DISCUSSION TWO

THE RIGHT TO VOTE

How Do We Decide Who is Worthy of Citizenship?

In this second session of "Of the People, By the People, For the People," you will be
introduced to Abraham Lincoln's thoughts on voting rights and citizenship for African
Americans. For many in Lincoln's time period, true citizenship was marked by one's ability
to vote. How did Lincoln's thoughts on the African American community, their political
participation, and their potential citizenship change over such a seemingly short period of
time? The answers to these points can help us think about our reactions to questions of
citizenship in our own lifetime.

Lincoln’s “Address on Colonization" was given to an African American delegation that
sought to influence the president on matters affecting their community. In it, Lincoln
voiced his doubts about the ability of white and black men to ever live in harmony with one
another. The subject of citizenship was not even touched. Only three years later, however,
Lincoln's final public address indicated his desire to provide voting rights for those African
Americans who had served honorably in the Union forces. As John Wilkes Booth later
infamously said, "That means citizenship." How did Lincoln's thoughts on African
Americans and their voting rights evolve? How can studying his changing attitude help us
think about the ways that our community's thoughts on citizenship change in the present?

Beyond what we expect of ourselves, what qualities do we look for in a "good" citizen?
« How can our thoughts on citizenship change? What factors affect our beliefs?

« How can changing attitudes produce friction in society?

« How can communities move past that friction and into positive dialogue?
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PRIMARY SOURCE

ADDRESS ON COLONIZATION

August 14, 1862

This afternoon the President of the United States gave audience to a Committee of colored men at the White House. They were
introduced by the Rev. ]J. Mitchell, Commissioner of Emigration. E. M. Thomas, the Chairman, remarked that they were there by
invitation to hear what the Executive had to say to them. Having all been seated, the President, after a few preliminary observations,
informed them that a sum of money had been appropriated by Congress, and placed at his disposition for the purpose of aiding the
colonization in some country of the people, or a portion of them, of African descent, thereby making it his duty, as it had for a long
time been his inclination, to favor that cause; and why, he asked, should the people of your race be colonized, and where? Why
should they leave this country? This is, perhaps, the first question for proper consideration. You and we are different races. We have
between us a broader difference than exists between almost any other two races. Whether it is right or wrong I need not discuss, but
this physical difference is a great disadvantage to us both, as I think your race suffer very greatly, many of them by living among us,
while ours suffer from your presence. In a word we suffer on each side. If this is admitted, it affords a reason at least why we should
be separated. You here are freemen I suppose.

A VOICE: Yes, sir.

The President---Perhaps you have long been free, or all your lives. Your race are suffering, in my judgment, the greatest wrong
inflicted on any people. But even when you cease to be slaves, you are yet far removed from being placed on an equality with the
white race. You are cut off from many of the advantages which the other race enjoy. The aspiration of men is to enjoy equality with
the best when free, but on this broad continent, not a single man of your race is made the equal of a single man of ours. Go where
you are treated the best, and the ban is still upon you.

I do not propose to discuss this, but to present it as a fact with which we have to deal. I cannot alter it if I would. It is a fact, about
which we all think and feel alike, I and you. We look to our condition, owing to the existence of the two races on this continent. I
need not recount to you the effects upon white men, growing out of the institution of Slavery. I believe in its general evil effects on
the white race. See our present condition---the country engaged in war!---our white men cutting one another's throats, none
knowing how far it will extend; and then consider what we know to be the truth. But for your race among us there could not be war,
although many men engaged on either side do not care for you one way or the other. Nevertheless, I repeat, without the institution
of Slavery and the colored race as a basis, the war could not have an existence.

It is better for us both, therefore, to be separated. I know that there are free men among you, who even if they could better their
condition are not as much inclined to go out of the country as those, who being slaves could obtain their freedom on this condition.
I suppose one of the principal difficulties in the way of colonization is that the free colored man cannot see that his comfort would
be advanced by it. You may believe you can live in Washington or elsewhere in the United States the remainder of your life [as
easily], perhaps more so than you can in any foreign country, and hence you may come to the conclusion that you have nothing to
do with the idea of going to a foreign country. This is (I speak in no unkind sense) an extremely selfish view of the case.

But you ought to do something to help those who are not so fortunate as yourselves. There is an unwillingness on the part of our
people, harsh as it may be, for you free colored people to remain with us. Now, if you could give a start to white people, you would
open a wide door for many to be made free. If we deal with those who are not free at the beginning, and whose intellects are
clouded by Slavery, we have very poor materials to start with. If intelligent colored men, such as are before me, would move in this
matter, much might be accomplished. It is exceedingly important that we have men at the beginning capable of thinking as white
men, and not those who have been systematically oppressed.

There is much to encourage you. For the sake of your race you should sacrifice something of your present comfort for the purpose
of being as grand in that respect as the white people. It is a cheering thought throughout life that something can be done to
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ameliorate the condition of those who have been subject to the hard usage of the world. It is difficult to make a man miserable while
he feels he is worthy of himself, and claims kindred to the great God who made him. In the American Revolutionary war sacrifices
were made by men engaged in it; but they were cheered by the future. Gen. Washington himself endured greater physical hardships
than if he had remained a British subject. Yet he was a happy man, because he was engaged in benefiting his race---something for
the children of his neighbors, having none of his own.

The colony of Liberia has been in existence a long time. In a certain sense it is a success. The old President of Liberia, Roberts, has
just been with me---the first time I ever saw him. He says they have within the bounds of that colony between 300,000 and
400,000 people, or more than in some of our old States, such as Rhode Island or Delaware, or in some of our newer States, and less
than in some of our larger ones. They are not all American colonists, or their descendants. Something less than 12,000 have been
sent thither from this country. Many of the original settlers have died, yet, like people elsewhere, their offspring outnumber those
deceased.

The question is if the colored people are persuaded to go anywhere, why not there? One reason for an unwillingness to do so is that
some of you would rather remain within reach of the country of your nativity. I do not know how much attachment you may have
toward our race. It does not strike me that you have the greatest reason to love them. But still you are attached to them at all events.

The place I am thinking about having for a colony is in Central America. It is nearer to us than Liberia---not much more than one-
fourth as far as Liberia, and within seven days' run by steamers. Unlike Liberia it is on a great line of travel---it is a highway. The
country is a very excellent one for any people, and with great natural resources and advantages, and especially because of the
similarity of climate with your native land---thus being suited to your physical condition.

The particular place I have in view is to be a great highway from the Atlantic or Caribbean Sea to the Pacific Ocean, and this
particular place has all the advantages for a colony. On both sides there are harbors among the finest in the world. Again, there is
evidence of very rich coal mines. A certain amount of coal is valuable in any country, and there may be more than enough for the
wants of the country. Why I attach so much importance to coal is, it will afford an opportunity to the inhabitants for immediate
employment till they get ready to settle permanently in their homes.

If you take colonists where there is no good landing, there is a bad show; and so where there is nothing to cultivate, and of which to
make a farm. But if something is started so that you can get your daily bread as soon as you reach there, it is a great advantage. Coal
land is the best thing I know of with which to commence an enterprise.

To return, you have been talked to upon this subject, and told that a speculation is intended by gentlemen, who have an interest in
the country, including the coal mines. We have been mistaken all our lives if we do not know whites as well as blacks look to their
self-interest. Unless among those deficient of intellect everybody you trade with makes something. You meet with these things here
as elsewhere.

If such persons have what will be an advantage to them, the question is whether it cannot be made of advantage to you. You are
intelligent, and know that success does not as much depend on external help as on self-reliance. Much, therefore, depends upon
yourselves. As to the coal mines, I think I see the means available for your self-reliance.

Ishall, if I get a sufficient number of you engaged, have provisions made that you shall not be wronged. If you will engage in the
enterprise I will spend some of the money intrusted to me. I am not sure you will succeed. The Government may lose the money,
but we cannot succeed unless we try; but we think, with care, we can succeed.

The political affairs in Central America are not in quite as satisfactory condition as I wish. There are contending factions in that
quarter; but it is true all the factions are agreed alike on the subject of colonization, and want it, and are more generous than we are
here. To your colored race they have no objection. Besides, I would endeavor to have you made equals, and have the best assurance
that you should be the equals of the best.

The practical thing I want to ascertain is whether I can get a number of able-bodied men, with their wives and children, who are
willing to go, when I present evidence of encouragement and protection. Could I get a hundred tolerably intelligent men, with their
wives and children, to “cut their own fodder," so to speak? Can I have fifty? If I could find twenty-five able-bodied men, with a
mixture of women and children, good things in the family relation, I think I could make a successful commencement.
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I want you to let me know whether this can be done or not. This is the practical part of my wish to see you. These are subjects of
very great importance, worthy of a month's study, [instead] of a speech delivered in an hour. I ask you then to consider seriously not
pertaining to yourselves merely, nor for your race, and ours, for the present time, but as one of the things, if successfully managed,
for the good of mankind---not confined to the present generation, but as

“From age to age descends the lay,

To millions yet to be,

Till far its echoes roll away,

Into eternity."

The above is merely given as the substance of the President's remarks.

The Chairman of the delegation briefly replied that “they would hold a consultation and in a short time give an answer." The
President said: “Take your full time---no hurry at all."

The delegation then withdrew.
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PRIMARY SOURCE

LAST PUBLIC ADDRESS

April 11, 1865

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

By these recent successes the re-inauguration of the national authority -- reconstruction -- which has had a large share of thought
from the first, is pressed much more closely upon our attention. It is fraught with great difficulty. Unlike a case of a war between
independent nations, there is no authorized organ for us to treat with. No one man has authority to give up the rebellion for any
other man. We simply must begin with, and mould from, disorganized and discordant elements. Nor is it a small additional
embarrassment that we, the loyal people, differ among ourselves as to the mode, manner, and means of reconstruction.

As a general rule, I abstain from reading the reports of attacks upon myself, wishing not to be provoked by that to which I can not
properly offer an answer. In spite of this precaution, however, it comes to my knowledge that I am much censured for some
supposed agency in setting up, and seeking to sustain, the new State government of Louisiana. In this I have done just so much as,
and no more than, the public knows. In the Annual Message of Dec. 1863 and accompanying Proclamation, I presented a plan of re-
construction (as the phrase goes) which, I promised, if adopted by any State, should be acceptable to, and sustained by, the Executive
government of the nation. I distinctly stated that this was not the only plan which might possibly be acceptable; and I also distinctly
protested that the Executive claimed no right to say when, or whether members should be admitted to seats in Congress from such
States. This plan was, in advance, submitted to the then Cabinet, and distinctly approved by every member of it. One of them
suggested that I should then, and in that connection, apply the Emancipation Proclamation to the theretofore excepted parts of
Virginia and Louisiana; that I should drop the suggestion about apprenticeship for freed-people, and that I should omit the protest
against my own power, in regard to the admission of members to Congress; but even he approved every part and parcel of the plan
which has since been employed or touched by the action of Louisiana. The new constitution of Louisiana, declaring emancipation
for the whole State, practically applies the Proclamation to the part previously excepted. It does not adopt apprenticeship for freed-
people; and it is silent, as it could not well be otherwise, about the admission of members to Congress. So that, as it applies to
Louisiana, every member of the Cabinet fully approved the plan. The message went to Congress, and I received many
commendations of the plan, written and verbal; and not a single objection to it, from any professed emancipationist, came to my
knowledge, until after the news reached Washington that the people of Louisiana had begun to move in accordance with it. From
about July 1862, I had corresponded with different persons, supposed to be interested, seeking a reconstruction of a State
government for Louisiana. When the message of 1863, with the plan before mentioned, reached New-Orleans, Gen. Banks wrote me
that he was confident the people, with his military co-operation, would reconstruct, substantially on that plan. I wrote him, and
some of them to try it; they tried it, and the result is known. Such only has been my agency in getting up the Louisiana government.
As to sustaining it, my promise is out, as before stated. But, as bad promises are better broken than kept, I shall treat this as a bad
promise, and break it, whenever I shall be convinced that keeping it is adverse to the public interest. But I have not yet been so
convinced.

I have been shown a letter on this subject, supposed to be an able one, in which the writer expresses regret that my mind has not
seemed to be definitely fixed on the question whether the seceding States, so called, are in the Union or out of it. It would perhaps,
add astonishment to his regret, were he to learn that since I have found professed Union men endeavoring to make that question, I
have purposely forborne any public expression upon it. As appears to me that question has not been, nor yet is, a practically
material one, and that any discussion of it, while it thus remains practically immaterial, could have no effect other than the
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mischievous one of dividing our friends. As yet, whatever it may hereafter become, that question is bad, as the basis of a
controversy, and good for nothing at all--a merely pernicious abstraction.

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

The amount of constituency, so to speak, on which the new Louisiana government rests, would be more satisfactory to all, if it
contained fifty, thirty, or even twenty thousand, instead of only about twelve thousand, as it does. It is also unsatisfactory to some
that the elective franchise is not given to the colored man. I would myself prefer that it were now conferred on the very intelligent,
and on those who serve our cause as soldiers. 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 nations recognition and it's
assistance to make good their committal. Now, if we reject, and spurn them, we do our utmost to disorganize and disperse them. We
in effect say to the white men "You are worthless, or worse--we will neither help you, nor be helped by you." To the blacks we say
"This cup of liberty which these, your old masters, hold to your lips, we will dash from you, and leave you to the chances of
gathering the spilled and scattered contents in some vague and undefined when, where, and how." If this course, discouraging and
paralyzing both white and black, has any tendency to bring Louisiana into proper practical relations with the Union, I have, so far,
been unable to perceive it. If, on the contrary, we recognize, and sustain the new government of Louisiana the converse of all this is
made true. We encourage the hearts, and nerve the arms of the twelve thousand to adhere to their work, and argue for it, and
proselyte for it, and fight for it, and feed it, and grow it, and ripen it to a complete success. 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? Again, if we reject Louisiana, we also reject one vote in favor of the proposed amendment to the national
Constitution. To meet this proposition, it has been argued that no more than three fourths of those States which have not attempted
secession are necessary to validly ratify the amendment. I do not commit myself against this, further than to say that such a
ratification would be questionable, and sure to be persistently questioned; while a ratification by three-fourths of all the States
would be unquestioned and unquestionable.

I repeat the question, "Can Louisiana be brought into proper practical relation with the Union sooner by sustaining or by discarding
her new State Government?

What has been said of Louisiana will apply generally to other States. And yet so great peculiarities pertain to each state, and such
important and sudden changes occur in the same state; and withal, so new and unprecedented is the whole case, that no exclusive,
and inflexible plan can be safely prescribed as to details and colatterals [sic]. Such exclusive, and inflexible plan, would surely
become a new entanglement. Important principles may, and must, be inflexible.

In the present "situation” as the phrase goes, it may be my duty to make some new announcement to the people of the South. I am
considering, and shall not fail to act, when satisfied that action will be proper.
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MODERN DEBATE - NOTES

WHAT DIVIDES US TODAY?

Questions on Citizenship

Brainstorm: How do we determine who is allowed to become a
citizen today?

Brainstorm: If a key component of citizenship is interpreted as voting
rights, how can access to voting become a controversial issue?

Brainstorm: Do you take advantage of every opportunity to vote? Why
or why not? If you cannot yet vote, do you look forward to it? Why?
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