
The following are excerpts of comments by Lincoln from the Lincoln Douglas Debates 
of 1858 
 
First Debate with Douglas, August 21, 1858 
 
In the first place, what is necessary to make the institution national? 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. 
 
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. 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. 
 
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 emancipation, 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 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. 
 
Fifth Debate with Douglas, October 7, 1858 
 
I have all the while maintained, that in so far as it should be insisted that there was 
an equality between the white and black races that should produce a perfect social 
and political equality, it was an impossibility. This you have seen in my printed 
speeches, and with it I have said, that in their right to "life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness," as proclaimed in that old Declaration, the inferior races are our equals. 



And these declarations I have constantly made in reference to the abstract moral 
question, to contemplate and consider when we are legislating about any new 
country which is not already cursed with the actual presence of the evil—slavery. I 
have never manifested any impatience with the necessities that spring from the 
actual presence of black people amongst us, and the actual existence of slavery 
amongst us where it does already exist; but I have insisted that, in legislating for 
new countries, where it does not exist, there is no just rule other than that of moral 
and abstract right! With reference to those new countries, those maxims as to the 
right of a people to "life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness," were the just rules to 
be constantly referred to. 
 
The Judge tells, in proceeding, that he is opposed to making any odious distinctions 
between free and slave States. I am altogether unaware that the Republicans are in 
favor of making any odious distinctions between the free and slave States. But there 
still is a difference, I think, between Judge Douglas and the Republicans in this. I 
suppose that the real difference between Judge Douglas and his friends, and the 
Republicans on the contrary, is, that the Judge is not in favor of making any 
difference between slavery and liberty—that he is in favor of eradicating, of pressing 
out of view, the questions of preference in this country for free or slave institutions; 
and consequently every sentiment he utters discards the idea that there is any 
wrong in slavery. Every thing that emanates from him or his coadjutors in their 
course of policy, carefully excludes the thought that there is any thing wrong in 
slavery. All their arguments, if you will consider them, will be seen to exclude the 
thought that there is any thing whatever wrong in slavery. If you will take the 
Judge’s speeches, and select the short and pointed sentences expressed by him—as 
his declaration that he "don’t care whether slavery is voted up or down"—you will see 
at once that this is perfectly logical, if you do not admit that slavery is wrong. If you 
do admit that it is wrong, Judge Douglas cannot logically say he don’t care whether a 
wrong is voted up or voted down. Judge Douglas declares that if any community 
want slavery they have a right to have it. He can say that logically, if he says that 
there is no wrong in slavery; but if you admit that there is a wrong in it, he cannot 
logically say that any body has a right to do wrong. He insists that, upon the score of 
equality, the owners of slaves and owners of property—of horses and every other 
sort of property—should be alike and hold them alike in a new Territory. That is 
perfectly logical, if the two species of property are alike and are equally founded in 
right. But if you admit that one of them is wrong, you cannot institute any equality 
between right and wrong. And from this difference of sentiment—the belief on the 
part of one that the institution is wrong, and a policy springing from that belief which 
looks to the arrest of the enlargement of that wrong; and this other sentiment, that 
it is no wrong, and a policy sprung from that sentiment which will tolerate no idea of 
preventing that wrong from growing larger, and looks to there never being an end of 
it through all the existence of things,—arises the real difference between Judge 
Douglas and his friends on the one hand, and the Republicans on the other. Now, I 
confess myself as belonging to that class in the country who contemplate slavery as 
a moral, social and political evil, having due regard for its actual existence amongst 
us and the difficulties of getting rid of it in any satisfactory way, and to all the 
Constitutional obligations which have been thrown about it; but, nevertheless, desire 
a policy that looks to the prevention of it as a wrong, and looks hopefully to the time 
when as a wrong it may come to an end. 
 
I have said, upon a former occasion, and I repeat it now, that the course of 
argument that Judge Douglas makes use of upon this subject (I charge not his 
motives in this), is preparing the public mind for that new Dred Scott decision. I have 



asked him again to point out to me the reasons for his first adherence to the Dred 
Scott decision as it is. So far in this controversy I can get no answer at all from 
Judge Douglas upon these subjects. Not one can I get from him, except that he 
swells himself up and says, "All of us who stand by the decision of the Supreme 
Court are the friends of the Constitution; all you fellows that dare question it in any 
way, are the enemies of the Constitution." Now, in this very devoted adherence to 
this decision, in opposition to all the great political leaders whom he has recognized 
as leaders—in opposition to his former self and history, there is something very 
marked. And the manner in which he adheres to it—not as being right upon the 
merits, as he conceives (because he did not discuss that at all), but as being 
absolutely obligatory upon every one simply because of the source from whence it 
comes—as that which no man can gainsay, whatever it may be—this is another 
marked feature of his adherence to that decision. It marks it in this respect, that it 
commits him to the next decision, whenever it comes, as being as obligatory as this 
one, since he does not investigate it, and won’t inquire whether this opinion is right 
or wrong. So he takes the next one without inquiring whether it is right or wrong. He 
teaches men this doctrine, and in so doing prepares the public mind to take the next 
decision when it comes, without any inquiry. In this I think I argue fairly (without 
questioning motives at all), that Judge Douglas is more ingeniously and powerfully 
preparing the public mind to take that decision when it comes; and not only so, but 
he is doing it in various other ways. In these general maxims about liberty—in his 
assertions that he "don’t care whether slavery is voted up or voted down;" that 
"whoever wants slavery has a right to have it;" that "upon principles of equality it 
should be allowed to go every where;" that "there is no inconsistency between free 
and slave institutions." In this he is also preparing (whether purposely or not) the 
way for making the institution of slavery national! I repeat again, for I wish no 
misunderstanding, that I do not charge that he means it so; but I call upon your 
minds to inquire, if you were going to get the best instrument you could, and then 
set it to work in the most ingenious way, to prepare the public mind for this 
movement, operating in the free States, where there is now an abhorrence of the 
institution of slavery, could you find an instrument so capable of doing it as Judge 
Douglas? or one employed in so apt a way to do it? 
 
And I do think—I repeat, though I said it on a former occasion—that Judge Douglas, 
and whoever like him teaches that the negro has no share, humble though it may 
be, in the Declaration of Independence, is going back to the era of our liberty and 
independence, and, so far as in him lies, muzzling the cannon that thunders its 
annual joyous return; that he is blowing out the moral lights around us, when he 
contends that whoever wants slaves has a right to hold them; that he is penetrating, 
so far as lies in his power, the human soul, and eradicating the light of reason and 
the love of liberty, when he is in every possible way preparing the public mind, by his 
vast influence, for making the institution of slavery perpetual and national. 
 
Sixth Debate with Douglas, October 13, 1858 
 

We have in this nation this element of domestic slavery. It is a matter of absolute 
certainty that it is a disturbing element. It is the opinion of all the great men who 
have expressed an opinion upon it, that it is a dangerous element. We keep up a 
controversy in regard to it. That controversy necessarily springs from difference of 
opinion, and if we can learn exactly—can reduce to the lowest elements—what that 
difference of opinion is, we perhaps shall be better prepared for discussing the 



different systems of policy that we would propose in regard to that disturbing 
element. I suggest that the difference of opinion, reduced to its lowest terms, is no 
other than the difference between the men who think slavery a wrong and those who 
do not think it wrong. The Republican party think it wrong—we think it is a moral, a 
social and a political wrong. We think it as a wrong not confining itself merely to the 
persons or the States where it exists, but that it is a wrong in its tendency, to say 
the least, that extends itself to the existence of the whole nation. Because we think it 
wrong, we propose a course of policy that shall deal with it as a wrong. We deal with 
it as with any other wrong, in so far as we can prevent its growing any larger, and so 
deal with it that in the run of time there may be some promise of an end to it. We 
have a due regard to the actual presence of it amongst us and the difficulties of 
getting rid of it in any satisfactory way, and all the Constitutional obligations thrown 
about it. I suppose that in reference both to its actual existence in the nation, and to 
our Constitutional obligations, we have no right at all to disturb it in the States where 
it exists, and we profess that we have no more inclination to disturb it than we have 
the right to do it. We go further than that; we don’t propose to disturb it where, in 
one instance, we think the Constitution would permit us. We think the Constitution 
would permit us to disturb it in the District of Columbia. Still we do not propose to do 
that, unless it should be in terms which I don’t suppose the nation is very likely soon 
to agree to—the terms of making the emancipation gradual and compensating the 
unwilling owners. Where we suppose we have the Constitutional right, we restrain 
ourselves in reference to the actual existence of the institution and the difficulties 
thrown about it. We also oppose it as an evil so far as it seeks to spread itself. We 
insist on the policy that shall restrict it to its present limits. We don’t suppose that in 
doing this we violate any thing due to the actual presence of the institution, or any 
thing due to the Constitutional guaranties thrown around it.  

We oppose the Dred Scott decision in a certain way, upon which I ought perhaps to 
address you a few words. We do not propose that when Dred Scott has been decided 
to be a slave by the court, we, as a mob, will decide him to be free. We do not 
propose that, when any other one, or one thousand, shall be decided by that court to 
be slaves, we will in any violent way disturb the rights of property thus settled, but 
we nevertheless do oppose that decision as a political rule, which shall be binding on 
the voter to vote for nobody who thinks it wrong, which shall be binding on the 
members of Congress or the President to favor no measure that does not actually 
concur with the principles of that decision. We do not propose to be bound by it as a 
political rule in that way, because we think it lays the foundation not merely of 
enlarging and spreading out what we consider an evil, but it lays the foundation for 
spreading that evil into the States themselves. We propose so resisting it as to have 
it reversed if we can, and a new judicial rule established upon this subject. 

I will add this, that if there be any man who does not believe that slavery is wrong in 
the three aspects which I have mentioned, or in any one of them, that man is 
misplaced, and ought to leave us. While, on the other hand, if there be any man in 
the Republican party who is impatient over the necessity springing from its actual 
presence, and is impatient of the Constitutional guaranties thrown around it, and 
would act in disregard of these, he too is misplaced, standing with us. He will find his 
place somewhere else; for we have a due regard, so far as we are capable of 
understanding them, for all these things. This, gentlemen, as well as I can give it, is 
a plain statement of our principles in all their enormity. 



I will say now that there is a sentiment in the country contrary to me—a sentiment 
which holds that slavery is not wrong, and therefore it goes for the policy that does 
not propose dealing with it as a wrong. That policy is the Democratic policy, and that 
sentiment is the Democratic sentiment. If there be a doubt in the mind of any one of 
this vast audience that this is really the central idea of the Democratic party, in 
relation to this subject, I ask him to bear with me while I state a few things tending, 
as I think, to prove that proposition. In the first place, the leading man—I think I 
may do my friend Judge Douglas the honor of calling him such —advocating the 
present Democratic policy, never himself says it is wrong. He has the high 
distinction, so far as I know, of never having said slavery is either right or wrong. 
[Laughter.] Almost everybody else says one or the other, but the Judge never does. 
If there be a man in the Democratic party who thinks it is wrong, and yet clings to 
that party, I suggest to him in the first place that his leader don’t talk as he does, for 
he never says that it is wrong. In the second place, I suggest to him that if he will 
examine the policy proposed to be carried forward, he will find that he carefully 
excludes the idea that there is any thing wrong in it. If you will examine the 
arguments that are made on it, you will find that every one carefully excludes the 
idea that there is any thing wrong in slavery. Perhaps that Democrat who says he is 
as much opposed to slavery as I am, will tell me that I am wrong about this. I wish 
him to examine his own course in regard to this matter a moment, and then see if 
his opinion will not be changed a little. You say it is wrong; but don’t you constantly 
object to any body else saying so? Do you not constantly argue that this is not the 
right place to oppose it? You say it must not be opposed in the free States, because 
slavery is not here; it must not be opposed in the slave States, because it is there; it 
must not be opposed in politics, because that will make a fuss; it must not be 
opposed in the pulpit, because it is not religion. Then where is the place to oppose it? 
There is no suitable place to oppose it. 

 
Seventh Debate with Douglas, October 15, 1858 
 
On this subject of treating it as a wrong, and limiting its spread, let me say a word. 
Has any thing ever threatened the existence of this Union save and except this very 
institution of Slavery? What is it that we hold most dear amongst us? Our own liberty 
and prosperity. What has ever threatened our liberty and prosperity save and except 
this institution of Slavery? If this is true, how do you propose to improve the 
condition of things by enlarging Slavery—by spreading it out and making it bigger? 
 
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 common 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 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 
 


