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ABRAHAM LINCOLN: THE MYTH AND THE MAN
IN 1863 THE democratic republic as a form of government was rare— and in danger of extinction.
In Europe, the dominant region of the world, monarchs and aristocrats were securely in command. The nations of Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans were divided among the empires of three dynasties: the Habsburgs, the Romanovs, and the Ottomans. Germans who did not live in Hapsburg lands were ruled by petty dukes and princes in a handful of large kingdoms, of which the most important, Prussia, was the domain of the Hohenzollern family. Italy was carved into small and weak states subject to Habsburg or French domination. Iberia and Scandinavia, too, had their kings and aristocrats. France was a dictatorship ruled by Louis Napoleon, who like his uncle had posed as a champion of republican government before declaring himself emperor.
Britain was the most liberal great power in Europe, but it was far from democratic. The monarchy and the House of Lords were hereditary. The House of Commons was elected by a tiny elite of commoners. The Reform Act of 1832 increased the percentage of the adult population in Britain permitted to vote from 1.8 percent to 2.7 percent. Subsequent reform legislation in 1867 and 1884 increased the electorate to 6.4 percent and 12.1 percent, respectively.1 British colonists in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand were subject to imperial authority, while in India and other parts of the empire nonwhite subjects lacked not only the suffrage but basic civil rights. Although Britain had abolished slavery in its domains in the 1830s and had moved to suppress the transatlantic African slave trade, British authorities and colonists had substituted other kinds of forced labor scarcely better than slavery, such as contract or “coolie” labor.
Outside of Europe and the European empires, the prospects for liberal democracy were even bleaker. From North Africa to the Persian Gulf, the dissolving Ottoman Empire provided a tattered canopy over local rulers and spheres of influence obtained by Britain and France. In the Chinese empire, weakened by British and French aggression and local rebellions, the only tradition of governance was one of despotism tempered by bureaucracy. Black Africa, a patchwork of kingdoms and tribes, would soon be incorporated into a handful of European colonial empires.
In this world of empires, monarchs, and hereditary nobles, republics were scarce. In Europe the Swiss republic and the tiny Republic of San Marino were oddities. In Africa the only republics were those of Dutch-descended Boer farmers and the struggling Republic of Liberia, founded by the United States as a home for former slaves. The largest state in Latin America, Brazil, was an empire ruled by a Portuguese monarch. The Spanish monarchy continued to govern Cuba, Puerto Rico, and other island possessions. The former mainland colonies of Spain, from Mexico to Argentina, were republican in form. But since they had gained their independence, most of these Latin American states had oscillated between dictatorship and anarchy. In 1863 much of Mexico, the home of a series of failed republics, was under the control of a Hapsburg princeling named Maximilian, who had been installed as “Emperor of Mexico” by the French emperor Louis Napoleon.
Two waves of liberal and democratic revolutions—the first beginning with the French Revolution in 1789, and the second taking the form of the revolutions of 1848 in Europe—had failed to replace aristocratic monarchy with democratic republicanism as the dominant form of government in Europe and the world. Attempts to establish democratic republics in Germany, Italy, and Hungary had been smashed by the forces of monarchy, and the French republic had been extinguished by Louis Napoleon’s dictatorship. Not only many advocates of republicanism but also many proponents of liberal, parliamentary monarchy had been executed, jailed, or exiled by the authoritarian royal governments of continental Europe. Many liberal German political activists and intellectuals, known as Forty-Eighters, had fled their homeland for refuge in the United States. The two most famous European proponents of liberalism and republicanism in 1863 were both in exile: the Italian statesman and theorist Giuseppe Mazzini and the French poet and politician Victor Hugo.
In the realm of political thought as in the realm of practical politics, the tide was running against liberal republicanism in 1863. A generation of young idealists in Europe had been disillusioned by the shattering of republican hopes on the hard realities of monarchy and militarism. In France many embittered intellectuals chose art for its own sake as an alternative to a depressing reality, while others, equally indignant, concluded that idealism was a trap in art as well as in politics and developed harsh forms of realism in literature and painting and sculpture. To many thinkers in Europe and the world, democracy seemed unworkable and the idea of the rights of man an illusion of naïve eighteenth-century utopians. Popular government inevitably collapsed into anarchy, to be followed by the restoration of authority by a strongman. Hierarchy, not democracy, was the normal condition of humanity, many disenchanted thinkers of the mid-nineteenth century believed. The historian Priscilla Robertson describes the depth of the hostility to liberal democracy in Europe in the mid-nineteenth century: “Albert, the workingman, was called by his first name all the time he was a member of the French government; Baron Doblhoff in Vienna was suspected because he gave parties where the nobility could meet the middle classes socially for the first time; the King of Prussia could label an assembly of professors ‘the gutter’; Macaulay could stand up in the House of Commons to say that universal suffrage would destroy civilization and everything that made civilization worthwhile....”2
In the past, autocracy and aristocracy had been justified by religion. By the middle of the nineteenth century, political thinkers were turning to another source of legitimacy: biology. Even before Darwin published his theory of natural selection in On the Origin of Species (1860), a growing number of influential theorists, of whom the most important was Joseph Arthur de Gobineau, had rejected the Enlightenment ideals of human equality and innate individual rights in favor of the supposed reality of racial inequality. Whether God or nature had created humanity, some races were destined to rule others—and within races and nations, some individuals were naturally superior and fated to lead. In the words of the British conservative Benjamin Disraeli, “All is race.” To the growing number of Western thinkers who adopted versions of racial determinism, talk of the rights of man and democracy was sentimental nonsense, discredited both by the failure of democratic governments and the teachings of natural science.
In 1863 only one functioning democratic republic on the scale of a nation-state existed on earth: the United States of America. Beginning in 1861, the United States had been consumed in civil war. The Northern states, acting through the federal government, had fought to prevent the secession of the Southern states, which were controlled by a small minority of rich slave-owning landholders who feared the loss of their power and privileges to an unsympathetic Northern majority. Some of the leading statesmen of the Southern confederacy, echoing contemporary European pessimism about human rights and democracy, had declared that human rights were limited to Caucasians and that democratic government was not an ideal valid for all humanity but an inheritance of Anglo-Saxons alone. America’s Founding Fathers had been mistaken about these matters, they argued, and the new Confederate States of America would be founded not on eighteenth-century illusions but on nineteenth-century theories about race and inequality.
It was in this context that Abraham Lincoln, the President of the United States, delivered brief remarks at the dedication of the military cemetery at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, on November 19, 1863, where at great cost Federal forces had earlier defeated an invasion by the Confederate army: “Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. Now we are engaged in a great civil war testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field as a final resting-place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here have consecrated it far above our power to add or detract. The world will little note nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living rather to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain, that this nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.”3
According to Lincoln in the Gettysburg Address, the American Civil War had a global as well as a local significance. Its local significance was the preservation of a United States within whose borders slavery would be abolished —the “new birth of freedom” which by 1863 had become an explicit war aim of the Lincoln administration. The global significance of the Civil War, by contrast, involved the future of democracy, not the future of slavery. In a world in which republican government had failed again and again since the eighteenth century, Abraham Lincoln called on his countrymen to prove that a “government of the people, by the people, for the people” could be a strong and enduring government—not a brief episode between eras of firm authoritarian rule. Lincoln rejected the idea that democracy was a unique product of American conditions or an inheritance of the Anglo-Saxon “race” alone. Other countries, too, were capable of becoming democratic republics, “so conceived and so dedicated” to the ideals of legal and political equality. But if the United States disintegrated because some of its citizens who lost an election took up arms rather than accept the result, then democrats everywhere would be disheartened, and the advocates of monarchy and dictatorship would point to the failure of the United States as further evidence that republican government could not “endure.” If the United States crumbled into anarchy, then even if a few genuine republics survived here and there, “government of the people, by the people, for the people” as a significant form of government might well “perish from the earth.”
FOR ABRAHAM LINCOLN, the goals of the Union forces in the American Civil War were not limited to reuniting the country or to eliminating slavery in the United States. In addition to achieving these immediate goals, the victory of the Union would vindicate democratic republicanism as a practical form of government. This was a theme that Lincoln addressed repeatedly, in public and private. On the basis of his own statements, it would be natural to remember him as the Great Democrat.
But succeeding generations of Americans and others have remembered Lincoln differently. Lincoln has been invoked as an icon by groups as diverse as advocates of equality for homosexual citizens and apologists for the Confederacy for whom he symbolizes tyranny. Three images of Lincoln have been dominant in popular memory: the Savior of the Union, the Great Commoner, and the Great Emancipator.4
All of these images existed in his lifetime. During the campaign of 1860, the Republican Party emphasized the “Great Commoner” theme of Lincoln’s lowly frontier origins. His promulgation of the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 transformed a president who had delayed wartime moves against slavery into the Great Emancipator, and the surrender of the South, shortly before his assassination in 1865, had confirmed his role as Savior of the Union. All three images have coexisted. But at different times, one image has been more influential than another in American culture and politics.
The image of Lincoln as Savior of the Union dominated American public discourse by the early twentieth century. In the late nineteenth century, a partial reconciliation of white Northerners and white Southerners was based on the formula that while the North had been right about the Union and slavery, the white South had been right about race. Most white Southerners conceded that it was for the best that the integrity of the United States had been preserved and that slavery had been abolished; most white Northerners agreed with white Southerners that the attempt to promote racial equality in the South during Reconstruction had been a terrible mistake. It was widely believed that Lincoln, if he had lived, would have been more lenient toward the defeated Confederates and less devoted to what was considered the misguided doctrine of racial equality than the Radical Republicans of the Reconstruction Era.
A haze of nostalgia obscured the deep divisions between the sections and the issues over which the Civil War had been fought. Viewed through the mist of sentiment, Lincoln was less a polarizing politician than a benevolent hero who could be claimed by Northerners and Southerners alike. Lincoln’s early political career as a Whig was all but forgotten as he shed his partisan associations. The Savior of the Union had to be above mere political parties and debates over issues like tariffs and taxes. H. L. Mencken described this version of Lincoln as “the chief butt of American credulity and sentimentality . . . a plaster saint . . . a sort of amalgam of John Wesley and the Holy Ghost.”5 Lincoln became a hero for most Americans at the price of the reduction of his thought to a mystical Unionism.
By the mid-twentieth century, the conjunction of mysticism and nationalism seemed sinister in light of the world’s experience with modern dictatorships. In his influential book Patriotic Gore (1962), the literary critic Edmund Wilson was the first to see, in Lincoln’s warning against Caesarism in his 1838 address to the Young Men’s Lyceum in Springfield, an unconscious prediction of his own future career: “[Towering genius] thirsts and burns for distinction; and, if possible, it will have it, whether at the expense of emancipating slaves or enslaving freemen.” Wilson compared Lincoln to modern state-building autocrats: “Lincoln and Bismarck and Lenin were all men of unusual intellect and formidable tenacity of character. . . . They were all, in their several ways, idealists, who put their ideals before everything else.”6 Wilson, a disillusioned former liberal, considered all political ideologies to be mere camouflages for attempts to seize power. He dismissed abolitionists as “fanatics” and wrote that opposition to slavery “supplied the militant Union North with the rabble-rousing moral issue which is necessary in every modern war to make the conflict appear as a melodrama.”7
Wilson inaugurated a tradition in which this 1838 address was viewed as an unconscious revelation by the young Lincoln of his own desire to be a powerful ruler. Following Wilson’s lead, historians including George P. Forgie and Dwight Anderson wrote “psychobiographies” of Lincoln that portrayed him as a figure consumed by ambition and—in some versions— willing to provoke or prolong civil war in order to assure his greatness.8 In this variant of the theme of Lincoln as the Savior of the Union, his devotion to the Union became something sinister, if not psychotic.
THE IMAGE OF Lincoln as a mystical Unionist was already being eclipsed, in the 1930s, by his image as the Great Commoner. Lincoln had warned: “It is a great piece of folly to attempt to make anything out of my early life. It can all be condensed into a simple sentence . . . ‘the short and simple annals of the poor.’ ”9 (Lincoln’s allusion was to the eighteenth-century English poet Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Church-yard.”) Nevertheless, generations of American schoolchildren grew up on tales of Lincoln’s childhood in pioneer communities in Kentucky, Indiana, and Illinois. Until the early twentieth century the story of Lincoln’s rise from the log cabin to the White House reinforced the mythology of laissez-faire individualism, along with the rags-to-riches tales published by Horatio Alger. What changed in the 1930s was the appropriation of Lincoln as a symbol by the egalitarian Left.
A key event in this appropriation was the publication between 1926 and 1939 of Carl Sandburg’s Pulitzer Prize–winning biography of Lincoln in six volumes. Sandburg, a Midwestern populist sympathetic to Soviet communism, helped to remake Lincoln, the patron saint of a Republican Party dominated by industrialists, financiers, and small-town businessmen, into a folksy symbol of farmers and the working class. Like Sandburg, Aaron Copland, a composer sympathetic to communism, wrote a cantata entitled “Lincoln Portrait” that was adopted by the international Left. One group of American leftists who volunteered to fight in the Spanish civil war in the 1930s called themselves the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. Walt Whitman, like Lincoln, was adopted as an icon of the radical Left around the world; the racial prejudice against blacks that Whitman shared with Lincoln was ignored by Marxists for whom class, rather than race, was the most important social division.
The liberal Left, no less than the radical Left, sought to enlist the prestige of the Great Commoner. Franklin Roosevelt’s Democratic coalition, which dominated U.S. politics between the 1930s and the 1970s, was an unstable alliance of three major groups—conservative and populist Southerners and Westerners, largely Catholic European immigrant workers in the industrial states, and middle-class progressives from the Northeast and Midwest and West Coast. The alliance between Southern conservatives and working-class European immigrants in the North against their common enemy, Northern capitalists, went back to the early nineteenth century. The progressive Northern Protestant Democrats were the newest members of the Democratic coalition. Many of them came from the progressive wing of the Republican Party and had followed Theodore Roosevelt and Robert La Follette into the Progressive Party before finally acquiring a new political home in the Democratic Party of Franklin Roosevelt.
The Democratic Party until the mid-twentieth century was not a progressive party. It had long been the party of agrarianism, free trade, white supremacy, and states’ rights. Even the populists, who sometimes sounded like radicals of the Left in their denunciations of corporations, were nostalgic Jeffersonians trying to restore a lost world of small-scale farmers and craftsmen. The great populist William Jennings Bryan, the Democratic candidate for president three times, was a Protestant fundamentalist whose last public act shortly before his death was serving as the prosecution in the infamous Scopes “Monkey Trial” of 1925, in which a Tennessee high school teacher was found guilty of violating a state law banning the teaching of Darwin’s theory of evolution.
The progressives who joined the Democratic Party in the 1920s and 1930s therefore had a problem. They needed what Van Wyck Brooks, in the context of American culture as a whole, called “a usable past.” Many of the progressive converts favored civil rights for black Americans, and yet they were in the party historically identified with slavery and the harshest forms of segregation. They favored an activist federal government, and yet they were in the party of free market ideology, limited government, and states’ rights.
The progressives—now called liberals—in Franklin Roosevelt’s Democratic Party rewrote history. They were egalitarians, so they defined the Democratic tradition as the egalitarian tradition in American history. Some liberal Democratic thinkers and politicians sought to make a liberal icon of Thomas Jefferson, whom most progressives from Republican backgrounds, like Theodore Roosevelt and Herbert Croly, disliked. Liberals emphasized Jefferson’s egalitarian rhetoric and minimized his pseudoscientific racism and his states’ rights ideology. This attempt by liberal Democratic mythmakers to draft Jefferson to campaign for Franklin Roosevelt was too much for conservative “Jeffersonian” Democrats, who claimed plausibly that they, not progressive New Dealers, were the spiritual heirs of the lord of Monticello. Ceding Jefferson to the Right, other liberals found a “usable past” in the career of Andrew Jackson. In his influential popular history The Age of Jackson, the young Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., an ardent New Deal Democrat, turned Andrew Jackson, the reactionary Jeffersonian slave owner who ethnically cleansed the South of the Cherokee Indians, into a precursor of Franklin Roosevelt and made Jackson’s war against the Second Bank of the United States a precedent for New Deal–style regulation of a rampant plutocracy.10
In addition to enlisting Jackson, the New Deal liberals sought to enlist Lincoln as a political ancestor as well. But the North was full of Republicans who considered Lincoln to be theirs in the same way that conservative Southern Democrats claimed Jefferson as their own. What the New Deal liberal historians and intellectuals did was breathtaking in its audacity. They tried to detach Lincoln from the Republican Party, and sought to erase all memory of the larger Hamiltonian tradition that had been carried on, in successive eras, by the Federalist, Whig, and Republican parties.
Franklin Roosevelt himself helped orchestrate the campaign to associate his presidency with Lincoln’s. In 1940 he hired Sherwood Anderson, author of the popular play Abe Lincoln in Illinois, as a White House speechwriter. Roosevelt invoked Lincoln to justify recovery programs and his campaign to enlarge the Supreme Court. The struggle for the New Deal was “a conflict as fundamental as Lincoln’s...”11 He compared isolationist opponents of his foreign policy to Clement Vallandigham, the Ohio congressman whose criticism provoked the Lincoln administration to deport him to the Confederacy: “Well, Vallandigham, as you know, was an appeaser,” Roosevelt said.12 After Roosevelt’s meeting with Churchill in the Atlantic, the New York Times on October 19, 1940, ran this headline: PRESIDENT BIDS NATION AWAKE TO PERIL / ROOSEVELT IS GRIM / QUOTES LINCOLN TO SHOW A PARALLEL BETWEEN THOSE DAYS AND THESE.13 Lincoln’s most famous biographer, Carl Sandburg, an ardent supporter of the New Deal, helped by writing articles with titles like “Lincoln—Roosevelt.”14
The New Deal intellectuals succeeded in creating a new version of the American past. By the second half of the twentieth century, most educated people thought of Abraham Lincoln as an orphan in politics who left no political heirs. When Lincoln, first as a Republican candidate and then as the first Republican president, was asked about his views, he repeatedly identified himself as a Henry Clay Whig. Henry Clay had helped organize the Whig Party in opposition to Jackson, the hero of the New Deal Democrats, so the liberal historians who sought to create a usable past for the Democratic Left detached Lincoln from his hero and role model. Cut off from his political predecessors, Lincoln was also separated from the Republican presidents who succeeded him, such as William McKinley and Herbert Hoover. Hoover’s own response to the Left’s appropriation of Lincoln was the remark: “I was under the impression he was a Republican.”15 Generations of Americans were taught by partisan liberal Democratic historians that every Republican president between Lincoln and FDR was a mediocrity and a pawn of unethical corporations and unscrupulous tycoons, with the possible exception of the progressive Theodore Roosevelt, who, according to his cousin Franklin, was “a better Democrat than the Democratic candidate” who opposed him in 1904.16
Lincoln was posthumously deprived not only of his political tradition, but of most of his career in politics. His life was reduced, by the liberal historians and intellectuals who dominated America’s view of its past, to two episodes—his idyllic rural youth and his campaign against slavery and secession, beginning with the Lincoln-Douglas debates and concluding with his wartime presidency. Lincoln was born in a log cabin, grew up to split rails as a young man, debated Douglas over slavery, saved the Union, freed the slaves, and was murdered by John Wilkes Booth, whereupon Herbert Hoover led the country into the Great Depression and Franklin Roosevelt led the country out of it just in time to save the world from Hitler.
Ironically, the image of Lincoln as an egalitarian liberal or leftist was taken up in the 1950s by conservative intellectuals who accepted the equation of Lincoln and FDR—and rejected both. Willmoore Kendall, one of the members of the new conservative movement that coalesced around William F. Buckley, Jr.’s National Review in the 1950s and 1960s, popularized a theory that had long been held by apologists for the Confederacy. In this view, the egalitarian ideals of 1776, symbolized by the Declaration of Independence, had been rejected by the more conservative Founders who drafted the federal Constitution in 1787. Lincoln, while pretending to preserve the U.S. Constitution, had actually abolished the old Constitution, based on individual liberty and states’ rights, and replaced it with a new, centralizing, egalitarian regime. Lincoln’s replacement of the libertarian Constitution of 1787 with a new regime based on the egalitarianism of 1776 inevitably produced the large and intrusive government of Franklin Roosevelt and his successors. Kendall wrote that “the developing struggle between contemporary American conservatism and the Liberal Revolution is, correctly understood, a struggle between those who are determined to ‘make good’ Abraham Lincoln’s new act of founding on the one hand, and those who demand, with greater clarity each passing day, that the new act of founding [by Lincoln] be set aside in favor of the principles of the original founders.”17
One of Kendall’s young colleagues at the conservative magazine  National Review in the 1950s, the journalist Garry Wills, popularized Kendall’s dubious theory in his book Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words that Remade America (1993). Wills recycled Kendall’s thesis that in the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln had substituted equality for liberty in America’s civil religion, perpetrating, in the words of Wills, a “giant, if benign, swindle” and a “clever assault upon the constitutional past.”18 After Wills revived Kendall’s charge that Lincoln was a covert egalitarian revolutionary, this misconception was endorsed by George P. Fletcher, a professor at Columbia University Law School, in  Our Secret Constitution: How Lincoln Redefined American Democracy (2001). “The themes articulated at Gettysburg captured the American yearning for a postbellum order based on principles radically different from the ideas that founded the Republic in the Constitution that took force in 1789.”19 Fletcher, like Kendall and Wills and a long line of neo-Confederate conservatives and libertarians, argued that Lincoln substituted the egalitarian values of the 1776 Declaration of Independence for the libertarian values of the Constitution of 1787: “The Secret Constitution and its principles of organic nationhood, equality, and popular democracy have progressively won the upper hand against the 1787 values of voluntary association, freedom, and republican elitism.”20 Kendall, Wills, and Fletcher all agreed that Lincoln had somehow perpetrated a constitutional coup d’etat, although they differed in their evaluation of the alleged egalitarian revolution; Kendall disapproved of it from the Right, Wills and Fletcher approved from their standpoints on the political Left. In hindsight it is clear that these writers belonged to the same broad tradition as Sandburg, Copland, and Franklin Roosevelt’s speech-writers—a tradition in which Lincoln, the Great Commoner, was praised or damned as a patron saint of the egalitarian policies of New Deal liberalism.
WHILE THE EGALITARIANISM of the New Deal was legitimated by the image of Lincoln as the Great Commoner, the civil rights revolution produced a new emphasis on Lincoln as the Great Emancipator. This image had long been cherished by many proponents of racial equality, black and white alike. But the identification of Lincoln with civil rights had been a minor theme in mainstream American culture for generations following Lincoln’s death.
In 1939, when Howard University, the black college in Washington, D.C., wanted the soprano Marian Anderson to perform at Constitution Hall, the site’s owners, the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), denied the request because Anderson was black. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt promptly resigned from the DAR and arranged for Anderson to sing before seventy-five thousand people on Easter Sunday, April 9, 1939, on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. On August 28, 1963, almost a century after Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg Address, Martin Luther King, Jr., delivered his stirring “I Have a Dream” speech from the same location: “Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand, signed the Emancipation Proclamation.”21 Between them, Anderson and King converted the Lincoln Memorial into a symbol of civil rights for black Americans.
Those who made Lincoln an icon of the black civil rights movement tended to treat Lincoln’s arguments against the enslavement of black Americans as though they were arguments in favor of black equality. A debate about Lincoln’s actual views about race and segregation erupted in 1968 with the publication in Ebony of the black journalist and historian Lerone Bennett’s epochal article, “Was Abe Lincoln a Racist?” In 2000 Bennett expanded his polemic into a book, Forced into Glory: Abraham Lincoln’s White Dream.22 Although Bennett’s book was widely criticized for its prosecutorial tone, his scholarship was irrefutable. With familiar documents as well as obscure sources, Bennett documented a Lincoln whose attitudes were no less racist for being widely shared among the white Americans of his time. As Bennett pointed out, in his career in Illinois and in national politics, Lincoln not only had supported racial segregation but had also sought to ban black migration to Illinois and—long before the Civil War—took part in the movement to encourage all blacks to leave the United States for a foreign colony.
Between the publication of Bennett’s essay in 1968 and his book in 2000, many white American historians refused to confront the fact of Lincoln’s racism candidly. Instead, they downplayed his opposition to black social and political equality and to the migration of free as well as enslaved blacks to the North and West while emphasizing his principled opposition to slavery.
THE IMAGES OF Lincoln as the Savior of the Union, the Great Commoner, and the Great Emancipator are not lies; they are myths. Each conception of Lincoln’s significance is based in part on fact. But around each kernel of fact has grown a crust of falsehood.
There was nothing mystical, for example, about Lincoln’s Unionism. In his first inaugural address he pointed out that states that wanted to secede could do so, with the consent of the rest of the nation rather than unilaterally. “This country, with its institutions, belongs to the people who inhabit it. Whenever they shall grow weary of the existing Government, they can exercise their constitutional right to amend it or their revolutionary right to dismember it or overthrow it.”23 Edmund Wilson was wrong. Lincoln was no Bismarck. And no Lenin. A lawyer in the White House, Lincoln believed that unilateral secession of American states by violence was nothing less than armed insurrection, which the president’s duty to enforce federal laws required him to suppress. In his beliefs and actions, Lincoln represented the mainstream of American constitutional jurisprudence. Nothing Lincoln said or did prevents a state from attempting to leave the Union by peaceful and legal means, after obtaining the permission of the remaining states by an amendment of the federal Constitution.
The claim that Lincoln was a fanatic who deliberately used the slavery issue to provoke the Civil War, in order to assume despotic powers, is a fantasy of libertarians and neo-Confederate conservatives. Far from seeking to provoke the South into secession, Lincoln, both before and during the Civil War, proposed compromise measures that would have preserved slavery where it existed while preventing its extension to other states. If Lincoln’s initial plans had succeeded, the Civil War would have ended quickly with compensation to slave owners and with slavery intact until the early twentieth century at least. It was the South’s rejections of a series of proposed compromises and the rising costs of the struggle that radicalized Lincoln along with many other conciliatory Northerners and turned a war for reunion into a war against slavery.
Far from showing Lincoln’s unconscious tendencies toward Caesarism, as Wilson and his school have maintained, Lincoln’s Lyceum Address of 1838 merely rehearses the conventional political philosophy of Lincoln’s Whig Party. Having begun as the opposition to the popular and powerful president Andrew Jackson, the Whigs were born, as it were, with a suspicion of executive power. As the party of the educated and economic elites, the Whigs were also opposed to the populism of the dominant Democratic Party. It was natural for a Whig like Lincoln to dread an alliance of the mob and a strongman, and to find justification for that fear in the fate of the Roman republic.
The image of Lincoln as the Great Commoner is equally misleading. Just as Lincoln was no mystical nationalist of the Bismarck school, so he was not a social democrat or populist of the Left. Lincoln praised democracy as a form of government in which ordinary people could rise—but they had to rise by their own efforts, in the tradition of the “self-made man” (a phrase coined by Lincoln’s political hero Henry Clay). Lincoln, like generations of Chamber of Commerce Republicans who succeeded him, approved of equality of opportunity, not equality of result. Lincoln favored government help for industry and agriculture—canals and railroads, high tariffs to protect manufacturing, the conversion of federal land into family farms. But he opposed government economic support for ex-slaves, saying that they should take to heart the slogan “Root, hog, or die.”24 Like most of his fellow Whigs and Republicans, Lincoln probably would have regarded most twentieth-century welfare state measures as dangerously socialistic. One can only imagine what Lincoln, the wealthy railroad lawyer and champion of private enterprise, would have thought of his adoption as a symbol by American communists fighting on behalf of Stalin in the Spanish civil war. During his campaign for the presidency in 1860 he declared: “I take it that it is best for all to leave each man free to acquire property as fast as he can. Some will get wealthy. I don’t believe in a law to prevent a man from getting rich; it would do more harm than good.”25 His populist image notwithstanding, his two White House secretaries, in their semiofficial biography, wrote that Lincoln “preferred through life the better sort to the majority.”26
Lincoln would have been astonished to learn, from Willmoore Kendall, Garry Wills, and George P. Fletcher, that by delivering the Gettysburg Address and suppressing “the Rebellion” he had converted the United States from a libertarian to an egalitarian state. The very idea that 1776 and 1787 stood for separate and incompatible ideals would have struck Lincoln as bizarre. Lincoln saw himself as a preserver of the antebellum American regime and sought to keep the constitutional fabric intact with only minimal alterations, such as the Thirteenth Amendment that abolished slavery, the only amendment he envisioned before his death. To attribute the measures of radical Republicans after his death to a supposed Lincolnian revolution is illegitimate given the major differences that existed between Lincoln and the radical wing of his party. Like other Republicans in the Hamiltonian tradition, he saw the great expansion of both the civilian and military capabilities of the federal government during his presidency as fulfillment of a potential that had existed since the federal Constitution was adopted. If not for the opposition of Southerners in Congress and the White House, many of the government programs that Congress enacted during the Lincoln years, such as national banking, high tariffs, and massive railroad subsidies, would have been enacted decades earlier by the Federalists or the Whigs.
If Lincoln was not an egalitarian revolutionary, neither was he the political ancestor of the twentieth-century civil rights movement. Lincoln was always a “Free-Soiler” rather than an abolitionist. Most members of the Free-Soil movement opposed the extension of slavery to the Western territories because it wanted them reserved for white Americans and European immigrants. Free-Soilers like Lincoln tended to be white-racial nationalists who combined moral and political opposition to slavery with the desire for a homogeneous white population. Lincoln, a colonizationist as well as a Free-Soiler, hoped that blacks would exercise their natural rights somewhere other than in the United States—in Africa, the Caribbean, or Central America. If the colonization plan that Lincoln proposed to Congress had succeeded, then Marian Anderson and Martin Luther King, Jr., might never have been born because their ancestors would have been voluntarily “deported,” to use a word Lincoln sometimes employed.
Lincoln supported the abolition of slavery by means of the Thirteenth Amendment before he died. But if Lincoln had lived, it is unlikely that there would have been a period of radical Reconstruction of the South, and without radical Reconstruction it is unlikely that citizenship would have been nationalized by the Fourteenth Amendment or the right to vote guaranteed by the Fifteenth Amendment. Lincoln, a lifelong segregationist and opponent of black social equality, probably would have been satisfied with the provision of minimal legal and property rights to ex-slaves, with black suffrage left as a question for the states to decide. Lincoln, to be sure, was not the only white American who opposed both slavery and racial integration without any consciousness of contradiction. Most white Americans between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries believed that nonwhites were inferior to whites. They believed further that nonwhite inferiority, while it did not justify slavery, did justify social and political segregation as well as laws banning nonwhite immigration to the United States.
The conversion of the Lincoln Memorial into an icon of antiracism by Marian Anderson and Martin Luther King, Jr., then, is misleading. Most of the white American opponents of slavery in his time, like Lincoln, had no intention of creating a color-blind, multiracial society in the United States. Among Lincoln’s contemporaries, only a minority of white abolitionists and Radical Republicans such as Wendell Phillips, William Lloyd Garrison, Thaddeus Stevens, and Charles Sumner, together with black abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass, could envision an America in which citizens of all races formed a single community. They—not Abraham Lincoln—are the genuine patron saints of postracist America, and it is an injustice to their memory to give credit for antiracist reforms to Lincoln rather than to them and their successors in movements for racial and sexual equality.
Paradoxically, in their contemporary versions, both the Savior of the Union image and the Great Commoner image owe their origins to anti-Lincoln propaganda circulated by apologists for the Confederacy. The literature portraying Lincoln as a mystical nationalist, as we have seen, sprang from Edmund Wilson’s essay on Lincoln in Patriotic Gore. The first sentence of that essay is this: “What precisely did Alexander Stephens mean when he said that for Lincoln the Union had risen to the sublimity of religious mysticism?”27 Alexander Stephens, the vice president of the Confederate States of America, published a multivolume tome following the Civil War in which he argued that the South fought for states’ rights. In that book Stephens wrote the sentence to which Wilson referred: “The Union with him in sentiment, rose to the sublimity of a religious mysticism.”28 (When first published, Wilson’s essay on Lincoln was entitled “The Union as Religious Mysticism.”) Near the beginning of the Civil War, in his “Cornerstone Speech,” Stephens announces that the Confederate government owed its superiority to the fact that it was the first in history to be explicitly founded on “the great truth, that the Negro is not equal to the white man . . .” Stephens suggested that many defenders of the ideal of human equality were mentally ill: “One of the most striking characteristics of insanity, in many instances, is forming correct conclusions from fancied or erroneous premises; so with the anti-slavery fanatics....”29 Stephens would have been gratified to learn that, in the second half of the twentieth century, his vision of Lincoln as a deranged fanatic, disseminated by Edmund Wilson to a broad public, would become influential. Even more influential has been another argument of apologists for the Confederacy, the claim that Lincoln had substituted the ideals of the Declaration of Independence for the different ideas of the U.S. Constitution. The wide diffusion of images of Lincoln as an irrational zealot or a secretive egalitarian revolutionary by Edmund Wilson, Willmoore Kendall, Garry Wills, and others represent belated victories by the Confederates in the war of ideas.
THE POPULAR CONCEPTIONS of Lincoln as Savior of the Union, Great Commoner, and Great Emancipator, then, have been half truths promoted to serve partisan purposes by different groups at different times. Each image of Lincoln is partly true: Lincoln did save the union; he did rise to power from humble origins and championed the rights and interests of “the laboring man” as he understood them; he did issue the Emancipation Proclamation that temporarily destroyed Southern slavery during the Civil War; and he did insist on passage of the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution that permanently eradicated slavery in the United States. But by emphasizing one or another of these accomplishments to the exclusion of others without reference to their context in Lincoln’s life and career, later generations of Americans have substituted a saint for a politician and a symbol for a man.
Before Lincoln became a symbol onto which others projected their beliefs, he was an individual with strong beliefs of his own. To a degree that is rare among politicians, he prided himself on his ability to justify particular policies by their connection to larger ideals and a coherent body of thought. What Lincoln said about slavery he might have said about any public policy: “Whenever this question shall be settled, it must be settled on some philosophical basis. No policy that does not rest upon some philosophical public opinion can be permanently maintained.”30 From Lincoln’s statements and deeds as well as from the recollections of those who knew him, it is possible to reconstruct the “philosophical basis” upon which he built his own career as a public figure.
In his approach to the basic questions of existence and the nature of reality, Lincoln belonged, like most of the American Founders, to the tradition of the Enlightenment. Although he was born into a Baptist family and matured during the Second Great Awakening of the early nineteenth century, a time of widespread Protestant revivalism, Lincoln rejected orthodox Christianity at an early age for the post-Christian deism of Enlightenment thinkers such as Thomas Jefferson and Tom Paine. In his youth he wrote a book rejecting Christianity, which he burned on the advice of friends who feared it would harm his political career. As a politician, Lincoln avoided giving offense to religious believers, and his oratory was rich with biblical allusions. But he refused to join a Christian congregation and never made conventional professions of Christian faith.
Lincoln’s God was the God of the philosophers, not that of Moses and Jesus, an abstract Providence whose will could be known, if at all, only through the events of history such as the Civil War. “Reason, cold, calculating, unimpassioned reason,” Lincoln once remarked, had to be the basis of the American republic. Reason, not revelation, was Lincoln’s guide in life. His rationalism explains everything from his refusal to drink alcohol, which muddied the mental powers, to his enthusiasm about the then-novel theory of biological evolution. Lincoln’s emphasis on reason was all the more urgent because, like others in the Enlightenment tradition, he thought that most human beings were driven by self-interest, passion, and habit. Unlike many great political leaders, he was not a great hater, and his willingness to forgive both personal and political enemies was rooted in his low opinion of human nature. It was a pessimistic Enlightenment rationalist, not a benevolent Christian, who told his fellow Northerners that they would act as the Southerners did were they in their place.
Skeptical about Christianity but fascinated by natural science, from an early age Lincoln was devoted to the project of using advanced technology to modernize the primitive rural regions in which he spent his childhood. For Lincoln, progress was symbolized by canals, steamships, railroads, and cities. In his youth he expressed his ambition to be “the De Witt Clinton of Illinois,” referring to the New York governor who was given credit for building the Erie Canal. Lincoln’s law partner William Herndon explained Lincoln’s vision of the future Midwest: “Every river and stream . . . was to be widened, deepened, and made navigable . . . cities were to spring up everywhere, . . . people were to come swarming in by colonies, until . . . Illinois was to outstrip all others, and herself become the Empire State of the Union.”31
From the earliest years of the republic, the question of “internal improvements” had divided Americans between two broad traditions of thought, founded respectively by Alexander Hamilton, Washington’s brilliant treasury secretary, and Thomas Jefferson, Washington’s equally brilliant secretary of state and the third president of the United States. Hamiltonians favored a strong central government that actively promoted the industrial modernization of the United States. While Jeffersonians believed that republicanism as a way of life required a weak, decentralized government and a mostly agricultural economy. In the 1830s, when Lincoln first entered politics in a race for the Illinois legislature, the Jeffersonian agrarian tradition was carried on by Andrew Jackson’s Democratic Party while the Hamiltonian project of industrial development was associated with the Whig Party.
“I have always been an old-line Henry Clay Whig,” Lincoln explained in 1861.32 From the 1830s until the 1850s, when the party disintegrated, Lincoln was an Illinois member of the Whig Party whose major national leader was Clay. On the issues of tariffs to protect American industries from foreign competition, national banking, and federal support for infrastructure projects like canals and railroads, Lincoln was a faithful adherent of Clay’s “American System,” a comprehensive program for using the federal government to promote industrial capitalism in what was then a predominantly rural economy. In his views on race and slavery, Lincoln was also a disciple of Clay. “I can express all my views on the slavery question by quotations from Henry Clay,” he insisted once. “Doesn’t this look like we are akin?”33 Repeatedly in his career Lincoln quoted from Clay’s address to the American Colonization Society in 1827, in which Clay, during the course of arguing for the expatriation of blacks, said that slavery could not be defended without rejecting the idea of liberty everywhere: “They must blow out the moral lights around us, and extinguish that greatest torch of all which America presents to a benighted world—pointing the way to their rights, their liberties, and their happiness.”34 In 1852, before he became prominent in national politics by rejecting the claim that the phrase “all men are created equal” in the Declaration of Independence applied only to whites, Lincoln said in his public eulogy for Clay: “He did not perceive, that on a question of human right, the negroes were to be exempted from the human race.”35
Like Clay, Lincoln rejected both slavery and the idea of a multiracial American society and promoted schemes to encourage free blacks as well as emancipated slaves to leave the United States and move to one or another foreign country. Lincoln’s Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles was familiar with Lincoln’s views: “Opposed to the whole system of enslavement, but believing the Africans were mentally an inferior race, [Lincoln] believed that any attempt to make them and the whites one people would tend to the degradation of the whites without materially elevating the blacks, but that separation would promote the happiness of each.”36 An integrated, multiracial society was unimaginable to Lincoln and most of his contemporaries. A few brave and visionary white Americans in his day joined black Americans in opposing white supremacy as well as slavery. Lincoln was not among them.
Like all statesmen, Lincoln was the product of many influences. But Lincoln’s description of himself as “an old-line Henry Clay Whig” cannot be surpassed. The younger Kentuckian was a disciple and successor of the older Kentuckian. Such relationships have been common in American politics. Thomas Jefferson was the brilliant architect of a political program that was promoted by his admirers and successors in the White House, including James Madison and James Monroe. President James Polk’s role as political heir of Andrew “Old Hickory” Jackson was signaled by his nickname, “Young Hickory.”
The closest parallel, perhaps, is found in the twentieth century. Henry Clay was to Abraham Lincoln what Franklin Delano Roosevelt was to Lyndon Johnson—a lifelong hero and role model as well as the architect of a political philosophy adopted and implemented by the younger politician. In the 1960s, as president, Johnson sought to complete Roosevelt’s New Deal programs of the 1930s. Exactly a century earlier, as president, Lincoln, even while fighting to defeat Southern secession, presided over the enactment by Congress of much of Clay’s American System and sought unsuccessfully to end slavery, as Clay had sought to do, by means of a combination of compensated, gradual emancipation with the colonization of blacks abroad.
Lincoln’s description of himself as a Whig in the mold of Henry Clay, then, deserves to be taken seriously. Once the extraordinary magnitude of Lincoln’s intellectual and political debt to Clay is acknowledged, the flaw in most studies of Lincoln becomes evident. Biographers and historians tend to break Lincoln’s career in politics into two halves—a boring Whig half, from the 1830s until the 1850s, and an exciting Republican half in the 1850s and 1860s. Lincoln I is an uninteresting figure concerned with dull issues like the tariff; Lincoln II is an inspiring figure who defends human rights against racism, defeats secession, and destroys slavery.
But there was only one Lincoln, not two. Lincoln’s interest in race and slavery did not begin in the 1850s, and Lincoln’s Whiggish concern with economic issues continued throughout his presidency. Lincoln’s views on economics and slavery, both derived from Clay, were remarkably stable. The shift in his emphasis during his political career reflects the shift in national debate from questions of political economy to the divisive question of the future of slavery. When, as President of the United States, he wrestled with the questions of national authority and presidential power, he found the answers in the Hamiltonian tradition of political thought that the Republican Party inherited from the Whig Party.
SHOULD LINCOLN, THEN, be remembered chiefly as a follower of Henry Clay, who, unlike his hero, managed to win the presidency? This would be an injustice to Lincoln, who was a great statesman and a great thinker in his own right. Lincoln was not, like Clay or Jefferson, a great synthesizer who could weld diverse policies into a coherent program. Lincoln was content to inherit his program from Clay with little modification.
Lincoln’s genius lay in his ability to articulate, in succinct and memorable language, the political principles of the American republic. To this task Lincoln was uniquely suited by a rationalist temperament and a legalist style of thinking. More than any other president before or since, Lincoln served as theologian of America’s civil religion. Phrases minted by Lincoln, memorized by generations of Americans and foreigners, constitute a catechism of liberal democracy.
Liberal democracy was the ideal that inspired Lincoln from the beginning of his political career to the end. And because he lived in the United States, the first sustained, large-scale republic since antiquity, Lincoln could treat democracy not merely as a theory but as a tradition to be upheld.
In the 1850s that tradition came under threat as a growing number of Southern apologists for slavery began to question the philosophy of Enlightenment liberalism that had inspired the American Founders. In the course of arguing against black equality, some radicals of the Southern Right began to argue that the Founders had been mistaken in believing in human equality in general—even as an ideal. As Lincoln perceived, this line of reasoning went beyond the old debates among Hamiltonian and Jeffersonian democrats. At its most extreme the proto-Confederate ideology was a philosophical assault on the premises of American democracy, followed in due course by the South’s military assault on the institutions of American democracy. First in debate as a senatorial candidate, and then in practice as President of the United States during the Civil War, Lincoln defended both the theory and institutions of American democracy. And he believed that in doing so he was helping to keep democracy alive as an ideal not only for Americans but for people everywhere. As he said at Gettysburg, the victory of the Union in the Civil War would help ensure “that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.”
When Lincoln is thought of as the Great Democrat, many of the apparent contradictions in his thought and deeds disappear. While Lincoln, like most of his white contemporaries, believed that blacks were inferior to whites, he passionately rejected the idea that whites had the right to rule blacks—either as slaves or as the subjects of white colonial empires. Lincoln wanted a white-only American republic. But he was sincere and consistent in hoping that Latin Americans, Africans, and Asians as well as Europeans would one day live under republican governments of their own. And he believed that the fate of democracy in the world depended upon its success in the United States. What Lincoln said in his eulogy for Henry Clay in 1852 could be said of him: “He loved his country partly because it was his own country, but mostly because it was a free country; and he burned with a zeal for its advancement, prosperity, and glory because he saw in such the advancement, prosperity, and glory of human liberty, human right, and human nature.”37

TWO
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“ALL-CONQUERING MIND”: THE EDUCATION OF ABRAHAM LINCOLN
AFTER ABRAHAM LINCOLN was shot on April 14, 1865, by John Wilkes Booth and died the next day, Richard Oglesby, the governor of Illinois, pleaded with Mary that the former president be buried in Springfield. The grieving widow finally consented, but, over the objections of the governor, who wanted Lincoln’s tomb to be near the governor’s mansion, she ordered that he be buried in Oak Ridge, a suburban cemetery. If she did not get her way, she threatened to have him buried in Chicago.1
Why not Chicago? After all, it was in the vast “Wigwam” in Chicago that the Republican Convention had nominated Lincoln for president while he waited for the news in Springfield. It was on lecture stages and in offices and hotel bars in Chicago that Lincoln had spent much of his political and professional life, orating, socializing, wheeling and dealing. Often Lincoln had sat in theaters in Chicago, listening to actors deliver his favorite lines in Shakespeare’s plays or laughing at white actors in blackface imitating blacks in the minstrel shows that he enjoyed. Lincoln was at home in Chicago.
But to later generations the juxtaposition of Lincoln and Chicago has seemed incongruous. The great industrial center of the American Midwest may have been in Lincoln’s state, but it was not in Lincoln’s world. Later generations have been taught to think of Lincoln as a quaint rural figure, more at home in the village of New Salem, Illinois, where he spent part of his young adulthood, than in the larger city of Springfield, where he spent most of his career. Lincoln’s world is an idyllic world of green trees, gurgling creeks, and meadows fenced by rails he split by hand—not an urban landscape of skyscrapers, meat processing plants, smoking factory chimneys, ornate mansions, immigrant tenements, steel bridges, and converging railroads. To avoid Chicago, and even Springfield, a dangerously substantial city where Lincoln owned a disturbingly big house in which he and his family were waited on by a series of white and black maids, the popular imagination, influenced by countless books, plays, and films, skips over most of Lincoln’s life so that Lincoln goes almost directly from splitting rails in tiny New Salem to Washington, D.C. Here he saves the Union and frees the slaves, pausing only to defend the ideal of human equality in his debates with Stephen A. Douglas, his Democratic rival for a U.S. Senate seat from Illinois.
The Lincoln of popular myth is a Jeffersonian Lincoln, the embodiment of the Jeffersonian ideal of the yeoman farmer, uncorrupted by contact with cities and big business and political machines. The genuine Lincoln was the product of a pioneer farm family on what was then the Western frontier of settlement in the United States; in that respect, he fit the Jeffersonian stereotype. But his principles as a politician and public philosopher were those of the tradition founded by Jefferson’s rival, Alexander Hamilton. Jeffersonians liked government to be small and close to the people; Lincoln as a matter of principle favored a strong, centralized, activist federal government that promoted industrial capitalism. Jeffersonians thought that independent farmers were nobler than factory workers; Lincoln from his twenties onward campaigned for state and government sponsorship of manufacturing industries in Illinois and the nation as a whole. Jeffersonians preferred the country to the city; Lincoln, born on the farm, became not only an urbanite but an enthusiastic “booster” of schemes to turn wilderness and farmland into cities. Lincoln’s early biographers, his former law partner William Herndon, and his bodyguard Ward Hill Lamon shared his contempt for the low level of civilization found on the frontier. Herndon described it as a “stagnant putrid pool” while Lamon said it was a “dung hill” characterized by “the utter absence of all romantic and heroic elements.”2
The villains in America’s Jeffersonian mythology are the friends of Lincoln, an affluent lawyer whose clients included giant corporations, millionaires, real estate speculators, and corporate executives. Lincoln came from humble origins, but he made his career among the prosperous and powerful. In American myth, Lincoln resembled the Jeffersonian ideal of the honest, awkward maverick in public service more than one of the villains of the American morality play: the cunning party politician making secret deals in smoke-filled rooms. Lincoln, an abstemious man, did not smoke or drink, but he rose to prominence in a cloud of cigar smoke within earshot of spittoons.
The legendary Lincoln in the popular imagination is a martyred saint succeeded by scoundrels. The Civil War, a crusade for human liberty, is followed by the Gilded Age, an era of massive political corruption, class inequality, and industrial pollution. How and why the good Republicans of the Civil War turned abruptly into the bad Republicans of Western railroad scandals and gaudy mansions in Newport is never explained.
The same popular culture that for generations vilified the post–Civil War Republican North has also idealized the elegant lost world of the antebellum plantation South. The industrial North won the Civil War, but the agrarian South along with the agrarian West won the cultural war. The millionaire industrialist may be an American archetype, the city slicker may have been the norm for generations, but the rural American—the yeoman farmer, the cowboy, even the aristocratic Southern planter—has been the American ideal, to judge by Hollywood movies and popular fiction. Industrialization and urbanization represented a fall from Arcadian innocence in the American collective mind. The farmer defending his land against commercial real estate developers, the cowboy gazing sadly at the barbed wire fence mutilating the once-free range—these symbols have a deep resonance in the American imagination.
It is no wonder, then, that Americans have chosen to pretend that Abraham Lincoln was someone other than a lifelong proponent of urbanization and industrialization. The real Abraham Lincoln—the lifelong opponent of the Jeffersonian politicians of his day, the urban lawyer who wanted to replace the woods and fields with factories, cities, railroads, and canals— looks disturbingly like the serpent in America’s Eden. The solution has been to bracket off his life and career from the Gilded Age that followed and to pretend that the “robber baron” industrialists betrayed Lincoln’s vision of America instead of fulfilling it in places like late-nineteenth-century Chicago.
CHICAGO IS THE informal capital of the Midwest. The single most important fact about Abraham Lincoln is that he was, by adoption although not by birth, a Midwesterner. In the nineteenth century the three major regions of the United States were the Northeast, the South, and the Midwest. The key political event of the nineteenth century was the regional realignment in national politics caused by the issue of the expansion of slavery. That realignment turned the Midwest from an ally of the South in national politics into an ally of the Northeast. When the South, fearing a loss of power in national government, attempted to secede, the Northeast-Midwest alliance crushed the rebels. From the 1860s until the 1930s the alliance of the Northeast and Midwest within the Republican Party dominated American politics and policy. Lincoln owed his presidency to this alliance of the two regions. Despite his relative obscurity and lack of extensive national political experience, Lincoln was chosen as the presidential candidate of the Republican Party in 1860 chiefly because he was a prominent Republican from an important Midwestern state. But Lincoln was not simply a passive beneficiary of this regional coalition. From 1854 onward, by helping to lead the campaign against the extension of slavery, Lincoln had done as much as anyone to unite the Midwest with the Northeast in a common cause.
Lincoln’s opposition to the expansion of slavery was rooted in the experiences of his family—a family of white yeoman farmers who had migrated from a South dominated by rich, slave-owning landlords to the more egalitarian Midwest. The Midwest to which they moved was a promised land for ordinary white Americans compared to the Northeast, dominated by wealthy urban families, and the plantation South. Americans in later generations would attribute the egalitarianism of the Midwest—or, as it was known in Lincoln’s time, the Old Northwest—to the conditions of the frontier. But the frontier of the South expanded westward as well, along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico, bringing hierarchy rather than equality with it. In reality the egalitarianism of the Midwest was the product of conscious social engineering by the federal government. Three government policies created the Midwest of Lincoln’s day and later generations—the Northwest Ordinance, Indian removal, and the reform of American land laws.
The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 was enacted by the final U.S. Congress that met under the Articles of Confederation, before a new federal government under the present federal Constitution took power in 1789. The Northwest Ordinance was a republican solution to a political dilemma—what to do with the vast territory east of the Mississippi and north of the Ohio River that the federal government had obtained from Britain at the conclusion of the American war for independence. For the inhabitants of this territory to be ruled without their consent by Washington, D.C., as the colonists had been ruled by London, would be unrepublican. Therefore the ordinance’s first provision was to divide the Northwest Territory into six states, each of which, on meeting a minimum population standard, would be admitted to the union “on an equal footing with the original states.” Ultimately the Old Northwest was divided into the states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. Because a literate citizenry was considered essential for a republic, the Northwest Ordinance’s second provision was that revenue from the sale of part of each township in each state would fund public education—an early example of federal support for American education. The third provision was that “neither slavery nor involuntary servitude” would be permitted in the Old Northwest. Finally, the ordinance said that the rights of the Indians would be respected.
The first three provisions of the Northwest Ordinance were enforced, but the promise to respect Indian rights was soon ignored. The British imperial government had prevented the American colonists from coming into conflict with Indians by banning settlement west of the Appalachians. The resentment this provoked was one of the causes of the Revolutionary War. No longer restrained by London, white settlers swarmed over the Appalachians. In the wars that resulted
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