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Excerpts from Speeches by Abraham Lincoln,
Thaddeus Stevens, and Frederick Douglass
Abraham Lincoln (Lincoln delivered the speech on 11 April 1865, just four days before his assassination, and
two days after Lee surrendered at Appomattox)

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. Still the question is not whether the Louisiana government,
as it stands, is quite all that is desirable. The question is, “Will it be wiser to take it as it is, and help
to improve it; or to reject, and disperse it?” “Can Louisiana be brought into proper practical relation
with the Union sooner by sustaining, or by discarding her new State government?”
…. Some twelve thousand voters in the heretofore slave-state of Louisiana have sworn allegiance to
the Union, assumed to be the rightful political power of the State, held elections, organized a State
government, adopted a free-state constitution, giving the benefit of public schools equally to black
and white, and empowering the Legislature to confer the elective franchise upon the colored man.
Their Legislature has already voted to ratify the constitutional amendment recently passed by
Congress, abolishing slavery throughout the nation. These twelve thousand persons are thus fully
committed to the Union, and to perpetual freedom in the state—committed to the very things, and
nearly all the things the nation wants—and they ask the nation’s recognition and its assistance to
make good their committal…. The colored man too, in seeing all united for him, is inspired with
vigilance, and energy, and daring, to the same end. Grant that he desires the elective franchise, will
he not attain it sooner by saving the already advanced steps toward it, than by running backward
over them? Concede that the new government of Louisiana is only to what it should be as the egg is
to the fowl, we shall sooner have the fowl by hatching the egg than by smashing it.

Thaddeus Stevens (Stevens gave his speech at Lancaster, Pennsylvania, on 6 Sept 1865)
Stevens insists that the Union, in order to reform the South, must rule it as conquered territory, and
not merely accept former Confederate states back into the Union, on an equal footing with the other
states of the Union.
What right has any one to direct a convention to be held in a sovereign State of this Union, to
amend its constitution and prescribe the qualifications of voters? The sovereign power of the nation
is lodged in Congress. Yet where is the warrant in the constitution for such sovereign power, much
less the Executive, to intermeddle with the domestic institutions of a State, mould its laws, and
regulate the elective franchise? It would be rank, dangerous and deplorable usurpation. In
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reconstruction, therefore, no reform can be effected in the Southern States if they have never left
the Union. But reformation must be effected; the foundation of their institutions, both political,
municipal and social, must be broken up and relaid, or all our blood and treasure have been spent in
vain. This can only be done by treating and holding them as a conquered people. Then all things
which we can desire to do, follow with logical and legitimate authority.
…. But we propose to confiscate all the estate[s] of every rebel belligerent whose estate was worth
$10,000, or whose land exceeded two hundred acres in quantity. Policy if not justice would require
that the poor, the ignorant, and the coerced should be forgiven. They followed the example and
teachings of their wealthy and intelligent neighbors. The rebellion would never have originated with
them….The proportion of those exempt compared with the punished would be I believe about nine
tenths.
There are about [four] millions of freedmen in the South. By thus forfeiting the estates of the
leading rebels, the [Union] government would have 394,000,000 of acres,… and yet nine-tenths of
the people would remain untouched. Divide this land into convenient farms. Give, if you please,
forty acres to each adult male freed man. Suppose there are one million of them. That would
require 40,000,000 of acres, which, deducted from 394,000,000, leaves three hundred and fifty-four
millions of acres for sale. Divide it into suitable farms, and sell it to the highest bidders. I think it,…
would average at least ten dollars per acre. That would produce $3,540,000,000--three billions five
hundred and forty millions of dollars.

Frederick Douglass on Black Suffrage (Douglass gave his speech, entitled “What the Black Man Wants,” at
an annual meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society in Boston, in April 1865)

What have you asked the black men of the South, the black men of the whole country to do? Why,
you have asked them to incur the enmity of their masters, in order to befriend you and to befriend
this Government. You have asked us to call down, not only upon ourselves, but upon our children's
children, the deadly hate of the entire Southern people. You have called upon us to turn our backs
upon our masters, to abandon their cause and espouse yours; to turn against the South and in favor
of the North; to shoot down the Confederacy and uphold the flag--the American flag. You have
called upon us to expose ourselves to all the subtle machinations of their malignity for all time. And
now, what do you propose to do when you come to make peace? To reward your enemies, and
trample in the dust your friends? Do you intend to sacrifice the very men who have come to the
rescue of your banner in the South, and incurred the lasting displeasure of their masters thereby?
Do you intend to sacrifice them and reward your enemies? Do you mean to give your enemies the
right to vote, and take it away from your friends? Is that wise policy? Is that honorable? Could
American honor withstand such a blow? I do not believe you will do it. I think you will see to it that
we have the right to vote.
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…. I utterly deny, that we are originally, or naturally, or practically, or in any way, or in any important
sense, inferior to anybody on this globe. This charge of inferiority is an old dodge. It has been made
available for oppression on many occasions. It is only about six centuries since the blue-eyed and
fair-haired Anglo-Saxons were considered inferior by the haughty Normans, who once trampled
upon them. If you read the history of the Norman Conquest, you will find that this proud AngloSaxon was once looked upon as of coarser clay than his Norman master, and might be found in the
highways and byways of Old England laboring with a brass collar on his neck, and the name of his
master marked upon it. You were down then! You are up now. I am glad you are up, and I want you
to be glad to help us up also.
The American people have always been anxious to know what they shall do with us. Gen. Banks was
distressed with solicitude as to what he should do with the Negro. Everybody has asked the
question, and they learned to ask it early of the abolitionists, "What shall we do with the Negro?" I
have had but one answer from the beginning. Do nothing with us! Your doing with us has already
played the mischief with us. Do nothing with us! If the apples will not remain on the tree of their
own strength, if they are wormeaten at the core, if they are early ripe and disposed to fall, let them
fall! I am not for tying or fastening them on the tree in any way, except by nature’s plan, and if they
will not stay there, let them fall. And if the Negro cannot stand on his own legs, let him fall also. All I
ask is, give him a chance to stand on his own legs! Let him alone! If you see him on his way to
school, let him alone, don’t disturb him! If you see him going to the dinner table at a hotel, let him
go! If you see him going to the ballot- box, let him alone, don’t disturb him!

