Seminar 5.2 – the Lincoln Douglas Debates and the Election of 1860


Stephen Douglas Opposes Black Citizenship

1858

In the 1858 Senatorial election, “Honest Abe” Lincoln boldly challenged incumbent Senator Douglass—“the Little Giant”—to a series of seven debates on issues of the day. In 1858, the biggest issue on everyone’s mind was the question of slavery. Each debate followed the same pattern: one candidate would give a one- hour speech, followed by a 90-minute rebuttal from his opponent, then the original speaker would give a half- hour closing argument. In this first debate in Ottawa, Illinois in front of twelve thousand spectators, Stephan Douglass went first. Newspapers across the country covered the debate, sending stenographers to transcribe not just the candidates’ words but the audience reaction as well. 

Although Lincoln lost the election for Senator, the debates brought him national attention and previewed the issues he would face in the 1860 presidential race.
THINK THROUGH HISTORY: How did Douglas’ remarks on this occasion both please and offend the South? To which ideas does this Illinois crowd respond most strongly?
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

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. (Laughter and applause) That is the first and main rea​son 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? ("No, no.") 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 ("Never.") and cover your prairies with black settlements? Do you desire to turn this beautiful state into a free Negro colony ("No, no.") 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? ("Never," "No.") 
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 [pro-Negro] Republican Party, who are in favor of the citizenship of the Negro. ("Never, never.") 

For one, I am opposed to Negro citizenship in any and every form. (cheers) I believe this government was made on the white basis. ("Good.") 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 de​scent, instead of conferring it upon Negroes, Indians, and other inferior races. ("Good for you," "Douglas forever.") 

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 In​dependence awards to him. He and they maintain that Negro equality is guaranteed 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 (Laughter.), 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. ("Never," "Hit him again," and cheers.)…
Now, I do not believe that the Almighty ever intended the Negro to be the equal of the white man, ("Never, never.") If he did, he has been a long time demonstrating the fact. (Cheers.)…He belongs to an inferior race, and must always occupy an in​ferior position. ("Good," "That's so." etc.) 

I do not hold that because the negro is our inferior that therefore he ought to be a slave, By no means can such a conclusion he drawn from what I have said, On the contrary, I hold that humanity and Christianity both require that the Negro shall have and enjoy every right, every privilege, and every immunity consistent with the safety of the society in which he lives ("That's so,”) On that point, I presume, there can he no diversity of opinion, This is a question which each state and each ter​ritory must decide for itself—Illinois has decided it for herself…
Now, I hold that Illinois had a right to abolish and prohibit slavery as she did. And I hold that Kentucky has the same right to continue and protect slavery that Illi​nois had to abolish it. I hold that New York had as much right to abolish slavery as Virginia has to continue it, and that each and every state of this Union is a sovereign power with the right to do as it pleases upon this question of slavery, and upon all its domestic institutions, 

Abraham Lincoln Denies Black Equality

1858

Lincoln, in his high-pitched voice, parried Douglas’s charges, to the delight of his noisy Ottawa supporters, who outnumbered the Douglasites about two to one. When this particular debate ended, the Republicans bore their awkward hero in triumph from the platform—with his drawn-up trousers, said one observer, reveling the edges of his long underwear. Douglas later claimed that his opponent, beaten and exhausted, was unable to leave under his own power—a charge that angered Lincoln. 

THINK THROUGH HISTORY: In the following portion of Lincoln’s contribution to the interchange at Ottawa, what portion of his stand was most offensive to Northern abolitionists? To the white South?

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

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, (laughter)
…Anything that argues me into his [Douglas's] 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. (laughter)
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 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 Senator 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 Senator Douglashe is not 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. (Great applause)
Election 1860: Fire-Eaters Urge Secession

1860

The surprise nomination of Abraham Lincoln for president on the Republican ticket in 1860 precipitated a crisis. Many Southern spokesmen served notice that the election of this backwoods “ape” whose opposition to slavery was grossly exaggerated, would prove that the North no longer wanted the South in the Union. The vitriolic Charleston Mercury, which had championed nullification as early as 1832, was perhaps the foremost newspaper advocating secession.

THINK THROUGH HISTORY: What grievances does the following editorial cite? Did they justify secession?

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

The leaders and oracles of the most powerful party in the United States [Re​publican] have denounced us as tyrants and unprincipled heathens, through the civ​ilized world. They have preached it from their pulpits. They have declared it in the halls of Congress and in their newspapers. In their schoolhouses they have taught their children (who are to rule this government in the next generation) to look upon the slaveholder as the special disciple of the devil himself. They have published books and pamphlets in which the institution of slavery is held up to the world as a blot and a stain upon the escutcheon of America's honor as a nation. 

They have established abolition societies among them for the purpose of raising funds—first to send troops to Kansas to cut the throats of all the slaveholders there, and now to send emissaries among us to incite our slaves to rebellion against the authority of their masters, and thereby endanger the lives of our people and the de​struction of our property. 

They have brought forth an open and avowed enemy to the most cherished and important institution of the South, as candidate for election to the Chief Magis​tracy of this government—the very basis of whose political principles is an uncom​promising hostility to the institution of slavery under all circumstances. 

They have virtually repealed the Fugitive Slave Law, and declare their determi​nation not to abide by the decision of the Supreme Court guaranteeing to us the right to claim our property wherever found in the United States. 

And, in every conceivable way, the whole Northern people, as a mass, have shown a most implacable hostility to us and our most sacred rights; and this, too without the slightest provocation on the part of the South… 

Has a man's own brother, born of the same parents, a right to invade the sacred precincts of his fireside, to wage war upon him and his family, and deprive him of his property? And if he should do so, the aggrieved brother has not only a right, but it is his duty, sanctioned by every principle of right, to cut off all communication with that unnatural brother, to drive him from the sanctuary of his threshold, and treat him as an enemy and a stranger. Then why should we any longer submit to the galling yoke of our tyrant brother-the usurping, domineering, abolition North! 

The political policy of the South demands that we should not hesitate, but rise up with a single voice and proclaim to the world that we will be subservient to the North no longer, but that we will be a free and an independent people... 

All admit that an ultimate dissolution of the Union is inevitable, and we believe the crisis is not far off. Then let it come now; the better for the South that it should be today; she cannot afford to wait. 

Election 1860: The North Resents Threats

1860

Outstanding among Northern newspapers was the Springfield (Massachusetts) Republican. Edited by the high-strung Samuel Bowles, who was known at times to drive himself forty-eight hours without sleep, it featured straightforward reporting and concise writing.

THINK THROUGH HISTORY: Can you determine, from the following editorial, the extent to which the issue of majority rule was legitimately involved in the North-South dispute?

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

The South, through the mouth of many of its leading politicians and journals, defies the North to elect Abraham Lincoln to the Presidency. It threatens secession in case he shall be elected. It arrogantly declares that he shall never take his seat. It passes resolutions of the most outrageous and insolent character, insulting every man who dares to vote for what they call a "Black Republican." To make a long matter very short and plain, they claim the privilege of conducting the government in all the future, as they have in all the past, for their own benefit and their own way, with the alternative of dissolving the Union of the States. 

Now, if the non-slaveholding people have any spirit at all, they will settle this question at once and forever. Look at the history of the last two administrations, in which the slave interest has had undisputed sway. This sway, the most disgraceful and shameless of anything in the history of the government, we are told must not be thrown off, else the Union will be dissolved. Let's try it! Are we forever to be gov​erned by a slave holding minority? Will the passage of four years more of misrule make it any easier for the majority to assume its legitimate functions? 

There are many reasons why we desire to see this experiment tried this fall. If the majority cannot rule the country without the secession of the minority, it is time the country knew it. If the country can only exist under the rule of an oligarchy [of slaveowners], let the bet be demonstrated at once, and let us change our institu​tions. We desire to see the experiment tried, because we wish to have the Southern people, who have been blinded and cheated by the politicians, learn that a "Black Republican" respects the requirements of the Constitution and will protect their interests. Harmony between the two sections of this country can never be secured until the South has learned that the North is not its enemy, but its best friend. 

[The “Black Republican” Lincoln was elected president on November 6, 1860. Three days later a New Orleans newspaper declared, “The Northern people, in electing Mr. Lincoln, have perpetrated a deliberate, cold-blooded insult and outrage upon the people of the slaveholding states…” On December 20, a special convention in South Carolina led the secessionist parade by voting 169 to 0 to leave the Union]
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