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FROM LINCOLN AND DOUGLAS TO NIXON AND KENNEDY


THE YEAR 1858 began badly for the state of Illinois. A sudden and sharp economic recession deflated land values, brought railroad construction to a halt on the Illinois Central and Michigan Central railroads, and reduced the money supply of banknotes from $215 million to $155 million. In Chicago alone, 117 businesses failed, wiping out $6.6 million in investments. “We went through a financial crisis which swept over the country like a whirlwind,” recalled Carl Schurz, a German immigrant. “Money grew suddenly so scarce with us that a man possessing ten dollars in coin or in notes of a solvent bank might call himself a capitalist.” National imports fell by 24 percent, and Horace Greeley, the editor of the country’s most influential newspaper, the New-York Tribune, was fearful that Illinois farmers “are generally in debt, out of money and almost out of credit, and are making a final stand against the sheriff.” As the winter yielded to spring in 1858, a great rush of religious revival took fire, and “additions to the membership of the churches [were] unprecedented.” Nothing since “what was known as the ‘Great Awakening’” was “equal to what [was] now passing.” Torrential rains sent the Ohio River up to forty-one feet at Cincinnati, soaking the waist-high grass of the prairies into a swamp and flooding the southern-tip Illinois city of Cairo. The Mississippi River steamer Pennsylvania blew up on June 13, killing 200 of the 450 aboard.1 The veteran Missouri Democrat Thomas Hart Benton died on April 10, followed by Commodore Matthew Perry, the opener of Japan; the Yale theologian Nathaniel William Taylor; and the Mexican War heroes Persifor Smith and John A. Quitman. Benito Juarez proclaimed a new revolutionary republic in Mexico, the native troops of the Honorable East India Company rose in revolt against their British rulers, the transatlantic telegraph cable carried its first message and then promptly broke, and Donati’s comet, with two brilliant tails easily visible to the naked eye, arched through the summer sky.

But of all these omens, not one took the attention of Illinois and the nation like the election campaigns which were carried on across Illinois in the late summer and autumn of 1858 by Abraham Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas. In Dallas, the Lincoln-Douglas campaigns were termed “one of the most exciting political contests that has ever occurred.” In Richmond, “W.A.S.” wrote for the Richmond South that “seldom has a local election been looked forward to with such interest, seldom have politicians in so many different localities taken sides so strenuously, and expressed themselves so decidedly in favor of one or the other candidates.” The Speaker of the House, James Orr of South Carolina, took time in a testimonial speech in his hometown to endorse Douglas, while William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator reported that “Illinois is all in a blaze just now. Lincoln and Douglas, candidates for the United States Senate, are canvassing the State.” Henry Villard, another German immigrant who went to Illinois to represent the New-Yorker Staats-Zeitung, thought that “the eyes of the whole country were fixed” on Lincoln and Douglas. “Illinois has been the battle-ground of the Union,” Judge Anson Miller told Lincoln. “The prairies seemed animated with political fervor and discussions,” and by August, one Indiana editor wrote that “the canvass now going on in Illinois is probably the most exciting and earnest that ever preceded a State election in the Union.” At least “for the time being,” one Washington newspaper remarked, “Illinois becomes, as it were, the Union.”2 Whatever else Illinois and the nation had to think about in 1858, they thought with a peculiar passion about Lincoln and Douglas.

And in the blood-thickened years of the great Civil War that began in 1861, Americans would look back to the campaigns of Lincoln and Douglas and see in them the ultimate omen in that season of omens. Because the campaigns brought Abraham Lincoln his first national attention, and because the crucial presidential election of 1860 pitted Lincoln and Douglas against each other again, this time as candidates for the presidency, the campaigns of 1858 took on the role of overture to a violent opera, as though they had been designed that way from the first. Lincoln’s rise to the presidency sent curious readers in search of the texts of the debates to find clues about Candidate Lincoln’s politics, and two editions of the debates were published before he was elected; after the Civil War and Lincoln’s death, still others went hunting for the debates to find historical patterns that explained the coming of the war, and between 1894 and 1908, eight separate editions or versions of the debates had been published.

But commentary on the debates in the years afterward remained as divided as it had been in the heart of the 1858 senatorial election. The first biographies of Lincoln were usually written by his associates and admirers, and they unreservedly gave the palm of victory in the debates to Lincoln. “The world has pronounced Mr. Lincoln the victor,” Isaac Arnold confidently announced in The History of Abraham Lincoln and the Overthrow of Slavery in 1866; even though “Douglas was returned to the Senate,” Joseph Barrett insisted that “there was a general presentiment that a juster verdict … [was] yet to be had, and that Mr. Lincoln and his cause would be ultimately vindicated before the people.” As late as 1900, Ida Tarbell’s great Life of Abraham Lincoln, written from the sources and based on the last interviews held with those who had known Lincoln, portrayed the debates not only as a technical knockout for Lincoln but as the single event which “attracted the attention of all the thinking men of the country.”3

The seven face-to-face debates Lincoln and Douglas conducted in the midst of their campaigns were read and reread like a code which would have warned Americans of the whirlwind about to descend on them, if only they had known how to read them rightly. “There could not be a more admirable text-book of the great antebellum conflict” than the Lincoln-Douglas debates, wrote one celebrator of the Lincoln centennial in 1909. They were “a dramatic and titanic struggle between the two contemporary men best fitted … to defend their respective sides in a popular discussion.” In novels and stories, Lincoln and Douglas came to resemble David and Goliath, battling alone for the future of the nation, or as retiarus and secutor, solitary in the gladiatorial ring, as though the world around them had dissolved into transparency.

But the ultimate comment on the shadow cast by Lincoln and Douglas was not uttered until the evening of September 26, 1960, when John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon began, by television, a series of four debates for the upcoming presidential election which looked like nothing so much as a reenactment of Lincoln and Douglas. Coming as they did only two years after the centennial of the Lincoln-Douglas debates, the Kennedy-Nixon debates had no better example to follow, and like Lincoln-Douglas, the 1960 debates featured an opening statement, followed by a reply, and then (instead of a rejoinder from the first debater) questions from a panel of four journalists. Even more oddly, two of the Kennedy-Nixon debates would fall on the same days—October 7 and October 13—as the fifth and sixth of the Lincoln-Douglas debates. And in another eerie resemblance to the 1858 debates, the performance of the front runner—Nixon—was upstaged by his challenger. The Lincoln-Douglas debates had outgrown their role as portents of the Civil War; they had become, in the words of the chairman of the Civil War centennial’s national steering committee, “one of the most striking instances in our history of an appeal to the voice of democracy.”4 And the pattern set in 1858/1960 became the established pattern for presidential debates thereafter.

Looked at more archly, however, Nixon-Kennedy might appear more like a diminishment of Lincoln-Douglas than a continuation. The opening statements of each candidate were limited to eight minutes, and responses to the journalists’ questions to two and a half minutes, so that few issues or questions could be handled with anything more than packaged banalities. And the medium was not a series of open-air meetings but television, where the kind of consecutive, logical thought which animated Lincoln and Douglas was reduced to staging, presentation, and entertainment. The distance between Lincoln-Douglas and Nixon-Kennedy complained Neil Postman, was the distance between the Age of Exposition and the Age of Show Business, and the one was definitely the inferior of the other.5 The Lincoln-Douglas debates were not only “the preeminent examples of political discourse in the mid-nineteenth century” they were a demonstration of “a kind of oratory that may be described as literary,” which Postman defined as having “a semantic, paraphrasable, propositional content.” This universe of “typographical” discourse was permanently shattered by the technological innovation of advertising, which relied on illustrations, photographs, and “non-propositional” slogans, and the advent of television, which “speaks in only one persistent voice—the voice of entertainment.”6

But was Lincoln-Douglas really free from all taint of the Age of Show Business? After all, could an off-year election on the Illinois prairies really bear the weight Lincoln’s admirers attributed to it? Did we focus on Lincoln and Douglas in 1858 only because we knew that Abraham Lincoln would later advance to center stage in 1860 and in the Civil War? After 1865, almost everything Lincoln touched assumed a quasi-religious aura, although a sober second thought would remind people that even the life of Abraham Lincoln had to be lived through the midst of the humdrum and irrelevant. But there was a more sour skepticism at work about the 1858 campaigns, especially by the 1920s, when the hoopla of the Lincoln centennial had died, the last of the Civil War veterans were fading away, and a deep and corrosive cynicism about the possibilities of American democracy had settled into the bloodstreams of American thinkers. The Progressive Republican senator from Indiana, Albert Beveridge, turned in disgust from politics to the writing of history, and to a massive biography of Lincoln as the last genuinely heroic American politician. But the more closely he studied Lincoln, the less admirable and heroic his subject seemed to be. And as the stature of the candidates sank, so did the debates. Beveridge concluded, “Solely on their merits, the debates themselves deserve little notice. For the most part, each speaker merely repeated what he had said before.” Instead of a contest of giants, the generation that had passed through the Versailles debacle and the presidency of Warren Harding wondered if there was any real difference between Lincoln and Douglas after all. The judgment of the Mississippi Valley Historical Association (which would emerge as the Organization of American Historians) in 1920 was that “the joint debates of 1858 did not reveal them as men who were poles apart, but, on the contrary, they were brought nearer to each other during that memorable canvass.” If anything, the hero of the debates was Douglas rather than Lincoln. Douglas, as the onetime Progressive James Garfield Randall believed, may not have been on the right side of history as far as slavery was concerned, but at least he was trying to pour the oil of reason, compromise, and larger national purpose onto the slavery question. Between 1902 and 1924, Douglas became the subject of seven major biographies, and from them his reputation rose reborn as a practical and hardheaded statesman trying to stave off the radicals and show-boaters on both sides of the slavery question and preserve the national peace.7

If the Progressives, sunk in the disenchantment of the 1920s, wondered whether democracy had really been served so grandly by the great debates, the university-based historians who came to dominate American history writing from the 1930s onward, embittered by the Depression and the Cold War, wondered whether there was any real democracy for the debates to serve. As the attention of historians drifted from the politics of Lincoln and Douglas, the one thing of value which seemed salvageable from the wreckage was the enthusiasm and passion with which the people participated in the campaign. George Beatty, a merchant living in Ottawa, Illinois, recalled the rallies, speeches, and debates of 1858 as “something very different than … idling about, listening to the speakers for a half hour or so” and finally concluding “what’s the use of listening to that chap! I can get his speech in tomorrow’s paper.” When the first of the Lincoln-Douglas debates came to Ottawa in August 1858, Beatty remembered that “it did not take long for this crowd of farmers to realize that the question that was before them was one that demanded sober, solemn decision, if they were to vote rightly … I tell you that debate set folks to thinking on these important questions in way[s] they hadn’t dreamed of.”8 One veteran of Illinois politics recalled the 1850s as an era of political mania in the state: “Political clubs were formed at all the little towns throughout the State. Those of us who lived there at that time had never known the like before. Public speaking was held before these nearly every week in the daytime and after night. Men went to these in buggies, wagons, and on horseback.” It could have as easily been P. T. Barnum, rather than Lincoln and Douglas, who was on the hustings.9

But the crowds and hubbub might just as easily mean that it was Barnum—or at least entertainment—which was at the heart of democratic politics in the 1850s. In the 1960s, as American society fractured along racial, class, and gender lines fully as much as political ones, a “new political history,” whose chief practitioners were Lee Benson, Richard McCormick, and Ronald Formisano, dismissed the massive voter turnouts, the flag-waving, the crowds at the courthouse steps as misleading indicators of genuine participatory democracy. Real political loyalties lined up along patterns of “machine” organizations, kinship, religion, language, and ethnicity rather than political ideas. The apex of this devaluation of politics came with Glenn Altschuler and Stuart Blumin’s Rude Republic: Americans and Their Politics in the Nineteenth-Century, which insisted that American politics before the Civil War was little more than an amusing spectacle, put on by party wire pullers who controlled the proceedings from the sidelines, while the people good-naturedly enjoyed the show but declined to take the politicking seriously The bing and bang of the campaigns was an expression not of the people’s engagement with politics but of the efforts party organizers had to mount to get the people to show up at all. “Nearly always, crowds at major campaign events were swollen by the carefully arranged importation of party workers from nearby towns and counties,” Blumin and Altschuler concluded; nearly always, the nominating conventions were carefully scripted, the debates subject to “close management, and voter turnout the product of generous treating with free food and drink.”10

Inside this skepticism about how democratic nineteenth-century American democracy really was lurked what Mark Neely diagnosed as a collapse of faith in the very nature of liberal democracy itself. For the last half century, an increasing chorus of economists and political theorists has treated the democratic voter as a kind of licensed juvenile, driven by irrational and irreconcilable desires for low taxation and more government spending, for free markets and more government economic regulation, for free trade and higher protective tariffs. Voters in a democracy are not just ignorant or disengaged; they vote by whim and they do so because in a political system so vast as the American democracy they feel at liberty to vote for privileges and exceptions as “free riders.” Because they cannot see how just one vote based on selfish impulse can really harm a process so enormous, their voting is impulsive, unstudied, and prey to the propaganda of special interests.11

Driven by suspicions of this sort, it has been increasingly easy to turn back to Lincoln and Douglas and conclude that the great debates of 1858 might have been good political theater but not more than that. Even a magisterial historian like David Potter, in his 1976 valedictory survey of the prewar years, The Impending Crisis, did not want entirely to dismiss the campaigns, but he did want to deconstruct the way the debates had “become a symbol of democracy at the grass-roots level.” The moment generally cast as the most dramatic of the entire contest—the second public debate at Freeport, when Lincoln posed his famous “Freeport Question” to Douglas—appeared particularly to Potter as “one of the great nonevents of American history.” And in the most recent overview of the Lincoln-Douglas debates, David Zarefsky finds the best evidence of the debates’ limited impact in their odd omission from The American Almanac, one of the key reference annuals of the 1850s, which didn’t even bother to mention the debates in its listing of the two hundred most important events of 1858.12

And yet the mute, inherited sense that the Illinois senatorial race of 1858 really did represent a prologue to the Civil War, and a symbolic high mark in American politics, refused to die. At almost the same time that J. G. Randall was reinventing Stephen A. Douglas as a coolheaded pragmatist swimming in a sea of immature and reckless partisans, Allan Nevins’s vast, eight-volume survey of the Civil War era energetically denounced Douglas as an amoral political fixer whose demagoguery and moral obtuseness exposed a fundamental betrayal of democracy and jeopardized the ethical core of American popular government. “Never in our history have orators stood in more dramatic contrast,” declared Nevins, and never did Douglas offer more than “labored,” “torturous,” and “chocolate-covered” excuses for a hideous dereliction from democratic principles. Don E. Fehrenbacher, in a brilliant series of essays on Lincoln’s career in the 1850s, admitted that certain aspects of the campaigns—especially the Freeport Question—had probably been blown out of proportion, but he still warned against “the fashion … to belittle the actual content of the Lincoln-Douglas debates.”

But the heaviest reply to the skeptics came not from a historian but from a political scientist, Harry V Jaffa, in 1959, in Crisis of the House Divided. As a student of the émigré political philosopher Leo Strauss, Jaffa shared his mentor’s anxiety that democracy had lost any moral imperative in the eyes of modern intellectuals and become merely a strategy to permit the unhindered accumulation of material wealth. Beside the baleful but alluring passions of Nazism and Communism, democracy had come to seem purposeless, greedy, and spineless, generating endless permissions for indulgence and deep cover for bourgeois “imperialism.” Strauss turned back to a close reading of the classical texts of Western politics—especially to Plato and Aristotle—and from them he taught that democracy, to survive, had to be linked to the cultivation of the classical virtues, whether philosophical or religious. And following Strauss’s lead, Jaffa turned to the Lincoln-Douglas debates as the closest American equivalent he could imagine to the Symposium.

Unlike the earlier admirers of Lincoln, Jaffa did not dismiss Douglas as a simple political sharpie. Instead, he found in Lincoln and Douglas two ideas of democracy struggling within the womb of the Republic for supremacy. On the one hand stood Douglas, whose notion of democracy entitled majorities to decide all questions, purely on the grounds of being majorities and without respect to theories of political right or wrong. Such theories, Douglas believed, were the sort that never find final answers and only end up paralyzing prosperity. Lincoln, however, thought of politics as a moral pursuit. He was not a moral absolutist and he did not doubt that popular majorities were the essence of free government. But there were certain moral lines even majorities could not cross, certain transcendent and foundational truths which no vote could repeal, and some preferences which no amount of Romantic passion could justify. Lincoln thus transformed the debates into a moral reply to liberalism’s preoccupation with process and unencumbered individualism, without indulging the bathos of religion. Lincoln, admits one biographer of Douglas, “not only entered a plea for morality, he made his kind of morality palatable to a large number of Americans.”13

The advance of Straussian neoconservatives into positions of policy-making influence in the 1990s, and the corresponding erosion of confidence, even among political liberals, in a democracy without a moral core, clothed these warring interpretations of the Lincoln-Douglas debates with more than the usual academic rancor. Michael Sandel, who parted company with New Deal liberalism to espouse a politics of communitarian republicanism, fastened onto the debates in Democracy’s Discontent: America in Search of a Public Philosophy as the key example in American history of the conflict between responsibility and selfishness. Douglas, for Sandel, was the paragon of a “thin” notion of democracy, in which a preoccupation with personal rights trumps all notions of advancing a common good, and the citizen degenerates into an “unencumbered self” whose politics is moved—when it is moved at all—by sentimentality.

Sandel’s Lincoln, by contrast, saw politics as moved by a universal and shared morality, and opposed slavery as a violation of that morality. Douglas argued that the people ought to be allowed to make up their own minds about slavery—this was the essence of his doctrine of “popular sovereignty”—and that all that mattered was whether the process of making up those minds was open-ended and uncoerced; Lincoln argued that minds which could not see that slavery was an abomination were operating on the wrong principles. The catastrophe of 9/11 only made the need for a morally informed notion of democracy all the more urgent, and it soon enough led Paul Berman, in Terror and Liberalism, to single out Lincoln as the best defender of democracy precisely because Lincoln based his justification of democracy on an “absolute commitment to solidarity” and not just a desire for individual satisfactions.14

The campaigns of 1858 have been served by a number of workmanlike historical narratives over the years, but not necessarily served very well. The earliest of these narratives were embedded in the biographical literature on Lincoln and reached their high mark in Beveridge’s unfinished Abraham Lincoln, 1809-1858 (1928); the first freestanding narrative appeared from Richard Heckman only in 1967 in his Lincoln vs. Douglas. Heckman was soon followed by an amateur historian, Saul Sigelschiffer, who spent ten years writing a five-hundred-page survey of Lincoln and Douglas and published it under the Jaffaesque title The American Conscience: The Drama of the Lincoln-Douglas Debates in 1973. David Zarefsky, a rhetorician, took his turn at Lincoln and Douglas in 1990 with Lincoln, Douglas and Slavery: In the Crucible of Public Debate. But Zarefsky’s book was really a technical rhetorical analysis of the debates rather than a narrative history of the campaigns, just as Jaffa’s Crisis of the House Divided was a work of political theory rather than a history of 1858.

All of these efforts suffered in varying degrees from the temptation to focus on the Lincoln-Douglas debates while allowing the Lincoln-Douglas campaigns to fall off the table. The debates, after all, were seven moments out of campaigns that stretched over four months. Far more Illinoisans heard Lincoln and Douglas on courthouse steps, from railroad platforms, from hastily hammered-together stands at county fairs, and from the flatbeds of wagons than heard them in face-to-face debate. Nor were the strategies of either campaign exactly built around the debates. Both Lincoln and Douglas knew that the election of 1858 would be decided by swing voters in central Illinois counties where only three of the seven debates were held. The debates were, yes, a central feature of the campaigns of 1858, but in the narratives, they have come completely to eclipse the campaigns.

That is, in large measure, the accident of print. It is one mark of the national stake in the 1858 Illinois senatorial contest that the rival Chicago newspapers—the Chicago Press & Tribune and the Chicago Times—hired stenographers trained in shorthand to take down every word of the debates as uttered, then used the state’s rail network to speed the debate transcripts into the newspapers’ copy rooms and so have them in print (and available to the new national wire service, the Associated Press) within forty-eight hours. This was an expensive and labor-intensive proposition, and neither newspaper was in a position to extend that kind of coverage to the balance of the candidates’ individual speaking stops. So the debates, simply on the basis of their availability, rapidly overshadowed the other speeches made by Lincoln and Douglas throughout the campaign, and when Lincoln assembled a scrapbook of newspaper cuttings from the campaign for publication in 1860, it was the texts of the debates, rather than any of the other speeches, which made up most of the book.

In turn, Lincoln’s biographers shaped their accounts of the campaign around the published text of the debates. Curiously, when Edwin Earle Sparks produced the first scholarly edition of the debates, in 1908, for the Collections of the Illinois State Historical Library, he took the trouble to interleave the debate texts with a running account of the campaign as well as extracts of reports of the debates from an extraordinary sampling of faded Illinois newspapers, rather than just the Tribune and the Times. But the result was simply sharpened concentration on the debates, since the contemporary newspaper extracts Sparks so meticulously included were only those concerned with the debates, actually reinforcing the impression that they were the only matter of consequence in the campaigns. Only when Roy P. Basler and the Abraham Lincoln Association set about the mammoth task of constructing the eight-volume Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln (1953) were the texts of Lincoln’s speech, delivered out on the campaign and apart from Douglas, unearthed from even deeper in the Illinois newspaper morgues. But these, of course, were only Lincoln’s speeches, and even then, mostly paraphrases, written down days or weeks after the fact and sometimes larded with hostile editorial asides.

No wonder that almost all of the attempts to reconstruct the story of Lincoln and Douglas in 1858 have ended up with so much color drained out of them. Not all color, since the debates pack plenty of power on their own, as Jaffa’s and Zarefsky’s books both testify. But taken solely on their own, the debate texts are like Shakespeare without a stage. The campaigns, however, tell us that Lincoln and Douglas also had to struggle with the issue of rivals—that Lincoln earned his nomination for the Senate race in 1858 as the collection of a political debt, and not a debt that some of his own political allies thought it was right to pay him, and that Douglas has been disowned by his party and had to fight off destruction from within his own ranks as well as Lincoln from the outside.

The campaigns also bring out of the shadows the multitudes who shaped both the campaigns and the debates, especially the state party committees, who were responsible for the management of the overall contest and its final results. Neither Lincoln nor Douglas was in charge of his own political world in Illinois, and the people who were, were often as much at odds with the candidates and each other as with their opposition. The campaigns are thus an important corrective to the prevailing skepticism about the participatory quality of nineteenth-century democracy, since it was not in the debates (where the presence of the shorthand reporters imposed a measure of decorum) but in the campaigns and the election itself that the hecklers, the paraders, the brass bands, the trains overflowing with excursion-rate meeting goers, the teakettle river steamers draped in banners, the speech-making for hours into the night, the fistfights and racial slurs, the hawkers and pickpockets working the crowds, the anxious reports by letter from the field that one begins to feel the wide open spigot of the American passion for politics. “In our country,” wrote one reviewer of the “memorable contest in Illinois” between Lincoln and Douglas, “every thing is swept into the gulf of politics.”15

There are also a number of nagging questions, even about the debates, which none of the writers on the 1858 contest have ever quite settled. For instance: was Lincoln’s “House Divided” speech, which he delivered as his acceptance speech at the convention which nominated him in June 1858, and which became one of the accepted gems of American political rhetoric, really a mistake which cost him the election at the very beginning? Why did Lincoln pose the Freeport Question, and was it really an example of a remarkable clairvoyance that allowed him to see that his opponent’s answer would deny Douglas the presidency and give it to him instead? Was the election a blowout defeat for Lincoln, or was it a “near run thing” in which he came narrowly close to upsetting Douglas and driving him out of politics forever? Finally, did the campaigns and the debates reveal Lincoln to be a racist whose only concern about slavery was containing it in the Southern slave states, so that the western territories could be held open for free, and white, settlers? What has now become one of the most famous utterances in the debates—Lincoln’s promise at the opening of the fourth debate at Charleston, Illinois, 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; 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”—has been taken as the undeniable testimony of a bigot whose only real difference from Douglas was his belief that enslaving blacks as opposed to disenfranchising and deporting them was just pushing things too far. But was this a settled conviction on Lincoln’s part? Or was it a careless (and off-the-cuff) response to Douglas’s nonstop race-baiting? Or a directive from a state central committee which was growing nervous about the applause Douglas’s race-baiting was getting from the voters? “There is a natural disgust in the minds of nearly all white people, to the idea of an indiscriminate amalgamation of the white and black races,” Lincoln said in 1857. But he left open the question whether this disgust “accords with justice and sound judgment.” What he did know, however, was that “Judge Douglas evidently is basing his chief hope, upon the chances of being able to appropriate the benefit of this disgust to himself,” and it is against that debasement that Lincoln’s words have to be measured.16

With questions of this sort looming over the year 1858, it has seemed to me that understanding the significance of Lincoln and Douglas in 1858 can be served only by reconstructing the intricate political geography of the debates and the larger campaigns, which the Civil War—and the deaths of both Lincoln and Douglas within seven years of the debates—swept away. For not only were these contests about each man’s eligibility for a national office and about their contrasting views on the expansion of slavery but they were also about the intricacies of Illinois politics, the boundaries of political life in mid-nineteenth-century America, the futility of a victory, and the spectacular success of a defeat. And in the end, the campaigns and the great debates would accomplish two things. First, they would introduce Abraham Lincoln, who had no political visibility beyond the horizons of Illinois, to the front rank of national politics. Two years later, the struggle of 1858 became the basis for the critical invitation he received to come to New York City and deliver at the Cooper Institute, as if it was his national political tryout, the speech that allowed him to become the dark-horse presidential nominee of the Republican party in May 1860.

Second, the year 1858 would indeed see Lincoln and Douglas articulate not just two different positions on a policy questions but two radically different notions of what democratic politics really is. For Douglas, as Michael Sandel warned, the essence of democracy was process. Democracy was a means for creating a happy, free, and prosperous society, and what the people as a whole desired in the way of happiness, freedom, and prosperity was what democracy should enable them to get. For Lincoln, the essence of democracy was principle. Democracy was a virtuous end in itself, a summum bonum (so to speak), which was the expression, in political life, of the natural ends for which men were made.17

But, as the experience of civil war demonstrated only too well, principle can also introduce rigidity into democratic deliberations, a rigidity which either ensures defeat by alienating all but the purists or ensures catastrophe by blinding its adherents to their own mistakes and excusing their crimes. The Civil War years which followed would demonstrate to some people that Lincoln was a man of inflexible purpose and uprightness who cleansed the soiled “republican robe” of America of a great evil, even at the cost of his own life. It would demonstrate to others that Lincoln was a crusader, looking for only one answer rather than allowing for a diversity of them, heaping violence upon violence because violence is what men of principle resort to when their principles are challenged. No wonder, then, in the turn-of-the-century era of pragmatism—of William James, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and John Dewey—that Stephen A. Douglas could be resurrected as a focus of biographical admiration. What had seemed in 1858 to be a lack of moral perception now looked like flexibility and a determination to defuse antagonism.

In the largest sense, the 1858 campaigns and debates of Lincoln and Douglas were only one round in a struggle between the two men that ended only with Douglas’s death in 1861. Lincoln kept pursuing Douglas into 1859, when he and Douglas were on the stump on behalf of party candidates in Ohio, and Lincoln’s great Cooper Institute speech of February 1860 was actually an extended reply to a large-scale article Douglas published in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine for September 1859, titled “The Dividing Line Between Federal and Local Authority: Popular Sovereignty in the Territories.” But if we conceive of the struggle between Lincoln and Douglas as one which asks whether process or principle should be the polestar of a democracy, then the Lincoln-Douglas debate has never actually ended. As a nation we have continued to lunge to one side and then the other—the First World War asked us to make the world safe for democracy, and the postwar disillusion asked whether democracy was safe for us; World War II, the Cold War, and the civil rights struggle of the 1950s and 1960s asked us to work on behalf, sometimes in explicitly religious terms, of the creation of a “beloved community”; and when the Cold War ended, the voice of pragmatic process once again began to sing. And is it too much to say that Lincoln and Douglas still face each other across the length of the National Mall in Washington—that at one end we have built a memorial to Abraham Lincoln, solitary in his righteousness, while at the other end we have built a far larger one, vast in ambiguity and self-seeking, to Stephen A. Douglas?
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CHAPTER 1
THE LEAST MAN I EVER SAW


Upon our platform there will stand
Clad in judicial toga
With clinking hand-cuffs in his hand
An old pro-slavery fogy,
And first beside him on the box
In attitude defiant
Like frog that tried t’outswell the ox
There stands our Little Giant.

    H. P. H. Bromwell Papers, Library of Congress

    And these two worthies shall engage
In a vehement tustle
Each other from the platform’s edge
By lawful right to hustle
Displaying thus before our sight
The right to drive away there
What has itself an equal right
By the same law to stay there.

    H. P. H. Bromwell Papers, Library of Congress

THE HONORABLE SENATOR from Illinois, Stephen Arnold Douglas, began digging his political grave with the first item of business before the Senate of the United States on Wednesday, January 4, 1854. For a man approaching the height of his political powers, Senator Douglas did not look particularly uneasy, nor did the instrument he had in hand appear all that lethal. It was simply a “bill to organize the Territory of Nebraska,” which Douglas was reporting out of the Senate Committee on Territories and laying before the entire Senate for its action. But it would be the undoing of Douglas all the same, and of the peace of the American Republic.1

Ever since 1803, when Thomas Jefferson shrewdly bought up half the American West in the great Louisiana Purchase, Congress had been slowly organizing the immense landmass of “Louisiana” and setting up provisional governments there as territories—Missouri in 1812, Arkansas in 1819, Iowa in 1838, Oregon in 1848, Minnesota in 1849. A territory was a legal halfway house between the moment when lands like the Louisiana Purchase were acquired by the United States, and the moment they could be admitted to the Union as full-fledged states. Under Article IV of the Constitution, Congress was responsible for setting up temporary governments in newly acquired lands, subdividing or fixing their boundaries, recognizing each of the new units as an incorporated territory, appointing territorial governors and supervising the creation of territorial legislatures and constitutions, and eventually, if territorial organization was successful, guiding a territory’s application for statehood. This process stabilized the rule of law, allowed the people living there a measure of self-government, and created a test period before the territory was fully admitted to the Union as a state. Without it, land titles, law enforcement, incorporation, investment, and development would all hang fire.

The territorial process, however, was not necessarily rapid. By the time Minnesota was organized as a territory, in 1849, most of the immense bulk of the Louisiana Purchase, from the northern Rockies to the vast plains west of Nebraska, was still without territorial government. And then, in 1848, another expansion-minded president, James Knox Polk, used the Mexican War to acquire the great southwestern triangle of the continent, from the Rio Grande west to California and from Texas northwest to the Great Salt Lake. If the pace of territorial organization in the old Purchase lands was any indication, organizing the huge new American West could take another century.

No one felt the burden of pushing territorial organization in the West more urgently than Stephen A. Douglas, whose life up to this point read like a primer in the opportunities of western development. Douglas’s forebears arrived in Rhode Island as early as the 1640s, but they gradually drifted north and west in search of new land, finally setting up on four hundred acres of land near Brandon, Vermont, in the 1790s. The Douglases acquired enough wealth and standing in Vermont to send Douglas’s father to Middlebury College to become a physician, and the elder Douglas soon settled down to marriage and medicine in Brandon in 1811, followed by the birth of Stephen Arnold in 1813. Then, the bliss of the Douglas family abruptly stopped. In 1815, the doctor suffered a fatal heart attack. “I was only about two months old, and of course I cannot recollect him,” Douglas wrote years afterward. But “I have often been told he was holding me in his arms when he departed this world.” With the death of the senior Douglas died any prospect of Stephen following his father into a lucrative and respectable profession. Despite his “taste for reading”—his favorite works were “those telling of the triumphs of Napoleon, the conquests of Alexander, and the wars of Caesar”—and spending “night and Sundays in reading and study,” the young Stephen Douglas was apprenticed to a cabinetmaker.2

It was typical of Douglas that he at once began looking for a new way upward. He wheedled permission from his master to attend the Brandon Academy, and when his mother remarried in 1830 and moved to New York, young Stephen was given leave to enter the Canandaigua Academy and then, in 1833, to begin reading law with two local lawyers. But his stepfamily’s money began to run dry, and the process of examination and admission to the bar in New York was long and expensive. In mid-1833, he embarked on yet another Douglas move westward, to Cleveland. “When shall we expect you to come home to visit us, my son?” pleaded his mother. “On my way to Congress, Mother,” he replied.3

The way to Congress appeared to be no easier for Douglas than the way to law. Cleveland was a professional dead end. Douglas hoped to find work in St. Louis, but St. Louis was already overstocked with lawyers, as were the Illinois towns on the other side of the Mississippi River. It was not until he walked into the middle of a public auction at Winchester, Illinois, in the fall of 1833 and volunteered his services to an auctioneer who needed somebody literate enough to keep track of sales that Douglas finally found himself earning two dollars a day—as a clerk. This bounty gave him the bright idea of opening a school for clerks. In short order, Douglas had forty pupils and (at the end of the school quarter in March 1834) enough money to support him in a year’s law study. Before the end of the year, Douglas was licensed to practice in Illinois and was the proprietor of his own one-man law practice. He was all of twenty-one years old.4

Lawyering followed a short path to politics in Illinois, and never more so than in the volatile year of 1834. The President of the United States, the white-haired but iron-tempered hero of the Battle of New Orleans, Andrew Jackson, had thrown every ounce of his energies against the sucking of the American economy into the maw of the Industrial Revolution. Jackson was a devout old Jeffersonian Democrat—which is to say that he saw American life in much the same terms as Thomas Jefferson had when Jefferson wrote that God’s only chosen people were farmers on their own land. Democrats from Jefferson to Jackson looked uneasily on men who worked in shops for wages, since mere wage earners became dependent on the goodwill of wage payers and were vulnerable to political manipulation by their employers. They looked even more coldly on those who traded in bonds and securities (these were examples of imaginary wealth, whose value could be driven up and down without warning) or who made their living in merchandise and commerce (since they traded in fancy goods which no upstanding farmer really needed but which could trap him in a punitive cycle of debt and dependence). No man who did not own his own land, or who could not live from that land, could ever be truly free and independent.5

This hostility led to political war in 1834 between Jackson and the Second Bank of the United States, the pumping station of the national financial system created by Alexander Hamilton in the 1790s. Andrew Jackson was one of the few real heroes Americans could boast of in the disastrous War of 1812, and he had not defeated one enemy in scarlet coats only to concede to another in silver and gold. The Second Bank became, for Jackson and his allies, a monster with financial tentacles, seeking to reach into every corner of the Republic and entrap its virtuous farmers in paper chains of debt. When in 1834 the bank’s president, Nicholas Biddle, challenged Jackson by seeking an early renewal of the bank’s charter by Congress, Jackson vetoed the renewal legislation with all the vehemence with which he had bestowed gusts of grapeshot on the British.

All this should have been of little consequence to a novice lawyer in central Illinois in 1834. But when an attorney from Jacksonville stood up before a local club to which Stephen Douglas belonged and denounced Jackson’s veto of the bank as tyrannical and treasonous, Douglas was furious at hearing America’s premier military hero flogged verbally like a common bandit. “I could not remain silent when the old hero’s character, public and private, was traduced, and his measures misrepresented and denounced,” he recalled later, and in a trice, Douglas was on his feet making a speech of his own. A week later, an Illinois Democratic newspaper printed Douglas’s speech in “two entire columns” and “for two or three successive weeks,” and suddenly Douglas was a political celebrity He was elected state’s attorney for the First Judicial Circuit and then, in August 1836, won a seat in the state legislature. Seven months later, Andrew Jackson’s successor in the presidency, Martin Van Buren, rewarded Douglas’s faithful party service by appointing him register of the lucrative federal land office in Springfield. In 1838, Douglas ran for Congress on a platform which denounced corporate charters for “railroads, canals, insurance companies, hotel companies, steam mill companies &c., &c.” as “unjust, impolitic, and unwise”—and lost by a squeaker to John Todd Stuart. But in 1840, Douglas was back on the upward spiral when he was appointed by the Democratic governor Thomas Carlin to the Illinois Supreme Court.

Finally, in 1843, Douglas won the congressional seat he craved in a special election, defeating the formidable lawyer from the Mississippi River town of Quincy, Orville Hickman Browning. After he won reelection in 1846, the Illinois legislature’s Democratic majority (operating under the then-current constitutional rule that U.S. senators were elected by state legislatures rather than by a direct vote of the people) elected Douglas to Illinois’s junior U.S. Senate seat. At thirty-three, he only just met the Constitution’s age qualification for U.S. senators.6

Douglas was, from his start in Congress, an ardent antibanking, antitariff Jacksonian Democrat. “In this country,” he declared in 1837, “there are two opposing parties.” One was the Democrats, the “advocates of the rights of the people,” and the other was “the advocates of the privileges of Property.” By property, he meant “the principles of ‘consolidation,’ ‘monopoly,’ and ‘property privilege.’” And the weapon which would keep these dragons at bay was “a strict observance of every provision of our constitutions—state and national.” But the dragons of privilege were still formidable, and they included banks, corporations, and protective tariffs for manufacturing. And alongside the privileged marched rank upon rank of white-tied clergymen trying to use government power to impose Christian moral codes in defiance of the Jeffersonian separation of church and state, and appealing over the head of the people and the Constitution to God. “We should all recognize, respect, and revere the divine law,” Douglas agreed, but only as individuals, and only on questions of private moral virtue. The Bible “has not furnished us with a Constitution,” nor has it laid down “the form of government under which we shall live, and the character of our political and civil institutions.” But the voice of the people had. “The great fundamental principle” of government was that “every people ought to possess the right of forming and regulating their own internal concerns and domestic institutions in their own way.”7

And yet, for all of Douglas’s brass-lunged endorsement of the Democratic line, he was not a one-note party ideologue. Far from it. Douglas “neither felt nor thought deeply on any question.” He, for instance, “during his entire political life” criticized programs of government-financed public works (or “internal improvements”) on the grounds that these only favored the moneyed interests. But the moment it became clear that his Illinois constituents were lusting quite happily for the cornucopia of goods which “internal improvements” poured before them, Douglas suddenly discerned a difference “between those works which were essential to the protection of commerce” and those “asked for by parties having local interests to serve,” and he threw his votes behind federal appropriations to dredge the sandbars at the mouth of the Chicago River, federal land grants to the proposed Illinois Central Railroad, and the completion of the Illinois River canal.8

“He showed always a certain curious gift of alertness,” George Murray McConnell recalled—although it was never entirely clear whether that alertness was an attentiveness simply to his constituents’ needs or to the next main chance that would promote his own fortunes. People who thought that Douglas’s chief problem was his lack of height (like Missouri senator Thomas Hart Benton, who growled that “his legs are too short, sir. That part of his body, sir, which men wish to kick, is too near the ground!”) missed Douglas’s real shortcoming, that morally speaking, he had no chest. It was no accident that, once the authorization for the Illinois Central land grants had passed through Congress, Douglas placed an order with Washington banker W. W. Corcoran for Illinois state bonds. Once he had been elected to the Senate, Douglas moved his law practice to Chicago and began speculating in lakefront real estate (which he then sold to the Illinois Central for ten times the purchase price). He bought a large house at New Jersey and I Streets in Washington, where he entertained on imported china, smoked Havana cigars, poured Madeira by the cask—and shrewdly invested in District real estate by buying two blocks of rental housing in 1851. He married Martha Martin, whose plantation-owning father bestowed on Douglas the title to a 2,500-acre Mississippi plantation; and when Martha Douglas died in 1853, Douglas married Adele Cutts, a Washington socialite and “a Southern lady of good family” with “the air of a queen, with perfect features as if carved in marble, white and smooth as marble, too, with clear liquid eyes and shadowy lashes.”9 If ever a man had done well by doing for the common good, it was Stephen A. Douglas.

Douglas took as his pet project in Congress the creation of a railroad to connect Chicago (and the entire Mississippi valley) with the newly acquired lands of the Pacific coast, funded in part or in whole by federal tax dollars. This was, he frankly admitted, a retreat from the usual Democratic opposition “to the doctrine of internal improvements by the Federal Government within the different States of the Union.” But if Americans wanted “to make the great ports of the world tributary to our wealth,” then “we must penetrate the Pacific, its islands, and its continent, where the great mass of the human family reside,” and a Pacific railroad was the means to do it. If this raised eyebrows among the Democratic faithful, then that only showed that it was time for “a statesman who can bring young blood, young ideas, and young hearts to the councils of the Republic”—not to mention the Democratic party—and by 1852 a Douglas-for-president boom was in the works.10

What shielded Douglas from the suspicions of old-guard Democrats was the sheer sparkle of his charisma. Although standing only five foot four on legs which were three inches shorter than average, Douglas “had a large head, surmounted by an abundant mane” of brown hair, which gave him the “appearance of a lion prepared to roar or crush his prey” or a “short, thick-set … bulldog.” Even in his youth, his chip-on-the-shoulder willingness to take on a fight earned him the nickname “The Little Giant.” But he could just as readily beam with “real geniality, and wholesome grace, and forceful dignity” He was a “perfect ‘steam engine in breeches,” and “to see him threading the glittering crowd with a pleasant smile or a kind word for every body, one would have taken him for a trained courtier.” His voice was “deep and strong … melodious and sympathetic,” and he had the knack of drawing people into his circle of attention and flattering them with the thought that they were Stephen A. Douglas’s sole concern in the universe. “He would say, ‘I can tell you’; ‘I know that I can say to you’; ‘I have no hesitation in confiding in you’; ‘I want you to know’ etc.” He never lost an opportunity to cultivate “a popularity.” Hezekiah Wead (who, like Douglas, was born in Vermont but emigrated to Illinois to practice law) remembered that, in court, Douglas would “go round among the listeners & spectators, sit upon their knees and chat and laugh & joke with them,” even “while the counsel were arguing to the Jury.” Onboard a train, “scarcely a man, woman, or child in the cars escaped his attention, or passed by unspoken to.” His joy was “to stand in the centre of a listening throng, while he told some Western story or defended some public measure; to exchange jokes with a political adversary; or, ascending the rostrum, to hold thousands spellbound for hours.” The Illinois politician Shelby Cullom wrote that Douglas “was a wonderful man with the people…. When he came through the State, the whole Democratic party was alive and ready to rally to his support.”11

But Illinois only gave Stephen Douglas a platform; it could not give him the nation. And his charisma could only protect him; it could not promote him in the upper echelons of the party, where his departures from party orthodoxy were seen more dimly In Illinois, Douglas was able to build a formidable political machine across the state, constructed of federal patronage appointments that he oversaw and major corporations (like the Illinois Central Railroad) whose interests he was in a position to favor, regardless of Jacksonian orthodoxy. By the 1850s, Douglas ruled the Illinois Democratic party as “absolutely supreme … and his supremacy was a despotism.” But his allies failed to get a Douglas-for-president nomination past the national party convention in 1852, which instead nominated the handsome, heroic, and (as it turned out) talentless Franklin Pierce. A second, more serious Douglas-for-president campaign died a lingering death at the party convention in Cincinnati in 1856. And James Buchanan, who got the nomination instead, saw no reason to extend to Douglas more than polite formality. Buchanan’s chief advisers would be Jesse Bright of Indiana and John Slidell of Louisiana, both of whom preferred that Douglas get only the crumbs from Buchanan’s patronage table.12

There was, however, an obstacle to Douglas’s ascension to the very top of Democratic party leadership more forbidding than just resentment at his political opportunism, and that had to do with the Southern Democrats, who held the numbers, the money, and the balance of power within the party. And that, in turn, had everything to do with slavery.

Slavery was a legal institution in fourteen states in the Union. It was a repulsive system, but it was also powerful. The fact that the slave states were all contiguous, and lay south of the Mason-Dixon Line and the Ohio River, together with the fact that slave labor in these states produced the single most valuable agricultural commodity on the planet—cotton—gave them a sense of shared regional defensiveness and an enormous political heft in the federal Congress. Likewise, the fact that Southern slavery was based on racial supremacy—of white slaveowners over enslaved blacks—provided a brutal reinforcement to Southern suspicions of the free states of the North. Since slavery’s power grew from the seeds of an agricultural commodity, the slave states’ instinctive party loyalty was pledged to the Democrats. From Thomas Jefferson to James Buchanan, Southern Democrats either led the party and dominated the presidency or else picked for president Northern Democrats who were securely buttoned to Southern interests. Northerners who criticized slavery and called for its abolition were easily marginalized by Southern plays to economic self-interest or white racial terrors.

Stephen A. Douglas might have been a Democrat, and a successful one, but he was still a Northerner from a free state, and that made Southern Democratic brows crinkle with apprehension. Of course, calling Douglas’s Illinois a “free” state meant only that slavery was illegal there. It did not mean that Illinois Democrats were interested in freeing slaves anyplace else, or in welcoming blacks of any description, free or slave, into the state to compete with them for land. When Douglas arrived in Illinois, in the 1830s, the state population stood at 269,974—of these, only 2,261 were free blacks. Another 488 blacks were deemed “apprentices” by various legal subterfuges and were, for all practical purposes, slaves on “free” soil. Twenty years later, the population of Illinois had bulged to over 850,000, but the laws only became more draconian. In 1853, the state legislature banned “any negro or mulatto, bond or free” from settling in Illinois on pain of a fifty-dollar fine or the threat of being sold “at public auction” into forced labor to “serve out” the fine.13

There is no record that Douglas felt any deep pangs of conflict over the toleration of slavery in a republic of liberty. While antislavery Northerners struggled to overcome the “gag rule” that prevented anti-slavery petitions from being introduced onto the floor of the House of Representatives, Douglas cheerfully voted to uphold it. The abolition of slavery was merely a British connivance, Douglas explained, “for the purpose of operating upon the peculiar institutions of some of the States of this Confederacy, and thus render the Union itself insecure.” Just as no church had the privilege of imposing its creed upon any American citizens, and no “consolidated” government in Washington had the power to force a program of publicly funded commercial development on the states, so no one had the authority to compel the slave states to abolish slavery. Or, he added in 1853, the authority to compel the free states to take in freed blacks: “Our people are a white people; our State is a white State,” Douglas declared. “We do not believe in the equality of the negro, socially or politically, with the white man.” In Illinois, “we mean to preserve the race pure, without any mixture with the negro.”14

The real question, however, was not whether Douglas could be trusted to keep Northern hands off slavery in the South but whether he would be willing to give the South what, in the 1850s, it really wanted, which was a free ticket to legalize slavery in the western territories. No matter how indifferent Douglas might be to the Andes of suffering inflicted by slavery, white Illinoisans not only wanted blacks kept out of Illinois but also wanted them kept out of the territories, since the territories were the next stop in the white farmers’ incessant rush for land. Yet white Southerners were just as convinced that slavery, in order to remain prosperous and healthy, needed constantly to expand its borders. This determination had created serious collisions in Congress as far back as 1819, when the Missouri Territory petitioned for admission to the Union as a state with a constitution that legalized slavery. Northerners (and they included an ominous number of Northern Democrats) saw no good sign for the future when the first new state to be organized out of the Louisiana Purchase wanted to legalize slavery. To the relief of the country in general, the greatest political compromise builder of the day, Kentucky’s Henry Clay, stage-rigged a formula for all future territorial admissions in the Missouri Compromise of 1820. Clay simply took the southern boundary of Missouri, drew it straight through the Purchase, and decreed that hereafter only lands south of that line could be organized as slave territories and admitted to the Union as slave states. And with that neat partition, everyone could, presumably, be happy.

Happy, that is, until the great blowup over Texas.

At the time of the Missouri Compromise, Texas was a sparsely settled province of Mexico. The Mexicans were only just tearing themselves loose from the colonial dominion of Spain and setting up as a republic of their own, and they were happy to accept American immigrants as a way to settle Texas on the cheap. But in the intervening years, immigration from the United States turned into an uncontrollable flood, a very large part of it contemptuous of Mexican law and Mexican government, and much of it led by slave owners. Too late, the Mexican government tried to seal the border and bridle the Americans in Texas. That only provoked Texas into open revolt and a declaration of independence as a republic of its own. In due time, Texas turned to the United States as an applicant for statehood—bypassing territorial organization, which it scarcely needed—as a slave state.

Mexico never recognized the legitimacy of the Texan republic in the first place, and it was alarmed at the prospect of the rebel province attaching itself to the United States. When Texas was finally annexed by the United States, in 1845, the annexation triggered war between the United States and Mexico, and the war led to a humiliating defeat for Mexico and the cession of its remaining northernmost provinces to the United States. The shooting part of the war had not even stopped before a round of pompous and hysterical charades over slavery even more violent than the one in 1819 began, complete with threats of secession from the Union by the Southern states and demands for the complete exclusion of slavery from the Mexican Cession by Northerners. It took all the compromising skills of the aged Henry Clay to fashion a new compromise, and even then, the actual formula for that compromise—as well as the strategy for recruiting enough votes for it—would fall to a younger man, Stephen A. Douglas.15

The formula was called “popular sovereignty” and it was first devised not by Douglas but by an old Democratic party wheelhorse, Lewis Cass of Michigan. But it was seized by Douglas as the banner under which he saw himself marching into the White House. In the largest sense, popular sovereignty was simply another form of Jacksonian Democracy’s first article of belief, that “the voice of the people” in a democracy was the ultimate and only rule. And it rang the changes on the Democracy’s second article, which was the preference for local decision-making over policies made at the national level. No one but the people of each territory itself—not Northerners in the free states, not Southerners in the slave states, not the president in Washington, not even compromisers in Congress—ought to decide whether slavery should be legal in their territory or not.

“The principle of self-government,” explained Douglas, “is, that each community shall settle this question for itself … and we have no right to complain, either in the North or the South, whichever they do.” For Stephen A. Douglas, this view had the added advantage of relocating the entire debate over slavery’s future in the territories to the territories themselves, and out of the halls of Congress, where the issue was paralyzing all other initiatives for western development. And so while Henry Clay brought every ounce of his fading powers of eloquence to the fashioning of a new compromise, it was Douglas who cobbled together the actual components of the compromise and navigated them to adoption.16 The nation heaved a collective sign of relief, and when Clay died, in 1852, the laurels for statesmanship, compromise, and levelheadedness descended upon Stephen A. Douglas.

No one, least of all Douglas, could have suspected that this was, in fact, as far as his tide would carry him. This was partly because, by this point, Southern slaveholders had painted themselves for so long as the victims of Northern perfidy that nothing less than an absolute federal guarantee for legalized slavery in the West would satisfy them. But the other factor which proved Douglas’s undoing was his simple inability to rest on those laurels. Almost as if the success of popular sovereignty in 1850 had convinced him that it was the answer to every question, Douglas now proposed to organize the balance of the West—the old Louisiana Purchase lands still governed by the Compromise of 1820s ban on slavery—under the same doctrine.17

Precisely because Nebraska was reserved by the Missouri Compromise for free settlement only, Southerners in Congress truculently refused to support territorial organization there, leaving both the settlers’ and Douglas’s hopes for what he called “a continuous line of settlement from the Mississippi Valley to the Pacific Ocean” in a legal limbo. But under the terms of Douglas’s Nebraska bill, Congress would junk the Missouri Compromise, substitute for it “the principles and model of the compromise measures of 1850,” and allow Nebraska to be organized as a territory whose people would make their own decision about slavery Southerners would no longer have any logical reason to oppose the organization of Nebraska, and in order to make that explicit, Douglas added a provision to the bill which expressly declared the Missouri Compromise to have been “superseded by the principles of 1850”:

The act preparatory to the admission of Missouri into the Union … being inconsistent with the principle of non-intervention by Congress with slavery in the states and territories, as recognized by the legislation of eighteen hundred and fifty, commonly called the compromise measures, is hereby declared inoperative and void; it being the true intent and meaning of this act not to legislate slavery into any territory or state, not to exclude it therefrom, but to leave the people thereof perfectly free to form and regulate their domestic institutions in their own way, subject only to the Constitution of the United States.”18

It was that long, dangling sentence which threw Congress, and the nation, into a tumult.

Douglas was fully aware that the Northerners whom he persuaded to allow popular sovereignty to rule the Mexican Cession did so only with the mental reservation that most of the Cession was useless desert anyway and unlikely to offer much attraction to settlement by slave owners. They never dreamt that Douglas would expect them, four years later, to apply it with equal force to the old Purchase lands, where the opportunities for slave-based agriculture were considerably more substantial. If Southerners sulked because popular sovereignty gave them no more than a mere chance to have slavery legalized in Nebraska, Northerners were horrified to discover that slavery would be given a chance at all, much less a fifty-fifty one. The Missouri Compromise, which had stood for thirty years as the fire door banning slavery from the Louisiana Purchase, now hung off its hinges. New York senator William Henry Seward wrote to his constituents that “we who thought only … of securing some portion at least of the shore of the Gulf of Mexico and all of the Pacific coast to the institutions of freedom, will be, before 1859, brought to a doubtful struggle to prevent the extension of slavery to the shores of the great lakes, and thence westward to Puget’s sound.”19

The gasp of horror soon found a national tongue. Ohio senator Salmon P. Chase, a onetime Jacksonian but now turned abolitionist, published “An Appeal of the Independent Democrats” on January 24 in the National Era, Washington’s main antislavery newspaper, denouncing the Nebraska bill as a “gross violation of a sacred pledge; as a criminal betrayal of precious rights; as part and parcel of an atrocious plot to exclude from a vast unoccupied region immigrants from the Old World and free laborers from our own States, and convert it into a dreary region of despotism, inhabited by masters and slaves.” And Chase’s “Appeal” (which was signed by yet another senator, Charles Sumner, and four representatives) was only the beginning. “No pretext was urged for the repeal of the Missouri restriction, that it was asked for by the people of the Territory,” raged Michigan governor Kinsley Bingham; Douglas had only one purpose, and that was “to appease the inexorable demand of the slave interest for dominion” and bring “the Democratic party of the North … under the perfect subjugation to the interests of slavery.” Or perhaps he had another purpose: to solicit the favor of the slaveholding South as the last deal he had to make for the presidency. “To him,” wrote John Minor Botts of Virginia, “was the glittering prize of a nomination held up as a reward,” and Mississippi governor Henry Stuart Foote believed that Douglas had been bribed with a promise from President Pierce that he would endorse a Douglas presidential nomination for 1856. “He has sold the freemen of the North for office,” fumed one Illinoisan, “which Heaven grant he may never be able to reach.”20

Just what induced Douglas to swat at the Nebraska wasps’ nest has always been a mystery to both his admirers and his detractors. Apart from gaining the thanks of the Nebraska settlers, it was hard to know what game Douglas was about, or even if there was a game. “The whole country, which by the previous adjustment of 1850 had settled down in peace, was suddenly taken by surprise,” wrote Anna Ella Carroll. “No one dreamed of the compromise being disturbed, and that the triumph of Mr. Clay, and the tranquility happily secured by him over the country, were soon to come to an end.”21 So why the Nebraska bill? Because at bottom, Stephen A. Douglas had the temperament neither of a statesman nor of a demagogue but of a gambler. He was, said the shrewd old Ohio senator Thomas Ewing, “inconsiderate and reckless.” He stayed away from cards and horses, but in every other respect, no one loved a risk more than Douglas. Hezekiah Wead remembered that Douglas’s decisions as a judge on the bench were often a matter of “guess,” supported by “his quickness of apprehension, his amiable manners and his general urbanity.” His speculations in land were another game of risk, and even his reputation as a “formidable parliamentary pugilist” was a gamble he took with the fact that he was far from being physically “formidable.” Despite the commanding presence and the leonine posturing, the Little Giant was actually fragile of health. Chronic illness had disabled him early in his wanderings between Vermont and Illinois. He was constantly prey to colds and upper respiratory infections, and his climactic speeches seemed always to come when he “was at the time ill in bed” and had to drag himself to the floor of the Senate to speak. But he could not deny himself the thrill of combat, the always-upped stakes over more and more dramatic issues. The greatest risk he would take, however, would be the Nebraska territorial bill. It would, he predicted, “raise the hell of a storm.” And into that storm he sailed, smiling.22

The only concession Douglas made to the uproar over the Nebraska bill was to permit the division of the enormous Nebraska domain into two territories, Kansas and Nebraska. Otherwise, rather than simply defend the bill as a useful piece of pragmatic politics, he bounded into the congressional arena as the lion, asserting that popular sovereignty was not a means only but a worthwhile end in itself. The question at stake in the organization of Kansas and Nebraska (he declared on March 3, 1854) was whether the people truly had the sole right to govern themselves as they saw fit, “whether the people shall be allowed to regulate their domestic institutions in their own way, according to the provisions of this bill, or whether the opposite doctrine of Congressional interference is to prevail.”23

Douglas’s discovery that popular sovereignty embodied a form of eternal political truth, and not just political sloganeering, “is not an afterthought with me, seized upon this session for the first time, as my calumniators have so frequently and boldly charged.” No, the principle of popular sovereignty is the embodiment of popular liberty, “the great fundamental principle of self-government,” leaving “the people entirely free to form and regulate their domestic institutions and internal concerns in their own way” It also, incidentally, got the slavery controversy out of the halls of Congress, because “the attempt on the part of Congress to interfere with the question of slavery” always produced deadlock and acrimony. But “whenever that cause had been removed” by letting the people decide for themselves, “the agitation has ceased.” When a petition from three thousand New England clergy protesting the repeal of the Missouri Compromise was introduced into the Senate by the venerable Edward Everett, Douglas’s reaction was to suggest pretty bluntly that they mind their own religious business and stop trying “to establish a theocracy to take charge of our politics and our legislation.” When the vote finally came in the Senate, Douglas carried the day for the Kansas-Nebraska bill—and popular sovereignty—with thirty-seven senators in favor and only fourteen opposed; on May 22, 1854, it squeezed through the House of Representatives as well, 113 to 100. President Pierce signed it four days later—the day of a near-total eclipse of the sun.24

But popular sovereignty only cried about “peace”; it did not bring it, either to Kansas or to Stephen A. Douglas. Of the Northern Democrats in the House, over half had voted against Douglas; resolutions attacking the Kansas-Nebraska bill were issued by five Northern state legislatures; and in the fall elections, Democrats who had voted for Kansas-Nebraska fell in heaps, with only seven of the forty-two House Democrats who voted for the bill surviving. When Douglas tried to speak in defense of Kansas-Nebraska on September 1 on his home ground in Chicago, he was hissed, booed, and taunted for two hours until he finally gave up and stamped off the platform. The Illinois elections two months later had an even more dangerous message: in the nine congressional districts, five of the Democrats elected were opponents of the Kansas-Nebraska bill, while the other four (including two Douglas loyalists, Thomas Harris and William Richardson) only narrowly avoided defeat. Douglas-sponsored Democrats clung to only forty-three of the one hundred seats in the state house and senate, and the anti-Douglas majority looked as though they were perfectly capable of taking down another Douglas ally, James Shields, whose U.S. Senate seat was up for reelection by the new legislature when it would meet after the turn of the new year.25

In Kansas, popular sovereignty, instead of bringing peace, brought on a minor civil war. The chant of popular sovereignty as “the true principle” and “the only way to restore peace” was so entrancing that it barely passed notice that the Kansas-Nebraska bill had not specified the point in a territory’s development when the populace would exercise its sovereignty and decide for or against slavery.26 Should the decision be held at the very outset of territorial organization? If so, wouldn’t a negative decision make it impossible for any slave owners to move there, and infuriate Southerners, who would denounce “popular sovereignty” and its champion as frauds? Or should it come at the end of the process, when the territory wrote its proposed state constitution and asked Congress for admission to the Union? If so, and the new constitution banned slavery, were slave owners to be forcibly expelled? And who would police the decision-making process? If enough proslavery settlers—or antislavery settlers—could be rushed into Kansas to create a temporary majority, then that majority might declare that the moment for deciding had arrived and announce the results before the next wagon trains from Missouri or Illinois could create a new majority So began a frantic outfitting of wild-eyed emigrants—New England abolitionists with Bibles, “border ruffians” from Missouri with slaves—to seize control of the territorial process.

Those who, in addition to Bibles or slaves, brought rifles with them to Kansas soon discovered that subtraction by murder was as effective for making majorities as addition by immigration, and so Kansas quickly degenerated into a maelstrom of guerrilla violence, lynch law, and assassination. What popular sovereignty finally produced in Kansas was two hundred murdered settlers, along with two rival territorial legislatures, one proslavery and the other antislavery, each claiming to be the legitimate voice of the people, and two rival state capitals, at Lecompton (for the proslavery legislature) and Topeka (for the antislavery legislature). From them came two rival demands for the authority to apply for statehood and to write a state constitution. At which point, the Kansas imbroglio would be deposited on the doorstep of Congress to settle, and Douglas’s promise that popular sovereignty would clear the slavery problem out of Washington would fall over like a hollow tree in a windstorm.

Assuming that Congress had long since illustrated its incapacity to resolve the slavery question, it would not be long before the other branches of the federal government decided that it was up to them to bring about a final settlement. The first turn was taken by the chief justice of the United States, Roger Brooke Taney, an old-line Jacksonian and onetime slaveholder from Maryland, who imagined that he could defuse the issue by simple judicial fiat. The origins of this fiat stretched back to 1846, when a Missouri-born slave, Dred Scott, sued in the Missouri courts for his freedom on the grounds that his former master, John Emerson, an army surgeon, had taken him on post while Emerson was stationed at Fort Snelling in the Minnesota territory in the 1830s. Since the Minnesota territory was part of the Louisiana Purchase, it had been organized, under the terms of the Missouri Compromise, as a free territory; hence, Scott insisted that his residence there with Emerson made him a free man.27 The case wound its way up through the state and the federal courts, attracting attention and support at every new level, until it was appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court in 1856. Chief Justice Taney announced the court’s decision on March 6, 1857, and it was bad news for both Dred Scott and Stephen A. Douglas. Scott, simply by virtue of being black and a slave, had no civil standing in a federal court, and therefore Taney wrote in the court’s majority opinion, his appeal was denied; but even if Scott had civil standing, a plea for freedom based on the Missouri Compromise was invalid because Congress had no authority to forbid slave owners, who were citizens entitled to due process, from carrying their slave “property” with them into any of the federal territories. And, Taney added with a twist of the knife, if Congress had no authority to ban slaves from being taken into the territories, neither did the people of the territories, since territorial governments were creations of Congress. So much for popular sovereignty.28

It was bad enough that Taney and Dred Scott made constitutional hash of popular sovereignty. What was worse was the way Douglas’s critics raged that “popular sovereignty” had been a pro-Southern play all along, and that Douglas, eager to curry Southern Democratic favor, had lured Northerners into replacing the Missouri Compromise with “popular sovereignty” so that Taney could slap it down and open the gate to slave expansion. From the perspective of Dred Scott, it was easy to conclude that the Kansas-Nebraska bill was simply the second act of an opera whose first act was the Compromise of 1850 (opening the Mexican Cession to the possibility of slavery by popular sovereignty) and whose third act was Dred Scott (making it impossible to keep slavery out, whether by popular sovereignty or by any other means).

But Douglas was nothing if not resourceful, and in a major speech in the Illinois statehouse on June 12, he insisted that, far from destroying popular sovereignty, the Dred Scott decision had actually left it as the only legal weapon for resisting slavery. It may be true, Douglas conceded, that slave owners’ property rights cannot be extinguished by an act of Congress or a territorial legislature, popular or not. But what is also true is that slavery, in order to function, requires the enactment of a battery of local codes and enforcement statutes. If the people of a territory, exercising their sovereignty, decide not to enact those regulations, they have made slavery just as impossible in that territory as though it had been banned by Congress. The right to slave ownership remains intact, but it “necessarily remains a barren and a worthless right, unless sustained, protected and enforced by appropriate police regulations and local legislation.”29

This formula might have allowed Douglas to dodge Taney’s dagger had it not been for James Buchanan. The veteran Pennsylvania Democrat liked to advertise himself as “a Northern man with Southern principles,” but he might as well have left the Northern part out. Elected president in 1856, after Douglas grudgingly gave up the fight for the nomination, Buchanan chose a cabinet and advisers who were Southerners, and he regarded Dred Scott as the golden key he would use to unlock national peace. Buchanan was also personally suspicious of Stephen Douglas, whom he rightly regarded as his principal rival for party leadership and for “re-election as President,” and he felt no sorrow at seeing Douglas’s pet doctrine of popular sovereignty so severely damaged by Dred Scott. Douglas wrote a friend that he’d quickly found that “at present, I am an outsider. My advice is not coveted nor will my wishes probably be regarded.” Nor was Buchanan any less indulgent when the proslavery Lecompton legislature in Kansas, taking the last step toward admission to the Union as a state, staged a referendum on a proslavery constitution in December 1857, which garnered a suspiciously resounding majority of 6,243 to 569. When the Thirty-fifth Congress opened for business in that same month, Buchanan was ready with a presidential message which recommended the admission of Kansas as a state under the Lecompton constitution. Douglas could either fall in line behind Buchanan and set a match to any hope that Northern Democrats would ever forgive him or go into open rebellion against Buchanan, in which case the president would manipulate every lever of party power and influence to wreck Douglas’s reelection in 1858.30

It took Douglas no long time to make up his mind. He arrived in Washington on December 2 for the opening of Congress and went at once to see Buchanan at the White House. The interview was polite but frosty. “Mr. Douglas, I desire you to remember that no Democrat ever differed from the Administration … without being crushed,” the president warned him. Such, at least had been the fate of earlier Democrats who challenged Andrew Jackson. “Mr. President,” Douglas icily replied, “I wish you to remember that Gen. Jackson is dead, sir.” The day after Buchanan’s message was read to both houses of Congress, Douglas rose to accuse the president of “a fundamental error” in endorsing the Lecompton constitution. “Did we not come before the country and say that we repealed the Missouri restriction for the purpose of substituting and carrying out as a general rule the great principle of self-government, which left the people of each State and each Territory free to form and regulate their domestic institutions in their own way?” Douglas asked with mounting passion. But the Lecompton legislature was a “pretense” of a legislature instead of an expression of popular sovereignty. The referendum behind the Lecompton constitution was “the act and will of a small minority, who have attempted to cheat & defraud the majority by trickery & juggling,” and Buchanan’s attempt to cram Lecompton down congressional throats was an act of blinding executive dictation, which Douglas intended to dispute to the last yard.

It was not slavery or an anxiety to shore up his standing with Northern voters, Douglas insisted, which drove him to this conclusion. “If Kansas wants a slave-State constitution she has a right to it…. I do not care whether it is voted down or voted up.” It was the principle of the people’s right to self-government which made his heart beat, and which now drove him into opposition to the president and his own party, and he played upon his own impending political martyrdom as the reward political virtue must expect from political vice. “I should regret any social or political estrangement, even temporarily, but if it must be, if I cannot act with you and preserve my faith and honor, I will stand on the great principle of popular sovereignty.”31

On February 4, 1858, Douglas broke openly with the administration and called for the Senate to reject the Lecompton constitution, and in March, as the constitution finally came to a vote, Douglas rose to address a Senate chamber so packed with spectators that even the corridors outside were jammed. “Is there a man within the hearing of my voice who believes that the Lecompton Constitution does embody the will of a majority of the bona fides inhabitants of Kansas?” he asked angrily, and over the course of three hours, he attacked the legitimacy of the Lecompton constitution and rebuked James Buchanan for trying to “prescribe” artificial “tests” for party loyalty.32
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