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Historical Background

The Lincoln-Douglas debates of 1858 were a series of seven public debates between Abraham
Lincoln, the Republican challenger, and Senator Stephen A. Douglas, the Democratic
incumbent, during their campaign for the U.S. Senate from Illinois. The debates were meant
to generate public interest in their public profiles. They ended up greatly shaping public
discourse on the contentious topic of slavery leading up to the Civil War.

The first debate, held in Ottawa on August 21, 1858, drew thousands of spectators and
marked the beginning of one of the most famous political exchanges in American history. The
central issue was the expansion of slavery into the western territories. Douglas defended his
doctrine of popular sovereignty, arguing that each territory should decide for itself whether to
allow slavery. Lincoln countered that slavery was a moral wrong and fundamentally
inconsistent with the ideals expressed in the Declaration of Independence, especially its
assertion that “all men are created equal.” He insisted that the Declaration’s promise of
equality applied to all people, not just white men, and that the nation could not remain “half
slave and half free.”

Though Lincoln lost the Senate race, his principled arguments at Ottawa and in the other
debates helped define the moral and political stakes of the slavery question, defend the
Declaration’s universal ideas, and elevate him to national prominence, paving the way for his
election to the presidency in 1860.

Consider these questions as you read the text:

1. How did Lincoln and Douglas each interpret the Declaration of Independence's assertion
of "all men are created equal" in relation to the institution of slavery? How do their
different understandings of natural law lead to different laws?

2. According to Lincoln, the founders did not intend for popular sovereignty to invalidate
natural rights guaranteed by the Declaration of Independence. Lincoln appealed to the
greatest fundamental of liberty: human equality. In his last paragraph (included here),
what human qualities are denied if equality between persons is denied?

3. How did these debates foreshadow the coming national conflict over the expansion of
political rights?



Original Text

Mr. Douglas' Speech: . . . Mr. Lincoln, following the example and lead of all the little Abolition
orators, 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 guarantied 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 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 catechism. (Laughter and applause.) He can repeat
it as well as Farnsworth, 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 guarantied 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 thousands 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," &c.) 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 public 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 refusing 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 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 question of slavery, and upon all its domestic
institutions. . . .

Mr. Lincoln's Speech: 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 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 tiptop
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 shipping 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...

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 difference, 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. Despite the diversity of institutions in the
nation, 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].

To 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 nothing 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
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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 indorses in advance, to make slavery alike
lawful in all the States-old as well as new, North as well as South. . . .



