
	
  
[Close this Window]	
  

Lincoln Traces the Development of his Attitudes toward Slavery and 
Equality	
  
Digital History ID 384	
  

Author:   Abraham Lincoln  	
  
Date:1858	
  

Annotation:	
  

In the final balloting in 1858, Republicans actually outpolled the Democrats. But the 
Democrats had gerrymandered voting districts so skillfully that they kept control of 
the state legislature, which at the time elected U.S. Senators. Although Lincoln lost 
in 1858, his battle with Stephen Douglas had catapulted him into the national 
spotlight and made him a serious presidential possibility in 1860. As he himself 
noted, his defeat was "a slip and not a fall." 	
  

To understand Lincoln's attitude toward civil rights in its own terms, it is essential 
to understand that he drew a distinction, like many Republicans, between "social" 
rights and "economic" and "political" rights. Lincoln denied any intention of 
achieving full "social" rights for African Americans, such as the right to associate 
with whites in the private sphere. But he did believe that black Americans were 
entitled to full protection of their right to the fruits of their labor. 	
  

During Reconstruction, following the Civil War, the Republican party insisted on full 
public rights for African Americans--such as the right to vote, to sue in court, and 
gain equal access to public accommodations, such as railway cars--while denying 
that they were committed to equal social rights. Yet even this narrow conception of 
formal legal equality would be overturned in 1883 when the Supreme Court struck 
down the Civil Rights Act of 1875 on the grounds that access to public 
accommodations was a private right, not a public right, and that Congress lacked 
the power to forbid discrimination in street cars and theaters. 	
  

In this speech, Lincoln traces the development of his attitudes toward slavery and 
equality, and expresses his conviction that the southern slave power was engaged 
in a conspiracy to nationalize slavery and strip whites as well as blacks of their civil 
rights.	
  

	
  
Document: Although I have ever been opposed to slavery, so far I rested in the 
hope and belief that it was in the course of ultimate extinction. For that reason, it 



had been a minor question with me. I might have been mistaken; but the whole 
public mind, that is the mind of the great majority, had rested in that belief up to 
the repeal of the Missouri Compromise [in 1854, as part of the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act]. But upon that event, I became convinced that either I had been resting in a 
delusion, or the institution was being placed on a new basis--a basis for making it 
perpetual, national and universal. Subsequent events have greatly confirmed me in 
that belief. I believe that [Kansas-Nebraska] bill to be the beginning of a conspiracy 
for that purpose.... So believing, I thought the public mind will never rest till the 
power of Congress to restrict the spread of it [slavery] shall again be acknowledged 
and exercised on the one hand, or on the other, all resistance be entirely crushed 
out.... 	
  

Mr. [Preston] Brooks, in one of his speeches, when they were presenting him 
canes, silver plate, gold pitchers and the like, for assaulting Senator [Charles] 
Sumner [of Massachusetts], distinctly affirmed his opinion that when this 
Constitution was formed, it was the belief of no man that slavery would last to the 
present day. 	
  

He said, what I think, that the framers of our Constitution placed the institution of 
slavery where the public mind rested in the hope that it was in course of ultimate 
extinction. But he went on to say that the men of the present age, by their 
experience, have become wiser than the framers of the Constitution; and the 
invention of the cotton gin had made the perpetuity of slavery a necessity in this 
country.... 	
  

My declarations upon this subject of Negro slavery may be misrepresented, but can 
not be misunderstood, I have said that I do not understand the Declaration to mean 
that all men are created equal in all respects. They are not our equal in color; but I 
suppose that it does mean that all men are equal in some respects; they are equal 
in their right to "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness." Certainly the Negro is 
not our equal in color--perhaps not in many other respects; still, in the right to put 
into his mouth the bread that his own hands have earned, he is the equal of every 
other man, white or black. In pointing out that more has been given you, you can 
not be justified in taking away the little which has been given him. All I ask for the 
Negro is that if you do not like him, let him alone. If God gave him but little, that 
little let him enjoy. 	
  

When our Government was established we had the institution of slavery among us. 
We were in a certain sense compelled to tolerate its existence. It was a sort of 
necessity. We had gone through our struggle and secured our own independence. 
The framers of the Constitution found the institution of slavery amongst their other 
institutions at the time. They found that by an effort to eradicate it, they might lose 
much of what they had already gained. They were obliged to bow to the necessity. 
They gave power to Congress to abolish the slave trade at the end of twenty years. 
They also prohibited it in the Territories where it did not exist. They did what they 
could and yielded to the necessity for the rest.... 	
  



One more point.... I expressed my belief in the existence of a conspiracy to 
perpetuate and nationalize slavery.... I showed the part Judge Douglas had played 
in the string of facts, constituting to my mind the proof of that conspiracy. I showed 
the parts played by others. 	
  

I charged that the people had been deceived into carrying the last Presidential 
election, by the impression that the people of the Territories might exclude slavery 
if they chose, when it was known in advance by the conspirators, that the Court 
was to decide that neither Congress nor the people could so exclude slavery.... I 
charge him with having been a party to that conspiracy and to the deception for the 
sole purpose of nationalizing slavery. 	
  

Mr. Lincoln sat down amidst loud and continued cheering. 	
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