
Letter to Joshua Speed 

Abraham Lincoln and Joshua Speed met in Springfield, Illinois, during the 1830s. Although Speed 
returned to his native Kentucky, they remained friends throughout life. In this letter, Lincoln expresses his 
thinking about slavery, which contrasted with Speed, who grew up on a plantation and owned slaves. The 
year before Lincoln wrote this letter, the Kansas-Nebraska Act passed Congress, repealing the Missouri 
Compromise of 1820, and opened the territories to slavery. The passage of this bill proved a turning point 
in Lincoln's career. As he observed, "I was losing interest in politics, when the repeal of the Missouri 
Compromise aroused me again." 

Springfield, Illinois 
August 24, 1855 

Dear Speed: 

You know what a poor correspondent I am. Ever since I received your very agreeable letter of the 
22nd. of May I have been intending to write you in answer to it. You suggest that in political action 
now, you and I would differ. I suppose we would; not quite as much, however, as you may think. 
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 continued torment to me; and I see 
something like it every time I touch the Ohio, or any other slave-border. It is hardly fair for 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. If for this you and I must differ, differ we must. You say if you 
were President, you would send an army and hang the leaders of the Missouri outrages upon the 
Kansas elections; still, if Kansas fairly votes herself a slave state, she must be admitted, or the 
Union must be dissolved.  

… 

I am not a Know-Nothing. That is certain. How could I be? How can any one who abhors the 
oppression of negroes, be in favor or degrading classes of white people? Our progress in 
degeneracy appears to me to be pretty rapid. As a nation, we began by declaring that "all men are 
created equal." We now practically read it "all men are created equal, except negroes "When the 
Know-Nothings get control, it will read "all men are created equal, except negroes, and foreigners, 
and Catholics." When it comes to this I should prefer emigrating to some country where they 
make no pretence of loving liberty -- to Russia, for instance, where despotism can be taken pure, 
and without the base alloy of hypocracy [sic]. 

 



House Divided Speech 

Springfield, Illinois 
June 16, 1858 

On June 16, 1858 more than 1,000 delegates met in the Springfield, Illinois, statehouse for the 
Republican State Convention. At 5:00 p.m. they chose Abraham Lincoln as their candidate for the U.S. 
Senate, running against Democrat Stephen A. Douglas. At 8:00 p.m. Lincoln delivered this address to his 
Republican colleagues in the Hall of Representatives. The title reflects part of the speech's introduction, 
"A house divided against itself cannot stand," a concept familiar to Lincoln's audience as a statement by 
Jesus recorded in the gospels.  Even Lincoln's friends regarded the speech as too radical for the 
occasion.  

Mr. President and Gentlemen of the Convention. 

If we could first know where we are, and whither we are tending, we could then better 
judge what to do, and how to do it. 

We are now far into the fifth year, since a policy was initiated, with the avowed object, 
and confident promise, of putting an end to slavery agitation. 

Under the operation of that policy, that agitation has not only, not ceased, but has constantly 
augmented. 

In my opinion, it will not cease, until a crisis shall have been reached, and passed. 

"A house divided against itself cannot stand." 

I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free. 

I do not expect the Union to be dissolved -- I do not expect the house to fall -- but I do expect it will 
cease to be divided. 

It will become all one thing or all the other. 

Either the opponents of slavery, will arrest the further spread of it, and place it where the public 
mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push 
it forward, till it shall become alike lawful in all the States, old as well as new -- North as well 
as South. 

Have we no tendency to the latter condition? 

 

 

 

 



Fourth Debate with Stephen Douglas --  
 

Charleston, IL 
September 18, 1858 

 

 

“I will say then that I am not, nor ever have been in favor of bringing about in anyway the social and 

political equality of the white and black races – that I am not nor ever have been in favor of making voters 

or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with white people; and I will 

say in addition to this that there is a physical difference between the white and black races which I believe 

will forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality. And inasmuch as 

they cannot so live, while they do remain together there must be the position of superior and inferior, and 

I as much as any other man am in favor of having the superior position assigned to the white race. I say 

upon this occasion I do not perceive that because the white man is to have the superior position the 

negro should be denied everything.” 

Fourth Debate with Stephen A. Douglas at Charleston, Illinois, September 18, 1858 

(The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln edited by Roy P. Basler, Volume III, pp. 145-146.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



First Inaugural Address 

March 4, 1861 
Washington, D.C. 

This speech had its origins in the back room of a store in Springfield, Illinois. Abraham Lincoln, who lived 
in Springfield for nearly 25 years, wrote the speech shortly after his election as America's sixteenth 
President. Before leaving town in January 1861, he eluded hordes of office seekers by taking refuge in 
his brother-in-law's store. There he used just four references in his writing: Henry Clay's 1850 Speech on 
compromise, Webster's reply to Hayne, Andrew Jackson's proclamation against nullification, and the U.S. 
Constitution. Although meant to allay the fears of Southerners, the speech did not dissuade them from 
starting the war, which they initiated the following month. 

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern States, that by the accession of a 
Republican Administration, their property, and their peace, and personal security, are to be 
endangered. There has never been any reasonable cause for such apprehension. Indeed, the most 
ample evidence to the contrary has all the while existed, and been open to their inspection. It is 
found in nearly all the published speeches of him who now addresses you. I do but quote from 
one of those speeches when I declare 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." Those who nominated and elected me did so with full 
knowledge that I had made this, and many similar declarations, and had never recanted them. And 
more than this, they placed in the platform, for my acceptance, and as a law to themselves, and to 
me, the clear and emphatic resolution which I now read: 

Resolved, That the maintenance inviolate of the rights of the States, and especially the right of 
each State to order and control its own domestic institutions according to its own judgment 
exclusively, is essential to that balance of power on which the perfection and endurance of our 
political fabric depend; and we denounce the lawless invasion by armed force of the soil of any 
State or Territory, no matter what pretext, as among the gravest of crimes." 

I now reiterate these sentiments; and in doing so, I only press upon the public attention the most 
conclusive evidence of which the case is susceptible, that the property, peace and security of no 
section are to be in any wise endangered by the now incoming Administration. I add too, that all 
the protection which, consistently with the Constitution and the laws, can be given, will be 
cheerfully given to all the States when lawfully demanded, for whatever cause -- as cheerfully to 
one section as to another. 

There is much controversy about the delivering up of fugitives from service or labor. The clause I 
now read is as plainly written in the Constitution as any other of its provisions: 

"No person held to service or labor in one State, under the laws thereof, escaping into another, 
shall, in consequence of any law or regulation therein, be discharged from such service or labor, 
but shall be delivered up on claim of the party to whom such service or labor may be due." 

It is scarcely questioned that this provision was intended by those who made it, for the reclaiming 
of what we call fugitive slaves; and the intention of the law-giver is the law. All members of 
Congress swear their support to the whole Constitution -- to this provision as much as to any 
other. To the proposition, then, that slaves whose cases come within the terms of this clause, 
"shall be delivered," their oaths are unanimous. Now, if they would make the effort in good 
temper, could they not, with nearly equal unanimity, frame and pass a law, by means of which to 
keep good that unanimous oath? 



… 

In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil 
war. The government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without being yourselves the 
aggressors. You have no oath registered in Heaven to destroy the government, while I shall have 
the most solemn one to "preserve, protect, and defend it." 

I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion 
may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, 
stretching from every battle-field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearth-stone, all over 
this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, 
by the better angels of our nature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Letter to Horace Greeley 

Written during the heart of the Civil War, this is one of Abraham Lincoln's most famous letters. Greeley, 
editor of the influential New York Tribune, had just addressed an editorial to Lincoln called "The Prayer of 
Twenty Millions," making demands and implying that Lincoln's administration lacked direction and resolve. 

President Lincoln wrote his reply when a draft of the Emancipation Proclamation already lay in his desk 
drawer. His response revealed his concentration on preserving the Union. The letter, which received 
acclaim in the North, stands as a classic statement of Lincoln's constitutional responsibilities. A few years 
after the president's death, Greeley wrote an assessment of Lincoln. He stated that Lincoln did not 
actually respond to his editorial but used it instead as a platform to prepare the public for his "altered 
position" on emancipation. 

Executive Mansion, 
Washington, August 22, 1862. 

Hon. Horace Greeley: 
Dear Sir. 

I have just read yours of the 19th. addressed to myself through the New-York Tribune. If there be 
in it any statements, or assumptions of fact, which I may know to be erroneous, I do not, now and 
here, controvert them. If there be in it any inferences which I may believe to be falsely drawn, I do 
not now and here, argue against them. If there be perceptable in it an impatient and dictatorial 
tone, I waive it in deference to an old friend, whose heart I have always supposed to be right. 

As to the policy I "seem to be pursuing" as you say, I have not meant to leave any one in doubt. 

I would save the Union. I would save it the shortest way under the Constitution. The sooner the 
national authority can be restored; the nearer the Union will be "the Union as it was." If there be 
those who would not save the Union, unless they could at the same time save slavery, I do not 
agree with them. If there be those who would not save the Union unless they could at the same 
time destroy slavery, I do not agree with them. My paramount object in this struggle is to save the 
Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without 
freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I 
could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that. What I do about 
slavery, and the colored race, I do because I believe it helps to save the Union; and what I forbear, 
I forbear because I do not believe it would help to save the Union. I shall do lesswhenever I shall 
believe what I am doing hurts the cause, and I shall do more whenever I shall believe doing more 
will help the cause. I shall try to correct errors when shown to be errors; and I shall adopt new 
views so fast as they shall appear to be true views. 

I have here stated my purpose according to my view of official duty; and I intend no modification 
of my oft-expressed personal wish that all men every where could be free. 

Yours, 
A. Lincoln. 

 

 



Annual Message to Congress --  
Concluding Remarks 

Washington, D.C. 
December 1, 1862 
One month before signing the Emancipation Proclamation, President Lincoln sent a long message to 
Congress which was largely routine, but also proposed controversial measures such as voluntary 
colonization of slaves and compensated emancipation.  Lincoln devoted so much attention to preparing 
the message that his friend David Davis said, "Mr. Lincoln's whole soul is absorbed in his plan of 
remunerative emancipation." The concluding paragraphs shown below demonstrate Lincoln's passion for 
this plan. 
 
I beg indulgence to discuss these proposed articles at some length. Without slavery the rebellion 
could never have existed; without slavery it could not continue. 

Among the friends of the Union there is great diversity of sentiment and of policy in regard to 

slavery and the African race amongst us. Some would perpetuate slavery; some would abolish it 

suddenly and without compensation; some would abolish it gradually and with compensation: 

some would remove the freed people from us, and some would retain them with us; and there are 

yet other minor diversities. Because of these diversities we waste much strength in struggles 

among ourselves. By mutual concession we should harmonize and act together. This would be 

compromise, but it would be compromise among the friends and not with the enemies of the 

Union. These articles are intended to embody a plan of such mutual concessions. if the plan shall 

be adopted, it is assumed that emancipation will follow, at least in several of the States. 

… 

As to the second article, I think it would be impracticable to return to bondage the class of 

persons therein contemplated. Some of them, doubtless, in the property sense belong to loyal 

owners, and hence provision is made in this article for compensating such. The third article 

relates to the future of the freed people. It does not oblige, but merely authorizes Congress to aid 

in colonizing such as may consent. This ought not to be regarded as objectionable on the one 

hand or on the other, insomuch as it comes to nothing unless by the mutual consent of the people 

to be deported and the American voters, through their representatives in Congress. 

I can not make it better known than it already is that I strongly favor colonization; and yet I wish to 

say there is an objection urged against free colored persons remaining in the country which is 

largely imaginary, if not sometimes malicious. 

… 

Fellow-citizens, we cannot escape history. We of this Congress and this administration, will be 
remembered in spite of ourselves. No personal significance, or insignificance, can spare one or 
another of us. The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to 
the latest generation. We say we are for the Union. The world will not forget that we say this. We 
know how to save the Union. The world knows we do know how to save it. We -- even we here -- 
hold the power, and bear the responsibility. In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to 
the free -- honorable alike in what we give, and what we preserve. We shall nobly save, or meanly 
lose, the last best hope of earth. Other means may succeed; this could not fail. The way is plain, 
peaceful, generous, just -- a way which, if followed, the world will forever applaud, and God must 
forever bless. 



Letter to Albert G. Hodges 

This letter is a summary of a conversation which President Abraham Lincoln had with three Kentuckians: 
Governor Thomas E. Bramlette, Albert Hodges, and Archibald Dixon. Hodges was the editor of 
the Frankfort Commonwealth and Dixon served in the U.S. Senate from 1852 to 1855. Bramlette had 
protested the recruiting of black regiments in Kentucky. 

The letter offers an excellent glimpse into Lincoln's thinking about his constitutional responsibility and why 
he changed his inaugural position of non-interference with slavery to one of emancipation. He said, "I 
claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that events have controlled me." 

Lincoln closed with a reference to slavery that is reminiscent of his second inaugural address of 1865: "If 
God now wills the removal of a great wrong, and wills also that we of the North as well as you of the 
South, shall pay fairly for our complicity in that wrong, impartial history will find therein new cause to attest 
and revere the justice and goodness of God." 

Executive Mansion, 
Washington, April 4, 1864. 

A.G. Hodges, Esq 
Frankfort, Ky. 

My dear Sir: You ask me to put in writing the substance of what I verbally said the other day, in 
your presence, to Governor Bramlette and Senator Dixon. It was about as follows: 

"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. And yet I have never understood that the Presidency conferred upon me 
an unrestricted right to act officially upon this judgment and feeling. It was in the oath I took that I 
would, to the best of my ability, preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United 
States. I could not take the office without taking the oath. Nor was it my view that I might take an 
oath to get power, and break the oath in using the power. I understood, too, that in ordinary civil 
administration this oath even forbade me to practically indulge my primary abstract judgment on 
the moral question of slavery. I had publicly declared this many times, and in many ways. And I 
aver that, to this day, I have done no official act in mere deference to my abstract judgment and 
feeling on slavery. I did understand however, that my oath to preserve the constitution to the best 
of my ability, imposed upon me the duty of preserving, by every indispensable means, that 
government -- that nation -- of which that constitution was the organic law. Was it possible to lose 
the nation, and yet preserve the constitution? By general law life and limb must be protected; yet 
often a limb must be amputated to save a life; but a life is never wisely given to save a limb. I felt 
that measures, otherwise unconstitutional, might become lawful, by becoming indispensable to 
the preservation of the constitution, through the preservation of the nation. Right or wrong, I 
assumed this ground, and now avow it. I could not feel that, to the best of my ability, I had even 
tried to preserve the constitution, if, to save slavery, or any minor matter, I should permit the 
wreck of government, country, and Constitution all together. When, early in the war, Gen. Fremont 
attempted military emancipation, I forbade it, because I did not then think it an indispensable 
necessity. When a little later, Gen. Cameron, then Secretary of War, suggested the arming of the 
blacks, I objected, because I did not yet think it an indispensable necessity. When, still later, Gen. 
Hunter attempted military emancipation, I again forbade it, because I did not yet think the 
indispensable necessity had come. When, in March, and May, and July 1862 I made earnest, and 
successive appeals to the border states to favor compensated emancipation, I believed the 
indispensable necessity for military emancipation, and arming the blacks would come, unless 
averted by that measure. They declined the proposition; and I was, in my best judgment, driven to 
the alternative of either surrendering the Union, and with it, the Constitution, or of laying strong 
hand upon the colored element. I chose the latter. In choosing it, I hoped for greater gain than 



loss; but of this, I was not entirely confident. More than a year of trial now shows no loss by it in 
our foreign relations, none in our home popular sentiment, none in our white military force, -- no 
loss by it any how or any where. On the contrary, it shows a gain of quite a hundred and thirty 
thousand soldiers, seamen, and laborers. These are palpable facts, about which, as facts, there 
can be no cavilling. We have the men; and we could not have had them without the measure. 

["]And now let any Union man who complains of the measure, test himself by writing down in one 
line that he is for subduing the rebellion by force of arms; and in the next, that he is for taking 
these hundred and thirty thousand men from the Union side, and placing them where they would 
be but for the measure he condemns. If he can not face his case so stated, it is only because he 
can not face the truth.["] 

I add a word which was not in the verbal conversation. In telling this tale I attempt no compliment 
to my own sagacity. I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that events have 
controlled me. Now, at the end of three years struggle the nation's condition is not what either 
party, or any man devised, or expected. God alone can claim it. Whither it is tending seems plain. 
If God now wills the removal of a great wrong, and wills also that we of the North as well as you of 
the South, shall pay fairly for our complicity in that wrong, impartial history will find therein new 
cause to attest and revere the justice and goodness of God. Yours truly, 

A. Lincoln 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Last Public Address 

Washington, D.C. 
April 11, 1865 

Two days after the surrender of Confederate General Robert E. Lee's army, virtually ending the Civil War, 
a jubilant crowd gathered outside the White House, calling for President Lincoln. Reporter Noah Brooks 
wrote, "Outside was a vast sea of faces, illuminated by the lights that burned in the festal array of the 
White House, and stretching far out into the misty darkness. It was a silent, intent, and perhaps surprised, 
multitude." 

"Within stood the tall, gaunt figure of the President, deeply thoughtful, intent upon the elucidation of the 
generous policy which should be pursued toward the South. That this was not the sort of speech which 
the multitude had expected is tolerably certain." 

Lincoln stood at the window over the building's main north door, a place where presidents customarily 
gave speeches. Brooks held a light so Lincoln could read his speech, while young Tad Lincoln grasped 
the pages as they fluttered to his feet. The speech introduced the complex topic of reconstruction, 
especially as it related to the state of Louisiana. For the first time in a public setting, Lincoln expressed his 
support for black suffrage. This statement incensed John Wilkes Booth, a member of the audience, who 
vowed, "That is the last speech he will make." A white supremacist and Confederate activist, Booth made 
good on his threat three days later. 

We meet this evening, not in sorrow, but in gladness of heart. The evacuation of Petersburg and 
Richmond, and the surrender of the principal insurgent army, give hope of a righteous and speedy 
peace whose joyous expression can not be restrained. In the midst of this, however, He from 
whom all blessings flow, must not be forgotten. A call for a national thanksgiving is being 
prepared, and will be duly promulgated. Nor must those whose harder part gives us the cause of 
rejoicing, be overlooked. Their honors must not be parcelled out with others. I myself was near 
the front, and had the high pleasure of transmitting much of the good news to you; but no part of 
the honor, for plan or execution, is mine. To Gen. Grant, his skilful officers, and brave men, all 
belongs. The gallant Navy stood ready, but was not in reach to take active part. 

We all agree that the seceded States, so called, are out of their proper relation with the Union; and 
that the sole object of the government, civil and military, in regard to those States is to again get 
them into that proper practical relation. I believe it is not only possible, but in fact, easier to do 
this, without deciding, or even considering, whether these States have ever been out of the Union, 
than with it. Finding themselves safely at home, it would be utterly immaterial whether they had 
ever been abroad. Let us all join in doing the acts necessary to restoring the proper practical 
relations between these States and the Union; and each forever after, innocently indulge his own 
opinion whether, in doing the acts, he brought the States from without, into the Union, or only 
gave them proper assistance, they never having been out of it. 

The amount of constituency, so to speak, on which the new Louisiana government rests, would be 
more satisfactory to all, if it contained fifty, thirty, or even twenty thousand, instead of only about 
twelve thousand, as it does. 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.  

 

 



LINCOLN’S LETTERS AND SPEECHES 

Divide and read the letters and speeches from Abraham Lincoln provided here.  The excerpts chosen 

pertain to Lincoln’s writings on the issue of slavery and civil war.  Share the content of the letters and 

speeches then work together to answer the following questions: 

 

1.  To what degree does Lincoln express differing views on slavery in public and private comments? 

 

2.  To what degree does his position on slavery change over time? 

 

3.  To what might you attribute these differences and changes? 

 

4.  What does Lincoln indicate is his primary goal in the Civil War? 

 

5.  What seems to be Lincoln’s preferred solution to the problem of slavery? 

 

6.  What seems to be Lincoln’s goal in Reconstruction and what role does he see African Americans 

playing in post Civil War America at the end of the war? 

 

7.  To what degree, if any, does this challenge your image of Lincoln? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


