
Supporters of the Compromise of 1850 lauded it as a continuation of the Missouri Compromise, which 
had helped maintain peace for thirty years. But four years later, the Missouri Compromise was eviscer-
ated by the Kansas-Nebraska Act. Authored by Democratic Senator Stephen Douglas, it was in fact two 
provisions, one providing for the territory of Nebraska and the other for the new territory of Kansas. 
Breaking with the Missouri Compromise’s ban on slavery in this part of the country, it established the 
policy of “popular sovereignty”: Slavery would be voted on by the citizens of each territory, and made 
legal or illegal according to the will of the majority. For Abraham Lincoln, this policy struck at the very 
heart of free government.

October 16, 1854

.. .The repeal of the Missouri Compromise, and the propriety of its restoration, constitute the 
subject of what I am about to say... .

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 appli-
cation, 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 
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can be no moral right in connection with one man’s making a slave of another....

....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, 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.... 

This same generation of men, and mostly the same individuals of the generation, who declared this 
principle—who declared independence—who fought the war of the revolution through—who 
afterwards made the constitution under which we still live—these same men passed the ordinance 
of ’87, declaring that slavery should never go to the north-west territory. I have no doubt Judge 
Douglas thinks they were very inconsistent in this. It is a question of discrimination between 
them and him. But there is not an inch of ground left for his claiming that their opinions—their 
example—their authority—are on his side in this controversy....

I have done with this mighty argument, of self-government. Go, sacred thing! Go in peace.... 

The Missouri Compromise ought to be restored. For the sake of the Union, it ought to be restored. 
We ought to elect a House of Representatives which will vote its restoration. If by any means, we 
omit to do this, what follows? Slavery may or may not be established in Nebraska. But whether 
it be or not, we shall have repudiated—discarded from the councils of the Nation—the spirit 
of compromise; for who after this will ever trust in a national compromise? The spirit of mu-
tual concession—that spirit which first gave us the constitution, and which has thrice saved the 
Union—we shall have strangled and cast from us forever. And what shall we have in lieu of it? The 
South flushed with triumph and tempted to excesses; the North, betrayed, as they believe, brooding 
on wrong and burning for revenge. One side will provoke; the other resent. The one will taunt, 
the other defy; one agrees, the other retaliates. Already a few in the North, defy all constitutional 
restraints, resist the execution of the fugitive slave law, and even menace the institution of slavery 
in the States where it exists. 

Already a few in the South, claim the constitutional right to take to and hold slaves in the free 
states—demand the revival of the slave trade; and demand a treaty with Great Britain by which 
fugitive slaves may be reclaimed from Canada. As yet they are but few on either side. It is a grave 
question for the lovers of the Union, whether the final destruction of the Missouri Compromise, 
and with it the spirit of all compromise will or will not embolden and embitter each of these, and 
fatally increase the numbers of both....
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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 few 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 provi-
sion 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,” etc. 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 now 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 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 prin-
ciple, and toleration, only by necessity.... 

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