Uncovering Abraham Lincoln - “Great Emancipator” or something else?

Background:

“In 1858, Abraham Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas held a series of seven political debates for one of two Illinois U.S. Senate seats.  The heated topic of debate was the issue of slavery.  Both Douglas and Lincoln were opposed to slavery.  Douglas believed that slavery would eventually fade away; where as, Lincoln attacked slavery on moral issues and believed that it should be barred from expanding into new U.S. territories.  The Charleston debate is the fourth in the series and gives a unique glimpse and look into Lincoln’s early views on race relations.”
 “Unto a Good Land: a History of the American People” Vol. 1 to 1900 edited by David Edwin Harrell Jr., Edwin S. Gaustad, John B. Boles, Sally Foreman Griffith, Randall  M. Miller, and Randall B. Woods.  2005, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company
A good introduction to the topic may be found at:

http://housedivided.dickinson.edu/debates/videos.html
Procedure:

Read the following passages from Lincoln’s speech at Charleston, Illinois on September 18, 1858. This was the fourth in the series of debates between himself and Stephen A. Douglas. Then answer the questions that follow.  If Possible encourage your students to read the full text that may be found at: 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1048     and 
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1049
Mr. Lincoln begins:

“While I was at the hotel to—day, an elderly gentleman called upon me to know whether I was really in favor of producing a perfect equality between the negroes and white people. [Great Laughter.] While I had not proposed to myself on this occasion to say much on that subject, yet as the question was asked me I thought I would occupy perhaps five minutes in saying something in regard to it. I will say then that I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races, [applause]—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 every thing. I do not understand that because I do not want a Negro woman for a slave I must necessarily want her for a wife. [Cheers and laughter.] My understanding is that I can just let her alone. I am now in my fiftieth year, and I certainly never have had a black woman for either a slave or a wife. So it seems to me quite possible for us to get along without making either slaves or wives of Negroes. I will add to this that I have never seen, to my knowledge, a man, woman or child who was in favor of producing a perfect equality, social and political, between Negroes and white men.”

In Mr. Lincoln’s rejoinder after hearing Douglas speak he further says:
Judge Douglas has said to you that he has not been able to get from me an answer to the question whether I am in favor of Negro citizenship. So far as I know, the Judge never asked me the question before. [Applause.] He shall have no occasion to ever ask it again, for I tell him very frankly that I am not in favor of Negro citizenship. [Renewed applause.] This furnishes me an occasion for saying a few words upon the subject. I mentioned in a certain speech of mine which has been printed, that the Supreme Court had decided that a negro could not possibly be made a citizen, and without saying what was my ground of complaint in regard to that, or whether I had any ground of complaint, Judge Douglas has from that thing manufactured nearly every thing that he ever says about my disposition to produce an equality between the negroes and the white people. If any one will read my speech, he will find I mentioned that as one of the points decided in the course of the Supreme Court opinions, but I did not state what objection I had to it. But Judge Douglas tells the people what my objection was when I did not tell them myself. Now my opinion is that the different States have the power to make a Negro a citizen under the Constitution of the United States if they choose. The Dred Scott decision decides that they have not that power. If the State of Illinois had that power I should be opposed to the exercise of it. [Cries of "good," good and applause]  That is all I have to say about it.
Answer the following questions and be prepared to share your answers with the class.

1. Describe the three things you think are most important about this speech. Why?
2. Explain Lincoln’s views regarding providing equal rights toward freed Negroes.

3. What type of audience was the speech written for? Why? 

4. How does Lincoln feel about African Americans?

5. Do you think Lincoln’s remarks make him a racist in the way in which we define that term today, or is he merely echoing sentiments common to the people of Illinois in his own time? 

6. Does this section taken out of context change his image as the “Great Emancipator”? Why or why not, explain your answer.
7. When examining historical records and documents, how important is it to place them in the proper context of their times?

Lesson extension:  If time permits, it may prove useful to have students look at several other speeches in the series. Are Lincoln’s and Douglas’s positions consistent or do they change from place to place as they cross the state? For example, compare Lincoln’s position in the Charleston debate to his reply to Judge Stevens in the first debate which took place August 21, 1858 at Ottawa.  The following web site provided an excellent place to begin your search: 
http://housedivided.dickinson.edu/debates/exhibits.html   just click on Gilder Lehrman Institute
…Now gentlemen, I don’t want to read at any greater length, but this is the true complexion of all I have ever said in regard to the institution of slavery and the black race. This is the whole of it, and anything that argues me into his idea of perfect social and political equality with the negro, is but a specious and fantastic arrangement of words, by which a man can prove a horse chestnut to be a chestnut horse. [Laughter.] 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 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. [Great applause.]…
It may be useful to have the students read President Lincoln’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation of September 22, 1862. Has his position on Slavery changed? If it has, then how do you explain this change?  After you have concluded your examination and discussion return to
http://housedivided.dickinson.edu/debates/videos.html    and scroll down to the video interview with Dr. Pinsker in answer to the question regarding Lincoln and racism.
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