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I particularly object to the new position which the avowed 
principle of this Nebraska law gives to slavery in the body 
politic. I object to it because it assumes that there can be 
moral right in the enslaving of one man by another. I 
object to it as a dangerous dalliance for a free people-a 
sad evidence that, feeling prosperity we forget right-that 
liberty, as a principle, we have ceased to revere. I object 
to it because the fathers of the republic eschewed, and 
rejected it. The argument of "Necessity" was the only 
argument they ever admitted in favor of slavery; and so 
far, and so far only as it carried them, did they ever go. 
They found the institution existing among us, which they 
could not help; and they cast blame upon the British King 
for having permitted its introduction. Before the 
constitution, they prohibited its introduction into the north-
western Territory-the only country we owned, then free 
from it. At the framing and adoption of the constitution, 
they forbore to so much as mention the word "slave" or 
"slavery" in the whole instrument. In the provision for the 
recovery of fugitives, the slave is spoken of as a "person 
held to service or labor." In that prohibiting the abolition of 
the African slave trade for twenty years, that trade is 
spoken of as "The migration or importation of such 
persons as any of the States now existing, shall think 
proper to admit," &c. These are the only provisions 
alluding to slavery. Thus, the thing is hid away, in the 
constitution, just as an afflicted man hides away a wen or 

a cancer, which he dares not cut out at once, lest he bleed to death; with the promise, nevertheless, 
that the cutting may begin at the end of a given time. Less than this our fathers could not do; and 
more they would not do. Necessity drove them so far, and farther, they would not go. But this is not 
all. The earliest Congress, under the constitution, took the same view of slavery. They hedged and 
hemmed it in to the narrowest limits of necessity.

In 1794, they prohibited an out-going slave-trade-that is, the taking of slaves from the United States 
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to sell.

In 1798, they prohibited the bringing of slaves from Africa, into the Mississippi Territory-this territory 
then comprising what are now the States of Mississippi and Alabama. This was ten years before they 
had the authority to do the same thing as to the States existing at the adoption of the constitution.

In 1800 they prohibited American citizens from trading in slaves between foreign countries-as, for 
instance, from Africa to Brazil.

In 1803 they passed a law in aid of one or two State laws, in restraint of the internal slave trade.

In 1807, in apparent hot haste, they passed the law, nearly a year in advance, to take effect the first 
day of 1808-the very first day the constitution would permit-prohibiting the African slave trade by 
heavy pecuniary and corporal penalties.

In 1820, finding these provisions ineffectual, they declared the trade piracy, and annexed to it, the 
extreme penalty of death. While all this was passing in the general government, five or six of the 
original slave States had adopted systems of gradual emancipation; and by which the institution was 
rapidly becoming extinct within these limits.

Thus we see, the plain unmistakable spirit of that age, towards slavery, was hostility to the principle, 
and toleration, only by necessity.

But now it is to be transformed into a "sacred right." Nebraska brings it forth, places it on the high 
road to extension and perpetuity; and, with a pat on its back, says to it, "Go, and God speed you." 
Henceforth it is to be the chief jewel of the nation-the very figure-head of the ship of State. Little by 
little, but steadily as man's march to the grave, we have been giving up the old for the new faith. Near 
eighty years ago we began by declaring that all men are created equal; but now from that beginning 
we have run down to the other declaration, that for some men to enslave others is a "sacred right of 
self-government." These principles can not stand together. They are as opposite as God and 
mammon; and whoever holds to the one, must despise the other.

(October 16, 1854)
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Comprehension Questions

Name: ___________________________________ Date: _______________

1. According to Lincoln, what was the only argument that "the fathers of the republic" 

ever "admitted in favor of slavery"?

2. In this speech, Lincoln argues that when the United States began, there was "hostility 

toward the principle" of slavery. What evidence does he use to support his claim?

Support your answer with evidence from the text.

3. What is the main message of this speech?
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