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Peoria Speech 
 

ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

 

Admitted to the Illinois Bar in 1837, at the age of twenty-eight, having served four terms 

in the State Legislature and a single term in Congress (1846–48), Abraham Lincoln 

retired from politics between 1849 and 1854 to practice law in Springfield, Illinois. But 

the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in May 1854 rekindled his political ambitions. 

This act, authored by Illinois Democrat Stephen A. Douglas (1813–61), repealed the 

Missouri Compromise of 1820, which prohibited slavery in the former Louisiana 

Territory north of the parallel 36°30’ north. Douglas hoped that his principle of 

“popular sovereignty,” which allowed settlers to decide the issue of slavery in the 

territories, would put slavery to rest as a national issue.  

 

On October 16, 1854, Lincoln and Douglas delivered competing speeches in Peoria, 

Illinois. While not a direct rebuttal of Douglas, Lincoln’s remarks attacked the morality 

of slavery’s extension and of slavery itself. What arguments does Lincoln make against 

the spread of slavery to the territories? What is his view of slavery? If Lincoln knows 

slavery to be a “great evil,” why does he not favor immediate emancipation? In thinking 

about this question, pay close attention to what Lincoln says about the role of 

“universal” feelings in public life. What is Lincoln’s interpretation of the Declaration of 

Independence? How does the principle of popular sovereignty undercut the “sacred right 

of self-government,” according to Lincoln? Imagine you were in the audience, would this 

speech persuade you? 

 

The repeal of the Missouri Compromise, and the propriety of its restoration, constitute 

the subject of what I am about to say. 

 

As I desire to present my own connected view of this subject, my remarks will not be, 

specifically, an answer to Judge Douglas; yet, as I proceed, the main points he has 

presented will arise, and will receive such respectful attention as I may be able to give 

them. 

 

I wish further to say, that I do not propose to question the patriotism, or to assail the 

motives of any man, or class of men; but rather to strictly confine myself to the naked 

merits of the question. 
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I also wish to be no less than National in all the positions I may take; and whenever I 

take ground which others have thought, or may think, narrow, sectional and dangerous to 

the Union, I hope to give a reason, which will appear sufficient, at least to some, why I 

think differently. 

 

And, as this subject is no other, than part and parcel of the larger general question of 

domestic slavery, I wish to MAKE and to KEEP the distinction between the EXISTING 

institution, and the EXTENSION of it, so broad, and so clear, that no honest man can 

misunderstand me, and no dishonest one, successfully misrepresent me. 

 

In order to get a clear understanding of what the Missouri Compromise is, a short 

history of the preceding kindred subjects will perhaps be proper. When we established 

our independence, we did not own, or claim, the country to which this compromise 

applies. . . . We were then living under the Articles of Confederation, which were 

superseded by the Constitution several years afterwards. The question of ceding these 

territories to the general government was set on foot. Mr. Jefferson, the author of the 

Declaration of Independence, and otherwise a chief actor in the revolution; then a 

delegate in Congress; afterwards twice President; who was, is, and perhaps will continue 

to be, the most distinguished politician of our history; a Virginian by birth and continued 

residence, and withal, a slave-holder; conceived the idea of taking that occasion, to 

prevent slavery ever going into the north-western territory. He prevailed on the Virginia 

Legislature to adopt his views, and to cede the territory, making the prohibition of slavery 

therein, a condition of the deed. Congress accepted the cession, with the condition; and in 

the first Ordinance (which the acts of Congress were then called) for the government of 

the territory, provided that slavery should never be permitted therein. This is the famed 

ordinance of ’87 so often spoken of. Thenceforward, for sixty-one years, and until in 

1848, the last scrap of this territory came into the Union as the State of Wisconsin, all 

parties acted in quiet obedience to this ordinance. It is now what Jefferson foresaw and 

intended—the happy home of teeming millions of free, white, prosperous people, and no 

slave amongst them. . . . 

 

But now new light breaks upon us. Now congress declares this ought never to have 

been; and the like of it, must never be again. The sacred right of self-government is 

grossly violated by it! We even find some men, who drew their first breath, and every 

other breath of their lives, under this very restriction, now live in dread of absolute 

suffocation, if they should be restricted in the “sacred right” of taking slaves to Nebraska. 

That perfect liberty they sigh for—the liberty of making slaves of other people—
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Jefferson never thought of; their own father never thought of; they never thought of 

themselves, a year ago. How fortunate for them, they did not sooner become sensible of 

their great misery! Oh, how difficult it is to treat with respect, such assaults upon all we 

have ever really held sacred. 

 

But to return to history. In 1803 we purchased what was then called Louisiana, of 

France. It included the now states of Louisiana, Arkansas, Missouri, and Iowa; also the 

territory of Minnesota, and the present bone of contention, Kansas and Nebraska. Slavery 

already existed among the French at New Orleans; and, to some extent, at St. Louis. In 

1812 Louisiana came into the Union as a slave state, without controversy. In 1818 or ’19, 

Missouri showed signs of a wish to come in with slavery. This was resisted by northern 

members of Congress; and thus began the first great slavery agitation in the nation. This 

controversy lasted several months, and became very angry and exciting; the House of 

Representatives voting steadily for the prohibition of slavery in Missouri, and the Senate 

voting as steadily against it. Threats of breaking up the Union were freely made; and the 

ablest public men of the day became seriously alarmed. At length a compromise was 

made, in which, like all compromises, both sides yielded something. It was a law passed 

on the 6th day of March, 1820, providing that Missouri might come into the Union with 

slavery, but that in all the remaining part of the territory purchased of France, which lies 

north of 36 degrees and 30 minutes north latitude, slavery should never be permitted. . . . 

 

Thus originated the Missouri Compromise; and thus has it been respected down to 

1845. . . . 

 

During this long period of time Nebraska had remained, substantially an uninhabited 

country, but now emigration to, and settlement within it began to take place. It is about 

one third as large as the present United States, and its importance so long overlooked, 

begins to come into view. The restriction of slavery by the Missouri Compromise directly 

applies to it; in fact, was first made, and has since been maintained, expressly for it. In 

1853, a bill to give it a territorial government passed the House of Representatives, and, 

in the hands of Judge Douglas, failed of passing the Senate only for want of time. This 

bill contained no repeal of the Missouri Compromise. Indeed, when it was assailed 

because it did not contain such repeal, Judge Douglas defended it in its existing form. On 

January 4th, 1854, Judge Douglas introduces a new bill to give Nebraska territorial 

government. He accompanies this bill with a report, in which last, he expressly 

recommends that the Missouri Compromise shall neither be affirmed nor repealed. 



 

 

Page | 4 

Before long the bill is so modified as to make two territories instead of one; calling 

the Southern one Kansas. 

 

Also, about a month after the introduction of the bill, on the judge’s own motion, it is 

so amended as to declare the Missouri Compromise inoperative and void; and, 

substantially, that the people who go and settle there may establish slavery, or exclude it, 

as they may see fit. In this shape the bill passed both branches of congress, and became a 

law. 

 

This is the repeal of the Missouri Compromise. The foregoing history may not be 

precisely accurate in every particular; but I am sure it is sufficiently so, for all the uses I 

shall attempt to make of it, and in it, we have before us, the chief material enabling us to 

correctly judge whether the repeal of the Missouri Compromise is right or wrong. 

 

I think, and shall try to show, that it is wrong; wrong in its direct effect, letting 

slavery into Kansas and Nebraska—and wrong in its prospective principle, allowing it to 

spread to every other part of the wide world, where men can be found inclined to take it. 

 

This declared indifference, but as I must think, covert real zeal for the spread of 

slavery, I cannot but hate. I hate it because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I 

hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world—

enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites—

causes the real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity, and especially because it forces 

so many really good men amongst ourselves into an open war with the very fundamental 

principles of civil liberty—criticizing the Declaration of Independence, and insisting that 

there is no right principle of action but self-interest. 

 

Before proceeding, let me say I think I have no prejudice against the Southern people. 

They are just what we would be in their situation. If slavery did not now exist amongst 

them, they would not introduce it. If it did now exist amongst us, we should not instantly 

give it up. This I believe of the masses north and south. Doubtless there are individuals, 

on both sides, who would not hold slaves under any circumstances; and others who 

would gladly introduce slavery anew, if it were out of existence. We know that some 

southern men do free their slaves, go north, and become tip-top abolitionists; while some 

northern ones go south, and become most cruel slave-masters. 
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When southern people tell us they are no more responsible for the origin of slavery, 

than we; I acknowledge the fact. When it is said that the institution exists; and that it is 

very difficult to get rid of it, in any satisfactory way, I can understand and appreciate the 

saying. I surely will not blame them for not doing what I should not know how to do 

myself. If all earthly power were given me, I should not know what to do, as to the 

existing institution. My first impulse would be to free all the slaves, and send them to 

Liberia,—to their own native land. But a moment’s reflection would convince me, that 

whatever of high hope, (as I think there is) there may be in this, in the long run, its 

sudden execution is impossible. If they were all landed there in a day, they would all 

perish in the next ten days; and there are not surplus shipping and surplus money enough 

in the world to carry them there in many times ten days. What then? Free them all, and 

keep them among us as underlings? Is it quite certain that this betters their condition? I 

think I would not hold one in slavery, at any rate; yet the point is not clear enough for me 

to denounce people upon. What next? Free them, and make them politically and socially, 

our equals? My own feelings will not admit of this; and if mine would, we well know that 

those of the great mass of white people will not. Whether this feeling accords with justice 

and sound judgment, is not the sole question, if indeed, it is any part of it. A universal 

feeling, whether well or ill-founded, cannot be safely disregarded. We cannot, then, make 

them equals. It does seem to me that systems of gradual emancipation might be adopted; 

but for their tardiness in this, I will not undertake to judge our brethren of the south. . . . 

 

Equal justice to the south, it is said, requires us to consent to the extending of slavery 

to new countries. That is to say, inasmuch as you do not object to my taking my hog to 

Nebraska, therefore I must not object to you taking your slave. Now, I admit this is 

perfectly logical, if there is no difference between hogs and negroes. But while you thus 

require me to deny the humanity of the negro, I wish to ask whether you of the south 

yourselves, have ever been willing to do as much? It is kindly provided that of all those 

who come into the world, only a small percentage are natural tyrants. That percentage is 

no larger in the slave States than in the free. The great majority, south as well as north, 

have human sympathies, of which they can no more divest themselves than they can of 

their sensibility to physical pain. These sympathies in the bosoms of the southern people, 

manifest in many ways, their sense of the wrong of slavery, and their consciousness that, 

after all, there is humanity in the negro. If they deny this, let me address them a few plain 

questions. In 1820 you joined the north, almost unanimously, in declaring the African 

slave trade piracy, and in annexing to it the punishment of death. Why did you do this? If 

you did not feel that it was wrong, why did you join in providing that men should be 

hung for it? The practice was no more than bringing wild negroes from Africa, to sell to 
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such as would buy them. But you never thought of hanging men for catching and selling 

wild horses, wild buffaloes or wild bears. . . . 

 

But one great argument in the support of the repeal of the Missouri Compromise, is 

still to come. That argument is “the sacred right of self-government. . . .” 

 

I trust I understand, and truly estimate the right of self-government. My faith in the 

proposition that each man should do precisely as he pleases with all which is exclusively 

his own, lies at the foundation of the sense of justice there is in me. I extend the 

principles to communities of men, as well as to individuals. I so extend it, because it is 

politically wise, as well as naturally just; politically wise, in saving us from broils about 

matters which do not concern us. Here, or at Washington, I would not trouble myself with 

the oyster laws of Virginia, or the cranberry laws of Indiana. 

 

The doctrine of self-government is right—absolutely and eternally right—but it has 

no just application, as here attempted. Or perhaps I should rather say that whether it has 

such just application depends upon whether a negro is not or is a man. If he is not a man, 

why in that case, he who is a man may, as a matter of self-government, do just as he 

pleases with him. But if the negro is a man, is it not to that extent, a total destruction of 

self-government, to say that he too shall not govern himself? When the white man 

governs himself that is self-government; but when he governs himself, and also governs 

another man, that is more than self-government—that is despotism. If the negro is a man, 

why then my ancient faith teaches me that “all men are created equal;” and that there can 

be no moral right in connection with one man’s making a slave of another. 

 

Judge Douglas frequently, with bitter irony and sarcasm, paraphrases our argument 

by saying “The white people of Nebraska are good enough to govern themselves, but 

they are not good enough to govern a few miserable negroes!!” 

 

Well, I doubt not that the people of Nebraska are, and will continue to be as good as 

the average of people elsewhere. I do not say the contrary. What I do say is, that no man 

is good enough to govern another man, without that other’s consent. I say this is the 

leading principle—the sheet anchor of American republicanism. Our Declaration of 

Independence says: 

 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal; that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, 



 

 

Page | 7 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness. That to secure these rights, governments are 

instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. 

 

I have quoted so much at this time merely to show that according to our ancient faith, 

the just powers of governments are derived from the consent of the governed. Now the 

relation of masters and slaves is, pro tanto, a total violation of this principle. The master 

not only governs the slave without his consent; but he governs him by a set of rules 

altogether different from those which he prescribes for himself. Allow all the governed 

an equal voice in the government, and that, and that only is self-government. . . . 

 

But you say this question should be left to the people of Nebraska, because they are 

more particularly interested. If this be the rule, you must leave it to each individual to say 

for himself whether he will have slaves. What better moral right have thirty-one citizens 

of Nebraska to say, that the thirty-second shall not hold slaves, than the people of the 

thirty-one States have to say that slavery shall not go into the thirty-second State at all? 

 

Another important objection to this application of the right of self-government, is that 

it enables the first FEW, to deprive the succeeding MANY, of a free exercise of the right 

of self-government. The first few may get slavery IN, and the subsequent many cannot 

easily get it OUT. How common is the remark now in the slave States—“If we were only 

clear of our slaves, how much better it would be for us.” They are actually deprived of 

the privilege of governing themselves as they would, by the action of a very few, in the 

beginning. The same thing was true of the whole nation at the time our constitution was 

formed. . . . 

 

But Nebraska is urged as a great Union-saving measure. Well I too, go for saving the 

Union. Much as I hate slavery, I would consent to the extension of it rather than see the 

Union dissolved, just as I would consent to any great evil, to avoid a greater one. But 

when I go to Union saving, I must believe, at least, that the means I employ has some 

adaptation to the end. To my mind, Nebraska has no such adaptation. 

 

“It hath no relish of salvation in it.” 

 

It is an aggravation, rather, of the only one thing which ever endangers the Union. 

When it came upon us, all was peace and quiet. The nation was looking to the forming of 

new bonds of Union; and a long course of peace and prosperity seemed to lie before us. 

In the whole range of possibility, there scarcely appears to me to have been any thing, out 
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of which the slavery agitation could have been revived, except the very project of 

repealing the Missouri compromise. Every inch of territory we owned, already had a 

definite settlement of the slavery question, and by which, all parties were pledged to 

abide. Indeed, there was no uninhabited country on the continent, which we could 

acquire; if we except some extreme northern regions, which are wholly out of the 

question. In this state of case, the genius of Discord himself, could scarcely have invented 

a way of again getting us by the ears, but by turning back and destroying the peace 

measures of the past. The councils of that genius seem to have prevailed, the Missouri 

compromise was repealed; and here we are, in the midst of a new slavery agitation, such, 

I think, as we have never seen before.  

 

Who is responsible for this? Is it those who resist the measure; or those who, 

causelessly, brought it forward, and pressed it through, having reason to know, and, in 

fact, knowing it must and would be so resisted? It could not but be expected by its author, 

that it would be looked upon as a measure for the extension of slavery, aggravated by a 

gross breach of faith. Argue as you will, and long as you will, this is the naked front and 

aspect, of the measure. And in this aspect, it could not but produce agitation. Slavery is 

founded in the selfishness of man’s nature—opposition to it, in his love of justice. These 

principles are an eternal antagonism; and when brought into collision so fiercely, as 

slavery extension brings them, shocks, and throes, and convulsions must ceaselessly 

follow. Repeal the Missouri compromise—repeal all compromises—repeal the 

declaration of independence—repeal all past history, you still cannot repeal human 

nature. It still will be the abundance of man’s heart, that slavery extension is wrong; and 

out of the abundance of his heart, his mouth will continue to speak. . . . 

 

Fellow countrymen—Americans south, as well as north, shall we make no effort to 

arrest this? Already the liberal party throughout the world, express the apprehension “that 

the one retrograde institution in America, is undermining the principles of progress, and 

fatally violating the noblest political system the world ever saw.” This is not the taunt of 

enemies, but the warning of friends. Is it quite safe to disregard it—to despise it? Is there 

no danger to liberty itself, in discarding the earliest practice, and first precept of our 

ancient faith? In our greedy chase to make profit of the negro, let us beware, lest we 

“cancel and tear to pieces” even the white man’s charter of freedom. 

 

Our republican robe is soiled, and trailed in the dust. Let us repurify it. Let us turn 

and wash it white, in the spirit, if not the blood, of the Revolution. Let us turn slavery 

from its claims of “moral right,” back upon its existing legal rights, and its arguments of 
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“necessity.” Let us return it to the position our fathers gave it; and there let it rest in 

peace. Let us re-adopt the Declaration of Independence, and with it, the practices, and 

policy, which harmonize with it. Let north and south—let all Americans—let all lovers of 

liberty everywhere—join in the great and good work. If we do this, we shall not only 

have saved the Union; but we shall have so saved it, as to make, and to keep it, forever 

worthy of the saving. We shall have so saved it, that the succeeding millions of free 

happy people, the world over, shall rise up, and call us blessed, to the latest generations.  

 

 


