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Speech to the U.S. Senate, March 4, 1858 

In all social systems there must be a class to do the menial duties, to perform the 
drudgery of life. That is, a class requiring but a low order of intellect and but little skill. 
Its requisites are vigor, docility, fidelity. Such a class you must have, or you would not 
have that other class which leads progress, civilization, and refinement. It constitutes 
the very mud-sill of society and of political government; and you might as well attempt 
to build a house in the air, as to build either the one or the other, except on this mud-sill. 
Fortunately for the South, she found a race adapted to that purpose to her hand. A race 
inferior to her own, but eminently qualified in temper, in vigor, in docility, in capacity to 
stand the climate, to answer all her purposes. We use them for our purpose, and call 
them slaves. We found them slaves by the common "consent of mankind," which, 
according to Cicero, "lex naturae est." The highest proof of what is Nature's law. We are 
old-fashioned at the South yet; slave is a word discarded now by "ears polite;" I will not 
characterize that class at the North by that term; but you have it; it is there; it is 
everywhere; it is eternal. 

The Senator from New York said yesterday that the whole world had abolished slavery. 
Aye, the name, but not the thing; all the powers of the earth cannot abolish that. God 
only can do it when he repeals the fiat, "the poor ye always have with you;" for the man 
who lives by daily labor, and scarcely lives at that, and who has to put out his labor in 
the market, and take the best he can get for it; in short, your whole hireling class of 
manual laborers and "operatives," as you call them, are essentially slaves. The difference 
between us is, that our slaves are hired for life and well compensated; there is no 
starvation, no begging, no want of employment among our people, and not too much 
employment either. Yours are hired by the day, not cared for, and scantily compensated, 
which may be proved in the most painful manner, at any hour in any street in any of 
your large towns. Why, you meet more beggars in one day, in any single street of the city 
of New York, than you would meet in a lifetime in the whole South. We do not think that 
whites should be slaves either by law or necessity. Our slaves are black, of another and 
inferior race. The status in which we have placed them is an elevation. They are elevated 
from the condition in which God first created them, by being made our slaves. None of 
that race on the whole face of the globe can be compared with the slaves of the South. 
They are happy, content, unaspiring, and utterly incapable, from intellectual weakness, 
ever to give us any trouble by their aspirations. Yours are white, of your own race; you 
are brothers of one blood. They are your equals in natural endowment of intellect, and 
they feel galled by their degradation. Our slaves do not vote. We give them no political 
power. Yours do vote, and, being the majority, they are the depositories of all your 
political power. If they knew the tremendous secret, that the ballot-box is stronger than 
"an army with banners," and could combine, where would you be? Your society would 
be reconstructed, your government overthrown, your property divided, not as they have 
mistakenly attempted to initiate such proceedings by meeting in parks, with arms in 



their hands, but by the quiet process of the ballot-box. You have been making war upon 
us to our very hearthstones. How would you like for us to send lecturers and agitators 
North, to teach these people this, to aid in combining, and to lead them? 

 

 

Exerpt of Lincoln’s Speech on Free Labor vs. Slave Labor – Sept. 30, 1859 

The world is agreed that labor is the source from which human wants are mainly 
supplied. There is no dispute upon this point. From this point, however, men 
immediately diverge. Much disputation is maintained as to the best way of applying and 
controlling the labor element. By some it is assumed that labor is available only in 
connection with capital -- that nobody labors, unless somebody else, owning capital, 
somehow, by the use of that capital, induces him to do it. Having assumed this, they 
proceed to consider whether it is best that capital shall hire laborers, and thus induce 
them to work by their own consent; or buy them, and drive them to it without their 
consent. Having proceeded so far they naturally conclude that all laborers are 
necessarily either hired laborers, or slaves. They further assume that whoever is once 
a hired laborer, is fatally fixed in that condition for life; and thence again that his 
condition is as bad as, or worse than that of a slave. This is the "mud-sill" theory. 

But another class of reasoners hold the opinion that there is no such relation between 
capital and labor, as assumed; and that there is no such thing as a freeman being fatally 
fixed for life, in the condition of a hired laborer, that both these assumptions are false, 
and all inferences from them groundless. They hold that labor is prior to, and 
independent of, capital; that, in fact, capital is the fruit of labor, and could never have 
existed if labor had not first existed -- that labor can exist without capital, but that 
capital could never have existed without labor. Hence they hold that labor is the 
superior -- greatly the superior -- of capital. 

They do not deny that there is, and probably always will be, a relation between labor and 
capital. The error, as they hold, is in assuming that the whole labor of the world exists 
within that relation. A few men own capital; and that few avoid labor themselves, and 
with their capital, hire, or buy, another few to labor for them. A large majority belong to 
neither class -- neither work for others, nor have others working for them. Even in all 
our slave States, except South Carolina, a majority of the whole people of all colors, are 
neither slaves nor masters. In these Free States, a large majority are 
neither hirers or hired. Men, with their families -- wives, sons and daughters -- work for 
themselves, on their farms, in their houses and in their shops, taking the whole product 
to themselves, and asking no favors of capital on the one hand, nor of hirelings or slaves 
on the other. It is not forgotten that a considerable number of persons mingle their own 
labor with capital; that is, labor with their own hands, and also buy slaves or hire 
freemen to labor for them; but this is only a mixed, and not a distinct class. No principle 
stated is disturbed by the existence of this mixed class. Again, as has already been said, 
the opponents of the "mud-sill" theory insist that there is not, of necessity, any such 
thing as the free hired laborer being fixed to that condition for life. There is 



demonstration for saying this. Many independent men, in this assembly, doubtless a few 
years ago were hired laborers. And their case is almost if not quite the general rule. 

The prudent, penniless beginner in the world, labors for wages awhile, saves a surplus 
with which to buy tools or land, for himself; then labors on his own account another 
while, and at length hires another new beginner to help him. This, say its advocates, 
is free labor -- the just and generous, and prosperous system, which opens the way for 
all -- gives hope to all, and energy, and progress, and improvement of condition to all. If 
any continue through life in the condition of the hired laborer, it is not the fault of the 
system, but because of either a dependent nature which prefers it, or improvidence, 
folly, or singular misfortune. I have said this much about the elements of labor 
generally, as introductory to the consideration of a new phase which that element is in 
process of assuming. The old general rule was that educated people did not perform 
manual labor. They managed to eat their bread, leaving the toil of producing it to the 
uneducated. This was not an insupportable evil to the working bees, so long as the class 
of drones remained very small. But now, especially in these free States, nearly all are 
educated -- quite too nearly all, to leave the labor of the uneducated, in any wise 
adequate to the support of the whole. It follows from this that henceforth educated 
people must labor. Otherwise, education itself would become a positive and intolerable 
evil. No country can sustain, in idleness, more than a small per centage of its numbers. 
The great majority must labor at something productive. From these premises the 
problem springs, "How can labor and education be the most satisfactory combined?" 

By the "mud-sill" theory it is assumed that labor and education are incompatible; and 
any practical combination of them impossible. According to that theory, a blind horse 
upon a tread-mill, is a perfect illustration of what a laborer should be -- all the better for 
being blind, that he could not tread out of place, or kick understandingly. According to 
that theory, the education of laborers, is not only useless, but pernicious, and 
dangerous. In fact, it is, in some sort, deemed a misfortune that laborers should have 
heads at all. Those same heads are regarded as explosive materials, only to be safely kept 
in damp places, as far as possible from that peculiar sort of fire which ignites them. A 
Yankee who could invent strong handed man without a head would receive the 
everlasting gratitude of the "mud-sill" advocates. 

But Free Labor says "no!" Free Labor argues that, as the Author of man makes every 
individual with one head and one pair of hands, it was probably intended that heads and 
hands should cooperate as friends; and that that particular head, should direct and 
control that particular pair of hands. As each man has one mouth to be fed, and one pair 
of hands to furnish food, it was probably intended that that particular pair of hands 
should feed that particular mouth -- that each head is the natural guardian, director, 
and protector of the hands and mouth inseparably connected with it; and that being so, 
every head should be cultivated, and improved, by whatever will add to its capacity for 
performing its charge. In one word Free Labor insists on universal education. 

 

 



Questions 

1) What is the mud-sill theory according to Hammond? 
2) What is the mud-sill theory according to Lincoln? 
3) Does Lincoln’s description of the mud-sill theory fit with Hammond’s? 
4) What does Hammond mean by “we found them slaves by the ‘common consent of 

mankind’ which, according to Cicero, lex naturae est.”? (Lex naturae est means 
“is natural law”) 

5) What are the two theories of the relationship between labor and capital according 
to Lincoln? 

6) Which theory does Lincoln support? 
7) Do you see support for Lincoln’s ideas in today’s society?  Give Examples. 
8) Why is Southern slavery a positive thing according to Hammond? 
9) Why is Northern “wage slavery” a negative thing according to Hammond? 
10) What is Lincoln’s response to the idea that Northern laborers are wage slaves? 

 

 


