
Abraham Lincoln’s Quotes on Slavery 
 
 
At the age of 28, while serving in the Illinois General Assembly, Lincoln made one of his 
first public declarations against slavery. 
 
March 3, 1837 
 
The following protest was presented to the House, which was read and ordered to be 
spread on the journals, to wit: 
 
"Resolutions upon the subject of domestic slavery having passed both branches of the 
General Assembly at its present session, the undersigned hereby protest against the 
passage of the same. 
 
They believe that the institution of slavery is founded on both injustice and bad policy; 
but that the promulgation of abolition doctrines tends rather to increase than to abate its 
evils. 
 
They believe that the Congress of the United States has no power, under the constitution, 
to interfere with the institution of slavery in the different States. 
 
They believe that the Congress of the United States has the power, under the constitution, 
to abolish slavery in the District of Columbia; but that that power ought not to be 
exercised unless at the request of the people of said District. 
 
The difference between these opinions and those contained in the said resolutions, is their 
reason for entering this protest." 
 
Dan Stone, 
A. Lincoln, 
Representatives from the county of Sangamon 
 
July 1, 1854 
  
You say A. is white, and B. is black. It is color, then; the lighter, having the right to 
enslave the darker? Take care. By this rule, you are to be slave to the first man you meet, 
with a fairer skin than your own. 
 
You do not mean color exactly?--You mean the whites are intellectually the superiors of 
the blacks, and, therefore have the right to enslave them? Take care again. By this rule, 
you are to be slave to the first man you meet, with an intellect superior to your own. 
 
But, say you, it is a question of interest; and, if you can make it your interest, you have 
the right to enslave another. Very well. And if he can make it his interest, he has the right 
to enslave you. 



 
 
Speech at Peoria, Illinois 
October 16, 1854 
 
I can not but hate [the declared indifference for slavery's spread]. 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 -- criticising [sic] 
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. 
 
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. 
 
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. 
 
 
Definition of Democracy 
August 1, 1858? 
 
As I would not be a slave, so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea of 
democracy. Whatever differs from this, to the extent of the difference, is no democracy. 
 
Seventh and Last Debate with Stephen A. Douglas 
Alton, Illinois 
October 15, 1858 
 
And when this new principle [that African Americans were not covered by the phrase "all 
men are created equal"] -- this new proposition that no human being ever thought of three 
years ago, -- is brought forward, I combat it as having an evil tendency, if not an evil 
design; I combat it as having a tendency to dehumanize the negro -- to take away from 
him the right of ever striving to be a man. I combat it as being one of the thousand things 
constantly done in these days to prepare the public mind to make property, and nothing 
but property of the negro in all the States of the Union…. 
 
 
That is the real issue. That is the issue that will continue in this country when these poor 
tongues of Judge Douglas and myself shall be silent. It is the eternal struggle between 
these two principles -- right and wrong -- throughout the world. They are the two 
principles that have stood face to face from the beginning of time; and will ever continue 
to struggle. The one is the common right of humanity and the other the divine right of 
kings. It is the same principle in whatever shape it develops itself. It is the same spirit that 
says, "You work and toil and earn bread, and I'll eat it." No matter in what shape it 
comes, whether from the mouth of a king who seeks to bestride the people of his own 
nation and live by the fruit of their labor, or from one race of men as an apology for 
enslaving another race, it is the same tyrannical principle. 



 
"Those who deny freedom to others deserve it not for themselves; and, under a just God, 
can not long retain it.” April 6, 1859 - Letter to Henry Pierce 
 
"This is a world of compensations; and he who would be no slave, must consent to have 
no slave.”  April 6, 1859 - Letter to Henry Pierce 
 
In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free - honorable alike in what we 
give, and what we preserve. December 1, 1862 - Second Annual Message to Congress 
 
"I am naturally anti-slavery. If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong. I can not 
remember when I did not so think, and feel.”  April 4, 1864 - Letter to Albert Hodges  
 
In Lincoln's last public address, he recommended extending the right to vote to the 
African Americans who had fought for the Union. This expressed his belief that African 
Americans should be granted full political equality. 
 
Last Public Address 
April 11, 1865 
 
It is also unsatisfactory to some that the elective franchise is not given to the colored 
man. I would myself prefer that it were now conferred on the very intelligent, and on 
those who serve our cause as soldiers. 
 
Sources: Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, published by the Abraham Lincoln 
Association 


