
 

 

 

 

 

The debates between Stephen A. Douglas and Abraham Lincoln were held during the 1858 campaign for a 

US Senate seat from Illinois. The debates were held at 7 sites throughout Illinois, one in each of the 7 

Congressional Districts. 

Douglas, a Democrat, was the incumbent Senator, 

having been elected in 1847. He had chaired the 

Senate Committee on Territories. He helped enact the 

Compromise of 1850. Douglas then was a proponent 

of Popular Sovereignty, and was responsible for the 

Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854. The legislation led to 

the violence in Kansas, hence the name "Bleeding 

Kansas."  

Lincoln was a relative unknown at the beginning of 

the debates. In contrast to Douglas' Popular 

Sovereignty stance, Lincoln stated that the US could 

not survive as half-slave and half-free states. The 

Lincoln-Douglas debates drew the attention of the 

entire nation.  

Although Lincoln would lose the Senate race in 1858, he would beat Douglas out in the 1860 race for the 

US Presidency.  

Please note that Senators were not elected directly by the people in 1858, but by the state legislatures. 

These public debates were Lincoln’s idea, and the transcripts of them were widely read across the 

country. Before the debates he was largely unknown… after he was famous…helping him win the 1860 

presidential election (although not with a huge majority). 

 

As you read the excerpts on the following pages,  

highlight the main arguments of each candidate  

and note the specific statements of each on the  

subject of slavery and equality. 



From the First Debate at Ottawa, Illinois, August 21, 1858 

DOUGLAS: 

My object in reading these resolutions [of the Republican Party on slavery] 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. I desire to know 
whether Mr. Lincoln to-day 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 to-day, 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. I want to know 

whether he stands to-day 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. 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. I desire him to answer whether he is opposed to the acquisition of any more territory unless slavery 
is first prohibited therein. I want his answer to those 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 I may put the same questions to him.  

My principles are the same everywhere. 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 American flag waves. I desire to know whether Mr. 

Lincoln’s principles will bear transplanting from Ottawa to Jonesboro? I put these questions to him to-day 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 …  

In the remarks I have made on this platform, and the position of Mr. Lincoln upon it, I mean nothing personally 
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. … Lincoln is one of those peculiar men who perform with 
admirable skill everything which they undertake.  

… 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 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. 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.  

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. Why can it not exist on the same principles on which our fathers made it? 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 

Carolina, 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. 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 formed, there were thirteen States in the Union, twelve of which were 
slaveholding States and one a 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 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. 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 citizenship and negro equality 
everywhere.  



We are told by Lincoln that he is utterly opposed to the Dred Scott decision, and will not submit to it, for the reason 
that he says it deprives the negro of the rights and privileges of citizenship. 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 
conferring upon the negro the rights and privileges of citizenship? 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, and cover 
your prairies with black settlements? Do you desire to turn this beautiful State into a free negro colony, in order that 
when Missouri abolishes slavery she can send one hundred thousand emancipated slaves into Illinois, to become 
citizens and voters, on an equality with yourselves? 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. For one, I am opposed to negro citizenship in any 

and every form. I believe this government was made on the white basis. I believe it was made by white men, for the 
benefit of white men and their posterity for ever, 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.  

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, 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. … Lincoln … 
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.  

LINCOLN’S REPLY: 

My Fellow-Citizens: When a man hears himself somewhat misrepresented, it provokes him—at least, I find it so with 
myself; but when the misrepresentation becomes very gross and palpable, it is more apt to amuse him. … 

Now gentlemen, I have 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.  

Voice—Put on your specs.  

Mr. Lincoln—Yes, sir, I am obliged to do so. I am no longer a young man. [Laughter.]  

… 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 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 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, can not be safely disregarded. We can not, 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 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.  

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 made this inquiry and I have answered it before, 
he has got it without my getting anything in return. He has got my answer on the Fugitive Slave Law.  

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. 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. 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 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.  

… 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 with the Judge has spoken. He has read from my speech in Springfield, in which I say that "a house 
divided against itself cannot stand." Does the Judge say it can stand? 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.  

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 Saviour is true, but he may 
allege that I misapply it; and the Judge has 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.  

… Well, then, let us talk about Popular Sovereignty! What is Popular Sovereignty? It is the right of the people to have 
Slavery or not have it, as they see fit, in the territories? 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. I do not mean 
that if this vast concourse of people were in a Territory of the 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 anything or 



favoring anything to reduce to a dead uniformity all the local institutions 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 sugar cane, 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? 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 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 indisposition 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.  

… 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 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! To my thinking, Judge Douglas is, by his example and vast influence, 

doing that very thing in this community, 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. 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. 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 view and to avow his principles, and to say all that he says on these mighty questions—then 
it needs only 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.  

 

Debate #2: Freeport, Illinois, August 27 

LINCOLN: 

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. … 

As to … the Fugitive Slave Law, I have never hesitated to say, and I do not now hesitate to say, that I think, under 
the Constitution of the United States, the people of the Southern States are entitled 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.  

In regard to the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia … I have my mind very distinctly made up. I should be 
exceedingly glad to see slavery abolished in the District of Columbia. I believe that Congress possesses the 
constitutional 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 
abolition 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."  

… 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 authorized 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 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.  

DOUGLAS: 

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. …  

…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 

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. Those police regulations 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 extension. 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.  

… The fourth question of Mr. Lincoln is, are you in favor of acquiring additional territory in disregard as to how such 
acquisition may effect 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 circumstances 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 
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 answering it, asks me whether I am in favor of acquiring territory without regard to how 

it may effect the Union on the slavery question. I answer 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 out 
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. In less 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. You cannot limit this great republic 
by mere boundary lines, saying, "thus far shalt thou go, and no further." 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 a 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.  

 

Debate #3, Jonesboro, September 15 

DOUGLAS: 

… I now wish to ask you whether that principle was right or wrong which guaranteed to every State and every 
community the right to form and regulate their domestic institutions to suit themselves. These measures were 
adopted, as I have previously said, by the joint action of the Union Whigs and Union Democrats, in opposition to 

Northern Abolitionists and Southern Disunionists. In 1852, when the Whig party assembled at Baltimore, in national 
convention for the last time, they adopted the principle of the Compromise measures of 1850 as their rule of party 
action in the future. One month thereafter the Democrats assembled at the same place to nominate a candidate for 
the Presidency, and declared the same great principle as the rule of action by which the Democracy would be 
governed. The Presidential election of 1852 was fought on that basis. It is true that the Whigs claimed special merit 
for the adoption of those measures, because they asserted that their great Clay originated them, their God-like 
Webster defended them, and their Fillmore signed the bill making them the law of the land; but on the other hand the 

Democrats claimed special credit for the Democracy, upon the ground that we gave twice as many votes in both 
Houses of Congress for the passage of these measures as the Whig party.  

… 

When the Republican convention assembled at Springfield in June last for the purpose of nominating State officers 
only, the Abolitionists could not get Lincoln and his friends into it until they would pledge themselves that Lincoln 

should be their candidate for the Senate; and you will find, in proof of this, that that convention passed a resolution 
unanimously declaring that Abraham Lincoln was the "first, last and only choice" of the Republicans for United States 
Senator. He was not willing to have it understood that he was merely their first choice, or their last choice, but their 
only choice. The Black Republican party had nobody else. … 

But I wish to invite your attention to the chief points at issue between Mr. Lincoln and myself in this discussion. Mr. 
Lincoln, knowing that he was to be the candidate of his party on account of the arrangement of which I have already 
spoken, knowing that he was to receive the nomination of the Convention for the United States Senate, had his 
speech, accepting that nomination, all written and committed to memory, ready to be delivered the moment the 

nomination was announced. Accordingly, when it was made he was in readiness, and delivered his speech, a portion 
of which I will read, in order that I may state his political principles fairly, by repeating them in his own language.  

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 had only not ceased, but had 
constantly augmented. I believe 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. 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 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 North as well as South.  

There you have Mr. Lincoln’s first and main proposition, upon which he bases his claims, stated in his own language. 
He tells you that this Republic cannot endure permanently divided into slave and free States, as our fathers made it. 

He says that they must all become free or all become slave, that they must all be one thing or all be the other, or this 
government cannot last. Why can it not last if we will execute the government in the same spirit and upon the same 



principles upon which it is founded. Lincoln, by his proposition, says to the South, "If you desire to maintain your 
institutions as they are now, you must not be satisfied with minding your own business, but you must invade Illinois 
and all the other northern States, establish slavery in them and make it universal;" and in the same language he says 
to the north, "you must not be content with regulating your own affairs and minding your own business, but if you 

desire to maintain your freedom you must invade the Southern States, abolish slavery there and everywhere, in order 
to have the States all one thing or all the other." I say that this is the inevitable and irresistible result of Mr. Lincoln’s 
argument inviting a warfare between the North and the South, to be carried on with ruthless vengeance, until the one 
section or the other shall be driven to the wall and become the victim of the rapacity of the other.  

What good would follow such a system of warfare? Suppose the North should succeed in conquering the South, how 
much would she be the gainer, or suppose the South should conquer the North, could the Union be preserved in that 
way? Is this sectional warfare to be waged between Northern States and Southern States until they all shall become 
uniform in their local and domestic institutions merely because Mr. Lincoln says that a house divided against itself 
cannot stand, and pretends that this scriptural quotation, this language of our Lord and Master, is applicable to the 

American Union and American constitution? Washington and his compeers in the convention that framed the 
constitution, made this government divided into free and slave States. It was composed then of thirteen sovereign 
and independent States, each having sovereign authority over its local and domestic institutions, and all bound 
together by the federal constitution. Mr. Lincoln likens that bond of the federal constitution joining free and slave 
States together to a house divided against itself, and says that it is contrary to the law of God and cannot stand. 
When did he learn, and by what authority does he proclaim, that this government is contrary to the law of God, and 

cannot stand? It has stood thus divided into free and slave States from its organization up to this day. During that 
period we have increased from four millions to thirty millions of people; we have extended our territory from the 
Mississippi to the Pacific ocean; we have acquired the Floridas and Texas and other territory sufficient to double our 
geographical extent; we have increased in population, in wealth, and in power beyond any example on earth; we have 
risen from a weak and feeble power to become the terror and admiration of the civilized world; and all this has been 
done under a constitution which Mr. Lincoln, in substance, says is in violation of the law of God, and under a union 
divided into free and slave States, which Mr. Lincoln thinks, because of such division, cannot stand. Surely, Mr. Lincoln 

is a wiser man than those who framed the government. Washington did not believe, nor did his compatriots, that the 
local laws and domestic institutions that were well adapted to the green mountains of Vermont were suited to the rice 
plantations of South Carolina; they did not believe at that day that in a republic so broad and expanded as this, 
containing such a variety of climate, soil and interest, that uniformity in the local laws and domestic institutions were 
either desirable or possible. They believed then as our experience has proved to us now, that each locality, having 
different interests, a different climate and different surroundings, required different local laws; local policy and local 
institutions adapted to the wants of that locality. Thus our government was formed on the principle of diversity in the 
local institutions and laws and not on that of uniformity.  

As my time flies, I can only glance, at these points and not present them as fully as I would wish, because I desire to 

bring all the points in controversy between the two parties before you in order to have Mr. Lincoln’s reply. He makes 
war or the decision of the Supreme Court in the case known as the Dred Scott case. I wish to say to you, fellow- 
citizens, that I have no war to make on that decision, or any other ever rendered by the Supreme Court. I am content 
to take that decision as it stands delivered by the highest judicial tribunal on earth, a tribunal established by the 
Constitution of the United States for that purpose, and hence that decision be comes the law of the land, binding on 
you, on me, and on every other good citizen, whether we like it or not. Hence I do not choose to go into an argument 
to prove, before this audience, whether or not Chief Justice Taney understood the law better than Abraham Lincoln.  

Mr. Lincoln objects to that decision, first and mainly because it deprives the negro of the rights of citizenship. I am as 
much opposed to his reason for that objection as I am to the objection itself. I hold that a negro is not and never 

ought to be a citizen of the United States. I hold that this government was made on the white basis, by white men, for 
the benefit of white men and their posterity forever, and should be administered by white men and none others. I do 
not believe that the Almighty made the negro capable of self-government. I am aware that all the abolition lecturers 
that you find traveling about through the country are in the habit of reading the Declaration of Independence to prove 

that all men were created equal and endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, among which are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Mr. Lincoln is very much in the habit of following in the track of Lovejoy in this 
particular, by reading that part of the Declaration of Independence to prove that the negro was endowed by the 

Almighty with the inalienable right of equality with white men. Now, I say to you, may fellow-citizens, that in my 
opinion the signers of the Declaration had no reference to the negro whatever when they declared all men to be 
created equal. They desired to express by that phrase, white men, men of European birth and European descent, and 
had no reference either to the negro, the savage Indians, the Fejee, the Malay, or any other inferior and degraded 
race, when they spoke of the equality of men. One great evidence that such was their understanding, is to be found in 
the fact that at that time every one of the thirteen colonies was a slaveholding colony, every signer of the Declaration 

represented a slave-holding constituency, and we know that no one of them emancipated his slaves, much less 
offered citizenship to them when they signed the Declaration, and yet, if they had intended to declare that the negro 
was the equal of the white man, and entitled by divine right to an equality with him, they were bound, as honest men, 
that day and hour to have put their negroes on an equality with themselves. Instead of doing so, with uplifted eyes to 



Heaven they implored the Divine blessing upon them, during the seven years’ bloody war they had to fight to 
maintain that Declaration, never dreaming that they were violating divine law by still holding the negroes in bondage 
and depriving them of equality.  

My friends, I am in favor of preserving this government as our fathers made it. It does not follow by any means that 
because a negro is not your equal or mine that hence he must necessarily be a slave. On the contrary, it does follow 
that we ought to extend to the negro every right, every privilege, every immunity which he is capable of enjoying 

consistent with the good of society. When you ask me what these rights are, what their nature and extent is, I tell you 
that is a question which each State of this Union must decide for itself. Illinois has already decided the question. We 
have decided that the negro must not be a slave within our limits, but we have also decided that the negro shall not 
be a citizen within our limits; that he shall not vote, hold office, or exercise any political rights. I maintain that Illinois, 
as a sovereign State, has a right thus to fix her policy with reference to the relation between the white man and the 
negro; but while we had the right to decide the question for ourselves we must recognize the same right in Kentucky 
and in every other State to make the same decision, or a different one. Having decided our own policy with reference 

to the black race, we must leave Kentucky and Missouri and every other State perfectly free to make just such a 
decision as they see proper on that question.  

Four Additional debates were held in  
Charleston on September 18,  

Galesburg on October 7,  

Quincy on October 13, and  
Alton on October 15. 
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