
PRIMARY SOURCE from The Lincoln-Douglas Debates
During the Illinois senatorial campaign in 1858, Abraham Lincoln and his oppo-
nent, Senator Stephen A. Douglas, took part in a series of joint debates. As you
read this excerpt from the seventh debate, which was held in Alton on October
15, compare and contrast the two candidates’ views on the issues.
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122 Unit 1, Chapter 4

Name Date

from Senator Douglas’s Speech

Ladies and Gentlemen: It is now nearly four
months since the canvass between Mr. Lincoln

and myself commenced. On the 16th of June the
Republican Convention assembled at Springfield
and nominated Mr. Lincoln as their candidate for
the United States Senate, and he, on that occasion,
delivered a speech in which he laid down what he
understood to be the Republican creed, and the
platform on which he proposed to stand during the
contest. The principal points in that speech of Mr. 
Lincoln’s were: First, that this gov-
ernment could not endure perma-
nently divided into free and slave
States, as our fathers made it; that
they must all become free or all
become slave; all become one thing,
or all become the other,—otherwise
this Union could not continue to
exist. I give you his opinions almost
in the identical language he used.
His second proposition was a cru-
sade against the Supreme Court of
the United States because of the
Dred Scott decision, urging as an
especial reason for his opposition to
that decision that it deprived the
negroes of the rights and benefits of
that clause in the Constitution of
the United States which guarantees
to the citizens of each State all the
rights, privileges, and immunities of
the citizens of the several States. . . . He insisted, in
that speech, that the Declaration of Independence
included the negro in the clause asserting that all
men were created equal and went so far as to say
that if one man was allowed to take the position that
it did not include the negro, others might take the
position that it did not include other men. He said
that all these distinctions between this man and that
man, this race and the other race, must be discard-
ed, and we must all stand by the Declaration of

Independence, declaring that all men were created
equal.

The issue thus being made up between Mr.
Lincoln and myself on three points, we went before
the people of the State. During the following seven
weeks . . . he and I addressed large assemblages of
the people in many of the central counties. In my
speeches I confined myself closely to those three
positions which he had taken, controverting his
proposition that this Union could not exist as our
fathers made it, divided into free and slave States,

controverting his proposition of a
crusade against the Supreme
Court because of the Dred Scott
decision, and controverting his
proposition that the Declaration of
Independence included and
meant the negroes as well as the
white men, when it declared all
men to be created equal. . . . I
took up Mr. Lincoln’s three propo-
sitions in my several speeches,
analyzed them, and pointed out
what I believed to be the radical
errors contained in them. First, in
regard to his doctrine that this
government was in violation of the
law of God, which says that a
house divided against itself cannot
stand, I repudiated it as a slander
upon the immortal framers of our
Constitution. I then said, I have
often repeated, and now again

assert, that in my opinion our government can
endure forever, divided into free and slave States as
our fathers made it,—each State having the right to
prohibit, abolish, or sustain slavery, just as it pleases.
This government was made upon the basis of the
sovereignty of the States, the right of each State 
to regulate its own domestic institutions to suit
itself. . . . Our fathers knew when they made the
government that the laws and institutions which
were well adapted to the Green Mountains of

[Lincoln] said that
all these distinctions

between this man
and that man, this
race and the other

race, must be 
discarded, and we
must all stand by
the Declaration of

Independence,
declaring that 
all men were 

created equal.
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Name The Lincoln-Douglas Debates continued

Vermont were unsuited to the rice plantations of
South Carolina. They knew then, as well as we
know now, that the laws and institutions which
would be well adapted to the beautiful prairies of
Illinois would not be suited to the mining regions
of California. They knew that in a republic as broad
as this, having such a variety of soil, climate, and
interest, there must necessarily be a corresponding
variety of local laws,—the policy and institutions of
each State adapted to its condition and wants. For
this reason this Union was established on the right
of each State to do as it pleased on the question of
slavery, and every other question; and the various
States were not allowed to complain of, much less
interfere with, the policy of their neighbors. . . .

from Mr. Lincoln’s Reply

Ihave stated upon former occasions, and I may as
well state again, what I understand to be the real

issue in this controversy between Judge Douglas
and myself. . . . The real issue in this controversy—
the one pressing upon every mind—is the senti-
ment on the part of one class that looks upon the
institution of slavery as a wrong, and of another
class that does not look upon it as a wrong. The
sentiment that contemplates the institution of slav-
ery in this country as a wrong is the sentiment of
the Republican party. It is the sentiment around
which all their actions, all their arguments, circle,
from which all their propositions radiate. They look
upon it as being a moral, social, and political
wrong; and while they contemplate it as such, they
nevertheless have due regard for its actual exis-
tence among us, and the difficulties of getting rid
of it in any satisfactory way, and to all the constitu-
tional obligations thrown about it. . . . I have said,
and I repeat it here, that if there be a man amongst
us who does not think that the institution of slavery
is wrong in any one of the aspects of which I have
spoken, he is misplaced, and ought not to be with
us. And if there be a man amongst us who is so
impatient of it as a wrong as to disregard its actual
presence among us and the difficulty of getting rid
of it suddenly in a satisfactory way, and to disregard
the constitutional obligations thrown about it, that
man is misplaced if he is on our platform. We dis-

claim sympathy with him in practical action. He is
not placed properly with us.

On this subject of treating it as a wrong, and
limiting its spread, let me say a word. Has anything
ever threatened the existence of this Union save
and except this very institution of slavery? What is
it that we hold 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 slav-
ery,—by spreading it out and making it bigger? You
may have a wen or cancer upon your person, and
not be able to cut it out, lest you bleed to death;
but surely it is no way to cure it, to engraft it and
spread it over your whole body. That is no proper
way of treating what you regard a wrong. You see
this peaceful way of dealing with it as a wrong,—
restricting the spread of it, and not allowing it to go
into new countries where it has not already existed.
That is the peaceful way, the old-fashioned way, the
way in which the fathers themselves set us the
example. . . .

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.

from Henry Steele Commager, ed., Documents of American
History (New York: F. S. Crofts & Co., 1947), 351–358.

Activity Options
1. Work with a partner to re-create the Lincoln-

Douglas debates. Using this excerpt or one of
the other six joint debates, role-play either
Douglas or Lincoln and present the debate to
the class.

2. Use information in this excerpt as well as in your
textbook to write two campaign slogans—one for
Douglas and one for Lincoln—to express their
views on slavery. Then share your slogans with
classmates.
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