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Lincoln Primary Sources and Accompanying Questions 
 
The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions: Address before the Young Men's Lyceum of 
Springfield, Illinois, January 27, 1838 
 
The question recurs, "how shall we fortify against it?" [killings and destruction of property created 
by mob violence]. The answer is simple. Let every American, every lover of liberty, every well wisher 
to his posterity, swear by the blood of the Revolution, never to violate in the least particular, the laws 
of the country; and never to tolerate their violation by others. As the patriots of seventy-six did to 
the support of the Declaration of Independence, so to the support of the Constitution and Laws, let 
every American pledge his life, his property, and his sacred honor;--let every man remember that to 
violate the law, is to trample on the blood of his father, and to tear the character of his own, and his 
children's liberty. Let reverence for the laws, be breathed by every American mother, to the lisping 
babe, that prattles on her lap--let it be taught in schools, in seminaries, and in colleges; let it be 
written in Primers, spelling books, and in Almanacs;--let it be preached from the pulpit, proclaimed 
in legislative halls, and enforced in courts of justice. And, in short, let it become the political religion 
of the nation…. 
 
There is no grievance that is a fit object of redress by mob law. In any case that arises, as for 
instance, the promulgation of abolitionism, one of two positions is necessarily true; that is, the thing 
is right within itself, and therefore deserves the protection of all law and all good citizens; or, it is 
wrong, and therefore proper to be prohibited by legal enactments; and in neither case, is the 
interposition of mob law, either necessary, justifiable, or excusable… 
 
Reason, cold, calculating, unimpassioned reason, must furnish all the materials for our future 
support and defence.--Let those materials be moulded into general intelligence, sound morality, and 
in particular, a reverence for the constitution and laws... 
 
Describe Lincoln’s views on the importance of law. 
 
What are Lincoln’s arguments against the use of mob law in dealing with “grievances” such as 
abolitionism? 
 
Make a prediction on how Lincoln will develop future arguments as a speaker based on his words in 
this document. 
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Letter to Mary Speed, September 27, 1841 
 
You remember there was some uneasiness about Joshua's health when we left. That little 
indisposition of his turned out to be nothing serious; and it was pretty nearly forgotten when we 
reached Springfield. We got on board the Steam Boat Lebanon, in the locks of the Canal about 12. 
o'clock. M. of the day we left, and reached St. Louis the next Monday at 8 P.M. Nothing of interest 
happened during the passage, except the vexatious delays occasioned by the sand bars be thought 
interesting. By the way, a fine example was presented on board the boat for contemplating the effect 
of condition upon human happiness. A gentleman had purchased twelve negroes in different parts 
of Kentucky and was taking them to a farm in the South. They were chained six and six together. A 
small iron clevis was around the left wrist of each, and this fastened to the main chain by a shorter 
one at a convenient distance from, the others; so that the negroes were strung together precisely like 
so many fish upon a trot-line. In this condition they were being separated forever from the scenes of 
their childhood, their friends, their fathers and mothers, and brothers and sisters, and many of 
them, from their wives and children, and going into perpetual slavery where the lash of the master is 
proverbially more ruthless and unrelenting than any other where; and yet amid all these distressing 
circumstances, as we would think them, they were the most cheerful and apparently happy creatures 
on board. One, whose offence for which he had been sold was an over-fondness for his wife, played 
the fiddle almost continually; and the others danced, sung, cracked jokes, and played various games 
with cards from day to day. How true it is that "God tempers the wind to the shorn lamb,'' or in 
other words, that He renders the worst of human conditions tolerable, while He permits the best, to 
be nothing better than tolerable. 
 
In this letter, Lincoln is recalling a boat trip to St. Louis, Missouri, with his close friend Joshua Speed 
in the same year. This letter is to Speed’s half-sister. How does Lincoln describe the condition of the 
slaves he saw on the boat trip? 
 
How would you describe Lincoln’s feelings on slavery? 
 
Simply from reading this letter, do you think Lincoln exhibits much emotion regarding slavery? 
Why or why not? 
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Peoria Speech, October 16, 1854  
 
Again, you have amongst you, a sneaking individual, of the class of native tyrants, known as the 
"SLAVE-DEALER." He watches your necessities, and crawls up to buy your slave, at a speculating 
price. If you cannot help it, you sell to him; but if you can help it, you drive him from your door. 
You despise him utterly. You do not recognize him as a friend, or even as an honest man. Your 
children must not play with his; they may rollick freely with the little negroes, but not with the 
"slave-dealer's children". If you are obliged to deal with him, you try to get through the job without 
so much as touching him. It is common with you to join hands with the men you meet; but with the 
slave dealer you avoid the ceremony---instinctively shrinking from the snaky contact. If he grows 
rich and retires from business, you still remember him, and still keep up the ban of non-intercourse 
upon him and his family. Now why is this? You do not so treat the man who deals in corn, cattle or 
tobacco. 
 
And now, why will you ask us to deny the humanity of the slave? and estimate him only as the equal 
of the hog? Why ask us to do what you will not do yourselves? …. 
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 "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. 
 
Summarize the argument that Lincoln is making in the first paragraph regarding the feelings about 
slave dealers. 
 
How does Lincoln draw attention in this argument to the fact that slaves are humans and deserve to 
be seen as such? 
 
What does Lincoln claim are the proper steps to save the Union? 
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Letter to Joshua Speed, August 24, 1855 
 
You know I dislike slavery; and you fully admit the abstract wrong of it. So far there is no cause of 
difference. But you say that sooner than yield your legal right to the slave -- especially at the bidding 
of those who are not themselves interested, you would see the Union dissolved. I am not aware that 
any one is bidding you to yield that right; very certainly I am not. I leave that matter entirely to 
yourself. I also acknowledge your rights and my obligations, under the constitution, in regard to 
your slaves. I confess I hate to see the poor creatures hunted down, and caught, and carried back to 
their stripes, and unrewarded toils; but I bite my lip and keep quiet. In 1841 you and I had together 
a tedious low-water trip, on a Steam Boat from Louisville to St. Louis. You may remember, as I well 
do, that from Louisville to the mouth of the Ohio there were, on board, ten or a dozen slaves, 
shackled together with irons. That sight was a continual torment to me; and I see something like it 
every time I touch the Ohio, or any other slave-border. It is hardly fair to you to assume, that I have 
no interest in a thing which has, and continually exercises, the power of making me miserable. You 
ought rather to appreciate how much the great body of the Northern people do crucify their 
feelings, in order to maintain their loyalty to the constitution and the Union. 
 
I do oppose the extension of slavery, because my judgment and feelings so prompt me; and I am 
under no obligation to the contrary. 
 
This letter is about the same boat trip Lincoln describes in the letter to Mary Speed. How many 
years have passed between these two letters? 
 
What descriptions does Lincoln make about the journey? 
 
What insights about his feelings on slavery does Lincoln provide? 
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Dred Scott Decision Speech, Springfield, Illinois, June 26, 1857 
 
Now I protest against that counterfeit logic which concludes that, because I do not want a black 
woman for a slave I must necessarily want her for a wife. I need not have her for either, I can just 
leave her alone. In some respects she certainly is not my equal; but in her natural right to eat the 
bread she earns with her own hands without asking leave of anyone else, she is my equal, and the 
equal of all others. 
 
Chief Justice Taney, in his opinion in the Dred Scott case, admits that the language of the 
Declaration is broad enough to include the whole human family, but he and Judge Douglas argue 
that the authors of that instrument did not intend to include negroes, by the fact that they did not at 
once, actually place them on an equality with the whites. Now this grave argument comes to just 
nothing at all, by the other fact, that they did not at once, or ever afterwards, actually place all white 
people on an equality with one or another. And this is the staple argument of both the Chief Justice 
and the Senator, for doing this obvious violence to the plain unmistakable language of the 
Declaration. I think the authors of that notable instrument intended to include all men, but they did 
not intend to declare all men equal in all respects. They did not mean to say all were equal in color, 
size, intellect, moral developments, or social capacity. They defined with tolerable distinctness, in 
what respects they did consider all men created equal-equal in “certain inalienable rights, among 
which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” This they said, and this meant. They did not 
mean to assert the obvious untruth, that all were then actually enjoying that equality, nor yet, that 
they were about to confer it immediately upon them. In fact they had no power to confer such a 
boon. They meant simply to declare the right, so that the enforcement of it might follow as fast as 
circumstances should permit. They meant to set up a standard maxim for free society, which should 
be familiar to all, and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though 
never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening 
its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere. 
 
What does Lincoln say about the equality of black and white Americans? 
 
In the context of this speech, what do you think Lincoln means about leaving black Americans 
“alone,” as in his example in the first paragraph? 
 
Describe Lincoln’s beliefs about the intent of the Declaration of Independence. 
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First Debate with Stephen A. Douglas, Ottawa, Illinois, August 21, 1858  
 
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 among 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 tiptop 
Abolitionists; while some Northern ones go South, and become most cruel slave-masters….  
 
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….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….  
 
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 no 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 Judge 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 Judge Douglas he is not my equal in many respects-certainly not in color, 
perhaps not in moral or intellectual endowment. But in the right to eat the bread, without the 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. 
 
What does Lincoln say about Northerners and Southerners in the first paragraph? Why do you 
think he is making this appeal? 
 
What two possible outcomes for slaves does Lincoln speak of in the second paragraph?  
 
What does Lincoln say about changing the “institution of slavery” in the third paragraph? 
 
What argument does Lincoln make about the equality of “the white and the black races”?  


