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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 cannot 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 cannot 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. 

 

Declaration of Secession— The State of Texas 

February 2, 1861 

 

In all the non-slave-holding States, in violation of that good faith and comity which should exist between entirely 

distinct nations, the people have formed themselves into a great sectional party, now strong enough in numbers to 

control the affairs of each of those States, based upon the unnatural feeling of hostility to these Southern States and 

their beneficent and patriarchal system of African slavery, proclaiming the debasing doctrine of the equality of all 

men, irrespective of race or color--a doctrine at war with nature, in opposition to the experience of mankind, and 

in violation of the plainest revelations of the Divine Law. They demand the abolition of negro slavery throughout the 

confederacy, the recognition of political equality between the white and the negro races, and avow their 

determination to press on their crusade against us, so long as a negro slave remains in these States. 

 

 

In view of these and many other facts, it is meet that our own views should be distinctly proclaimed. 

 

We hold as undeniable truths that the governments of the various States, and of the confederacy itself, were 

established exclusively by the white race, for themselves and their posterity; that the African race had no agency in 

their establishment; that they were rightfully held and regarded as an inferior and dependent race, and in that 

condition only could their existence in this country be rendered beneficial or tolerable. 

 



That in this free government all white men are and of right ought to be entitled to equal civil and political rights; that 

the servitude of the African race, as existing in these States, is mutually beneficial to both bond and free, and is 

abundantly authorized and justified by the experience of mankind, and the revealed will of the Almighty Creator, as 

recognized by all Christian nations; while the destruction of the existing relations between the two races, as 

advocated by our sectional enemies, would bring inevitable calamities upon both and desolation upon the fifteen 

slave-holding States. 

 

By the secession of six of the slave-holding States, and the certainty that others will speedily do likewise, Texas has 

no alternative but to remain in an isolated connection with the North, or unite her destinies with the South. 

 

For these and other reasons, solemnly asserting that the federal constitution has been violated and virtually abrogated 

by the several States named, seeing that the federal government is now passing under the control of our enemies to 

be diverted from the exalted objects of its creation to those of oppression and wrong, and realizing that our own 

State can no longer look for protection, but to God and her own sons--We the delegates of the people of Texas, in 

Convention assembled, have passed an ordinance dissolving all political connection with the government of the 

United States of America and the people thereof and confidently appeal to the intelligence and patriotism of the 

freemen of Texas to ratify the same at the ballot box, on the 23rd day of the present month. 

 

Adopted in Convention on the 2nd day of Feby, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-one 

and of the independence of Texas the twenty-fifth. 

 

 

Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address 

 

March 4, 1861 

 

Fellow-Citizens of the United States: 

In compliance with a custom as old as the Government itself, I appear before you to address you briefly and to 

take in your presence the oath prescribed by the Constitution of the United States to be taken by the 

President before he enters on the execution of this office." 

I do not consider it necessary at present for me to discuss those matters of administration about which there 

is no special anxiety or excitement. 

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern States that by the accession of a Republican 

Administration their property and their peace and personal security are to be endangered. There has never been 

any reasonable cause for such apprehension. Indeed, the most ample evidence to the contrary has all the while 

existed and been open to their inspection. It is found in nearly all the published speeches of him who now addresses 

you. I do but quote from one of those speeches when I declare 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. 

Those who nominated and elected me did so with full knowledge that I had made this and many similar 

declarations and had never recanted them; and more than this, they placed in the platform for my acceptance, and 

as a law to themselves and to me, the clear and emphatic resolution which I now read: 

Resolved, That the maintenance inviolate of the rights of the States, and especially the right of each State to 

order and control its own domestic institutions according to its own judgment exclusively, is essential to that balance 
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of power on which the perfection and endurance of our political fabric depend; and we denounce the lawless invasion 

by armed force of the soil of any State or Territory, no matter what pretext, as among the gravest of crimes. 

Plainly the central idea of secession is the essence of anarchy. A majority held in restraint by constitutional 

checks and limitations, and always changing easily with deliberate changes of popular opinions and sentiments, is the 

only true sovereign of a free people. Whoever rejects it does of necessity fly to anarchy or to despotism. Unanimity 

is impossible. The rule of a minority, as a permanent arrangement, is wholly inadmissible; so that, rejecting the 

majority principle, anarchy or despotism in some form is all that is left. 

One section of our country believes slavery is right and ought to be extended, while the other believes it is 

wrong and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial dispute. The fugitive- slave clause of 

the Constitution and the law for the suppression of the foreign slave trade are each as well enforced, perhaps, as 

any law can ever be in a community where the moral sense of the people imperfectly supports the law itself. The 

great body of the people abide by the dry legal obligation in both cases, and a few break over in each. This, I think, 

can not be perfectly cured, and it would be worse in both cases after the separation of the sections than before. The 

foreign slave trade, now imperfectly suppressed, would be ultimately revived without restriction in one section, while 

fugitive slaves, now only partially surrendered, would not be surrendered at all by the other. 

My countrymen, one and all, think calmly and well upon this whole subject. Nothing valuable can be lost by 

taking time. If there be an object to hurry any of you in hot haste to a step which you would never take deliberately, 

that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no good object can be frustrated by it. Such of you as are now 

dissatisfied still have the old Constitution unimpaired, and, on the sensitive point, the laws of your own framing under 

it; while the new Administration will have no immediate power, if it would, to change either. If it were admitted that 

you who are dissatisfied hold the right side in the dispute, there still is no single good reason for precipitate action. 

Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him who has never yet forsaken this favored land are still 

competent to adjust in the best way all our present difficulty. 

In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war. The 

Government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath 

registered in heaven to destroy the Government, while I shall have the most solemn one to "preserve, protect, and 

defend it." 

I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have 

strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield 

and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, 

when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature. 
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