborers or slaves. They further assume that whoever 
is once a hired laborer is fatally fixed in that condition for life; and thence 
again that his condition is as bad as, or worse than that of a slave. This is the 
“mud-sill” theory.

But another class of reasoners hold the opinion that there is no such rela-
tion between capital and labor as assumed; and that there is no such thing as 
a freeman being fatally fixed for life in the condition of a hired laborer, that 
both these assumptions are false, and all inferences from them groundless. 
They hold that labor is prior to, and independent of, capital; that, in fact, 
capital is the fruit of labor, and could never have existed if labor had not first 
existed—that labor can exist without capital, but that capital could never have 
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existed without labor. Hence they hold that labor is the superior—greatly the 
superior—of capital.

They do not deny that there is, and probably always will be, a relation 
between labor and capital. The error, as they hold, is in assuming that the 
whole labor of the world exists within that relation. A few men own capi-
tal; and that few avoid labor themselves and with their capital, hire, or buy, 
another few to labor for them. A large majority belong to neither class—
neither work for others nor have others working for them. Even in all our slave 
states, except South Carolina, a majority of the whole people of all colors are 
neither slaves nor masters. In these free states, a large majority are neither 
hirers nor hired. Men with their families—wives, sons, and daughters—work 
for themselves, on their farms, in their houses, and in their shops, taking the 
whole product to themselves and asking no favors of capital on the one hand, 
nor of hirelings or slaves on the other. It is not forgotten that a considerable 
number of persons mingle their own labor with capital; that is, labor with 
their own hands and also buy slaves or hire freemen to labor for them; but 
this is only a mixed, and not a distinct class. No principle stated is disturbed 
by the existence of this mixed class. Again, as has already been said, the 
opponents of the “mud-sill” theory insist that there is not, of necessity, any 
such thing as the free hired laborer being fixed to that condition for life. There 
is demonstration for saying this. Many independent men, in this assembly, 
doubtless a few years ago were hired laborers. And their case is almost if not 
quite the general rule.

The prudent, penniless beginner in the world labors for wages awhile, 
saves a surplus with which to buy tools or land for himself; then labors on 
his own account another while, and at length hires another new beginner 
to help him. This, say its advocates, is free labor—the just and generous and 
prosperous system, which opens the way for all—gives hope to all, and energy, 
and progress, and improvement of condition to all. If any continue through 
life in the condition of the hired laborer, it is not the fault of the system, but 
because of either a dependent nature which prefers it, or improvidence, folly, 
or singular misfortune. I have said this much about the elements of labor gen-
erally as introductory to the consideration of a new phase which that element 
is in process of assuming. The old general rule was that educated people did 
not perform manual labor. They managed to eat their bread, leaving the toil 
of producing it to the uneducated. This was not an insupportable evil to the 
working bees so long as the class of drones remained very small. But now, 
especially in these free states, nearly all are educated—quite too nearly all, 
to leave the labor of the uneducated in any wise adequate to the support of 
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the whole. It follows from this that henceforth, educated people must labor. 
Otherwise, education itself would become a positive and intolerable evil. No 
country can sustain in idleness more than a small percentage of its numbers. 
The great majority must labor at something productive. From these premises 
the problem springs, “How can labor and education be the most satisfactory 
combined?”

By the “mud-sill” theory it is assumed that labor and education are incom-
patible, and any practical combination of them impossible. According to 
that theory, a blind horse upon a treadmill is a perfect illustration of what a 
laborer should be—all the better for being blind, that he could not tread out 
of place or kick understandingly. According to that theory, the education of 
laborers is not only useless, but pernicious and dangerous. In fact, it is, in 
some sort, deemed a misfortune that laborers should have heads at all. Those 
same heads are regarded as explosive materials, only to be safely kept in damp 
places, as far as possible from that peculiar sort of fire which ignites them. A 
Yankee who could invent a strong handed man without a head would receive 
the everlasting gratitude of the “mud-sill” advocates.

But free labor says “no!” Free labor argues that as the Author of man 
makes every individual with one head and one pair of hands, it was prob-
ably intended that heads and hands should cooperate as friends; and that 
that particular head should direct and control that particular pair of hands. 
As each man has one mouth to be fed and one pair of hands to furnish food, 
it was probably intended that that particular pair of hands should feed that 
particular mouth—that each head is the natural guardian, director, and pro-
tector of the hands and mouth inseparably connected with it; and that being 
so, every head should be cultivated, and improved, by whatever will add to 
its capacity for performing its charge. In one word free labor insists on uni-
versal education.

I have so far stated the opposite theories of “mud-sill” and “free labor” 
without declaring any preference of my own between them. On an occasion 
like this I ought not to declare any. I suppose, however, I shall not be mistaken 
in assuming as a fact that the people of Wisconsin prefer free labor, with its 
natural companion, education.

This leads to the further reflection that no other human occupation opens 
so wide a field for the profitable and agreeable combination of labor with cul-
tivated thought as agriculture. I know of nothing so pleasant to the mind as 
the discovery of anything which is at once new and valuable—nothing which 
so lightens and sweetens toil as the hopeful pursuit of such discovery. And 
how vast and how varied a field is agriculture for such discovery. The mind, 
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already trained to thought in the country school or higher school, cannot fail 
to find there an exhaustless source of profitable enjoyment. Every blade of 
grass is a study; and to produce two where there was but one is both a profit 
and a pleasure. And not grass alone, but soils, seeds, and seasons—hedges, 
ditches, and fences, draining, droughts, and irrigation—plowing, hoeing, and 
harrowing—reaping, mowing, and threshing—saving crops, pests of crops, 
diseases of crops, and what will prevent or cure them—implements, uten-
sils, and machines, their relative merits, and how to improve them—hogs, 
horses, and cattle—sheep, goats, and poultry—trees, shrubs, fruits, plants, 
and flowers—the thousand things of which these are specimens—each a 
world of study within itself.

In all this, book-learning is available. A capacity and taste for reading 
gives access to whatever has already been discovered by others. It is the key, 
or one of the keys, to the already solved problems. And not only so. It gives a 
relish and facility for successfully pursuing the [yet] unsolved ones. The rudi-
ments of science are available and highly valuable. Some knowledge of botany 
assists in dealing with the vegetable world—with all growing crops. Chemis-
try assists in the analysis of soils, selection and application of manures, and 
in numerous other ways. The mechanical branches of natural philosophy are 
ready help in almost everything, but especially in reference to implements 
and machinery.

The thought recurs that education—cultivated thought—can best be 
combined with agricultural labor, or any labor, on the principle of thorough 
work—that careless, half-performed, slovenly work makes no place for such 
combination. And thorough work, again, renders sufficient the smallest 
quantity of ground to each man. And this again conforms to what must occur 
in a world less inclined to wars and more devoted to the arts of peace than 
heretofore. Population must increase rapidly—more rapidly than in former 
times—and ere long the most valuable of all arts will be the art of deriving a 
comfortable subsistence from the smallest area of soil. No community whose 
every member possesses this art can ever be the victim of oppression of any 
of its forms. Such community will be alike independent of crowned kings, 
money kings, and land kings.

But, according to your program, the awarding of premiums awaits the 
closing of this address. Considering the deep interest necessarily pertain-
ing to that performance, it would be no wonder if I am already heard with 
some impatience. I will detain you but a moment longer. Some of you will 
be successful, and such will need but little philosophy to take them home 
in cheerful spirits; others will be disappointed and will be in a less happy 
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mood. To such let it be said, “Lay it not too much to heart.” Let them adopt 
the maxim, “Better luck next time”; and then, by renewed exertion, make 
that better luck for themselves.

And by the successful and the unsuccessful, let it be remembered that 
while occasions like the present bring their sober and durable benefits, the 
exultations and mortifications of them are but temporary; that the victor 
shall soon be the vanquished if he relax in his exertion; and that the van-
quished this year may be victor the next, in spite of all competition.

It is said an Eastern monarch once charged his wise men to invent him a 
sentence to be ever in view, and which should be true and appropriate in all 
times and situations. They presented him the words: “And this, too, shall pass 
away.” How much it expresses! How chastening in the hour of pride!—how 
consoling in the depths of affliction! “And this, too, shall pass away.” And yet 
let us hope it is not quite true. Let us hope, rather, that by the best cultivation 
of the physical world beneath and around us, and the intellectual and moral 
world within us, we shall secure an individual, social, and political prosperity 
and happiness whose course shall be onward and upward, and which, while 
the earth endures, shall not pass away.
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Document 11

Address at Cooper Union
February 27, 1860

L incoln’s debates with Stephen Douglas (1813–1861; Document 9) in 1858 
brought him nationwide attention. His reputation continued to grow as he 

spoke to audiences across the Midwest in 1859 (Document 10). He was now spoken 
of as a possible Republican candidate for president. Stephen Douglas, hoping to 
be the Democratic presidential candidate in 1860, continued to defend his doc-
trine of popular sovereignty in speeches around the country and in a widely read 
article in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine in September 1859. John Brown’s 
attack on the federal armory in Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, in October 1859, part of 
a plot to foment a rebellion of slaves in the South, outraged slaveholders and their 
sympathizers. They linked the views of Republicans with those of abolitionists 
like Brown and claimed that Republican opposition to slavery was the cause of 
Brown’s raid and a threat to the Union.

In the midst of this fraught political situation, New York Republicans invited 
Lincoln to give a speech in February 1860. Lincoln believed that if Douglas became 
president, slavery would spread throughout the nation (Documents 6 and 7). To 
keep slavery local and on the path of ultimate extinction, he had to beat Doug-
las. But to beat Douglas, he needed first to win the Republican nomination for 
president; and to do that he needed the support of eastern Republicans. The con-
sequences of Lincoln’s speech could not have been greater—for him and for the 
country.

Lincoln prepared for his speech with a thorough study of historical records. He 
presented the evidence he found with commanding clarity and precision, building 
a compelling case that the Founders intended the federal government to regulate 
slavery in the territories. Lincoln then defended the policy of the founding gen-
eration to limit the spread of slavery as still the best policy. Finally, he defended 
Republicans against the charge that they were a regional party, indistinguish-
able from abolitionists. Republicans, he said, stood for a principled moderation 
between the extremism of both slaveholders and abolitionists, and were thus best 
suited to lead the country through the coming political crisis. He concluded his 
speech with a warning about the intentions of Douglas and the Democrats and 
with a resounding call for Republicans to do their duty.
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Lincoln’s speech was a triumph and helped him secure the Republican nomi-
nation for president in 1860.

Source: “Republicans at Cooper Institute; Address by Hon. Abraham Lincoln, of Illi-
nois. Remarks of Messrs. Wm. Cullen Bryant, Horace Greeley, Gen. Nye and J. A. Briggs. 
Speech of Wm. Cullen Bryant. Speech of Mr. Lincoln, New York Times, February 28, 1860, 
https://www.nytimes.com/1860/02/28/archives/republicans-at-cooper-institute-address-
by-hon-abraham-lincoln-of.html.

The facts with which I shall deal this evening are mainly old and familiar; 
nor is there anything new in the general use I shall make of them. If there 
shall be any novelty, it will be in the mode of presenting the facts, and the 
inferences and observations following that presentation.

In his speech last autumn, at Columbus, Ohio, as reported in the New 
York Times, Senator Douglas said: “Our fathers, when they framed the gov-
ernment under which we live, understood this question just as well, and even 
better, than we do now.”

I fully endorse this, and I adopt it as a text for this discourse. I so adopt it 
because it furnishes a precise and an agreed starting point for a discussion 
between Republicans and that wing of the Democracy1 headed by Senator 
Douglas. It simply leaves the inquiry: “What was the understanding those 
fathers had of the question mentioned?”

What is the frame of government under which we live?
The answer must be: “The Constitution of the United States.” That Con-

stitution consists of the original, framed in 1787 (and under which the pres-
ent government first went into operation), and twelve subsequently framed 
amendments, the first ten of which were framed in 1789.

Who were our fathers that framed the Constitution? I suppose the 
“thirty-nine” who signed the original instrument may be fairly called our 
fathers who framed that part of the present government. It is almost exactly 
true to say they framed it, and it is altogether true to say they fairly repre-
sented the opinion and sentiment of the whole nation at that time. Their 
names, being familiar to nearly all, and accessible to quite all, need not now 
be repeated.

I take these “thirty-nine,” for the present, as being “our fathers who 
framed the government under which we live.”

1 Democratic Party.
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What is the question which, according to the text, those fathers under-
stood “just as well, and even better than we do now?”

It is this: Does the proper division of local from federal authority, or any-
thing in the Constitution, forbid our federal government to control as to slav-
ery in our federal territories?

Upon this, Senator Douglas holds the affirmative, and Republicans the 
negative. This affirmation and denial form an issue; and this issue—this 
question—is precisely what the text declares our fathers understood “better 
than we.”

Let us now inquire whether the “thirty-nine,” or any of them, ever acted 
upon this question; and if they did, how they acted upon it—how they 
expressed that better understanding?

In 1784, three years before the Constitution—the United States then own-
ing the Northwestern Territory, and no other, the Congress of the Confed-
eration had before them the question of prohibiting slavery in that territory; 
and four of the “thirty-nine” who afterward framed the Constitution were 
in that Congress, and voted on that question. Of these, Roger Sherman, 
Thomas Mifflin, and Hugh Williamson voted for the prohibition, thus show-
ing that, in their understanding, no line dividing local from federal authority, 
nor anything else, properly forbade the federal government to control as to 
slavery in federal territory. The other of the four—James McHenry—voted 
against the prohibition, showing that, for some cause, he thought it improper 
to vote for it.

In 1787, still before the Constitution but while the Convention was in 
session framing it, and while the Northwestern Territory still was the only 
territory owned by the United States, the same question of prohibiting slav-
ery in the territory again came before the Congress of the Confederation; and 
two more of the “thirty-nine” who afterward signed the Constitution were 
in that Congress, and voted on the question. They were William Blount and 
William Few; and they both voted for the prohibition—thus showing that, in 
their understanding, no line dividing local from federal authority, nor any-
thing else, properly forbids the federal government to control as to slavery in 
federal territory. This time the prohibition became a law, being part of what 
is now well known as the ordinance of ’87.2

The question of federal control of slavery in the territories seems not to 
have been directly before the Convention which framed the original Con-
stitution; and hence it is not recorded that the “thirty-nine,” or any of them, 

2 The Northwest Ordinance (1787).
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while engaged on that instrument, expressed any opinion on that precise 
question.

In 1789, by the first Congress which sat under the Constitution, an act was 
passed to enforce the ordinance of ’87, including the prohibition of slavery in 
the Northwestern Territory. The bill for this act was reported by one of the 
“thirty-nine,” Thomas Fitzsimmons, then a member of the House of Repre-
sentatives from Pennsylvania. It went through all its stages without a word 
of opposition, and finally passed both branches without yeas and nays, which 
is equivalent to a unanimous passage. In this Congress there were sixteen 
of the thirty-nine fathers who framed the original Constitution. They were 
John Langdon, Nicholas Gilman, Wm. S. Johnson, Roger Sherman, Robert 
Morris, Thos. Fitzsimmons, William Few, Abraham Baldwin, Rufus King, 
William Paterson, George Clymer, Richard Bassett, George Read, Pierce 
Butler, Daniel Carroll, James Madison.

This shows that, in their understanding, no line dividing local from fed-
eral authority, nor anything in the Constitution, properly forbade Congress 
to prohibit slavery in the federal territory; else both their fidelity to correct 
principle, and their oath to support the Constitution, would have constrained 
them to oppose the prohibition.

Again, George Washington, another of the “thirty-nine,” was then presi-
dent of the United States, and as such approved and signed the bill; thus com-
pleting its validity as a law, and thus showing that, in his understanding, no 
line dividing local from federal authority, nor anything in the Constitution, 
forbade the federal government to control as to slavery in federal territory.

No great while after the adoption of the original Constitution, North 
Carolina ceded to the federal government the country now constituting the 
state of Tennessee; and a few years later Georgia ceded that which now con-
stitutes the states of Mississippi and Alabama. In both deeds of cession it was 
made a condition by the ceding states that the federal government should not 
prohibit slavery in the ceded territory. Besides this, slavery was then actually 
in the ceded country. Under these circumstances, Congress, on taking charge 
of these countries, did not absolutely prohibit slavery within them. But they 
did interfere with it—take control of it—even there, to a certain extent. In 
1798, Congress organized the territory of Mississippi. In the act of organiza-
tion, they prohibited the bringing of slaves into the territory, from any place 
without the United States, by fine, and giving freedom to slaves so bought. 
This act passed both branches of Congress without yeas and nays. In that 
Congress were three of the “thirty-nine” who framed the original Constitu-
tion. They were John Langdon, George Read, and Abraham Baldwin. They 
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all, probably, voted for it. Certainly they would have placed their opposition 
to it upon record if, in their understanding, any line dividing local from fed-
eral authority, or anything in the Constitution, properly forbade the federal 
government to control as to slavery in federal territory.

In 1803, the federal government purchased the Louisiana country. Our 
former territorial acquisitions came from certain of our own states; but this 
Louisiana country was acquired from a foreign nation. In 1804, Congress 
gave a territorial organization to that part of it which now constitutes the 
state of Louisiana. New Orleans, lying within that part, was an old and com-
paratively large city. There were other considerable towns and settlements, 
and slavery was extensively and thoroughly intermingled with the people. 
Congress did not, in the territorial act, prohibit slavery; but they did interfere 
with it—take control of it—in a more marked and extensive way than they 
did in the case of Mississippi. The substance of the provision therein made, 
in relation to slaves, was:

First. That no slave should be imported into the territory from foreign 
parts.

Second. That no slave should be carried into it who had been imported 
into the United States since the first day of May 1798.

Third. That no slave should be carried into it, except by the owner, 
and for his own use as a settler; the penalty in all the cases being a fine 
upon the violator of the law, and freedom to the slave.

This act also was passed without yeas and nays. In the Congress which 
passed it, there were two of the “thirty-nine.” They were Abraham Bald-
win and Jonathan Dayton. As stated in the case of Mississippi, it is prob-
able they both voted for it. They would not have allowed it to pass without 
recording their opposition to it if, in their understanding, it violated either 
the line properly dividing local from federal authority or any provision of 
the Constitution.

In 1819–20 came and passed the Missouri question. Many votes were 
taken, by yeas and nays, in both branches of Congress, upon the various 
phases of the general question. Two of the “thirty-nine”—Rufus King and 
Charles Pinckney—were members of that Congress. Mr. King steadily voted 
for slavery prohibition and against all compromises, while Mr. Pinckney 
as steadily voted against slavery prohibition and against all compromises. 
By this, Mr. King showed that, in his understanding, no line dividing local 
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from federal authority, nor anything in the Constitution, was violated by 
Congress prohibiting slavery in federal territory; while Mr. Pinckney, by his 
votes, showed that, in his understanding, there was some sufficient reason 
for opposing such prohibition in that case.

The cases I have mentioned are the only acts of the “thirty-nine,” or of any 
of them, upon the direct issue which I have been able to discover.

To enumerate the persons who thus acted, as being four in 1784, two in 
1787, seventeen in 1789, three in 1798, two in 1804, and two in 1819–20—there 
would be thirty of them. But this would be counting John Langdon, Roger 
Sherman, William Few, Rufus King, and George Read each twice, and Abra-
ham Baldwin three times. The true number of those of the “thirty-nine” 
whom I have shown to have acted upon the question, which, by the text, 
they understood better than we, is twenty-three, leaving sixteen not shown 
to have acted upon it in any way.

Here, then, we have twenty-three out of our thirty-nine fathers “who 
framed the government under which we live,” who have, upon their official 
responsibility and their corporal oaths, acted upon the very question which 
the text affirms they “understood just as well, and even better than we do 
now”; and twenty-one of them—a clear majority of the whole “thirty-nine”—
so acting upon it as to make them guilty of gross political impropriety and 
willful perjury if, in their understanding, any proper division between local 
and federal authority, or anything in the Constitution they had made them-
selves, and sworn to support, forbade the federal government to control as to 
slavery in the federal territories. Thus the twenty-one acted; and, as actions 
speak louder than words, so actions, under such responsibility, speak still 
louder.

Two of the twenty-three voted against congressional prohibition of slav-
ery in the federal territories, in the instances in which they acted upon the 
question. But for what reasons they so voted is not known. They may have 
done so because they thought a proper division of local from federal author-
ity, or some provision or principle of the Constitution, stood in the way; or 
they may, without any such question, have voted against the prohibition on 
what appeared to them to be sufficient grounds of expediency. No one who 
has sworn to support the Constitution can conscientiously vote for what he 
understands to be an unconstitutional measure, however expedient he may 
think it; but one may and ought to vote against a measure which he deems 
constitutional if, at the same time, he deems it inexpedient. It, therefore, 
would be unsafe to set down even the two who voted against the prohibi-
tion as having done so because, in their understanding, any proper division 
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of local from federal authority, or anything in the Constitution, forbade the 
federal government to control as to slavery in federal territory.

The remaining sixteen of the “thirty-nine,” so far as I have discovered, 
have left no record of their understanding upon the direct question of federal 
control of slavery in the federal territories. But there is much reason to believe 
that their understanding upon that question would not have appeared differ-
ent from that of their twenty-three compeers, had it been manifested at all.

For the purpose of adhering rigidly to the text, I have purposely omitted 
whatever understanding may have been manifested by any person, however 
distinguished, other than the thirty-nine fathers who framed the original 
Constitution; and, for the same reason, I have also omitted whatever under-
standing may have been manifested by any of the “thirty-nine” even, on any 
other phase of the general question of slavery. If we should look into their 
acts and declarations on those other phases, as the foreign slave trade, and 
the morality and policy of slavery generally, it would appear to us that on the 
direct question of federal control of slavery in federal territories, the sixteen, 
if they had acted at all, would probably have acted just as the twenty-three 
did. Among that sixteen were several of the most noted antislavery men 
of those times—as Dr. Franklin, Alexander Hamilton, and Gouverneur 
Morris—while there was not one now known to have been otherwise, unless 
it may be John Rutledge, of South Carolina.

The sum of the whole is that of our thirty-nine fathers who framed the 
original Constitution, twenty-one—a clear majority of the whole—certainly 
understood that no proper division of local from federal authority, nor any 
part of the Constitution, forbade the federal government to control slavery 
in the federal territories; while all the rest probably had the same under-
standing. Such, unquestionably, was the understanding of our fathers who 
framed the original Constitution; and the text affirms that they understood 
the question “better than we.”

But, so far, I have been considering the understanding of the question 
manifested by the framers of the original Constitution. In and by the origi-
nal instrument, a mode was provided for amending it; and, as I have already 
stated, the present frame of “the government under which we live” consists 
of that original, and twelve amendatory articles framed and adopted since. 
Those who now insist that federal control of slavery in federal territories 
violates the Constitution, point us to the provisions which they suppose 
it thus violates; and, as I understand, that all fix upon provisions in these 
amendatory articles, and not in the original instrument. The Supreme Court, 
in the Dred Scott case, plant themselves upon the fifth amendment, which 
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provides that no person shall be deprived of “life, liberty, or property without 
due process of law”; while Senator Douglas and his peculiar adherents plant 
themselves upon the tenth amendment, providing that “the powers not del-
egated to the United States by the Constitution” “are reserved to the states 
respectively, or to the people.”

Now, it so happens that these amendments were framed by the first 
Congress which sat under the Constitution—the identical Congress which 
passed the act already mentioned, enforcing the prohibition of slavery in the 
Northwestern Territory. Not only was it the same Congress, but they were 
the identical, same individual men who, at the same session, and at the same 
time within the session, had under consideration, and in progress toward 
maturity, these constitutional amendments, and this act prohibiting slavery 
in all the territory the nation then owned. The constitutional amendments 
were introduced before, and passed after the act enforcing the ordinance of 
’87; so that, during the whole pendency of the act to enforce the ordinance, 
the constitutional amendments were also pending.

The seventy-six members of that Congress, including sixteen of the fram-
ers of the original Constitution, as before stated, were preeminently our 
fathers who framed that part of “the government under which we live,” which 
is now claimed as forbidding the federal government to control slavery in 
the federal territories.

Is it not a little presumptuous in any one at this day to affirm that the two 
things which that Congress deliberately framed, and carried to maturity at 
the same time, are absolutely inconsistent with each other? And does not 
such affirmation become impudently absurd when coupled with the other 
affirmation from the same mouth, that those who did the two things, alleged 
to be inconsistent, understood whether they really were inconsistent better 
than we—better than he who affirms that they are inconsistent?

It is surely safe to assume that the thirty-nine framers of the original 
Constitution, and the seventy-six members of the Congress which framed 
the amendments thereto, taken together, do certainly include those who 
may be fairly called “our fathers who framed the government under which 
we live.” And so assuming, I defy any man to show that any one of them ever, 
in his whole life, declared that, in his understanding, any proper division of 
local from federal authority, or any part of the Constitution, forbade the fed-
eral government to control as to slavery in the federal territories. I go a step 
further. I defy anyone to show that any living man in the whole world ever 
did, prior to the beginning of the present century (and I might almost say 
prior to the beginning of the last half of the present century), declare that, 
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in his understanding, any proper division of local from federal authority, or 
any part of the Constitution, forbade the federal government to control as 
to slavery in the federal territories. To those who now so declare, I give, not 
only “our fathers who framed the government under which we live,” but with 
them all other living men within the century in which it was framed, among 
whom to search, and they shall not be able to find the evidence of a single 
man agreeing with them.

Now, and here, let me guard a little against being misunderstood. I do not 
mean to say we are bound to follow implicitly in whatever our fathers did. 
To do so would be to discard all the lights of current experience—to reject 
all progress—all improvement. What I do say is, that if we would supplant 
the opinions and policy of our fathers in any case, we should do so upon evi-
dence so conclusive, and argument so clear, that even their great authority, 
fairly considered and weighed, cannot stand; and most surely not in a case 
whereof we ourselves declare they understood the question better than we.

If any man at this day sincerely believes that a proper division of local 
from federal authority, or any part of the Constitution, forbids the federal 
government to control as to slavery in the federal territories, he is right to 
say so, and to enforce his position by all truthful evidence and fair argument 
which he can. But he has no right to mislead others, who have less access to 
history, and less leisure to study it, into the false belief that “our fathers who 
framed the government under which we live” were of the same opinion—thus 
substituting falsehood and deception for truthful evidence and fair argu-
ment. If any man at this day sincerely believes “our fathers who framed the 
government under which we live” used and applied principles, in other cases, 
which ought to have led them to understand that a proper division of local 
from federal authority or some part of the Constitution, forbids the federal 
government to control as to slavery in the federal territories, he is right to say 
so. But he should, at the same time, brave the responsibility of declaring that, 
in his opinion, he understands their principles better than they did them-
selves; and especially should he not shirk that responsibility by asserting that 
they “understood the question just as well, and even better, than we do now.”

But enough! Let all who believe that “our fathers, who framed the government 
under which we live, understood this question just as well, and even better, than 
we do now,” speak as they spoke, and act as they acted upon it. This is all Republi-
cans ask—all Republicans desire—in relation to slavery. As those fathers marked 
it, so let it be again marked, as an evil not to be extended, but to be tolerated and 
protected only because of and so far as its actual presence among us makes that 
toleration and protection a necessity. Let all the guarantees those fathers gave it be, 
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not grudgingly, but fully and fairly, maintained. For this Republicans contend, 
and with this, so far as I know or believe, they will be content.

And now, if they would listen—as I suppose they will not—I would address 
a few words to the southern people.

I would say to them: You consider yourselves a reasonable and a just peo-
ple; and I consider that in the general qualities of reason and justice you are 
not inferior to any other people. Still, when you speak of us Republicans, 
you do so only to denounce us as reptiles, or, at the best, as no better than 
outlaws. You will grant a hearing to pirates or murderers, but nothing like 
it to “Black Republicans.” In all your contentions with one another, each of 
you deems an unconditional condemnation of “Black Republicanism” as the 
first thing to be attended to. Indeed, such condemnation of us seems to be an 
indispensable prerequisite—license, so to speak—among you to be admitted 
or permitted to speak at all. Now, can you, or not, be prevailed upon to pause 
and to consider whether this is quite just to us, or even to yourselves? Bring 
forward your charges and specifications, and then be patient long enough to 
hear us deny or justify.

You say we are sectional. We deny it. That makes an issue; and the burden 
of proof is upon you. You produce your proof; and what is it? Why, that our 
party has no existence in your section—gets no votes in your section. The 
fact is substantially true; but does it prove the issue? If it does, then in case 
we should, without change of principle, begin to get votes in your section, 
we should thereby cease to be sectional. You cannot escape this conclusion; 
and yet, are you willing to abide by it? If you are, you will probably soon find 
that we have ceased to be sectional, for we shall get votes in your section this 
very year. You will then begin to discover, as the truth plainly is, that your 
proof does not touch the issue. The fact that we get no votes in your section 
is a fact of your making, and not of ours.3 And if there be fault in that fact, 
that fault is primarily yours, and remains until you show that we repel you 
by some wrong principle or practice. If we do repel you by any wrong prin-
ciple or practice, the fault is ours; but this brings you to where you ought to 
have started—to a discussion of the right or wrong of our principle. If our 
principle, put in practice, would wrong your section for the benefit of ours, 
or for any other object, then our principle, and we with it, are sectional, and 
are justly opposed and denounced as such. Meet us, then, on the question 
of whether our principle, put in practice, would wrong your section; and so 

3 Southern states prevented or discouraged the expression of antislavery views and 
also prevented Republican candidates appearing on ballots.
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meet it as if it were possible that something may be said on our side. Do you 
accept the challenge? No! Then you really believe that the principle which 
“our fathers who framed the government under which we live” thought so 
clearly right as to adopt it, and endorse it again and again, upon their official 
oaths, is in fact so clearly wrong as to demand your condemnation without 
a moment’s consideration.

Some of you delight to flaunt in our faces the warning against sectional 
parties given by Washington in his Farewell Address. Less than eight years 
before Washington gave that warning, he had, as president of the United 
States, approved and signed an act of Congress, enforcing the prohibition of 
slavery in the Northwestern Territory, which act embodied the policy of the 
government upon that subject up to and at the very moment he penned that 
warning; and about one year after he penned it, he wrote LaFayette4 that he 
considered that prohibition a wise measure, expressing in the same connec-
tion his hope that we should at some time have a confederacy of free states.

Bearing this in mind, and seeing that sectionalism has since arisen upon 
this same subject, is that warning a weapon in your hands against us, or in 
our hands against you? Could Washington himself speak, would he cast the 
blame of that sectionalism upon us, who sustain his policy, or upon you who 
repudiate it? We respect that warning of Washington, and we commend it to 
you, together with his example pointing to the right application of it.

But you say you are conservative—eminently conservative—while we 
are revolutionary, destructive, or something of the sort. What is conserva-
tism? Is it not adherence to the old and tried, against the new and untried? 
We stick to, contend for, the identical old policy on the point in controversy 
which was adopted by “our fathers who framed the government under which 
we live”; while you with one accord reject, and scout, and spit upon that 
old policy, and insist upon substituting something new. True, you disagree 
among yourselves as to what that substitute shall be. You are divided on new 
propositions and plans, but you are unanimous in rejecting and denouncing 
the old policy of the fathers. Some of you are for reviving the foreign slave 
trade; some for a congressional slave-code for the territories; some for Con-
gress forbidding the territories to prohibit slavery within their limits; some 
for maintaining slavery in the territories through the judiciary; some for the 
“gur-reat pur-rinciple” that “if one man would enslave another, no third man 

4 Marie-Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de La Fayette (1757–
1834) was a French aristocrat who fought with the Americans in the Revolution. 
He and Washington became friends. 
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should object,” fantastically called “popular sovereignty”; but never a man 
among you is in favor of federal prohibition of slavery in federal territories, 
according to the practice of “our fathers who framed the government under 
which we live.” Not one of all your various plans can show a precedent or 
an advocate in the century within which our government originated. Con-
sider, then, whether your claim of conservatism for yourselves, and your 
charge or destructiveness against us, are based on the most clear and stable 
foundations.

Again, you say we have made the slavery question more prominent than 
it formerly was. We deny it. We admit that it is more prominent, but we deny 
that we made it so. It was not we, but you, who discarded the old policy of the 
fathers. We resisted, and still resist, your innovation; and thence comes the 
greater prominence of the question. Would you have that question reduced 
to its former proportions? Go back to that old policy. What has been will 
be again, under the same conditions. If you would have the peace of the old 
times, readopt the precepts and policy of the old times.

You charge that we stir up insurrections among your slaves. We deny it; 
and what is your proof? Harper’s Ferry! John Brown!! John Brown was no 
Republican; and you have failed to implicate a single Republican in his Harp-
er’s Ferry enterprise. If any member of our party is guilty in that matter, you 
know it or you do not know it. If you do know it, you are inexcusable for not 
designating the man and proving the fact. If you do not know it, you are inex-
cusable for asserting it, and especially for persisting in the assertion after you 
have tried and failed to make the proof. You need to be told that persisting 
in a charge which one does not know to be true is simply malicious slander.

Some of you admit that no Republican designedly aided or encouraged 
the Harper’s Ferry affair, but still insist that our doctrines and declarations 
necessarily lead to such results. We do not believe it. We know we hold to 
no doctrine, and make no declaration, which were not held to and made by 
“our fathers who framed the government under which we live.” You never 
dealt fairly by us in relation to this affair. When it occurred, some import-
ant state elections were near at hand, and you were in evident glee with the 
belief that, by charging the blame upon us, you could get an advantage of us 
in those elections. The elections came, and your expectations were not quite 
fulfilled. Every Republican man knew that, as to himself at least, your charge 
was a slander, and he was not much inclined by it to cast his vote in your favor. 
Republican doctrines and declarations are accompanied with a continual 
protest against any interference whatever with your slaves, or with you about 
your slaves. Surely, this does not encourage them to revolt. True, we do, in 
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common with “our fathers who framed the government under which we live,” 
declare our belief that slavery is wrong; but the slaves do not hear us declare 
even this. For anything we say or do, the slaves would scarcely know there 
is a Republican party. I believe they would not, in fact, generally know it but 
for your misrepresentations of us in their hearing. In your political contests 
among yourselves, each faction charges the other with sympathy with Black 
Republicanism; and then, to give point to the charge, defines Black Repub-
licanism to simply be insurrection, blood, and thunder among the slaves.

Slave insurrections are no more common now than they were before the 
Republican party was organized. What induced the Southampton insurrec-
tion,5 twenty-eight years ago, in which at least three times as many lives were 
lost as at Harper’s Ferry? You can scarcely stretch your very elastic fancy to 
the conclusion that Southampton was “got up by Black Republicanism.” In 
the present state of things in the United States, I do not think a general, or 
even a very extensive slave insurrection is possible. The indispensable concert 
of action cannot be attained. The slaves have no means of rapid communi-
cation; nor can incendiary freemen, black or white, supply it. The explosive 
materials are everywhere in parcels; but there neither are, nor can be sup-
plied, the indispensable connecting trains.

Much is said by southern people about the affection of slaves for their 
masters and mistresses; and a part of it, at least, is true. A plot for an uprising 
could scarcely be devised and communicated to twenty individuals before 
some one of them, to save the life of a favorite master or mistress, would 
divulge it. This is the rule; and the slave revolution in Haiti6 was not an excep-
tion to it, but a case occurring under peculiar circumstances. The gunpowder 
plot of British history,7 though not connected with slaves, was more in point. 
In that case, only about twenty were admitted to the secret; and yet one of 
them, in his anxiety to save a friend, betrayed the plot to that friend, and, by 
consequence, averted the calamity. Occasional poisonings from the kitchen, 
and open or stealthy assassinations in the field, and local revolts extending 
to a score or so will continue to occur as the natural results of slavery; but 
no general insurrection of slaves, as I think, can happen in this country for 
a long time. Whoever much fears, or much hopes for such an event, will be 
alike disappointed.

5 Nat Turner’s Rebellion (1831). Turner (1800–1831) was a slave who led a rebellion 
among slaves in Southampton County, Virginia. 
6 A rebellion in Haiti in 1791 that led to the eventual independence of Haiti in 1804.
7 A failed attempt to kill King James I in 1605.
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In the language of Mr. Jefferson, uttered many years ago, “It is still in our 
power to direct the process of emancipation, and deportation, peaceably, 
and in such slow degrees, as that the evil will wear off insensibly; and their 
places be, pari passu,8 filled up by free white laborers. If, on the contrary, it is 
left to force itself on, human nature must shudder at the prospect held up.”9

Mr. Jefferson did not mean to say, nor do I, that the power of emancipa-
tion is in the federal government. He spoke of Virginia; and, as to the power 
of emancipation, I speak of the slaveholding states only. The federal govern-
ment, however, as we insist, has the power of restraining the extension of the 
institution—the power to ensure that a slave insurrection shall never occur 
on any American soil which is now free from slavery.

John Brown’s effort was peculiar. It was not a slave insurrection. It was 
an attempt by white men to get up a revolt among slaves, in which the slaves 
refused to participate. In fact, it was so absurd that the slaves, with all their 
ignorance, saw plainly enough it could not succeed. That affair, in its philos-
ophy, corresponds with the many attempts, related in history, at the assassi-
nation of kings and emperors. An enthusiast broods over the oppression of 
a people till he fancies himself commissioned by Heaven to liberate them. 
He ventures the attempt, which ends in little else than his own execution. 
Orsini’s10 attempt on Louis Napoleon and John Brown’s attempt at Harper’s 
Ferry were, in their philosophy, precisely the same. The eagerness to cast 
blame on old England in the one case, and on New England in the other, 
does not disprove the sameness of the two things.

And how much would it avail you if you could, by the use of John Brown, 
Helper’s Book,11 and the like, break up the Republican organization? Human 
action can be modified to some extent, but human nature cannot be changed. 
There is a judgment and a feeling against slavery in this nation, which cast 
at least a million and a half of votes. You cannot destroy that judgment and 
feeling—that sentiment—by breaking up the political organization which 
rallies around it. You can scarcely scatter and disperse an army which has 
been formed into order in the face of your heaviest fire; but if you could, how 

8 At the same rate, that is, as the former slaves leave the United States, their places 
will be taken by free white laborers.
9 Lincoln quoted from Jefferson’s Autobiography (1820).
10 Felice Orsini attempted to assassinate Louis Napoleon, Napoleon III, on January 
14, 1858.
11 Southerner Hilton Helper (1829–1909) published an antislavery book, The Impend-
ing Crisis of the South: How to Meet It, in 1859.
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much would you gain by forcing the sentiment which created it out of the 
peaceful channel of the ballot-box, into some other channel? What would 
that other channel probably be? Would the number of John Browns be less-
ened or enlarged by the operation?

But you will break up the Union rather than submit to a denial of your 
constitutional rights.

That has a somewhat reckless sound; but it would be palliated, if not fully 
justified, were we proposing, by the mere force of numbers, to deprive you of 
some right, plainly written down in the Constitution. But we are proposing 
no such thing.

When you make these declarations, you have a specific and well-understood 
allusion to an assumed constitutional right of yours to take slaves into the 
federal territories, and to hold them there as property. But no such right is 
specifically written in the Constitution. That instrument is literally silent 
about any such right. We, on the contrary, deny that such a right has any 
existence in the Constitution, even by implication.

Your purpose, then, plainly stated, is that you will destroy the government 
unless you be allowed to construe and enforce the Constitution as you please, 
on all points in dispute between you and us. You will rule or ruin in all events.

This, plainly stated, is your language. Perhaps you will say the Supreme 
Court has decided the disputed constitutional question in your favor. Not 
quite so. But waiving the lawyer’s distinction between dictum and deci-
sion,12 the Court have decided the question for you in a sort of way. The 
Court have substantially said, it is your constitutional right to take slaves 
into the federal territories, and to hold them there as property. When I say 
the decision was made in a sort of way, I mean it was made in a divided 
Court, by a bare majority of the judges, and they not quite agreeing with 
one another in the reasons for making it; that it is so made as that its avowed 
supporters disagree with one another about its meaning, and that it was 
mainly based upon a mistaken statement of fact—the statement in the opin-
ion that “the right of property in a slave is distinctly and expressly affirmed 
in the Constitution.”

12 Lincoln referred to obiter dictum, a judge’s opinion offered in a decision that has 
no bearing on the decision and does not establish a precedent. In Dred Scott, Chief 
Justice Taney ruled that the slave Dred Scott was not a citizen and thus had no right 
to bring a case before the Court. That could have been the end of his decision, but 
he went on to claim that the federal government had no constitutional authority to 
prohibit slavery in the territories.
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An inspection of the Constitution will show that the right of property in 
a slave is not “distinctly and expressly affirmed” in it. Bear in mind, the judges 
do not pledge their judicial opinion that such right is impliedly affirmed in the 
Constitution; but they pledge their veracity that it is “distinctly and expressly” 
affirmed there—“distinctly,” that is, not mingled with anything else—“ex-
pressly,” that is, in words meaning just that, without the aid of any inference, 
and susceptible of no other meaning.

If they had only pledged their judicial opinion that such right is affirmed 
in the instrument by implication, it would be open to others to show that 
neither the word “slave” nor “slavery” is to be found in the Constitution, 
nor the word “property” even, in any connection with language alluding to 
the things slave, or slavery; and that wherever in that instrument the slave 
is alluded to, he is called a “person”; and wherever his master’s legal right in 
relation to him is alluded to, it is spoken of as “service or labor which may be 
due,” as a debt payable in service or labor. Also, it would be open to show, by 
contemporaneous history, that this mode of alluding to slaves and slavery, 
instead of speaking of them, was employed on purpose to exclude from the 
Constitution the idea that there could be property in man.13

To show all this, is easy and certain.
When this obvious mistake of the judges shall be brought to their notice, 

is it not reasonable to expect that they will withdraw the mistaken statement, 
and reconsider the conclusion based upon it?

And then it is to be remembered that “our fathers, who framed the govern-
ment under which we live”—the men who made the Constitution—decided 
this same constitutional question in our favor, long ago—decided it without 
division among themselves, when making the decision; without division 
among themselves about the meaning of it after it was made, and, so far as 
any evidence is left, without basing it upon any mistaken statement of facts.

Under all these circumstances, do you really feel yourselves justified to 
break up this Government unless such a court decision as yours is, shall be 
at once submitted to as a conclusive and final rule of political action? But 
you will not abide the election of a Republican president! In that supposed 
event, you say, you will destroy the Union; and then, you say, the great crime 
of having destroyed it will be upon us! That is cool. A highwayman holds a 
pistol to my ear, and mutters through his teeth, “Stand and deliver, or I shall 
kill you, and then you will be a murderer!”

13 In the Constitutional Convention, on August 25, James Madison said he “thought 
it wrong to admit in the Constitution the idea that there could be property in men.” 
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To be sure, what the robber demanded of me—my money—was my own; 
and I had a clear right to keep it; but it was no more my own than my vote is 
my own; and the threat of death to me, to extort my money, and the threat 
of destruction to the Union, to extort my vote, can scarcely be distinguished 
in principle.

A few words now to Republicans. It is exceedingly desirable that all parts 
of this great confederacy shall be at peace, and in harmony, one with another. Let 
us Republicans do our part to have it so. Even though much provoked, let us do 
nothing through passion and ill temper. Even though the southern people will not 
so much as listen to us, let us calmly consider their demands, and yield to them if, 
in our deliberate view of our duty, we possibly can. Judging by all they say and do, 
and by the subject and nature of their controversy with us, let us determine, 
if we can, what will satisfy them.

Will they be satisfied if the territories be unconditionally surrendered to 
them? We know they will not. In all their present complaints against us, the 
territories are scarcely mentioned. Invasions and insurrections are the rage 
now. Will it satisfy them, if, in the future, we have nothing to do with inva-
sions and insurrections? We know it will not. We so know, because we know 
we never had anything to do with invasions and insurrections; and yet this 
total abstaining does not exempt us from the charge and the denunciation.

The question recurs, what will satisfy them? Simply this: We must not 
only let them alone, but we must somehow, convince them that we do let 
them alone. This, we know by experience, is no easy task. We have been 
so trying to convince them from the very beginning of our organization, 
but with no success. In all our platforms and speeches we have constantly 
protested our purpose to let them alone; but this has had no tendency to 
convince them. Alike unavailing to convince them, is the fact that they have 
never detected a man of us in any attempt to disturb them.

These natural, and apparently adequate means all failing, what will 
convince them? This, and this only: cease to call slavery wrong, and join 
them in calling it right. And this must be done thoroughly—done in acts 
as well as in words. Silence will not be tolerated—we must place ourselves 
avowedly with them. Senator Douglas’ new sedition law must be enacted and 
enforced, suppressing all declarations that slavery is wrong, whether made 
in politics, in presses, in pulpits, or in private.14 We must arrest and return 
their fugitive slaves with greedy pleasure. We must pull down our free state 

14 In the first session of the thirty-sixth Congress, which convened in December 
1859, Douglas proposed the sedition law Lincoln described.
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constitutions. The whole atmosphere must be disinfected from all taint of 
opposition to slavery before they will cease to believe that all their troubles 
proceed from us.

I am quite aware they do not state their case precisely in this way. Most of 
them would probably say to us, “Let us alone, do nothing to us, and say what 
you please about slavery.” But we do let them alone—have never disturbed 
them—so that, after all, it is what we say which dissatisfies them. They will 
continue to accuse us of doing, until we cease saying.

I am also aware they have not, as yet, in terms, demanded the overthrow 
of our free-state constitutions. Yet those constitutions declare the wrong of 
slavery with more solemn emphasis than do all other sayings against it; and 
when all these other sayings shall have been silenced, the overthrow of these 
constitutions will be demanded, and nothing be left to resist the demand. It is 
nothing to the contrary that they do not demand the whole of this just now. 
Demanding what they do, and for the reason they do, they can voluntarily 
stop nowhere short of this consummation. Holding, as they do, that slavery 
is morally right and socially elevating, they cannot cease to demand a full 
national recognition of it as a legal right, and a social blessing.

Nor can we justifiably withhold this, on any ground save our conviction 
that slavery is wrong. If slavery is right, all words, acts, laws, and consti-
tutions against it are themselves wrong, and should be silenced and swept 
away. If it is right, we cannot justly object to its nationality—its universality; 
if it is wrong, they cannot justly insist upon its extension—its enlargement. 
All they ask, we could readily grant, if we thought slavery right; all we ask, 
they could as readily grant, if they thought it wrong. Their thinking it right, 
and our thinking it wrong, is the precise fact upon which depends the whole 
controversy. Thinking it right, as they do, they are not to blame for desiring 
its full recognition as being right; but, thinking it wrong, as we do, can we 
yield to them? Can we cast our votes with their view, and against our own? 
In view of our moral, social, and political responsibilities, can we do this?

Wrong as we think slavery is, we can yet afford to let it alone where it is, 
because that much is due to the necessity arising from its actual presence in 
the nation; but can we, while our votes will prevent it, allow it to spread into 
the national territories, and to overrun us here in these free states? If our 
sense of duty forbids this, then let us stand by our duty, fearlessly and effec-
tively. Let us be diverted by none of those sophistical contrivances wherewith 
we are so industriously plied and belabored—contrivances such as grop-
ing for some middle ground between the right and the wrong, vain as the 
search for a man who should be neither a living man nor a dead man—such 
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as a policy of “don’t care” on a question about which all true men do care—
such as Union appeals beseeching true Union men to yield to disunionists, 
reversing the divine rule, and calling not the sinners but the righteous to 
repentance—such as invocations to Washington, imploring men to unsay 
what Washington said, and undo what Washington did.

Neither let us be slandered from our duty by false accusations against us, 
nor frightened from it by menaces of destruction to the government nor of 
dungeons to ourselves. LET US HAVE FAITH THAT RIGHT MAKES 
MIGHT, AND IN THAT FAITH, LET US, TO THE END, DARE TO 
DO OUR DUTY AS WE UNDERSTAND IT.
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Document 12

Fragment on the Constitution and Union
January 1861

After his election to the presidency in November 1860, Abraham Lincoln 
received a letter from Alexander H. Stephens (1812–1883), the future vice 

president of the Confederacy. The two had been fellow members of the Whig Party 
when Lincoln served in the House of Representatives from 1847 to 1849. Writing 
after South Carolina claimed to have seceded from the United States on December 
20, 1860, Stephens asked Lincoln on December 30 to do what he could “to save 
our common country.” Quoting Proverbs 25:11, Stephens suggested to Lincoln, “A 
word fitly spoken by you now would be like ‘apples of gold in pictures of silver.’”

Lincoln did not reply publicly to Stephens, believing that any public state-
ment he made as he waited to assume office might be misunderstood and would 
only worsen the secession crisis. Lincoln did respond, however. Nestled among 
his complete speeches and writings are several fragments that represent Lincoln’s 
thoughts on a variety of issues (for another example, see Document 8). In focusing 
on the connection between the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, 
Lincoln went to the heart of the cause of the Civil War. The nation was divided 
over how to understand the connection between its two founding documents. Was 
the Constitution and the will of the people—popular sovereignty—the ultimate 
authority, or did that authority derive from an even higher authority, the natural 
equality of all men declared in the Declaration?

Source: New Letters and Papers of Lincoln, comp. Paul M. Angle (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1930), 240–241, https:// babel .hathitrust .org /cgi /pt ?id = miun .abj5413 .0001 .001 & view = 1up & 
seq = 263 & skin = 2021 & q1 = fragment.

All this is not the result of accident. It has a philosophical cause. Without the 
Constitution and the Union, we could not have attained the result; but even 
these are not the primary cause of our great prosperity. There is something 
back of these, entwining itself more closely about the human heart. That some-
thing is the principle of “liberty to all”—the principle that clears the path for 
all—gives hope to all—and by consequence, enterprise and industry to all.
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The expression of that principle in our Declaration of Independence was 
most happy and fortunate. Without this, as well as with it, we could have 
declared our independence of Great Britain; but without it we could not, 
I think, have secured our free government and consequent prosperity. No 
oppressed people will fight and endure, as our fathers did, without the prom-
ise of something better than a mere change of masters.

The assertion of that principle, at that time, was the word “fitly spoken,” 
which has proved an “apple of gold” to us. The Union and the Constitution 
are the picture of silver subsequently framed around it. The picture was made 
not to conceal or destroy the apple but to adorn and preserve it. The picture 
was made for the apple—not the apple for the picture.

So let us act, that neither picture or apple shall ever be blurred or bruised 
or broken.

That we may so act, we must study and understand the points of danger.
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Document 13

Address in Independence Hall
February 22, 1861

This impromptu speech was delivered at a flag-raising ceremony while 
President-elect Lincoln was on his way from his home in Springfield, Illi-

nois, to his inauguration in Washington, DC, on March 4. Beginning with his 
farewell address to his state in Springfield on February 11, Lincoln made short 
speeches along his circuitous route. Washington’s Birthday found him in Phila-
delphia at Independence Hall, where both the Declaration of Independence and 
the Constitution were signed—the documents at the center of the ongoing struggle 
over slavery (Document 12).

In his remarks in Philadelphia, Lincoln reaffirmed his fidelity to the Consti-
tution and the Declaration as the moral basis of the Union and as the source of 
hope for humankind. In making these remarks, he departed from his policy of 
silence during the Secession Winter (the interval between his election and inau-
guration) (Document 12). He also referred to a report he had received of a plot 
to assassinate him in Baltimore, claiming that he would rather suffer death than 
surrender the core principle of equality. Finally, he assured his listeners of his 
determination to save the Union, but there would be no war unless it was forced 
upon the government.

Source: Philadelphia North American and United States Gazette, February 23, 1861, Serial 
and Government Publications Division, Library of Congress, https:// www .loc .gov /exhibits  
/ lincoln /interactives /journey -of -the -president -elect /feb _22 /article _1_504j _highlight 
_3.html.

Mr. Cuyler:1 I am filled with deep emotion at finding myself standing here, 
in this place, where were collected together the wisdom, the patriotism, the 
devotion to principle, from which sprang the institutions under which we 
live. You have kindly suggested to me that in my hands is the task of restoring 

1 Theodore L. Cuyler (1822–1909), a Presbyterian minister, was president of the 
Select Council of Philadelphia.
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peace to the present distracted condition of the country. I can say in return, 
sir, that all the political sentiments I entertain have been drawn, so far as I 
have been able to draw them, from the sentiments which originated and were 
given to the world from this hall. I have never had a feeling politically that 
did not spring from the sentiments embodied in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. I have often pondered over the dangers which were incurred by 
the men who assembled here and framed and adopted that Declaration of 
Independence. I have pondered over the toils that were endured by the offi-
cers and soldiers of the army who achieved that independence. I have often 
inquired of myself what great principle or idea it was that kept this confed-
eracy so long together. It was not the mere matter of the separation of the 
colonies from the motherland; but that sentiment in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence which gave liberty, not alone to the people of this country but, I 
hope, to the world, for all future time. It was that which gave promise that 
in due time the weight would be lifted from the shoulders of all men. This is 
the sentiment embodied in that Declaration of Independence.

Now, my friends, can this country be saved upon that basis? If it can, I 
will consider myself one of the happiest men in the world if I can help to 
save it. If it can’t be saved upon that principle, it will be truly awful. But if 
this country cannot be saved without giving up that principle—I was about 
to say I would rather be assassinated on this spot than to surrender it. Now, 
in my view of the present aspect of affairs, there is no need of bloodshed and 
war. There is no necessity for it. I am not in favor of such a course, and I may 
say in advance, there will be no blood shed unless it be forced upon the gov-
ernment. The government will not use force unless force is used against it. 
My friends, this is a wholly unprepared speech. I did not expect to be called 
upon to say a word when I came here—I supposed I was merely to do some-
thing toward raising a flag. I may, therefore, have said something indiscreet, 
but I have said nothing but what I am willing to live by, and, in the pleasure 
of Almighty God, die by.
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Document 14

First Inaugural Address
March 4, 1861

L incoln was one of four presidential candidates in 1860, a reflection of the deep 
divide over slavery. One of his opponents was his longtime antagonist Stephen 

A. Douglas (1813–1861), who was the Democratic nominee. His other opponents 
were John C. Breckinridge (1821–1875) of Kentucky, who was the nominee of the 
southern Democratic Party, and John Bell (1796–1869) of Tennessee, who was the 
nominee of the Constitutional Union Party. Lincoln won a plurality of the popular 
vote (40 percent; Douglas was second in the popular vote with 30 percent), and a 
large majority of the Electoral College votes. Even if the electoral votes that went 
to the other three candidates had all gone to one of them, Lincoln would still have 
won the Electoral College vote.

Following Lincoln’s election, South Carolina became the first state to enact a 
secession ordinance (December 20, 1860). Six more states followed by the first week 
of the following February (Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, 
and Texas), and the eight remaining slaveholding states were considering the 
question seriously. On February 4, 1861, delegates from the first seven secessionist 
states met in Montgomery, Alabama, to proclaim the birth of the Confederate 
States of America.

In his Inaugural Address, Lincoln affirmed that, as the Constitution required, 
he would see that the laws were faithfully executed throughout the Union. At the 
same time, however, he tried to pacify Southerners by convincing them that they 
had nothing to fear from a Republican administration. In part a thoughtful trea-
tise on the nature of the Union, the address also reminded Americans of the practi-
cal problems with separating North and South. Appealing to “the better angels of 
our nature,” Lincoln concluded with an urgent plea for peace that fell on deaf ears. 
Four more states—Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Tennessee—seceded 
after President Lincoln called into federal service 75,000 men of the militias from 
several states on April 15, less than twenty-four hours after the garrison at Fort 
Sumter surrendered. The Civil War had begun.

Source: Abraham Lincoln, First Inaugural Address, Abraham Lincoln papers, Series 1: 
General Correspondence, Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of Congress, http://www.
loc.gov/item/mal0773800/.
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Fellow citizens of the United States:

In compliance with a custom as old as the government itself, I appear before 
you to address you briefly and to take, in your presence, the oath prescribed 
by the Constitution of the United States, to be taken by the president “before 
he enters on the execution of this office.”

I do not consider it necessary at present for me to discuss those matters 
of administration about which there is no special anxiety or excitement.

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the southern states, that 
by the accession of a Republican administration, their property, and their 
peace and personal security are to be endangered. There has never been any 
reasonable cause for such apprehension. Indeed, the most ample evidence 
to the contrary has all the while existed, and been open to their inspection. 
It is found in nearly all the published speeches of him who now addresses 
you. I do but quote from one of those speeches when I declare that “I have no 
purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in 
the states where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have 
no inclination to do so.” Those who nominated and elected me did so with 
full knowledge that I had made this, and many similar declarations, and had 
never recanted them. And more than this, they placed in the platform, for 
my acceptance, and as a law to themselves, and to me, the clear and emphatic 
resolution which I now read:

Resolved, That the maintenance inviolate of the rights of the states, and 
especially the right of each state to order and control its own domestic 
institutions according to its own judgment exclusively, is essential 
to that balance of power on which the perfection and endurance of 
our political fabric depend; and we denounce the lawless invasion by 
armed force of the soil of any state or territory, no matter what pretext, 
as among the gravest of crimes.

I now reiterate these sentiments; and in doing so, I only press upon the 
public attention the most conclusive evidence of which the case is suscep-
tible, that the property, peace, and security of no section are to be in any 
wise endangered by the now incoming administration. I add too, that all the 
protection which, consistently with the Constitution and the laws, can be 
given, will be cheerfully given to all the states when lawfully demanded, for 
whatever cause—as cheerfully to one section as to another.

There is much controversy about the delivering up of fugitives from 
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service or labor. The clause I now read is as plainly written in the Constitu-
tion as any other of its provisions:

No person held to service or labor in one state, under the laws thereof, 
escaping into another, shall, in consequence of any law or regulation 
therein, be discharged from such service or labor, but shall be deliv-
ered up on claim of the party to whom such service or labor may 
be due.

It is scarcely questioned that this provision was intended by those who 
made it, for the reclaiming of what we call fugitive slaves; and the intention 
of the law-giver is the law. All members of Congress swear their support 
to the whole Constitution—to this provision as much as to any other. To 
the proposition, then, that slaves whose cases come within the terms of this 
clause “shall be delivered,” their oaths are unanimous. Now, if they would 
make the effort in good temper, could they not, with nearly equal unanimity, 
frame and pass a law, by means of which to keep good that unanimous oath?

There is some difference of opinion whether this clause should be enforced 
by national or by state authority; but surely that difference is not a very mate-
rial one. If the slave is to be surrendered, it can be of but little consequence 
to him, or to others, by which authority it is done. And should any one, in 
any case, be content that his oath shall go unkept, on a merely unsubstantial 
controversy as to how it shall be kept?

Again, in any law upon this subject, ought not all the safeguards of lib-
erty known in civilized and humane jurisprudence to be introduced, so that 
a free man be not, in any case, surrendered as a slave? And might it not be 
well at the same time to provide by law for the enforcement of that clause in 
the Constitution which guarantees that “the citizens of each state shall be 
entitled to all privileges and immunities of citizens in the several states”?

I take the official oath today with no mental reservations, and with no 
purpose to construe the Constitution or laws by any hypercritical rules. And 
while I do not choose now to specify particular acts of Congress as proper 
to be enforced, I do suggest that it will be much safer for all, both in official 
and private stations, to conform to, and abide by, all those acts which stand 
unrepealed, than to violate any of them, trusting to find impunity in having 
them held to be unconstitutional.

It is seventy-two years since the first inauguration of a president under our 
national Constitution. During that period fifteen different and greatly dis-
tinguished citizens have, in succession, administered the executive branch 
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of the government. They have conducted it through many perils; and, gen-
erally, with great success. Yet, with all this scope for [of] precedent, I now 
enter upon the same task for the brief constitutional term of four years, under 
great and peculiar difficulty. A disruption of the federal Union, heretofore 
only menaced, is now formidably attempted.

I hold that in contemplation of universal law, and of the Constitution, the 
Union of these states is perpetual. Perpetuity is implied, if not expressed, in 
the fundamental law of all national governments. It is safe to assert that no 
government proper ever had a provision in its organic law1 for its own termi-
nation. Continue to execute all the express provisions of our national Con-
stitution, and the Union will endure forever—it being impossible to destroy 
it, except by some action not provided for in the instrument itself.

Again, if the United States be not a government proper, but an association 
of states in the nature of contract merely, can it, as a contract, be peaceably 
unmade by less than all the parties who made it? One party to a contract 
may violate it—break it, so to speak; but does it not require all to lawfully 
rescind it?

Descending from these general principles, we find the proposition that, 
in legal contemplation, the Union is perpetual, confirmed by the history 
of the Union itself. The Union is much older than the Constitution. It was 
formed in fact by the Articles of Association in 1774. It was matured and con-
tinued by the Declaration of Independence in 1776. It was further matured, 
and the faith of all the then thirteen states expressly plighted and engaged 
that it should be perpetual, by the Articles of Confederation in 1778. And 
finally, in 1787, one of the declared objects for ordaining and establishing 
the Constitution was “to form a more perfect Union.” But if the destruction 
of the Union, by one, or by a part only, of the states, be lawfully possible, 
the Union is less perfect than before the Constitution, having lost the vital 
element of perpetuity.

It follows from these views that no state, upon its own mere motion, can 
lawfully get out of the Union—that resolves and ordinances to that effect are 
legally void, and that acts of violence, within any state or states, against the 
authority of the United States are insurrectionary or revolutionary, accord-
ing to circumstances.

I therefore consider that in view of the Constitution and the laws, the 
Union is unbroken; and to the extent of my ability I shall take care, as the 

1 Organic law is the law or system of laws that form the foundation of a political 
order or nation.
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Constitution itself expressly enjoins upon me, that the laws of the Union 
be faithfully executed in all the states. Doing this I deem to be only a sim-
ple duty on my part; and I shall perform it, so far as practicable, unless my 
rightful masters, the American people, shall withhold the requisite means, 
or in some authoritative manner direct the contrary. I trust this will not be 
regarded as a menace, but only as the declared purpose of the Union that will 
constitutionally defend and maintain itself.

In doing this there needs to be no bloodshed or violence; and there shall 
be none, unless it be forced upon the national authority. The power con-
fided to me will be used to hold, occupy, and possess the property and places 
belonging to the government, and to collect the duties and imposts; but 
beyond what may be necessary for these objects, there will be no invasion—
no using of force against or among the people anywhere. Where hostility to 
the United States in any interior locality shall be so great and so universal as 
to prevent competent resident citizens from holding the federal offices, there 
will be no attempt to force obnoxious strangers among the people for that 
object. While the strict legal right may exist in the government to enforce 
the exercise of these offices, the attempt to do so would be so irritating, and 
so nearly impracticable with all, that I deem it better to forgo, for the time, 
the uses of such offices.

The mails, unless repelled, will continue to be furnished in all parts of 
the Union. So far as possible, the people everywhere shall have that sense 
of perfect security which is most favorable to calm thought and reflection. 
The course here indicated will be followed, unless current events and expe-
rience shall show a modification or change to be proper; and in every case 
and exigency my best discretion will be exercised according to circumstances 
actually existing, and with a view and a hope of a peaceful solution of the 
national troubles, and the restoration of fraternal sympathies and affections.

That there are persons in one section or another who seek to destroy the 
Union at all events, and are glad of any pretext to do it, I will neither affirm 
nor deny; but if there be such, I need address no word to them. To those, 
however, who really love the Union may I not speak?

Before entering upon so grave a matter as the destruction of our national 
fabric, with all its benefits, its memories, and its hopes, would it not be wise 
to ascertain precisely why we do it? Will you hazard so desperate a step while 
there is any possibility that any portion of the ills you fly from have no real 
existence? Will you, while the certain ills you fly to, are greater than all the 
real ones you fly from? Will you risk the commission of so fearful a mistake?

All profess to be content in the Union if all constitutional rights can be 
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maintained. Is it true, then, that any right, plainly written in the Constitu-
tion, has been denied? I think not. Happily the human mind is so constituted 
that no party can reach to the audacity of doing this. Think, if you can, of 
a single instance in which a plainly written provision of the Constitution 
has ever been denied. If by the mere force of numbers, a majority should 
deprive a minority of any clearly written constitutional right, it might, in a 
moral point of view, justify revolution—certainly would, if such right were 
a vital one. But such is not our case. All the vital rights of minorities, and of 
individuals, are so plainly assured to them, by affirmations and negations, 
guaranties and prohibitions, in the Constitution, that controversies never 
arise concerning them. But no organic law can ever be framed with a provi-
sion specifically applicable to every question which may occur in practical 
administration. No foresight can anticipate, nor any document of reasonable 
length contain, express provisions for all possible questions. Shall fugitives 
from labor be surrendered by national or by state authority? The Constitution 
does not expressly say. May Congress prohibit slavery in the territories? The 
Constitution does not expressly say. Must Congress protect slavery in the 
territories? The Constitution does not expressly say.

From questions of this class spring all our constitutional controversies, 
and we divide upon them into majorities and minorities. If the minority will 
not acquiesce, the majority must, or the government must cease. There is no 
other alternative; for continuing the government, is acquiescence on one side 
or the other. If a minority, in such case, will secede rather than acquiesce, they 
make a precedent which, in turn, will divide and ruin them; for a minority of 
their own will secede from them whenever a majority refuses to be controlled 
by such minority. For instance, why may not any portion of a new confed-
eracy, a year or two hence, arbitrarily secede again, precisely as portions of 
the present Union now claim to secede from it? All who cherish disunion 
sentiments are now being educated to the exact temper of doing this.

Is there such perfect identity of interests among the states to compose 
a new Union, as to produce harmony only and prevent renewed secession?

Plainly, the central idea of secession is the essence of anarchy. A majority, 
held in restraint by constitutional checks and limitations, and always chang-
ing easily with deliberate changes of popular opinions and sentiments, is the 
only true sovereign of a free people. Whoever rejects it does, of necessity, fly 
to anarchy or to despotism. Unanimity is impossible; the rule of a minority, 
as a permanent arrangement, is wholly inadmissible; so that, rejecting the 
majority principle, anarchy or despotism in some form is all that is left.

I do not forget the position assumed by some, that constitutional questions 
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are to be decided by the Supreme Court; nor do I deny that such decisions 
must be binding in any case upon the parties to a suit; as to the object of 
that suit, while they are also entitled to very high respect and consideration 
in all parallel cases by all other departments of the government. And while 
it is obviously possible that such decision may be erroneous in any given 
case, still the evil effect following it, being limited to that particular case, 
with the chance that it may be overruled, and never become a precedent for 
other cases, can better be borne than could the evils of a different practice. 
At the same time, the candid citizen must confess that if the policy of the 
government upon vital questions, affecting the whole people, is to be irre-
vocably fixed by decisions of the Supreme Court, the instant they are made, 
in ordinary litigation between parties, in personal actions, the people will 
have ceased to be their own rulers, having to that extent practically resigned 
their government into the hands of that eminent tribunal. Nor is there in 
this view any assault upon the court or the judges. It is a duty from which 
they may not shrink, to decide cases properly brought before them; and it is 
no fault of theirs if others seek to turn their decisions to political purposes.

One section of our country believes slavery is right, and ought to be 
extended, while the other believes it is wrong, and ought not to be extended. 
This is the only substantial dispute. The fugitive slave clause of the Constitu-
tion, and the law for the suppression of the foreign slave trade, are each as well 
enforced, perhaps, as any law can ever be in a community where the moral 
sense of the people imperfectly supports the law itself. The great body of the 
people abide by the dry legal obligation in both cases, and a few break over in 
each. This, I think, cannot be perfectly cured, and it would be worse in both 
cases after the separation of the sections, than before. The foreign slave trade, 
now imperfectly suppressed, would be ultimately revived without restriction 
in one section; while fugitive slaves, now only partially surrendered, would 
not be surrendered at all by the other.

Physically speaking, we cannot separate. We cannot remove our respec-
tive sections from each other, nor build an impassable wall between them. A 
husband and wife may be divorced, and go out of the presence, and beyond 
the reach of each other; but the different parts of our country cannot do 
this. They cannot but remain face to face; and intercourse, either amicable 
or hostile, must continue between them. Is it possible, then, to make that 
intercourse more advantageous or more satisfactory after separation than 
before? Can aliens make treaties easier than friends can make laws? Can trea-
ties be more faithfully enforced between aliens than laws can among friends? 
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Suppose you go to war, you cannot fight always; and when, after much loss 
on both sides, and no gain on either, you cease fighting, the identical old 
questions, as to terms of intercourse, are again upon you.

This country, with its institutions, belongs to the people who inhabit 
it. Whenever they shall grow weary of the existing government, they can 
exercise their constitutional right of amending it, or their revolutionary right 
to dismember or overthrow it. I cannot be ignorant of the fact that many 
worthy and patriotic citizens are desirous of having the national Constitu-
tion amended. While I make no recommendation of amendments, I fully 
recognize the rightful authority of the people over the whole subject to be 
exercised in either of the modes prescribed in the instrument itself; and I 
should, under existing circumstances, favor rather than oppose a fair oppor-
tunity being afforded the people to act upon it.

I will venture to add that to me the convention mode seems preferable, in 
that it allows amendments to originate with the people themselves, instead 
of only permitting them to take or reject propositions originated by oth-
ers not especially chosen for the purpose, and which might not be precisely 
such as they would wish to either accept or refuse. I understand a proposed 
amendment to the Constitution, which amendment, however, I have not 
seen, has passed Congress, to the effect that the federal government shall 
never interfere with the domestic institutions of the states, including that 
of persons held to service. To avoid misconstruction of what I have said, I 
depart from my purpose not to speak of particular amendments, so far as to 
say that holding such a provision to now be implied constitutional law, I have 
no objection to its being made express and irrevocable.

The chief magistrate derives all his authority from the people, and they 
have referred none upon him to fix terms for the separation of the states. 
The people themselves can do this if also they choose; but the executive, as 
such, has nothing to do with it. His duty is to administer the present gov-
ernment, as it came to his hands, and to transmit it, unimpaired by him, to 
his successor.

Why should there not be a patient confidence in the ultimate justice of the 
people? Is there any better or equal hope in the world? In our present differ-
ences, is either party without faith of being in the right? If the Almighty Ruler 
of nations, with his eternal truth and justice, be on your side of the North, or 
on yours of the South, that truth, and that justice, will surely prevail, by the 
judgment of this great tribunal of the American people.

By the frame of the government under which we live, this same people 
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have wisely given their public servants but little power for mischief; and have, 
with equal wisdom, provided for the return of that little to their own hands 
at very short intervals.

While the people retain their virtue and vigilance, no administration, by 
any extreme of wickedness or folly, can very seriously injure the government 
in the short space of four years.

My countrymen, one and all, think calmly and well upon this whole sub-
ject. Nothing valuable can be lost by taking time. If there be an object to hurry 
any of you, in hot haste, to a step which you would never take deliberately, 
that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no good object can be frus-
trated by it. Such of you as are now dissatisfied still have the old Constitution 
unimpaired, and, on the sensitive point, the laws of your own framing under 
it; while the new administration will have no immediate power, if it would, to 
change either. If it were admitted that you who are dissatisfied hold the right 
side in the dispute, there still is no single good reason for precipitate action. 
Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him, who has 
never yet forsaken this favored land, are still competent to adjust, in the best 
way, all our present difficulty.

In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the 
momentous issue of civil war. The government will not assail you. You can 
have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath 
registered in Heaven to destroy the government, while I shall have the most 
solemn one to “preserve, protect, and defend it.”

I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be 
enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of 
affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield, 
and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad 
land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely 
they will be, by the better angels of our nature.
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Document 15

Message to Congress in Special Session
July 4, 1861 

Following the bombardment of Fort Sumter in April 1861, Lincoln called a spe-
cial session of Congress to meet on July 4, 1861. In his message to the session, 

Lincoln recounted what had happened since Congress had last met and the steps 
that he had taken in response. In particular, he justified the suspension of habeas 
corpus, a court order requiring the release of prisoners unless there was a legal 
reason to hold them. He also elaborated on arguments made in his First Inau-
gural Address (Document 14) that secession was not legal, was in fact rebellion, 
and was a principle of disintegration. Furthermore, Lincoln argued that what 
was at stake in the rebellion was not just the union of the United States, but the 
very possibility of popular government. Could such a government maintain itself? 
Finally, Lincoln pointed to the common people as a source of encouragement as he 
argued that they were loyal to the Union and would support the effort to restore it.

Source: Abraham Lincoln, Message to Congress, July 4, 1861, second printed draft, with 
changes in Lincoln’s hand, Abraham Lincoln papers, Series 1: General Correspondence, 
May–June 1861, Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of Congress, http://www.loc.gov/
item/mal1057200/.

Fellow citizens of the Senate and House of Representatives:

Having been convened on an extraordinary occasion, as authorized by 
the Constitution, your attention is not called to any ordinary subject of 
legislation.

At the beginning of the present presidential term, four months ago, the 
functions of the federal government were found to be generally suspended 
within the several states of South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, 
Louisiana, and Florida, excepting only those of the Post Office Department.

Within these states all the forts, arsenals, dockyards, customhouses, and 
the like, including the movable and stationary property in and about them, 
had been seized and were held in open hostility to this government, excepting 
only Forts Pickens, Taylor, and Jefferson, on and near the Florida coast, and 
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Fort Sumter, in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina. The forts thus seized 
had been put in improved condition, new ones had been built, and armed 
forces had been organized and were organizing, all avowedly with the same 
hostile purpose.

The forts remaining in the possession of the federal government in and 
near these states were either besieged or menaced by warlike preparations, 
and especially Fort Sumter was nearly surrounded by well-protected hostile 
batteries, with guns equal in quality to the best of its own and outnumber-
ing the latter as perhaps ten to one. A disproportionate share of the federal 
muskets and rifles had somehow found their way into these states and had 
been seized to be used against the government. Accumulations of the public 
revenue lying within them had been seized for the same object. The Navy 
was scattered in distant seas, leaving but a very small part of it within the 
immediate reach of the government. Officers of the federal Army and Navy 
had resigned in great numbers, and of those resigning a large proportion had 
taken up arms against the government. Simultaneously and in connection 
with all this the purpose to sever the federal Union was openly avowed. In 
accordance with this purpose, an ordinance had been adopted in each of 
these states declaring the states respectively to be separated from the national 
Union. A formula for instituting a combined government of these states had 
been promulgated, and this illegal organization, in the character of Confed-
erate States, was already invoking recognition, aid, and intervention from 
foreign powers.

Finding this condition of things and believing it to be an imperative duty 
upon the incoming executive to prevent, if possible, the consummation of 
such attempt to destroy the federal Union, a choice of means to that end 
became indispensable. This choice was made, and was declared in the inau-
gural address. The policy chosen looked to the exhaustion of all peaceful 
measures before a resort to any stronger ones. It sought only to hold the 
public places and property not already wrested from the government and to 
collect the revenue, relying for the rest on time, discussion, and the ballot 
box. It promised a continuance of the mails at government expense to the 
very people who were resisting the government, and it gave repeated pledges 
against any disturbance to any of the people or any of their rights. Of all that 
which a president might constitutionally and justifiably do in such a case, 
everything was forborne without which it was believed possible to keep the 
government on foot.

On the fifth of March, the present incumbent’s first full day in office, 
a letter of Major Anderson, commanding at Fort Sumter, written on the 
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twenty-eighth of February and received at the War Department on the fourth 
of March, was by that department placed in his hands. This letter expressed 
the professional opinion of the writer that re-enforcements could not be 
thrown into that fort within the time for his relief rendered necessary by the 
limited supply of provisions, and with a view of holding possession of the 
same, with a force of less than 20,000 good and well-disciplined men. This 
opinion was concurred in by all the officers of his command, and their mem-
oranda on the subject were made enclosures of Major Anderson’s letter. The 
whole was immediately laid before Lieutenant General Scott, who at once 
concurred with Major Anderson in opinion. On reflection, however, he took 
full time, consulting with other officers, both of the Army and the Navy, and 
at the end of four days came reluctantly, but decidedly, to the same conclusion 
as before. He also stated at the same time that no such sufficient force was 
then at the control of the government or could be raised and brought to the 
ground within the time when the provisions in the fort would be exhausted. 
In a purely military point of view this reduced the duty of the administration 
in the case to the mere matter of getting the garrison safely out of the fort.

It was believed, however, that to so abandon that position under the cir-
cumstances would be utterly ruinous; that the necessity under which it was to 
be done would not be fully understood; that by many it would be construed 
as a part of a voluntary policy; that at home it would discourage the friends 
of the Union, embolden its adversaries, and go far to ensure to the latter a 
recognition abroad; that, in fact, it would be our national destruction con-
summated. This could not be allowed. Starvation was not yet upon the gar-
rison, and ere it would be reached Fort Pickens might be re-enforced.1 This 
last would be a clear indication of policy and would better enable the country 
to accept the evacuation of Fort Sumter as a military necessity. An order was 
at once directed to be sent for the landing of the troops from the steamship 
Brooklyn into Fort Pickens. This order could not go by land but must take 
the longer and slower route by sea. The first return news from the order was 
received just one week before the fall of Fort Sumter. The news itself was 
that the officer commanding the Sabine, to which vessel the troops had been 
transferred from the Brooklyn, acting upon some quasi armistice of the late 
administration (and of the existence of which the present administration, 
up to the time the order was dispatched, had only too vague and uncertain 
rumors to fix attention), had refused to land the troops. To now reenforce 

1 Fort Pickens, in the Florida Panhandle near Pensacola, remained under Union 
control throughout the war.
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Fort Pickens before a crisis would be reached at Fort Sumter was impossible, 
rendered so by the near exhaustion of provisions in the latter-named fort. In 
precaution against such a conjuncture the government had a few days before, 
commenced preparing an expedition, as well adapted as might be, to relieve 
Fort Sumter, which expedition was intended to be ultimately used or not, 
according to circumstances. The strongest anticipated case for using it was 
now presented, and it was resolved to send it forward. As had been intended 
in this contingency, it was also resolved to notify the governor of South Car-
olina that he might expect an attempt would be made to provision the fort, 
and that if the attempt should not be resisted there would be no effort to 
throw in men, arms, or ammunition without further notice, or in case of an 
attack upon the fort. This notice was accordingly given, whereupon the fort 
was attacked and bombarded to its fall, without even awaiting the arrival of 
the provisioning expedition.

It is thus seen that the assault upon and reduction of Fort Sumter was in 
no sense a matter of self-defense on the part of the assailants. They well knew 
that the garrison in the fort could by no possibility commit aggression upon 
them. They knew—they were expressly notified—that the giving of bread to 
the few brave and hungry men of the garrison was all which would on that 
occasion be attempted, unless themselves, by resisting so much, should pro-
voke more. They knew that this government desired to keep the garrison in 
the fort, not to assail them, but merely to maintain visible possession, and 
thus to preserve the Union from actual and immediate dissolution, trust-
ing, as hereinbefore stated, to time, discussion, and the ballot box for final 
adjustment; and they assailed and reduced the fort for precisely the reverse 
object—to drive out the visible authority of the federal Union, and thus force 
it to immediate dissolution. That this was their object the executive well 
understood; and having said to them in the inaugural address, “You can have 
no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors,” he took pains not only 
to keep this declaration good, but also to keep the case so free from the power 
of ingenious sophistry as that the world should not be able to misunderstand 
it. By the affair at Fort Sumter, with its surrounding circumstances, that point 
was reached. Then and thereby the assailants of the government began the 
conflict of arms, without a gun in sight or in expectancy to return their fire, 
save only the few in the fort, sent to that harbor years before for their own 
protection, and still ready to give that protection in whatever was lawful. In 
this act, discarding all else, they have forced upon the country the distinct 
issue, “immediate dissolution or blood.”

And this issue embraces more than the fate of these United States. It 
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presents to the whole family of man the question whether a constitutional 
republic, or democracy—a government of the people by the same people—
can or cannot maintain its territorial integrity against its own domestic foes. 
It presents the question whether discontented individuals, too few in num-
bers to control administration according to organic law2 in any case, can 
always, upon the pretenses made in this case, or on any other pretenses, or 
arbitrarily without any pretense, break up their government, and thus prac-
tically put an end to free government upon the earth. It forces us to ask, Is 
there in all republics this inherent and fatal weakness? Must a government 
of necessity be too strong for the liberties of its own people, or too weak to 
maintain its own existence?

So viewing the issue, no choice was left but to call out the war power of 
the government and so to resist force employed for its destruction by force 
for its preservation.

The call was made, and the response of the country was most gratifying, 
surpassing in unanimity and spirit the most sanguine expectation. Yet none 
of the states commonly called slave states except Delaware gave a regiment 
through regular state organization. A few regiments have been organized 
within some others of those states by individual enterprise and received 
into the government service. Of course the seceded states, so called (and 
to which Texas had been joined about the time of the inauguration), gave 
no troops to the cause of the Union. The border states, so called, were not 
uniform in their action, some of them being almost for the Union, while in 
others, as Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas, the Union 
sentiment was nearly repressed and silenced. The course taken in Virginia 
was the most remarkable, perhaps the most important. A convention elected 
by the people of that state to consider this very question of disrupting the 
federal Union was in session at the capital of Virginia when Fort Sumter fell. 
To this body the people had chosen a large majority of professed Union men. 
Almost immediately after the fall of Sumter many members of that major-
ity went over to the original disunion minority, and with them adopted an 
ordinance for withdrawing the state from the Union. Whether this change 
was wrought by their great approval of the assault upon Sumter or their great 
resentment at the government’s resistance to that assault is not definitely 
known. Although they submitted the ordinance for ratification to a vote of 
the people, to be taken on a day then somewhat more than a month distant, 
the convention and the legislature (which was also in session at the same time 

2 The laws upon which a government is established.
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and place), with leading men of the state not members of either, immediately 
commenced acting as if the state were already out of the Union. They pushed 
military preparations vigorously forward all over the state. They seized the 
United States armory at Harpers Ferry and the Navy yard at Gosport, near 
Norfolk. They received—perhaps invited—into their state large bodies of 
troops, with their warlike appointments, from the so-called seceded states. 
They formally entered into a treaty of temporary alliance and cooperation 
with the so-called Confederate States, and sent members to their congress at 
Montgomery; and, finally, they permitted the insurrectionary government 
to be transferred to their capital at Richmond.

The people of Virginia have thus allowed this giant insurrection to make 
its nest within her borders, and this government has no choice left but to deal 
with it where it finds it; and it has the less regret, as the loyal citizens have 
in due form claimed its protection. Those loyal citizens this government is 
bound to recognize and protect, as being Virginia.

In the border states, so called—in fact, the Middle States—there are those 
who favor a policy which they call “armed neutrality”; that is, an arming of 
those states to prevent the Union forces passing one way or the disunion the 
other over their soil. This would be disunion completed. Figuratively speak-
ing, it would be the building of an impassable wall along the line of separa-
tion, and yet not quite an impassable one, for, under the guise of neutrality, 
it would tie the hands of the Union men and freely pass supplies from among 
them to the insurrectionists, which it could not do as an open enemy. At a 
stroke it would take all the trouble off the hands of secession, except only 
what proceeds from the external blockade. It would do for the disunionists 
that which of all things they most desire—feed them well and give them 
disunion without a struggle of their own. It recognizes no fidelity to the 
Constitution, no obligation to maintain the Union; and while very many 
who have favored it are doubtless loyal citizens, it is, nevertheless, very inju-
rious in effect.

Recurring to the action of the government, it may be stated that at first a 
call was made for 75,000 militia, and rapidly following this a proclamation 
was issued for closing the ports of the insurrectionary districts by proceed-
ings in the nature of blockade. So far all was believed to be strictly legal. At 
this point the insurrectionists announced their purpose to enter upon the 
practice of privateering.

Other calls were made for volunteers to serve three years unless sooner 
discharged, and also for large additions to the Regular Army and Navy. 
These measures, whether strictly legal or not, were ventured upon under 
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what appeared to be a popular demand and a public necessity, trusting then, 
as now, that Congress would readily ratify them. It is believed that nothing 
has been done beyond the constitutional competency of Congress.

Soon after the first call for militia it was considered a duty to authorize the 
commanding general in proper cases, according to his discretion, to suspend 
the privilege of the writ of habeas corpus,3 or, in other words, to arrest and 
detain without resort to the ordinary processes and forms of law such indi-
viduals as he might deem dangerous to the public safety. This authority has 
purposely been exercised but very sparingly. Nevertheless, the legality and 
propriety of what has been done under it are questioned, and the attention of 
the country has been called to the proposition that one who is sworn to “take 
care that the laws be faithfully executed” should not himself violate them. 
Of course some consideration was given to the questions of power and pro-
priety before this matter was acted upon. The whole of the laws which were 
required to be faithfully executed were being resisted and failing of execu-
tion in nearly one-third of the states. Must they be allowed to finally fail of 
execution, even had it been perfectly clear that by the use of the means nec-
essary to their execution some single law, made in such extreme tenderness 
of the citizen’s liberty that practically it relieves more of the guilty than of the 
innocent, should to a very limited extent be violated? To state the question 
more directly, Are all the laws but one to go unexecuted, and the government 
itself go to pieces lest that one be violated? Even in such a case, would not 
the official oath be broken if the government should be overthrown when it 
was believed that disregarding the single law would tend to preserve it? But 
it was not believed that this question was presented. It was not believed that 
any law was violated. The provision of the Constitution that “the privilege 
of the writ of habeas corpus shall not be suspended unless when, in cases 
of rebellion or invasion, the public safety may require it” is equivalent to a 
provision—is a provision—that such privilege may be suspended when, in 
cases of rebellion or invasion, the public safety does require it. It was decided 
that we have a case of rebellion and that the public safety does require the 
qualified suspension of the privilege of the writ which was authorized to 
be made. Now it is insisted that Congress, and not the Executive, is vested 
with this power; but the Constitution itself is silent as to which or who is to 

3 A writ of habeas corpus requires that a detained person be brought before a judge 
to determine if the confinement is lawful. The Constitution, Article I, on the legis-
lative power, section 9, says that the writ shall not be suspended unless in cases of 
rebellion or invasion the public safety requires it.
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exercise the power; and as the provision was plainly made for a dangerous 
emergency, it cannot be believed the framers of the instrument intended that 
in every case the danger should run its course until Congress could be called 
together, the very assembling of which might be prevented, as was intended 
in this case, by the rebellion.

No more extended argument is now offered, as an opinion at some length 
will probably be presented by the attorney general. Whether there shall be 
any legislation upon the subject, and, if any, what, is submitted entirely to 
the better judgment of Congress.

The forbearance of this government had been so extraordinary and so 
long continued as to lead some foreign nations to shape their action as if they 
supposed the early destruction of our national Union was probable. While 
this on discovery gave the Executive some concern, he is now happy to say 
that the sovereignty and rights of the United States are now everywhere 
practically respected by foreign powers, and a general sympathy with the 
country is manifested throughout the world.

The reports of the secretaries of the Treasury, War, and the Navy will 
give the information in detail deemed necessary and convenient for your 
deliberation and action, while the Executive and all the departments will 
stand ready to supply omissions or to communicate new facts considered 
important for you to know.

It is now recommended that you give the legal means for making this 
contest a short and a decisive one; that you place at the control of the gov-
ernment for the work at least 400,000 men and $400 million. That number 
of men is about one-tenth of those of proper ages within the regions where 
apparently all are willing to engage, and the sum is less than a twenty-third 
part of the money value owned by the men who seem ready to devote the 
whole. A debt of $600 million now is a less sum per head than was the debt 
of our Revolution when we came out of that struggle, and the money value 
in the country now bears even a greater proportion to what it was then than 
does the population. Surely each man has as strong a motive now to preserve 
our liberties as each had then to establish them.

A right result at this time will be worth more to the world than ten times 
the men and ten times the money. The evidence reaching us from the country 
leaves no doubt that the material for the work is abundant, and that it needs 
only the hand of legislation to give it legal sanction and the hand of the Exec-
utive to give it practical shape and efficiency. One of the greatest perplexities 
of the government is to avoid receiving troops faster than it can provide for 
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them. In a word, the people will save their government if the government 
itself will do its part only indifferently well.

It might seem at first thought to be of little difference whether the present 
movement at the South be called “secession” or “rebellion.” The movers, how-
ever, well understand the difference. At the beginning they knew they could 
never raise their treason to any respectable magnitude by any name which 
implies violation of law. They knew their people possessed as much of moral 
sense, as much of devotion to law and order, and as much pride in and rever-
ence for the history and government of their common country as any other 
civilized and patriotic people. They knew they could make no advancement 
directly in the teeth of these strong and noble sentiments. Accordingly, they 
commenced by an insidious debauching of the public mind. They invented 
an ingenious sophism, which, if conceded, was followed by perfectly logical 
steps through all the incidents to the complete destruction of the Union. The 
sophism itself is that any state of the Union may consistently with the national 
Constitution, and therefore lawfully and peacefully, withdraw from the Union 
without the consent of the Union or of any other state. The little disguise that 
the supposed right is to be exercised only for just cause, themselves to be the 
sole judge of its justice, is too thin to merit any notice.

With rebellion thus sugar coated they have been drugging the public 
mind of their section for more than thirty years, and until at length they 
have brought many good men to a willingness to take up arms against the 
government the day after some assemblage of men have enacted the farcical 
pretense of taking their state out of the Union who could have been brought 
to no such thing the day before.

This sophism derives much, perhaps the whole, of its currency from the 
assumption that there is some omnipotent and sacred supremacy pertaining 
to a state—to each state of our federal Union. Our states have neither more 
nor less power than that reserved to them in the Union by the Constitu-
tion, no one of them ever having been a state out of the Union. The original 
ones passed into the Union even before they cast off their British colonial 
dependence, and the new ones each came into the Union directly from a 
condition of dependence, excepting Texas; and even Texas, in its temporary 
independence, was never designated a state. The new ones only took the 
designation of states on coming into the Union, while that name was first 
adopted for the old ones in and by the Declaration of Independence. Therein 
the “United Colonies” were declared to be “free and independent states”; 
but even then the object plainly was not to declare their independence of 
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one another or of the Union, but directly the contrary, as their mutual pledge 
and their mutual action before, at the time, and afterward abundantly show. 
The express plighting of faith by each and all of the original thirteen in the 
Articles of Confederation, two years later, that the Union shall be perpetual 
is most conclusive. Having never been states, either in substance or in name, 
outside of the Union, whence this magical omnipotence of “state rights,” 
asserting a claim of power to lawfully destroy the Union itself? Much is said 
about the “sovereignty” of the states, but the word even is not in the national 
Constitution, nor, as is believed, in any of the state constitutions. What is 
a “sovereignty” in the political sense of the term? Would it be far wrong to 
define it “a political community without a political superior”? Tested by this, 
no one of our states, except Texas, ever was a sovereignty; and even Texas 
gave up the character on coming into the Union, by which act she acknowl-
edged the Constitution of the United States and the laws and treaties of 
the United States made in pursuance of the Constitution to be for her the 
supreme law of the land. The states have their status in the Union, and they 
have no other legal status. If they break from this, they can only do so against 
law and by revolution. The Union, and not themselves separately, procured 
their independence and their liberty. By conquest or purchase the Union gave 
each of them whatever of independence and liberty it has. The Union is older 
than any of the states, and, in fact, it created them as states. Originally some 
dependent colonies made the Union, and in turn the Union threw off their 
old dependence for them and made them states, such as they are. Not one 
of them ever had a state constitution independent of the Union. Of course 
it is not forgotten that all the new states framed their constitutions before 
they entered the Union, nevertheless dependent upon and preparatory to 
coming into the Union.

Unquestionably the states have the powers and rights reserved to them in 
and by the national Constitution; but among these surely are not included all 
conceivable powers, however mischievous or destructive, but at most such 
only as were known in the world at the time as governmental powers; and 
certainly a power to destroy the government itself had never been known as 
a governmental—as a merely administrative power. This relative matter of 
national power and state rights, as a principle, is no other than the principle 
of generality and locality. Whatever concerns the whole should be confided 
to the whole—to the general government—while whatever concerns only 
the state should be left exclusively to the state. This is all there is of original 
principle about it. Whether the national Constitution in defining boundaries 
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between the two has applied the principle with exact accuracy is not to be 
questioned. We are all bound by that defining without question.

What is now combated is the position that secession is consistent with 
the Constitution—is lawful and peaceful. It is not contended that there is any 
express law for it, and nothing should ever be implied as law which leads to 
unjust or absurd consequences. The nation purchased with money the coun-
tries out of which several of these states were formed. Is it just that they shall 
go off without leave and without refunding? The nation paid very large sums 
(in the aggregate, I believe, nearly a hundred million) to relieve Florida of the 
aboriginal tribes. Is it just that she shall now be off without consent or without 
making any return? The nation is now in debt for money applied to the benefit 
of these so-called seceding states in common with the rest. Is it just either 
that creditors shall go unpaid or the remaining states pay the whole? A part 
of the present national debt was contracted to pay the old debts of Texas. Is 
it just that she shall leave and pay no part of this herself?

Again: If one state may secede, so may another; and when all shall have 
seceded none is left to pay the debts. Is this quite just to creditors? Did we 
notify them of this sage view of ours when we borrowed their money? If we 
now recognize this doctrine by allowing the seceders to go in peace, it is 
difficult to see what we can do if others choose to go or to extort terms upon 
which they will promise to remain.

The seceders insist that our Constitution admits of secession. They have 
assumed to make a national constitution of their own, in which of necessity 
they have either discarded or retained the right of secession, as they insist it 
exists in ours. If they have discarded it, they thereby admit that on principle 
it ought not to be in ours. If they have retained it, by their own construction 
of ours they show that to be consistent they must secede from one another 
whenever they shall find it the easiest way of settling their debts or effecting 
any other selfish or unjust object. The principle itself is one of disintegration, 
and upon which no government can possibly endure.

If all the states save one should assert the power to drive that one out 
of the Union, it is presumed the whole class of seceder politicians would at 
once deny the power and denounce the act as the greatest outrage upon state 
rights. But suppose that precisely the same act, instead of being called “driv-
ing the one out,” should be called “the seceding of the others from that one,” 
it would be exactly what the seceders claim to do, unless, indeed, they make 
the point that the one, because it is a minority, may rightfully do what the 
others, because they are a majority, may not rightfully do. These politicians 
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are subtle and profound on the rights of minorities. They are not partial to 
that power which made the Constitution and speaks from the preamble, 
calling itself “we, the people.”

It may well be questioned whether there is today a majority of the legally 
qualified voters of any state, except, perhaps, South Carolina, in favor of dis-
union. There is much reason to believe that the Union men are the majority in 
many, if not in every other one, of the so-called seceded states. The contrary 
has not been demonstrated in any one of them. It is ventured to affirm this 
even of Virginia and Tennessee; for the result of an election held in military 
camps, where the bayonets are all on one side of the question voted upon, 
can scarcely be considered as demonstrating popular sentiment. At such an 
election all that large class who are at once for the Union and against coercion 
would be coerced to vote against the Union.

It may be affirmed without extravagance that the free institutions we 
enjoy have developed the powers and improved the condition of our whole 
people beyond any example in the world. Of this we now have a striking 
and an impressive illustration. So large an army as the government has now 
on foot was never before known without a soldier in it but who had taken 
his place there of his own free choice. But more than this, there are many 
single regiments whose members, one and another, possess full practical 
knowledge of all the arts, sciences, professions, and whatever else, whether 
useful or elegant, is known in the world; and there is scarcely one from which 
there could not be selected a president, a cabinet, a Congress, and perhaps a 
Court, abundantly competent to administer the government itself. Nor do I 
say this is not true also in the army of our late friends, now adversaries in this 
contest; but if it is, so much better the reason why the government which has 
conferred such benefits on both them and us should not be broken up. Who-
ever in any section proposes to abandon such a government would do well 
to consider in deference to what principle it is that he does it; what better he 
is likely to get in its stead; whether the substitute will give, or be intended to 
give, so much of good to the people. There are some foreshadowings on this 
subject. Our adversaries have adopted some declarations of independence 
in which, unlike the good old one penned by Jefferson, they omit the words 
“all men are created equal.” Why? They have adopted a temporary national 
constitution, in the preamble of which, unlike our good old one signed by 
Washington, they omit “We, the people” and substitute “We, the deputies of 
the sovereign and independent states.” Why? Why this deliberate pressing 
out of view the rights of men and the authority of the people?

This is essentially a people’s contest. On the side of the Union it is a 
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struggle for maintaining in the world that form and substance of govern-
ment whose leading object is to elevate the condition of men; to lift artificial 
weights from all shoulders; to clear the paths of laudable pursuit for all; to 
afford all an unfettered start and a fair chance in the race of life. Yielding to 
partial and temporary departures, from necessity, this is the leading object 
of the government for whose existence we contend.

I am most happy to believe that the plain people understand and appreci-
ate this. It is worthy of note that while in this the government’s hour of trial 
large numbers of those in the Army and Navy who have been favored with the 
offices have resigned and proved false to the hand which had pampered them, 
not one common soldier or common sailor is known to have deserted his flag.

Great honor is due to those officers who remained true despite the exam-
ple of their treacherous associates; but the greatest honor and most important 
fact of all is the unanimous firmness of the common soldiers and common 
sailors. To the last man, so far as known, they have successfully resisted the 
traitorous efforts of those whose commands but an hour before they obeyed 
as absolute law. This is the patriotic instinct of plain people. They understand 
without an argument that the destroying the government which was made 
by Washington means no good to them.

Our popular government has often been called an experiment. Two 
points in it our people have already settled—the successful establishing and 
the successful administering of it. One still remains—its successful mainte-
nance against a formidable internal attempt to overthrow it. It is now for 
them to demonstrate to the world that those who can fairly carry an elec-
tion can also suppress a rebellion; that ballots are the rightful and peaceful 
successors of bullets, and that when ballots have fairly and constitutionally 
decided, there can be no successful appeal back to bullets; that there can be 
no successful appeal except to ballots themselves at succeeding elections. 
Such will be a great lesson of peace, teaching men that what they cannot 
take by an election neither can they take it by a war; teaching all the folly of 
being the beginners of a war.

Lest there be some uneasiness in the minds of candid men as to what is to 
be the course of the government toward the southern states after the rebel-
lion shall have been suppressed, the Executive deems it proper to say it will 
be his purpose then, as ever, to be guided by the Constitution and the laws, 
and that he probably will have no different understanding of the powers and 
duties of the federal government relatively to the rights of the states and the 
people under the Constitution than that expressed in the inaugural address.

He desires to preserve the government, that it may be administered for 
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all as it was administered by the men who made it. Loyal citizens everywhere 
have the right to claim this of their government, and the government has no 
right to withhold or neglect it. It is not perceived that in giving it there is any 
coercion, any conquest, or any subjugation in any just sense of those terms.

The Constitution provides, and all the states have accepted the provision, 
that “the United States shall guarantee to every state in this Union a repub-
lican form of government.” But if a state may lawfully go out of the Union, 
having done so it may also discard the republican form of government; so 
that to prevent its going out is an indispensable means to the end of main-
taining the guaranty mentioned; and when an end is lawful and obligatory 
the indispensable means to it are also lawful and obligatory.

It was with the deepest regret that the Executive found the duty of 
employing the war power in defense of the government forced upon him. 
He could but perform this duty or surrender the existence of the govern-
ment. No compromise by public servants could in this case be a cure; not 
that compromises are not often proper, but that no popular government can 
long survive a marked precedent that those who carry an election can only 
save the government from immediate destruction by giving up the main 
point upon which the people gave the election. The people themselves, and 
not their servants, can safely reverse their own deliberate decisions.

As a private citizen the Executive could not have consented that these 
institutions shall perish; much less could he in betrayal of so vast and so 
sacred a trust as these free people had confided to him. He felt that he had 
no moral right to shrink, nor even to count the chances of his own life in 
what might follow. In full view of his great responsibility he has so far done 
what he has deemed his duty. You will now, according to your own judgment, 
perform yours. He sincerely hopes that your views and your action may so 
accord with his as to assure all faithful citizens who have been disturbed in 
their rights of a certain and speedy restoration to them under the Constitu-
tion and the laws.

And having thus chosen our course, without guile and with pure purpose, 
let us renew our trust in God and go forward without fear and with manly 
hearts.
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Document 16

Annual Message to Congress
December 3, 1861

The special session of Congress that Lincoln convened in the summer of 1861 
(Document 15) lasted five weeks. When Congress convened for its regular ses-

sion in December, Lincoln presented his first Annual Message to Congress. Lincoln 
included information and recommendations on the postal service, the judiciary, 
the Department of the Interior, agriculture, and a few other matters but focused, 
as the excerpts here do, on the war. He discussed the border states, as he had in his 
message to the special session. He reported on the confiscation of rebel property 
authorized by a law Congress had already passed. In particular, he reported and 
made recommendations on dealing with slaves who came under the control of the 
Union armies. In connection with this, he discussed colonization. The message to 
Congress also contains a version of the argument that Lincoln made in his speech 
to the Wisconsin Agricultural Society (Document 10).

Source: Abraham Lincoln, First Annual Message, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. 
Woolley, The American Presidency Project, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/202175.

Fellow Citizens of the Senate and House of Representatives:

In the midst of unprecedented political troubles we have cause of great grat-
itude to God for unusual good health and most abundant harvests.

You will not be surprised to learn that in the peculiar exigencies of the 
times our intercourse with foreign nations has been attended with profound 
solicitude, chiefly turning upon our own domestic affairs.

A disloyal portion of the American people have during the whole year 
been engaged in an attempt to divide and destroy the Union. A nation which 
endures factious domestic division is exposed to disrespect abroad, and one 
party, if not both, is sure sooner or later to invoke foreign intervention.

Nations thus tempted to interfere are not always able to resist the coun-
sels of seeming expediency and ungenerous ambition, although measures 
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adopted under such influences seldom fail to be unfortunate and injurious 
to those adopting them.

The disloyal citizens of the United States who have offered the ruin of 
our country in return for the aid and comfort which they have invoked 
abroad have received less patronage and encouragement than they probably 
expected. If it were just to suppose, as the insurgents have seemed to assume, 
that foreign nations in this case, discarding all moral, social, and treaty obli-
gations, would act solely and selfishly for the most speedy restoration of com-
merce, including especially the acquisition of cotton, those nations appear as 
yet not to have seen their way to their object more directly or clearly through 
the destruction than through the preservation of the Union. If we could dare 
to believe that foreign nations are actuated by no higher principle than this, 
I am quite sure a sound argument could be made to show them that they can 
reach their aim more readily and easily by aiding to crush this rebellion than 
by giving encouragement to it.

The principal lever relied on by the insurgents for exciting foreign nations 
to hostility against us, as already intimated, is the embarrassment of com-
merce. Those nations, however, not improbably saw from the first that it was 
the Union which made as well our foreign as our domestic commerce. They 
can scarcely have failed to perceive that the effort for disunion produces the 
existing difficulty, and that one strong nation promises more durable peace 
and a more extensive, valuable, and reliable commerce than can the same 
nation broken into hostile fragments.

It is not my purpose to review our discussions with foreign states, because, 
whatever might be their wishes or dispositions, the integrity of our country 
and the stability of our government mainly depend not upon them, but on 
the loyalty, virtue, patriotism, and intelligence of the American people. The 
correspondence itself, with the usual reservations, is herewith submitted.

I venture to hope it will appear that we have practiced prudence and lib-
erality toward foreign powers, averting causes of irritation and with firmness 
maintaining our own rights and honor.

Since, however, it is apparent that here, as in every other state, foreign 
dangers necessarily attend domestic difficulties, I recommend that adequate 
and ample measures be adopted for maintaining the public defenses on every 
side. While under this general recommendation provision for defending our 
seacoast line readily occurs to the mind, I also in the same connection ask 
the attention of Congress to our great lakes and rivers. It is believed that 
some fortifications and depots of arms and munitions, with harbor and nav-
igation improvements, all at well-selected points upon these, would be of 
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great importance to the national defense and preservation. I ask attention 
to the views of the secretary of war, expressed in his report, upon the same 
general subject.

I deem it of importance that the loyal regions of east Tennessee and west-
ern North Carolina should be connected with Kentucky and other faithful 
parts of the Union by railroad. I therefore recommend, as a military measure, 
that Congress provide for the construction of such road as speedily as pos-
sible. Kentucky no doubt will cooperate, and through her legislature make 
the most judicious selection of a line. The northern terminus must connect 
with some existing railroad, and whether the route shall be from Lexington 
or Nicholasville to the Cumberland Gap, or from Lebanon to the Tennessee 
line, in the direction of Knoxville, or on some still different line, can easily 
be determined. Kentucky and the general government cooperating, the work 
can be completed in a very short time, and when done it will be not only of 
vast present usefulness, but also a valuable permanent improvement, worth 
its cost in all the future.

Some treaties, designed chiefly for the interests of commerce, and having 
no grave political importance, have been negotiated, and will be submitted 
to the Senate for their consideration.

Although we have failed to induce some of the commercial powers to 
adopt a desirable melioration of the rigor of maritime war, we have removed 
all obstructions from the way of this humane reform except such as are 
merely of temporary and accidental occurrence.1

I invite your attention to the correspondence between Her Britannic Maj-
esty’s minister accredited to this government and the secretary of state rela-
tive to the detention of the British ship Perthshire in June last by the United 
States steamer Massachusetts for a supposed breach of the blockade. As this 
detention was occasioned by an obvious misapprehension of the facts, and 
as justice requires that we should commit no belligerent act not grounded in 
strict right as sanctioned by public law, I recommend that an appropriation 
be made to satisfy the reasonable demand of the owners of the vessel for her 
detention. . . .

If any good reason exists why we should persevere longer in withholding 
our recognition of the independence and sovereignty of Haiti and Liberia, 

1 Historically, the United States promoted the rights of neutral nations to trade 
without interference from nations at war. During the Civil War, the United States 
modified this policy to make its blockade of the South more effective. 
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I am unable to discern it.2 Unwilling, however, to inaugurate a novel policy 
in regard to them without the approbation of Congress, I submit for your 
consideration the expediency of an appropriation for maintaining a chargé d’ 
affaires3 near each of those new states. It does not admit of doubt that import-
ant commercial advantages might be secured by favorable treaties with them.

The operations of the Treasury during the period which has elapsed since 
your adjournment have been conducted with signal success. The patriotism 
of the people has placed at the disposal of the government the large means 
demanded by the public exigencies. Much of the national loan has been taken 
by citizens of the industrial classes, whose confidence in their country’s faith 
and zeal for their country’s deliverance from present peril have induced them 
to contribute to the support of the government the whole of their limited 
acquisitions. This fact imposes peculiar obligations to economy in disburse-
ment and energy in action. . . .

 . . .  It is gratifying to know that the expenditures made necessary by the 
rebellion are not beyond the resources of the loyal people, and to believe 
that the same patriotism which has thus far sustained the government will 
continue to sustain it till peace and union shall again bless the land.

I respectfully refer to the report of the secretary of war for information 
respecting the numerical strength of the Army and for recommendations 
having in view an increase of its efficiency and the well-being of the various 
branches of the service entrusted to his care. It is gratifying to know that the 
patriotism of the people has proved equal to the occasion, and that the num-
ber of troops tendered greatly exceeds the force which Congress authorized 
me to call into the field.

I refer with pleasure to those portions of his report which make allusion 
to the creditable degree of discipline already attained by our troops and to 
the excellent sanitary condition of the entire Army.

The recommendation of the secretary for an organization of the militia 
upon a uniform basis is a subject of vital importance to the future safety of 
the country, and is commended to the serious attention of Congress.

The large addition to the Regular Army, in connection with the defection 
that has so considerably diminished the number of its officers, gives peculiar 

2 Southern members of Congress did not favor recognition of Haiti and Liberia 
because they were independent black nations. They were especially loath to recog-
nize Haiti, which gained its independence through a slave revolt. 
3 A diplomat who temporarily takes the place of an ambassador.
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importance to his recommendation for increasing the corps of cadets to the 
greatest capacity of the Military Academy.

By mere omission, I presume, Congress has failed to provide chaplains 
for hospitals occupied by volunteers. This subject was brought to my notice, 
and I was induced to draw up the form of a letter, one copy of which, prop-
erly addressed, has been delivered to each of the persons, and at the dates 
respectively named and stated in a schedule, containing also the form of the 
letter marked A, and herewith transmitted.

These gentlemen, I understand, entered upon the duties designated at the 
times respectively stated in the schedule, and have labored faithfully therein 
ever since. I therefore recommend that they be compensated at the same rate 
as chaplains in the Army. I further suggest that general provision be made 
for chaplains to serve at hospitals, as well as with regiments.

The report of the secretary of the Navy presents in detail the operations of 
that branch of the service, the activity and energy which have characterized 
its administration, and the results of measures to increase its efficiency and 
power. Such have been the additions, by construction and purchase, that it 
may almost be said a navy has been created and brought into service since 
our difficulties commenced.

Besides blockading our extensive coast, squadrons larger than ever before 
assembled under our flag have been put afloat and performed deeds which 
have increased our naval renown.

I would invite special attention to the recommendation of the secretary 
for a more perfect organization of the Navy by introducing additional grades 
in the service.

The present organization is defective and unsatisfactory, and the sug-
gestions submitted by the department will, it is believed, if adopted, obviate 
the difficulties alluded to, promote harmony, and increase the efficiency of 
the Navy. . . .

One of the unavoidable consequences of the present insurrection is the 
entire suppression in many places of all the ordinary means of administering 
civil justice by the officers and in the forms of existing law. This is the case, 
in whole or in part, in all the insurgent states; and as our armies advance 
upon and take possession of parts of those states the practical evil becomes 
more apparent. There are no courts nor officers to whom the citizens of other 
states may apply for the enforcement of their lawful claims against citizens 
of the insurgent states, and there is a vast amount of debt constituting such 
claims. Some have estimated it as high as $200 million, due in large part from 
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insurgents in open rebellion to loyal citizens who are even now making great 
sacrifices in the discharge of their patriotic duty to support the government.

Under these circumstances I have been urgently solicited to establish by 
military power courts to administer summary justice in such cases. I have 
thus far declined to do it, not because I had any doubt that the end proposed—
the collection of the debts—was just and right in itself, but because I have 
been unwilling to go beyond the pressure of necessity in the unusual exercise 
of power. But the powers of Congress, I suppose, are equal to the anoma-
lous occasion, and therefore I refer the whole matter to Congress, with the 
hope that a plan may be devised for the administration of justice in all such 
parts of the insurgent states and territories as may be under the control of 
this government, whether by a voluntary return to allegiance and order or 
by the power of our arms; this, however, not to be a permanent institution, 
but a temporary substitute, and to cease as soon as the ordinary courts can 
be reestablished in peace.

It is important that some more convenient means should be provided, if 
possible, for the adjustment of claims against the government, especially in 
view of their increased number by reason of the war. It is as much the duty 
of government to render prompt justice against itself in favor of citizens as 
it is to administer the same between private individuals. The investigation 
and adjudication of claims in their nature belong to the judicial department. 
Besides, it is apparent that the attention of Congress will be more than usually 
engaged for some time to come with great national questions. It was intended 
by the organization of the Court of Claims mainly to remove this branch of 
business from the halls of Congress: but while the court has proved to be 
an effective and valuable means of investigation, it in great degree fails to 
effect the object of its creation for want of power to make its judgments final.

Fully aware of the delicacy, not to say the danger, of the subject, I com-
mend to your careful consideration whether this power of making judgments 
final may not properly be given to the court, reserving the right of appeal on 
questions of law to the Supreme Court, with such other provisions as expe-
rience may have shown to be necessary. . . .

The present insurrection shows, I think, that the extension of this District 
across the Potomac River at the time of establishing the capital here was emi-
nently wise, and consequently that the relinquishment of that portion of it 
which lies within the state of Virginia was unwise and dangerous.4 I submit 

4 The portion of the District of Columbia that had come from Virginia was returned 
to the state by a law passed by Congress in 1846.
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for your consideration the expediency of regaining that part of the District 
and the restoration of the original boundaries thereof through negotiations 
with the state of Virginia. . . .

The demands upon the Pension Office will be largely increased by the 
insurrection. Numerous applications for pensions, based upon the casual-
ties of the existing war, have already been made. There is reason to believe 
that many who are now upon the pension rolls and in receipt of the bounty 
of the government are in the ranks of the insurgent army or giving them aid 
and comfort. The secretary of the interior has directed a suspension of the 
payment of the pensions of such persons upon proof of their disloyalty. I 
recommend that Congress authorize that officer to cause the names of such 
persons to be stricken from the pension rolls.

The relations of the government with the Indian tribes have been greatly 
disturbed by the insurrection, especially in the southern superintendency5 
and in that of New Mexico. The Indian country south of Kansas is in the 
possession of insurgents from Texas and Arkansas. The agents of the United 
States appointed since the fourth of March for this superintendency have 
been unable to reach their posts, while the most of those who were in office 
before that time have espoused the insurrectionary cause and assume to 
exercise the powers of agents by virtue of commissions from the insurrec-
tionists. It has been stated in the public press that a portion of those Indians 
have been organized as a military force and are attached to the army of the 
insurgents. Although the government has no official information upon this 
subject, letters have been written to the commissioner of Indian affairs by 
several prominent chiefs giving assurance of their loyalty to the United States 
and expressing a wish for the presence of federal troops to protect them.6 It 
is believed that upon the repossession of the country by the federal forces 
the Indians will readily cease all hostile demonstrations and resume their 
former relations to the government. . . .

The execution of the laws for the suppression of the African slave trade has 
been confided to the Department of the Interior. It is a subject of gratulation 
that the efforts which have been made for the suppression of this inhuman 
traffic have been recently attended with unusual success. Five vessels being 
fitted out for the slave trade have been seized and condemned. Two mates of 

5 The United States dealt with Native Americans through a system of superinten-
dents who had responsibility for certain tribes and thus certain areas where the 
tribes lived. These areas were known as superintendencies.
6 Native Americans fought for both the North and the South during the war.
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vessels engaged in the trade and one person in equipping a vessel as a slaver 
have been convicted and subjected to the penalty of fine and imprisonment, 
and one captain, taken with a cargo of Africans on board his vessel, has been 
convicted of the highest grade of offense under our laws, the punishment of 
which is death.7

The territories of Colorado, Dakota, and Nevada, created by the last Con-
gress, have been organized, and civil administration has been inaugurated 
therein under auspices especially gratifying when it is considered that the 
leaven of treason was found existing in some of these new countries when 
the federal officers arrived there.

The abundant natural resources of these territories, with the security and 
protection afforded by organized government, will doubtless invite to them a 
large immigration when peace shall restore the business of the country to its 
accustomed channels. I submit the resolutions of the legislature of Colorado, 
which evidence the patriotic spirit of the people of the territory. So far the 
authority of the United States has been upheld in all the territories, as it is 
hoped it will be in the future. I commend their interests and defense to the 
enlightened and generous care of Congress.

I recommend to the favorable consideration of Congress the interests 
of the District of Columbia. The insurrection has been the cause of much 
suffering and sacrifice to its inhabitants, and as they have no representa-
tive in Congress that body should not overlook their just claims upon the 
government. . . .

Under and by virtue of the act of Congress entitled “An act to confis-
cate property used for insurrectionary purposes,” approved August 6, 1861, 
the legal claims of certain persons to the labor and service of certain other 
persons have become forfeited, and numbers of the latter thus liberated are 
already dependent on the United States and must be provided for in some 
way. Besides this, it is not impossible that some of the states will pass simi-
lar enactments for their own benefit respectively, and by operation of which 
persons of the same class will be thrown upon them for disposal. In such 
case I recommend that Congress provide for accepting such persons from 
such states, according to some mode of valuation, in lieu, pro tanto,8 of direct 
taxes, or upon some other plan to be agreed on with such states respectively; 
that such persons, on such acceptance by the general government, be at once 

7 Nathaniel Gordon was executed in 1862. Lincoln declined to pardon him.
8 To such an extent.
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deemed free, and that in any event steps be taken for colonizing both classes 
(or the one first mentioned if the other shall not be brought into existence) 
at some place or places in a climate congenial to them. It might be well to 
consider, too, whether the free colored people already in the United States 
could not, so far as individuals may desire, be included in such colonization.

To carry out the plan of colonization may involve the acquiring of terri-
tory, and also the appropriation of money beyond that to be expended in the 
territorial acquisition. Having practiced the acquisition of territory for nearly 
sixty years, the question of constitutional power to do so is no longer an open 
one with us. The power was questioned at first by Mr. Jefferson, who, how-
ever, in the purchase of Louisiana, yielded his scruples on the plea of great 
expediency. If it be said that the only legitimate object of acquiring territory 
is to furnish homes for white men, this measure effects that object, for the 
emigration of colored men leaves additional room for white men remaining 
or coming here. Mr. Jefferson, however, placed the importance of procur-
ing Louisiana more on political and commercial grounds than on providing 
room for population.

On this whole proposition, including the appropriation of money with 
the acquisition of territory, does not the expediency amount to absolute 
necessity—that without which the government itself cannot be perpetuated?

The war continues. In considering the policy to be adopted for suppress-
ing the insurrection I have been anxious and careful that the inevitable 
conflict for this purpose shall not degenerate into a violent and remorseless 
revolutionary struggle. I have therefore in every case thought it proper to 
keep the integrity of the Union prominent as the primary object of the con-
test on our part, leaving all questions which are not of vital military impor-
tance to the more deliberate action of the legislature.

In the exercise of my best discretion I have adhered to the blockade of the 
ports held by the insurgents, instead of putting in force by proclamation the 
law of Congress enacted at the late session for closing those ports.

So also, obeying the dictates of prudence, as well as the obligations of 
law, instead of transcending I have adhered to the act of Congress to confis-
cate property used for insurrectionary purposes. If a new law upon the same 
subject shall be proposed, its propriety will be duly considered. The Union 
must be preserved, and hence all indispensable means must be employed. 
We should not be in haste to determine that radical and extreme measures, 
which may reach the loyal as well as the disloyal, are indispensable.

The inaugural address at the beginning of the administration and the 



250 Abraham Lincoln

message to Congress at the late special session9 were both mainly devoted to 
the domestic controversy out of which the insurrection and consequent war 
have sprung. Nothing now occurs to add or subtract to or from the principles 
or general purposes stated and expressed in those documents.

The last ray of hope for preserving the Union peaceably expired at the 
assault upon Fort Sumter, and a general review of what has occurred since 
may not be unprofitable. What was painfully uncertain then is much better 
defined and more distinct now, and the progress of events is plainly in the 
right direction. The insurgents confidently claimed a strong support from 
north of Mason and Dixon’s line, and the friends of the Union were not free 
from apprehension on the point. This, however, was soon settled definitely, 
and on the right side. South of the line noble little Delaware led off right from 
the first. Maryland was made to seem against the Union. Our soldiers were 
assaulted, bridges were burned, and railroads torn up within her limits, and 
we were many days at one time without the ability to bring a single regiment 
over her soil to the capital. Now her bridges and railroads are repaired and 
open to the government; she already gives seven regiments to the cause of 
the Union, and none to the enemy; and her people, at a regular election, have 
sustained the Union by a larger majority and a larger aggregate vote than they 
ever before gave to any candidate or any question. Kentucky, too, for some 
time in doubt, is now decidedly and, I think, unchangeably ranged on the side 
of the Union. Missouri is comparatively quiet, and, I believe, cannot again be 
overrun by the insurrectionists. These three states of Maryland, Kentucky, 
and Missouri, neither of which would promise a single soldier at first, have 
now an aggregate of not less than 40,000 in the field for the Union, while 
of their citizens certainly not more than a third of that number, and they of 
doubtful whereabouts and doubtful existence, are in arms against us. After 
a somewhat bloody struggle of months, winter closes on the Union people 
of western Virginia, leaving them masters of their own country.

An insurgent force of about 1,500, for months dominating the narrow pen-
insular region constituting the counties of Accomac and Northampton, and 
known as Eastern Shore of Virginia, together with some contiguous parts 
of Maryland, have laid down their arms, and the people there have renewed 
their allegiance to and accepted the protection of the old flag. This leaves 
no armed insurrectionist north of the Potomac or east of the Chesapeake.

Also we have obtained a footing at each of the isolated points on the 
southern coast of Hatteras, Port Royal, Tybee Island (near Savannah), and 

9 Documents 14 and 15, respectively.
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Ship Island; and we likewise have some general accounts of popular move-
ments in behalf of the Union in North Carolina and Tennessee.

These things demonstrate that the cause of the Union is advancing 
steadily and certainly southward.

Since your last adjournment Lieutenant General Scott10 has retired from 
the head of the Army. During his long life the nation has not been unmindful 
of his merit; yet on calling to mind how faithfully, ably, and brilliantly he has 
served the country, from a time far back in our history, when few of the now 
living had been born, and thenceforward continually, I cannot but think we 
are still his debtors. I submit, therefore, for your consideration what further 
mark of recognition is due to him, and to ourselves as a grateful people.

With the retirement of General Scott came the executive duty of appoint-
ing in his stead a general in chief of the Army. It is a fortunate circumstance 
that neither in council nor country was there, so far as I know, any difference 
of opinion as to the proper person to be selected. The retiring chief repeatedly 
expressed his judgment in favor of General McClellan11 for the position, and 
in this the nation seemed to give a unanimous concurrence. The designation 
of General McClellan is therefore in considerable degree the selection of 
the country as well as of the Executive, and hence there is better reason to 
hope there will be given him the confidence and cordial support thus by fair 
implication promised, and without which he cannot with so full efficiency 
serve the country.

It has been said that one bad general is better than two good ones, and the 
saying is true if taken to mean no more than that an army is better directed 
by a single mind, though inferior, than by two superior ones at variance and 
cross-purposes with each other.

And the same is true in all joint operations wherein those engaged can 
have none but a common end in view and can differ only as to the choice of 
means. In a storm at sea no one on board can wish the ship to sink, and yet 
not unfrequently all go down together because too many will direct and no 
single mind can be allowed to control.

It continues to develop that the insurrection is largely, if not exclusively, a 
war upon the first principle of popular government—the rights of the people. 
Conclusive evidence of this is found in the most grave and maturely consid-
ered public documents, as well as in the general tone of the insurgents. In 
those documents we find the abridgment of the existing right of suffrage and 

10 Winfield Scott (1786–1866).
11 George B. McClellan (1826–1885).
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the denial to the people of all right to participate in the selection of public 
officers except the legislative boldly advocated, with labored arguments to 
prove that large control of the people in government is the source of all polit-
ical evil. Monarchy itself is sometimes hinted at as a possible refuge from the 
power of the people.

In my present position I could scarcely be justified were I to omit raising 
a warning voice against this approach of returning despotism.

It is not needed nor fitting here that a general argument should be made in 
favor of popular institutions, but there is one point, with its connections, not 
so hackneyed as most others, to which I ask a brief attention. It is the effort to 
place capital on an equal footing with, if not above, labor in the structure of 
government.12 It is assumed that labor is available only in connection with 
capital; that nobody labors unless somebody else, owning capital, somehow 
by the use of it induces him to labor. This assumed, it is next considered 
whether it is best that capital shall hire laborers, and thus induce them to 
work by their own consent, or buy them and drive them to it without their 
consent. Having proceeded so far, it is naturally concluded that all laborers 
are either hired laborers or what we call slaves. And further, it is assumed that 
whoever is once a hired laborer is fixed in that condition for life.

Now there is no such relation between capital and labor as assumed, nor 
is there any such thing as a free man being fixed for life in the condition of 
a hired laborer. Both these assumptions are false, and all inferences from 
them are groundless.

Labor is prior to and independent of capital. Capital is only the fruit of 
labor, and could never have existed if labor had not first existed. Labor is 
the superior of capital, and deserves much the higher consideration. Capital 
has its rights, which are as worthy of protection as any other rights. Nor is it 
denied that there is, and probably always will be, a relation between labor and 
capital producing mutual benefits. The error is in assuming that the whole 
labor of a community exists within that relation. A few men own capital, and 
that few avoid labor themselves, and with their capital hire or buy another 
few to labor for them. A large majority belong to neither class—neither work 
for others nor have others working for them. In most of the southern states a 
majority of the whole people of all colors are neither slaves nor masters, while 
in the northern a large majority are neither hirers nor hired. Men, with their 
families—wives, sons, and daughters—work for themselves on their farms, 
in their houses, and in their shops, taking the whole product to themselves, 

12 See Document 10.
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and asking no favors of capital on the one hand nor of hired laborers or slaves 
on the other. It is not forgotten that a considerable number of persons mingle 
their own labor with capital; that is, they labor with their own hands and also 
buy or hire others to labor for them; but this is only a mixed and not a distinct 
class. No principle stated is disturbed by the existence of this mixed class.

Again, as has already been said, there is not of necessity any such thing 
as the free hired laborer being fixed to that condition for life. Many inde-
pendent men everywhere in these states a few years back in their lives were 
hired laborers. The prudent, penniless beginner in the world labors for wages 
awhile, saves a surplus with which to buy tools or land for himself, then labors 
on his own account another while, and at length hires another new begin-
ner to help him. This is the just and generous and prosperous system which 
opens the way to all, gives hope to all, and consequent energy and progress 
and improvement of condition to all. No men living are more worthy to be 
trusted than those who toil up from poverty; none less inclined to take or 
touch aught which they have not honestly earned. Let them beware of surren-
dering a political power which they already possess, and which if surrendered 
will surely be used to close the door of advancement against such as they and 
to fix new disabilities and burdens upon them till all of liberty shall be lost.

From the first taking of our national census to the last are seventy years, 
and we find our population at the end of the period eight times as great as it 
was at the beginning. The increase of those other things which men deem 
desirable has been even greater. We thus have at one view what the popular 
principle, applied to government through the machinery, of the states and 
the Union, has produced in a given time, and also what if firmly maintained 
it promises for the future. There are already among us those who if the Union 
be preserved will live to see it contain 250 million. The struggle of today is 
not altogether for today; it is for a vast future also. With a reliance on Prov-
idence all the more firm and earnest, let us proceed in the great task which 
events have devolved upon us.
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Document 17

Address on Colonization  to a 
Committee of Colored Men

August 14, 1862

In December 1861, in his First Annual Message to Congress (Document 16), Lin-
coln raised the issue of what was to be done with slaves who were freed in the 

course of the war. He recommended that Congress consider measures for settling 
these freed persons, and other already free African Americans who wanted to join 
them, in a colony outside the United States.

In August 1862, Lincoln invited a deputation of African American leaders to 
the White House to consider a proposal for the voluntary expatriation of Amer-
ican blacks to either Africa or Central America. The federal government had 
appropriated a total of $600,000 for the purpose. Citing Washington’s patriotic 
example in giving up his comforts during the Revolutionary War, Lincoln sought 
to induce the black leaders to sacrifice their current homes for the future well-being 
of their race. After hearing these remarks, Frederick Douglass, the greatest African 
American leader of the time, wrote an angry reply reminding the president that 
slavery, not slaves, was the cause of the war.

It is noteworthy that this meeting was the first time that a president had ever 
officially invited a deputation of African Americans to the White House. Unchar-
acteristically, Lincoln invited the press to attend the meeting and publicize it. It 
is also worth noting that Lincoln had shared a preliminary draft of the Eman-
cipation Proclamation with members of his cabinet a month before the meeting 
(Document 19). All this suggests that Lincoln’s meeting with the black leaders and 
his remarks during it were part of a public relations campaign to prepare white 
Americans for the coming thunderbolt of emancipation. Finally, although Lincoln 
endorsed colonization up until 1862, after the final Emancipation Proclamation 
on January 1, 1863, he dropped all efforts to promote it, with the exception of one 
effort to colonize a small island near Haiti that failed. In July 1864, Congress 
repealed all appropriations for colonization.

Source: New York Tribune, August 15, 1862, 1, https://www.loc.gov/item/sn83030213/1862 
-08-15/ed-1/.
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This afternoon the president of the United States gave audience to a com-
mittee of colored men at the White House. They were introduced by the 
Rev. J. Mitchell, Commissioner of Emigration. E. M. Thomas, the chairman, 
remarked that they were there by invitation to hear what the Executive had 
to say to them.1

Having all been seated, the president, after a few preliminary observa-
tions, informed them that a sum of money had been appropriated by Con-
gress, and placed at his disposition for the purpose of aiding the colonization 
in some country of the people, or a portion of them, of African descent, 
thereby making it his duty, as it had for a long time been his inclination, to 
favor that cause; and why, he asked, should the people of your race be colo-
nized, and where? Why should they leave this country? This is, perhaps, the 
first question for proper consideration. You and we are different races. We 
have between us a broader difference than exists between almost any other 
two races. Whether it is right or wrong I need not discuss, but this physical 
difference is a great disadvantage to us both, as I think your race suffer very 
greatly, many of them by living among us, while ours suffer from your pres-
ence. In a word we suffer on each side. If this is admitted, it affords a reason 
at least why we should be separated. You here are freemen I suppose.

A voice: Yes, sir.
The president: Perhaps you have long been free, or all your lives. Your race 

are suffering, in my judgment, the greatest wrong inflicted on any people. But 
even when you cease to be slaves, you are yet far removed from being placed 
on an equality with the white race. You are cut off from many of the advan-
tages which the other race enjoy. The aspiration of men is to enjoy equality 
with the best when free, but on this broad continent, not a single man of your 
race is made the equal of a single man of ours. Go where you are treated the 
best, and the ban is still upon you.

I do not propose to discuss this, but to present it as a fact with which 
we have to deal. I cannot alter it if I would. It is a fact, about which we all 
think and feel alike, I and you. We look to our condition, owing to the exis-
tence of the two races on this continent. I need not recount to you the effects 
upon white men, growing out of the institution of slavery. I believe in its 
general evil effects on the white race. See our present condition—the country 

1 James Mitchell (1818–1903), a Methodist minister, oversaw the Lincoln adminis-
tration’s efforts to establish colonies overseas for African Americans. Edward M. 
Thomas (d. 1863) was president of the Anglo-African Institute for the Encourage-
ment of Industry and Art in Washington, DC.
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engaged in war!—our white men cutting one another’s throats, none knowing 
how far it will extend; and then consider what we know to be the truth. But 
for your race among us there could not be war, although many men engaged 
on either side do not care for you one way or the other. Nevertheless, I repeat, 
without the institution of slavery and the colored race as a basis, the war could 
not have an existence.

It is better for us both, therefore, to be separated. I know that there are 
free men among you, who even if they could better their condition are not 
as much inclined to go out of the country as those, who being slaves could 
obtain their freedom on this condition. I suppose one of the principal dif-
ficulties in the way of colonization is that the free colored man cannot see 
that his comfort would be advanced by it. You may believe you can live in 
Washington or elsewhere in the United States the remainder of your life as 
easily, perhaps more so than you can in any foreign country, and hence you 
may come to the conclusion that you have nothing to do with the idea of 
going to a foreign country. This is (I speak in no unkind sense) an extremely 
selfish view of the case.

But you ought to do something to help those who are not so fortunate as 
yourselves. There is an unwillingness on the part of our people, harsh as it 
may be, for you free colored people to remain with us. Now, if you could give 
a start to white people, you would open a wide door for many to be made free. 
If we deal with those who are not free at the beginning, and whose intellects 
are clouded by slavery, we have very poor materials to start with. If intelli-
gent colored men, such as are before me, would move in this matter, much 
might be accomplished. It is exceedingly important that we have men at the 
beginning capable of thinking as white men, and not those who have been 
systematically oppressed.

There is much to encourage you. For the sake of your race you should sac-
rifice something of your present comfort for the purpose of being as grand in 
that respect as the white people. It is a cheering thought throughout life that 
something can be done to ameliorate the condition of those who have been 
subject to the hard usage of the world. It is difficult to make a man miserable 
while he feels he is worthy of himself, and claims kindred to the great God 
who made him. In the American Revolutionary War sacrifices were made by 
men engaged in it; but they were cheered by the future. General Washington 
himself endured greater physical hardships than if he had remained a British 
subject. Yet he was a happy man, because he was engaged in benefiting his 
race—something for the children of his neighbors, having none of his own.

The colony of Liberia has been in existence a long time. In a certain sense 
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it is a success. The old president of Liberia, Roberts,2 has just been with me—
the first time I ever saw him. He says they have within the bounds of that 
colony between 300,000 and 400,000 people, or more than in some of our 
old states, such as Rhode Island or Delaware, or in some of our newer states, 
and less than in some of our larger ones. They are not all American colonists, 
or their descendants. Something less than 12,000 have been sent thither from 
this country. Many of the original settlers have died, yet, like people else-
where, their offspring outnumber those deceased.

The question is if the colored people are persuaded to go anywhere, why 
not there? One reason for an unwillingness to do so is that some of you would 
rather remain within reach of the country of your nativity. I do not know 
how much attachment you may have toward our race. It does not strike me 
that you have the greatest reason to love them. But still you are attached to 
them at all events.

The place I am thinking about having for a colony is in Central America. It 
is nearer to us than Liberia—not much more than one-fourth as far as Liberia, 
and within seven days’ run by steamers. Unlike Liberia it is on a great line 
of travel—it is a highway. The country is a very excellent one for any people, 
and with great natural resources and advantages, and especially because of 
the similarity of climate with your native land—thus being suited to your 
physical condition.

The particular place I have in view is to be a great highway from the Atlan-
tic or Caribbean Sea to the Pacific Ocean, and this particular place has all the 
advantages for a colony. On both sides there are harbors among the finest in 
the world. Again, there is evidence of very rich coal mines. A certain amount 
of coal is valuable in any country, and there may be more than enough for 
the wants of the country. Why I attach so much importance to coal is, it will 
afford an opportunity to the inhabitants for immediate employment till they 
get ready to settle permanently in their homes.

If you take colonists where there is no good landing, there is a bad show; 
and so where there is nothing to cultivate and of which to make a farm. But 
if something is started so that you can get your daily bread as soon as you 
reach there, it is a great advantage. Coal land is the best thing I know of with 
which to commence an enterprise.

To return, you have been talked to upon this subject, and told that a 
speculation is intended by gentlemen who have an interest in the country, 

2 Joseph Roberts (1809–1876) was born free in Virginia and emigrated with his fam-
ily to Liberia in 1829.
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including the coal mines. We have been mistaken all our lives if we do not 
know whites as well as blacks look to their self-interest. Unless among those 
deficient of intellect everybody you trade with makes something. You meet 
with these things here as elsewhere.

If such persons have what will be an advantage to them, the question is 
whether it cannot be made of advantage to you. You are intelligent and know 
that success does not as much depend on external help as on self-reliance. 
Much, therefore, depends upon yourselves. As to the coal mines, I think I 
see the means available for your self-reliance.

I shall, if I get a sufficient number of you engaged, have provisions made 
that you shall not be wronged. If you will engage in the enterprise I will 
spend some of the money entrusted to me. I am not sure you will succeed. 
The government may lose the money, but we cannot succeed unless we try; 
but we think, with care, we can succeed.

The political affairs in Central America are not in quite as satisfactory 
condition as I wish. There are contending factions in that quarter; but it is 
true all the factions are agreed alike on the subject of colonization, and want 
it, and are more generous than we are here. To your colored race they have 
no objection. Besides, I would endeavor to have you made equals, and have 
the best assurance that you should be the equals of the best.

The practical thing I want to ascertain is whether I can get a number of 
able-bodied men, with their wives and children, who are willing to go, when 
I present evidence of encouragement and protection. Could I get a hundred 
tolerably intelligent men, with their wives and children, to “cut their own 
fodder,” so to speak? Can I have fifty? If I could find twenty-five able-bodied 
men, with a mixture of women and children, good things in the family rela-
tion, I think I could make a successful commencement.

I want you to let me know whether this can be done or not. This is the 
practical part of my wish to see you. These are subjects of very great impor-
tance, worthy of a month’s study instead of a speech delivered in an hour. I 
ask you then to consider seriously not pertaining to yourselves merely, nor 
for your race, and ours, for the present time, but as one of the things, if suc-
cessfully managed, for the good of mankind—not confined to the present 
generation, but as

From age to age descends the lay,
To millions yet to be,
Till far its echoes roll away,
Into eternity.
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The above is merely given as the substance of the president’s remarks.
The chairman of the delegation briefly replied that “they would hold a 

consultation and in a short time give an answer.” The president said: “Take 
your full time—no hurry at all.”

The delegation then withdrew.
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Document 18

To Horace Greeley
August 22, 1862

Horace Greeley (1811–1872) was the editor of the influential New York Tri-
bune, whose circulation was among the largest in the United States. On 

August 19, 1862, he wrote an editorial titled “The Prayer of Twenty Millions” (the 
number of Northerners loyal to the Union), which criticized Lincoln for his reluc-
tance to use the powers Congress had given him to confiscate southern property, 
including slaves, in order to emancipate them. In this reply, published in a com-
peting newspaper, Lincoln made clear that in accordance with his official duty, 
his “paramount object” was to preserve the Union. He then mentioned different 
scenarios for dealing with slavery based on that objective. Notwithstanding his 
disclaimer that his goal was “not either to save or to destroy slavery,” this was the 
first time a president had publicly claimed authority “under the constitution” to 
emancipate slaves in the southern states. Lincoln had explicitly disavowed this 
policy in his Inaugural Address (Document 14).

In retrospect, we know that Lincoln had already shared an early draft of the 
Emancipation Proclamation (Document 19) with his cabinet a month before he 
wrote this letter to Greeley. Lincoln concluded the letter by distinguishing between 
his “official duty” and his “oft expressed personal wish that all men everywhere 
could be free.” Although he was willing to subordinate the end of slavery to the 
Union’s preservation in the short term, Lincoln believed that in the long term, 
preserving the Union meant living up to the antislavery principles of the Decla-
ration (Document 12).

Source: Abraham Lincoln to Horace Greeley, August 23, 1862, Daily National Intelligencer, 
Washington, DC, Abraham Lincoln papers: Series 2, General Correspondence, 1858–1864, 
Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of Congress, http://www.loc.gov/item/mal4233400/.

Dear Sir: I have just read yours of the 19th, addressed to myself through the 
New York Tribune. If there be in it any statements, or assumptions of fact, 
which I may know to be erroneous, I do not now and here controvert them. 
If there be in it any inferences which I may believe to be falsely drawn, I do 
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not now and here argue against them. If there be perceptible in it an impa-
tient and dictatorial tone, I waive it in deference to an old friend whose heart 
I have always supposed to be right. As to the policy I “seem to be pursuing,” 
as you say, I have not meant to leave anyone in doubt. I would save the Union. 
I would save it the shortest way under the Constitution. The sooner the 
national authority can be restored the nearer the Union will be “the Union 
as it was.” If there be those who would not save the Union unless they could 
at the same time save slavery, I do not agree with them. If there be those who 
would not save the Union unless they could at the same time destroy slavery, 
I do not agree with them. My paramount object in this struggle is to save 
the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the 
Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing 
all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving 
others alone, I would also do that. What I do about slavery and the colored 
race, I do because I believe it helps to save this Union; and what I forbear, I 
forbear because I do not believe it would help to save the Union. I shall do 
less whenever I shall believe what I am doing hurts the cause, and I shall do 
more whenever I shall believe doing more will help the cause. I shall try to 
correct errors when shown to be errors; and I shall adopt new views so fast as 
they shall appear to be true views. I have here stated my purpose according 
to my view of official duty; and I intend no modification of my oft-expressed 
personal wish that all men everywhere could be free.
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Document 19

 Preliminary and Final 
Emancipation Proclamations

September 22, 1862 and January 1, 1863

After the war began, enslaved African Americans sought to free themselves 
by heading for Union Army encampments and installations. Union officers 

and enlisted men dealt with them in a variety of ways, sometimes putting them 
to work, but in some cases returning them to their so-called owners. Both Lincoln 
and Congress sought to regularize the treatment of the escapees, as well as protect 
them, through their respective constitutional powers and as the necessities of war 
dictated. In the preliminary Proclamation, Lincoln mentioned two of the laws 
Congress had passed to that effect.

The Emancipation Proclamations in a sense developed from the effort to deal 
with those who freed themselves by escaping to Union lines, because it justified 
emancipation as a war measure under the president’s powers as commander 
in chief of the armed forces. The Proclamations, however, covered not just the 
enslaved persons who escaped to freedom but, under the same presidential power, 
all those held in territory in rebellion against the United States. The final Proc-
lamation declared furthermore that freedmen would be “received into the armed 
service of the United States.” As a war measure, the Proclamations did not apply 
to slaves in states that remained loyal. In this case, Lincoln proposed to compen-
sate slave owners who freed their slaves. The preliminary Proclamation also stated 
that voluntary colonization measures would continue.

Lincoln knew that emancipation would not be universally approved (for oppo-
sition to Lincoln’s policies, see Document 21). In fact, it seems to have cost the 
Republicans at the midterm elections in 1862. But African Americans and oppo-
nents of slavery alike recognized it as the beginning of the end of slavery in the 
United States. The final Proclamation made the Union Army a liberating force 
as it advanced into rebel territory and brought freedom to every person that the 
Proclamation had made legally free. The Proclamation also built momentum for 
an amendment to the Constitution to ban slavery in the nation forever.

Sources: Abraham Lincoln, Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, 1862, Abraham Lin-
coln papers: Series 1, General Correspondence, Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of 
Congress, http://www.loc.gov/item/mal1859300/.
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 Abraham Lincoln, Final Emancipation Proclamation, January 1, 1863, Abraham Lincoln 
papers: Series 1, General Correspondence, Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of Con-
gress, http://www.loc.gov/item/mal2082000/.

Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, September 22, 1862

By the President of the United States of America

A Proclamation.

I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States of America, and Com-
mander in Chief of the Army and Navy thereof, do hereby proclaim and 
declare that hereafter, as heretofore, the war will be prosecuted for the object 
of practically restoring the constitutional relation between the United States 
and each of the states, and the people thereof, in which states that relation is, 
or may be, suspended or disturbed.

That it is my purpose upon the next meeting of Congress to again recom-
mend the adoption of a practical measure tendering pecuniary aid to the free 
acceptance or rejection of all slave states, so called, the people whereof may 
not then be in rebellion against the United States and which states may then 
have voluntarily adopted, or thereafter may voluntarily adopt, immediate or 
gradual abolishment of slavery within their respective limits; and that the 
effort to colonize persons of African descent, with their consent, upon this 
continent, or elsewhere, with the previously obtained consent of the govern-
ments existing there, will be continued.

That on the first day of January in the year of our Lord, one thousand 
eight hundred and sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within any state, 
or designated part of a state, the people whereof shall then be in rebellion 
against the United States shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free; and 
the executive government of the United States, including the military and 
naval authority thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of such 
persons, and will do no act or acts to repress such persons, or any of them, 
in any efforts they may make for their actual freedom.

That the executive will, on the first day of January aforesaid, by procla-
mation, designate the states, and part of states, if any, in which the people 
thereof respectively, shall then be in rebellion against the United States; and 
the fact that any state, or the people thereof shall, on that day be, in good 
faith represented in the Congress of the United States, by members chosen 
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thereto, at elections wherein a majority of the qualified voters of such state 
shall have participated, shall, in the absence of strong countervailing testi-
mony, be deemed conclusive evidence that such state and the people thereof, 
are not then in rebellion against the United States.

That attention is hereby called to an act of Congress entitled “An Act to 
make an additional Article of War” approved March 13, 1862, and which act 
is in the words and figure following:

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the 
United States of America in Congress assembled, that hereafter the 
following shall be promulgated as an additional article of war for the 
government of the army of the United States, and shall be obeyed and 
observed as such:

Article—All officers or persons in the military or naval service of 
the United States are prohibited from employing any of the forces 
under their respective commands for the purpose of returning fugi-
tives from service or labor, who may have escaped from any persons 
to whom such service or labor is claimed to be due, and any officer 
who shall be found guilty by a court martial of violating this article 
shall be dismissed from the service.

Sec. 2. And be it further enacted, that this act shall take effect from 
and after its passage.

Also to the ninth and tenth sections of an act entitled “An Act to sup-
press Insurrection, to punish Treason and Rebellion, to seize and confiscate 
property of rebels, and for other purposes,” approved July 17, 1862, and which 
sections are in the words and figures following:

Sec. 9. And be it further enacted, That all slaves of persons who shall 
hereafter be engaged in rebellion against the government of the 
United States, or who shall in any way give aid or comfort thereto, 
escaping from such persons and taking refuge within the lines of the 
army; and all slaves captured from such persons or deserted by them 
and coming under the control of the government of the United States; 
and all slaves of such persons found on (or) being within any place 
occupied by rebel forces and afterward occupied by the forces of the 
United States, shall be deemed captives of war, and shall be forever 
free of their servitude and not again held as slaves.
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Sec. 10. And be it further enacted, That no slave escaping into any 
state, territory, or the District of Columbia from any other state shall 
be delivered up, or in any way impeded or hindered of his liberty, 
except for crime or some offense against the laws, unless the person 
claiming said fugitive shall first make oath that the person to whom 
the labor or service of such fugitive is alleged to be due is his lawful 
owner, and has not borne arms against the United States in the pres-
ent rebellion, nor in any way given aid and comfort thereto; and no 
person engaged in the military or naval service of the United States 
shall, under any pretense whatever, assume to decide on the validity 
of the claim of any person to the service or labor of any other person, 
or surrender up any such person to the claimant, on pain of being 
dismissed from the service.

And I do hereby enjoin upon and order all persons engaged in the military 
and naval service of the United States to observe, obey, and enforce, within 
their respective spheres of service, the act, and sections above recited.

And the Executive will in due time recommend that all citizens of the 
United States who shall have remained loyal thereto throughout the rebel-
lion, shall (upon the restoration of the constitutional relation between the 
United States, and their respective states, and people, if that relation shall 
have been suspended or disturbed) be compensated for all losses by acts of 
the United States, including the loss of slaves.

In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand, and caused the seal of 
the United States to be affixed.

Done at the City of Washington this twenty-second day of September, in 
the year of our Lord, one thousand, eight hundred and sixty-two, and of the 
Independence of the United States the eighty-seventh.

Emancipation Proclamation, January 1, 1863

By the President of the United States of America

A Proclamation.

Whereas, on the twenty-second day of September, in the year of our Lord 
one thousand eight hundred and sixty-two, a proclamation was issued by 
the president of the United States, containing, among other things, the fol-
lowing, to wit:
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That on the first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand 
eight hundred and sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within any 
state or designated part of a state, the people whereof shall then be 
in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, 
and forever free; and the executive government of the United States, 
including the military and naval authority thereof, will recognize and 
maintain the freedom of such persons, and will do no act or acts to 
repress such persons, or any of them, in any efforts they may make for 
their actual freedom.

That the Executive will, on the first day of January aforesaid, by 
proclamation, designate the states and parts of states, if any, in which 
the people thereof, respectively, shall then be in rebellion against 
the United States; and the fact that any state, or the people thereof, 
shall on that day be, in good faith, represented in the Congress of 
the United States by members chosen thereto at elections wherein a 
majority of the qualified voters of such state shall have participated, 
shall, in the absence of strong countervailing testimony, be deemed 
conclusive evidence that such state, and the people thereof, are not 
then in rebellion against the United States.

Now, therefore I, Abraham Lincoln, president of the United States, by vir-
tue of the power in me vested as commander in chief of the Army and Navy of 
the United States in time of actual armed rebellion against the authority and 
government of the United States, and as a fit and necessary war measure for 
suppressing said rebellion, do, on this first day of January, in the year of our 
Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, and in accordance with 
my purpose so to do publicly proclaimed for the full period of one hundred 
days, from the day first above mentioned, order and designate as the states 
and parts of states wherein the people thereof respectively, are this day in 
rebellion against the United States, the following, to wit:

Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana, (except the parishes of St. Bernard, Plaque-
mines, Jefferson, St. John, St. Charles, St. James Ascension, Assumption, 
Terrebonne, Lafourche, St. Mary, St. Martin, and Orleans, including the City 
of New Orleans) Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, 
North Carolina, and Virginia (except the forty-eight counties designated 
as West Virginia, and also the counties of Berkley, Accomac, Northamp-
ton, Elizabeth City, York, Princess Ann, and Norfolk, including the cities of 
Norfolk and Portsmouth), and which excepted parts are for the present left 
precisely as if this proclamation were not issued.
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And by virtue of the power, and for the purpose aforesaid, I do order 
and declare that all persons held as slaves within said designated states, and 
parts of states, are, and henceforward shall be free; and that the executive 
government of the United States, including the military and naval authorities 
thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of said persons.

And I hereby enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from 
all violence, unless in necessary self-defense; and I recommend to them that, 
in all cases when allowed, they labor faithfully for reasonable wages.

And I further declare and make known, that such persons of suitable 
condition, will be received into the armed service of the United States to 
garrison forts, positions, stations, and other places, and to man vessels of all 
sorts in said service.

And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by 
the Constitution, upon military necessity, I invoke the considerate judgment 
of mankind, and the gracious favor of Almighty God.

In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand and caused the seal of 
the United States to be affixed.

Done at the city of Washington, this first day of January, in the year of our 
Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, and of the Independence 
of the United States of America the eighty-seventh.
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Document 20

Annual Message to Congress
December 1, 1862

L incoln gave his second annual message to Congress after issuing the prelim-
inary Emancipation Proclamation in September 1862, a month before he 

was to issue the final version (Document 19). He covered the usual array of topics 
presidents address in such communications, because the business of the nation did 
not cease even in the midst of civil war. The bulk of the message, like the excerpts 
included here, focused on dealing with slavery as the cause of the war. Lincoln 
proposed a constitutional amendment for the gradual compensated emancipation 
of slaves that included provisions for voluntary colonization. He defended the 
proposal as the best way to end the war and deal with slavery and its aftermath, 
addressing an array of possible objections to his plan. He ended his message with 
words that still resonate today, an exhortation to Americans to act nobly to save 
their Republic, “the last best hope of earth.”

Source: Abraham Lincoln, Second Annual Message, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. 
Woolley, The American Presidency Project https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/202180.

Since your last annual assembling another year of health and bountiful har-
vests has passed, and while it has not pleased the Almighty to bless us with 
a return of peace, we can but press on, guided by the best light He gives us, 
trusting that in His own good time and wise way all will yet be well. . . .

The correspondence touching foreign affairs which has taken place during 
the last year is herewith submitted . . .

 . . .  The treaty with Great Britain for the suppression of the slave trade has 
been put into operation with a good prospect of complete success. It is an 
occasion of special pleasure to acknowledge that the execution of it on the 
part of Her Majesty’s government has been marked with a jealous respect 
for the authority of the United States and the rights of their moral and loyal 
citizens. . . .

Applications have been made to me by many free Americans of African 
descent to favor their emigration, with a view to such colonization as was 
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contemplated in recent acts of Congress. Other parties, at home and abroad—
some from interested motives, others upon patriotic considerations, and still 
others influenced by philanthropic sentiments—have suggested similar mea-
sures, while, on the other hand, several of the Spanish American republics 
have protested against the sending of such colonies to their respective terri-
tories. Under these circumstances I have declined to move any such colony 
to any state without first obtaining the consent of its government, with an 
agreement on its part to receive and protect such emigrants in all the rights 
of freemen; and I have at the same time offered to the several states situated 
within the Tropics, or having colonies there, to negotiate with them, subject 
to the advice and consent of the Senate, to favor the voluntary emigration of 
persons of that class to their respective territories, upon conditions which 
shall be equal, just, and humane. Liberia and Haiti are as yet the only coun-
tries to which colonists of African descent from here could go with certainty 
of being received and adopted as citizens; and I regret to say such persons 
contemplating colonization do not seem so willing to migrate to those coun-
tries as to some others, nor so willing as I think their interest demands. I 
believe, however, opinion among them in this respect is improving, and that 
ere long there will be an augmented and considerable migration to both these 
countries from the United States. . . .

The Indian tribes upon our frontiers have during the past year mani-
fested a spirit of insubordination, and at several points have engaged in 
open hostilities against the white settlements in their vicinity. The tribes 
occupying the Indian country south of Kansas renounced their allegiance 
to the United States and entered into treaties with the insurgents. Those 
who remained loyal to the United States were driven from the country. The 
chief of the Cherokees has visited this city for the purpose of restoring the 
former relations of the tribe with the United States. He alleges that they were 
constrained by superior force to enter into treaties with the insurgents, and 
that the United States neglected to furnish the protection which their treaty 
stipulations required.

In the month of August last the Sioux Indians in Minnesota attacked the 
settlements in their vicinity with extreme ferocity, killing indiscriminately 
men, women, and children. This attack was wholly unexpected, and there-
fore no means of defense had been provided. It is estimated that not less 
than eight hundred persons were killed by the Indians, and a large amount 
of property was destroyed. How this outbreak was induced is not definitely 
known, and suspicions, which may be unjust, need not to be stated. Infor-
mation was received by the Indian Bureau from different sources about 
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the time hostilities were commenced that a simultaneous attack was to be 
made upon the white settlements by all the tribes between the Mississippi 
River and the Rocky Mountains. The state of Minnesota has suffered great 
injury from this Indian war. A large portion of her territory has been depop-
ulated, and a severe loss has been sustained by the destruction of property. 
The people of that state manifest much anxiety for the removal of the tribes 
beyond the limits of the state as a guaranty against future hostilities. The 
commissioner of Indian affairs will furnish full details. I submit for your 
especial consideration whether our Indian system shall not be remodeled. 
Many wise and good men have impressed me with the belief that this can 
be profitably done.

I submit a statement of the proceedings of commissioners, which shows 
the progress that has been made in the enterprise of constructing the Pacific 
Railroad. And this suggests the earliest completion of this road, and also the 
favorable action of Congress upon the projects now pending before them for 
enlarging the capacities of the great canals in New York and Illinois, as being 
of vital and rapidly increasing importance to the whole nation, and especially 
to the vast interior region hereinafter to be noticed at some greater length. I 
purpose having prepared and laid before you at an early day some interest-
ing and valuable statistical information upon this subject. The military and 
commercial importance of enlarging the Illinois and Michigan Canal and 
improving the Illinois River is presented in the report of Colonel Webster 
to the secretary of war, and now transmitted to Congress. I respectfully ask 
attention to it. . . .

On the twenty-second day of September last a proclamation was issued by 
the Executive, a copy of which is herewith submitted. In accordance with the 
purpose expressed in the second paragraph of that paper, I now respectfully 
recall your attention to what may be called “compensated emancipation.”

A nation may be said to consist of its territory, its people, and its laws. The 
territory is the only part which is of certain durability. “One generation pass-
eth away and another generation cometh, but the earth abideth forever.”1 It is 
of the first importance to duly consider and estimate this ever-enduring part. 
That portion of the earth’s surface which is owned and inhabited by the peo-
ple of the United States is well adapted to be the home of one national family, 
and it is not well adapted for two or more. Its vast extent and its variety of 
climate and productions are of advantage in this age for one people, whatever 

1 Ecclesiastes 1:4.



Annual Message to Congress 271

they might have been in former ages. Steam, telegraphs, and intelligence have 
brought these to be an advantageous combination for one united people . . .

Our national strife springs not from our permanent part; not from the 
land we inhabit; not from our national homestead. There is no possible sev-
ering of this but would multiply and not mitigate evils among us. In all its 
adaptations and aptitudes it demands union and abhors separation. In fact, 
it would ere long force reunion, however much of blood and treasure the 
separation might have cost. Our strife pertains to ourselves—to the passing 
generations of men—and it can without convulsion be hushed forever with 
the passing of one generation.

In this view I recommend the adoption of the following resolution and 
articles amendatory to the Constitution of the United States:

Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United 
States of America in Congress assembled (two-thirds of both Houses 
concurring), That the following articles be proposed to the legisla-
tures (or conventions) of the several states as amendments to the Con-
stitution of the United States, all or any of which articles, when ratified 
by three-fourths of the said legislatures (or conventions ), to be valid 
as part or parts of the said Constitution, viz:

ART.—Every state wherein slavery now exists which shall abolish 
the same therein at any time or times before the first day of January, 
a.d. 1900, shall receive compensation from the United States as fol-
lows, to wit:

The President of the United States shall deliver to every such state 
bonds of the United States bearing interest at the rate of per cent per 
annum to an amount equal to the aggregate sum of ______ for each 
slave shown to have been therein by the Eighth Census of the United 
States, said bonds to be delivered to such state by installments or in 
one parcel at the completion of the abolishment, accordingly as the 
same shall have been gradual or at one time within such state; and 
interest shall begin to run upon any such bond only from the proper 
time of its delivery as aforesaid. Any state having received bonds as 
aforesaid and afterward reintroducing or tolerating slavery therein 
shall refund to the United States the bonds so received, or the value 
thereof, and all interest paid thereon.

Art.—All slaves who shall have enjoyed actual freedom by the 
chances of the war at any time before the end of the rebellion shall be 
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forever free; but all owners of such who shall not have been disloyal 
shall be compensated for them at the same rates as is provided for 
states adopting abolishment of slavery, but in such way that no slave 
shall be twice accounted for.

Art.—Congress may appropriate money and otherwise provide for 
colonizing free colored persons with their own consent at any place 
or places without the United States. I beg indulgence to discuss these 
proposed articles at some length. Without slavery the rebellion could 
never have existed; without slavery it could not continue.

Among the friends of the Union there is great diversity of sentiment and 
of policy in regard to slavery and the African race amongst us. Some would 
perpetuate slavery; some would abolish it suddenly and without compensa-
tion; some would abolish it gradually and with compensation; some would 
remove the freed people from us, and some would retain them with us; and 
there are yet other minor diversities. Because of these diversities we waste 
much strength in struggles among ourselves. By mutual concession we 
should harmonize and act together. This would be compromise, but it would 
be compromise among the friends and not with the enemies of the Union. 
These articles are intended to embody a plan of such mutual concessions, if 
the plan shall be adopted, it is assumed that emancipation will follow, at least 
in several of the states.

As to the first article, the main points are, first, the emancipation; sec-
ondly, the length of time for consummating it (thirty-seven years); and, 
thirdly, the compensation.

The emancipation will be unsatisfactory to the advocates of perpetual 
slavery, but the length of time should greatly mitigate their dissatisfaction. 
The time spares both races from the evils of sudden derangement—in fact, 
from the necessity of any derangement—while most of those whose habitual 
course of thought will be disturbed by the measure will have passed away 
before its consummation. They will never see it. Another class will hail the 
prospect of emancipation but will deprecate the length of time. They will feel 
that it gives too little to the now living slaves. But it really gives them much. 
It saves them from the vagrant destitution which must largely attend imme-
diate emancipation in localities where their numbers are very great, and it 
gives the inspiring assurance that their posterity shall be free forever. The 
plan leaves to each state choosing to act under it to abolish slavery now or 
at the end of the century, or at any intermediate time, or by degrees extend-
ing over the whole or any part of the period, and it obliges no two states to 
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proceed alike. It also provides for compensation, and generally the mode of 
making it. This, it would seem, must further mitigate the dissatisfaction of 
those who favor perpetual slavery, and especially of those who are to receive 
the compensation. Doubtless some of those who are to pay and not to receive 
will object. Yet the measure is both just and economical. In a certain sense 
the liberation of slaves is the destruction of property—property acquired by 
descent or by purchase, the same as any other property. It is no less true for 
having been often said that the people of the South are not more responsi-
ble for the original introduction of this property than are the people of the 
North; and when it is remembered how unhesitatingly we all use cotton and 
sugar and share the profits of dealing in them, it may not be quite safe to say 
that the South has been more responsible than the North for its continuance. 
If, then, for a common object this property is to be sacrificed, is it not just 
that it be done at a common charge?

And if with less money, or money more easily paid, we can preserve the 
benefits of the Union by this means than we can by the war alone, is it not 
also economical to do it? Let us consider it, then. Let us ascertain the sum we 
have expended in the war since compensated emancipation was proposed last 
March, and consider whether if that measure had been promptly accepted by 
even some of the slave states the same sum would not have done more to close 
the war than has been otherwise done. If so, the measure would save money, 
and in that view would be a prudent and economical measure. Certainly it 
is not so easy to pay something as it is to pay nothing, but it is easier to pay a 
large sum than it is to pay a larger one. And it is easier to pay any sum when 
we are able than it is to pay it before we are able. The war requires large sums, 
and requires them at once. The aggregate sum necessary for compensated 
emancipation of course would be large. But it would require no ready cash, 
nor the bonds even any faster than the emancipation progresses. This might 
not, and probably would not, close before the end of the thirty-seven years. 
At that time we shall probably have a hundred million of people to share 
the burden, instead of thirty-one million as now. And not only so, but the 
increase of our population may be expected to continue for a long time after 
that period as rapidly as before, because our territory will not have become 
full. I do not state this inconsiderately. At the same ratio of increase which 
we have maintained, on an average, from our first national census, in 1790, 
until that of 1860, we should in 1900 have a population of 103,208,415.2 And 
why may we not continue that ratio far beyond that period? . . .

2 In 1900, the U.S. population was about 76 million.
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And we will reach this, too, if we do not ourselves relinquish the chance 
by the folly and evils of disunion or by long and exhausting war springing 
from the only great element of national discord among us. While it cannot 
be foreseen exactly how much one huge example of secession, breeding lesser 
ones indefinitely, would retard population, civilization, and prosperity, no 
one can doubt that the extent of it would be very great and injurious.

The proposed emancipation would shorten the war, perpetuate peace, 
ensure this increase of population, and proportionately the wealth of the 
country. With these we should pay all the emancipation would cost, together 
with our other debt, easier than we should pay our other debt without it. . . .

As to the second article [slaves freed by the chances of war shall be for-
ever free], I think it would be impracticable to return to bondage the class 
of persons therein contemplated. Some of them, doubtless, in the property 
sense belong to loyal owners, and hence provision is made in this article for 
compensating such. The third article relates to the future of the freed people. 
It does not oblige, but merely authorizes Congress to aid in colonizing such 
as may consent. This ought not to be regarded as objectionable on the one 
hand or on the other, insomuch as it comes to nothing unless by the mutual 
consent of the people to be deported and the American voters, through their 
representatives in Congress.

I cannot make it better known than it already is that I strongly favor col-
onization; and yet I wish to say there is an objection urged against free col-
ored persons remaining in the country which is largely imaginary, if not 
sometimes malicious.

It is insisted that their presence would injure and displace white labor and 
white laborers. If there ever could be a proper time for mere catch arguments, 
that time surely is not now. In times like the present men should utter nothing 
for which they would not willingly be responsible through time and in eter-
nity. Is it true, then, that colored people can displace any more white labor 
by being free than by remaining slaves? If they stay in their old places, they 
jostle no white laborers; if they leave their old places, they leave them open to 
white laborers. Logically, there is neither more nor less of it. Emancipation, 
even without deportation, would probably enhance the wages of white labor, 
and very surely would not reduce them. Thus the customary amount of labor 
would still have to be performed—the freed people would surely not do more 
than their old proportion of it, and very probably for a time would do less, 
leaving an increased part to white laborers, bringing their labor into greater 
demand, and consequently enhancing the wages of it. With deportation, even 
to a limited extent, enhanced wages to white labor is mathematically certain. 
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Labor is like any other commodity in the market—increase the demand for 
it and you increase the price of it. Reduce the supply of black labor by col-
onizing the black laborer out of the country, and by precisely so much you 
increase the demand for and wages of white labor.

But it is dreaded that the freed people will swarm forth and cover the 
whole land. Are they not already in the land? Will liberation make them 
any more numerous? Equally distributed among the whites of the whole 
country, and there would be but one colored to seven whites. Could the 
one in any way greatly disturb the seven? There are many communities now 
having more than one free colored person to seven whites and this without 
any apparent consciousness of evil from it. The District of Columbia and the 
states of Maryland and Delaware are all in this condition. The District has 
more than one free colored to six whites, and yet in its frequent petitions to 
Congress I believe it has never presented the presence of free colored persons 
as one of its grievances. But why should emancipation south send the free 
people north? People of any color seldom run unless there be something to 
run from. Heretofore colored people to some extent have fled north from 
bondage, and now, perhaps, from both bondage and destitution. But if grad-
ual emancipation and deportation be adopted, they will have neither to flee 
from. Their old masters will give them wages at least until new laborers can 
be procured, and the freedmen in turn will gladly give their labor for the 
wages till new homes can be found for them in congenial climes and with 
people of their own blood and race. This proposition can be trusted on the 
mutual interests involved. And in any event, cannot the North decide for 
itself whether to receive them?

Again, as practice proves more than theory in any case, has there been any 
irruption of colored people northward because of the abolishment of slavery 
in this District last spring? . . .

The plan consisting of these articles is recommended, not but that a res-
toration of the national authority would be accepted without its adoption.

Nor will the war nor proceedings under the proclamation of September 
22, 1862, be stayed because of the recommendation of this plan. Its timely 
adoption, I doubt not, would bring restoration, and thereby stay both.

And notwithstanding this plan, the recommendation that Congress pro-
vide by law for compensating any state which may adopt emancipation before 
this plan shall have been acted upon is hereby earnestly renewed. Such would 
be only an advance part of the plan, and the same arguments apply to both.

This plan is recommended as a means, not in exclusion of, but additional 
to, all others for restoring and preserving the national authority throughout 
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the Union. The subject is presented exclusively in its economical aspect. 
The plan would, I am confident, secure peace more speedily and maintain it 
more permanently than can be done by force alone, while all it would cost, 
considering amounts and manner of payment and times of payment, would 
be easier paid than will be the additional cost of the war if we rely solely upon 
force. It is much, very much, that it would cost no blood at all.

The plan is proposed as permanent constitutional law. It cannot become 
such without the concurrence of, first, two-thirds of Congress, and afterward 
three-fourths of the states. The requisite three-fourths of the states will nec-
essarily include seven of the slave states. Their concurrence, if obtained, will 
give assurance of their severally adopting emancipation at no very distant day 
upon the new constitutional terms. This assurance would end the struggle 
now and save the Union forever.

I do not forget the gravity which should characterize a paper addressed 
to the Congress of the nation by the chief magistrate of the nation, nor do 
I forget that some of you are my seniors, nor that many of you have more 
experience than I in the conduct of public affairs. Yet I trust that in view of 
the great responsibility resting upon me you will perceive no want of respect 
to yourselves in any undue earnestness I may seem to display.

Is it doubted, then, that the plan I propose, if adopted, would shorten the 
war, and thus lessen its expenditure of money and of blood? Is it doubted that 
it would restore the national authority and national prosperity and perpetu-
ate both indefinitely? Is it doubted that we here—Congress and Executive—
can secure its adoption? Will not the good people respond to a united and 
earnest appeal from us? Can we, can they, by any other means so certainly 
or so speedily assure these vital objects? We can succeed only by concert. 
It is not “Can any of us imagine better?” but “Can we all do better?” Object 
whatsoever is possible, still the question recurs, “Can we do better?” The 
dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion 
is piled high with difficulty, and we must rise with the occasion. As our case 
is new, so we must think anew and act anew. We must disenthrall ourselves, 
and then we shall save our country.

Fellow citizens, we cannot escape history. We of this Congress and this 
administration will be remembered in spite of ourselves. No personal sig-
nificance or insignificance can spare one or another of us. The fiery trial 
through which we pass will light us down in honor or dishonor to the latest 
generation. We say we are for the Union. The world will not forget that we 
say this. We know how to save the Union. The world knows we do know how 
to save it. We, even we here, hold the power and bear the responsibility. In 
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giving freedom to the slave we assure freedom to the free—honorable alike 
in what we give and what we preserve. We shall nobly save or meanly lose the 
last best hope of earth. Other means may succeed; this could not fail. The 
way is plain, peaceful, generous, just—a way which if followed the world will 
forever applaud and God must forever bless.
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Document 21

To Erastus Corning et al.
June 12, 1863

L incoln’s letter to Erastus Corning (1794–1872) reveals the challenges he faced 
in attempting to balance the constraints of the Constitution with dissent in 

wartime. Corning was the leader of a Democratic delegation from Albany, New 
York, that held a mass meeting protesting Lincoln’s abridgement of civil liberties 
and due process during the war. Among the extraordinary measures taken by 
Lincoln to suppress the rebellion were the suspension of habeas corpus, the use of 
military commissions in areas outside the battlefield, and the restriction of free 
speech and press. An estimated 13,000–38,000 civilian arrests were made by the 
military, mostly in the border states and mostly related to draft resistance and 
evasion, and sabotage and insurgency.

Perhaps the most notorious northern dissenter, or Copperhead, during the 
war was Representative Clement Vallandigham (1820–1871), an Ohio Democrat. 
Copperheads, named after a poisonous snake, opposed the Union war effort, 
sometimes through illegal activities as well as speech; they condemned the Lin-
coln administration as tyrannical for undermining the Constitution in order to 
suppress the rebellion. The president referred to this subversive “third column” 
as the “fire in the rear.” Vallandigham was arrested by Gen. Ambrose Burnside 
(1824–1881) days after making a two-hour speech in Mt. Vernon, Ohio, that crit-
icized the war as being waged for “the freedom of the blacks and the enslavement 
of whites.” In the letter to Corning, Lincoln, in lawyer-like fashion, summarized 
the objections of his Democratic critics at Albany and then provided a rebuttal 
to each of them. The crux of Lincoln’s argument was his distinction between the 
Constitution in peacetime and in wartime. In an era without television or radio, 
Lincoln used public letters like those to Horace Greeley (Document 18), Corning, 
and James Conkling (Document 22) as part of a rhetorical campaign to explain 
his policies directly to the American people.

Source: Abraham Lincoln to Erastus Corning and Others, June 1863, draft of reply to res-
olutions concerning military arrests and suspension of habeas corpus, Abraham Lincoln 
papers: Series 1, General Correspondence, Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of Con-
gress, https://www.loc.gov/item/mal2399500/.
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Gentlemen,

Your letter of May 19th enclosing the resolutions of a public meeting held at 
Albany, N.Y., on the 16th of the same month was received several days ago.

The resolutions, as I understand them, are resolvable into two 
propositions—first, the expression of a purpose to sustain the cause of the 
Union, to secure peace through victory, and to support the administration 
in every constitutional and lawful measure to suppress the rebellion; and 
secondly, a declaration of censure upon the administration for supposed 
unconstitutional action such as the making of military arrests.

And, from the two propositions a third is deduced, which is, that the gen-
tlemen composing the meeting are resolved on doing their part to maintain 
our common government and country, despite the folly or wickedness, as 
they may conceive, of any administration. This position is eminently patri-
otic, and as such, I thank the meeting, and congratulate the nation for it. My 
own purpose is the same; so that the meeting and myself have a common 
object, and can have no difference, except in the choice of means or measures, 
for effecting that object.

And here I ought to close this paper, and would close it, if there were no 
apprehension that more injurious consequences, than any merely personal 
to myself, might follow the censures systematically cast upon me for doing 
what, in my view of duty, I could not forbear. The resolutions promise to sup-
port me in every constitutional and lawful measure to suppress the rebellion; 
and I have not knowingly employed, nor shall knowingly employ, any other. 
But the meeting, by their resolutions, assert and argue that certain military 
arrests and proceedings following them for which I am ultimately responsi-
ble are unconstitutional. I think they are not. The resolutions quote from the 
Constitution, the definition of treason; and also the limiting safe-guards and 
guarantees therein provided for the citizen, on trials for treason, and on his 
being held to answer for capital or otherwise infamous crimes, and, in crim-
inal prosecutions, his right to a speedy and public trial by an impartial jury. 
They proceed to resolve “That these safe-guards of the rights of the citizen 
against the pretentions of arbitrary power, were intended more especially for 
his protection in times of civil commotion.” And, apparently, to demonstrate 
the proposition, the resolutions proceed “They were secured substantially to 
the English people, after years of protracted civil war, and were adopted into 
our constitution at the close of the revolution.” Would not the demonstration 
have been better, if it could have been truly said that these safe-guards had 
been adopted, and applied during the civil wars and during our revolution, 
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instead of after the one, and at the close of the other. I too am devotedly for 
them after civil war, and before civil war, and at all times “except when, in 
cases of rebellion or invasion, the public safety may require”1 their suspen-
sion. The resolutions proceed to tell us that these safe-guards “have stood 
the test of seventy-six years of trial, under our republican system, under cir-
cumstances which show that while they constitute the foundation of all free 
government, they are the elements of the enduring stability of the Republic.” 
No one denies that they have so stood the test up to the beginning of the 
present rebellion if we except a certain matter at New Orleans hereafter to 
be mentioned; nor does any one question that they will stand the same test 
much longer after the rebellion closes. But these provisions of the Consti-
tution have no application to the case we have in hand, because the arrests 
complained of were not made for treason—that is, not for the treason defined 
in the Constitution, and upon the conviction of which the punishment is 
death; nor yet were they made to hold persons to answer for any capital, or 
otherwise infamous crimes; nor were the proceedings following, in any con-
stitutional or legal sense, “criminal prosecutions.” The arrests were made on 
totally different grounds, and the proceedings following accorded with the 
grounds of the arrests. Let us consider the real case with which we are deal-
ing and apply to it the parts of the Constitution plainly made for such cases.

Prior to my installation here it had been inculcated that any state had a 
lawful right to secede from the national Union; and that it would be expedi-
ent to exercise the right, whenever the devotees of the doctrine should fail 
to elect a president to their own liking. I was elected contrary to their liking; 
and accordingly, so far as it was legally possible, they had taken seven states 
out of the Union, had seized many of the United States forts, and had fired 
upon the United States’ flag, all before I was inaugurated; and, of course, 
before I had done any official act whatever. The rebellion thus began soon ran 
into the present civil war; and, in certain respects, it began on very unequal 
terms between the parties. The insurgents had been preparing for it more 
than thirty years, while the government had taken no steps to resist them. 
The former had carefully considered all the means which could be turned to 
their account. It undoubtedly was a well-pondered reliance with them that 
in their own unrestricted effort to destroy Union, Constitution, and law all 
together, the government would, in great degree, be restrained by the same 
Constitution and law from arresting their progress. Their sympathizers per-
vaded all departments of the government, and nearly all communities of the 

1 Constitution, Article I, section 9.
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people. From this material, under cover of “liberty of speech” “liberty of the 
press” and “habeas corpus” they hoped to keep on foot amongst us a most 
efficient corps of spies, informers, suppliers, and aiders and abettors of their 
cause in a thousand ways. They knew that in times such as they were inaugu-
rating, by the Constitution itself, the “habeas corpus” might be suspended; 
but they also knew they had friends who would make a question as to who 
was to suspend it; meanwhile their spies and others might remain at large to 
help on their cause. Or if, as has happened, the executive should suspend the 
writ, without ruinous waste of time, instances of arresting innocent persons 
might occur, as are always likely to occur in such cases; and then a clamor 
could be raised in regard to this, which might be, at least, of some service 
to the insurgent cause. It needed no very keen perception to discover this 
part of the enemies’ program, so soon as by open hostilities their machinery 
was fairly put in motion. Yet, thoroughly imbued with a reverence for the 
guaranteed rights of individuals, I was slow to adopt the strong measures 
which by degrees I have been forced to regard as being within the exceptions 
of the Constitution, and as indispensable to the public safety. Nothing is 
better known to history than that courts of justice are utterly incompetent 
to such cases. Civil courts are organized chiefly for trials of individuals, or, 
at most, a few individuals acting in concert; and this in quiet times, and on 
charges of crimes well defined in the law. Even in times of peace, bands of 
horse-thieves and robbers frequently grow too numerous and powerful for 
the ordinary courts of justice. But what comparison, in numbers, have such 
bands ever borne to the insurgent sympathizers even in many of the loyal 
states? Again, a jury too frequently have at least one member, more ready to 
hang the panel than to hang the traitor. And yet again, he who dissuades one 
man from volunteering, or induces one soldier to desert, weakens the Union 
cause as much as he who kills a Union soldier in battle. Yet this dissuasion, 
or inducement, may be so conducted as to be no defined crime of which any 
civil court would take cognizance.

Ours is a case of rebellion—so called by the resolutions before me—in 
fact, a clear, flagrant, and gigantic case of rebellion; and the provision of the 
Constitution that “the privilege of the writ of habeas corpus shall not be sus-
pended, unless when in cases of rebellion or invasion, the public safety may 
require it” is the provision which specially applies to our present case. This 
provision plainly attests the understanding of those who made the Consti-
tution that ordinary courts of justice are inadequate to “cases of rebellion”—
attests their purpose that in such cases, men may be held in custody whom 
the courts acting on ordinary rules, would discharge. Habeas corpus does 
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not discharge men who are proved to be guilty of defined crime; and its sus-
pension is allowed by the Constitution on purpose that men may be arrested 
and held, who cannot be proved to be guilty of defined crime, “when, in cases 
of rebellion or invasion the public safety may require it.” This is precisely our 
present case—a case of rebellion, wherein the public safety does require the 
suspension. Indeed, arrests by process of courts, and arrests in cases of rebel-
lion do not proceed altogether upon the same basis. The former is directed 
at the small percentage of ordinary and continuous perpetration of crime; 
while the latter is directed at sudden and extensive uprisings against the 
government, which, at most, will succeed or fail in no great length of time. 
In the latter case, arrests are made, not so much for what has been done, as 
for what probably would be done. The latter is more for the preventive, and 
less for the vindictive, than the former. In such cases the purposes of men 
are much more easily understood than in cases of ordinary crime. The man 
who stands by and says nothing when the peril of his government is discussed 
cannot be misunderstood. If not hindered, he is sure to help the enemy. Much 
more, if he talks ambiguously—talks for his country with “buts” and “ifs” 
and “ands.” Of how little value the constitutional provision I have quoted 
will be rendered, if arrests shall never be made until defined crimes shall 
have been committed, may be illustrated by a few notable examples. Gen. 
John C. Breckinridge, Gen. Robert E. Lee, Gen. Joseph E. Johnston, Gen. 
John B. Magruder, Gen. William B. Preston, Gen. Simon B. Buckner, and 
Commodore [Franklin] Buchanan, now occupying the very highest places 
in the rebel war service, were all within the power of the government since 
the rebellion began, and were nearly as well known to be traitors then as now. 
Unquestionably if we had seized and held them, the insurgent cause would be 
much weaker. But no one of them had then committed any crime defined in 
the law. Every one of them if arrested would have been discharged on habeas 
corpus were the writ allowed to operate. In view of these and similar cases, I 
think the time not unlikely to come when I shall be blamed for having made 
too few arrests rather than too many.

By the third resolution the meeting indicate their opinion that military 
arrests may be constitutional in localities where rebellion actually exists; 
but that such arrests are unconstitutional in localities where rebellion, or 
insurrection, does not actually exist. They insist that such arrests shall not be 
made “outside of the lines of necessary military occupation, and the scenes 
of insurrection.” Inasmuch, however, as the Constitution itself makes no 
such distinction, I am unable to believe that there is any such constitu-
tional distinction. I concede that the class of arrests complained of can be 
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constitutional only when, in cases of rebellion or invasion, the public safety 
may require them; and I insist that in such cases, they are constitutional 
wherever the public safety does require them—as well in places to which they 
may prevent the rebellion extending, as in those where it may be already 
prevailing—as well where they may restrain mischievous interference with 
the raising and supplying of armies, to suppress the rebellion, as where the 
rebellion may actually be—as well where they may restrain the enticing men 
out of the Army, as where they would prevent mutiny in the Army—equally 
constitutional at all places where they will conduce to the public safety, as 
against the dangers of rebellion or invasion.

Take the particular case mentioned by the meeting. They assert in sub-
stance that Mr. Vallandigham was by a military commander seized and tried 
“for no other reason than words addressed to a public meeting, in criticism of 
the course of the administration, and in condemnation of the military orders 
of that general.” Now, if there be no mistake about this—if this assertion is the 
truth and the whole truth—if there was no other reason for the arrest, then I 
concede that the arrest was wrong. But the arrest, as I understand, was made 
for a very different reason. Mr. Vallandigham avows his hostility to the war 
on the part of the Union; and his arrest was made because he was laboring, 
with some effect, to prevent the raising of troops, to encourage desertions 
from the Army, and to leave the rebellion without an adequate military force 
to suppress it. He was not arrested because he was damaging the political 
prospects of the administration, or the personal interests of the command-
ing general; but because he was damaging the Army, upon the existence, 
and vigor of which, the life of the nation depends. He was warring upon the 
military; and this gave the military constitutional jurisdiction to lay hands 
upon him. If Mr. Vallandigham was not damaging the military power of the 
country, then his arrest was made on mistake of fact, which I would be glad 
to correct, on reasonably satisfactory evidence.

I understand the meeting, whose resolutions I am considering, to be in 
favor of suppressing the rebellion by military force—by armies. Long experi-
ence has shown that armies cannot be maintained unless desertion shall be 
punished by the severe penalty of death. The case requires, and the law and 
the Constitution sanction this punishment. Must I shoot a simple-minded 
soldier boy who deserts, while I must not touch a hair of a wily agitator who 
induces him to desert? This is none the less injurious when effected by getting 
a father, or brother, or friend into a public meeting, and there working upon 
his feeling, till he is persuaded to write the soldier boy that he is fighting in 
a bad cause, for a wicked administration of a contemptable government, too 
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weak to arrest and punish him if he shall desert. I think that in such a case, to 
silence the agitator, and save the boy, is not only constitutional, but, withal, 
a great mercy.

If I be wrong on this question of constitutional power, my error lies in 
believing that certain proceedings are constitutional when, in cases of rebel-
lion or invasion, the public safety requires them, which would not be consti-
tutional when, in absence of rebellion or invasion, the public safety does not 
require them—in other words, that the Constitution is not in its application 
in all respects the same, in cases of rebellion or invasion, involving the public 
safety, as it is in times of profound peace and public security. The Constitu-
tion itself makes the distinction; and I can no more be persuaded that the 
government can constitutionally take no strong measure in time of rebellion, 
because it can be shown that the same could not be lawfully taken in time of 
peace, than I can be persuaded that a particular drug is not good medicine 
for a sick man because it can be shown to not be good food for a well one. 
Nor am I able to appreciate the danger, apprehended by the meeting, that 
the American people will, by means of military arrests during the rebellion, 
lose the right of public discussion, the liberty of speech and the press, the 
law of evidence, trial by jury, and habeas corpus, throughout the indefinite 
peaceful future which I trust lies before them, any more than I am able to 
believe that a man could contract so strong an appetite for emetics2 during 
temporary illness as to persist in feeding upon them through the remainder 
of his healthful life.

In giving the resolutions that earnest consideration which you request of 
me, I cannot overlook the fact that the meeting speak as “Democrats.” Nor 
can I, with full respect for their known intelligence and the fairly presumed 
deliberation with which they prepared their resolutions, be permitted to 
suppose that this occurred by accident, or in any way other than that they 
preferred to designate themselves “Democrats” rather than “American citi-
zens.” In this time of national peril I would have preferred to meet you upon 
a level one step higher than any party platform; because I am sure that from 
such more elevated position, we could do better battle for the country we 
all love, than we possibly can from those lower ones, where from the force 
of habit, the prejudices of the past, and selfish hopes of the future we are 
sure to expend much of our ingenuity and strength in finding fault with, 
and aiming blows at each other. But since you have denied me this, I will 
yet be thankful, for the country’s sake, that not all Democrats have done so. 

2 Medicines that induce vomiting.
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He on whose discretionary judgment Mr. Vallandigham was arrested and 
tried is a Democrat, having no old party affinity with me; and the judge who 
rejected the constitutional view expressed in these resolutions by refusing to 
discharge Mr. V. on habeas corpus is a Democrat of better days than these, 
having received his judicial mantle at the hands of President Jackson. And 
still more, of all those Democrats who are nobly exposing their lives and 
shedding their blood on the battlefield, I have learned that many approve the 
course taken with Mr. V. while I have not heard of a single one condemning 
it. I cannot assert that there are none such.

And the name of President Jackson recalls a bit an instance of pertinent 
history. After the battle of New Orleans, and while the fact that the treaty 
of peace had been concluded, was well known in the city but before official 
knowledge of it had arrived, General Jackson still maintained martial, or 
military law. Now, that it could be said the war was over, the clamor against 
martial law, which had existed from the first, grew more furious. Among 
other things a Mr. Louiallier published a denunciatory newspaper article. 
General Jackson arrested him. A lawyer by the name of Morel procured the 
U.S. judge Hall to order a writ of habeas corpus to release Mr. Louiallier. 
General Jackson arrested both the lawyer and the judge. A Mr. Hollander 
ventured to say of some part of the matter that “it was a dirty trick.” General 
Jackson arrested him. When the officer undertook to serve the writ of habeas 
corpus, General Jackson took it from him, and sent him away with a copy. 
Holding the judge in custody a few days, the general sent him beyond the 
limits of his encampment and set him at liberty, with an order to remain till 
the ratification of peace should be regularly announced, or until the British 
should have left the southern coast. A day or two more elapsed, the ratifica-
tion of the treaty of peace was regularly announced, and the judge and others 
were fully liberated. A few days more, and the judge called General Jackson 
into court and fined him a thousand dollars for having arrested him and the 
others named. The general paid the fine, and there the matter rested for nearly 
thirty years, when Congress refunded principal and interest. The late Senator 
Douglas,3 then in the House of Representatives, took a leading part in the 
debate, in which the constitutional question was much discussed. I am not 
prepared to say whom the Journals would show to have voted for the measure.

It may be remarked: First, that we had the same Constitution then, as 
now. Secondly, that we then had a case of invasion, and that now we have a 

3 Stephen Douglas (1813–1861), senator from Illinois and Lincoln’s political oppo-
nent (Document 9).
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case of rebellion, and, thirdly, that the permanent right of the people to public 
discussion, the liberty of speech and the press, the trial by jury, the law of evi-
dence, and the habeas corpus suffered no detriment whatever by that conduct 
of General Jackson, or its subsequent approval by the American Congress.

And yet, let me say that in my own discretion, I do not know whether I 
would have ordered the arrest of Mr. V. While I cannot shift the responsi-
bility from myself, I hold that, as a general rule, the commander in the field 
is the better judge of the necessity in any particular case. Of course, I must 
practice a general directory and revisory power in the matter.

One of the resolutions expresses the opinion of the meeting that arbitrary 
arrests will have the effect to divide and distract those who should be united 
in suppressing the rebellion; and I am specifically called on to discharge Mr. 
Vallandigham. I regard this as, at least, a fair appeal to me, on the expedi-
ency of exercising a constitutional power which I think exists. In response to 
such appeal I have to say it gave me pain when I learned that Mr. V. had been 
arrested—that is, I was pained that there should have seemed to be a neces-
sity for arresting him—and that it will afford me great pleasure to discharge 
him so soon as I can, by any means, believe the public safety will not suffer 
by it. I further say, that as the war progress, it appears to me, opinion, and 
action, which were in great confusion at first, take shape, and fall into more 
regular channels; so that the necessity for arbitrary dealing with them grad-
ually decreases. I have every reason to desire that it would cease altogether; 
and far from the least is my regard for the opinions and wishes of those who, 
like the meeting at Albany, declare their purpose to sustain the government 
in every constitutional and lawful measure to suppress the rebellion. Still, I 
must continue to do so much as may seem to be required by the public safety.
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Document 22

To James C. Conkling
August 26, 1863

A long with his replies to Horace Greeley (Document 18) and Erastus Corning 
(Document 21), Lincoln’s letter to James Conkling (1816–1899) is among his 

most important public letters. Looking forward to his reelection campaign in 1864, 
Lincoln addressed the policy of the Emancipation Proclamation (Document 19) 
and the controversial enrollment of black soldiers in the Union Army that was 
part of this policy.

Democrats desiring peace were strong in the southern part of Lincoln’s home 
state of Illinois. Indeed, the state’s s legislature passed a resolution condemning 
the Emancipation Proclamation a few days after Lincoln signed it. In June 1863, 
in Springfield—Lincoln’s hometown—a large Democratic rally had passed a res-
olution calling for a restoration of the Union as it was, presumably with slavery 
where it had been allowed. Opposition to Lincoln’s policies and actions with regard 
to civil liberties (Documents 15 and 21), the draft (instituted March 1863), and 
black military service was evident throughout the country. The extent of northern 
racial animosity was reflected in draft riots in New York City in July 1863 that led 
to lynchings and the burning of a black orphanage.

In response to such developments, James Conkling, Lincoln’s political ally, 
organized a reelection rally for Lincoln in Spring field. Lincoln sent Conkling 
a letter with instructions to read it to the assembly “very slowly.” The letter was 
direct, defending Lincoln’s decisions and motives, and questioning the motives and 
purposes of his opponents. Lincoln defended black freedom and the sacrifices of 
black soldiers on the battlefield. Resolved to defend the measures he had taken, 
he nevertheless left room for those who disagreed to rally with him behind the 
common goal of preserving the Union by defeating the Confederate army.

Source: Abraham Lincoln to James C. Conkling, Abraham Lincoln papers: Series 1, Gen-
eral Correspondence. Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of Congress, https://www.loc.
gov/item/mal2584600/.
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My dear Sir:

Your letter inviting me to attend a mass meeting of unconditional Union 
men, to be held at the capital of Illinois on the third day of September, has 
been received. It would be very agreeable to me to thus meet my old friends 
at my own home, but I cannot just now be absent from here so long as a visit 
there would require.

The meeting is to be of all those who maintain unconditional devotion to 
the Union; and I am sure my old political friends will thank me for tendering, 
as I do, the nation’s gratitude to those and other noble men whom no partisan 
malice or partisan hope can make false to the nation’s life.

There are those who are dissatisfied with me. To such I would say: You 
desire peace, and you blame me that we do not have it. But how can we attain 
it! There are but three conceivable ways: First, to suppress the rebellion by 
force of arms. This I am trying to do. Are you for it? If you are, so far we 
are agreed. If you are not for it, a second way is to give up the Union. I am 
against this. Are you for it? If you are, you should say so plainly. If you are 
not for force, nor yet for dissolution, there only remains some imaginable 
compromise. I do not believe any compromise embracing the maintenance 
of the Union is now possible. All I learn leads to a directly opposite belief. 
The strength of the rebellion is its military—its army. That army dominates 
all the country and all the people within its range. Any offer of terms made 
by any man or men within that range, in opposition to that army, is simply 
nothing for the present, because such man or men have no power whatever 
to enforce their side of a compromise, if one were made with them.

To illustrate: Suppose refugees from the South and peace men of the 
North get together in convention, and frame and proclaim a compromise 
embracing a restoration of the Union. In what way can that compromise be 
used to keep Lee’s army out of Pennsylvania! Meade’s army can keep Lee’s 
army out of Pennsylvania, and, I think, can ultimately drive it out of exis-
tence. But no paper compromise to which the controllers of Lee’s army are 
not agreed can at all affect that army. In an effort at such compromise we 
should waste time which the enemy would improve to our disadvantage; and 
that would be all. A compromise, to be effective, must be made either with 
those who control the rebel army, or with the people first liberated from the 
domination of that army by the success of our own army. Now, allow me to 
assure you that no word or intimation from that rebel army, or from any of 
the men controlling it, in relation to any peace compromise, has ever come 
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to my knowledge or belief. All charges and insinuations to the contrary are 
deceptive and groundless. And I promise you that if any such proposition 
shall hereafter come, it shall not be rejected and kept a secret from you. I 
freely acknowledge myself the servant of the people, according to the bond 
of service—the United States Constitution, and that, as such, I am respon-
sible to them.

But to be plain. You are dissatisfied with me about the negro. Quite likely 
there is a difference of opinion between you and myself upon that subject. 
I certainly wish that all men could be free, while I suppose you do not. Yet, 
I have neither adopted nor proposed any measure which is not consistent 
with even your view, provided you are for the Union. I suggested compen-
sated emancipation, to which you replied you wished not to be taxed to buy 
negroes. But I had not asked you to be taxed to buy negroes, except in such 
way as to save you from greater taxation to save the Union exclusively by 
other means.

You dislike the Emancipation Proclamation, and perhaps would have it 
retracted. You say it is unconstitutional. I think differently. I think the Con-
stitution invests its commander in chief with the law of war in time of war. 
The most that can be said—if so much—is that slaves are property. Is there—
has there ever been—any question that by the law of war, property, both of 
enemies and friends, may be taken when needed? And is it not needed when-
ever taking it helps us, or hurts the enemy? Armies, the world over, destroy 
enemies’ property when they cannot use it; and even destroy their own to 
keep it from the enemy. Civilized belligerents do all in their power to help 
themselves or hurt the enemy, except a few things regarded as barbarous or 
cruel. Among the exceptions are the massacre of vanquished foes and non-
combatants, male and female.

But the proclamation, as law, either is valid or is not valid. If it is not valid, 
it needs no retraction. If it is valid, it cannot be retracted any more than 
the dead can be brought to life. Some of you profess to think its retraction 
would operate favorably for the Union. Why better after the retraction than 
before the issue? There was more than a year and a half of trial to suppress 
the rebellion before the proclamation issued, the last one hundred days of 
which passed under an explicit notice that it was coming unless averted by 
those in revolt returning to their allegiance. The war has certainly progressed 
as favorably for us since the issue of the proclamation as before. I know, as 
fully as one can know the opinions of others, that some of the commanders 
of our armies in the field, who have given us our most important successes, 
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believe the emancipation policy and the use of the colored troops constitute 
the heaviest blow yet dealt to the rebellion, and that at least one of these 
important successes could not have been achieved when it was but for the 
aid of black soldiers. Among the commanders holding these views are some 
who have never had any affinity with what is called abolitionism, or with 
Republican party politics, but who hold them purely as military opinions. I 
submit these opinions as being entitled to some weight against the objections 
often urged that emancipation and arming the blacks are unwise as military 
measures, and were not adopted as such in good faith.

You say you will not fight to free negroes. Some of them seem willing to 
fight for you; but no matter. Fight you, then, exclusively, to save the Union. I 
issued the proclamation on purpose to aid you in saving the Union. When-
ever you shall have conquered all resistance to the Union, if I shall urge you 
to continue fighting, it will be an apt time then for you to declare you will 
not fight to free negroes.

I thought that in your struggle for the Union, to whatever extent the 
negroes should cease helping the enemy, to that extent it weakened the 
enemy in his resistance to you. Do you think differently? I thought that what-
ever negroes can be got to do as soldiers, leaves just so much less for white 
soldiers to do in saving the Union. Does it appear otherwise to you? But 
negroes, like other people, act upon motives. Why should they do anything 
for us if we will do nothing for them? If they stake their lives for us they must 
be prompted by the strongest motive, even the promise of freedom. And the 
promise, being made, must be kept.

The signs look better. The Father of Waters again goes unvexed to the sea.1 
Thanks to the great Northwest for it. Nor yet wholly to them. Three hundred 
miles up they met New England, Empire, Keystone, and Jersey, hewing their 
way right and left.2 The sunny South, too, in more colors than one, also lent 
a hand. On the spot, their part of the history was jotted down in black and 
white. The job was a great national one, and let none be banned who bore an 
honorable part in it. And while those who have cleared the great river may 
well be proud, even that is not all. It is hard to say that anything has been 
more bravely and well done than at Antietam, Murfreesboro, Gettysburg, 

1 The Mississippi River. The Union gained control of the river after it captured Vicks-
burg, Mississippi, July 4, 1863.
2 Lincoln referred to the places from which the troops that captured Vicksburg 
came using common nicknames for the old Northwest Territory, New York, and 
Pennsylvania, respectively.
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and on many fields of lesser note.3 Nor must Uncle Sam’s web feet be forgot-
ten.4 At all the watery margins they have been present. Not only on the deep 
sea, the broad bay, and the rapid river, but also up the narrow, muddy bayou, 
and wherever the ground was a little damp, they have been and made their 
tracks. Thanks to all: for the great Republic—for the principle it lives by and 
keeps alive—for man’s vast future—thanks to all.

Peace does not appear so distant as it did. I hope it will come soon, and 
come to stay; and so come as to be worth the keeping in all future time. It 
will then have been proved that among free men there can be no successful 
appeal from the ballot to the bullet, and that they who take such appeal are 
sure to lose their case and pay the cost. And then there will be some black 
men who can remember that with silent tongue, and clenched teeth, and 
steady eye, and well-poised bayonet, they have helped mankind on to this 
great consummation, while I fear there will be some white ones unable to 
forget that with malignant heart and deceitful speech they strove to hinder it.

Still, let us not be over-sanguine of a speedy final triumph. Let us be quite 
sober. Let us diligently apply the means, never doubting that a just God, in 
his own good time, will give us the rightful result.

3 Recent Union victories.
4 That is, the U.S. Navy.
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Document 23

Gettysburg Address
November 19, 1863

A long with the victory at Vicksburg (July 4, 1863), which gave complete control 
of the Mississippi River to the north, the victory at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania 

(July 1–3, 1863), is considered the point at which the tide of war turned in favor 
of the Union. Southern forces never advanced farther north than Gettysburg. 
Their retreat from the battlefield marked the receding tide of rebellion, although 
much hard fighting remained before the Confederacy’s ultimate defeat. But what 
would that ultimate defeat, and the deaths of so many in this battle and in oth-
ers to come, mean for the nation? Lincoln gave his answer to that question when 
he spoke at the dedication ceremony for the cemetery where the Union dead of 
Gettys burg were buried.

Source: Abraham Lincoln, address delivered at Gettysburg, PA, November 19, 1863, https://
www.loc.gov/item/rbpe.24404500/.

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, 
a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all 
men are created equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or 
any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a 
great battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, 
as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation 
might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we 
cannot hallow—this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled 
here have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The 
world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never 
forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here 
to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly 
advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining 
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before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that 
cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here 
highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, 
under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the 
people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.
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Document 24

Response to a Serenade
November 10, 1864

The election of 1864 pitted President Lincoln and Vice President Andrew John-
son (1808–1875) on the National Union Ticket (the renamed Republican 

Party) against Democratic candidates George B. McClellan (1826–1885), a for-
mer Union general, and George Pendleton (1825–1889). Clement Vallandigham 
(1820–1871), the notorious Copperhead from Ohio (Document 21), wrote a peace 
platform for the Democratic Party that called for “immediate cessation of hos-
tilities.” Though Lincoln’s prospects for reelection looked dubious in late summer 
of 1864 given war-weariness and dissatisfaction with Republican policies on the 
draft, emancipation, and civil liberties, the tide decisively turned after Sherman 
captured Atlanta in early September. On November 8, Lincoln defeated McClel-
lan handily by winning 55 percent of the popular vote and 212 of 233 electoral votes. 
The only states McClellan carried were Kentucky and New Jersey. Union soldiers 
overwhelmingly voted for Lincoln, giving him 78 percent of their votes.

Two days after the election, on the evening of November 10, a group of sere-
naders came to the White House to celebrate Lincoln’s victory. In his impromptu 
remarks to them, Lincoln described the wider significance of the election as a 
demonstration to the nation and the world of the viability of democratic insti-
tutions during a time of crisis. In its call for unity and its expression of regard 
for those on the other side, it anticipated Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address 
(Document 25).

Source: Abraham Lincoln, Remarks in Response to a Serenade, online by Gerhard Peters 
and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/
node/342170.

It has long been a grave question whether any government not too strong for 
the liberties of its people, can be strong enough to maintain its own existence, 
in great emergencies.

On this point the present rebellion brought our Republic to a severe test; 
and a presidential election occurring in regular course during the rebellion 
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added not a little to the strain. If the loyal people, united, were put to the 
utmost of their strength by the rebellion, must they not fail when divided, 
and partially paralyzed, by a political war among themselves?

But the election was a necessity.
We cannot have free government without elections; and if the rebellion 

could force us to forgo or postpone a national election, it might fairly claim to 
have already conquered and ruined us. The strife of the election is but human 
nature practically applied to the facts of the case. What has occurred in this 
case must ever recur in similar cases. Human nature will not change. In any 
future great national trial, compared with the men of this, we shall have as 
weak and as strong; as silly and as wise; as bad and good. Let us, therefore, 
study the incidents of this, as philosophy to learn wisdom from, and none of 
them as wrongs to be revenged.

But the election, along with its incidental, and undesirable strife, has 
done good too. It has demonstrated that a people’s government can sustain 
a national election in the midst of a great civil war. Until now it has not been 
known to the world that this was a possibility. It shows also how sound and 
how strong we still are. It shows that, even among candidates of the same 
party, he who is most devoted to the Union, and most opposed to treason, 
can receive most of the people’s votes. It shows also, to the extent yet known, 
that we have more men now than we had when the war began. Gold is good 
in its place; but living, brave, patriotic men are better than gold.

But the rebellion continues; and now that the election is over, may not all, 
having a common interest, reunite in a common effort to save our common 
country? For my own part I have striven, and shall strive to avoid placing any 
obstacle in the way. So long as I have been here I have not willingly planted 
a thorn in any man’s bosom.

While I am deeply sensible to the high compliment of a reelection; and 
duly grateful, as I trust, to Almighty God for having directed my countrymen 
to a right conclusion, as I think, for their own good, it adds nothing to my 
satisfaction that any other man may be disappointed or pained by the result.

May I ask those who have not differed with me, to join with me, in this 
same spirit toward those who have?

And now, let me close by asking three hearty cheers for our brave soldiers 
and seamen and their gallant and skillful commanders.
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Document 25

Second Inaugural Address
March 4, 1865

In the Temperance Address (Document 2), Lincoln pointed to the harm that 
might come from pursuing social reform on the assumption that the reformers 

were morally superior to those they sought to reform. The lack of sympathy and 
fellow feeling in such an effort diminished the likelihood of the reform succeed-
ing and created divisions among fellow citizens. The attitude of superiority that 
Lincoln criticized in the Temperance Address contributed to the outbreak of the 
Civil War two decades later. Delivered as that war was coming to a close, Lincoln’s 
Second Inaugural picked up the theme of the Temperance Address in again call-
ing for reconciliation among American citizens. With numerous references to the 
Bible, Lincoln appealed to God’s transcendent justice as the source of the charity 
among Americans necessary to bind the nation’s wounds. If Americans on both 
sides would leave judgment—certainly final judgment—to God, it followed that 
they would feel malice toward none, and charity for all.

Source: Abraham Lincoln, Inaugural Address, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Wool-
ley, The American Presidency Project, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/202171.

Fellow Countrymen:

At this second appearing to take the oath of the presidential office, there 
is less occasion for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a 
statement, somewhat in detail, of a course to be pursued seemed fitting and 
proper. Now, at the expiration of four years, during which public declarations 
have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the great con-
test which still absorbs the attention and engrosses the energies of the nation, 
little that is new could be presented. The progress of our arms, upon which 
all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as to myself; and it is, 
I trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all. With high hope for 
the future, no prediction in regard to it is ventured.
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On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago, all thoughts were 
anxiously directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to 
avert it. While the inaugural address was being delivered from this place, 
devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, insurgent agents were 
in the city seeking to destroy it without war—seeking to dissolve the Union, 
and divide effects, by negotiation. Both parties deprecated war; but one of 
them would make war rather than let the nation survive; and the other would 
accept war rather than let it perish. And the war came.

One-eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed 
generally over the Union, but localized in the southern part of it. These slaves 
constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew that this interest was, 
somehow, the cause of the war. To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this 
interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union, even 
by war; while the government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the 
territorial enlargement of it. Neither party expected for the war the magni-
tude, or the duration, which it has already attained. Neither anticipated that 
the cause of the conflict might cease with, or even before, the conflict itself 
should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental 
and astounding. Both read the same Bible and pray to the same God; and each 
invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should 
dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of 
other men’s faces;1 but let us judge not that we be not judged.2 The prayers 
of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered fully. The 
Almighty has His own purposes. Woe unto the world because of offenses! 
for it must needs be that offenses come; but woe to that man by whom the 
offense cometh!3 If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those 
offenses which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, hav-
ing continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that 
He gives to both North and South this terrible war, as the woe due to those 
by whom the offense came, shall we discern therein any departure from those 
divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to Him? 
Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war 
may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth 
piled by the bond-man’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall 

1 Genesis 3:19.
2 Matthew 7:1.
3 Matthew 18:7.
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be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by 
another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it 
must be said “the judgments of the Lord, are true and righteous altogether.”4

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, 
as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; 
to bind up the nation’s wounds;5 to care for him who shall have borne the 
battle, and for his widow, and his orphan6—to do all which may achieve and 
cherish a just and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.

4 Psalm 19:9.
5 Psalm 147:3.
6 James 1:27.
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Document 26

Last Public Address
April 11, 1865

L incoln’s last public address was delivered only two days after Lee surrendered 
to Grant at Appomattox on April 9, 1865. In this speech he addressed a crowd 

gathered outside the White House that was celebrating the Union’s victory. Lin-
coln focused upon the social, legal, and political challenges of reconstruction, the 
process of readmitting the seceded states back into their “proper practical relation 
with the Union.” Throughout the war, Lincoln maintained that the rebellious 
states had never technically left the Union: the conflict was a domestic insurrec-
tion, not a foreign war between independent countries. But if this were the case, 
did the federal government have the constitutional authority to dictate terms to 
the states and to rearrange their domestic or local social arrangements, including 
their treatment of African Americans? If it did not, could the Union achieve its 
war aims? These questions became key issues separating Lincoln and the Radical 
Republicans in Congress. The two sides also disagreed over whether the president 
or Congress should preside over reconstruction, and whether the terms should be 
more punitive, as the Radicals wanted, or more lenient, as Lincoln urged. Lincoln 
upheld as a model for his reconstruction plan the recently reconstructed state of 
Louisiana. He also endorsed limited black suffrage and civil rights. Listening in 
the audience that evening was John Wilkes Booth. Outraged by Lincoln’s plan 
for the freed people, Booth swore that this was the last speech Lincoln would ever 
give. Booth assassinated Lincoln at Ford’s Theatre three days later, April 14, 1865.

Source: Abraham Lincoln, The President’s Last Public Address, online by Gerhard Peters 
and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/
node/347323.

We meet this evening not in sorrow but in gladness of heart. The evacuation 
of Petersburg and Richmond, and the surrender of the principal insurgent 
army, give hope of a righteous and speedy peace, whose joyous expression 
cannot be restrained. In the midst of this, however; He from whom all bless-
ings flow must not be forgotten. A call for a national thanksgiving is being 
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prepared, and will be duly promulgated. Nor must those whose harder part 
give us the cause of rejoicing be overlooked. Their honors must not be par-
celed out with others. I myself was near the front and had the high pleasure 
of transmitting much of the good news to you; but no part of the honor for 
plan or execution is mine. To General Grant, his skillful officers and brave 
men, all belongs. The gallant Navy stood ready but was not in reach to take 
active part.

By these recent successes the reinauguration of the national authority—
reconstruction—which has had a large share of thought from the first, is 
pressed much more closely upon our attention. It is fraught with great diffi-
culty. Unlike a case of war between independent nations, there is no autho-
rized organ for us to treat with—no one man has authority to give up the 
rebellion for any other man. We simply must begin with and mold from disor-
ganized and discordant elements. Nor is it a small additional embarrassment 
that we, the loyal people, differ among ourselves as to the mode, manner, 
and measure of reconstruction. As a general rule, I abstain from reading the 
reports of attacks upon myself, wishing not to be provoked by that to which 
I cannot properly offer an answer. In spite of this precaution, however, it 
comes to my knowledge that I am much censured for some supposed agency 
in setting up and seeking to sustain the new state government of Louisiana.

In this I have done just so much as, and no more than, the public knows. 
In the annual message of December 1863, and in the accompanying proclama-
tion, I presented a plan of reconstruction, as the phrase goes, which I prom-
ised, if adopted by any state, should be acceptable to and sustained by the 
executive government of the nation. I distinctly stated that this was not the 
only plan which might possibly be acceptable, and I also distinctly protested 
that the executive claimed no right to say when or whether members should 
be admitted to seats in Congress from such states.1 This plan was in advance 
submitted to the then cabinet, and distinctly approved by every member of 
it. One of them suggested that I should then and in that connection apply 
the Emancipation Proclamation to the theretofore excepted parts of Vir-
ginia and Louisiana; that I should drop the suggestion about apprenticeship 
for freed people, and that I should omit the protest against my own power 
in regard to the admission of members to Congress. But even he approved 
every part and parcel of the plan which has since been employed or touched 
by the action of Louisiana.

1 The Constitution (Art. I, sec. 5) gives both the House and the Senate the authority 
to judge “the elections, returns and qualifications of its own members.”
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The new constitution of Louisiana, declaring emancipation for the whole 
state, practically applies the proclamation to the part previously excepted. 
It does not adopt apprenticeship for freed people, and it is silent, as it could 
not well be otherwise, about the admission of members to Congress. So that, 
as it applies to Louisiana, every member of the cabinet fully approved the 
plan. The message went to Congress, and I received many commendations 
of the plan, written and verbal, and not a single objection to it from any pro-
fessed emancipationist came to my knowledge until after the news reached 
Washington that the people of Louisiana had begun to move in accordance 
with it. From about July 1862, I had corresponded with different persons 
supposed to be interested in seeking a reconstruction of a state government 
for Louisiana. When the message of 1863, with the plan before mentioned, 
reached New Orleans, General Banks2 wrote me that he was confident that 
the people, with his military cooperation, would reconstruct substantially 
on that plan. I wrote to him and some of them to try it. They tried it, and the 
result is known. Such has been my only agency in getting up the Louisiana 
government.

As to sustaining it, my promise is out, as before stated. But as bad prom-
ises are better broken than kept, I shall treat this as a bad promise, and break 
it whenever I shall be convinced that keeping it is adverse to the public inter-
est; but I have not yet been so convinced. I have been shown a letter on this 
subject, supposed to be an able one, in which the writer expresses regret that 
my mind has not seemed to be definitely fixed on the question whether the 
seceded states, so called, are in the Union or out of it. It would perhaps add 
astonishment to his regret were he to learn that since I have found professed 
Union men endeavoring to make that question, I have purposely forborne 
any public expression upon it. As appears to me, that question has not been, 
nor yet is, a practically material one, and that any discussion of it while it thus 
remains practically immaterial could have no effect other than the mischie-
vous one of dividing our friends. As yet, whatever it may hereafter become, 
that question is bad as the basis of a controversy, and good for nothing at 
all—a merely pernicious abstraction.

We all agree that the seceded states, so called, are out of their proper 
practical relation with the Union, and that the sole object of the govern-
ment, civil and military, in regard to those states is to again get them into 
that proper practical relation. I believe that it is not only possible, but in fact 

2 Gen. Nathaniel Banks (1816–1894) was in charge of the Department of the Gulf, 
which included New Orleans and other parts of Louisiana.
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easier, to do this without deciding or even considering whether these states 
have ever been out of the Union, than with it. Finding themselves safely at 
home, it would be utterly immaterial whether they had ever been abroad. Let 
us all join in doing the acts necessary to restoring the proper practical rela-
tions between these states and the Union, and each forever after innocently 
indulge his own opinion whether in doing the acts he brought the states from 
without into the Union, or only gave them proper assistance, they never hav-
ing been out of it. The amount of constituency, so to speak, on which the new 
Louisiana government rests would be more satisfactory to all if it contained 
50,000, or 30,000, or even 20,000, instead of only about 12,000, as it does. It 
is also unsatisfactory to some that the elective franchise is not given to the 
colored man. I would myself prefer that it were now conferred on the very 
intelligent, and on those who serve our cause as soldiers.

Still, the question is not whether the Louisiana government, as it stands, 
is quite all that is desirable. The question is, will it be wiser to take it as it is 
and help to improve it, or to reject and disperse it! Can Louisiana be brought 
into proper practical relation with the Union sooner by sustaining or by dis-
carding her new state government! Some 12,000 voters in the heretofore slave 
state of Louisiana have sworn allegiance to the Union, assumed to be the 
rightful political power of the state, held elections, organized a state govern-
ment, adopted a free-state constitution giving the benefit of public schools 
equally to black and white, and empowering the legislature to confer the 
elective franchise upon the colored man. Their legislature has already voted 
to ratify the constitutional amendment recently passed by Congress, abol-
ishing slavery throughout the nation. These 12,000 persons are thus fully 
committed to the Union and to perpetual freedom in the state—committed 
to the very things, and nearly all the things, the nation wants—and they ask 
the nation’s recognition and its assistance to make good their committal.

Now, if we reject and spurn them, we do our utmost to disorganize and 
disperse them. We, in effect, say to the white man: You are worthless or 
worse; we will neither help you, nor be helped by you. To the blacks we say: 
This cup of liberty which these, your old masters, hold to your lips we will 
dash from you, and leave you to the chances of gathering the spilled and scat-
tered contents in some vague and undefined when, where, and how. If this 
course, discouraging and paralyzing both white and black, has any tendency 
to bring Louisiana into proper practical relations with the Union, I have so 
far been unable to perceive it. If, on the contrary, we recognize and sustain 
the new government of Louisiana, the converse of all this is made true. We 
encourage the hearts and nerve the arms of the 12,000 to adhere to their 
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work, and argue for it, and proselyte for it, and fight for it, and feed it, and 
grow it, and ripen it to a complete success. The colored man, too, in seeing all 
united for him, is inspired with vigilance, and energy, and daring, to the same 
end. Grant that he desires the elective franchise, will he not attain it sooner 
by saving the already advanced steps toward it than by running backward 
over them! Concede that the new government of Louisiana is only to what it 
should be as the egg is to the fowl, we shall sooner have the fowl by hatching 
the egg than by smashing it.

Again, if we reject Louisiana we also reject one vote in favor of the pro-
posed amendment to the national Constitution. To meet this proposition it 
has been argued that no more than three-fourths of those states which have 
not attempted secession are necessary to validly ratify the amendment. I 
do not commit myself against this further than to say that such a ratifica-
tion would be questionable, and sure to be persistently questioned, while 
a ratification by three-fourths of all the states would be unquestioned and 
unquestionable. I repeat the question: Can Louisiana be brought into proper 
practical relation with the Union sooner by sustaining or by discarding her 
new state government! What has been said of Louisiana will apply generally 
to other states. And yet so great peculiarities pertain to each state, and such 
important and sudden changes occur in the same state, and withal so new 
and unprecedented is the whole case that no exclusive and inflexible plan can 
safely be prescribed as to details and collaterals. Such exclusive and inflexible 
plan would surely become a new entanglement. Important principles may 
and must be inflexible. In the present situation, as the phrase goes, it may be 
my duty to make some new announcement to the people of the South. I am 
considering, and shall not fail to act when satisfied that action will be proper.
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Appendix A

Declaration of Independence
In CONGRESS, July 4, 1776

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America,
When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for 

one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with 
another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and 
equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, 
a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare 
the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure 
these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed,—that whenever any Form of Gov-
ernment becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to 
alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation 
on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall 
seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, 
will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for 
light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that 
mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right 
themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when 
a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object 
evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, 
it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards 
for their future security.—Such has been the patient sufferance of these Col-
onies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their 
former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great 
Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct 
object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove 
this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world.

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary 
for the public good.
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He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing 
importance, unless suspended in their operation till his Assent should be 
obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to them.

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large dis-
tricts of people, unless those people would relinquish the right of Repre-
sentation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them and formidable to 
tyrants only.

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfort-
able, and distant from the depository of their public Records, for the sole 
purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his measures.

He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with 
manly firmness his invasions on the rights of the people.

He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others 
to be elected; whereby the Legislative powers, incapable of Annihilation, 
have returned to the People at large for their exercise; the State remaining 
in the mean time exposed to all the dangers of invasion from without, and 
convulsions within.

He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that 
purpose obstructing the Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to 
pass others to encourage their migrations hither, and raising the conditions 
of new Appropriations of Lands.

He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his Assent 
to Laws for establishing Judiciary powers.

He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their 
offices, and the amount and payment of their salaries.

He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of 
Officers to harrass our people, and eat out their substance.

He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the 
Consent of our legislatures.

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to 
the Civil power.

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our 
constitution, and unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their 
Acts of pretended Legislation:

For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us:
For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punishment for any Murders 

which they should commit on the Inhabitants of these States:
For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world:
For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent:
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For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury:
For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences:
For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Prov-

ince, establishing therein an Arbitrary government, and enlarging its Bound-
aries so as to render it at once an example and fit instrument for introducing 
the same absolute rule into these Colonies:

For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and 
altering fundamentally the Forms of our Governments:

For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested 
with power to legislate for us in all cases whatsoever.

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection 
and waging War against us.

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and 
destroyed the lives of our people.

He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to 
compleat the works of death, desolation and tyranny, already begun with 
circumstances of Cruelty & perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous 
ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation.

He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to 
bear Arms against their Country, to become the executioners of their friends 
and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands.

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured 
to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, 
whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, 
sexes and conditions.

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in 
the most humble terms: Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by 
repeated injury. A Prince whose character is thus marked by every act which 
may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. We have 
warned them from time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an 
unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the circum-
stances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to their 
native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of 
our common kindred to disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably 
interrupt our connections and correspondence. They too have been deaf to 
the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in 
the necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold 
the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends.
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We, THEREFORE, the Representatives of the UNITED STATES OF 
AMERICA, in General Congress, Assembled, appealing to the Supreme 
Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and 
by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and 
declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be FREE 
AND INDEPENDENT STATES; that they are Absolved from all Alle-
giance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them 
and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that 
as Free and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude 
Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and 
Things which Independent States may of right do. And for the support of this 
Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we 
mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.

[Georgia:]
Button Gwinnett
Lyman Hall
George Walton

[North Carolina:]
William Hooper
Joseph Hewes
John Penn

[South Carolina:]
Edward Rutledge
Thomas Heyward, Jr.
Thomas Lynch, Jr.
Arthur Middleton

[Maryland:]
Samuel Chase
William Paca
Thomas Stone
Charles Carroll of Carrollton

[Virginia:]
George Wythe
Richard Henry Lee
Thomas Jefferson

Benjamin Harrison
Thomas Nelson, Jr.
Francis Lightfoot Lee
Carter Braxton

[Pennsylvania:]
Robert Morris
Benjamin Rush
Benjamin Franklin
John Morton
George Clymer
James Smith
George Taylor
James Wilson
George Ross

[Delaware:]
Caesar Rodney
George Read
Thomas McKean

[New York:]
William Floyd
Philip Livingston
Francis Lewis
Lewis Morris
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[New Jersey:]
Richard Stockton
John Witherspoon
Francis Hopkinson
John Hart
Abraham Clark

[New Hampshire:]
Josiah Bartlett
William Whipple
Matthew Thornton

[Massachusetts:]
John Hancock

Samuel Adams
John Adams
Robert Treat Paine
Elbridge Gerry

[Rhode Island:]
Stephen Hopkins
William Ellery

[Connecticut:]
Roger Sherman
Samuel Huntington
William Williams
Oliver Wolcott
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Appendix B

Constitution of the United States of America
September 17, 1787

[Editors’ note: Bracketed sections in the text of the Constitution have been 
superceded or modified by Constitutional amendments.]

We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect 
Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the 

common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of 
Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Consti-
tution for the United States of America.

Article I

Section 1. All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Con-
gress of the United States, which shall consist of a Senate and House of 
Representatives.

Section 2. The House of Representatives shall be composed of Members 
chosen every second Year by the People of the several States, and the Electors 
in each State shall have the Qualifications requisite for Electors of the most 
numerous Branch of the State Legislature.

No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have attained to the 
Age of twenty five Years, and been seven Years a Citizen of the United States, 
and who shall not, when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State in which he 
shall be chosen.

[Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the sev-
eral States which may be included within this Union, according to their 
respective Numbers, which shall be determined by adding to the whole 
Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of 
Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.]1 
The actual Enumeration shall be made within three Years after the first 

1 modified by Section 2 of the Fourteenth Amendment
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Meeting of the Congress of the United States, and within every subsequent 
Term of ten Years, in such Manner as they shall by Law direct. The Number 
of Representatives shall not exceed one for every thirty Thousand, but each 
State shall have at Least one Representative; and until such enumeration 
shall be made, the State of New Hampshire shall be entitled to chuse three, 
Massachusetts eight, Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations one, Con-
necticut five, New-York six, New Jersey four, Pennsylvania eight, Delaware 
one, Maryland six, Virginia ten, North Carolina five, South Carolina five, 
and Georgia three.

When vacancies happen in the Representation from any State, the Exec-
utive Authority thereof shall issue Writs of Election to fill such Vacancies.

The House of Representatives shall chuse their Speaker and other Offi-
cers; and shall have the sole Power of Impeachment.

Section 3.  The Senate of the United States shall be composed of two Sen-
ators from each State, [chosen by the Legislature thereof,]2 for six Years; and 
each Senator shall have one Vote.

Immediately after they shall be assembled in Consequence of the first 
Election, they shall be divided as equally as may be into three Classes. The 
Seats of the Senators of the first Class shall be vacated at the Expiration of 
the second Year, of the second Class at the Expiration of the fourth Year, and 
of the third Class at the Expiration of the sixth Year, so that one third may be 
chosen every second Year; [and if Vacancies happen by Resignation, or other-
wise, during the Recess of the Legislature of any State, the Executive thereof may 
make temporary Appointments until the next Meeting of the Legislature, which 
shall then fill such Vacancies.]3

No Person shall be a Senator who shall not have attained to the Age of 
thirty Years, and been nine Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall 
not, when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State for which he shall be chosen.

The Vice President of the United States shall be President of the Senate, 
but shall have no Vote, unless they be equally divided.

The Senate shall chuse their other Officers, and also a President pro tem-
pore, in the Absence of the Vice President, or when he shall exercise the 
Office of President of the United States.

The Senate shall have the sole Power to try all Impeachments. When 
sitting for that Purpose, they shall be on Oath or Affirmation. When the 

2 superseded by the Seventeenth Amendment
3 modified by the Seventeenth Amendment
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President of the United States is tried, the Chief Justice shall preside: And 
no Person shall be convicted without the Concurrence of two thirds of the 
Members present.

Judgment in Cases of Impeachment shall not extend further than to 
removal from Office, and disqualification to hold and enjoy any Office of 
honor, Trust or Profit under the United States: but the Party convicted shall 
nevertheless be liable and subject to Indictment, Trial, Judgment and Pun-
ishment, according to Law.

Section 4.  The Times, Places and Manner of holding Elections for Senators 
and Representatives, shall be prescribed in each State by the Legislature 
thereof; but the Congress may at any time by Law make or alter such Regu-
lations, except as to the Places of chusing Senators.

The Congress shall assemble at least once in every Year, and such Meet-
ing shall be [on the first Monday in December,]4 unless they shall by Law 
appoint a different Day.

Section 5.  Each House shall be the Judge of the Elections, Returns and 
Qualifications of its own Members, and a Majority of each shall constitute 
a Quorum to do Business; but a smaller Number may adjourn from day to 
day, and may be authorized to compel the Attendance of absent Members, in 
such Manner, and under such Penalties as each House may provide.

Each House may determine the Rules of its Proceedings, punish its Mem-
bers for disorderly Behaviour, and, with the Concurrence of two thirds, expel 
a Member.

Each House shall keep a Journal of its Proceedings, and from time to time 
publish the same, excepting such Parts as may in their Judgment require 
Secrecy; and the Yeas and Nays of the Members of either House on any 
question shall, at the Desire of one fifth of those Present, be entered on the 
Journal.

Neither House, during the Session of Congress, shall, without the Con-
sent of the other, adjourn for more than three days, nor to any other Place 
than that in which the two Houses shall be sitting.

Section 6.  The Senators and Representatives shall receive a Compensation 
for their Services, to be ascertained by Law, and paid out of the Treasury 
of the United States. They shall in all Cases, except Treason, Felony and 

4 modified by Section 2 of the Twentieth Amendment
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Breach of the Peace, be privileged from Arrest during their Attendance at 
the Session of their respective Houses, and in going to and returning from 
the same; and for any Speech or Debate in either House, they shall not be 
questioned in any other Place.

No Senator or Representative shall, during the Time for which he was 
elected, be appointed to any civil Office under the Authority of the United 
States, which shall have been created, or the Emoluments whereof shall have 
been encreased during such time; and no Person holding any Office under 
the United States, shall be a Member of either House during his Continu-
ance in Office.

Section 7.  All Bills for raising Revenue shall originate in the House of Rep-
resentatives; but the Senate may propose or concur with Amendments as on 
other Bills.

Every Bill which shall have passed the House of Representatives and the 
Senate, shall, before it become a Law, be presented to the President of the 
United States; If he approve he shall sign it, but if not he shall return it, with 
his Objections to that House in which it shall have originated, who shall enter 
the Objections at large on their Journal, and proceed to reconsider it. If after 
such Reconsideration two thirds of that House shall agree to pass the Bill, it 
shall be sent, together with the Objections, to the other House, by which it 
shall likewise be reconsidered, and if approved by two thirds of that House, 
it shall become a Law. But in all such Cases the Votes of both Houses shall be 
determined by yeas and Nays, and the Names of the Persons voting for and 
against the Bill shall be entered on the Journal of each House respectively. 
If any Bill shall not be returned by the President within ten Days (Sundays 
excepted) after it shall have been presented to him, the Same shall be a Law, 
in like Manner as if he had signed it, unless the Congress by their Adjourn-
ment prevent its Return, in which Case it shall not be a Law.

Every Order, Resolution, or Vote to which the Concurrence of the Sen-
ate and House of Representatives may be necessary (except on a question of 
Adjournment) shall be presented to the President of the United States; and 
before the Same shall take Effect, shall be approved by him, or being disap-
proved by him, shall be repassed by two thirds of the Senate and House of 
Representatives, according to the Rules and Limitations prescribed in the 
Case of a Bill.

Section 8.  The Congress shall have Power To lay and collect Taxes, Duties, 
Imposts and Excises, to pay the Debts and provide for the common Defence 
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and general Welfare of the United States; but all Duties, Imposts and Excises 
shall be uniform throughout the United States;

To borrow Money on the credit of the United States;
To regulate Commerce with foreign Nations, and among the several 

States, and with the Indian Tribes;
To establish an uniform Rule of Naturalization, and uniform Laws on 

the subject of Bankruptcies throughout the United States;
To coin Money, regulate the Value thereof, and of foreign Coin, and fix 

the Standard of Weights and Measures;
To provide for the Punishment of counterfeiting the Securities and cur-

rent Coin of the United States;
To establish Post Offices and post Roads;
To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for lim-

ited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to their respective 
Writings and Discoveries;

To constitute Tribunals inferior to the supreme Court;
To define and punish Piracies and Felonies committed on the high Seas, 

and Offenses against the Law of Nations;
To declare War, grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal, and make Rules 

concerning Captures on Land and Water;
To raise and support Armies, but no Appropriation of Money to that Use 

shall be for a longer Term than two Years;
To provide and maintain a Navy;
To make Rules for the Government and Regulation of the land and naval 

Forces;
To provide for calling forth the Militia to execute the Laws of the Union, 

suppress Insurrections and repel Invasions;
To provide for organizing, arming, and disciplining, the Militia, and for 

governing such Part of them as may be employed in the Service of the United 
States, reserving to the States respectively, the Appointment of the Officers, 
and the Authority of training the Militia according to the discipline pre-
scribed by Congress;

To exercise exclusive Legislation in all Cases whatsoever, over such Dis-
trict (not exceeding ten Miles square) as may, by Cession of particular States, 
and the Acceptance of Congress, become the Seat of the Government of the 
United States, and to exercise like Authority over all Places purchased by 
the Consent of the Legislature of the State in which the Same shall be, for 
the Erection of Forts, Magazines, Arsenals, dock-Yards, and other needful 
Buildings;—And
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To make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into 
Execution the foregoing Powers, and all other Powers vested by this Con-
stitution in the Government of the United States, or in any Department or 
Officer thereof.

Section 9.  The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States 
now existing shall think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Con-
gress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or 
duty may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for 
each Person.

The Privilege of the Writ of Habeas Corpus shall not be suspended, unless 
when in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion the public Safety may require it.

No Bill of Attainder or ex post facto Law shall be passed.
No Capitation, or other direct, Tax shall be laid, unless in Proportion to 

the Census or Enumeration herein before directed to be taken.5
No Tax or Duty shall be laid on Articles exported from any State.
No Preference shall be given by any Regulation of Commerce or Revenue 

to the Ports of one State over those of another: nor shall Vessels bound to, or 
from, one State, be obliged to enter, clear, or pay Duties in another.

No Money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in Consequence of 
Appropriations made by Law; and a regular Statement and Account of the 
Receipts and Expenditures of all public Money shall be published from time 
to time.

No Title of Nobility shall be granted by the United States: And no Person 
holding any Office of Profit or Trust under them, shall, without the Consent 
of the Congress, accept of any present, Emolument, Office, or Title, of any 
kind whatever, from any King, Prince, or foreign State.

Section 10.  No State shall enter into any Treaty, Alliance, or Confedera-
tion; grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal; coin Money; emit Bills of Credit; 
make any Thing but gold and silver Coin a Tender in Payment of Debts; pass 
any Bill of Attainder, ex post facto Law, or Law impairing the Obligation of 
Contracts, or grant any Title of Nobility.

No State shall, without the Consent of the Congress, lay any Imposts or 
Duties on Imports or Exports, except what may be absolutely necessary for 
executing it’s inspection Laws: and the net Produce of all Duties and Imposts, 

5 modified by the Sixteenth Amendment



Constitution of the United States of America 317

laid by any State on Imports or Exports, shall be for the Use of the Treasury 
of the United States; and all such Laws shall be subject to the Revision and 
Controul of the Congress.

No State shall, without the Consent of Congress, lay any Duty of Ton-
nage, keep Troops, or Ships of War in time of Peace, enter into any Agree-
ment or Compact with another State, or with a foreign Power, or engage in 
War, unless actually invaded, or in such imminent Danger as will not admit 
of delay.

Article II

Section 1.  The executive Power shall be vested in a President of the United 
States of America. He shall hold his Office during the Term of four Years, 
and, together with the Vice President, chosen for the same Term, be elected, 
as follows:

Each State shall appoint, in such Manner as the Legislature thereof may 
direct, a Number of Electors, equal to the whole Number of Senators and 
Representatives to which the State may be entitled in the Congress: but no 
Senator or Representative, or Person holding an Office of Trust or Profit 
under the United States, shall be appointed an Elector.

[The Electors shall meet in their respective States, and vote by Ballot for 
two Persons, of whom one at least shall not be an Inhabitant of the same State 
with themselves. And they shall make a List of all the Persons voted for, and 
of the Number of Votes for each; which List they shall sign and certify, and 
transmit sealed to the Seat of the Government of the United States, directed 
to the President of the Senate. The President of the Senate shall, in the Pres-
ence of the Senate and House of Representatives, open all the Certificates, 
and the Votes shall then be counted. The Person having the greatest Number 
of Votes shall be the President, if such Number be a Majority of the whole 
Number of Electors appointed; and if there be more than one who have such 
Majority, and have an equal Number of Votes, then the House of Represen-
tatives shall immediately chuse by Ballot one of them for President; and if no 
Person have a Majority, then from the five highest on the List the said House 
shall in like Manner chuse the President. But in chusing the President, the 
Votes shall be taken by States, the Representation from each State having one 
Vote; A quorum for this purpose shall consist of a Member or Members from 
two thirds of the States, and a Majority of all the States shall be necessary to 
a Choice. In every Case, after the Choice of the President, the Person having 
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the greatest Number of Votes of the Electors shall be the Vice President. But 
if there should remain two or more who have equal Votes, the Senate shall 
chuse from them by Ballot the Vice President.]6

The Congress may determine the Time of chusing the Electors, and 
the Day on which they shall give their Votes; which Day shall be the same 
throughout the United States.

No Persons except a natural born Citizen, or a Citizen of the United 
States, at the time of the Adoption of this Constitution, shall be eligible to 
the Office of President; neither shall any Person be eligible to that Office who 
shall not have attained to the Age of thirty five Years, and been fourteen Years 
a Resident within the United States.

[In Case of the Removal of the President from Office, or of his Death, Res-
ignation, or Inability to discharge the Powers and Duties of the said Office, 
the Same shall devolve on the Vice President, and the Congress may by Law 
provide for the Case of Removal, Death, Resignation or Inability, both of the 
President and Vice President, declaring what Officer shall then act as Presi-
dent, and such Officer shall act accordingly, until the Disability be removed, 
or a President shall be elected.]7

The President shall, at stated Times, receive for his Services, a Compen-
sation, which shall neither be increased nor diminished during the Period for 
which he shall have been elected, and he shall not receive within that Period 
any other Emolument from the United States, or any of them.

Before he enter on the Execution of his Office, he shall take the following 
Oath or Affirmation:—“I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will faithfully 
execute the Office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my 
Ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

Section 2.  The President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and 
Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of the several States, when called 
into the actual Service of the United States; he may require the Opinion, in 
writing, of the principal Officer in each of the executive Departments, upon 
any Subject relating to the Duties of their respective Offices, and he shall 
have Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offences against the United 
States, except in Cases of Impeachment.

He shall have Power, by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, 

6 modifed by the Twelfth Amendment
7 modified by the Twenty-Fifth Amendment
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to make Treaties, provided two thirds of the Senators present concur; and he 
shall nominate, and by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, shall 
appoint Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls, Judges of the 
supreme Court, and all other Officers of the United States, whose Appoint-
ments are not herein otherwise provided for, and which shall be established 
by Law: but the Congress may by Law vest the Appointment of such inferior 
Officers, as they think proper, in the President alone, in the Courts of Law, 
or in the Heads of Departments.

The President shall have Power to fill up all Vacancies that may happen 
during the Recess of the Senate, by granting Commissions which shall expire 
at the End of their next Session.

Section 3.  He shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of 
the State of the Union, and recommend to their Consideration such Mea-
sures as he shall judge necessary and expedient; he may, on extraordinary 
Occasions, convene both Houses, or either of them, and in Case of Disagree-
ment between them, with Respect to the Time of Adjournment, he may 
adjourn them to such Time as he shall think proper; he shall receive Ambas-
sadors and other public Ministers; he shall take Care that the Laws be faith-
fully executed, and shall Commission all the Officers of the United States.

Section 4.  The President, Vice President and all civil Officers of the United 
States, shall be removed from Office on Impeachment for, and Conviction 
of, Treason, Bribery, or other high Crimes and Misdemeanors.

Article III

Section 1.  The judicial Power of the United States, shall be vested in one 
supreme Court, and in such inferior Courts as the Congress may from time 
to time ordain and establish. The Judges, both of the supreme and inferior 
Courts, shall hold their Offices during good Behaviour, and shall, at stated 
Times, receive for their Services, a Compensation, which shall not be dimin-
ished during their Continuance in Office.

Section 2.  The judicial Power shall extend to all Cases, in Law and Equity, 
arising under this Constitution, the Laws of the United States, and Treaties 
made, or which shall be made, under their Authority;—to all Cases affecting 
Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls;—to all Cases of admiralty 
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and maritime Jurisdiction;—to Controversies to which the United States 
shall be a Party;—to Controversies between two or more States;—[between a 
State and Citizens of another State;—]8 between Citizens of different States;—
between Citizens of the same State claiming Lands under Grants of different 
States, [and between a State, or the Citizens thereof, and foreign States, Citizens 
or Subjects.]9

In all Cases affecting Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls, 
and those in which a State shall be Party, the supreme Court shall have origi-
nal Jurisdiction. In all the other Cases before mentioned, the supreme Court 
shall have appellate Jurisdiction, both as to Law and Fact, with such Excep-
tions, and under such Regulations as the Congress shall make.

The Trial of all Crimes, except in Cases of Impeachment, shall be by Jury; 
and such Trial shall be held in the State where the said Crimes shall have been 
committed; but when not committed within any State, the Trial shall be at 
such Place or Places as the Congress may by Law have directed.

Section 3.  Treason against the United States, shall consist only in levying 
War against them, or in adhering to their Enemies, giving them Aid and 
Comfort. No Person shall be convicted of Treason unless on the Testimony 
of two Witnesses to the same overt Act, or on Confession in open Court.

The Congress shall have Power to declare the Punishment of Treason, 
but no Attainder of Treason shall work Corruption of Blood, or Forfeiture 
except during the Life of the Person attained.

Article IV

Section 1.  Full Faith and Credit shall be given in each State to the public 
Acts, Records, and judicial Proceedings of every other State. And the Con-
gress may by general Laws prescribe the Manner in which such Acts, Records 
and Proceedings shall be proved, and the Effect thereof.

Section 2.  The Citizens of each State shall be entitled to all Privileges and 
Immunities of Citizens in the several States.

A Person charged in any State with Treason, Felony, or other Crime, who 
shall flee from Justice, and be found in another State, shall on Demand of 

8 superseded by the Eleventh Amendment
9 superseded by the Eleventh Amendment



Constitution of the United States of America 321

the executive Authority of the State from which he fled, be delivered up, to 
be removed to the State having Jurisdiction of the Crime.

[No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws 
thereof, escaping into another, shall, in Consequence of any Law or Regula-
tion therein, be discharged from such Service or Labour, but shall be deliv-
ered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due.]10

Section 3.  New States may be admitted by the Congress into this Union; 
but no new State shall be formed or erected within the Jurisdiction of any 
other State; nor any State be formed by the Junction of two or more States, 
or Parts of States, without the Consent of the Legislatures of the States con-
cerned as well as of the Congress.

The Congress shall have Power to dispose of and make all needful Rules 
and Regulations respecting the Territory or other Property belonging to the 
United States; and nothing in this Constitution shall be so construed as to 
Prejudice any Claims of the United States, or of any particular State.

Section 4.  The United States shall guarantee to every State in this Union 
a Republican Form of Government, and shall protect each of them against 
Invasion; and on Application of the Legislature, or of the Executive (when 
the Legislature cannot be convened) against domestic Violence.

Article V

The Congress, whenever two thirds of both Houses shall deem it necessary, 
shall propose Amendments to this Constitution, or, on the Application of 
the Legislatures of two thirds of the several States, shall call a Convention for 
proposing Amendments, which, in either Case, shall be valid to all Intents 
and Purposes, as Part of this Constitution, when ratified by the Legislatures 
of three fourths of the several States, or by Conventions in three fourths 
thereof, as the one or the other Mode of Ratification may be proposed by 
the Congress; Provided that no Amendment which may be made prior to 
the Year One thousand eight hundred and eight shall in any Manner affect 
the first and fourth Clauses in the Ninth Section of the first Article; and that 
no State, without its Consent, shall be deprived of its equal Suffrage in the 
Senate.

10 superseded by the Thirteenth Amendment
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Article VI

All Debts contracted and Engagements entered into, before the Adoption 
of this Constitution, shall be as valid against the United States under this 
Constitution, as under the Confederation.

This Constitution, and the Laws of the United States which shall be made 
in Pursuance thereof; and all Treaties made, or which shall be made, under 
the Authority of the United States, shall be the supreme Law of the Land; 
and the Judges in every State shall be bound thereby, any Thing in the Con-
stitution or Laws of any State to the Contrary notwithstanding.

The Senators and Representatives before mentioned, and the Members 
of the several State Legislatures, and all executive and judicial Officers, both 
of the United States and of the several States, shall be bound by Oath or 
Affirmation, to support this Constitution; but no religious Test shall ever be 
required as a Qualification to any Office or public Trust under the United 
States.

Article VII

The Ratification of the Conventions of nine States, shall be sufficient for the 
Establishment of this Constitution between the States so ratifying the Same.

Done in Convention by the Unanimous Consent of the States present the 
Seventeenth Day of September in the Year of our Lord one thousand seven 
hundred and Eighty seven and of the Independence of the United States of 
America the Twelfth In Witness whereof We have hereunto subscribed our 
Names,

Go. Washington— 
Presidt. and deputy from Virginia

New Hampshire
John Langdon
Nicholas Gilman

Massachusetts
Nathaniel Gorham
Rufus King

Connecticut
Wm. Saml. Johnson
Roger Sherman

New York
Alexander Hamilton

New Jersey
Wil: Livingston
David Brearley
Wm. Paterson
Jona: Dayton

Pennsylvania
B Franklin
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Thomas Mifflin
Robt. Morris
Geo. Clymer
Thos. FitzSimons
Jared Ingersoll
James Wilson
Gouv Morris

Delaware
Geo: Read
Gunning Bedford jun
John Dickinson
Richard Bassett
Jaco: Broom

Maryland
James McHenry
Dan of St Thos. Jenifer
Danl. Carroll

Virginia
John Blair—
James Madison Jr.

North Carolina
Wm. Blount
Richd. Dobbs Spaight
Hu Williamson

South Carolina
J. Rutledge
Charles Cotesworth Pinckney
Charles Pinckney
Pierce Butler

Georgia
William Few
Abr Baldwin

Attest William Jackson Secretary

AMENDMENTS TO THE CONSTITUTION OF 
THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

Amendment I

Ratified December 15, 1791
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or pro-
hibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of 
the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition 
the Government for a redress of grievances.

Amendment II

Ratified December 15, 1791
A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the 
right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.
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Amendment III

Ratified December 15, 1791
No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the con-
sent of the Owner, nor in time of war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law.

Amendment IV

Ratified December 15, 1791
The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and 
effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, 
and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath 
or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the 
persons or things to be seized.

Amendment V

Ratified December 15, 1791
No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous crime, 
unless on a presentment or indictment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising 
in the land or naval forces, or in the Militia, when in actual service in time of 
War or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the same offence to 
be twice put in jeopardy of life or limb, nor shall be compelled in any crim-
inal case to be a witness against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or 
property, without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for 
public use, without just compensation.

Amendment VI

Ratified December 15, 1791
In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy 
and public trial, by an impartial jury of the State and district wherein the 
crime shall have been committed, which district shall have been previously 
ascertained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the accu-
sation; to be confronted with the witnesses against him; to have compulsory 
process for obtaining witnesses in his favor, and to have the assistance of 
counsel for his defence.
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Amendment VII

Ratified December 15, 1791
In Suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty 
dollars, the right of trial by jury shall be preserved, and no fact tried by a 
jury, shall be otherwise reexamined in any Court of the United States, than 
according to the rules of the common law.

Amendment VIII

Ratified December 15, 1791
Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel 
and unusual punishments inflicted.

Amendment IX

Ratified December 15, 1791
The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed 
to deny or disparage others retained by the people.

Amendment X

Ratified December 15, 1791
The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor pro-
hibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the 
people.
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Appendix D

Study Questions

1.  Abraham Lincoln, “The Perpetuation of Our Political 
Institutions” (Lyceum Address), January 27, 1838

A. What dangers did Lincoln foresee for the perpetuation of America’s 
political institutions? How were they related? Did these dangers arise only 
because of our institutions or were they always present in political life? What 
circumstances contributed to them? What did Lincoln mean at the end of 
his speech when he appealed to “reason, cold, calculating, unimpassioned 
reason”?

B. Do you see any of the problems Lincoln considered in the Lyceum 
Address in his First Inaugural Address (Document 14)? In his comments 
at Alton during the Lincoln-Douglas debates (Document 9)? Was Lincoln 
consistent in his argument about obeying the law in the Lyceum Address 
and in his speech about the Dred Scott decision (Document 5)?

2.  Temperance Address, February 22, 1842 

A. How did Lincoln connect slavery and drunkenness in the speech? Do 
you think that Lincoln thought that the “Reign of Reason” would ever come? 
The temperance movement was meant to free people from drink, but did 
temperance itself pose problems for freedom? What political problem did 
Lincoln see associated with the temperance movement? Did he see a prob-
lem with religion’s role in a political order based on human equality? Did he 
see problems with only a certain kind of religion? What characteristics of 
religion make it a problem for a government based on human equality?

B. Are Lincoln’s views of God’s relation to humans the same in the Temper-
ance Address and the Second Inaugural (Document 25)? Is there a similarity 
in his view of Southerners in the Second Inaugural and his view of drunkards 
in the Temperance Address?
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3.  Eulogy on Henry Clay, July 16, 1852 

A. Why did Lincoln consider Clay his model statesman? What qualities in 
Clay did Lincoln admire?

B. Consider the arguments Lincoln made in Documents 4, 9, 14, and 26. 
To what extent did these arguments reflect what Lincoln learned from the 
speeches and career of Henry Clay?

4.  Speech on the Repeal of the Missouri Compromise, 
October 16, 1854

A. Explain Lincoln’s distinction between the existing institution of slavery 
and its extension. What historical precedents did Lincoln appeal to in sup-
port of the federal government’s restriction of slavery? What did Lincoln 
propose to do about slavery? What limits did he recognize in doing so? How 
did popular sovereignty’s declared indifference to slavery lead to “an open 
war” with “the fundamental principles of civil liberty” in the Declaration 
of Independence? Identify Lincoln’s references to the Bible in the speech. 
How were they used? What was the “ancient faith” and how did it differ from 
the “new faith” of popular sovereignty? Explain Lincoln’s understanding 
of the Constitution and slavery. What was his view of the Founders? What 
evidence did Lincoln provide in support of the view that Southerners them-
selves recognized the humanity of the slave? What did Lincoln mean when he 
described slavery as a “necessary evil”? What is the relationship between the 
doctrine of self-government and consent? What did Lincoln mean when he 
said, “Stand with anybody that stands right”? How is the principle of slavery 
comparable to the divine right of kings?

B. Compare and contrast what Lincoln said about colonization in the Mis-
souri Compromise speech in Peoria with what he said to the delegation of 
African Americans in August 1862 (Document 17). How did Lincoln’s First 
Inaugural Address (Document 14) acknowledge the distinction made in 
the Peoria speech between the existing institution of slavery and its exten-
sion? To what extent was Lincoln’s view of black freedom in his Last Public 
Address (Document 26) consistent with what he said about race and equality 
in the Peoria speech? Is Lincoln’s position on the question of black suffrage 
and racial equality different in the Peoria speech and later speeches, such as 
Document 26? If so, what do you think accounts for the change?
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5.  Reply to the Dred Scott Decision, June 26, 1857

A. On what grounds did Lincoln hold that the Court’s decision in the Dred 
Scott case was not settled? How did Lincoln respond to Chief Justice Roger 
Taney’s interpre tations of the Declaration of Independence and the Consti-
tution? In opposition to Douglas and Taney, how did Lincoln understand 
and explain the equality principle of the Declaration and its application to 
African Americans? What did he mean when he said that the Declaration 
promised Americans something better than the condition of British subjects? 
Why did Lincoln discuss the amalgamation of the races?

B. Do Lincoln’s comments about his opposition to the Dred Scott decision 
contradict what he said in the Lyceum Speech (Document 1) about the impor-
tance of obeying the law? Did Lincoln see the same implications in the Dred 
Scott decision in this speech and in his House Divided Speech (Document 
6)? If there are differences, what might account for them? Compare Lincoln’s 
comments in this speech about the Declaration with those he made in his 
Address in Independence Hall (Document 13). Are there any differences? 
How would you explain Lincoln’s view of the promise of the Declaration?

6.  House Divided Speech, June 16, 1858

A. What did Lincoln mean when he said, “A house divided against itself 
cannot stand”? How did he support that statement? It is sometimes argued 
that the House Divided Speech helped to bring on the Civil War; what jus-
tification could be given for Lincoln’s making such an inflammatory speech?

B. Does Lincoln’s argument in “House Divided” contradict what he said 
about holding the Union together in his First Inaugural Address (Document 
14) or his conciliatory approach in the Temperance Address (Document 2) 
or the Second Inaugural Address (Document 25)? How did Douglas use the 
House Divided Speech against Lincoln during their debates (Document 9)? 
How did Lincoln respond?

7.  Speech at Chicago, Illinois, July 10, 1858

A. What accusations did Douglas make against Lincoln’s House Divided 
Speech? How did Lincoln rebut these charges? How did Lincoln exploit 
the split in the Democratic Party between Buchanan and Douglas over the 
Lecompton Constitution? What is the difference, if any, between popular 
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sovereignty and squatter sovereignty? According to Lincoln, how did the 
Dred Scott ruling contradict popular sovereignty? How did Lincoln attempt 
to reconcile his opposition to Dred Scott with his support for the rule of law 
and the Constitution? To what extent did Lincoln concede that “this gov-
ernment was made for white men” and how did he qualify this statement? 
Explain Lincoln’s metaphors of the Declaration as an “electric cord” and the 
principle of equality as “the father of all moral principle.”

B. What arguments did Lincoln make in Chicago that he repeated in the 
debates with Douglas (Document 9)? Compare what Lincoln said about 
Dred Scott in Chicago with what he said in 1857 (Document 5). Did Lincoln 
contradict himself when he argued that the Declaration’s claim that all men 
are equal was like the command to be perfect like God? Compare Lincoln’s 
appeal to Matthew 5:48 in describing the aspiration to realize as much as 
possible the principles of the Declaration, even if falling short, and what he 
said in his Dred Scott speech about the Declaration as a “standard maxim” of 
freedom.

8.  Fragment on Slavery and Democracy, 1858

A. What underlying principle makes slavery incompatible with democracy? 
What is wrong with wanting to be a master and why would Lincoln not want 
to be one? How does this fragment presume the Golden Rule, “so in every-
thing, do to others what you would have them do to you” (Matthew 7:12)? 
Can you provide historical evidence of democracy and slavery coexisting?

B. Did Lincoln’s efforts to promote emigration of African Americans (e.g., 
Document 20) contradict what he said here about democracy? Did democ-
racy require social equality among blacks and whites (compare Documents 
7 and 9)? Did it require that African Americans be given the vote (Docu-
ment 26)?

9.  Lincoln-Douglas Debates, August–October 1858

A. How do Lincoln’s and Douglas’ views of the Declaration differ? Who 
should or should not be included in the proposition that “all men are created 
equal”? How did Douglas attempt to stigmatize Lincoln and the Republi-
cans as “the Abolition Party”? Why might this strategy have been effective 
in Illinois? What was Douglas’ critique of Lincoln’s House Divided Speech 
and how did Lincoln reply to this attack? What were the “bonds of Union” 
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described by Lincoln? What evidence did Lincoln provide that his views were 
consistent with those of the Founding Fathers? How, in Lincoln’s view, did 
popular sovereignty lead to a change in the public mind over slavery and “a 
new basis” that looked to slavery’s “perpetuity and nationalization”? What 
evidence did Lincoln provide to support his allegation that there was a con-
spiracy to make slavery national? How did Douglas and Lincoln approach 
the Dred Scott decision? How did Douglas appeal to racial prejudice against 
Lincoln? Did Lincoln’s remarks at Charleston make him a white supremacist? 
What other factors might account for this statement?

B. To what extent did Lincoln’s statement at Peoria (Document 4) that “a 
universal feeling, whether well or ill-founded, cannot be safely disregarded” 
account for what he said about race in the debate at Charleston? How did 
Lincoln attempt to reconcile his opposition to Dred Scott with his devotion 
to the rule of law (Document 1) and with what he later said about the Court 
in his First Inaugural Address (Document 14)?

10.  Address before the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society, 
September 30, 1859

A. What is the “mud sill” theory? What is the relationship between capital 
and labor according to the mud sill theory? What arguments did Lincoln 
make against this theory? How, according to Lincoln, was labor prior to capi-
tal? Do you think in providing the example of the prudent penniless beginner 
that Lincoln had himself in mind? To what extent did Lincoln’s views on 
free labor apply to African Americans? What were Lincoln’s views of human 
motivation, perseverance, and hard work? Did Lincoln overestimate success 
in terms of individual responsibility rather than social circumstances? How 
did Lincoln’s defense of free labor appeal to the authority of “the Author of 
man”? What role did discovery and invention play in this speech? How were 
education, labor, liberty, and happiness related according to Lincoln?

B. Lincoln included passages from this speech in his Second Annual Mes-
sage to Congress, December 1, 1862. How were Lincoln’s thoughts on labor 
and the right to improve one’s situation related to what he said about black 
freedom in the letter to Conkling (Document 22)? How did Lincoln discuss 
the principle of consent in this speech? How does it compare to what he said 
in the Peoria speech (Document 4)? How is the view of labor in this speech 
reflected in the final Emancipation Proclamation’s enjoinder to the freedmen 
“to labor faithfully for reasonable wages”?
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11.  Address at Cooper Union, February 27, 1860

A. What was Lincoln’s purpose in giving this speech? Did he make his case 
that the Founders intended the federal government to have authority over 
slavery in the territories? Is his defense of the Republican Party convincing?

B. Lincoln was speaking to an audience comprised largely of Republicans. 
Why did he take such a lawyerly tone in this speech? Compare his remarks 
here to other speeches with different audiences, such as the one he gave at 
Peoria (Document 4), during his debates with Douglas (Document 9), or in 
others in this volume. Did he change what he said depending on his audience, 
or were the changes mostly in tone and emphasis rather than in substance?

12.  Fragment on the Constitution and Union, January 1861 

A. What did Lincoln mean when he spoke of a “philosophical cause”? What 
was that cause? How was it the case that the cause “clears the path for all—
gives hope to all—and by consequence, enterprise, and industry to all”?

B. Does Lincoln’s subordination of the Constitution in this fragment con-
tradict what he said about the importance of the rule of law in the Lyceum 
Speech (Document 1)? What is the connection between the equality that 
Lincoln extolled in this fragment and in other speeches in this collection 
and the law?

13.  Address in Independence Hall, February 22, 1860

A. What was the context of this speech? What was happening in the coun-
try and in Lincoln’s life? How do Lincoln’s remarks reflect the historical 
significance of the date and place? How did the Declaration give “hope” to 
the world for all future time? What did Lincoln mean when he said that “in 
due time the weight would be lifted from the shoulders of all men”? Explain 
what Lincoln meant when he said that the country must be saved upon “that 
basis.” Why did Lincoln mention assassination? With what assurance and 
warning did Lincoln conclude his speech? What evidence supports the view 
that Lincoln’s remarks were impromptu?

B. Compare Lincoln’s view of the Union in this speech to what he said about 
the “apple of gold and picture of silver” in Document 12. Is there a difference? 
In dealing with the threat of impending Civil War, how does this speech 
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compare to what Lincoln said in the First Inaugural (Document 14)? Is one 
more conciliatory than the other? What might account for any differences? 
Compare what Lincoln said about American exceptionalism as providing 
“hope” to the world in this speech with what he said in his July 4, 1861, Mes-
sage to Congress in Special Session (Document 15) and his Annual Message 
to Congress in 1862 (Document 20).

14.  First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1861

A. What was Lincoln willing to do in order to pacify the South? What was 
he not willing to do? What arguments did Lincoln give in defense of the per-
petuity of the Union? How did Lincoln differentiate “secession” and “revolu-
tion”? Why was that significant given the circumstances? What did Lincoln 
think constituted “the only substantial dispute” between the North and the 
South? Why did responsibility for initiating the Civil War rest squarely on 
the shoulders of the South, according to Lincoln’s argument at the end of the 
speech?

B. How do Lincoln’s arguments against secession in the First Inaugural 
Address compare to those he made in the Message to the Special Session of 
Congress (Document 15)? Why was it important to Lincoln to make such 
arguments? How do they compare to the arguments he made in the Lyceum 
Address (Document 1)?

15.  Message to Congress in Special Session, July 4, 1861

A. Why did Lincoln go to such lengths to explain and defend his actions? 
What does that tell us about the political situation he faced? Do you think 
Lincoln succeeded in justifying his suspension of habeas corpus?

B. How do Lincoln’s arguments against secession in the message to the 
special session compare to those he made in the First Inaugural Address 
(Document 14)? Why was it important to Lincoln to make such arguments? 
How do they compare to the arguments he made in the Lyceum Address 
(Document 1)?

16.  Annual Message to Congress, December 3, 1861

A. Why was Lincoln cautious about setting up courts under military power 
in areas regained by Union forces so that private debts could be recovered 
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from people in these areas? Why did Lincoln argue in this speech for the 
superiority of labor over capital? Lincoln said that he kept the integrity of the 
Union in mind as the primary object of the war. What did he mean by “integ-
rity of the Union”? In this connection, why did he say that he did not want 
efforts to suppress the rebellion to degenerate into “a violent and remorseless 
revolutionary struggle”? To avoid this, why did he want to emphasize “the 
more deliberate action of the legislature.”

B. Compare what Lincoln said about the legislature in his First Annual Mes-
sage with his remarks about Congress in Document 26. Did Lincoln’s attitude 
toward the role of Congress change in the interim? Is there a change in tone 
between the first and second annual messages? If so, why might this be the 
case? Do they cover the same issues with regard to the war? Did Lincoln’s 
emphasis on the integrity of the Union change? Consider Document 18.

17.  Address on Colonization to a Committee of Colored Men, 
August 14, 1862

A. What were the circumstances of this speech to the African American 
delegation? What was happening in the country in August 1862? Why did 
Lincoln propose colonization? Were Lincoln’s remarks those of a white 
supremacist? To what extent can this meeting be seen as a public relations 
effort on Lincoln’s part? To what extent might these remarks inflame hatred 
against blacks? What happened to colonization proposals by 1864?

B. Compare and contrast Lincoln’s remarks on colonization in this speech 
with what he said about it at Peoria in 1854 (Document 4). Compare these 
remarks with Lincoln’s remarks at Charleston during the Lincoln-Douglas 
Debates in 1858 (Document 9). To what extent was Lincoln accommodating 
public prejudice in these speeches? Should he have accommodated public 
opinion?

18. To Horace Greeley, August 22, 1862

A. What three scenarios to save the Union did Lincoln outline in this let-
ter? Which of these scenarios did Lincoln actually pursue when he issued 
the Emancipation Proclamation? Which were the border slave states, and 
to which party did they belong? Why were they important to the success of 
the Union cause? Did Lincoln’s “paramount object” exclude ending slavery? 
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Explain Lincoln’s distinction between his “personal wish” and his “official 
duty”?

B. Is there a contradiction between Lincoln’s pledge not to touch the exist-
ing institution of slavery in his First Inaugural Address (Document 14) and 
his implicit suggestion in the letter to Greeley that he might do so? What 
circumstances might have changed between these two speeches? Compare 
and contrast the letter to Greeley with the Address on Colonization (Doc-
ument 17) the same month. How might both of these documents be seen as 
part of a public relations campaign to support the coming Emancipation 
Proclamation? Is the letter to Greeley consistent with what Lincoln pledged 
at Independence Hall (Document 13)? How might the letter to Greeley be 
interpreted as Lincoln attempting to preserve both the apple of gold and the 
picture of silver (Document 12)?

19.  Preliminary and Final Emancipation Proclamations, 
September 22, 1862, January 1, 1863

A. Why did Lincoln have to base emancipation on military necessity? In 
what ways do the two Proclamations differ? Why do those differences exist?

B. Is there a contradiction between Lincoln’s pledge not to touch the exist-
ing institution of slavery in his First Inaugural Address (Document 14) and 
the two Proclamations? In issuing the Proclamations, did Lincoln contradict 
what he said in his letter to Horace Greeley (Document 18)? How had cir-
cumstances changed between the Inaugural Address and the Proclamations? 
Was Lincoln serving the same or different purposes in the two documents?

20.  Annual Message to Congress, December 1, 1862

A. Why did Lincoln introduce his discussion of the proposed emancipation 
amendment with a meditation on what a nation consists of? After having 
issued the Emancipation Proclamations, why did Lincoln think it necessary 
to propose an emancipation amendment? What arguments did Lincoln make 
to justify the amendment? What do you think he saw as the biggest obsta-
cles to its passage? What were the dogmas that Lincoln said were no longer 
adequate?
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B. Do Lincoln’s arguments and plans for emancipation and colonization 
in the annual message differ from arguments he made in Documents 4, 17, 
and 19?

21.  To Erastus Corning et al., June 12, 1863

A. How did Lincoln summarize the arguments of his critics? Do you think 
Lincoln was right to criticize the patriotic motives of his critics? What funda-
mental freedoms, rights, and safeguards did Lincoln allegedly violate? How 
did Lincoln disagree with his critics over “the grounds of arrests”? What 
constitutional basis did Lincoln cite in support of his argument? How might 
Lincoln’s rhetorical antithesis between the “wily agitator” Vallandigham 
and “a simple-simple minded soldier boy” who is shot for desertion have 
resonated with the public at this time? On what basis did Lincoln concede 
that Vallandigham’s arrest might have been wrong? What then, according 
to Lincoln, was the rationale for Vallandigham’s arrest? How did Lincoln 
appeal to the precedent of Andrew Jackson?

B. Compare and contrast Lincoln’s rationale in defense of his extraordi-
nary measures with what he said about the suspension of habeas corpus in 
his Message to Congress in Special Session (Document 15). Why did Lin-
coln appeal to the example of President Jackson in this document and in his 
speech about the Dred Scott decision (Document 5)?

22.  To James C. Conkling, August 26, 1863

A. What are the “three conceivable” ways Lincoln outlined for ending the 
rebellion? Which way did Lincoln prefer? Why was there dissatisfaction with 
Lincoln’s policies? What, according to Lincoln, was the greatest source of 
this dissatisfaction? How did Lincoln defend freedom for African Americans 
in this speech? Notwithstanding their disagreement with his policies, how 
did he attempt to keep these opponents part of the war coalition to save the 
Union? Do you think his appeal is effective?

B. Compare Lincoln’s views on black freedom in this speech with his 
remarks to the African American delegation on Colonization (Document 
17). Are Lincoln’s views on race consistent in these two speeches? Compare 
the tone of Lincoln’s Conkling letter to that of the Corning and Greeley 
letters (Documents 21 and 18). Do they differ? To what extent is Lincoln’s 
letter to Conkling consistent with his remark in his Second Annual Address 
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to Congress, December 1, 1862, that “the dogmas of the quiet past are inade-
quate to the stormy present.  . . .  As our case is new, so must think anew, and 
at anew”?

23.  Gettysburg Address, November 19, 1863

A. “Four score and seven years ago” (87 years) dates the country to 1776. 
Why did Lincoln use that date rather than a date associated with the Con-
stitution? The Declaration of Independence says that it is a self-evident truth 
that all men are created equal. At Gettysburg, Lincoln called it a proposition. 
What is the difference between a proposition and a self-evident truth? Why 
do you think Lincoln used the term “proposition”? What did Lincoln mean 
by the phrase “a new birth of freedom”?

B. Compare Lincoln’s argument in the Gettysburg Address with his frag-
ment on the Constitution and Union (Document 12). Does each document 
show the same understanding of the relationship between the Declaration 
of Independence and the Constitution? How would you explain Lincoln’s 
understanding of that relationship? If you consider what Lincoln said in his 
speech at Peoria (Document 4) about equality, do you think that he said 
something different in the Gettysburg Address?

24.  Response to a Serenade, November 10, 1864

A. What did Lincoln mean when he stated, “It has long been a grave question 
whether any government, not too strong for the liberties of its people, can 
be strong enough to maintain its own existence in great emergencies”? How 
did Lincoln frame the election as a test? What did Lincoln observe about the 
Union cause in his remarks? What did he say about human nature? In addi-
tion to the war itself, can you provide other examples of the “strife” Lincoln 
mentioned in the speech?

B. How did Lincoln’s serenade response anticipate his plea for “malice 
toward none” in the Second Inaugural Address (Document 25)? Compare 
and contrast Lincoln’s remarks in this speech about balancing liberty and 
order with what he said in the July 4, 1861, Message to Congress in Spe-
cial Session (Document 15). Compare and contrast what Lincoln said about 
elections in this speech to what he said in his First Inaugural. Compare and 
contrast Lincoln’s praise of patriotism in this speech with what he said in his 
Eulogy on Henry Clay (Document 3).
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25.  Second Inaugural Address, March 4, 1865

A. How did Lincoln explain the Civil War? Who was at fault and why? How 
would you describe the attitude that Lincoln said was appropriate in the face 
of the suffering of the war?

B. Are Lincoln’s views of God’s relation to humans the same in the Second 
Inaugural and the Temperance Address (Document 2)? Is there a similarity 
in his view of Southerners in the Second Inaugural and his view of drunk-
ards in the Temperance Address? Lincoln spoke of relying on reason in the 
Lyceum Speech (Document 1) and appealed to the “reign of reason” at the 
end of the Temperance Address. Why did he not appeal to reason in the 
Second Inaugural? If we see the end of the Temperance Address as ironic, 
does that help explain why Lincoln did not appeal to reason in the Second 
Inaugural?

26.  Last Public Address, April 11, 1865

A. Why was Lincoln criticized for his efforts to set up a reconstructed gov-
ernment for Louisiana? What did Lincoln describe as some of the challenges 
raised by Reconstruction? Why was Lincoln opposed to determining exactly 
whether “the seceded states, so called, are in the Union or out of it”? What 
was it about Louisiana that Lincoln found praiseworthy? What did Lincoln 
say about black suffrage? How did Lincoln think the rejection of Louisiana’s 
constitution would harm both whites and blacks?

B. Compare Lincoln’s remarks about black suffrage and civil rights in this 
speech to what he said in the Lincoln-Douglas debates (Document 9). Did 
Lincoln’s position on black suffrage and civil rights change between the time 
he spoke to the delegation of black leaders (Document 17) and his last public 
address? To what extent was black suffrage implied in Lincoln’s understand-
ing of the Declaration as he explained it in his speech at Peoria (Document 
4)? Compare and contrast what Lincoln said about black citizenship in his 
speech on the Dred Scott case (Document 5) to this speech. To what extent 
do you think that the service of black soldiers in the Union Army, authorized 
by the final Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 (Document 9), influenced 
Lincoln to endorse black suffrage and citizenship in 1865?
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