The Lincoln-Douglas Debate

In 1859, Senator Stephen A. Douglas was up for re-election to his Illinois Senate seat. His opponent was Abraham Lincoln. During the campaign, the two men faced off in “The Lincoln-Douglas Debates” of 1858,

a series of seven debates on the issue of slavery. On Election Day, Douglas was re-elected, but Lincoln's position on the issue and his inspiring eloquence had earned him wide recognition that would aid his eventual bid for the presidency in the Presidential Elections of 1860.

The basic format of the Lincoln-Douglas debates has long been used as a debate format in competition and in classrooms. The Lincoln-Douglas Debate format is a one-to-one debate, in which two sides of an issue are debated. It starts with a statement of purpose/policy. (For example, School uniforms should be required in all schools.) The debater who agrees with the statement (the Affirmative) begins the debate, which is structured in this way:

• Affirmative position debater presents constructive debate points. (6 minutes)

• Negative position debater cross-examines affirmative points. (3 minutes)

• Negative position presents constructive debate points. (7 minutes)

• Affirmative position cross-examines negative points. (3 minutes)

• Affirmative position offers first rebuttal (4 minutes)

• Negative position offers first rebuttal (6 minutes)

• Affirmative position offers second rebuttal (3 minutes)

In this format, the debate would take thirty-two minutes. I think adding a three minute summary for each side, resulting in thirty-eight minutes would be

a great format.

