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			Abraham Lincoln

			Key information

			
					Born: 12 February in Harding County (Kentucky)

					Died: 14 April in Washington

					Political party: The Republican Party

					Dates elected: 	6 November 1860

	8 November 1864




					Time in office: 4 years

					Major achievements: 	The Abolition of Slavery

	The Homestead Act

	Upholding National Unity

	Building the Pacific Railroad




			

			Introduction

			Abraham Lincoln, known as “The Great Emancipator” and whose face is carved into Mount Rushmore, is without a doubt one of the most celebrated figures of American history. Though he had a modest upbringing and was largely self-taught, he managed to climb his way to the top of the political ladder and become the 16th President of the United States through his tireless work ethic and unrelenting will. Despite the fact that his election triggered the American Civil War, in just one presidential term he managed to restore national unity and resolve the questions surrounding slavery which had troubled the country since its inception. While the huge scale of the Civil War tends to obscure Lincoln’s other achievements as President, they are nonetheless many; it was under Lincoln that Americans would see their country reconstructed largely thanks to Lincoln’s wartime economy, the regulation of property rights and the construction of the railway system. 

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Abraham Lincoln, dated 1863.

			Youth

			Abraham Lincoln was born on 12 February 1809 in Hardin County, Kentucky. A child of the frontier, Lincoln grew up in a very modest family. His father Thomas Lincoln (1778-1851) was an illiterate American farmer who left Kentucky to settle in Indiana when his son was just seven years old. Soon after, the young Abraham Lincoln’s mother died; he found his stepmother Sarah Bush Lincoln (1788-1869) to be an unwavering support. As a farm boy, he received no regular schooling and tried his hand at various different lines of work. He worked as a boatman, hired to move goods down the Mississippi river, and made his own barge to transport raw materials all the way to New Orleans. When he settled in New Salem, Illinois in 1831, he went from being a postman to a surveyor to a store clerk. He earned a reputation for himself as a jovial and lively character and was renowned for his services as a scribe for the poorest members of society. 

			
				
					Good to know

					As one of the foundations of the American collective imagination, the frontier represents the line between colonised territories and the vast expanse of wild untamed land which lay beyond, existing somewhere between civilization and savagery. It embodies more than a physical border; it was the promise of a new world to conquer, an image of hope as much as fear. The physical frontier was pushed further and further back during the 19th century as the West was colonised. In 1890 the frontier lapsed into non-existence when all the land had finally been claimed. From then on, the frontier no longer signified anything official even though certain areas remained unexplored. This marked the end of an era in which the American territory was conceived of in this light. The frontier took on a mythical quality from then on and is still an endless source of inspiration for literature and cinema. 

				

			

			Lincoln’s debut on the political scene

			In 1832, Lincoln signed up as a volunteer in the local militia to help fight in a territorial conflict against Native Americans led by Black Hawk (Native American Chief, 1767-1838). He then made his debut on the political scene by standing as a candidate in the Illinois state House of Representatives election. He was not elected despite the huge majority he received in New Salem. Lincoln did not give up on his political dream however, and began studying law to help him in this quest. He graduated law school and received his law degree in 1837 before moving to Springfield. 

			In 1834, he stood once again as a candidate for the Illinois House of Representatives and this time he was successful. In this new position, he developed himself politically and made his abolitionist views heard. He then won the seat as Congressman for Illinois as a Whig, keeping his views on tensions with Mexico quiet during his campaign. Once elected, he was quick to denounce President James Knox Polk’s (1795-1849) administration for its hypocrisy with regards to the Mexican-American War (1846-1848). He refuted the claims that in entering into war with Mexico the United States was merely retaliating against Mexican attacks. He instead argued that the attacks had been entirely reciprocal and based upon disputed ownership of territories around the border between the two countries. This overt opposition cost him his seat in Congress, and he temporarily withdrew from the world of politics, giving up on the likely possibility of becoming Illinois state senator. 

			The election which triggered a civil war

			From 1856 onwards, Lincoln established ties with the new Republican Party, formed by former members of the Whig Party, the Democratic Party and the Free Soil Party, who were all strongly opposed to slavery. Lincoln ran for Vice-President of the party but was unsuccessful. When he was chosen by his peers as a candidate for the Senate in 1858, he led a tough campaign against his opponent Stephen Arnold Douglas (1813-1861) of the Democratic Party. Despite his brilliant repartees in the verbal duels which took place between the two, Lincoln lost the election. He nonetheless earned himself a certain notoriety after the campaign. Two years later in November 1860, made a bid for the American presidency. The Democratic Party divided, Lincoln received almost 40% of the vote despite the three candidates running against him; this was enough to secure his victory. When this openly anti-slavery candidate was announced as the new President of the United States, South Carolina seceded and was followed by several other Southern states who together founded a new confederation in February 1861. The Civil War began when these new Confederationists attacked Fort Sumter in April 1861. Though Lincoln was originally the commander of the Northern army, he transferred this responsibility to Ulysses Simpson Grant (future U.S. President, 1822-1885) so he could dedicate himself to the political matters at hand. 
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			The bombing of Fort Sumter.

			A new era

			To finance the Civil War, Lincoln was quick to impose a tax on revenues. His secretary of the Treasury Salmon Portland Chase (1808-1873) introduced the first paper currency (called greenbacks), not backed by gold or silver. On 20 May 1862, the Homestead Act (property law) was ratified. This act regulated access to private property rights and launched the first railroad constructions in the country. On 2 January 1863, the Emancipation Proclamation came into force: all slaves in the rebel states were declared free. This provoked outrage among anti-abolitionists and assassination plots against the President were devised. Lincoln remained undeterred and tried to entrench the abolition of slavery in the United States Constitution by submitting the proposition to the Senate in April 1864 and then to Congress in January 1865. Though this decision was indeed adopted after much virulent and animated debate, Lincoln, re-elected in November 1864, would not live to see it finally ratified by the majority of the states nor coming into action in December 1865. Just a few months before this on 14 April 1865, Lincoln was shot as he attended a play with his wife by John Wilkes Booth (1838-1865), a young Confederate sympathiser. He died the following morning and his body was taken to Illinois to be buried. 
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			The assassination of President Lincoln.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Though Lincoln was buried on 4 May 1865, after being embalmed, his body was to be exhumed no fewer than 17 times. This was initially due to family wishes to erect a monument in his honour in Oak Ridge Cemetery in Springfield. This called for several provisional tombs during the process. However, his corpse was exhumed again several years after his assassination in 1876, when “Big Jim” Kinealy tried to steal it to use as a bargaining tool in an attempt free his partner who was in prison for forgery. Kinealy and his accomplices only managed to uproot the tombstone before they were caught by the authorities. From then on, Lincoln’s son Robert Todd Lincoln (1943-1926) ordered that the tomb be secured in order to keep it safe. This in turn gave rise to further exhumations of the body. 

				

			

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			The changing face of politics

			The first half-century of the United States’ existence is marked by the birth, development and maturation of different strands of political thought which were subsequently expressed in party-political terms. These parties formed, split up and dissolved as political standpoints polarised and became clearer. Under the Washington (1732-1799), Adams (1735-1826) and Jefferson (1743-1826) administrations, two schools of thought divided the political playing field into two distinct camps: the Federalists and the Democratic-Republicans. The principle differences in their views concerned their conceptions of the roles and powers of the federal government. As the years went on, these two political families evolved. The Federalist Party, in favour of a closer relationship with Great Britain, did not survive the war of 1812-1814. The Democratic-Republican Party splintered off in 1828 following the election of Andrew Jackson (1767-1845) and in light of the slavery question which divided its membership. While some of its members followed John Quincy Adams (1767-1848, president from 1825 to 1829) in opposing slavery, others sided with Andrew Jackson and created the Democratic Party, supported by the pro-slavery camp and notably represented by John Caldwell Calhoun (American politician, 1782-1850).

			The Whig Party appeared several years later in response to the policies of President Andrew Jackson, re-elected for a second term in 1832. It brought together industrialists, farmers and planters and championed the supremacy of Congress over the president, whom they considered to be autocratic in his rule. The party developed its doctrine following on from the successes of its four presidential candidates, and favoured a modernised economy based on commerce and exchange, and dynamic educational and cultural policy. They received widespread support from several big names in the newspaper world and counted Henry Clay (American politician, 1777-1852) and Abraham Lincoln among their members. From the 1850s onward however, the issue of slavery became more and more important and finally tensions born of this debate exploded and caused a deep rift within the Whig Party. The abolitionist members, including Lincoln, collaborated with the Free Soil Party - a party which disappeared almost as quickly as it came into existence - in a new political entity: the Republican Party. The Free Soil Party was formed for the 1848 presidential elections with a manifesto opposing the introduction of slavery to new territories and advocating free trade, enterprise and expression. 

			The newborn Republican Party adopted a resolutely anti-slavery programme in June 1856 which underlined Congress’s incapacity to authorise slavery in any new state and its obligation to abolish slavery where it still existed. Their first presidential candidate, John Charles Fremont (1813-1890) was beaten by the Democrat James Buchanan (1791-1868) during the 1856 presidential elections. The Republicans won their first presidential victory four years later when Lincoln came to power. 

			A deeply divided economy

			Since the birth of the United States, the American economy had been divided into two major regions: the North, where the economy was based on industry and finance, and the South, where it was based on agriculture and trade. The North underwent a rapid industrialisation process thanks to two key factors. Firstly, foreign investment, which supported new mining technologies and facilitated the development of the metallurgical industry, which was in turn boosted by a revolution in transportation technology. Secondly, European investment. This foreign investment was however somewhat unreliable - subject to the unstable relations between America and its European partners and whether or not they proved to be reliable creditors. Therefore, the U.S. capitalist economy was regularly weakened by financial crises during the first half of the 19th century. It nonetheless continued to grow, largely supported by the gold rush which increased the overall money supply. In addition to this, European immigrants provided the workforce needed for the country to industrialise. They left Europe seeking their fortunes across the Atlantic from 1820 onwards, attracted by the newly industrialised textile industry, the growth of north-eastern cities and ports and the agricultural colonisation of central states. At first, most migration flows came from Northern Europe, followed by a huge wave of Irish migrants fleeing the great famine of 1845-1848. This foreign influx was a crucial factor in the country’s economic development both with regards to industry and agriculture, though it also gave rise to new anti-immigrant sentiments embodied by the Know-Nothing movement. 

			
				
					Good to know

					The Know-Nothing movement arose in 19th century America in response to a wave of European migrants. In the 1850s, it grew to a level of major political importance and even established a political party. It represented American Nativist views and had its roots in secret orders such as the Order of the Star-Spangled Banner, invigorated by the presence of Irish Catholic migrants. Many American Protestants saw immigrants as a threat to both to the economy in that they were a source a cheap labour, and to American democracy, since one the foundations of Protestantism is a rejection of papal authority. The Know-Nothing movement disappeared as quickly as it took off, with all of the party members defecting to the newly-established Republican Party within just a few years.

				

			

			While the northern states generally favoured trade protectionism in order to block imports of manufactured goods against which represented competition to their home-grown industries, the southern economy was based on exports and free trade. In fact, 70% of cotton produced in the South was destined for export, since its producers did not possess the tools necessary to manufacture textiles from their cotton. Furthermore, the southern economic structure, based on slave labour and dominated by several major planters, was favourable neither to immigration nor the development of free enterprise. As such, southern society was almost entirely dominated by what was in effect a conservative landed aristocracy. This deep north-south divide continued to breed tensions amid increasingly difficult relations within the federal government. 

			Slavery: the issue which sparked secession

			The issue of slavery had been tormenting and dividing the United States ever since its birth as a new nation. It was already the subject of heated debate when the Constitution was drafted, raising questions which were never satisfactorily resolved. It was not until 1808 that the Constitution was adapted to forbid the importation

			
			
			
			
			
					the admission of California as a free state

					New Mexico and Utah to have the right to decide whether to be free states or slave states

					a ban on the slave trade in the Columbia district

					a reaffirmation of the Fugitive Slave Act with regards to Article 4 of the Constitution, which required each state to return runaway slaves to their owner. 

			

			
			
			
				
					
					
					
					
				

			

			
			
					Since Dred Scott was of “the negro African race” he could not be considered as a citizen and thus did not have the right to sue. 

					His stay in the free states did not give him the right to emancipation. 

					The Missouri Compromise was unconstitutional; Congress did not have the right to decide whether or not a State should prohibit slavery since it infringed upon state competencies. 
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