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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
 
This book is the continuation of work I have done in portraying turning points 
of the American Revolution, particularly in the figures of Benjamin Franklin 
and George Washington. In that first, fragmentary, attempt I had endeavored 
to show the symptomatic nature of a great national turning point in the images 
of the two founders. In this book I will return to the two individuals from an 
anthroposophical perspective to identify their initiate dimension, and show the 
guiding hand of fate in the birth of the nation. In a sense I can add here what 
I could not have said in a book written for the general public. 

From an anthroposophical perspective, national icons like Lincoln appear 
on the scene of history when much is at stake for the future of a nation and 
of earth evolution. In that sense too there is no mistaking Lincoln’s stature. 
He was that providential individual who tilted the balance of history by being 
born at the right time and coming to the presidency at the critical moment in 
which things might have changed for the worse in most imaginable instances. 

Individuals of the stature of Lincoln represent an insurmountable obstacle 
for a historian who follows preestablished views, e.g., a Marxist, a revisionist, 
or a nationalistic historian, who would judge the man in relation to set param-
eters or outcomes. Yet one who relies on a purely phenomenological and 
symptomatic approach to history still has a number of obstacles to overcome. 
Lincoln is not a man who can be judged from one’s store of experience. He 
cannot be understood other than after an extensive approach, after seeing 
facet after facet of his personality. Each facet of the personality adds a piece 
of the puzzle. Once the facets are seen, they need to be reassembled to offer 
us a feeling for the whole human being. And the whole then appears as the 
one who embodies the values of the nation and also livingly understands them 
and penetrates them through his choices and the events of his biography. 

There is something fascinating with the hindsight of history in recovering 
Lincoln’s place in America. Here is someone so quintessentially American, one 
who represents so many of the foundational values and key experiences of 
being American in the nineteenth century. And here is one who, countering all 
the obstacles of a modest social extraction and education, nevertheless 
reaches to all the expectations that presidents before him had fulfilled; he 
indeed outshines them. Stephen B. Oates mentions that in polls in Life mag-
azine (1948), the New York Times Magazine (1962), and the Chicago Tribune 
Magazine (1982), scholars and historians consistently ranked Lincoln as the 
best president in American history.1 What is it that holds them under this 
spell? 

 
1 Stephen B. Oates, Builders of the Dream: Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King, Jr., 1. 



 

 

Looking at Lincoln’s life and deeds, as it would be in relation to many other 
personalities of his stature, is like reading a legend or an engrossing epic 
novel. From the beginning and up to the very last pages, the odds are stacked 
against the happy epilogue. Our hero comes from an unlikely position and 
realizes the forces that oppose him. He tries almost without hope, but moved 
by an inner, unshakeable conviction that it is at least worth trying. When all 
is said and done, the hero can look back and see, not just how unlikely the 
set-up was, but also all those connections, fortuitous events, seeming coinci-
dences, and synchronicities without which nothing would indeed have hap-
pened. Such is the experience of looking back at the fate of the United States 
under the guidance of Lincoln. Under this light we could almost add that not 
just Lincoln but the nation itself continuously stood on the brink of the abyss 
waiting to be rescued from some unlikely quarter. 

The measure of a man can be revealed by the circumstances in which only 
his stature could have altered the balance of events. Even, or especially under 
the harsh conditions of a civil war, an American president in the nineteenth 
century, for all his power, was only one among many players. He had to con-
tend with others competing for his position and be reelected in the worst pos-
sible circumstances; with the members of a rebellious and fractious cabinet; 
with a Congress sharply divided on the desirable epilogue of the war; with a 
Supreme Court that had shaped slave power and its strength; with a public 
opinion that was fundamentally racist and little moved by the fate of the en-
slaved, if one excepts the abolitionists; and abroad with foreign powers who 
would have seized the opportunity to weaken the United States for their own 
advantage. 

It is all the more remarkable that Lincoln achieved the feat of rescuing the 
soul of America without weakening its republican institutions. Even in the few 
instances in which he resorted to strong powers, he did so as exceptional 
measures of war, then returned the powers to their appropriate source of ex-
pressions. 

  
This book will look both at the Civil War and at the President; at what came 
before and what followed. Chapter 1 will recapture the nature of the American 
experiment as can be gleaned from the two iconic figures of Franklin and 
Washington. It will explore what was achieved and what was left unfinished. 

Chapter 2 will look at an Illinois childhood and youth, and the forces that 
stirred an unusual personality, trying to bring forth very remarkable soul fac-
ulties. It will explore how such a youth is emblematic of the American experi-
ence, and how everything was being prepared for the coming challenges. 

The momentous confrontation between North and South and the place that 
slavery and its extension took in the national debate and in the soul of America 
is addressed in Chapter 3. Outright decadence, or personal compromise for 
political gain, were tearing the last threads of the past asunder. 



 

 

Chapter 4 will outline the forces that brought Lincoln to the presidency and 
the forces arrayed against him. The next chapter will explore what that pres-
idency did for the nation, what the Civil War meant in the eyes of Lincoln, and 
what it can mean for us, his successors. 

Chapter 6 will assess what Lincoln’s work achieved and what ground it laid 
for the next American national confrontations. The deeper mission and being 
of Lincoln will be tentatively explored in the conclusions. 

 
 



 

 

Chapter 1 
 

THE FORERUNNERS: FRANKLIN, WASHINGTON, 
AND THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

 
 
 
The Revolutionary War and the Constitutional Convention were some of the 
most thorough processes of education and growth a nation has known in the 
epoch of the Consciousness Soul. For minds that solely evaluate results with 
the hindsight of more than two centuries, much could be felt wanting. They 
could bemoan all the injustices that were not addressed, or everything that 
was not achieved, as if a social change could achieve everything at once. If 
we truly look at the change undergone by the national consciousness, some-
thing enormous and unique will emerge. 
 In my previous work Legends and Stories for a Compassionate America, 
the symptomatic approach to history has brought the focus on two truly 
unique individualities and their collaboration in molding unique historical 
events and circumstances. We will review briefly some of the outstanding per-
sonality traits and historical circumstances before attempting to look at the 
deeper dimension of the two individuals. 
 
British Imperialism 
The relationship of the American colonies to the crown was one of economic 
domination and extraction of resources. On the surface the American Revolu-
tion has been imputed to rebellion against the Stamp Act, the Townsend Acts, 
and the Navigation Acts. However, these were merely the last straw of a sys-
tematic economic exploitation. 
 In effect the Council of Trade, later the Board of Trade, had been estab-
lished in 1660, with the goal of regulating most economic transactions. All 
American produce could only be exported to Britain, or through Britain, via 
established monopolies that made very large profits. Imports to the colonies 
were subject to duties. The balance of trade generated an estimated 30 million 
pounds in England’s favor between 1770 and 1773 alone.2 Much of English 
political elites depended on the largesse of the economic monopolies, which 
they supported. 
 In order to maintain this economic advantage, the Board of Trade repeat-
edly prohibited colonial manufacturing activities, criminalized smuggling, and 
curtailed territorial expansion. Searches without warrant and trials without 
jury were commonplace. 
 In such a system of economic injustice, slavery was a natural outgrowth. 
It entered full force with the cultivation of tobacco, for which the Virginia 

 
2 Douglas Southall Freeman, Washington: An Abridgment of the 7-Volume Opus, 154. 



 

 

Company obtained monopoly rights of exportation to England and Ireland. 
England extended its slave market after prevailing over the Dutch. The slave 
trade in the colonies was regulated by English laws. 
 Against this background stood two towering figures: Benjamin Franklin and 
George Washington. 
 
Benjamin Franklin, the First American 
The eighteenth century was that of the growing separation between science 
and faith. Franklin (1706–1790) was an exception, not in the quality of a 
straggler, but in that of a trailblazer. When he spoke of philosophy, he meant 
what applied to understanding of external nature as well as human nature, 
moral and spiritual. And his commitment to knowledge ranged from the phil-
osophical to the practical. 
 Much of the maturation of Franklin’s mind occurred in his twenties. As an 
alert individual of his time, he could not simply accept faith and disregard 
science. In fact this meant doubting the truth of the Bible from age fifteen to 
foregoing church attendance at twenty-four. Two years earlier he had written 
his Articles of Belief and Acts of Religion, shortly followed by a resolve to form 
a “United Party for Virtue.” 
 Franklin purported to balance the role of reason, subordinating right action 
to right thinking, with that of a dispassionate self-analysis. He saw that reason 
could be led astray by passion, ambition, and pride, and that only a deter-
mined effort at self-knowledge could counter this danger. This is what he did 
in devising to follow thirteen virtues (temperance, order, silence, resolution, 
frugality, industry, sincerity, justice, moderation, cleanliness, tranquility, 
chastity, and humility) rigorously in weekly succession; each virtue was thus 
practiced four times a year. To these he added experiments in abstaining from 
meat and alcohol, a very unusual interest for an individual of the eighteenth 
century. 
 We could say that Franklin strove to be a scientist of inner development 
rather than relying on faith alone. He had devised a path that no longer rested 
on dogma, but rather on individual consciousness and effort. It was thus nor-
mal that Franklin found his home in the old, though quite diminished, esoteric 
path of Freemasonry, rather than in a church. He became the Grand Master 
of Philadelphia’s Masonic Lodge in 1834. 
 Franklin’s life came to a turning point when, in the company of radical free 
thinkers in London, he set out to prove “in a hundred axioms that he knew 
neither sin, nor liberty, nor personal immortality. God was only permitted to 
exist as a machine.” He felt this had been his personal abyss, and soon after 
an attack of pleurisy brought him close to death. He gained a concrete expe-
rience of the spirit instead, about which he wrote: “I suffered a good deal, 
gave up the point in my mind, and was rather disappointed when I found 
myself recovering; regretting in some degree that I must now some time or 
other have all that disagreeable work to do over again.” No doubt this pivotal 



 

 

experience allowed him to write shortly after his own epitaph, in which he said 
about his own body that “it will (as he believ’d) Appear once More in a New 
and More Elegant Edition Revised and Corrected by the Author.” All in all ex-
traordinary 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Benjamin Franklin’s 16 X 16 Magic Square 
 
A very interesting 16x16 magic square created by Benjamin Franklin is the one 
you see below. 

 
Although the diagonals of this square do not add up to 2056, there are many 
other constant properties: 

- All the rows and columns sum to the number 2056 
- Half rows and half columns sum to 1028. 
- The sixteen entries in every 4x4 sub-square sum to 2056. 
- the 9 bent diagonals (of 16 cells each) going from top to bottom, 9 from 

bottom to top, 9 from right to left, 9 from left to right sum to 2056. One 
example is given for each of the four directions in the square. 

See https://www.math.wichita.edu/~richardson/franklin.html for more. 
 

https://www.math.wichita.edu/~richardson/franklin.html


 

 

utterances for an eighteenth-century American, or rather a soon-to-be Amer-
ican. 
 In quick succession Franklin’s genius developed in one direction after an-
other. In his youth he formed the Junto, or Leather Apron Club, an association 
in which participants debated questions of science, philosophy, politics, and 
business. 
 
In the realm of science Franklin delivered insights in that which would be so 
important in America’s future: electricity. To him we owe the concepts of  pos-
itive and negative charge. It may be astonishing to realize that Franklin cre-
ated with ease what only trained mathematicians could: the so-called magic 
squares, series of seemingly random sequences of number in a grid of 8 rows 
by 8 columns. The sum of the numbers on each column, row, and even diag-
onal had to be constant. Not only was this done with ease by Franklin, but he 
could also replicate the feat in 16 X 16 squares. Moreover, in the technical/ar-
tistic field we owe Franklin the development of the harmonium, perhaps a bit 
unwieldy as an instrument, but one still used for its unique sonority. 
 As much as he could have excelled in purely speculative pursuits, Franklin 
had a gift for anything of a practical and social nature as well. 
 Through the agency of the Junto, Franklin developed the Philadelphia Lend-
ing Library and the American Philosophical Society. Around the problem of fire 
alone he developed a series of innovations, such as the stove that bears his 
name and the lightning rod. On a social level these were followed by the Union 
Fire Company, and by the revolutionary idea of the Union Fire Insurance Com-
pany, through which he could reach an even larger population. 
 However, most of all Franklin excelled in the wit of his word and in the 
promotion of ideas through the printing press, his chosen vocation. It was 
through his Poor Richard’s Almanac that Franklin’s wisdom found a way into 
the colonists’ hearts. Here was condensed wisdom, along with regular doses 
of humor to make it easier to remember and assimilate. It was Franklin’s de-
clared intention to “leave a strong impression on the memory of young per-
sons.”3 
 In his early forties Franklin rose to national and international prominence, 
working patiently to sow seeds and wait for their time to sprout forth, relin-
quishing paternity of his ideas in the best of the spirit of Freemasonry. 
 After traveling to London and earnestly trying to see himself as a man of a 
larger empire, he gradually realized the obstacles and shackles laid by British 
imperialism upon its colonies. He became a “reluctant incendiary,” protected 
as he was by a growing reputation, popularity, and the weapon of his humor. 
 From his pen emerged subtle but scathing criticisms of British imperialism. 
The first, timid attempt came through his 1751 Observations Concerning the 
Increase of Mankind, Peopling of the Countries, etc. Other, stronger criticism 

 
3 Esmond Wright, ed., Benjamin Franklin: His Life as He Wrote It, 102. 



 

 

followed, at times under the disguise of a pen-name, such as in An Edict of 
the King of Prussia, and Rules by Which a Great Empire May Be Reduced to a 
Small One. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The latter document, which listed in twenty points the complaints of the 
colonists against the mother country, has been considered a forerunner of the 
Declaration of Independence, in whose drafting Franklin played an important 

Franklin the Scientist 
 
Quite apart from Franklin’s most well-known scientific contributions, here are some 
other useful or amusing ones: 
 
Bifocals 
Franklin suffered from presbyopia. In August 1784 he wrote to his friend George 
Whatley that he was “happy in the invention of double spectacles, which serving 
for distant objects as well as near ones, make my eyes as useful to me as ever 
they were.” 
 
Mapping the Gulf Stream 
Franklin sailed eight times across the Atlantic Ocean. He was curious as to why the 
journey eastward was faster than the westward one. He interested himself in the 
matter and was the first to map the Gulf Stream. 
 
Swim Fins 
At age 11 Franklin devised a pair of swim fins that attached to one’s hands. He 
wrote in March 1773: “When a youth, I made two oval pallets, each about ten 
inches long, and six broad, with a hole for the thumb, in order to retain it fast in 
the palm of my hand. They much resembled a painter’s pallets. In swimming I 
pushed the edges of these forward, and I struck the water with their flat surfaces 
as I drew them back. I remember I swam faster by means of these pallets, but 
they fatigued my wrists.” 
 
Flexible Urinary Catheter 
John, Franklin’s older brother, suffered from kidney stones. Franklin helped ease 
some of the discomfort and pain caused by rigid catheters by devising one with a 
flexible tube. 
 
Odometer 
The concept of the odometer was not new. Franklin, however, designed his own 
version. He attached a device near the front wheels of a carriage that counted the 
number of revolutions of one of the wheels. Thus the distance traveled could be 
calculated by multiplying the circumference of the wheel by the number of revolu-
tions recorded. 
From: https://www.ushistory.org/franklin//science/ 
For the map see https://www.ushistory.org/franklin//science/gulf_l.jpg 
 

https://www.ushistory.org/franklin//science/
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role. At this point Franklin had seen in spirit everything that would lead to 
American independence and had quietly sown the seeds in powerfully meas-
ured words. 
 When the Revolutionary War broke out, Franklin continued his message in 
France, supporting diplomatically with popular endorsement the campaign of 
education that Washington was waging on the battlefront. In the schooling of 
French diplomacy Franklin evolved a new style of international relations fo-
cused on economic reciprocity, thus prevailing against other prominent Amer-
icans still mired in the habits of delicate political alliances and balances of 
power. 
  
George Washington: Embodying the American Ideal 
Once the message of independence had been spread, it was George Washing-
ton, practically a generation younger than Franklin, who, more than anybody 
else, carried it further as the commander-in-chief. It was not just the conduct 
of war that fell into his hands, but also the embodiment of a new role. 
 If the idea of America was to have a chance, Washington had to be a new 
kind of general. This he did by molding a new and unified identity among 
soldiers who had seen themselves as belonging primarily to one of the colo-
nies, and by taking directions and support from a weak and divided Continen-
tal Congress. In the process he had to accept inefficient and insufficient sup-
port for his military campaigns and the consequent hardships, plus internal 
divisions. For a man of his stature this meant foregoing the temptation to use 
his personal charisma or imposing his will, all in service of an idea that had 
not been tested. At a time in which Napoleon would crown himself emperor, 
Washington was able to withstand the temptation offered to him to be crowned 
as king in 1782 by Colonel Lewis Nicola in the name of the army. The effort of 
education toward the embodiment of new cultural values had to be continu-
ously repeated. 
 George Washington stood out in contrast to Franklin with an unusually 
strong physical constitution, inured to prolonged effort, which exposed him to 
brushes with illness and near confrontations with death. He too joined Free-
masonry early on, and it provided him with a code of honor in all his deeds. 
This spiritual rooting was also echoed in an active life of prayer, and deep 
spiritual leanings. 
 Whereas Franklin had to overcome naivete, Washington’s test was that of 
a very strong will and ambition, which he exerted in his life as a Southern 
planter and as an officer in the colonial army. Not surprisingly Washington’s 
maturation came from the realization of the nature of imperial economics. 
 As a Southern planter he knew what it meant to be indebted through a 
captive tobacco market to the British monopolies. And as a member of the 
Virginia House of Burgesses, twice dissolved during his tenure, he knew how 
precarious was the colonists’ hold on power. In response he joined the 



 

 

colonies’ nonimportation agreements as a reaction to the Stamp Act, which 
imposed a tax on printed materials. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
In his lands at Mount Vernon, Washington gradually turned away from tobacco 
monoculture toward an integrated system of crops and rotations to which he 
added microenterprises, showing that he knew political independence to be 
linked to a degree of economic self-sufficiency. 

George Washington, Entrepreneur 
 
Washington was a forerunner of what we would call today organic farming 
and microenterprises. 
 
Organic Farming 
Washington’s first step was to abandon tobacco, the most common cash 
crop in Virginia. He stopped because of taxes and duties leveraged on it, and 
because tobacco monoculture was hurting Mount Vernon’s soil. He experi-
mented with as many as sixty different grain crops before choosing wheat 
as his new mainstay. 

Washington recognized the value of compost to enrich the soil. He also 
experimented with a seven-year crop rotation plan. The rotation, in tandem 
with the compost practices, greatly improved the long-term productivity of 
the farms. 

Since the farms at Mount Vernon were not adequately prepared for the 
new grain-based system, Washington set about constructing three major 
new barn complexes, one to serve the Ferry and French’s farms, a second 
at Dogue Run, and a third at River Farm. 
 
Microenterprises 
Mount Vernon ground the grain into flour in a newly minted automated grist 
mill. It was packaged and branded “G. Washington.” It was sold throughout 
North America, the Caribbean, and Britain. And much of it sailed aboard his 
own oceangoing sailboats. 

The wheat fields supported a profitable whiskey distillery enterprise, 
whose average 11,000 gallons annual production was one of the largest in 
America. 

Mount Vernon’s own textile industry wove the nets for its own fishing 
enterprise. During the annual spring breeding runs of shad and herring, 
Washington harvested a two-mile-wide river section on the Potomac for 
weeks with its own fishing fleet of small boats. In a good year it would catch 
about 1.5 million. The catch was gutted, salted, and packed into barrels. 
What could not be used of the fish was recycled as fertilizer for the crops. 
 



 

 

 Learning to temper his will, Washington first led the Continental Army to 
success in the War of Independence, then continued to model the unprece-
dented role of a national president. Here he guarded the nation against the 
dangers coming from France in the form of its revolution and from England in 
the continuing reality of a world economy dominated by English economic and 
financial channels. 
 When the 1793 war erupted between France and England, Washington 
charted a course of strict neutrality that was crucial to the destiny of the new 
nation. On one hand he had to withstand the allure of the French Revolution 
upon the minds of the young nation; on the other he made necessary conces-
sions to England in the Jay Treaty of 1794, which were unpopular but allowed 
the nation to restore peace and disentangle itself from the European dynamics 
of power, which would have weakened it. 
  As he did with the foreign relations, so did Washington find a middle 
ground between key individuals in his administration. A foremost example was 
that of the antagonism between Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson and Sec-
retary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton. The former was an idealist who 
succumbed to the appeal of French revolutionaries and a strong supporter of 
states’ rights; the latter a sober and ambitious realist who supported a strong 
central government and an organization of finances along the British model. 
The first was able to secure the nation’s recognition on the international stage, 
while the second chartered the nation’s financial independence, even though 
not completely without risks. The president showed that he could mediate 
between strong personalities in his cabinet without caving in to their agendas. 
 Unique in his time, Washington was able to live by example his complete 
alignment of ideas and means, by exerting power during two terms and then 
relinquishing it. He embodied for all his successors the republican ideals that 
America wanted to model for the world, not a small departure for a world used 
to the lifelong power of kings. Through such renunciation the world first came 
to know what strength could reside in “government of the people, by the peo-
ple.” 
 
The ways in which the two towering individuals collaborated is hidden from 
immediate scrutiny. It shows us that the elder could not have reached his 
aims without the younger one. In 1780 Washington could tell from the battle-
field that American success hinged on financial support from France, if the 
colonies wanted to avoid being forced to peace with England. This he wrote to 
Franklin, and this is what Franklin secured through his diplomatic abilities and 
popularity among the French people. 
 It was Franklin who once again stepped in for a momentous decision in 
proposing Washington as president of the Constitutional Convention. Given 
Washington’s proven integrity and the many links forged with an estimated 
two thirds of the delegates, be it in politics or in war, his presence and role 
contributed to bringing out the best in each individual. Franklin’s presence, on 



 

 

the other hand, was instrumental in defusing tensions at their incipience, of-
fering alternatives in moments of impasse and appropriate injections of wis-
dom, levity, and humor. The two iconic figures set a tone for an unprecedented 
political process. 
 
A Process of National Education 
All kinds of distances needed to be bridged at the Constitutional Convention; 
between small and large states, between individuals and special interests, 
but most of all between slave and nonslave states. 
 The civility of the proceedings and the tolerance toward each view ex-
pressed were ensured by strict rules of speaking and listening. Considering 
that the convention gathered for four months under the hot Philadelphia sum-
mer sun with hardly any record of emotional outbursts gives us an inkling of 
the size of the accomplishment. 
 The fledgling Constitution was then submitted to the will of the people, not 
just the states, in a continuing process of discussion, education, and improve-
ment. Franklin expressed the ambition of the attempt thus: “To get the bad 
customs of a country changed, and new ones, though better, introduced, it is 
necessary first to remove the prejudices of the people, enlighten their igno-
rance, and convince them that their interests will be promoted by the pro-
posed changes; and this is not the work of one day.” 
 The four months of the convention turned into the ten of the ratification 
process, months in which the people had ample opportunity to educate them-
selves, raise questions and objections, and offer ideas for improvement in 
what was a truly emergent and collective process. It was from the opposition 
that such an essential addition as the Bill of Rights originated, one that could 
benefit and satisfy most, if not everybody. 
 
A Closer Look at Franklin and Washington 
In 1764 Franklin was quite aptly named the First American.4 Only later was 
the term heard in relation to Washington. For the American mind it is quite 
natural to discern Washington’s deeds more readily than those of Franklin. 
Still, America was first conceived as an idea, and that was Franklin’s contri-
bution. And when all is said and done, we can intuit that we stand in front of 
two “first ones.“ 
 Both Washington and Franklin were groomed in the American school of 
business. For Franklin this had been the enterprise of the printing press and 
the written or spoken word; for Washington farming and fighting. Both had 
politics in common. The message of the older man of ideas was fully embraced 
and carried through in action by Washington, the man of the will. 
 When such larger-than-life individuals present themselves on the stage of 
history, we can suspect the presence of past initiations. Even though initiation 

 
4 Esmond Wright, Franklin of Philadelphia, 354. 



 

 

had been rendered practically impossible at the height of materialistic influ-
ences and conditions in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, we can 
faintly detect the echoes of initiations in previous incarnations by the tenor of 
the lives of exceptional individuals, whose path seems to draw them to the 
right time and the right place in an almost mapped and unavoidable course. 
In Franklin we see an initiate of the mind and of the word; in Washington one 
of the will and of the deed. Franklin spoke of the new ideas in two continents; 
Washington embodied the new ideas through example. The two formed the 
perfect complement for others like Mason, Madison, Jefferson, and Hamilton 
to join and offer their best contributions. 
 What we can say here is naturally of the nature of educated guess. In 
Franklin we have a unique spirituality that is turned to the world of the soul, 
to science, and to the external world. In this towering genius Eugen Kolisko 
recognizes a man able to join the streams of Quakerism, so powerfully im-
pelled by William Penn, and the remaining strength of the Freemason stream.5 

We can sense the complexion of a Rosicrucian initiate, someone who has 
worked with matter from a spiritual perspective, someone who can intuit the 
hidden relationships in nature; witness Franklin’s perception of electricity. 
Moreover, notice his familiarity with the world of numbers, as in resolving the 
magic squares, and the wisdom present in the simplest of his utterances. 
Unfortunately, to my knowledge Steiner has not left us an example of what 
such a reincarnation could look like, other than the example of Goethe, 
“whose karma for what is at the moment his latest incarnation was elabo-
rated chiefly in the sphere of the Jupiter wisdom.”6 In Grecian times Goethe 
had been a sculptor who could perceive imaginatively the etheric forces 
shaping the human body. Franklin’s make-up speaks Jupiter wisdom too. 
 
Washington’s greatness manifests in a more intimate inner knowing that re-
veals itself in action. Here fortunately we have an example of known incarna-
tions studied by Steiner, that of Giuseppe Garibaldi, who achieved Italy’s lib-
eration almost singlehandedly, without an official military training or a specific 
mandate from a sovereign of the time. 
 Garibaldi repeated Washington’s step of relinquishing power almost a cen-
tury later. Like his American counterpart he seemed immune to the lure of 
power. Steiner attributes such a strength to a previous initiation in what can 
be called the Mysteries of the West and of Saturn, the Mysteries of Hibernia. 
 The Mysteries of Hibernia led the candidates through long trials to a super-
sensible knowledge of the far past and far future of Earth evolution through 
the Saturn beings. “Saturn Beings may therefore be characterized by saying 
that they gaze back upon memory, if I may express it, of all the beings of the 
whole planetary system. Everything is inscribed in this faculty of cosmic 

 
5 Eugen Kolisko, “Benjamin Franklin.” 
6 Rudolf Steiner, Karmic Relationships, Volume 6, lecture of June, 1, 1924. 



 

 

remembrance, cosmic memory of the Saturn Beings.”7 Garibaldi was one of 
the individuals, together with Victor Hugo, whom Steiner closely associated 
with the activity of the Saturn beings and the Saturn sphere in the journey 
after death. 
 Garibaldi was a man of action who carried the inspiration from the Myster-
ies of Hibernia in an earlier incarnation. He acted from a determination that 
arose solely from within, and expressed itself with primeval urgency and inner 
certainty, while to the outside world, his words seemed vague, strange, in-
comprehensible. Steiner says of him: “Garibaldi is eminently fit to stand with 
both feet planted firmly on the earth—witness his enormous political achieve-
ments—and still seems to hover somehow above the earth, living strongly in 
his own imaginative world.”8 
 After liberating the whole of Italy in a spectacular manner, Garibaldi left 
the stage of history to retire in the secluded island of Caprera, off the coast of 
Sardinia. Not only did he turn his back to power in an astounding manner; he 
also relinquished it in the hand of people who would not necessarily share his 
views: Giuseppe Mazzini; Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour; and most of all the 
king Victor Emmanuel of Savoy. Victor Emmanuel, who benefited most from 
this “gift,” hardly had republican leanings. The three individuals had been 
Garibaldi’s pupils in a previous incarnation in the Mysteries of Hibernia, and 
the Italian liberator acted out of an esoteric inner duty toward them. 
 We can detect in Washington many of the traits of Garibaldi: an impressive, 
sheer physical strength and presence; the disregard for danger; a strong 
sense of mission; together with an inner knowing of what to do in sight of the 
future that is calling America to be. It takes an initiatic past in order to with-
stand the untold pressures of a war conducted on so many fronts—from the 
confrontation with the real enemy to the failures, shortcomings, and betrayals 
of allies and friends—not to mention the ability to exert power with restraint 
and in the end relinquish it. 
 
What Was Left Unfinished 
It is a true wonder that America was formed in spite of the deeply divisive 
issue of slavery. Or rather we could say, the greatness of America lay in not 
seeking perfection, in knowing that only so much could be achieved at a given 
time; the possible best had to be promoted at the expense of the absolute 
desirable good. 
 Where the pursuit of absolute ideals on the social arena has held sway, 
the outcomes have generally led to brutal bloodshed and repression. The 
French Revolution, setting the bar for higher and higher ideals, could only 
lead to succeeding inner coups, to the enamored pursuit of ideal perfection 
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that did not realize the mounting costs of demonizing larger segments of the 
population through summary executions. When all was lost, a dictator took 
advantage of the situation and crowned himself emperor. 
 Much the same could be said of the Russian Revolution in its pursuit of the 
ideal of the new man and the classless society. The American Revolution in 
contrast stood for an ideal of radical moderation and constructive compro-
mise. And a compromise, which could and should lead to a later confronta-
tion, was the one reached on slavery. Another one was that of the banking 
system. What unites both of these is the economic field in which Ahriman 
imposes his reality. 
 From an esoteric perspective we must realize that a Luciferic search for 
perfection leads only to a rude awakening in deprivation of freedom. Con-
structive social projects are dated and time-bound. They are what is good 
enough or the best possible for the times. In the age of the Consciousness 
Soul we constantly sow seeds in the fields of Ahriman, see what thrives and 
survives, then watch for the time to sow new seeds. No perfection can be 
reached once and forever; constant vigilance seems to be the only way to 
improve a social system. 
 
The Issue of Slavery 
In America the Constitutional Convention had achieved remarkable results 
AND it had sown the seed of a big question that needed to be addressed: 
What will we do with slavery? 
 Jefferson’s original draft to the Declaration of Independence included a 
passage condemning King George’s support for slavery. This stated: 

He has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its 
most sacred rights of life & liberty in the persons of a distant 
people who never offended him, captivating & carrying them into 
slavery in another hemisphere or to incur miserable death in their 
transportation thither. This piratical warfare, the opprobrium of infidel 
powers, is the warfare of the Christian King of Great Britain. Determined 
to keep open a market where Men should be bought & sold, he has 
prostituted his negative for suppressing every legislative attempt to pro-
hibit or restrain this execrable commerce. And that this assemblage of 
horrors might want no fact of distinguished die, he is now exciting those 
very people to rise in arms among us, and to purchase that liberty of 
which he has deprived them, by murdering the people on whom he also 
obtruded them: thus paying off former crimes committed against the 
Liberties of one people, with crimes which he urges them to commit 
against the lives of another.9 
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After intense debate, the passage was removed. Jefferson blamed the re-

moval of the passage not just on the delegates representing the obvious in-
terests of slaveholders but also on Northern slave traders.10 
 Most of the Founders had done everything possible to push slavery toward 
restriction and eventual extinction. But, on the other hand, the compromise 
of the Constitution had established the enslaved person not only as an object 
of trade but also as three fifths of a person to serve the interests of the 
slaveholders. Sooner or later a new confrontation was bound to happen, and 
this inevitably led to the Civil War. 
 
Washington and Franklin could not help but see the storms to come. In his 
1751 Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind, Peopling of the Coun-
tries, etc. . . . Franklin clearly showed his views on slavery: “The labor of 
slaves can never be so cheap here as the labor of working men in Britain.” 
Franklin was pointing to slavery’s real and hidden economic and social costs. 
And from his larger view of things, he no doubt could imagine the storms to 
come on such an obvious issue. 
 Something similar happened to Washington, and here more documentation 
is available on a variety of places. Washington first witnessed the valor of free 
Black men fighting in the Continental Army, and he championed their deseg-
regation in the 1st Rhode Island Regiment. He was also impressed by the 
presence and poetry of freed enslaved person Phyllis Wheatley, who dedicated 
a poem to him. 
 More to the point it is Washington who first understood that slavery was 
not an issue that could be resolved on the political front alone, but at the 
economic level of a global economy that still linked the United States to Eng-
land and the reality of economic imperialism. For that reason it is important 
to consider that after the war the former Middle Colonies took on a complicit 
economic role in the slave trade. Thus slavery was in a truer sense a national 
problem, not a sectional one alone, caused by a deeply interconnected world 
economy. 
 True to himself, Washington did not write about how to address slavery; 
he just showed what to do by example. In his Mount Vernon estates he de-
veloped a very diversified agricultural economy with microindustries adding 
value to the produce. He modeled a farming example sustainability and self-
reliance. This is what set in motion the desire to achieve what Jefferson 
wanted to do but couldn’t: freeing his slaves.11 Washington had deeply 
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understood, no doubt through bitter personal experience, how slavery was the 
result of a whole economic system deeply degrading for environment and hu-
man being alike. 
 
The Issue of Banking 
According to the Constitution, it is only Congress that can mint money, not 
the States: “Congress shall have the power to borrow money . . . to coin 
money, . . . No state shall . . . coin money, emit bills of credit; [or] make 
anything but gold and silver coin a tender in payment of debts” (Article 1, 
Section 8 and 10). 

The prohibition of bills of credit refers to the printing of fractional or fiat 
money not backed by metal. The Constitution does not clearly forbid the fed-
eral government from doing so. However, that aim was clear at the time of 
the writing of the Constitution and in the years that followed. 

Let’s look back at the matter of issuance of money during the Revolutionary 
War and in the early days of the Republic. At the beginning of the war in 1775, 
the total available money in circulation was 12 million continental dollars. By 
the end of the year, the federated colonies’ money supply stood at 18 million 
dollars; this rose to 64 million in 1778 and 125 million in 1779, or a 2000% 
increase above the 1775 level. In 1775 the continental was valued at one 
dollar in gold; in 1779 it was worth less than a penny.12 

 
The Bank of North America 
This bank had been chartered by Congress in 1781, and it was financed by 
Robert Morris and others who wanted a strong central government and a 
model similar to the British. In fact Morris’s bank resembled very closely the 
Bank of England. Though there were limitations placed on the bank, it was 
awarded a monopoly. The initial subscription required $400,000 in private 
funds. Morris deposited the gold loaned to the U. S. from France, over 60% of 
the initial subscription. The bank’s charter from the state of Pennsylvania was 
not renewed at the end of the war. 

The term dollar derives from the Bavarian thaler, though Congress adopted 
it via the Spanish dollar in June 1785, and defined its weight accurately soon 
after. Capital punishment was enforced for those who debased the dollar, and 
citizens could take their own gold or silver to mint. This was called “free coin-
age,” and it lasted until the Gold Reserve Act of 1934. 

 
The First Bank of the United States 
The proposal for the successor to the Bank of North America was submitted 
by Alexander Hamilton, who was a former aide to Morris. The Bank of the 
United States was given a 20-year charter in 1791. It was almost an exact 
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replica of the Bank of North America. It became the depository of all federal 
funds and received monopoly power in the printing of notes. 

As was common in this type of enterprise, it only collected a modest 
$675,000 of the initially planned capital of $10 million.13 Nathan Rothschild 
had already become the official banker for the U. S. government and naturally 
supported the bank. In the first five years inflation reached 72%.14 Gradually 
political opinion turned against the bank, particularly through the Jeffersoni-
ans, though it was also opposed by the “wildcat banks” that wanted to operate 
beyond any constraints. In 1811, the charter of renewal was defeated by one 
vote, leaving state-chartered corporations their much-wanted complete finan-
cial freedom. 
 
The Second Bank of the United States 
In 1816 another 20-year charter was granted to the Second Bank. Here too 
there was significant presence of foreign investment; a third of the whole 
came through Great Britain. The Second Bank left private banks able to play 
the fractional reserve mechanism of lending against their present outstanding 
loans considered as deposits. The number of banks rose by 46% by 1819 and 
the money supply by $27.4 million, corresponding to more than a 40% infla-
tion.15 

The bank was headed by Nicholas Biddle, a brilliantly precocious mind. He 
had graduated from the University of Pennsylvania at age thirteen and knew 
all about the science of money. 

By 1818 the bank realized the danger of inflation and decided to curtail 
credit by calling back old loans and being more conservative on new loans. 
The very drastic policy of credit contraction caused defaults, bankruptcies, and 
liquidation of precarious investments. The result was a severe depression. 

A fraction of the newly formed Democratic Party in the late 1820s aban-
doned conservative fiscal policy, led by Van Buren and Jackson; its goal was 
the abolition of the bank. Andrew Jackson placed this issue at the center of 
his campaign. He was elected in 1828 with 55% of the popular vote and 68% 
of the electoral vote. 

After the election Biddle antagonized Jackson through contractionary finan-
cial policies, hoping to place the blame of the results on Jackson. Biddle, boldly 
sure of himself, did not refrain from making this challenge public. At the time 
of renewal of the charter, Jackson won a strong victory in his refusal of the 
bank. The bank was restructured as the Bank of Pennsylvania, which closed 
within five years; Biddle was accused of fraud, and he died before the end of 
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the proceedings against him. However, the end of the bank did not usher in a 
time of sound fiscal policies. 
 
The Michaelic Impulse in America 
Alexis de Tocqueville was deeply impressed during his time in the new nation 
by the social impulse and opportunities that were present in America. Here 
was a new continent with access to land and resources, freedom of expression 
in the religious field, and spontaneous cultural associative impulses. Add to 
this the natural tendency to leave behind the cultural baggage of oppression 
and wanting to identify to the new possibilities rather than the old constraints. 
This gave the new Americans the concrete feelings of equality regardless of 
national origin. 
 Countess Keyserlingk, who was close to Steiner in his later years, shares 
her perceptions of the spiritual forces at play in America in a short article.16 
Her impressions, though brief, are worth summarizing here. The countess saw 
the Michaelic impulse that originally tried to found the premises for threefold-
ing in the calls of freedom, equality, and brotherhood of the French Revolution, 
move to America once the impulse was distorted from its original on French 
soil: “When the spiritual powers at the end of the eighteenth century saw that 
this could not be the case, a proportion of the forces that had been intended 
to work in Europe for threefolding was transferred to America for safekeep-
ing.” 
 Keyserlingk recognizes that the conditions of the new culture were favora-
ble to the Michaelic cosmopolitan impulse. There was freedom in the cultural 
life and freedom in the expression of the individuality. There was a healthy 
balance between self-reliance and mutual interdependence. To this was added 
the impulse to recognize each other as Americans, rather than English, Scots, 
Germans, French, Dutch, etc. 
 The above conditions, the countess argues, prevailed between 1791 and 
1845, the year that ushered in much of what interests us in this study. She 
continues, “Thereafter, something like a council of anti-Christian powers must 
have happened; the earthly effects of this can be seen especially in the years 
1843–1850.” These were the years that led to the annexation of Texas as a 
slave territory, the war with Mexico, and the rise of the doctrine of popular 
sovereignty leading to the Compromise of 1850. 
 The dangers to come were also perceived, or rather “seen” by George 
Washington. 
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Washington’s Vision for the Future of the United States 
Before moving from the American Revolution to the times of the Civil War, we 
will cast a glance at a surprising experience and revelation vouchsafed to 
Washington in the interest of America’s future. 
 In the winter of 1778 at Valley Forge, the fates of Washington and the 
Continental Army reached their lowest point. Washington, deeply concerned 
and discouraged, had turned to the life of prayer to try to find hope and mean-
ing. It was here that Washington experienced a vision that offered him a 
deeply meaningful turning point. He conveyed it to his aide Anthony Sherman, 
who later contributed to publishing it.17 
 The following are Washington’s words as recorded by Sherman: “This af-
ternoon, as I was sitting at this table engaged in preparing a dispatch, some-
thing seemed to disturb me. Looking up [in front of the fire] I beheld standing 
opposite a singularly beautiful female.” And further: “My thought itself became 
paralyzed! A new influence, mysterious, potent, irresistible, took possession 
of me! All I could do was gaze steadily, vacantly at my unknown visitant.” 
 Washington inquired about the presence’s identity four times, but to no 
avail. Then he saw it assume a new form: “Gradually the surrounding atmos-
phere seemed filled with sensations, and grew luminous. Everything about me 
seemed to rarefy; the mysterious visitor herself becoming more airy and yet 
more distinct to my sight than ever.” 
 Washington’s consciousness was noticeably altered, as we hear in his own 
words: “I next began to feel as one dying, or rather to experience the sensa-
tion which I sometimes imagined accompanies dissolution [death]. I did not 
think, I did not reason. I did not move. All that was impossible. I was conscious 
only of gazing fixedly at my companion.” 
 With the words “Son of the Republic, look and learn!” the being then took 
Washington to a landscape in which he saw spread out in front of him the 
continents of the earth. The angelic figure dipping her hands in water sprinkled 
some of it over America and some over Europe. From the waters a cloud arose 
from each landmass. The two first converged over the ocean, then moved 
west to envelop America. After this process was repeated three times, and the 
cloud dissipated, Washington saw the landscape grow with villages, towns, 
and cities. 
 Washington then beheld prophetic images of times to come:  

And with this the dark, shadowy figure turned its face southward, 
and from Africa I saw an ill-omened specter approaching our land. It 
flitted slowly over every city and every town of the latter. The inhab-
itants presently set themselves in battle against each other. As I con-
tinued looking at the bright angel, on whose brow rested a crown of 
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light on which was traced the word “Union,” I saw the angel place an 
American flag between the divided nation, and say, “Remember, ye 
are brethren.” Instantly, the inhabitants, casting from them their 
weapons, became friends once more, and united around the National 
Standard. 
 

More followed, to which we will return at the end of our explorations. 
 In reviewing the whole, Washington came to the conclusion: “ . . . [I] felt 
I had seen a vision wherein had been shown to me the birth, progress, and 
destiny of the United States.” 
 
Lincoln and Washington 
Lincoln ascended to the presidency exactly seventy-two years after Washing-
ton did. Even before becoming a lawyer he wrote a prophetic essay on “the 
necessity of preserving the Constitution and perpetuating the Union.”18 Here 
we can recognize his intuition of things to come. Elsewhere, Lincoln clearly 
indicated the continuity of his intent with that of the Founding Fathers, Wash-
ington most of all. And this was inextricably bound with a recognition of the 
hand of providence in historical affairs. 
 Both themes appear interlinked in his “Farewell Address” upon leaving 
Springfield: “I now leave, not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return, 
with a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington. With-
out the assistance of that Divine Being who ever attended him, I cannot suc-
ceed.” 
 In Trenton, remembering Washington, Lincoln argued that the Revolution-
ary Fathers had fought for something larger than national independence; ra-
ther “something that held promise to all the people of the world for all time to 
come.”19 
 What Lincoln intuited about himself was captured by those who have a 
more intuitive consciousness, the poets. R. W. Emerson, who took time in 
recognizing Lincoln’s historical stature, concluded, “Only Washington can com-
pare with him.” 
 This book will be an exploration of the threads that unite the beginnings of 
the nation with the momentous turning point of Lincoln’s presidency and the 
Civil War. 
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Chapter 2 
 

AN ILLINOIS YOUTH 
 
 
 
That Lincoln’s personality presented many unusual aspects and unique con-
trasts/polarities is something that we will see in more than one way and gather 
in the next chapters. The first striking aspect was his physical appearance. 
This was the object of self-deprecating humor that Lincoln practiced so well. 
One of his classical jokes in this regard was that of a man having made a 
promise of giving a gift to someone uglier than himself, who had approached 
him to deliver on his pledge. 

In the box in the next page is a description of Lincoln’s appearance that 
would have tickled the man’s sense of humor. Here we already see a far-from-
common physical constitution and external appearance. 

Beyond Lincoln’s striking appearance, something unusual expresses itself 
already in the body. Here was a man of great muscular strength, one who 
could lift great weights with no apparent effort, wield an ax with ease like any 
lumberjack. Curiously, he disliked socks even in winter, tight boots, and tight 
collars. He would remove his shoes even during meetings. 

Consider that he never took a holiday in his four years in office.20 In his 
youthful years as a circuit judge he thrived where others struggled and suf-
fered. His work demanded of him to accommodate continuous movement on 
horseback on rough roads; wading or swimming at river crossings; lack of 
comfortable lodging, sleep, and food; and the forced company of all sorts of 
people. None of this affected his jovial spirit. By all standards here was a man 
who was as strong in his will and body as he will see him clear in his thinking 
and in the pursuits of the mind. 
 
Family Background 
Recent research shows that the Lincolns came from Virginia, but earlier gen-
erations had lived in Pennsylvania and joined the Society of Friends. The orig-
inal Samuel Lincoln had emigrated from Norfolk, England, and settled in Hing-
ham, Massachusetts. The grandfather Abraham sold his farm in Virginia and 
moved to Kentucky, before being killed by Indians. The brother Mordecai 
saved Thomas, Abraham’s father, from an Indian who was about to kill him. 

The father Thomas, youngest of the family, did not inherit from the father 
and had to struggle to save money to buy land. He had little education but 
was respected for his honesty. Though Nancy Hanks Lincoln was reputed 
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“brilliant” and “intellectual,” she probably could read but did not write. Lincoln 
rarely mentioned her other than to call her his “angel mother.” 

Lincoln spent the first seven years of his life in Hardin County, Kentucky, 
where the father was part of the Separate Baptist Church, which opposed 
slavery. Hardin County counted 1,007 enslaved people and only 1,627 males 
over the age of 16 in 1811 census.21 

In 1816, at age seven, Lincoln moved from Kentucky to Indiana, across the 
Ohio River. The Indiana territory was in the process of being admitted to the 
Union as a state. One early memory of the young Abraham was that of shoot-
ing at a turkey. He later remembered that he had never killed anything larger 
than that. At about this time he survived the kick of a mare that landed on his 
forehead and left him unconscious. He was given for dead at first, and was 
unable to speak for a few hours after. These details give us an idea of the 
rough environment of the frontier to which Lincoln grew accustomed. 

Nancy Hanks died of “milk sickness” in October 1816. The father returned 
to Kentucky to find a wife, and married Sarah Bush Johnston, a widow with 
three children. The stepmother treated all children equally and became very 
fond of Abraham. The child experienced the years with her as joyous. He 
learned the rudiments of reading and writing, but according to at least one of 
his cousins, John Hanks, at that time, he was “somewhat dull” though me-
thodic and disciplined in his learning. The stepmother understood how im-
portant learning was for Lincoln and how slow and devoted he was with it. 

Lincoln was in fact interested in any of the few books he could lay his hands 
on, on the frontier. In fact the word in all its aspects fascinated him. From 
early on one could detect his faculty for telling stories or jokes, writing poems, 
and public speaking. Among his favorites was the rendition of sermons paro-
dying the preachers who offered them. He also naturally tended to take on 
the role of leader. 

As his father grew old and his health declined, he became more and more 
dependent on Abraham, who would be hired to work for other neighboring 
farmers in order to bring back his earnings to the family. 

At age nineteen Lincoln joined James Gentry on a river boat trip to New 
Orleans to sell a cargo of meat, corn, and flour. Arriving in New Orleans, Lin-
coln saw a great number of enslaved people. The issue of slavery marked in 
fact an early divider in Lincoln’s life; he was born in slave state, before moving 
to Indiana and Illinois, both free states. 

 
Self-Education 
Lincoln had little access to more than the rudiments of reading and writing 
and the basic education of frontier life. But once he learned to read and write, 
encouraged by the stepmother Sarah, he first approached the Bible, then Les-
sons in Elocution by William Scott, where he was probably also introduced to 
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Shakespeare. Soon after he enjoyed both Franklin’s autobiography and the 
then classic Parson Mason Weems’s Life of George Washington. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Something was already showing of the inextricably linked desire for lifelong 
learning and love of the word. As a child he had already formed the habit of 
writing words and sentences on whatever medium he could find available, 
even in sand and snow. Otherwise he would read everything he could, and 
rewrite passages that would catch his attention, then repeat them. Such was 
his obsession for grasping the full meaning of a word that he would get irri-
tated when spoken to in a way he could not understand. The prevailing need 
for accurate understanding of words also transferred to the realm of ideas. 
Later on as a circuit lawyer he developed the unique habit of reading while 
barefoot and leaning against a tree, or lying on his back and resting his feet 
on the tree. He would carry a book while walking and turn to it if not otherwise 
engaged. 

A First Impression of Lincoln 

“To say he is ugly is nothing; to add that his figure is grotesque is to convey 
no adequate description. Fancy a very tall man with long bony arms and 
legs which somehow seem to always be in the way; with great rugged 
furrowed hands which grasp you like a vice when shaking yours; a long 
scraggly neck and a chest too narrow for the great arms at his side. 

“Add to this figure a head, coconut shaped, that is somewhat too small for 
his stature and covered with rough, uncombed hair standing out in every 
direction; a face furrowed, wrinkled and indented as though it had been 
scarred by vitriol; a high narrow forehead sunk beneath bushy eyebrows 
with too bright, somewhat dreamy eyes, that seem to gaze at you without 
looking at you; a few irregular blotches of black bristly hairs where beard 
and whiskers ought to grow; a stern close-set, thin-lipped mouth with two 
rows of large white teeth and a nose and ears which have been mistakenly 
taken from a head twice the size. 

“Clothe him in a long, tight, badly-fitting black suit that is creased, soiled 
and puckered at every salient point. Then add large ill-fitting boots, gloves 
too long for his long bony fingers and a tall hat covered with dusty puffy 
crepe. And when you are finished critiquing this woe-struck image, add an 
ironic air of both physical and moral strength with a dignity that incongru-
ously pairs with grotesqueness. That is the impression left upon you by 
Abraham Lincoln.” 

Joseph E. Stevens in The Rebirth of a Nation. 

 



 

 

The word provided the youth not just meaning but also the pleasure of its 
sound. Lincoln’s rhetorical art, later so eloquently expressed in writing, was 
mostly learned from speaking. Even when he read he liked to do it aloud to 
reinforce what he saw with what he heard; he felt it deepened his learning. 
Naturally this led him to using all opportunities for delivering skits, imperson-
ations, or public speeches. Together with an uncommon memory for details, 
he could mimic and repeat gestures, intonations, and accents. In fact such 
was Lincoln’s memory that he could even remember the names, residences, 
and family connections of people called to jury duty when he was a lawyer. 

With all of the above in mind, it is not surprising to find in Lincoln’s youth 
early literary ambitions. His first attempts were at comic verses and satire, 
such as the Chronicles of Reuben, a parody of the biblical account that referred 
to a pretentious wedding reception. At the other end, and in a typical fashion 
for the person, he also wrote a poem about suicide, published anonymously 
in 1838 in the Sangamo Journal. His most ambitious effort formed the three 
“Indiana poems” that were inspired by his residence in the state. Douglas L. 
Wilson contrasts the “somewhat mechanical versification” with the “rather in-
teresting and complex ideas” and “strong sense of cadence and sophisticated 
ear for rhythmic patterns,” all in all quite surprising for a youth with little 
exposure to formal education.22 

Love for poetry was to be a constant throughout his life, from Shakespeare 
to Robert Burns, and many in between, such as Oliver Wendell Holmes, Wil-
liam Knox, and Longfellow. He memorized many of their poems or passages. 
Among his favorites were Longfellow’s Hiawatha, Emerson’s Representative 
Men, and Plutarch’s Lives. 

Like Franklin before him, Lincoln immersed himself in the reading and un-
derstanding of the Bible on one hand, and in the freethinkers on the other, 
studying Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason and Constantin de Volney’s Ruins of 
Empires. In addition he read eclectically from Kant to Renan, Fichte, Buckle, 
and Froude. When he was accused of being a “heretic,” he issued a formal 
denial, where, among other things, he claimed, “That I am not a member of 
any Christian church is true; but I have never denied the truth of Scriptures.”23 

Learning took on other forms: when confronted with some professional 
ambition, he would naturally tackle it through self-learning. Wanting to be-
come county surveyor, he started teaching himself trigonometry. After being 
hired he took on progressively harder assignments. When given the oppor-
tunity to become a lawyer, he took learning in his own hand and never ceased, 
even when president. 

In his love for the word, Lincoln dedicated himself to improving his 
knowledge of grammar. But his appetite for learning went also toward astron-
omy, mathematics, and geometry, and not just in a superficial way! The love 
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for geometry led him to reading the six books of Euclid and becoming able to 
demonstrate the theorems. 
 
Frontier Man Seeking a Vocation 
Much has been said of Lincoln as the example of the self-made man, and of 
his time as a “rail-splitter.” As his father was getting old, Lincoln hired himself 
out for a great variety of jobs to supply to the family needs. His biographer, 
David Herbert Donald, lists among his employments those of carpenter, river-
boat man, store clerk, merchant, postmaster, blacksmith, surveyor, and clerk 
at elections, to which we could add officer in the militia, before finding his 
vocation in the twin professions of lawyer and politician. For this reason he 
used to call himself a “piece of floating driftwood.” Here was a man preemi-
nently fit to the life of the frontier. His skills for observation, prodigious 
memory, and keen thinking were already leaving their mark. Lincoln’s practi-
cal mind even produced a patented invention (see box on next page). 

In 1830 Lincoln helped his parents move from Spencer County, Indiana, to 
Macon County, Illinois. Apparently at this time he made his first political 
speech, addressing a campaign meeting in Decatur. Already at that time, it 
was clear that he was perfectly comfortable on stage. In parallel he also 
started participating in the New Salem debating club and showed a keen ea-
gerness for learning. 

Part of what allowed Lincoln to move from one thing to another before 
finding his way was his gregariousness. This in fact played a role in his first 
study of the law, as we will see shortly. When Lincoln arrived in New Salem, 
Illinois, the town that had only been founded two years before, serving as a 
commercial crossroads supplying the rural areas. Lincoln soon found his place 
with his stories and his humor. He also displayed courage in winning over the 
rough sort of the frontier. 

Together with humor, Lincoln had a keen clarity of mind, and he started 
helping his neighbors with legal advice and the drafting of simple legal docu-
ments. In 1832 James Rutledge suggested that he run for state legislature, 
and Lincoln took him up on it. At this point in the life of Illinois, the differences 
between Democrats and Whigs had not acquired great importance yet. Lincoln 
ran an announcement in the local Sangamon Journal, proposing improve-
ments on the navigability of the Sangamon River. In his campaign he used 
the word “humble” to refer to himself, as he would do on another thirty-five 
occasions at least before 1860.24 Although he was only eighth of thirteen can-
didates, the fact that in New Salem he received 277 out of 300 votes indicates 
the range of his social skills and network. 

Lincoln’s initial political ambition was affected by the failure of Denton Of-
futt’s business venture, which he had joined, selling corn seed, cottonseed, 
and hogs. Left unemployed, Lincoln was lucky to be enrolled in the militia to 

 
24 David Herbert Donald, Lincoln, 44. 



 

 

fight against Black Hawk and his four hundred fifty Sauk and Fox warriors who 
wanted to reclaim their ancestral homeland. His men soon elected him officer. 
A popular leader, he also displayed courage in standing his ground against 
those among his men who wanted to kill a Native American who bore a “cer-
tificate of good character” from American authorities. During this time his rep-
utation grew, and he entered in contact with rising political leaders. An im-
portant karmic connection was formed at this stage with John Stuart Todd, a 
Springfield lawyer. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lincoln the Inventor and Patent 6,469 
 

 
 

The registered patent No. 6,469 reads, 

“Be it known that I, Abraham Lincoln, of Springfield, in the county of Sangamon, in 
the state of Illinois, have invented a new and improved manner of combining ad-
justable buoyant air chambers with a steam boat or other vessel for the purpose of 
enabling their draught of water to be readily lessened to enable them to pass over 
bars, or through shallow water, without discharging their cargoes.” 

The invention originated from the episode in which Lincoln’s flatboat got grounded 
over the Rutledge milldam, south of New Salem while he was sailing down the San-
gamon River in April 1831. The boat was taking water from the rear while the front 
hung over the dam. Lincoln borrowed an auger and drilled a hole in the back of the 
boat. At the same time he proceeded to roll some of the barrels toward the prow, 
and to unroll the hogs on a neighboring boat. The whole ordeal took half a day and 
one night. 

From this experience it was natural that Lincoln would develop interest in developing 
an invention for boats to float when passing over shallow waters, or free themselves 
once stranded. His idea was to simply place inflatable chambers just below the 
boat’s water line, and inflate them through a system of shafts, ropes, and pulleys. 
He devoted quite some energy to the project and sent a model for a patent to 
Washington. 

    From Jason, Emerson, Lincoln the Inventor 
 
 



 

 

After the militia episode Lincoln entered a partnership with William F. Berry. 
Together they owned one of the three stores in New Salem, supplying coffee, 
tea, sugar, salt, and whiskey, together with such things such as hats, textiles, 
and shoes. When the commercial venture failed, Lincoln was appointed village 
postmaster and held some other odd jobs before becoming county surveyor. 
 
Lincoln the Politician 
In 1834 Lincoln presented himself again for the state legislature. Although he 
enthusiastically supported Henry Clay’s American System—including a na-
tional tariff to protect American industry, a national bank , and federal subsi-
dies for roads, canals, and other “internal improvements”—he did not cam-
paign openly on this platform. In fact this was a political calculation because 
most of his electorate were Democrat farmers who favored Andrew Jackson. 

Lincoln came in second among thirteen candidates and was elected to one 
of the four vacant seats. He prepared for his new job by studying the law. He 
had to travel to Vandalia, the then capital of the state. He soon understood 
enough to be able to draft bills and assist his colleagues in doing so. Though 
he was now generating a better income, his joint venture with Berry had gone 
bankrupt and Lincoln was left with half the debts. When Berry died soon after, 
Lincoln agreed to pay the whole amount owed. 
 
In a major initiative of the legislature, Lincoln supported the building of a canal 
connecting the Illinois to the Chicago River, creating access to Lake Michigan 
and the Mississippi. The measure was narrowly approved. The new legislator 
then became an open supporter of internal improvements and the American 
System proposed by Henry Clay. This view advocated that the federal govern-
ment implement protective tariffs and promote internal improvements and a 
national bank to develop the nation’s economy. 

In 1836 Lincoln was reelected to the Illinois General Assembly and also 
received his license to practice law. Though Lincoln was the next to youngest, 
he was chosen as the Whigs’ floor leader. Stephen Douglas had just been 
elected from Morgan County (Jacksonville) and assumed local leadership of 
the Democratic Party at age twenty-three! He was a supporter and promoter 
of a train line connecting the north to the south of the state as well as of the 
Illinois and Michigan canals. At that time there was also a measure to condemn 
and ban abolitionist societies—Illinois’s population was mostly of Southern 
origin—and Lincoln voted against it.   

Lincoln was starting to bring together his oratorical, writing, and social 
skills. He wrote “The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions” in the Sangamo 
Journal in which he copied the conventional flowery prose of his time. Two 
years later in a political speech on the Federal Sub-Treasury he was already 
abandoning this style to get into his own. He proved that he could render clear 
and alive complex issues that lacked immediate appeal. He was able to expose 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tariff
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_bank#United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subsidy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subsidy


 

 

a complex fraud in a brief, succinct way. One could see that putting things 
into writing was for him a way to come to clarity and help others do the same. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Another facet of Lincoln’s unique outlook already comes to the fore in the 

address given to Springfield’s Washington Temperance Society. It outlines the 
man’s views about how to convince and motivate people to change. As in 
many other places throughout his presidency Lincoln managed to find a con-
structive medium between opposites: although he did not drink, he did not 
support the Prohibitionist movement. He was in favor of the “persuasion, kind, 
unassuming persuasion” professed by the Washingtonian Society. With great 
insight he pointed out to the role of the reformed alcoholic and his mission to 
the fellow sufferers. He added that it was important to approach the alcoholic 
as a true friend first of all; accusation, as it was currently practiced, was not 
only untactful but also unjust. He brought his reasoning to a pitch thus: “If 
they [Christians] believe, as they profess, that Omnipotence condescended to 
take on himself the form of sinful man, and as such, to die an ignominious 

Lincoln the Orator 
 

Concerning Lincoln’s Cooper Institute Address of February 27, 1860, to a 
crowd of some 1,500 people, George Haven Putnam, reporting for the New 
York Herald, wrote: 
 
“When Lincoln rose to speak, I was greatly disappointed.  He was tall, tall, 
oh so tall, and so angular and awkward that I had for an instant a feeling 
of pity for so ungainly a man.  He began in a low tone of voice, as if he 
were used to speaking out-of-doors, and was afraid of speaking too loud. 

He said, ‘Mr. Cheerman,’ instead of ‘Mr. Chairman,’ and employed many 
other words with an old-fashioned pronunciation.  I said to myself, “Old 
fellow, you won’t do; it is all very well for the Wild West, but this will never 
go down in New York.”  But pretty soon he began to get into the subject; 
he straightened up, made regular and graceful gestures; his face lighted as 
with an inward fire; the whole man was transfigured.  I forgot the clothing, 
his personal appearance, and his individual peculiarities.  Presently, forget-
ting myself, I was on my feet with the rest, yelling like a wild Indian, cheer-
ing the wonderful man.  In the close parts of his argument, you could hear 
the gentle sizzling of the gas burners [used for lighting]. 

When he reached a climax, the thunders of applause were terrific.  It was 
a great speech.  It was a great speech. When I came out of the hall, my 
face glowing with excitement and my frame all a-quiver, a friend, with his 
eyes aglow, asked me what I thought of Abe Lincoln. I said: ‘He’s the great-
est man since St. Paul.’” 
 
 
 



 

 

death for their sakes, surely they would not refuse submission to the infinitely 
lesser condescension, for the temporal, and perhaps eternal salvation, of a 
large, erring, and unfortunate class of their own fellow creatures.” 

Hearing Lincoln speak was quite an experience. His high-pitched voice 
turned even more shrill when he became excited. It could be heard at the 
farthest reaches of a large crowd gathered outdoors. And he often accompa-
nied it with considerable body language. He had a great sense of timing and 
could feel the mood of a jury or crowd. Add to this a great memory for facts, 
figures, anecdotes, and humorous stories. 

In his law practice Lincoln was known for a quick wit, but also for a slow, 
deliberate thinking. He would plead for time in presenting his cases to make 
sure he could gather all evidence and present his position convincingly. 

On a more informal basis, Lincoln had the gift of making everyone felt wel-
come and at ease. His wit and humor won people over. He made the conver-
sation agreeable with stories and anecdotes and often had the last word. He 
could pull the right story for the right moment at will, and knew that common 
folk were more easily influenced through these than through logical argu-
ments. 

Having entered the field of law through politics, Lincoln was officially li-
censed in 1836. He moved to Springfield, the new capital of the state. 
 
Lincoln the Lawyer 
Lincoln’s love for the law took its blessing from the reading of the Blackstone’s 
Commentaries (see box next page). To present readers, the commentaries 
may be just any book of law. For men of the nineteenth century, a library was 
considered complete if next to the Bible and Shakespeare it counted Black-
stone’s Commentaries, to encompass the best of religion, philosophy, and 
law.25 

At age twenty-eight Lincoln was offered a partnership as a lawyer with 
Major John Todd Stuart, cousin of his future wife Mary Todd. He remained with 
him for four years. The major was competing with a certain Stephen Douglas 
for the congressional seat; Lincoln’s presence would help him free some time 
for his political activities. After four years with the major, Lincoln went to work 
for Stephen T. Logan, whom Judge David Davis—later a U.S. Supreme Court 
justice under Lincoln—judged “the greatest natural lawyer of his day.”26 It was 
Logan who wrote the document admitting Lincoln to the bar. Through him 
Lincoln started to become more detail oriented and thorough, studying the 
law more closely, and thus becoming able to understand and foresee the ad-
versary’s moves. The firm practically dealt with all the cases that reached the 
Illinois Supreme Court. The lucky exposure made Lincoln one of the most  
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Lincoln and the Law: A Turning Point 
 

 
“One day a man who was migrating to the West drove up in front of my 
store with a wagon which contained his family and household plunder. He 
asked me if I would buy an old barrel for which he had no room in his 
wagon, and which contained nothing of special value” told Lincoln to Alban 
Jasper Conant who had painted his portrait in 1860. “I did not want it, but 
to oblige him I bought it, and paid him, I think, half a dollar for it. Without 
further examination I put it away in the store and forgot all about it. Some 
time after in overhauling things, I came upon the barrel and emptying it 
on the floor to see what it contained I found at the bottom of the rubbish 
pile a complete edition of Blackstone’s Commentaries. I began to read 
those famous works, and I had plenty of time; for during the long summer 
days, when the farmers were busy with their crops, my customers were 
few and far between. . . . The more I read, the more intensely interested I 
became. Never in my whole life was my mind so thoroughly absorbed. I 
read until I devoured them.” 
 
From a conversation recorded by A. J. Conant in “My Acquaintance with Abraham 
Lincoln,” in Liber Scriptorum, 172; McClure’s Magazine, March 1909, 514. Other 
source in Albert A. Woldman, Lawyer Lincoln 15. 
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successful lawyers by the time he left for Washington. By then he had brought 
some three hundred cases to the Illinois high court. 

Before leaving the bar for the presidency, Lincoln partnered with William 
Herndon, not the logically expected step to take after Logan and Todd Stuart, 
since Herndon was inexperienced. Some believe that Herndon may have been 
a choice with political aims in mind, since his partner was a leader in the 
populist element of the Whigs, and Lincoln’s marriage to Mary Todd singled 
him out as part of the aristocratic element of the party. Lincoln got on so well 
with Herndon that there never was any conflict in spite of their great differ-
ences. Herndon was nine years younger and a radical, while Lincoln in many 
respects was a conservative. Lincoln called his partner colloquially Billy, the 
other reverentially Mr. Lincoln. The two divided their fees, as Lincoln would 
remember, “down the middle.” Lincoln did not drink; Herndon all too much. 
Herndon stated many years later with surprise that Lincoln never brought up 
his weakness with the bottle, except once when their collaboration came to 
an end. 

Lincoln’s district of law was the Eighth Circuit, which stretched over eleven 
thousand square miles. Lincoln rode along the circuit in a very simple buggy 
that traveled some four miles per hour along very poor roads. And it would 
take some ten weeks or more to finish riding the circuit. This way he got to 
know people of the law and personally meet potential future voters. He ac-
quired a great reputation for integrity and fairness, gaining him the moniker 
of “honest Old Abe.” 

Lincoln’s reputation for honesty was in fact so widespread that judges 
would ask him to sit in their stead—then a fairly common practice—when they 
were called away for some emergency. His clients hardly ever lost a case due 
to Lincoln’s negligence, and he was also known to be fair to his opponents. He 
had great skill at cross-examining, such that the witnesses could rarely de-
ceive or conceal. In what would turn out essential in the presidency, he knew 
the importance of avoiding confrontations, working out possible solutions for 
all, and mastering compromise. His philosophy could be summed up in his 
own words: “Persuade your neighbors to compromise whenever you can. Point 
out to them how the nominal winner is often a real loser—in fees, expenses, 
and waste of time. As a peacemaker the lawyer has a superior opportunity of 
being a good man.”27 

The young man probably studied the text of the Constitution in the early 
1830s. Between the broad constructionism of Alexander Hamilton and the 
strict constructionism of Thomas Jefferson, Lincoln inclined to the latter. 
Where he departed from strict constructionism in particular was in the role of 
the government in supporting economic development, already in his support 
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for Henry Clay’s American System with its internal improvements and in rela-
tion to banking. 
 
The range of interests represented by the young lawyer was truly astounding. 
Apart from individuals, Lincoln worked for banks, gas companies, insurance 
companies, and manufacturing and other commercial enterprises, but also for 
the interests that stood against them according to the cases. He was not their 
permanent representative, except for the Illinois Central Railroad. 

Throughout his career Lincoln had the experience of lawyer, arbitrator/me-
diator, and judge, an all-around experience of the law; all of this in spite of 
the fact that a lawyer rarely makes a good judge. His competitors would invite 
him to be their associate or consulting counselor. Lincoln was also asked to be 
a special aide to local prosecutors in difficult cases or to substitute for attor-
neys when these were ill or absent. And towns would call on him to represent 
them as town solicitor to offer legal opinion or deal with litigation, not to men-
tion to be an official examiner of applicants at the Illinois Bar. 

Lincoln was at his best when he had time to line up his arguments. He was 
most familiar with the deepest principles and the philosophy of the law, rather 
than with specific details of it. However, thanks to his prodigious memory, 
once he learned parts of the law, he would retain it. He also had a deep un-
derstanding of the human being; allied to it a capacity to leave aside the non-
essential and focus on the essential principles. 

Lincoln was at his best in cross-examining and at talking to the jury. He 
spoke the jurors’ language and could give them the feeling that they were the 
ones trying the case. He had mastered the art of persuasion through deeply 
held inner conviction and thorough preparation. For this very reason he was 
not equally effective in all cases. 

Lincoln was reputedly unconvincing when defending a man in the wrong. 
“No man was stronger than he when on the right side, and no man weaker on 
the opposite,” observed lawyer and colleague Henry Whitney. While present-
ing the closing argument of a weak case, Whitney further reports, “the hon-
esty of his mental processes forced him into a line of argument and admissions 
that were very damaging.”28 

However, Lincoln accepted all cases equally. He could not turn down a re-
quest from a slave-holder because he had too much respect for what the Con-
stitution granted that person as a right. However, he could not plead for his 
client with conviction, and the ex-slaves were released. The client fled the 
state without paying his lawyer. This case would not have been very different 
from defending a murderer, which Lincoln also did. 

Lincoln’s recognized skills, plus his deep personal connections, created a 
connective tissue of lawyers and judges who appreciated him deeply and saw 
the potential for his nomination in the yet-to-be-born Republican Party. 

 
28 Albert A. Woldman, Lawyer Lincoln, 193–194. 



 

 

Unwittingly he had created a whole network of support, with Judge David Da-
vis at its center. Together his friends campaigned for him and started creating 
the idea of Lincoln for president. They started to work out how to convince the 
party of his appeal with the masses and of his capacities. Judge Davis even 
stepped out from his profession to devote himself to campaigning for Lincoln 
full time and coordinate the whole campaign. 
 
Head and Heart 
Lincoln’s childhood and youth were touched by the proximity of death. The 
first was that of his mother, followed by his sister Sarah and his brother 
Thomas. But no doubt the hardest one was that of Ann Rutledge, the daughter 
of a tavern owner, to whom he was engaged. In August 1835 Ann contracted 
“brain fever,” probably typhoid, and died. Lincoln was devastated and deeply 
depressed for a time. 

Those who knew Lincoln closely, especially Mary Todd, his future wife, re-
alized how little of his feelings the young Lincoln would display. In fact, she 
reported that “when he felt most, he expressed the least.”29 He was awkward 
around women, up to freezing in their presence. No doubt the early experi-
ences left a trace upon Lincoln, who would swing from complete self-confi-
dence to discouragement and depression. He allied often opposing strains: 
sternness and tenderness, melancholic moods and playfulness, from effusive 
to serious and solemn. 

Two things did help Lincoln, however. He could be easily distracted by what 
presented itself to him—a new situation, a social occasion, a friend’s visit 
would move him from gloom to laughter. Witnesses would see him swing from 
the bottoms to the heights in a very short time. The second was humor, his 
constant tonic; he knew it had a therapeutic effect on his moodiness. But 
sometimes it could unleash its own problems. 

Another outlet was his writing. In 1844, revisiting an area of Indiana close 
to where he had spent his youth, Lincoln wrote the poems we mentioned ear-
lier. He felt that he could now complete the process of grieving for his mother. 
His emotions had been brought to the surface, and he had expressed them in 
verses. He relieved not only his grief but also his fear of madness. At that time 
he confronted the insanity that had taken hold of his friend Matthew Gentry. 

One could say Lincoln was undergoing a test between passion and reason 
that would occupy him for some years and shape the person he would become. 
It appeared most clearly in his close relationships, most of all Mary Owens and 
Mary Todd, his future wife. 
 
Mary Owens 
With Mary Owens Lincoln went through a roller-coaster of emotions. His inter-
est had been mixed with doubt about their lifestyle compatibility. He first put 

 
29 David Herbert Donald, Lincoln, 98. 



 

 

some distance from her, then offered a dispirited marriage proposal. When 
she refused, it was Lincoln who felt most hurt. 

While he was under stress for the heartbreak, Lincoln did something un-
characteristic. In the Sangamon County courthouse he had an argument with 
attorney Jesse B. Thomas, deriding him and bringing him to tears by imitating 
very effectively his voice and gestures. However, Lincoln did not fail to apolo-
gize.30 
 
Mary Todd 
The courtship with Mary Todd brought together so many aspects of the young 
Lincoln and his personal growth. Mary was the pampered offspring of slave-
holder aristocracy. She had received the best of schooling and had become a 
refined and graceful young woman, though others, like Bill Herndon, would 
find her haughty and sarcastic. It was her assurance and verve that charmed 
young Lincoln, as it had Stephen Douglas, with whom she had ostensibly 
flirted previously. 

Mary and Abraham had a lot to share: their Kentucky roots, the Whig affil-
iation for which Mary was uncharacteristically vocal for women of her time, 
the love of poetry. Lincoln got as far as engagement before having once more 
cold feet. Again he feared he would not be able to offer Mary the lifestyle to 
which she was accustomed. 

Assailed by strong emotions and self-doubt, he broke off with Mary, which 
was devastating to both of them. His depression lasted a whole week, and 
Lincoln got in touch with his hypochondriac nature. The two could not have 
found a way to mend were it not for others in their entourage who understood 
their plight. And politics and humor were part of the mix as well in unusual 
ways. 

After the 1842 failure of the Bank of Illinois, dear to the Whigs, Lincoln 
attacked a Democratic state auditor, James Shields, under the disguise of the 
pen name Rebecca in the Sangamon Journal. In her column Rebecca, a simple 
but resourceful and outspoken countrywoman, poured sarcasm on Shields and 
the local Democrats. Mary Todd took part in the ploy, with another woman. 
When an irate Shields pressed the journal to reveal the identity of Rebecca, 
Lincoln chivalrously decided to take the fall, and Shields challenged him to a 
duel. 

Humor was leading to tragicomedy, and young Abraham could not find a 
way to extricate himself. Duels were illegal in Illinois, so it was arranged that 
the two would fight it off in nearby Alton, Missouri. The mounting farce was 
resolved thanks to the providential intervention of Dr. R. W. English and John 
J. Hardin, a Whig and relative of Mary Todd. Both parties were no doubt re-
lieved. Lincoln was experiencing the devastating effects of his emotional 
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instability when allied with a corrosive humor. He saw, as no one else could, 
the double-edged sword of the word. 
 

In the last similar episode, Lincoln engaged against Van Buren, the Dem-
ocratic presidential candidate, by helping to create the Old Soldier, a publica-
tion that carried “Lincoln speeches and Tippecanoe Almanacs” from the San-
gamon Journal. In one speech Lincoln, without much scruple or evidence, ac-
cused Van Buren of discriminating in favor of free Black people at the expense 
of poor white people in matter of property rights.31 

Here was a young man under the whim of the Mars forces, expressing 
themselves in word and deed, and allied for better or worse with the Mercury 
forces of satire and humor. The mix of the two was causing mischief in private 
and public life. The quest for balance between passion and reason occupied 
the young Lincoln both in his personal life and in his political career. What 
lived in this soul tension is also what he tried to address in American society, 
without failing, no doubt, to see the parallels. The integration of passion and 
reason formed a central place in Lincoln’s politics and in his estimate of the 
rule of law. 
 
Lincoln between Emotion and Reason 
In 1838 in an address given to the Young Men’s Lyceum—“The Perpetuation 
of Our Political Institutions”—Lincoln singled out political hyperemotionalism 
as a danger to American institutions, and advanced the need to resort to “the 
solid quarry of sober reason.” He was referring to outbreaks of mob violence 
and lynching of criminals, gamblers, abolitionists, and Black people. He called 
his fellow citizens to uphold the respect of law and appealed to “reason, cold, 
calculated, unimpassioned reason.” The same emotionalism kept Lincoln at 
arm’s length from the temperance movement. Not without passion he invoked 
reason thus: “Happy day, when, all appetites controlled, all passions subdued, 
. . . mind, all conquering mind, shall live and move the monarch of the world. 
Glorious consummation! Hail fall of Fury! Reign of Reason, all hail!”32 

We can surmise that this stand for reason and against passion reflected his 
own stage of growth and his desire to curb his temper, which could on occasion 
flare up and bring him to dare his opponents to fistfights. 

We can measure the progress by comparing these early episodes with the 
record of the future president. Later in life he showed a great mastery over 
his emotions and would hardly ever lose his temper. 
 
In Lincoln’s individuality we can surmise the reembodiment of someone of the 
Middle Ages or culture of Chartres, such was his striving to render concrete 
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the knowledge of the seven liberal arts, no matter how remote a situation this 
was from the life of an uneducated frontier man. 

The classical seven liberal arts included Grammatica, Dialectica, Rhetorica, 
forming the Trivium, and Arithmetica, Geometria, Astronomia, and Musica, 
forming the Quadrivium. We could say that the first part concerned the hu-
manities, the second one the sciences. These disciplines of knowledge were at 
the time living experiences conveyed by living goddesses, divine-spiritual be-
ings. In Steiner’s words, the teachings that took place in the School of Char-
tres “contained the teachings from the old seership of the pre-Platonic Mys-
teries that had been imbued ever since with the contents of Christianity.”33 

Lincoln’s connection with the Trivium appears in his love for the word. 
Through grammar he acquired the grasp of correct speech; dialectic/logic pro-
vided him with the framework of right thinking. Rhetoric, in which he excelled, 
built upon the two previous arts to create such art forms that could be re-
membered by others. 

Lincoln did not achieve the complete Quadrivium formation. He still 
yearned for this scientific integration, as we can see in his efforts to unite 
science and faith, which continued up to his death. He also showed it in his 
love for Thales’s geometry treatises, for understanding evolution, and, in his 
spare time, with the invention he patented. 
 
Karmic Themes 
Lincoln was born at a special time and place, considering that Sangamon 
County brought together Southerners¾mostly from Kentucky, Tennessee and 
Virginia¾and Yankees from New England and the Middle States. Moreover, it 
was the only Whig stronghold in a solidly Democratic territory. It was a little 
microcosm of national identity preceding the Civil War. 

Illinois also reunited some dense karmic threads in the time leading to the 
Civil War. Lincoln’s early legal career brought him into connection with Ste-
phen T. Logan. In his office worked four future U.S. senators and three states 
governors.34 The 1836–37 Illinois legislature included one future president of 
the United States, one presidential contender, five future federal senators, 
seven future federal representatives, one governor, and three generals.35  

Both the future President and future contender Stephen Douglas adopted 
Illinois as their home state after immigrating there. Lincoln came from Ken-
tucky, a slave state. Stephen Douglas who came from Vermont had not known 
slavery; he came closer to it, however, through marriage and political choices. 
The two present one stark contrast after the other; a leitmotif of polarities 
piles up at every possible level. 
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Douglas was the son of a physician of a long-established Vermont family 
with links to Revolutionary days. His paternal grandfather had served five 
terms in the Vermont General Assembly. His father died when Douglas was 
two, and the family fell from fortune. Douglas apprenticed with a Vermont 
cabinetmaker, but quit after eight months. He first moved to Cleveland, then 
to St. Louis, and finally west-central Illinois, where Lincoln had arrived four 
years earlier. 

Like Lincoln, Douglas soon became interested in the political debate, siding 
with the Jackson Democrats from age fifteen. As Lincoln fixed his allegiance 
to Whig politics immediately, so Douglas recalls, “From this moment [fixing 
his attention on Jackson], my politics became fixed, and all subsequent read-
ing, reflection and observation have but confirmed my early attachment to the 
cause of Democracy.”36 

The two rivals contrasted in more than one way. Lincoln was detached and 
rational, moreover, abstemious; Douglas loved alcohol, women, and cigars. 
He was an impulsive fighter. And nothing could contrast more than the phys-
ical appearance of the two lawyers. 

As Lincoln was tall and lanky, so was Douglas unusually short with a mas-
sive head. His abundant dark hair and flashing eyes, his aggressive, com-
bative, defiant attitude was accompanied with great resources of energy, self-
confidence, and audacity. Always impeccably dressed, he was a renowned and 
feared orator with great ease in language, attacking his opponents with force 
and vehemence. He could be evasive when convenient, but able to charm or 
please his audience, knowing what their prejudices were and willing to exploit 
them. All of these qualities earned him the moniker “little giant.” Already in 
the early 1830s, his personal impulsiveness drove Douglas to extremes, such 
as the caning of the journalist Simeon Francis for something he had said that 
had incensed Douglas’s pride.37 

It seems that Lincoln and Douglas first met in 1834, but nothing worth 
noting emerged from the early days. Douglas was working on behalf of John 
Wyatt, a Democratic legislator. Like Lincoln he was an itinerant attorney, for 
the First Judicial District covering eight counties, among which was Lincoln’s 
Sangamon. The two started gaining a reputation, though in different ways. An 
apparently popular judgment in Illinois was that “With a good case, Lincoln is 
the best lawyer in the State, but in a bad case, Douglas is the best lawyer the 
State can produce.”38 

Already Douglas’s ambition was aiming much higher. He found an outlet in 
organizing what was practically the first American political convention for the 
Democrats in December 1835. With the popularity and reputation he gained, 
he easily was elected to office in his district in 1836, at age twenty-three. In 
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the same year Douglas had also been awarded the appointment of registrar 
of the Springfield Land Office, a political reward for helping the election of 
President Van Buren. From this he derived an additional income of three thou-
sand dollars in interests and fees. 

Thanks to his political organizing skills, Douglas was nominated for Con-
gress to replace the Democrat William L. May, who had fallen in political dis-
grace. Interestingly Douglas and Lincoln confronted each other in court on a 
murder case, which had links to Douglas’s nomination for Congress, the dep-
osition of William May from Congress having been the motivation for the mur-
der. Lincoln won the case that led to the acquittal of the presumed murderer, 
and Douglas was defeated by a narrow margin.39 
 
The paths of the political contenders started intertwining more and more. Hav-
ing become the leaders of Whig and Democratic youths respectively, they de-
bated each other in 1839 for three days, especially around the issue of the 
national bank, opposed by the Van Buren Democrats. Lincoln was keenly 
aware of having been defeated by his rival and of failing to promote the view 
of the national bank. 

Douglas continued to ascend the political ladder at vertiginous speed. After 
the Democrat Harrison’s victory for the presidency, the young politician be-
came the Illinois Secretary of State at the unprecedented age of twenty-
seven. Not content with this achievement, he also filled a vacant seat on the 
Illinois Supreme Court, to which Lincoln had opportunity to present cases. Two 
years later Douglas was elected to the U.S. Senate, while Lincoln lost his con-
gressional seat and returned to the practice of the law and to his new wife 
Mary Todd, another interesting mutual connection and rivalry of the two am-
bitious politicians. 

It is true that Douglas faced the handicap of Mary’s entrenched personal 
and family Whig loyalties. Douglas and Mary flirted publicly for a while, but 
Mary later told a friend that she had turned down his offer for marriage. In a 
striking manner, while still in Kentucky, Mary had often joked that “she in-
tended to marry a man who would some day become President of the United 
States.”40 The lucky choice rewarded her between the two contenders. 

Douglas married instead Martha Martin of South Carolina, soon inheriting 
a 20% commission on all profits of a 2,500-acre cotton plantation in Missis-
sippi with some one hundred and fifty slaves as part of it. This caused him no 
doubt some political embarrassment, but earned him political capital with the 
South. 

By the end of the 1850s Douglas’s career had been one of success after 
success; that of Lincoln alternated some success with many failures. In the 
winter of 1855–56 Lincoln reminisced in writing: “We were both young men; 
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he a trifle younger than me [Lincoln was 4 years older]. Even then we were 
very ambitious; I, perhaps, quite as much as he. With me the race of ambition 
has been a failure—a flat failure; with him it has been a splendid success. His 
name fills the nation; and is not unknown, even, in foreign lands.”41 While 
Lincoln had returned to anonymity in Illinois, Douglas was becoming the most 
powerful member of the U.S. Senate. 

Even though retired from public office, and maybe unbeknownst to himself, 
Lincoln had accumulated considerable political and human capital, which offers 
us indications, however vague, of his karmic connections. In his profession he 
gained the reputation that led to his nickname “Honest Abe” or “Honest Old 
Abe.” Here the “old” did not carry a direct relationship to age. Later on people 
in his White House entourage called him “the Ancient One” because of his 
seasoned wisdom. This aura of respect was also tenderly reflected by Lincoln’s 
associate of twenty-three years, Bill Herndon, who could never depart from 
calling his elder Mr. Lincoln. It seems unconscious inklings pointed to Lincoln’s 
hidden and deeper stature, his seasoned karmic being. 
 
The Issue of Slavery 
Of great interest are also Lincoln’s early positions on slavery. On his journey 
down the Mississippi to New Orleans, Lincoln had been exposed to the reality 
of slavery. Though the issue could hardly be approached without completely 
losing considerable political capital, from the very beginning Lincoln pro-
nounced himself against it, saying, for example, “Although volume upon vol-
ume is written to prove slavery a good thing, we never hear of the man who 
wishes to take the good of it, by being a slave himself.”42 

Lincoln the thinker was framing the issue with growing precision and cour-
age. He argued he was “naturally anti-slavery” just as his father before him, 
but he felt himself bound to respecting the Constitution in fighting against 
slavery, only as it concerned its extension. “I hold it to be a paramount duty 
of us in the free states, due to the Union of the States, and perhaps to liberty 
itself (paradox though it may seem) to let the slavery of the other states 
alone; while, on the other hand, I hold it to be equally clear, that we should 
never knowingly lend ourselves directly or indirectly, to prevent that slavery 
from dying a natural death.”43 

In line with his early concerns, he voted for the Wilmot Proviso though he 
did not actively promote it. And he found the matter of slavery in Washington, 
D.C., to be a matter of national embarrassment in front of all foreigners, alt-
hough he believed slavery could only be ended there with the consent of the 
people. He proposed a referendum in which all could decide on the matter and 
slaves would be paid their full value to masters who agreed to sell them. To 
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this end he had worked behind the scenes to craft a compromise that the 
South could accept. However, once the plan was publicized, all support van-
ished and Lincoln didn’t introduced the bill. 

Lincoln distanced himself both from the racism of his milieu and from views 
that, although generous and well meaning, ran afoul of the reality of the Amer-
ican Constitution and the law of the land. 
 
Though retired from politics, Lincoln’s mind followed very closely the fate of 
the nation. When he finally returned to politics on the verge of the Civil War, 
his chance of success seemed slim at best, but not so for everybody. In April 
1860 Douglas and Lincoln were invited to dine at the residence of Isaac N. 
Arnold; someone, drunk with enthusiasm, proposed a toast: “May Illinois fur-
nish the next president.”44 The same was presaged in the negative by Lincoln 
in the years leading to his presidency. Circuit lawyers, often his travel com-
panions, noticed in Lincoln an unpredictable moodiness. A certain Henry Clay 
Whitney, who shared rooms with him, remembered that his friend had night-
mares during which “he was talking the wildest and most incoherent nonsense 
all to himself.”45 Closer to him, Herndon recorded Lincoln’s complaint “that he 
had done nothing to make any human being remember that he had lived.”46 
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Chapter 3 
 

PRELUDE TO THE CIVIL WAR 
 
 
 
Lincoln’s life was framed within the years in which took place a certain accel-
eration in the tensions leading to the Civil War. From 1812 to 1820—from the 
time Lincoln was three to eleven—the Union admitted three new slave states 
(Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama) thereby significantly altering the delicate 
balance of power between North and South so fragilely enshrined in the Con-
stitution. 

All slave or all free states seemed to be the unescapable logic set to take 
hold of the nation. Lincoln did not come to his political career unprepared on 
this issue. Already in his youth some inner stirrings had informed him of how 
much weight the issue held in the scales of justice. 

In his debates with Stephen Douglas, he would be quite explicit:  
 

I hate [indifference to slavery] because of the monstrous injustice of 
slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of 
its just influence in the world, enables the enemies of free institu-
tions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites, causes the real 
friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity, and especially because it 
forces so many really good men amongst ourselves into an open war 
with the very fundamental principles of civil liberty-criticizing the 
Declaration of Independence, and insisting that there is no right prin-
ciple of action but self-interest.47 
 

Lincoln could not speak for racial equality, which few Northerners were 
ready to accept. Nevertheless he had the courage to state that “there is no 
reason in the world why the negro is not entitled to all the natural rights enu-
merated in the Declaration of Independence, the right to life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness.” He perceived of his adversaries, “If they would repress 
all tendencies to liberty and ultimate emancipation . . . they must penetrate 
the human soul and eradicate the love of liberty.”48 

However, other considerations overrode Lincoln’s deeper feelings on the 
issue. His respect for the Constitution did not allow Lincoln the lawyer to in-
voke an abstract, personal higher ground rather than the concrete compact 
that in effect bound the nation together. He was ready to respect all laws 
concerning slavery including the fugitive slave laws; witness the fact that he 
did serve at least one slaveholder as a client. 
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Having studied the history of the Constitution, Lincoln cogently argued that 
at least twenty-one of the thirty-nine founders demonstrated by their votes 
that the government had power to control slavery in the national territories. 
And some others were clearly on this side of the issue, though they were not 
called to vote on it (e.g., Benjamin Franklin, Gouverneur Morris, and Alexan-
der Hamilton).49 In other words Lincoln believed that the Founding Fathers 
had operated in such a way as to contain slavery and make it fade over time, 
this perhaps naively. 

Now it was this very wish that was threatened. If the Southern slaveholders 
were to have their way, they were going to rewrite history to support their 
positions. And this was in fact their intention; slavery was no longer held as a 
necessary evil, but as a positive good. From the early 1800s a new narrative 
arose. It may have first been expressed by Robert Walsh in 1819: “The phys-
ical condition of the American Negro is on the whole, not comparatively alone, 
but positively good, and he is exempt from those racking anxieties—the ex-
acerbates of despair, to which the English manufacturer and peasant are sub-
ject to in the pursuit of their pittance.”50 On the economic and political fronts, 
event after event had led to a radicalization and polarization. We will look at 
the economy first. 
 
North and South: The Economy 
In great part because of slavery, there was a larger issue affecting the delicate 
equilibrium between North and South. The northeast controlled the nation’s 
manufacturing and was its financial and trading center. The northwest pro-
duced the nation’s wheat and livestock; the South relied mostly on cotton. 
The disastrous reliance on monoculture that plantation-based cotton produc-
tion generated tended to exhaust the land, and the slaveholding elite felt the 
pressure to expand their holdings to assure future financial viability. 

The South continued to import most of its manufactured goods from the 
North or from Europe, especially Great Britain. And both markets provided an 
outlet for the exportation of cotton. Because manufactured goods were 
cheaper in Europe, even after cost of transportation, the South found it more 
advantageous to privilege this route of trade. National policy altered this del-
icate economic balance by setting duties on manufactured items that com-
peted with Northern industry. Europe reacted by discontinuing the purchase 
of American cotton. Thus the South was hurt twice, while by the same token 
Northern industry lost the incentive to compete and meet the demand at lower 
costs. Added to this was the fear raised by abolitionism in the whole of the 
South, considering that a fugitive slave would entail the loss of about $ 1,500 
each, a very high cost at the time. Even though some were considering moving 
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from enslaved to hired labor, economic pressure made this move more difficult 
by the day and tied them to the inherited economic institution of slavery.51 

Already the Tariff of 1828 had been dubbed the Tariff of Abominations by 
the Southern opponents, and South Carolina felt justified in passing the Ordi-
nance of Nullification, declaring the tariff void because it threatened the state’s 
economic interests. Although at this point no other state had followed their 
example, in light of the outcry, the tariff was revised in 1832 and in 1833 
thanks to the conciliatory efforts of Henry Clay, offering the South some relief. 
 
North and South: Politics 
Due to the pressure of the expansion of slavery through the new states en-
tering the Union, Henry Clay promoted the Missouri Compromise, which was 
adopted by Congress in 1820. In the effort to preserve the balance between 
slave and free states, it admitted Missouri as a slave state and prohibited 
slavery in all new territories west of the Mississippi River and north of 36°30’ 
latitude. 

Another step, or rather divisive attempt, came with the Wilmot Proviso of 
1846. It showed how polarizing the issue of slave versus free states had be-
come. The measure was devised for preventing slavery in the territory cap-
tured from Mexico, an area south of what had been agreed upon by the Mis-
souri Compromise. The Northern electorate resented the political power of 
slaveholders in Congress, whom they equated to a growing oligarchic power. 
The measure passed a number of times in the House. It never became law, 
having been blocked in the Senate by Southern senators, but it considerably 
increased animosity between North and South. 

Consider that even in the South few believed possible the extension of 
slavery in the new territories. Even when New Mexico, Utah, and Kansas were 
opened to slavery, there was a comparatively small emigration of slavehold-
ers. The very radical Calhoun himself doubted that slavery could be extended 
to the territories conquered from Mexico. The issue had become largely sym-
bolic. What individuals thought privately was not mirrored at the political level, 
where every new issue increased polarization. 

The universal Southern opposition to the Wilmot Proviso became a rallying 
cry and symbol for Southern equality in the nation. Although the vote on the 
proviso went mostly along sectional lines, not party lines, Stephen Douglas 
found himself in a difficult position. He and only three other Northern Demo-
crats voted against it. He tried to work another compromise barring slavery 
from the Oregon Territory, but his decision marked him as a traitor in the eyes 
of the abolitionists. 

Soon after Douglas found himself embracing the concept of popular sover-
eignty in its application to the slavery matter. It devolved to the residents of 
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new territories the ability to vote on whether slavery should be allowed, re-
moving this decision from federal jurisdiction. 

 
The so-called Compromise of 1850 stipulated that California would be admit-
ted as a free state, and the remaining new land conceded by Mexico would be 
subdivided into the New Mexico and Utah territories. The states formed within 
the new territories would decide on the matter of slavery by applying the con-
cept of popular sovereignty. In exchange for banning the slave trade in Wash-
ington, DC, the Fugitive Slave Law would be applied more stringently. 

Though he still hoped to avoid the repeal of the 1850 Compromise, in 1854 
Douglas drafted the Kansas–Nebraska Act. In so doing he further moved to-
ward the adoption of popular sovereignty in the Nebraska territory to replace 
the previous prohibition of slavery. Dropping the Missouri Compromise of 
1820, which did not allow slavery in Kansas, was a major victory for the slave-
holder interests. Because of the introduction of popular sovereignty, pro- and 
antislavery settlers moved into Kansas with the intention of determining the 
future of the state. It led to the equivalent of a state civil war, known as 
Bleeding Kansas. Antislavery forces across the North rallied into a movement 
that led to the emergence of the Republican Party, committed to stopping the 
expansion of slavery. 

Stephen Douglas was what one could call a political horse trader with little 
patience for principles. He interpreted the Constitution in a flexible way, as 
allowing the majority to produce changes, even in matters that should have 
involved judicial review. And Douglas needed Southerners in order to reach 
the presidency. 

At this point Lincoln, spurred by national events, decided to run again for 
the federal legislature. And one of his first steps was to call Douglas to publicly 
debate with him. He tried for several weeks; Douglas, visibly reluctant, had 
to concede. The first debate took place on October 4, 1854. This was impro-
vised by Lincoln who had listened to Douglas defend the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
for three hours the previous day. Lincoln debated popular sovereignty and its 
lawfulness. He harkened back to the Declaration of Independence and pointed 
to the inconsistency of popular sovereignty with this illustrious precedent. Lin-
coln’s speech received great applause. 

In wanting to return to public office, Lincoln saw that the issue of slavery’s 
legality was affecting all aspects of American policy. Slavery was contrasting 
with the vision of free enterprise that Lincoln espoused. Moreover, he saw in 
popular sovereignty an abdication of the powers of Congress over the territo-
ries. Not to mention that now slaveholders could make the Three-Fifths Clause 
play in their favor. Moreover, a citizen of a free state could make himself 
slaveholder in a new territory. And the events kept accelerating. 

There were many more issues at stake that escaped immediate scrutiny. 
Most Western nations but the U.S. had by then abandoned slavery. The issue 
made friends of America doubt its claims and principles. 



 

 

Supreme Court Decisions 
On March 6, 1857, the Supreme Court decided the Dred Scott case, in which 
a enslaved man in Missouri had been taken by his owner to Illinois, then to 
the territory of Minnesota. When his owner died, Scott claimed his freedom,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What Justice Roger Taney Said 
 

The following are some of the assertions of Roger Taney, as a justice and a private 
citizen, which give us an idea of what stood at stake under his tenure on the Su-
preme Court: 

 
“We think . . . that [black people] are not included, and were not intended to be 
included, under the word ‘citizens’ in the Constitution, and can therefore claim none 
of the rights and privileges which that instrument provides for and secures to citi-
zens of the United States. On the contrary, they were at that time [of America’s 
founding] considered as a subordinate and inferior class of beings who had been 
subjugated by the dominant race, and, whether emancipated or not, yet remained 
subject to their authority, and had no rights or privileges but such as those who 
held the power and the Government might choose to grant them.” — Dred Scott, 
60 U.S. at 404–05. 
 
Justice Taney, reviewing laws from the original American states that involved the 
status of black Americans at the time of the Constitution’s drafting in 1787, con-
cluded that these laws showed that a “perpetual and impassable barrier was in-
tended to be erected between the white race and the one which they had reduced 
to slavery.”  
 
“Now, . . . the right of property in a slave is distinctly and expressly affirmed in the 
Constitution. . . . Upon these considerations, it is the opinion of the court that the 
act of Congress which prohibited a citizen from holding and owning property of this 
kind in the territory of the United States north of the [36°N 36’ latitude] line therein 
mentioned, is not warranted by the Constitution, and is therefore void.” Dred Scott, 
60 U.S. at 451–52. 
 
“What Dred Scott’s master might lawfully do with Dred Scott, in the free state of 
Illinois, every other master may lawfully do with any other one, or 1,000 slaves, in 
Illinois, or in any other free state.” 
 
“Every intelligent person whose life has been passed in a slaveholding State, and 
who has carefully observed the character and capacity of the African race, will see 
that a general and sudden emancipation would be absolute ruin to the Negroes, as 
well as to the white population.” 
 
“Thank God that at least in one place, all men are equal: in the church of 
God. I do not consider it any degradation to kneel side by side with a Negro 
in the house of our Heavenly Father.” 
 



 

 

but was denied on the ground of not being a U.S. citizen. Chief Justice Roger 
B. Taney, a Democrat and a slaveholder, argued that congressional enact-
ments that excluded slavery from the national territories were “not warranted 
by the Constitution.” And he added that neither the Constitution nor the Dec-
laration of Independence were intended to include Black people. This set off 
massive dissent in the North. 

Taney wanted to exclude African Americans from every notion of rights and 
citizenship, and show that they were held as inferior race at the time of the 
writing of the Constitution. Chief Justice Taney would have extended this cri-
terium even to emancipated black people. He explicitly stated that Black peo-
ple were not included in the Declaration of Independence preamble. Taney 
emphasized the rights of property, wanting to treat the African American com-
pletely from this perspective. His fervor enthused Southern slaveholders who 
were feeling they were been given future guarantees against any future in-
roads against slavery. Lincoln knew that Taney wanted to divorce the Consti-
tution from all organic links with the Declaration of Independence (See Box: 
Taney and the Rights of Black People). 

The lines were drawn when Stephen Douglas explicitly endorsed the Dred 
Scott decision of the Court, even though it stood at odds with popular sover-
eignty, since it stated that no government legislation could place limits on 
slavery. In addition, the case of Lemmon vs The People that considered the 
right of a Virginia slaveholder to bring his enslaved people to the state of New 
York in transit to Texas was making its way to the Supreme Court. It was 
likely that the Court was going to rule in the same direction as Dred Scott. 

 
Lincoln’s Return to Politics 
On the wake of the Dred Scott decision, Douglas returned to Illinois now armed 
with the idea of Black people as an inferior race, accusing Lincoln and the 
Republicans of wanting to amalgamate the races. 

Lincoln knew that few Northerners were ready to accept full racial equality. 
Nevertheless he had the courage to state that “there is no reason in the world 
why the negro is not entitled to all the natural rights enumerated in the Dec-
laration of Independence, the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happi-
ness.” 

Lincoln started focusing on the legal aspects of the Dred Scott decision. He 
could apply all his legal expertise and skills in explaining it to the average 
citizen. In his House Divided speech of June 16, 1858, he announced that 
America would turn either all slave or all free. Deploring the influence of the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act, he went on to utter prophetic statements:  

 
It [agitation caused by that policy] will not cease, until a crisis shall 
have been reached, and passed. A house divided against itself cannot 
stand. I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half 
slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do 



 

 

not expect the house to fall—but I do expect that it will cease to be 
divided. It will become all one thing or all the other. Either the oppo-
nents of slavery, will . . . place it where the public mind shall rest in 
the belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction; or its advo-
cates will put it forward, till it shall become alike lawful in all the 
States, old as well as new—North as well as South. 
 

That he was not hyperbolizing can be confirmed by slavery apologists like 
George Fitzhugh who were arguing that the United States had to become all 
free or all slave.52 

The imagery in the speech had a profound effect on the nation. Lincoln 
captured the essence of the dilemma further: “If any man choose to enslave 
another, no third man shall be allowed to object.” In the speech Lincoln al-
ready attacked the effect of Dred Scott on Douglas’s popular sovereignty. 
 
The 1858 Illinois Republican convention, held in Springfield, chose Lincoln as 
its candidate for U.S. senator to oppose Douglas. After giving his House Di-
vided speech, Lincoln set for the party the work of opposing slavery. At the 
end of July Lincoln wrote to Douglas, asking him to share time in addressing 
the same audiences that the senator had planned to address. Douglas agreed 
setting the stage for the seven now famous Lincoln-Douglas debates. 

Armed with his inescapable logic, Lincoln wanted to confront Douglas and 
corner him with the Illinois voters, but most of all with the nation. He knew 
he could prove that the Dred Scott decision constituted a threat for the whole 
nation, that it was part of a conscious attempt to extend slavery. He knew 
that Dred Scott was the weakness in Douglas’s armor. He would try to deny 
the inescapable conclusions of the decision. 

Lincoln knew that Douglas would have to answer the question about Dred 
Scott in a way that would please Illinois voters but alienate his support from 
the South, and he drove him relentlessly to the corner. Lincoln pointed out 
that Douglas was taking a way out by predicating that “[slavery] may lawfully 
be driven away from a place where it has a lawful right to be,” thus treating 
lightly the decisions of the Supreme Court. This was Lincoln the cross-exam-
iner, at his best. 

In the debate Lincoln was appealing to reason; Douglas could only counter 
by leveraging his audience’s emotions (see box: Quotes from the Lincoln-
Douglas Debates). In the end it was a sort of stalemate between the two. Even 
Lincoln’s supporters at times questioned his choices and strategy. After the 
debates Lincoln won the majority of the votes, but not the majority of the 
districts; Douglas was elected, capturing 54 seats in the legislature against 
Lincoln’s 46. 
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Quotes from the Lincoln-Douglas Debates 

 
The following, short quotes give a feeling of the tenor of the debates and 
tactics of the candidates: 
 
Why can [the nation] not exist divided into free and slave States? Washing-
ton, Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, Hamilton, Jay . . . made this Government 
divided into free States and slave States. (Douglas) 
 
My understanding is that Popular Sovereignty, as now applied to the ques-
tion of slavery, does allow the people of a Territory to have slavery if they 
want to, but does not allow them not to have it if they do not want it. (Lin-
coln) 
 
If you desire negro citizenship, if you desire to allow them to come into the 
State and settle with the white man, if you desire them to vote on an equality 
with yourselves, and to make them eligible to office, to serve on juries, and 
to adjudge your rights, then support Mr. Lincoln and the Black Republican 
party, who are in favor of the citizenship of the negro. (Douglas) 
 
I agree with Judge Douglas [the black man] is not my equal in many re-
spects—certainly not in color, perhaps not in moral or intellectual endow-
ment. But in the right to eat the bread, without leave of anybody else, which 
his own hand earns, he is my equal and the equal of Judge Douglas, and the 
equal of every living man. (Lincoln) 
 
Do you desire to turn this beautiful State into a free negro colony, in order 
that when Missouri abolishes slavery she can send one hundred thousand 
emancipated slaves into Illinois, to become citizens and voters, on an equal-
ity with yourselves? (Douglas) 
 
When they remind us of their constitutional rights, I acknowledge them, not 
grudgingly, but fully, and fairly; and I would give them any legislation for 
the reclaiming of their fugitives, which should not, in its stringency, be more 
likely to carry a free man into slavery, than our ordinary criminal laws are to 
hang an innocent one. (Lincoln) 
 
The Abolitionists are all for him, Lovejoy and Farnsworth are canvassing for 
him, Giddings is ready to come here in his behalf, and the negro speakers 
are already on the stump for him. (Douglas) 
 



 

 

On the other hand, the effect was the reverse on the national scene. Lincoln 
acquired larger notoriety with his reprinted speeches; Douglas suffered an 
irreversible blow when the Democratic Party fractured along sectional lines. 
The words of Louisiana’s Senator Judah P. Benjamin, indicting Douglas, spoke 
for many in the South: “We accuse him for this . . . that he would act under 
the decision [Dred Scott] and consider it a doctrine of the party; that having 
said that to us here in the Senate, he went home, and under the stress of a 
local election, his knees gave way; his whole person trembled. . . . the grand 
prize for his ambition today slips from his grasp because of his faltering in the 
former contest, and his success in the canvass for the Senate purchased for 
an ignoble price, has cost him the loss of the Presidency of the United 
States.”53 The senator was alluding to the rift in the Democratic Party. On May 
3, 1860, Douglas was rejected by the South and became the candidate of the 
North; the Southern faction of the party opted for John C. Breckenridge. 

Lincoln had sacrificed his short-term goals in view of a larger prize. Defeat 
apart, Lincoln was recognized as an essential promotor of the fledgling Re-
publican Party, and thus was invited to give the closing speech at the party’s 
organizing assembly in Bloomington, Indiana, in May. At this point Lincoln the 
politician was still very much subordinated to Lincoln the lawyer and constitu-
tional expert. He still abided by the Fugitive Slave Act and was ready to con-
cede on the extension of slavery if it allowed the survival of the Union. 
 
Republican Candidate and President 
Having become the leading Republican figure in Illinois, Lincoln took it upon 
himself to preserve and strengthen a fragile coalition and an indebted party. 
He had to exert moral and intellectual leadership in facing ideological threats. 

Douglas continued to be a formidable adversary. The consummate attorney 
had the ability to reconcile the most contradictory positions and reassure the 
voters he was on their side with his choices. The little giant was attempting to 
move toward an opportunistic center that would reject both Northern and 
Southern radicals. Lincoln continued to offer speeches that criticized Douglas 
in continuation of the debates. He wanted to educate the electorate to realize 
that Douglas was pulling a smokescreen that prevented people from seeing 
that he was gradually undermining the resistance to the spread of slavery 
throughout the Union. In his 1859 speeches he alarmed his listeners to how 
“the mass of white men are really injured by the effect of slave labor in the 
vicinity of the fields of their own labor.”54 

Through the success of his speeches in Iowa, Indiana, Kentucky, and Kan-
sas, Lincoln started to envision being a candidate. In the meantime the press 
started floating the idea. At this point Lincoln had both pros and cons. His 
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major strength lay in his profound expertise in constitutional matters, and in 
the fact that he had created very few enemies. On the other hand he had a 
scant political track record: he had served one term in Washington but lost 
two senatorial races. To his advantage he did not have one single strong rival; 
all the competitors had strengths and flaws. The most prominent of them, 
William Seward, was perceived as an extremist by part of the electorate. 

Lincoln bided his time and enlarged his appeal by republishing his 1858 
speeches with Douglas, which together with other ones became an instant 
bestseller, just in time for the 1860 nominating convention. He continued in 
the same vein by delivering his famous Cooper Union address in which he 
skillfully mapped the futures open to the nation. He linked his position con-
vincingly to constitutional and historical precedent. And he reaffirmed the Re-
publicans’ intention of confining slavery to its present territories, excluding it 
from others. 

The Cooper Union speech had greatly increased Lincoln’s popularity. On the 
wake of it, Noah Brooks of the New York Tribune went as far as comparing 
Lincoln to St Paul. The whole speech was reprinted by four New York papers 
and was used as a Republican tract in New York, Albany, Chicago, and Detroit 
papers. 

Lincoln had played a conservative image to the electorate, that of one try-
ing to preserve the legacy of the Founding Fathers. From New York Lincoln 
went to New England to seek to consolidate the connections with prominent 
Republicans. After this he did not hide from people close to him his desire to 
run for the presidency. 
 
For political calculations, if the Democrats named Douglas, the Republicans 
would have to name someone from the West. Lincoln’s fate was once again 
tied to that of Douglas. His greater strength was that no one objected to him, 
and he made sure not to step on anyone’s toes. 

Luck also played in the candidate’s favor when Chicago was chosen over 
Saint Louis and brought the nomination convention close to Lincoln’s home. 
Note that Chicago was chosen by one vote, the one cast by Judge Davis, the 
closest Lincoln collaborator. 

At the Illinois State Convention Lincoln was conveniently presented as the 
“rail splitter,” though that had been a minor part of Lincoln’s earlier activities. 
Still, the image was fitting, making Lincoln the representative of the self-made 
man. His moderate views and unanimous Illinois support played fully to Lin-
coln’s advantage. 

After the first ballot Lincoln already emerged second to Seward, who did 
not secure a majority. After a second he was only three votes behind the 
seasoned politician. The third ballot brought him again to three votes short of 
the majority. Finally, the four Ohio representatives switched their votes from 
Salmon Chase to Lincoln, assuring him the majority. Fate had something even 
better in store. Soon after, the Democrat convention split into a Northern 



 

 

faction behind Douglas and a Southern one that nominated John C. Breckin-
ridge. In the end the latter prevailed, sparing Lincoln the challenge of a much 
more insidious ideological challenge. 

In the lead-up to the counting of votes and casting of electoral votes, Lin-
coln kept silence about his positions, other than reasserting his loyalty to con-
stitutional principles. On February 22 he took advantage of the setting of Phil-
adelphia’s Independence Hall to reaffirm with emphasis his attachment to the 
Declaration of Independence: “If [the country] can’t be saved upon that prin-
ciple, it will be truly awful. . . . I was about to say I would rather be assassi-
nated on this spot than to surrender it.” 

In his attachment to Constitution and Union, Lincoln was willing to make 
concessions, such as granting New Mexico the choice of being a slave state, if 
that meant no further extension of slavery in the national territories. He was 
ever more watchful that Republicans might fall prey to the perniciously seduc-
tive call of popular sovereignty, to which he was adamantly unwilling to yield. 
 
The Looming Confrontation 
If the national challenges were not enough to daunt a president with the lim-
ited powers entrusted to him by the U.S. Constitution, we should also consider 
that there were other limitations imposed by global politics. 

The situation that Lincoln inherited as president of a divided country was 
keenly followed by America’s competing powers. The real danger of the loom-
ing Civil War was the break-up of the union and the weakening of the resulting 
parts on the international scene to the advantage of France and England pri-
marily, but also Spain. 

German chancellor Otto von Bismarck perceived the situation thus:  
 

I know of absolute certainty that the division of the United States 
into federations of equal force was decided long before the Civil War 
by the high financial powers of Europe. … Of course, in the inner circle 
of finance the voice of the Rothschilds prevailed. They saw an oppor-
tunity for prodigious booty if they could substitute two feeble democ-
racies, burdened with debt to financiers, ... in place of a vigorous 
Republic sufficient unto herself. Therefore they sent emissaries into 
the field to exploit the question of slavery and to drive a wedge be-
tween the two parts of the Union.55 
 

In a fractured political reality Lincoln and Breckenridge had received only 
58% of all votes; Lincoln, whose name had not even been entered on the 
ballots of ten states, had 40% and a majority of the electoral vote. 
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Not long after Lincoln’s success, the South started to stir. South Carolina 
was the first in calling a convention for December 10, 1860, in which the state 
would contemplate secession. The same was true for every state of the Deep 
South in the following month. Soon after South Carolina, Florida, Mississippi, 
Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas delegations met in Montgomery, Al-
abama, to draft a constitution for the new Confederate States of America. This 
was to be followed by the seizure of federal arsenals, the first occurring on 
January 9, when South Carolina troops fired on Fort Sumter. 

Lincoln’s administration contemplated a few options. One was the possibil-
ity of evacuating Fort Sumter while reinforcing other federal forts. When on 
April 12 the Confederates moved to attack Fort Sumter, the garrison was 
forced to surrender. Lincoln’s strategy had paid off. He wanted his government 
to stand in the eyes of the world as the aggressed party. This allowed Lincoln 
not to declare war, and to stand as the preserver of the Union. 

Lincoln’s challenges had just begun. As he had shored up the fragile alli-
ances of the Republican Party prior to the election, now he shrewdly reckoned 
with the new reality and the need to compromise and keep everybody happy. 
He had to accept working with his previous political rivals: Seward, Chase, 
Bates, and among the others, Dayton, Judd, Blair, and Welles. Not only were 
some of these his rivals; at times they were also bitter antagonists to each 
other. These various individuals, however, balanced out various constituencies 
and encompassed American geography, from the East to the Midwest, to bor-
der slave states. 

Lincoln was playing a gamble of tremendous importance for the future of 
the United States. We could say, in echoing Martin Luther King, that he was 
“trying to find a way out of no way.” 
 
America at the Abyss 
We know from Steiner’s work that America offers a particular geography for 
the confrontation with what he called the “double”: 
 

A short time before we are born we are permeated by another being; in 
our terminology we would call it an Ahrimanic spirit-being. This is within 
us just as our own soul is within us. These beings spend their life using 
human beings in order to be able to be in the sphere where they want 
to be. These beings have an extraordinarily high intelligence and a sig-
nificantly developed will, but no warmth of heart at all, nothing of what 
we call human soul warmth (Gemüt). Thus we go through life in such a 
way that we have both our souls and a double of this kind, who is much 
more clever, very much more clever than we are, who is very intelligent, 
but with a Mephistophelian intelligence, an Ahrimanic intelligence, and 
also an Ahrimanic will, a very strong will, a will that is much more akin 



 

 

to the nature-forces than our human will, which is regulated by the 
warmth of soul (Gemüt).56 

 
The forces that have the greatest influence on this double, rising from be-

low the earth, are strongest in some parts of the Earth than in others. This is 
the case where the magnetic forces work strongest because of the alignment 
of the mountains from north to south, as is the case in the Americas, most of 
all in the north. 
 

This is the region of the earth where most of the mountain ranges run, 
not crosswise, from east to west, but where the ranges primarily run, 
from north to south (for this is also connected with these forces) where 
one is in the vicinity of the magnetic North Pole. This is the region where 
above all the kinship is developed with the Mephistophelian-Ahrimanic 
nature through outer conditions. And through this kinship much is 
brought about in the continuing evolution of the earth.57 

 
The Ahrimanic beings that animate the double bring about an obliteration 

of the forces of the rhythmic system, an extinction of the heart forces. At the 
time preceding the fall of the spirits of darkness, while the battle of Michael 
took place in the spiritual world, roughly from 1841–42 to 1879, the United 
States were undergoing a battle for their soul. Ahriman was dictating the ex-
tension of a most callous view of the human being, with slavery at its center, 
which would have obliterated the American founding impulse, and the Mich-
aelic culture upon which it was founded. The battle in the spiritual world 
formed a watershed for humanity; humanity had crossed a threshold. 
Whereas up to that time human beings received support from their physical 
body through the elemental beings that inhabit it, from then onwards they 
must draw that strength directly from the spiritual world. This includes every-
thing through which we shape our moral character.58 

In the U.S. Lincoln, almost singlehandedly, formed a counterweight to this 
devastating impulse. What Steiner says of Emerson below—in referring to the 
work of the double and its link with geographic conditions—applies to Lincoln, 
his contemporary: 
 

It is only necessary to think of Emerson in order to know that nothing is 
intended here as characteristic of a people. But Emerson was a man of 
European education through and through. This simply shows the two 
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opposite poles that are developing. Precisely under such influences as 
have been characterized today, people such as Emerson develop, who 
develop as they do because they confront the double with complete hu-
manity. On the other hand, people are developing such as Woodrow 
Wilson, who is a mere sheath of the double, through whom the double 
himself works with special effectiveness. Such people are essentially ac-
tual embodiments of the geographic nature of America.59 

 
 What stood at stake was America’s risk of falling into a deep materialism 
and sealing its future possibility of evolution toward a science of the spirit. 
Lincoln had “confronted his double with complete humanity.” His deep spirit-
uality, that we will discuss in the next chapters, formed a rampart against a 
complete Ahrimanization of culture and delayed the tendencies that have 
brought this to pass in modern times. 
 The above, extreme reality, strengthening the double, is tempered by an 
interesting paradox at play in America. Yes, America tends to fall into Ahri-
manic, materialistic worldviews and conditions, while at the same time its 
younger forces, in relation to Europe, can preserve its future evolution. This 
paradox is highlighted by Steiner thus: 
 

We in Europe develop Anthroposophy out of the Spirit. Over there [in 
America] they develop something that is a kind of wooden doll of An-
throposophy. Everything becomes materialistic. 

But for one who is not a fanatic, there is something similar in American 
culture to what is anthroposophical science in Europe. Only everything 
there is wooden, it is not yet alive. We can make it alive in Europe out of 
the Spirit: those over there take it out of instinct. . . .  

 It is in fact so interesting that in America materialism simply flour-
ishes, but actually on the way to the Spirit; while in Europe if someone 
becomes a materialist he dies as human being. The American is a young 
materialist. In fact, all children are at first materialistic, and then grow 
to what is not materialism. So too will the American blatant materialism 
sprout to a spiritual element. That will be when the sun rises in the Sign 
of Aquarius.60 

 
Lincoln’s presidency had the effect of preserving America’s youthfulness and 

leaving the doors open to the cosmopolitan impulses that streamed from spirit 
realms to earth at the beginning of Michael’s regency. 
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Chapter 4 
 

LINCOLN AND THE CONDUCT OF WAR 
 
 
 
From early on Lincoln’s strategy for winning the war was tied to the blockade 
of Southern harbors, through strangling the trade with Great Britain upon 
which the South depended. It was a delicate enterprise, as it hinged upon 
carefully treading a delicate balance with international powers, chiefly Great 
Britain and France. 

At the outbreak of the war it was clear that France and Great Britain saw 
their interests aligned with those of the Confederacy. France took advantage 
of it only a few months later by occupying Mexico and appointing Ferdinand 
Maximilian, an ally of the Confederacy, to the throne. The British Army con-
solidated its presence of 11,000 troops close to the Canada border, and its 
fleet was placed on wartime alert. 

On the other hand the North could count on the sympathies of Tsar Alex-
ander II, bent on contrasting the plans of his enemies, France and Great Brit-
ain. This possible alliance cautioned France and England from engaging in 
open war. At the time of the issuing of the Emancipation Proclamation, Tsar 
Alexander II did in effect station part of his Baltic fleet in Alexandria, Virginia, 
and part of his Pacific fleet in San Francisco, with orders to attack commercial 
shipping in case of war. 

Another danger threatened the home front, in fact the capital. Maryland 
insurgents threatened Washington’s communications and resupplies by cut-
ting the telegraph lines and destroying the bridge linking Baltimore with the 
North. To protect the conduct of war from internal saboteurs or spies and still 
preserve the constitutional values to which he was undoubtedly committed, 
Lincoln had to take draconian legal measures. Such was the much-decried 
suspension of habeas corpus. At the time, however, it was only enforced along 
the route linking Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia. D. H. Donald estimates 
the number of people detained without trial to some 864 in the first nine 
months of the war, and larger numbers in the following years. However, most 
of those were in effect spies, blockade runners, foreign nationals, and smug-
glers. Political prisoners were a small minority.61 

So much for internal enemies. Another matter was that of difficult alliances, 
even within one’s own party. Adding some relief, Lincoln’s archrival Stephen 
Douglas died in June 1861, leaving behind a demoralized Democratic Party, 
overwhelmed by large Republican majorities in both House and Senate. How-
ever, Lincoln had to navigate pleasing the constituencies of his party and 

 
61 David Herbert Donald, Lincoln, 304. 



 

 

balancing out interests of easterners and westerners, not to mention accom-
modating the border states in which slavery still persisted, lest they join the 
Confederacy. Within the party Lincoln had difficult relationships facing the 
pressure of radicals for whom the president’s steps were too slow and his 
positions seemingly evasive. 

Not least of all Lincoln found the need of involving himself on the theater 
of war, finding his generals often too timid or inept. Taking his role of com-
mander in chief to heart, he took it upon himself to follow military operations 
up close, even studying Henry W. Halleck’s Elements of Military Art and Sci-
ence. 
 
Dealing with Slavery 
In the first two years in office Lincoln took small steps in curtailing the Dred 
Scott decision, by limiting the extension of slavery in the territories. In April 
1862 he signed a new treaty with Great Britain for the suppression of the 
Atlantic slave trade. But, overall, this was a theme that he treaded lightly for 
fear of endangering precarious alliances, especially with the border states. The 
conduct of war raised enough delicate issues, such as the matter of runaway 
slaves reaching Union territory, which were unwanted in the Northern states. 

At this point Lincoln explored the possibility of colonization—the relocation 
of the formerly enslaved in Africa or Latin America—and of buying them from 
the slaveholders. He received support for the idea from a broad spectrum of 
factions and from public opinion. He reasoned that buying the slaves’ freedom 
would be far less costly than the conduct of war; that an estimated eighty-
seven days of war would cost the freedom of all the enslaved people in the 
border states and in the capital.62 Although the idea met with some success 
in Washington, border states’ representatives remained silent. 

Beyond the Union’s borders the issue of emancipation struck at a delicate 
balance of power and interests. Although Lincoln had signed Confiscation Acts, 
affecting the slaves of supposedly rebel slaveholders, those had been virtually 
ineffective. 
 
The Emancipation Proclamation 
The circumstances leading to the proclamation and Lincoln’s resolution to an-
nounce it are well documented. Lincoln foresaw that formerly enslaved people 
would soon want to join the Union Army, but that would pose the thorny prob-
lem of acceptance from the enlisted men and hierarchy, and of integration. 
He also feared that as long as the war was not fought on the higher ground of 
a fight against slavery, France and England would be left free to throw their 
support to the Confederacy. 

The decision to resort to an Emancipation Proclamation caused Lincoln 
much loss of sleep, first of all because of its shaky constitutional grounding. 
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He could not measure its efficiency, and he wanted to resort to it when the 
Union Army would show itself in position of strength. It could not appear to 
be a desperate measure to turn the tide of events. Gideon Welles, Secretary 
of the Navy, reported to F. B. Carpenter that “[Lincoln] had made a vow, a 
covenant, that if God gave us victory in the approaching battle (which had 
just been fought) he would consider it his duty to move forward in the cause 
of emancipation.” Secretary Chase reported much the same. After the success 
at the battle of Antietam, Lincoln considered the time was right. 

The Emancipation Proclamation was envisioned as a temporary act of war, 
meant to be accompanied by other legislation which included financial incen-
tives to the states, compensated emancipation, and colonization. 

As Lincoln had feared, the proclamation caused fracture lines among the 
Republicans, and tension in the border states. On the other hand it strength-
ened the peace element in the Democrats, and the Confederacy’s resolve to 
fight. Most of all it had the desired effect abroad. In the summer and fall of 
1862, both Great Britain and France had initiated steps to support the Con-
federacy, inspired by the latter’s military victories. After the issuing of the 
proclamation, great crowds in London, Birmingham, and other cities cheered 
at the news, rendering all but impossible British to support for the Confeder-
acy. 
 
Lincoln pursued a long-term vision of change. Part of this was the establish-
ment of loyal governments in Confederacy states, e.g., in Louisiana, which 
would send representatives to Washington. Ironically, these states would be 
exempted from the provisions of the Emancipation Proclamation. This meant 
being ready to accept a united nation but with slavery still in place. 

After the issuing of the Emancipation Proclamation Union armies were de-
feated or brought to a standstill almost everywhere. Conservative and radical 
Republicans joined as critics of the president. Dissension plagued his own ad-
ministration, and Lincoln struggled to hold it together and save the appear-
ances. Seward resigned on December 16, and Lincoln kept his decision secret. 
He did the same with Chase’s resignation and with that of Secretary of War 
Stanton. And there were rumblings in the army as well, particularly on the 
Potomac front. 

Other threats loomed over Lincoln’s wartime strategies. Buoyed by their 
successes in the 1862 fall elections, the Democrats wanted to negotiate peace 
with the South through the mediation of the French emperor. They rode on 
the wave of the many who had grown tired of the bloodshed and prolonged 
stalemate. The president had to take into account that abolitionism was a rare 
stance as most of public opinion was indifferent to the slavery issue; on the 
contrary, much of the American public feared a perceived possible invasion by 
ex-slaves (see Box: Racism in the North). 
 
 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Racism in the North	
		
Before the Civil War, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, and Oregon legally prohibited 
free Black people from settling within their borders or required them to post pro-
hibitive bonds for “good behavior.” In the remaining states, Black people were 
relegated to the most menial, low-paying jobs and consigned to segregated 
schools if they existed; most often they could not give testimony in courts nor 
ever serve on juries.  
	

In many states in which they could previously vote—a right received after the 
Revolutionary War—Black people were now denied. This happened in New Jersey 
in 1807, in Connecticut in 1818, and in Pennsylvania in 1838. In 1821 New York 
Black voters had to fulfill property requirements, which had been set aside for 
white men. The only states that never denied Black men the right to vote were 
Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, and Massachusetts. 
	
In Northern politics Democrats played on the fears of their voters by convincing 

them that Republicans favored racial equality. Republicans tried to reassure their 
electorate by their commitment to white supremacy. No political movement could 
succeed across the North if they questioned the hierarchy of the races. 
	
Catholic archbishop John Hughes, speaking on behalf of New York City’s large 

Irish population, declared that Catholics “are willing to fight to the death for the 
support of the Constitution, the government, and the laws of the country. But if 
. . . they are to fight for the abolition of slavery, they will turn away in disgust 
from the discharge of what would otherwise be a patriotic duty.” And in New York 
working-class fear of Black competition on the workplace led to the July 1863 
four-day riots against the new federal Conscription Act. In those days a majority 
of angry Irish workers destroyed African-American homes, burned an African-
American orphanage, and lynched a half-dozen African-Americans. 
	
Between 1820 and 1850, free Black people were often targeted by mob vio-

lence, looting, and destroying or burning down Black homes, churches, schools, 
and public spaces. Black people were often stoned or beaten, and sometimes 
murdered.  
	
One of the worst theaters of such violence was Philadelphia. Here African Amer-

icans were excluded from concert halls, schools, churches, public transportation, 
and other public spaces. They were also forced out of the skilled professions they 
had previously held.  
	
When the Civil War ended, nineteen of twenty-four Union states still disfran-

chised Black voters. Only New England states with minuscule Black populations 
were an exception. Overall, only 6–7 percent of adult Black males could legally 
vote in the North at war’s end.	
 



 

 

Because many were even envisioning abandoning the Union to join the 
Confederacy, a further suspension of habeas corpus was used to suppress 
rebellion against administration policies. In the party Lincoln was attacked by 
the Republicans, particularly Thaddeus Stevens and the radical faction, which 
wanted to treat the South as a conquered nation. 

The war had become unpopular. Due to the failure of new conscription, or 
of the incentives for returning soldiers, Lincoln realized he would need to enlist 
the freed slaves. In fact, the president gradually moved toward accelerating 
their enlistment. In opposition to the draft, in July 1863 big riots erupted in 
New York City, and others in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Indiana. In New York 
City the riots were accompanied with looting and burning, and the deaths of 
more than one hundred. 

Before the fall of 1863 the victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg brought 
some relief to Lincoln and the Republican Party; however, they also strength-
ened desire for early peace. This carried the risk of abandoning all measures 
to deal with slavery and ceasing the recruitment of Black soldiers. The presi-
dent refused to contemplate coming to terms with the Jefferson Davis admin-
istration. He launched his reelection bid with his “letter to Conkling” that was 
published in most major newspapers throughout the country. Lincoln used it 
to educate public opinion on the administration’s political choices. Having been 
well received from public figures and the public at large, Lincoln added it to 
others he had written in relation to the draft, or those concerning other war-
related issues. Published altogether as The Letters of President Lincoln on 
Questions of National Policy, they reached wide circulation. 

Lincoln appointed General Grant to the head of the new division of the 
Mississippi, and this brought some immediate military successes. The victories 
came at a very politically opportune moment and boosted Lincoln’s public sup-
port. 
 
Gettysburg: Renewing Commitment to the Union 
The timing of the Gettysburg and Vicksburg victories could not have been 
more propitious for Lincoln: July 4. He capitalized on these in order to press 
for favorable longer-term solutions. He saw that the growing national desire 
for peace carried the risk of dubious outcomes, and he wanted public opinion 
to acquire a better understanding of the issue at stake. The opportunity pre-
sented itself with the dedication of the Gettysburg [National] Cemetery where 
the fallen had been newly buried. 

In the address he stressed the United States, not just as an Union, but as 
a nation—the word was used five times—whose origins he traced not to 1789, 
but to 1776. This placed equality at the center of the address, and spread the 
notion that the war had to continue until the promises of the Declaration of 
Independence were honored, that “all men are created equal” and until “gov-
ernment of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the 
earth.” 



 

 

The address became a success nationwide. Riding on its success, Lincoln 
extended the scope of the war, from preservation of the Union to include 
equality. Fate responded kindly with more decisive Union victories in Novem-
ber, and with the arrival of the czar’s fleets at the Atlantic and Pacific harbors. 
This further dissuaded France and Britain from entering the fray. 
 
The Continuation of War 
The winter of 1863–64 caused fresh worries for the president: no progress on 
the military front and no new volunteers joining the army. New drafts called 
for 500,000 men on February 1 and 200,000 on March 14. Though Lincoln was 
burdened by the human cost of the war, he also wanted it to have served a 
purpose in the direction of the nation’s destiny. 

It must have been a huge relief to know that he could finally entrust over-
view of the military operations to Ulysses Grant, whom he appointed general-
in-chief, title that had been bestowed only to George Washington and Winfield 
Scott before him. Grant, unlike other generals, wholeheartedly approved of 
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation and his enlistment of Black soldiers. He 
developed ambitious campaigns and attacked General Lee, even though suc-
cess would still take time. Most of all he was resolute, and would not withdraw 
easily. 
 
A June 1864 Baltimore Convention brought the main faction of the Republican 
Party together with some so-called War Democrats. It endorsed Lincoln’s 
choices of a future constitutional amendment to abolish slavery and an un-
conditional surrender of the Confederacy. It chose as vice-president Andrew 
Johnson, who as a Tennessee Union loyalist had endorsed Lincoln’s Recon-
struction program. 

Before the reelection campaign, Lincoln had to tackle some serious threats 
to his constitutional views. The reconstructed state of Louisiana had reinstated 
the antebellum constitution, which offered no rights to Black people. For Lin-
coln, this was, if necessary, a reminder of the imperative of passing a consti-
tutional amendment on the question of slavery and Black people’s rights. Lin-
coln had to accommodate his principled stance on rights with his lenient and 
generous views about Reconstruction. 

By mid-1864 continuing military defeats besieged Lincoln’s future pro-
spects; so did the difficulties of financing the war. The capital was newly in 
danger after Confederates were pressing upon Fort Stevens, just south of 
Richmond. Pressures increased for settling the war through negotiations and 
questionable compromises. The Republicans were divided, while the Demo-
crats, rallying behind a peace platform, were likely to select McClellan, who 
would have sought an armistice, granting independence to the Confederacy. 
In the end the Democrats rallied in favor of the Union, but for an end to the 
fighting as well. Lincoln continued to push for an unconditional surrender and 



 

 

for abolition, arguing that support of Black regiments had been crucial in war 
operations, since there were some 200,000 of them enlisted at the time. 
Finally, good news came from the war front, with General Sherman capturing 
Atlanta in early September, and Mobile surrendering soon after. This gave a 
great boost to Lincoln’s chances for reelection. In the end although McClellan 
received 45% of the popular vote, the Republicans carried every state except 
Delaware, Kentucky, and New Jersey. The soldier vote went overwhelmingly 
to Lincoln. 

As if winning the support of a divided country and Congress weren’t 
enough, Lincoln faced the double challenge of financing the war and managing 
the geopolitics that would preserve the Union. The first challenge can be seen 
in relation to the comprehensive economic views of the president; the second 
will highlight the importance of world karma at this turning point of time in 
American history. 
 
Preserving America’s Economic Independence 
Winning a war often means losing national sovereignty. War is a very costly 
enterprise, and assuring the financial support of operations can be very com-
promising in terms of the country’s future, saddling it with long-term debt. 
Very often this means losing economic sovereignty to the powers that finance 
the war. 

It is remarkable that the Lincoln’s administration pursued the conduct of 
war without rationings, price controls, or recourse to a central bank. In eco-
nomic and financial matters Lincoln trusted the opinions of Henry Carey, 
whose economic ideas were quite well known at the time. Carey wanted to 
avoid a currency backed by gold, fearing that in times of instability a negative 
balance of trade is the engine driving a flow of gold outside of the country. 
Therefore Lincoln promoted a national currency, which would not flow out of 
the United States and could not be controlled by foreign influences. 

When all is said and done, Lincoln did much more than just allow economic 
survival. He literally thrived in adversity, and the Civil War even allowed the 
culmination of economic policies he had not managed to promote in times of 
peace. 

Another facet of the president shows us his interest in and grasp of eco-
nomic issues. Lincoln pursued a lifelong economic education and, likewise, 
endeavored to educate his constituencies. More remarkable still is the fact 
that his economic choices form a continuity. More than changes, it is possible 
to trace an evolution in terms of the depth of his understanding and the shifts 
of his priorities. In this the president showed not only coherence but also re-
silience and flexibility. 

With all of the above in mind, Lincoln’s trajectory was not linear. We could 
look at it in sequential periods: his early work in the Illinois General Assembly, 
his later work in the US Congress, and the time of his presidency. At each turn 



 

 

his economic understanding grew, and in the end it was crowned with a good 
measure of success. But it didn’t start that way. 

In his early days in the Illinois legislature, Lincoln already showed an ability 
to have the wider perspective at heart even at the cost of political expediency 
and popularity. On the other hand, he paid the price of seeing the larger pic-
ture of the young nation, rather than his state, and what was almost implicit 
in the learning of a young science. Such was his dedication to a deeper un-
derstanding that by necessity he had to accept failure and postponement, 
even temporary eclipse from political life. He had to learn from experience, 
which brought him to face economic crisis, depression, and failure. 
 
Youthful Choices: Learning the Hard Way 
Lincoln’s stances on economic issues all throughout his political career offer, 
as in many others brought out in this book, a great coherence and clarity 
going back to the early days. This is not to say that the going was easy. Quite 
the contrary, Lincoln was at times naïve or obstinate and on occasion could 
only learn the hard way. After all, these were times in which the whole nation 
was undergoing a similar learning process, having to navigate frequent finan-
cial panics and depressions. 

That Lincoln saw the economy as central to the nation’s future appears 
already in his choice of allegiance to the conservative Whig Party. And Lin-
coln’s “first speeches” are quite remarkable if one looks at them in relation to 
the centrality of economic issues. In 1832 in a speech for his first campaign 
for office, Lincoln said: “My politics are short and sweet, like the old woman’s 
dance. I’m in favor of a national bank. I’m in favor of the internal improvement 
system and a high protective tariff.”63 We can appreciate here how clearly he 
brought out topics, so interrelated that one would best work with the support 
of the others. The motif will accompany Lincoln’s days on the campaign trail 
and in office. Lincoln’s first fully published speech in 1837 focused on banking, 
and such was also the focus of his first political pamphlet in 1840. His first 
address to a national audience in 1847 was once more on political economy 
and internal improvements.64 

In his early days Lincoln supported both the railroad and river navigation. 
Since money was the crux of the problem, he saw improvements on the San-
gamon River as an easier goal to reach. This was also a savvy choice, since 
some success on this matter gave him political popularity. 

The matter of internal improvements lay in a grey zone concerning the 
Constitution or the wishes of the Founding Fathers. Alexander Hamilton sup-
ported the role of the federal government in this matter, but state and local 
governments tended to delegate the matter to the private sector, especially 
in matters of transportation. 
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Bringing together the matter of tariffs and internal improvements had not 
been done until the administration of Quincy Adams. But the impulse wasn’t 
long lasting. Both choices found a great foe under the presidency of Andrew 
Jackson, who in 1830 repealed the Bank of the United States. Lincoln opposed 
Jackson’s bank veto and in 1832 also his specie currency and the ides of an 
independent treasury. 

Since the national government refused to subsidize improvements, the 
risks had to be assumed by the states. In the absence of federal subsidies, 
Lincoln fell back on the idea of the Bank of Illinois for lack of alternatives. 
Illinois had its own state bank in 1818, even before officially becoming a state, 
and it was rechartered in 1835. The proposal passed the legislature with a 
single vote majority. The state bought nearly all the stock of the bank and 
placed some directors in the governing boards, but not enough to control 
them. Another challenge arose because local businessmen placed large blocks 
of stock in the hands of Eastern financiers. 

Illinois’ Internal Improvements Act was approved in 1837. These construc-
tion projects started with work on railroads and on the Illinois-Michigan Canal, 
but soon after, the 1837 Panic shook the state. Although Lincoln won reelec-
tion, the panic turned into a depression. Lincoln proposed buying all public 
lands for 25 cents per acre and reselling them at a profit, borrowing $25 mil-
lion for the purpose. He had calculated well, for the income from the 1839 
public lands sales would have covered more than the state’s improvement 
loans.65 Lincoln was also counting on the additional revenue to be had from 
new immigration to the state. For him, and for a sparsely populated state, 
wealth and population sounded synonymous. However, the national economy 
turned out a greater foe than anything he could have foreseen. 

Lincoln continued to muster some support for his plans, but by early 1839 
popular opposition arose against the improvements system. Lincoln voted to 
appropriate more money: $1 million for general improvements and $4 million 
for the Illinois-Michigan Canal. At the end of the year Lincoln held on, against 
all sensible hope, to just the Illinois-Michigan Canal and the Central Railroad. 
The outcome would saddle the state with $11 million in debt that would take 
forty years to repay. To Lincoln’s credit, all the political figures of future im-
portance in Illinois had supported the improvement system in 1837. Through 
failure the future president learned of the dangers of localism and sectionalism 
that proved destructive to Illinois. 

Lincoln judged taxation a poor strategy for an agricultural state such as 
Illinois. However, when everything else failed, in order to repay the debt, he 
was willing to stand for taxes, no matter how unpopular he may become. 
Lincoln was willing to break through on the taboo of taxation and to see in it 
the power to keep important things alive. Moreover, he opposed repudiation 
of the debt, which had become widespread in neighboring states. With all the 
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above obstacles notwithstanding, Lincoln had nevertheless a measure of suc-
cess under the stipulation that the state’s extra income be earmarked for re-
payment of its debt. Regardless of the difficulties that ensued, Lincoln was 
happy that Illinois was able to secure loans for the completion of the Illinois-
Michigan Canal, completed in 1848. 

During the 1837 Panic, Lincoln turned champion for the banks, in spite of 
the fact that they had suspended specie payments. He wanted to preserve the 
banks to reduce dependence on taxation to finance improvements. Here too 
his choice was unpopular. During the 1840s there was great nationwide re-
sentment against state banks, entailing measures forcing them to resume 
specie payments. Lincoln feared forced redemption would mean the collapse 
of the banking system. He kept seeing the issues of state bank and internal 
improvements as interlocked. 

For all his pro-bank stance, Lincoln was in favor of a cap on interest rates 
and for government regulations. He advocated that the bank should concen-
trate on small loans and serve the people without biases. Big loans, he esti-
mated, were an open door for speculation. He placed the claims of the debtors 
before those of the creditors. Lincoln’s fiscal restraint mirrored his life’s ex-
ample. After being indebted in his youth and repaying his debt, he became a 
money lender to the end of his life. 

The end of the Illinois Bank came in 1842, and many other banks in the 
state followed. In the end specie currency disappeared altogether, and Lincoln 
saw Gresham’s Law confirmed, that “bad money drives out good.” 

Lincoln valued the lesson of believing that a state bank could support in-
ternal improvements. The desirable long-term goal was laudable; the means 
to assure it inadequate, leading to short-term failure. In effect, due to its 
undeveloped economy the state didn’t possess the accumulated capital nec-
essary for such an ambitious enterprise. The willingness of learning by doing 
was for Lincoln and anybody in his time a necessity. Trial and error was the 
way, and learning became unavoidable. 

After serving in the Illinois General Assembly, Lincoln still continued to 
concentrate on economic issues. His vision and speeches tied democracy to 
his economic views. After the unrealized vision of the Internal Improvements 
Act, Lincoln gave priority to the matter of a high tariff. He argued for the 
absolute imperative of protection for American prosperity and expressed 
worry about the rise of the national debt. He pointed to tariff and direct taxa-
tion as the state’s sources of revenue. He played a major role in convincing 
the Whigs to turn the tariff issue into one of the most important issues of the 
Illinois contest. 

Looking back upon this period, however, all the issues Lincoln fought for 
ended up on the losing side, leaving Lincoln with the need to deepen his own 
and his constituents’ understanding of tariffs and other economic matters. All 
of this he accomplished right in time before being elected to the US House of 
Representatives in 1846, and just before the Democrats succeeded in 



 

 

weakening the tariff. In effect Congress had passed the Walker Act reducing 
import levies. 
 
American or British Systems: The “True System” versus Free Trade 
Lincoln, the ethical politician, did not bow down to an abstract science of eco-
nomics. On the tariff as on other issues, Lincoln rode the motif of the American 
System—at times just the “true system”—versus the British System, though 
he was far from systematic in this analysis and tended to shy away from eco-
nomic platforms or programs. However, free trade—the economic doctrine 
that sustained British Empire—became for him an unacceptable theory and 
policy. 

Lincoln wanted to address the recrimination that protectionists lacked a 
coherent theory. Lincoln, the pragmatist, opted in effect to press his point 
through statistical analysis. He wanted to prove that protected articles harmed 
less labor when duties were higher, rather than lower. He wanted to rest his 
case through the support of the notion of “real wages,” what wages could 
afford to buy on the marketplace. 

We know that Lincoln’s analysis was comprehensive in his integration of 
data. He included in his analysis of imported goods the prices of insurances, 
middleman’s profits, the costs of distant marketing, governmental levies, the 
effect of protection on the demand of agricultural products, and so forth. He 
was very concerned about the conditions that would foster a stable home 
market for agricultural produce. He saw much of the long-distance transpor-
tation of goods from England or Europe as “useless labor,” especially in rela-
tion to goods that could be produced in the US. 

Lincoln supported his views mainly through the argument that value was 
created through labor and that fairness required that the workers benefit most 
from the fruit of their toil. And further he believed that the reward of labor 
was perfect when it would be possible to exchange an article produced in a 
certain amount for another made in an equal or very similar amount of time. 

The tariff was meant to help the working people to rise. To this end he 
took a very practical example, that of cotton, attacking the absurdity of selling 
cotton to the English to buy back cloth from them, concluding in conservative 
estimates that through protectionism the farmer would either receive 25% 
more for his cotton or buy cloth for 25% less. And in addition this would elim-
inate “useless labor.” Doing without the tariff would constrict the economy and 
drive the citizen to thrifty but regressive self-sufficiency. He saw that free 
trade would depress economic development and harm everybody in America. 
Overall Lincoln proved himself not a systematic thinker, but a thorough prag-
matist, with ample recourse to data, willing to put his ideas to the test and 
revise them when needed. 

To give an idea of where he placed the tariff, Lincoln was satisfied when it 
was situated at 34.4% and dissatisfied when the Walker Act brought it down 



 

 

to 22.5%.66 All in all, even though there were obvious and unavoidable na-
tionalistic overtones, Lincoln’s views were based on economic, not patriotic, 
grounds. 

Especially in the late 1840s, and most of all from 1849 to 1854, Lincoln 
deepened his economic learning. His law partner indicates Lincoln studied 
Francis Wayland’s Elements of Political Economy—very much considered an 
authority in the field in America—James and/or John Stuart Mill, plus Henry 
Carey among others.67 We know that Carey’s arguments for the tariff—partic-
ularly those in his 1835 Essay on the Rates of Wages—were very much along 
the lines of Lincoln’s and that the two had extensive correspondence when 
Lincoln became president. 

Carey had looked at how, though wages had not risen in dollar terms, the 
American worker had increased purchasing power, since clothing and food had 
become more affordable. Carey’s views brought together protectionism, eco-
nomic development, and democracy. He advanced that interests of labor and 
capital were convergent to a high degree, or could be brought to such a con-
vergence. 

In Francis Wayland’s Elements of Political Economy, the labor theory of 
value took center stage. For Wayland capital was “pre-exerted labor.” From 
his work we hear: “Labor has been made necessary to our happiness. No val-
uable object of desire can be produced without it. ... The Universal Law of our 
existence, is, ‘In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat thy bread, until thou 
return to the ground.’”68 Like Lincoln, Wayland saw economics as bound to 
moral philosophy and vice-versa, so that he could argue almost every question 
at one level from considerations belonging to the other. 

From Wayland Lincoln justified his understanding that labor created value 
and therefore had a right to what it created, and that exchange value turned 
around labor cost in the long term. Labor was a central recurrent topic in 
Lincoln’s economics—he placed it above capital, and as a consequence labor’s 
interests came before other interests. 

However, Lincoln showed independence of mind from economic authori-
ties, differing from them in matters of the role of government in the economy, 
declaring that government should not have a purely negative, restrained role 
and value; rather, it could have a positive, beneficent, promoting influence on 
public affairs. 

Lincoln divided labor into useful labor, useless labor, and idleness. Among 
the latter he placed the capitalists who only generated money from other peo-
ple’s labor. Among these were also the slaveholders, who promoted the dis-
ease of wanting to escape from physical labor. The ideal was then for the 
worker to obtain as much as possible of the fruits of his labor. Much of the 
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theory of labor evolved into opportunity and upper mobility. For the president 
the “true system” was such that the “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 labor¾the just and gen-
erous and prosperous system, which opens the way for all¾gives hope to all, 
and energy, and progress, and improvement of conditions to all.”69 

As mentioned, Lincoln did not place labor in opposition to capital, nor did 
he advocate a war on capital. Lincoln did not want too large a capitalist class 
but was also optimist and felt no need for strong governmental action or 
measures to prevent people from getting richer. He shared this optimism with 
many in the Republican Party, including Henry Carey. He favored a develop-
ment and expanded productivity that would increase opportunity and mobility. 
In this context he approved of labor strikes and trade unions, standing at odds 
with Carey or Wayland. In the spring of 1860 while touring New England, he 
said, “I am glad to see that a system of labor prevails in New England under 
which laborers CAN strike.”70 This was referring to the then occurring strikes 
in the shoe manufacturing sector. He also later met with leaders of striking 
unions in the White House on at least two occasions. 

Even the single-minded fight for the tariff had to be abandoned by Lincoln 
by 1847. However, putting that aside, he returned to the issue of internal 
improvements, but now in a new way. Lincoln offered his first national address 
on the matter at the 1847 Chicago River and Harbor Convention before going 
to Washington. Though the speech does not survive, we know Lincoln stated 
that the targeted economic goals of government could not be absolutely gen-
eral without generating some local advantage, but neither would they be so 
local as not to generate general advantage. Add to this effect that canals and 
railroads would decrease transportation costs and thus benefit everyone. How-
ever, he paid attention to the complaint that internal improvements would 
overwhelm the treasury because of undue expansion. In response he predi-
cated that Congress would determine at the beginning of the fiscal year what 
funds were available and appropriate no more than those. To help in this pur-
pose he proposed the creation of a federal agency to collect statistical infor-
mation, proving once more extremely pragmatic. 

In reviewing the years of Lincoln in the Senate, these were his main direc-
tions: 

- Keep in place substantial protective tariffs. 
- Develop large-scale federally funded internal improvements. 
- Favor low prices on federal lands. 
- Promote federally supervised banking. 
- Oppose a large federal debt. 
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- Stand in favor of free labor against slave labor. 
Such premises and ideas were only strengthened when America was tested 

on more than one front. 
 
The Surging Empire Within 
The interrelated issues of expansionism and slavery brought together a new 
risk the nation faced, the gradual building of empire. Going down that road 
would have nullified the promise of the Declaration of Independence. Lincoln 
was resolutely opposed to the Mexican-American War and voiced it in moral 
terms. His opposition cost him dearly in Illinois, where it was a popular cause. 
As he came out clearly against the expansion of slavery, the theme started to 
take center stage in his platform, as the most serious threat to the American 
Dream. In fact, after 1854 this became the primary issue for Lincoln. After the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act¾accelerating the central role of the issue of slavery and 
presaging the Civil War in the partisan violence that followed¾Lincoln could 
no longer remain on a purely Whig platform. He remained loyal to a larger 
view, not just to a party. 

Apart from the ground of incompatibility of expansionism and slavery with 
the Declaration of Independence, Lincoln based his opposition on the govern-
ment’s role of creating the best conditions for the laborer to secure the fruit 
of his labor for his own advancement in life. Taking the importance of equality 
from the Declaration of Independence, he extended it to equality of oppor-
tunity. He expressed this in the 1850s as “the principle that clears the path 
for all, gives hope to all, and, by consequence, enterprise, and industry to 
all.”71 Not only did he see the right to rise as a spiritual goal and the standard 
of a free society, on occasion he predicated this specifically for the African 
American: “And I believe a black man is entitled to it—in which he can better 
his condition—when he may look forward and hope to be a hired laborer this 
year and the next, work for himself afterward, and finally to hire men to work 
for him! This is the true system.”72 

Lincoln looked at slavery through an economic lens, seeing in it an issue 
of billions of dollars. Slavery’s expansion, tied to territorial expansionism, 
rested on this very clear economic incentive. But he also countered the ex-
pansion of slavery on the basis of the damage it would cause to free labor. It 
is interesting to note that, speaking in relation to the 1860 factory strikes in 
New England, Lincoln foresaw the danger that free labor that could strike 
would be replaced by slave labor that could not. 
 
The Economic Achievements of Lincoln’s Presidency 
Lincoln saw the devastating effects of a divided America because he rightly 
considered the territory as an indivisible economic unit. This was an incentive 
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to implementing a larger economic agenda while simultaneously seeking the 
resolution of military matters. In fact he ingeniously ensured that one sup-
ported the other. 

Through the Civil War period, Lincoln had his way with the tariff without 
having to clamor for it. He just had to sign into law tariff increases adopted 
by Congress. And the revenue itself served to finance the war. Lincoln rejoiced 
that protection seemed to acquire a permanent, stable base. 

With the tariff came also infrastructure improvements, chief among which 
was the Pacific Railroad. Lincoln appointed directors and even selected himself 
some of the companies that handled the railroads’ business. Among other im-
provements were a railroad from Kentucky to East Tennessee, an expansion 
of the Pacific Railroad into Missouri and the enlargement of the Illinois-Michi-
gan Canal. Lincoln had managed to become the first economically nationalistic 
president who was not opposed by Congress. Lincoln’s administration also im-
plemented another first, a graduated income tax, thus shifting the traditional 
sources of national finance from lands and customs revenues to internal 
sources. 

Financing the war presented a challenge of a whole other dimension. East-
ern banks were ready to lend money to the government, but at staggering 
24% to 36% interest rates.73 This pushed Lincoln to seek other avenues. 

During his presidency he finally took up the matter of national banking. 
Salmon Chase frequently consulted with him on these matters, contrary to 
other issues that the president left entirely to him. It was with Chase that he 
advocated for the latter’s plan for banking associations. 

The Banking and Currency Acts of 1862 and 1863 placed state banks under 
a federal charter subject to federal supervision. This imposed a 10% tax on 
state bank notes, which led to a subsequent contraction of state banks: from 
1,466 in 1861 to only 197 by 1865. The missing banks were replaced by 1,630 
national banks.74 And crucial to the Bank Act of 1863 was the new obligation 
of reserve requirements and the prerequisite that 75% of all bank directors 
reside in the state of operation and be American citizens. 

Nationally chartered banks were required to deposit at least a third of their 
capital into the federal treasury. The incentive came from exempting them 
from the tax on state bank activities. The banks acted as lenders to the federal 
government, which issued government notes. New bonds were circulated that 
matured within five to twenty years, designed as an incentive for citizens to 
invest in the preservation of the Union. 

The bonds served as the basis for issuing the famous “greenbacks,” and 
were sold in a broad spectrum for even small denominations to average citi-
zens, broadening the public’s buy-in for the president’s choices for a total sum 
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of $1.3 billion between 1862 and 1865. Through this plan the national debt 
would be widely distributed, about which the president said: “The patriotism 
of the people has placed at the disposal of the government the large means 
demanded by the public exigencies. Much of the national loan has been taken 
by citizens of the industrial classes, whose confidence in their country’s faith 
and zeal for their country’s deliverance from present peril has induced them 
to contribute to the support of the government the whole of their limited ac-
quisitions.”75 

The US notes were printed on their back with green ink, hence their pop-
ular name of “greenbacks.” They were receipts that acknowledged work done 
or goods offered, and they could be traded for either one of these. They basi-
cally represented labor-hours and were rendered legal tender early in 1862. 
They could be used for all private debts, though not for taxes and duties. 

Overall government spending was increased by 600% and cheap credit 
was offered to production efforts. In a first effort to finance the war in July 
1861, Congress authorized $50 million in demand notes, which bore no inter-
est and could be redeemed for specie on demand. They had no legal tender 
status yet. Until December 1861 they were fully redeemable in gold. 

In his 1862 annual message Lincoln called for US legal tender notes for 
temporarily meeting the need for a uniform circulating medium, though he 
conceded that in the long run, such notes, redeemable in specie on demand, 
could not be safely maintained except with the organization of banking asso-
ciations. The convertibility into specie was secured through the banks’ pur-
chase of government bonds, deposited in the Treasury. 

The greenbacks credit Lincoln with the precedent of a national currency. 
However, he doubted that they could continue to be the US currency indefi-
nitely and was worried about the real danger of inflation due to larger issues 
of paper money. 

With the coming end of the Civil War it became evident that the govern-
ment needed to have a restraining power over banknote circulation in the 
country. By early 1865 $450 million worth of greenbacks had been issued, or 
just over half of the currency in circulation. This allowed the nation at war not 
only to cover its military expenditures, but even to do what it had not been 
able to do in peacetime: start large-scale railroad and industrial projects, such 
as the transcontinental railway, which would be completed in 1869. The green-
backs expanded government spending power by 300%. Remarkably, even 
through the inflationary process of an extended war, by December 1865 a 
greenback was still redeemable at 68 cents per gold dollar! It has been calcu-
lated that the US was spared the fate of a crippling $4 billion interest debt.76 

Even after the National Banking Act of 1863, which allowed nationally char-
tered banks to issue and lend currency, due to popular pressure an 
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outstanding $346 million worth of greenbacks remained in circulation as part 
of the nation’s currency, tempering the rise of the national debt.77 Lincoln’s 
well-advised policies spared the Union from the fate of other emancipated ex-
colonies, and close to home that of Simon Bolivar’s Gran Colombia. 

In the end, paradoxically, due to the imperative of carrying out the war 
Lincoln found all his youthful ideals and plans feasible. He could make the best 
of necessity and had to be thankful to the emergency that rendered possible 
for his long-held views to find implementation. He also could justify his 
measures with aiming to curtail inflation and protect the interests of labor and 
the country. 

That America after Lincoln remained independent not only politically but 
also economically, we owe to a president with a strong grasp of economic 
stakes and financial policies. That America navigated global geopolitics to its 
advantage was not only due to the president’s foresight but, at least in part, 
to a stroke of “luck,” or rather world karma. 
 
America and International Politics 
At the time of the Civil War America owed its survival from the threat of the 
British Empire and its worldwide reach in great part to a felicitous world karma 
circumstance, which has seldom been acknowledged for its full impact. While 
Lincoln gained the epithet of the “Great Emancipator” after 1863, half of the 
world away another ruler of a large nation preceded him by two years—Tsar 
Alexander II, who became known as the “Liberator.” 

In 1861, Alexander II officially freed the Russian serfs. As these amounted 
to twenty-three million, this was a feat that required great statesmanship. 
Though the task of a monarch was certainly easier than that of a president, 
Alexander II deserves a lot of credit for overcoming great forces of resistance 
and the weight of a feudal system of exploitation. He too was assassinated, 
though not until in 1881. 

Facing the bitter opposition of the landowning class, Alexander II took an 
active part in the legislative undertaking that culminated in the Emancipation 
Act of 1861. The manifesto was accompanied by more than a dozen legislative 
acts that freed the serfs of the empire. 

By the decision of a monarch, not only were millions of individuals given 
their personal freedom, they were also offered modest allotments of land. 
Understandably, given the scope of the endeavor and the scale of resistance, 
the reform could not fully guarantee the viability of a peasant class of propri-
etors. However, its psychological impact was immense. Though insufficient to 
stem the tide of history—especially because of later curtailments—it repre-
sented a major step in freeing Russian labor and restraining the economic 
power of the landowning class. 
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The abolition of serfdom also meant changes in Russia’s archaic adminis-
trative institutions, reducing some of the crying abuses of the old judicial sys-
tem. Russia’s legal system operated a rapprochement with the standards held 
in Western countries, particularly in France. 

Later legislative provisions, such as a statute of 1864, put in place the 
system of elected local assemblies, known as the zemstvos. This first form of 
democratic self-government was instrumental in improving education and lit-
eracy, medical care and hygiene, agriculture and the crafts. Russia was grad-
ually released from an oppressive feudal state, and modernized. 

That Alexander II had a far-reaching vision is underlined by the fact that 
his internal reforms were matched by his international politics. The tsar re-
versed an earlier Russian expansionist policy that had led to the disastrous 
Crimean War (1853–1856) under his reign. Alexander started reversing these 
policies, having awakened to the destructive influences originating from the 
British Empire. With this came the realization that he could turn to America as 
a political and economic partner. It seems world karma brought a key ally to 
Lincoln’s aid at a crucial historical moment. 

At this point in time Great Britain held the colony of British Columbia, 
which, however, was very isolated from the rest of Canada, separated as it 
was by 3,000 kilometers of wilderness from the holdings of the Hudson Bay 
Company. In fact, British Columbia was more economically linked to California 
for its trade than to the empire, and some loud voices were calling for an 
annexation to the prospering USA. It was within the background of this reality 
and its later developments that the Russian administration was thinking about 
the future of its Alaskan holdings. 

Already in 1853 the idea of a Russian sale of Alaska to the US was voiced 
by General Mikhail Muraviev in a letter to the tsar: “Due to the present amaz-
ing development of railroads, the United States will soon spread over all North 
America. We must face the fact that we will have to cede our North American 
possessions to them.”78 

Seeing the possible disruption to the balance of power in the wake of an 
impending American Civil War, Russian Ambassador Eduard Stoeckl wrote to 
Foreign Minister Alexander Gorchakov in 1862: “The disintegration of the 
United States as a nation would from our point of view be something to be 
deplored. The American Confederation has acted as a counterpoise to British 
power and, in this sense, its continued existence constitutes an important el-
ement in the balance of power.”79 He advised to support its preservation. 

In the fall of 1862 Lincoln appealed to Gorchakov for help in support of the 
American cause, pleading that Russia could play a critical role in the preser-
vation of the Union. Gorchakov replied positively, stressing, “The hope of re-
union is growing less and less, and I wish to impress upon your government 
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that the separation [splitting of North and South], which I fear must come, 
would be considered by Russia as one of the greatest misfortunes. Russia 
alone, has stood by you from the first, and will continue to stand by you.80 

Based on this political assessment, no doubt shared among many in Rus-
sia, the tsar sent the Russian Navy to both San Francisco and New York in late 
1863, a move to dissuade both France and Britain from assisting the Confed-
eracy via its harbors at the cost of precipitating an open war. This was the 
time in which the Confederacy’s attacks in the North had been kept in check 
at the battle of Gettysburg and the violent anti-draft riots in New York had 
failed. 

That Britain had reasons to intervene on the American warfront appears 
from statements such as the following by Robert Cecil, three times British 
prime minister: “The Northern States of America never can be our sure friends 
because we are rivals, rivals politically, rivals commercially. ... with the South-
ern States, the case is entirely reversed. The population are an agricultural 
people. They furnish the raw material of our industry, and they consume the 
products which we manufacture from it. With them, every interest must lead 
us to cultivate friendly relations, and when the war began they at once re-
curred to England as their natural ally.”81 In fact more than 75% of the South’s 
cotton was destined to the British markets. 

The Russian fleets stayed in American harbors for seven months, never 
needing to intervene. The timing of operations was crucial for the survival of 
the Union. Years later, Alexander II offered some interesting background to 
the sequence of events leading to his decision to deploy the navy: 

 
In the autumn of 1862 the governments of France and Great Britain 
proposed to Russia, in a formal but not in an official way, the joint 
recognition by European powers of the independence of the Confed-
erate States of America. My immediate answer was: 

“I will not cooperate in such action; and I will not acquiesce. On 
the contrary, I shall accept the recognition of the independence of 
the Confederate States by France and Great Britain as a casus belli 
for Russia.” And in order that the governments of France and Great 
Britain may understand that this is no idle threat, I will send a Pacific 
fleet to San Francisco and an Atlantic fleet to New York. … 

All this I did because of love for my own dear Russia, rather than 
for love of the American Republic. I acted thus because I understood 
that Russia would have a more serious task to perform if the Ameri-
can Republic, with advanced industrial development, were broken up 
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and Great Britain should be left in control of most branches of modern 
industrial development.82 

 
The idea of the Alaska Purchase entered thus within Russia’s perception of its 
own economic interests. It was initiated in 1866 in Russia and negotiated by 
Ambassador Stoeckl and Secretary of State William Seward in May 1867. The 
sale was quickly agreed upon and presented to Congress in the weeks that 
followed. The purchase cost the US Treasury $7.2 million, and Seward clearly 
assessed how important this move had been: “This treaty stands alone in the 
history of diplomacy, as an important treaty conceived, initiated, prosecuted 
and completed without being preceded or attended by protocols or dis-
patches,” revealing thus how eager were the two parties to bring it to com-
pletion.83 

The political convergence between the two nations spilled over into eco-
nomic collaboration. Russia decided to build its own Trans-Siberian railroad 
under the leadership of Count Sergei Witte. At its inauguration American-
made trains surged in the Russian hinterland. It was General Grenville Dodge, 
Lincoln’s Pacific Railroad superintendent, who advised Russia about the con-
struction of its Trans Siberian Railroad. Already in 1842 the first railroad, the 
Saint Petersburg–Moscow piece, was built under the supervision of the engi-
neer George Washington Whistles. And in the 1860s courses on Henry Carey’s 
economics were offered at the St. Petersburg University.84 

The above were just first steps in Russian-American economic collabora-
tion with grandiose, probably unrealistic ideas of bridging the Russian to the 
American railroads. Such was the dream of William Gilpin (1815–94), gover-
nor of the Colorado Territory, a champion of the Transcontinental Railroad. 
Even in 1906 the new tsar, Nicholas II, was favorable to a joint Russian-Amer-
ican project of a Bering Strait tunnel. American engineers were approved to 
launch a feasibility study.85 
 
Lincoln’s Leadership 
Lincoln was an extremely social individual—social in the sense of being inter-
ested in and able to understand people. He spent much of his time in social 
intercourse. As a president he not only met with soldiers in the frontlines; he 
also visited hospitals, attended funerals, and sat in during regular working 
sessions of Congress. He constantly sought firsthand information. He could 
break with etiquette and enter other members’ cabinets to witness the pro-
ceedings, and he actively sought to meet with his cabinet members in between 
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official meetings. He was probably the most accessible president the nation 
has ever had. Add to this that he was most often pleasant, encouraging, and 
humorous. 

The president was eager to recognize the sharpest minds and the most 
dependable collaborators. He chose his people according to their objective 
skills, rather than their loyalty to him. And he worked closely with them, eager 
to improve their relationship. For every failed relationship, like those of McClel-
lan or Salmon Chase, there were two or more successes. 

Even with those with whom he parted ways, the president was rarely vin-
dictive. He could show a high degree of flexibility with insubordination, but not 
with indifference and passivity, however. Salmon Chase, who had offered his 
resignations four times, is a good case in point. Lincoln finally accepted his 
pro forma resignation, much to his surprise. Later, however, he nominated 
Sen. William P. Fessenden, one of Chase’s strongest supporters, to be the new 
secretary of the treasury. And he soon appointed Chase to be the new chief 
justice of the Supreme Court. He was the one administering the oath of office 
to Lincoln on the occasion of the second inaugural. 
 
Throughout his days in office, Lincoln offered his subordinates encourage-
ment, support, and ways to get to know each other. However, he did not lack 
a clear sense of boundaries, and gave clear messages of how far they could 
or could not go. He had little care for preserving harmony if it meant sacrificing 
principles. He was very clear once an infraction touched something he deeply 
cared about. He did this while preserving dignity and, possibly, deepening 
mutual respect. Examples of this survive in the detailed letters he wrote to his 
subordinates, in which he could be very diplomatic but also candid. To General 
Joseph Hooker, after complimenting him, he wrote: “And yet I think it best for 
you to know that there are some things in regard to which, I am not quite 
satisfied with you.” And he added exactly what he expected of him. The gen-
eral recalled being deeply impressed by the honesty and told a newspaperman 
it was “just such a letter as a father might write to his son.”86 On the other 
hand he never quarreled over insignificant matters and would know how to 
avoid conflict when not absolutely necessary. Overall he had a penetrating 
understanding of human nature, allied to an ability to forgive. 

Lincoln was a master in garnering persuasion; he knew the art of creative 
compromise, which would meet most parties’ needs. He had already shown it 
at age twenty-seven, when he was able to mastermind the transfer of the 
Illinois state capital from Vandalia to Springfield, through clever bargaining. 
His already quoted speech at the Temperance Society shows what persuasion 
meant to him: “When the conduct of men is designed to be influenced, per-
suasion, kind, unassuming persuasion, should ever be adopted.” Following 
these mental habits, it was very normal for the president to consult frequently 
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with members of his cabinet and avoid doing anything concerning a depart-
ment without consulting with its heads. He knew the value of making requests 
versus giving orders, and using suggestions and recommendations. And most 
of those who collaborated with Lincoln had the feeling of being special to him. 

The president also showed great resilience under stress and criticism. He 
would most often ignore attacks, especially when they expressed petty con-
cerns. He wrote on April 11, 1865, “As a general rule, I abstain from reading 
the reports of attacks upon myself, wishing not to be provoked by that to 
which I can not properly offer an answer.”87 He could view unjust criticism 
with amusement, rather than anger. To Stephen Douglas’s accusations in 
1858 he replied, “When a man hears himself somewhat misrepresented, it 
provokes him—at least, I find it so with myself; but when the misrepresenta-
tion becomes very gross and palpable, it is more apt to amuse him.”88 How-
ever, he reacted if the attacks could impact public perception of his views and 
principles, as he expressed in a speech in 1859: “I have found that it is not 
entirely safe, when one is misrepresented under his very nose, to allow the 
misrepresentation to go uncontradicted.”89 He spent a lot of time and consid-
eration on how to react most appropriately. To master his emotions and un-
derstand a complex situation, Lincoln used to draft letters to the people with 
whom he was upset, which he often would not send. He could thus better 
understand the situation, and in the end weigh the pros and cons of sending 
them. In the process of writing, he could reach greater clarity. 

Lincoln had no doubt understood in his youth the importance of balancing 
passion with reason. He had acquired a great degree of mastery over his emo-
tions. He most often recognized credit where it was due and was ready to 
assume responsibility when things went wrong. This supported his subordi-
nates and encouraged them to take risks and innovate. 
 

Lincoln was a bundle of apparent polarities and contradictions; he was a 
master of paradox. He was greatly flexible while also a model of consistency. 
The president did in fact show his flexible approach quite candidly: “My policy 
is to have no policy; I shall not surrender this game leaving any available card 
unplayed.” And, in pure Mercurial fashion he was always open for a change of 
mind: “I shall do less whenever I shall believe what I am doing hurts the 
cause, and I shall do more whenever I shall believe doing more will help the 
cause. I shall try to correct errors when shown to be errors; and I shall adopt 
new views so fast as they shall appear to be true views.”90 
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Most of all the president showed great resilience and perseverance. Lincoln 
rarely, if ever, gave up after failures. After losing to Stephen Douglas he 
wrote: “The fight must go on. The cause of civil liberty must not be surren-
dered at the end of one or even hundred defeats.”91 And in order to achieve 
very ambitious goals, Lincoln knew how to set up realistic, attainable small 
steps. Thus during the war he concentrated on the destruction of Lee’s army 
rather than the capture of the Confederate capital. 

In the long search for the ideal general, Lincoln took on the work with the 
army very methodically. His first step was to completely reorganize and redi-
rect the armed forces from 16,000 men to over half a million at the end of the 
war. Lincoln went through quite a few generals before arriving at Ulysses 
Grant. However, even when they were inept, he learned everything he could 
in terms of strategy from them. When he needed to build, organize, and train 
the army, he selected George McClellan, who was perfect for this job, but 
would not fight. When McClellan failed him, Lincoln moved him to command 
just the Army of the Potomac. Seeing the need for urgency, he did not hesitate 
to step in when his subordinate tarried. Thus he personally directed the assault 
on Norfolk before its capture. 

Lincoln had great care in preventing operations from coming to a standstill, 
while preserving the dignity of individuals. When a general was not perform-
ing, he would remove some responsibility and authority from him. If the pat-
tern continued, he would remove the individual out of the decision-making, 
by having him report to another superior. In this way Lincoln had to accept 
disappointment from quite a few generals. When he finally found the man he 
could trust in Ulysses Grant, he gave him full responsibility. Even after he 
delegated most authority to Grant, Lincoln never ceased to follow closely mil-
itary operations and exert his personal influence when he felt it necessary. 
The selection and testing of his generals was in fact an enduring task for the 
president (See box). 
Similar patterns often happened on the political front, where the president 
had to deal with a cabinet rendered famous as a “team of rivals.” Lincoln 
showed he was able to determine what was really going on, and he often 
found creative ways in which to confront and defuse tensions. The president 
was in the habit of bringing all dissenting parties to the table and pushing 
them to find a way to make peace. An example: in 1862 Chase led the charge 
to discredit Seward, whom he wanted to replace. The seasoned senator was 
being unjustly accused on many accounts by various Republican senators in-
spired by Chase. Lincoln invited all parties except Seward to a special session 
of the cabinet, asking them to iron out all differences before they left. The 
senators did not know the cabinet would be present and vice-versa, placing 
Chase in the awkward position of not being able to support what the senators  
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Lincoln and His Generals 
 

President Lincoln took to heart his role of commander-in-chief; all the more so 
because the army lacked for a long spell a true general-in-chief. During that time 
Lincoln took on the role. The following is the sequence of choices directly taken by 
Lincoln himself. 
 
1861: The army was under the command of 75-year-old General Winfield Scott. 
Lincoln personally oversaw the reorganization of the Armed Forces. He agreed with 
the general on the importance of securing the Mississippi River and of blockading 
the Southern harbors. 
 
March 1861: He appointed Irvin C. McDowell as commanding general and relieved 
Scott of most of his duties, while still consulting with him. 
 
July 1861: Realizing the need for an organizer able to rebuild and train the army, 
he appointed General George B. McClellan, first to the Army of the Potomac, then 
as general-in-chief. 
 
March 1862: He relieved McClellan of his command and confined him to the Army 
of the Potomac, appointing General Henry W. Walleck as head of the Department 
of the Mississippi and General John C. Fremont of the Mountain Department. During 
this time he took initiative from the hands of General McClellan to personally or-
chestrate the attack and capture of Norfolk, Virginia. 
 
July 1862: Walleck is named general-in-chief, McClellan having to report to him. 
Walleck did not show capacity and initiative. Lincoln appointed John A. McClernand 
to the Department of the Mississippi, William S. Rosecrans to the Mountain Depart-
ment, and General Nathaniel P. Banks to the newly formed Department of the Gulf. 
All generals reported to Lincoln and took orders from him. 
 
November 1862: He appointed Ambrose E. Burnside as commander of the Army of 
the Potomac. Burnside was relieved of his task only two months later and replaced 
by General Joe Hooker, who would himself be replaced by General George G. Meade 
by June 1863. 
 
February 1863: General Ulysses S. Grant takes charge of the Department of the 
Mississippi. 
 
October 1863: Grant takes command of the armies of the West. 
 
March 1864: Lincoln promotes Grant to lieutenant general, giving him command 
of all the armies. 



 

 

would say, without clearly showing his role in leading the dissent. He was thus 
forced to agree that Seward had acted properly and honestly. With such a 
strategy Lincoln embarrassed both senators and Chase, exposing the latter as 
an impostor who could not be trusted. Seward was cleared of all charges, and 
the next day Lincoln accepted Chase’s resignation. 
 
Lincoln and the Fruits of Previous Initiations 
“When a first-class mind is filtered through an inferior one, it becomes unrec-
ognizable. That is why there are so many different Lincolns. We see him 
through lesser minds,” Susan B. Martinez asserts.92 Recapturing Lincoln’s es-
sential being has in fact been the effort of seeing him through many great 
minds of our nation before attempting a synthesis. 

The way in which Lincoln integrated paradoxes and polarities is a sign of a 
likely previous life initiation, as seems the case with Franklin and Washington. 
Many historians can but marvel at how the president embodied one quality 
and its seeming opposite. 

Donald T. Phillips, as one of many, finds the sixteenth president “charis-
matic, yet unassuming; consistent yet flexible; victim of vast amounts of slan-
der, yet very popular with the troops; trusting and compassionate and de-
manding and tough; risk-taker yet patient and calculating.”93 This compound-
ing of seeming opposites is in fact the essence of initiation when it reemerges 
instinctively in the will; it renders the individual able to naturally synthesize 
polarities. In terms of planetary qualities we could point out how Lincoln em-
bodied each polarity: 
 

- He conducted the Civil War fully, almost relentlessly, out of a Mars ges-
ture. He spoke his mind diplomatically but candidly, and he did not 
broach insubordination. He knew when to seize an opportunity. On the 
other hand he discharged his fatherly duties and attended to his friend-
ships in a complete Venus fashion. He was imbued with deep interest in 
fellow human beings, regardless of their station in life. 

- He could coat everything he approached with Mercurial wit. He knew 
how to avoid conflict. He also acted out of Jupiterian wisdom: he knew 
what was possible and what wasn’t, and recognized when it was neces-
sary to wait. 

- He had the Saturnian long view that saw centuries ahead. He could see 
before most of his fellow citizens the implications of political or judicial 
decisions. However, he respected tradition and precedent within the 
Moon spirit; he took no liberties with the Constitution. He subordinated 
his far sight to the necessary limitations of time and space. He balanced 
desire for change with patient education. 
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- His generosity of spirit attests to his continuous Sun-like qualities; so 
do his views about Christ and His deed for the redemption of humanity, 
and his unwavering trust in the hand of Providence. He knew how to 
mediate and act with magnanimity. He forgave naturally and rarely, if 
ever, took revenge. 

 
Through his leadership Lincoln preserved America’s cosmopolitan essence. He 
preserved its spirit and made it possible for America to enter in the right way 
into the cosmopolitan Michaelic age, characterized by Steiner thus: 
 

You see, the cosmopolitan views . . . are simply a reflection of what 
occurred in the spiritual world. The tendency exists in mankind to wipe 
out the various differences which were fostered by the blood and the 
nerve temperament. It is not a tendency of the spiritual worlds to create 
further differences among mankind, but it is a tendency of the spiritual 
worlds to pour a cosmopolitan element over mankind.94 
 

Or to echo Emerson’s final words of his “American Scholar” address: “A nation 
of men will for the first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by 
the Divine Soul which also inspires all men.” He implied that America can grasp 
everything anew and make it her own through her own forces. 

 
Through his leadership Lincoln preserved America’s cosmopolitan essence. It 
preserved its spirit and made it possible for America to enter in the right way 
into the cosmopolitan Michaelic age, characterized by Steiner thus: 
 

You see, the cosmopolitan views ... are simply a reflection of what oc-
curred in the spiritual world. The tendency exists in mankind to wipe out 
the various differences which were fostered by the blood and the nerve 
temperament. It is not a tendency of the spiritual worlds to create fur-
ther differences among mankind, but it is a tendency of the spiritual 
worlds to pour a cosmopolitan element over mankind.95 
 

Or, to echo Emerson’s final words of his American Scholar address: “A nation 
of men will for the first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by 
the Divine Soul which also inspires all men.” He implied that America can 
grasp everything anew and make it her own through her own forces. 
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Chapter 5 
 

EDUCATING THE NATION 
 
 
 
A president of Lincoln’s stature and a national emergency such as a Civil War 
are likely to have left a deep imprint on American government and its conduit. 
Certainly the power of the executive came out strengthened from Lincoln’s 
tenure; yet the American Constitution survived with grace one of its greatest 
challenges. How was this made possible? 

We are left to wonder that it was during one of America’s greatest trials 
that the ideal of the Declaration of Independence was renewed and strength-
ened; the signing of the Thirteenth Amendment was no small achievement for 
a nation still at war, even if close to its ending.96 All of these outcomes stem 
in great measure from the president’s grasp of the nation’s founding docu-
ments and the spirit that animated them. We could say that Lincoln recon-
nected the nation to its deepest impulses, or at least offered an impetus and 
an opportunity in that direction, though we know that much was left undone 
through Reconstruction—but that is something we cannot impute to the pres-
ident. 

Behind all of such unlikely achievements at the nation’s eleventh hour stand 
not only Lincoln’s views on legal matters and his strategic choices. More than 
ever stands a unique personality. We will look at layer after layer of Lincoln’s 
soul and spirit to reach the core of his convictions and outline the uniqueness 
of his spiritual life and being. Who was this individual who arrived at the right 
place and the right time to redress the course of history and preserve the 
United States’ future? 
 
The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution 
In his July 4, 1861, address to the nation, Lincoln stated the kernel of the 
problem he faced throughout his presidency: “Must a government of necessity 
be too strong for the liberties of its people or too weak to maintain its own 
existence.” There could be no better characterization of the nation’s challenge 
at the time in which Lincoln took the reins of power. The South wanted to part 
ways, and many Radicals and Democrats were strong advocates of disunion 
because of the issue of slavery. More than one force pushed toward the na-
tion’s dismemberment. 

Partly because of the exceptional circumstances of his presidency, Lincoln 
redefined the American presidency and revised the American constitutional 
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system. In a letter to Albert Hodges of April 4, 1864, he explained the conun-
drum under which a constitutionalist like him had to operate:  

 
My oath ... imposed upon me the duty of preserving, by every indis-
pensable means, that government—that nation—of which that Consti-
tution was the organic law. Was it possible to lose the nation, and yet 
preserve the Constitution? By general law life and limb must be pro-
tected; yet often a limb must be amputated to save a life; but a life is 
never wisely given to save a limb. I felt that measures, otherwise un-
constitutional, might become lawful, by becoming indispensable to the 
preservation of the Constitution, through the preservation of the na-
tion. 
 
In his earliest speeches Lincoln was already calling for support to the rule 

of law and the Constitution, which he probably studied first in the early 1830s. 
His work as a lawyer, although not directly concerned with the Constitution, 
had already given him a pragmatic approach toward complex issues. 

Between the broad constructionism of Alexander Hamilton and the strict 
constructionism of Thomas Jefferson, Lincoln inclined more to the latter, but 
only to a certain point. Where he departed from strict constructionism in par-
ticular was in the role of the government in supporting economic development. 
He was overall loath to taking liberties with the Constitution and stretching it 
for partisan interests. Americans at the time had a view of government such 
that it should not intervene in local matters. The views of abolitionists were 
seen as radical for this reason. 

In constitutional matters Brian R. Dirck sees the Declaration of Independ-
ence as an added focus of Lincoln since 1852.97 In Henry Clay’s eulogy Lincoln 
pointed to those who were attacking the Declaration and its tenet of equality. 
He wanted to show that the Constitution itself was antislavery by placing the 
Declaration of Independence at the heart of our institutions, the Constitution 
as their blueprint. He wrote: “Without the Constitution and the Union, we could 
not have attained [national prosperity] . . . but even these are not the cause 
of our great prosperity. There is something back of these, entwining itself 
more closely about the human heart. That something, is the principle that 
clears the path for all—gives hope to all—and by consequence . . . the expres-
sion of that principle, in our Declaration of Independence, was most happy 
and fortunate.” And further: “The Union and the Constitution are the picture 
of silver, subsequently framed around it. ... The picture was made, not to 
conceal, or destroy the apple; but to adorn and preserve it. The picture was 
made for the apple—not the apple for the picture.” This is a metaphor taken 
from Proverbs 25:11. 
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The Struggle for the Declaration of Independence 
In returning to politics, Lincoln’s first adversary was Roger B. Taney, chief 
justice of the Supreme Court, who wanted to introduce proslavery interpreta-
tions throughout the Constitution. Taney turned the Dred Scott decision into 
a battle-horse for the South. He wanted to exclude African-Americans from 
every notion of rights and citizenship, emphasizing that they were held as 
inferior race at the time of the writing of the Constitution. For him this would 
have extended even to emancipated Black people. He explicitly stated that the 
negro was not included in the Declaration of Independence preamble. Moreo-
ver Taney emphasized the rights of property, wanting to treat African-Ameri-
cans completely from this perspective. he enthused slaveholders of the South 
who were feeling they were been given future guarantees against any inroads 
on the slavery matter. 

For Lincoln the Declaration of Independence proclaimed an ideal toward 
which America could aspire, a possibility of evolution and improvement. The 
lines were drawn when Stephen Douglas explicitly endorsed the Dred Scott 
decision of the Court, even though it stood at odds with popular sovereignty, 
since it stated that no government legislation could limit slavery. Lincoln could 
not speak for racial equality that few Northerners were ready to accept. Nev-
ertheless he had the courage to state “there is no reason in the world why the 
negro is not entitled to all the natural rights enumerated in the Declaration of 
Independence, the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” He per-
ceived of his adversaries, “If they would repress all tendencies to liberty and 
ultimate emancipation . . . they must penetrate the human soul and eradicate 
the love of liberty.”98 And civil liberties were another thorny issue. 
 
Suspension of Habeas Corpus 
In a civil war it is very difficult to identify the enemies. If Maryland left the 
Union, the nation’s survival would have been truly threatened. And the state 
was undoubtedly courting with secession. 

For the suspension of the writ of habeas corpus, Lincoln could avail himself 
of his constitutional powers under Article I, Section 9. His litmus test came 
from Maryland, in a scenario that called for prompt action. The president au-
thorized General Scott to suspend habeas corpus under a clearly defined cri-
teria: military saboteurs. The endorsement was made easier by Scott being a 
Virginian. Lincoln then extended the reach and scope of arrests, but always 
within military lines. In May of that year this led to the arrest of John Merry-
man, accused of pro-Confederate activities; these were clearly proven since 
Merryman had been very outspoken. 

Merryman filed a writ of habeas corpus with Taney, who granted the re-
quest. General Cadwalader, responsible for the arrest, did not back down. 
Taney argued for a very clear and confined awarding of presidential powers, 
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even in wartime. He painted a dark picture of the dangers of Lincoln assuming 
more and more power and civil liberties being curtailed. He wanted to draw 
his adversary into a confrontation. Lincoln proved that he was acting well 
within his prerogatives and detailed his decision from a legal-constitutional 
ground, refusing to attack Taney personally. He knew as a lawyer how to avoid 
open confrontation. He showed primarily the need to suspend habeas corpus 
as the only way to preserve all other constitutional guarantees. On the other 
hand he mustered support for his decision from various sides. 

With Congress backing him, Lincoln diluted the effect of Taney’s Ex Parte 
Merryman. Scholars researching the matter have concluded that Lincoln’s use 
of the suspension of habeas corpus was on the whole rather moderate and 
that few abuses resulted from it. Even John Merryman was promptly released 
in July 1861. 
 
Lincoln and the “Rebels” 
Never before the Civil War did America’s presidency so clearly require a law-
yer, someone who would be able to preserve the Union but also the Constitu-
tion. The nation required someone with the will to take extraordinary 
measures, and yet not hunger for power. 

Only someone like Lincoln could frame the issue of the Civil War within 
acceptable parameters, by setting the stage in such a way that the Confeder-
ates appeared as the aggressors and the government merely reacting to pro-
tect itself. This served the Union well in matters of international law and the 
international threat. 

In rebutting the right to secede, Lincoln argued persuasively: “The Union 
is older than any of the States, and, in fact, it created them as States. . . . 
Not one of them ever had a State constitution independent of the Union.”99 
And he could claim that there had been other secession attempts that had 
been put down before the Civil War. 

Lincoln held that the Confederacy was not a legal entity, but that put him 
into a bind in more than one place. Normally the rebels should have been tried 
for treason, which under Article III, Section 3 places a high bar of proof. The 
article protected civil liberties, and treason trials had been extremely rare. 
Moreover such trials risked being overturned by the Supreme Court. In the 
end Confederate prisoners were treated like captives of a foreign nation, ex-
changing them or placing them in prisoner-of-war camps. To all practical pur-
poses prisoners were treated as traitors and nontraitors, citizens and nonciti-
zens, alien and nonalien enemy combatants. The Supreme court, in the Prize 
cases, allowed the president to have it both ways, because “He [the president] 
must determine what degree of force the crisis demands.”100 
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During four years Lincoln carefully characterized the Civil War as “insurrec-
tion” and some other time as “rebellion.” He never referred to the Confederate 
States of America, at most to the “so-called Confederate States of America.” 
However, this stance was contradicted by the naval blockade imposed on 
Southern ports. Because he saw the war as the putting down of a rebellion, 
he felt justified in having neither negotiations nor a peace treaty at any time. 
And he saw the continuation of the war as something to be led primarily by 
the Executive, and its chief. 

Another irony of the way of framing the question of rebellion versus seces-
sion was the delicate issue of West Virginia; here was the nation accepting in 
reverse terms that the rebels of a rebel state had the right . . . to secede. 
Lincoln was well aware of the constitutional conundrum, witness the slow pace 
of his decisions and his legal hesitations. 
 
Lincoln and the Radicals 
The Radicals represented a narrow cross-section of the American population; 
Lincoln could not align himself with them, especially from a strategic stand-
point. He first tried to stay away from the slavery issue, though it immediately 
came to haunt him through the problem of runaway slaves coming to the 
North. Strictly speaking they were meant to be given back; but it was known 
that they contributed to the war effort. One of his generals and ex-politician, 
Benjamin Butler, came up with the idea of seizing them as prize of war, and 
they became known as “contraband.” For this goal Congress passed the Prop-
erty Confiscation Act in August 1861 that Lincoln signed into law. The law put 
an end to the property rights of rebel slaveholder but did not offer freedom to 
the slaves. 

The Second Confiscation Act of 1862 awarded the slaves’ freedom, while 
still allowing rebels to claim their “property” by joining the Union within a 
prescribed 60 days. In response to the drafting of the act, Lincoln voiced his 
objections on constitutional grounds in order to push Congress to amend it, 
specifying that “no property would be seized beyond the lifetime of any given 
Confederate property owner.” 

On the other hand, when generals close to the Radicals—e.g., General John 
C. Fremont—confiscated rebel property, and among this their slaves, emitting 
a proclamation of his own, Lincoln cracked down on him. He ordered Fremont 
to rescind his proclamation because he saw in it a violation of the Constitution 
in “punishing treason beyond the life of the traitor.” 

Lincoln was uniquely able to withstand two threats to the nation; the Con-
federacy who wanted to disintegrate the nation, and the Radicals who had too 
flexible a view of the Constitution and of how to expand its interpretation to 
suit their ideals. With them Lincoln may have secretly agreed with the ends, 
but little with the means. 
 
 



 

 

Lincoln the Writer and Educator 
According to the experience of all, Lincoln the orator was a spectacle to be-
hold, one with endless variations and hues. D. H. Donald reports from various 
newspapers of 1848 that Lincoln could start a talk leaning against a wall, 
speaking as if it all were of little concern in indifferent tone. While he did this 
he gained control of his stance, “loosening his tongue, and firing up his 
thoughts, until he had got entire possession of himself and of his audience.” 
These changes were reflected in his voice initially “sharp, shrill piping and 
squeaky” and later turning “harmonious, melodious and musical.”101 His voice 
projected to the farthest reaches of a large crowd gathered outdoors. And he 
often accompanied vocal expression with considerable body language. 

Lincoln had a great sense of timing and could sense the mood of the crowd. 
He had a great memory for facts and figures, anecdotes, and humorous sto-
ries. He could charm his audience with a mercurial succession of arguments 
and anecdotes, common wisdom, and juicy tidbits. Lincoln combined a great 
deal of spontaneity, especially through his humor, with an almost obsessively 
methodical care for detail and preparation. 
 
Humor and Spontaneity 
Lincoln’s humor evolved over the years. In his youth Lincoln told jokes and 
stories for their own sake. As a lawyer he found that wit, poking fun, and 
placing things in perspective supported his trade. As a politician he had been 
tempted at times by satire, and learned at personal cost to temper his pas-
sions. As a president humor served many purposes: proving a point and sav-
ing time, deflecting criticism, saying no without alienating, softening a rebuke, 
putting people at ease, avoiding an embarrassing commitment, and last but 
not least, not taking the situation or himself too seriously, witness his often 
self-deprecating comments or stories (see box on the next page). 

Lincoln knew he was a good story-teller but did it always with a purpose in 
mind. “I believe I have the popular reputation of being a storyteller, but I do 
not deserve the name in its general sense, for it is not the story itself, but its 
purpose or effect that interests me. I often avoid a long and useless discussion 
by others, or a laborious explanation on my own part, by a short explanation 
on my own part, by a short story that illustrates my point of view.”102 

To General McClellan, who was not engaging the enemy, rather than vent-
ing his exasperation the president asked if he could borrow the army. To his 
cabinet, after the failure of the battle of Antietam, he decided to read a hu-
morous story from Artemus Ward, laughing out loud about it. No one joined 
him, so the president asked “Gentlemen, why don’t you laugh? With the fearful 
strain that is upon me night and day, if I did not laugh I should die, and you  
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Lincoln about Himself and Stephen Douglas 
 

Upon losing the 1859 election to Stephen Douglas and asked by a gentle-
man how he felt: “Well I feel just like the boy who stubbed his toe—too d—
—d badly hurt to laugh, and too d——d proud to cry!” (Paul Zall, 22) 
 
One of many self-disparaging stories about his appearance attributed to 
Lincoln at the time of the Lincoln Douglas debates is that of the ugly man 
shouting to Lincoln “By George, I must shoot you; I made a vow that I 
would kill any man uglier than myself.” And the reply “Fire away, stranger; 
if I’m uglier than you I don’t want to live.” (Paul Zall, 23) 
 
Upon being nominated for a second term on June 7, 1864, and being told 
the only way he could be defeated would be for Grant to conquer Rich-
mond and run for the presidency against him: “I feel very much like the 
man who said he didn’t want to die particularly, but if he had got to die 
that would be precisely the disease he would like to die of.” (Keith W. Jen-
nison, 128) 
 
“If I have one vice . . . it is not being able to say no! Thank God for not 
making me a woman. . . . But if He had I suppose he would have made me 
just as ugly as He did, and no one would have tempted me.” (Paul Zall, xv) 
 
Talking about Stephen Douglas in July 1847: “[The party politicians] have 
seen in his round, jolly, fruitful face, post offices, land offices, marshal-
ships, and cabinet appointments, chargeships and foreign missions, burst-
ing and sprouting out in wonderful exuberance.” (Keith W. Jennison, 50) 
 
About Douglas’s reasoning, he commented that it was as “thin as the ho-
meopathic soup that was made by boiling the shadow of a pigeon that had 
been starved to death.” (Keith W. Jennison, 54) 
 
And about Judge Douglas accusing him of selling liquor during the debates: 
“He forgot to tell you that, while I was on one side of the counter, the 
Judge was always on the other.” (Keith W. Jennison, 57) 
 
It was obvious that Douglas feared his adversary’s humor: “Every one of 
his stories seems like a whack upon my back. . . . Nothing else—not any of 
his arguments or any of his replies to my questions—disturbs me. But 
when he begins to tell a story, I feel that I am to be overmatched.” (Paul 
Zall, xvii) 
 



 

 

need this medicine as much as I do.”103 This is also what he stated to Herndon: 
“If it were not for the stories/jokes/jests I should die; they give vent—are the 
vents—of my moods and gloom.”104 It was in effect the finest medicine for 
moods of depression that could assail him. 
 

With the lightness of his humor, Lincoln could convince almost everybody 
he talked to. He could also get rid of unsolicited requests without the origina-
tors being able to figure out how he had done it. With the ability to pull the 
right story for the right moment at will, he knew that common folk were more 
easily influenced through these than through logical arguments. 

For all his lightness the politician, like the lawyer before him, was also 
deeply earnest and thorough in his preparations. 
 
Planning and Method 
Lincoln would often prepare his subject for days and weeks, and write down 
his speeches to the last word, depending on the impact he was seeking. He 
would even prepare for conversations he was going to have. As an example, 
at the conclusion of a meeting with General Hooker, he handed him a letter 
for him to further think about.105 

Following his youthful urge to understand precise meanings, the older Lin-
coln knew the value of every single word he used. In response to those in his 
party who wanted to reprint his Cooper Union Address slightly modified here 
and there, Lincoln responded in the negative to even the most minor change 
suggestions. He was adamant: “I do not wish the sense changed, or modified, 
to a hair’s breadth.”106 Likewise in his Fourth of July address to the nation, he 
did not want to use “secession” but rather “rebellion,” not to concede a point 
to the Confederacy, and he went at length to explain the whys. Rebellion 
marked a distinct, violent act; secession would have conceded a legal choice, 
and legitimized it. 

The same to the above is true in the negative. His most famous speeches 
or printed addresses excel in the choice of what to say and not to say, and 
how to say it in order to appeal to certain constituencies while not alienating 
the more fragile support of other ones, e.g., conciliate the Radicals without 
alienating the Border States. 
 
Tactical Choices 
Lincoln was used to reading the opposite side of every question even more 
thoroughly than the support arguments. In preparing for his debates with 
Douglas, he explained: “I sift Stephen Douglas’s argument down to the 
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subjects he evades or handles recklessly. I jot down those points and store 
them in my hat.”107 

In tackling the thorny issue of suspension of habeas corpus, Lincoln wanted 
to show that the rebels used the constitutional guarantees and freedoms to 
undermine the very same Constitution. He also chose an appropriate central 
image: the issue of the treatment of the deserters, who could lose their lives, 
while those who incited them sought protection by habeas corpus. 

Lincoln was also a master of waiting to express his ideas by taking ad-
vantage of external, fortuitous circumstances and/or challenges thrown at 
him. Often, what he let out as an apparent spontaneous response to the chal-
lenge of the moment had in reality long been prepared, as we will see below 
in relation to the future announcement of the Emancipation Proclamation. 

The president had learned that a man in his position, and in such excep-
tional circumstances could ill afford off-the-cuff comments or impromptu 
speeches. He had been targeted when early in his career he had spoken words 
to the effect that all men had been created equal in Chicago in 1858. 
 
Let us look more closely at how Lincoln generated ideas and speeches. At first 
whatever thoughts crossed his mind were written on scraps of paper. He would 
do so, for example, while he was reading something. He would place the paper 
on his desk, or in his vest or pants pockets. If he was in a public space, he 
would ask for paper and pen when he would have time and inspiration to take 
down notes. When the time approached to deliver the speech, he would as-
semble all the scraps, revise them, and compose the letter or the speech. John 
G. Nicolai called it “process of cumulative thought” that would continue later 
with periodic revisions of the material gathered. Lincoln commented thus 
about his own process: “In that way I saved my best thoughts on the subject, 
and you know, such things often come in a kind of intuitive way more clearly 
than if one were to sit down and deliberately reason them out.”108 This denotes 
a very proactive attitude toward everything that he was preparing to meet. 
He was actively anticipating the future and preparing for all sorts of possible 
scenarios and responses. 

The process could include another variety of steps. Lincoln would gather 
input from trusted advisors or cabinet members, and look for speeches on 
similar themes that could provide inspiration. Finally, testing the speech for 
its intended effect was as important as the preliminary steps. He would often 
ask an individual to play the part of an audience. Most often he wasn’t reading 
to elicit feedback; he just wanted to be able to judge the message by hearing 
it delivered, rather than read. “Nothing sounds the same when there isn’t an-
ybody to hear it and find fault with it.”109 He felt he could hardly judge what 
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he wrote without hearing it. This was something Lincoln carried from his up-
bringing and original love for the spoken word. 
 
Composition Techniques and Testing 
Lincoln’s self-made education showed in the overabundant and capricious use 
of commas, misspellings, haphazard capitalization. Part of this reflected the 
reality that the president composed from inner hearing, and for the effect on 
his listeners. It was noticeable in the president’s sense for rhyme, cadence to 
time the pauses, and alliteration that have remained in some of his most 
memorable expressions: “the fiery trail through which we pass,” “the mystic 
chords of memory,” “a house divided against itself cannot stand,” or “the last 
full measure of devotion” to name but a few. Another significant example ap-
pears in his address of July 4, 1861, in “ballots are the rightful, and peaceful, 
successors of bullets.” Lincoln knew that this antithesis and alliteration would 
leave an imprint on the listener. 

Having experimented with the written and spoken word, Lincoln had rec-
ognized that “less is more.” He had learned to avoid the flowery and ornate 
eloquence of his time that he had briefly embraced in his youth. Instead he 
tended toward short sentences and a compact style. He had a special talent 
for antithesis. In his Springfield Farewell address he expressed: “Without the 
assistance of that Divine Being . . . I cannot succeed. With that assistance I 
cannot fail.” He used the negative as a basic rhetorical tool, or contrasted 
positive and negative actions or ends: “With malice towards none; with charity 
for all,” “nobly save or meanly lose.” To this Lincoln the writer added the use 
of the interrogatory mode and of probing questions, no doubt inherited from 
Lincoln the lawyer. The questions were often so formulated as to encapsulate 
a central dilemma, and support what would follow as answer. 
 
The Most Important Speeches 
Writing was such an important tool of Lincoln’s presidency that he would not 
delegate it to others. And so important, as we have seen, that almost every 
word was weighed for its impact and implications. In addition, Lincoln clearly 
recognized the different impact and style in spoken and written word. He per-
sonally changed the wording of his spoken addresses when publishing them. 
Below are some of the most important speeches of his presidency, with an 
eye at their genesis, style, and intended effect. 
 
The Message to Congress of July 4, 1861 
By the time this speech was delivered, the Civil War was effectively on. Lincoln 
had to craft the message in such a way as to give Americans a feeling for what 
they were fighting for and a desire to engage in it. No doubt taking advantage 
of the speech’s timing, he placed at the center of the address the right of free 
government by the people to protect and maintain itself. The viability of pop-
ular government was at stake in the active denying of a minority who sought  



 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Seven Stages of the Message of July 4, 1861 
 

Lincoln attributed great importance to his 4th of July, 4, 1861, Message to 
Congress. He started working on it by May of that year. Douglas L. Wilson 
recognizes seven stages to this process: 
 

- Making notes: One example, the so-called Random 6 (name given by 
Lincoln), survives in the Library of Congress. This note highlights the 
importance of the contest, for the fate of democracy in the whole world, 
through reference to the threat to “put an end to free government upon 
the Earth.” 

- Preliminary drafts (none surviving). 

- First handwritten draft (3,300 words): At this stage the president de-
scribes his personal involvement. He refers to himself, as in “I believed 
it would be utterly ruinous” and “I hesitated.” 

- Second handwritten draft (5,500 words): Incorporating the recommen-
dations of his advisers, the “I” became ”the executive” or ”the admin-
istration.” Self-reference or hesitation, in the preliminary draft, was 
changed to a more neutral “it was believed” or more resolute “this could 
not be allowed.” 

- First printed copy with revisions: Lincoln’s editor John D. Defrees re-
moved many of Lincoln’s overabundant commas; Lincoln restored two of 
them and added five new ones in one page alone. He did not budge 
around the use of the word “sugar-coated” which Defrees objected to, 
and wanted to see replaced by “disguised” or “concealed.” And he in-
sisted on the use of the word “rebellion” in lieu of “secession.” 

- Second printed copy with revisions: At this stage Lincoln sought the ad-
vice of his secretary of state, William Seward. The latter recommended 
to soften the tone in places and to omit mention of the blockade of South-
ern harbors, because it stood at odds with international law. He also 
suggested a more careful use of the words “treason” and “traitors” for 
the effect this expression would have on border states citizens most of 
all. No reference to these survived. Treasonous became “injurious.” 

- Final version sent to Congress with revisions (6,400 words): This includes 
a new ending. The message would be silent on slavery, indicating that 
the president’s goal was the preservation of the Union, not abolition, an 
important approach in reassuring border states and hesitant Democrats. 
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power to dissolve what the majority had decided upon. He brought this issue 
beyond American borders; he turned it into an issue for humanity, as one of 
free government upon the earth and survival of democracy itself. 

With this speech, Lincoln attempted at length to prove that the rebellion 
wanted to take advantage of rights it found in the Constitution to undermine 
the very nature of the Constitution and its existence. While he pointed out 
that the nation would be tested and this would require courage, he also 
acknowledged the exceptional circumstance of brother fighting brother in a 
civil war. 

The message was generally well received. While the abolitionists were dis-
appointed by the lack of reference to the slavery issue, the message served 
to reassure border states and the wavering Democrats that the central aim of 
the administration was the preservation of the Union. 

The evolution of this Message to Congress can be followed in great detail 
(see box). 
 
Emancipation Proclamation 
Though Frederick Douglass called it “the greatest event of our nation’s history” 
and Lincoln himself “the central act of my administration,” this is a document 
that lags far behind all other most famous speeches in style and appeal. It is 
written in a very utilitarian style and in a pervasive legalistic tone. Its success, 
however, hinged upon these seemingly limiting constraints. 

Consider that its immediate result was minimal, since it hardly freed any 
enslaved people. Rather, it kept them enslaved in large parts of the nation. 
Although personally averse to slavery, Lincoln was well aware that the rights 
of slaveholders were protected by the Constitution, and he accepted his lack 
of power in altering the matter. The proclamation was just a temporary war 
measure. In fact during the time leading to the speech, Lincoln had rescinded 
insubordinate Army officer orders freeing slaves. 

The president understood slavery as a culturally inherited matter, and he 
did not want to qualify slaveholders as the evil to be fought against. He real-
ized that had he been born in the South, he may have been one of them. More 
pragmatically he understood that abolitionism would never garner enough 
public support. Moreover, he knew that losing the four border states to the 
Confederacy practically meant losing the war! 

Lincoln had been in anguish before issuing the proclamation. He had asked 
for the opinion of Gideon Welles and William Seward. Welles reported that on 
July 22, 1862, at a special session of his cabinet, the president announced, 
“The time has arrived when we must determine whether the slave element 
should be for or against us.”110 Lincoln, very much in doubt about the consti-
tutionality of seizing rebel property, was still thinking in terms of compensa-
tion and possibly colonization. He was showing with these choices that he did 
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not want to expropriate slaveholders. When he put this offer on the table, 
however, the border states refused compensated emancipation. Add to the 
above that emancipation was not widely popular in the North. 

The consultation with his cabinet members proved crucial to Lincoln. It was 
Seward who was instrumental in linking the passage of the proclamation to 
military victories, so as not to make it look like a desperate measure. And 
timing played once again a critical role in the president’s moves. 

In response to a public letter from Horace Greeley in the New York Times, 
“The Prayer of Twenty Millions” (August 20, 1862), lamenting the lack of ac-
tion on the Second Confiscation Act, Lincoln wrote what became famous as 
his desire to save the Union, and how he would address it by freeing all or 
none of the slaves. The president had already decided to bring the issue in the 
open, and Horace Greeley’s attack offered a perfect timing. The strategically 
minded president placed his reply in the National Intelligencer, pro-Union but 
antiemancipation. 

In the final version of the proclamation, Lincoln brings forward the added 
element of the enlistment of ex-slaves, which at the time was a volatile issue. 
It was strategic as he felt it was vital to the survival of the Union, and the 
president felt he could add another small but bold step in the education of a 
nation. 
 
The Gettysburg Address 
Before the address people in the North were losing motivation to fight. They 
could no longer understand the purpose of the war. There had been staggering 
losses on both sides, even if the North had come out slightly ahead of the 
South. And there were calls for ending the war on compromise terms on the 
issue of slavery. 

Lincoln had noticed the enduring central appeal of the idea of “equality of 
all men” as it was known from the Declaration of Independence, and could not 
fail to see how eminently absent it was from the Confederacy’s statements. In 
fact, Alexander H. Stephens, vice-president of the Confederacy, had publicly 
denied the validity of the principle of equality of the Declaration of Independ-
ence thus: “In fact our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite 
idea . . . that the negro is not equal to the white man.”111 

With the providential great victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg coming 
around the Fourth of July, the president risked an unplanned speech on the 
seventh, celebrating that the victories echoed what had been held true on an 
earlier Fourth of July. This explains why the president was willing to take con-
siderable time away from Washington for such a seemingly inconspicuous 
event as the consecration of a memorial cemetery. 

The address that resulted from his decision has been hailed for its elo-
quence and its brevity. It came as a real surprise after a two-hour speech. 
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The advantage of such a concise statement was the ease of publication. Lin-
coln intended that it would be reprinted in its entirety in all prominent news-
papers; he wanted to use it as an education piece. 

As it turned out the address was even printed in Democratic papers. It was 
bound to kindle an emotive reaction in thousands of readers, in great part 
thanks to its eloquence, the style and rhythm of its sentences, and the oppor-
tune choice of words. Gettysburg was for Lincoln the opportunity to rekindle 
in the nation the words of the Declaration of Independence, the central idea 
from which he intended to build all other, related ones. He had managed to 
intertwine freedom and equality and their equal role in government by the 
people. The war to preserve the Union now became a war to preserve the 
principle of equality. 

The address has become a celebrated writing in American literature, such 
are its nuances and literary techniques. Lincoln played with the sense of the 
word “dedicate,” using it both in relation to the war cemetery and in relation 
to the ideals of the nation. Douglas L. Wilson calls the Gettysburg Address a 
prose poem, because it echoes what Emerson says about the power of a poem 
residing in “metre-making argument”: “a thought so passionate and alive, 
that, like the spirit of a plant or an animal, it has an architecture of its own, 
and adorns nature with a new thing.”112 

The Gettysburg Address brought to consecration all of the efforts of Lincoln, 
ever since he fought against the repeal of the Missouri Compromise. Lincoln 
had not only refreshed American memory; he had also changed the way most 
Americans would come to see the “founding act.” Author and historian Garry 
Wills commented that “Lincoln does not argue law or history, as Daniel Web-
ster did. He makes history.”113 
 
Second Inaugural 
At this point in his presidency, Lincoln’s address reflected on the his effort to 
reach for a deeper understanding of the Civil War and the American soul. He 
wanted to understand it from the perspective of “God’s will” and educate his 
fellow Americans about it, and thus see above partisan views of right and 
wrong. According to Herndon, Lincoln’s views on divine will were as follows: 
“God starts causes, & effects follow those causes; & those Effects are at once, 
in the ages, causes as well as Effects—Hence the universal chain of causa-
tion.”114 

The view of God’s justice became the centerpiece of the Second Inaugural. 
With this theme Lincoln showed that he was a completely practical man, able 
to deal with all logistical aspects of a protracted war, while at the same time 
deeply musing from a philosophical perspective at the meaning of world 
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events. In the address he once again brought echoes of the references to the 
divine in the Declaration of Independence. 

In a conciliatory spirit, but also wishing to honor historical truth, Lincoln 
attempts to show that the war was not the fault of the South, that there had 
been a deep complicity between South and North on the slavery issue. The 
above was expressed thus: “The prayers of both could not be answered—that 
of neither, has been answered fully.” Furthermore to this he said, “He gives 
both north and south this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the 
offense came.” The address is filled with biblical spirit and ethos. Lincoln real-
izes that the war had been so long to wipe out the evil of two hundred and 
fifty years of slavery and the habits it had engendered, concluding that “the 
judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.” Lincoln may have 
known that he was taking the risk of assuming the mantle of a prophet. He 
did so because he was looking ahead at tempering the spirit of revenge. The 
ending comes in fact with a rousing appeal to forgiveness. 

Lincoln greeted Frederick Douglass, who came to see him after the inau-
guration at the White House: “There is no man in the country whose opinion 
I value more than yours.” And Douglass replied, “Mr. Lincoln, that [Second 
Inaugural] was a sacred effort.”115 Charles Francis Adams Jr., writing to his 
father, who had been Lincoln’s minister to Great Britain, about the inaugural 
has this to say: “This inaugural strikes me in its grand simplicity and directness 
as being for all time the historical keynote of this war; in it a people seemed 
to speak in the sublimely simple utterance of ruder times.”116 Naturally, the 
president decided to have the Inaugural speech printed for the press; once 
more the educational aspect was very consciously assumed. 
 
Public Opinion 
Lincoln was the consummate realist and diplomat. He knew that he couldn’t 
lead with the Republicans alone; he needed the Democrats and the border 
states. And he understood that most were willing to fight for the preservation 
of the Union but not for the abolition of slavery. Repeatedly he would test 
ideas and see what could be the new frontiers that public opinion was willing 
to explore. To a gathering of Illinois Republicans he expressed it thus: “Our 
government rests in public opinion. Whoever can change public opinion, can 
change the government, practically just so much.”117 

Lincoln wanted to persuade and educate, and that is what he had done in 
his long career as a lawyer and as a political candidate. Being able to speak 
the language of the people, offering stories and humor to which people could 
relate, was a way to defuse opposition while calling on the sympathy and 
support of the electoral base. 
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By initially emphasizing one outcome, such as the Union’s preservation, 
and deemphasizing another one, emancipation, Lincoln was able to strengthen 
the first in a way that would allow the other. He adopted the wisdom of the 
Athenian lawmaker Solon: “No more good must be attempted than the nation 
can bear.” What he stated about the Emancipation Proclamation is profoundly 
revealing about his role as the nation’s educator: “When I issued that procla-
mation, I was in great doubt about it myself. I did not think the people had 
been quite educated up to it.”118 

At the beginning of the war, the so-called Corning Letter, defending the 
suspension of habeas corpus, had been quite effective in generating under-
standing for Lincoln’s choices. Through it he managed to defuse concern for 
violation of civil liberties and to appease great part of the Democratic opposi-
tion. 

Later in the conflict the Conkling letter carefully justified enlisting Black 
soldiers and doing so in a way that would win support. The letter appealed to 
reason, and addressed fears. It was very well received across the country. It 
was recognized that the president could get to the core of the matter and 
persuasively undermine opposing arguments. 
 
Lincoln’s writing earned growing praise. Harriet Beecher Stowe, who had met 
Lincoln at the White House, stated: “There are passages in his state papers 
that could not be better put; they are absolutely perfect. They are brief, con-
densed, intense, and with a power of insight and expression which makes 
them worthy to be inscribed in letters of gold.”119 

By 1864 people like George Templeton Strong came to realize Lincoln’s role 
in promoting a national cultural revolution: “I think this great and blessed 
revolution is due, in no small degree, to A. Lincoln’s sagacious policy.” And 
further, “Unlike any other instance in our political annals, every letter he 
wrote, every speech he made, brought him nearer to the popular heart.”120 
James M. McPherson echoed him in the essay “How Lincoln Won the War with 
Metaphors.” In spite of his prophetic capacities, Emerson missed Lincoln’s 
greatness until close to the end. However, in the eulogy he wrote, he recog-
nized the greatness, not just of the man, but of his writings: “The weight and 
penetration of many passages in his letters, messages, and speeches, hidden 
now by the very closeness of their application to the moment, are destined 
hereafter to wide fame. What pregnant definitions; what unerring common 
sense; what foresight; and on great occasions, what lofty and more than nat-
ural, what humane tone!” 
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One could argue that Lincoln’s words formed a fitting complement to the 
Romantic voices of Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, Whitman, Alcott, and oth-
ers. 
 
Lincoln’s Spirituality 
How could a simple individual with little education in his upbringing affect so 
powerfully the fate of a nation? We have seen the far-reaching capacities of 
Lincoln as a lawyer, politician, orator, writer, and educator. Behind all of these 
stood Lincoln the moral figure, Lincoln whose perception of spiritual matters 
towered beyond anyone of his time in America, save the likes of the Transcen-
dentalists. One would not normally expect such an individual to work within 
the halls of government. 

Part of Lincoln’s make-up and capacities was announced in his father and 
mother, though this would just be a pale shadow of things to come. Certain 
psychic capacities were present in either one of them. Thomas Lincoln had a 
recurring dream of the woman he would marry and how he would meet her, 
until the dream came true.121 Lincoln affirmed similarities in relation to his 
mother: “Visions are not uncommon to me. Nor were they uncommon to that 
blessed mother of mine. . . . She often spoke of things that would happen 
[and] even foretold her early death . . . just when she would die.”122 

 
Lincoln’s Psychic Abilities 
Lincoln himself had a certain prescience of things to come. To his friend Joshua 
Speed he declared: “I always did have strong tendency to mysticism. . . . I 
have had so many evidences of God’s direction, so many instances when I 
have been controlled by some other power than my own will, that I cannot 
doubt this power comes from above.”123 More specifically, to Ward Hill Lamon 
Lincoln claimed that “he did not recollect the time when he did not believe 
that he would at some day be a future president.”124 

Lincoln’s abilities had matured under adversity. The mother had died when 
Lincoln was nine, his only brother while in infancy. His sister died in childbirth 
when he was eighteen, and Ann Rutledge in the middle of their courtship, 
leaving Lincoln, twenty-six, in a state of almost suicidal despair. Additionally 
at age ten Lincoln suffered a horse’s kick on his forehead. He laid unconscious 
until he was discovered, and survived without apparent permanent damage. 
One is left to wonder if some spiritual faculty was awakened from such an 
unusually intense experience. 
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Other small examples attest to Lincoln’s psychic faculties. One night the 
president entered the War Department in panic, and asked the operator to get 
in touch with the Union commanders, because he was convinced that the Con-
federates were about to cut through Federal lines. When the operator asked 
how he knew that, he replied, “My God, man! I saw it,” meaning in a dream. 
The operator checked that the information was true.125 

Lincoln’s spirituality was no doubt accelerated in facing the trials of the 
nation, the fragile mental health of his wife Mary Todd, and the tragic early 
deaths of his sons Eddie and Willie. This was a continuous trial by fire that 
tempered the man’s resilience and deepened his spiritual temper. 

Already in 1860 Lincoln had what we could call a doppelgänger experience. 
The story was retold by his bodyguard Ward Hill Lamon, his secretary John 
Hay, and Noah Brooks, a journalist and personal friend to the president: 

 
Opposite to where I lay was a bureau with a swinging glass upon it, and 
looking in that glass, I saw myself reflected nearly at full length, but my 
face, I noticed, had two separate and distinct images, the tip of the nose 
of one being about three inches from the tip of the other. I was a little 
bothered. . . . I noticed that one of the faces was paler—say, five 
shades—than the other. . . . I told my wife about it; she thought it was 
a sign that I was to be elected to a second term in office, and that the 
paleness was an omen that I should not see life through the second 
term. A few days after, I tried the experiment again, when sure enough, 
the thing came back again; but I never succeeded in bringing the ghost 
back after that.126 
 

The experience was preceded by intense stress and great fatigue, which is a 
current condition for heautoscopy, or seeing one’s body from a distance. 

The premonition was reaffirmed in Lincoln’s last dream. In it he first heard 
people sobbing, but the mourners were invisible. Then he arrived at the White 
House’s East Room, he saw a catafalque on which rested a corpse. Upon ask-
ing who was resting there, he was told “the president.”127 Later he belittled 
the dream to assuage those around him. But he had spoken of his early death 
to others, such as Herndon, Ward Hill Lamon, and Harriet Beecher Stowe.128 

After Willie’s death, Lincoln was often seen with a Bible in his hand. He 
apparently devoted more of his attention to the reality of eternal life, and to 
the life of prayer. Mary Lincoln expressed to W. Herndon that she thought her 
husband had had a religious experience following Willie’s death.129 Sometime 
after Willie’s departure, Lincoln started to have the feeling that Willie was 

 
125 Susan B. Martinez, The Psychic Life of Abraham Lincoln, 185. 
126 Susan B. Martinez, The Psychic Life of Abraham Lincoln, 75–77. 
127 Susan B. Martinez, The Psychic Life of Abraham Lincoln, 229–230. 
128 Susan B. Martinez, The Psychic Life of Abraham Lincoln, 231. 
129 Susan B. Martinez, The Psychic Life of Abraham Lincoln, 119. 



 

 

around. To Chase he confided, “Ever since Willie’s death, I catch myself invol-
untarily talking to him, as if he were with me, and I feel that he is.”130 

 
Lincoln’s Christianity 
Lincoln’s natural perceptions were enhanced by a deep interest in matters of 
faith. Historian James Garfield Randall reflects the opinion of this author when 
he states, “Surely, among successful American politicians, Lincoln is unique in 
the way he breathed the spirit of Christ while disregarding the letter of Chris-
tian doctrine.”131 Historian Nathaniel Stephenson adds, “His religion continues 
to resist intellectual formulation.” 

In no unusual way for the time he lived in, the Bible was probably the only 
book that the Lincolns owned. His mother, Nancy Hanks, though most likely 
illiterate, could recite portions of it as she did her chores. Frontier preachers’ 
sermons were Lincoln’s introduction to public speaking; he loved to imitate 
their fire and brimstone style. 

Lincoln soon acquired a sufficient grasp of the Bible to be able to write a 
parody of the stories of the patriarchs called The Chronicles of Reuben in which 
he mocked the Grigsby Brothers, his rivals. Only after his arrival at Springfield 
was Lincoln exposed to more intellectually sophisticated pastors, who would 
have access to and interest in the scientific knowledge of the time. His first 
inquiries evolved from reading Thomas Payne’s Age of Reason, and Count of 
Volney’s Ruins of Empires. These probably forged new insights and questions, 
and shaped his critical thinking capacities. Lincoln made it a point to be able 
to re-create inwardly all of their thinking. 

As a result of the above, according to Herndon, “he prepared an extended 
essay—called by many, a book—in which he made an argument against Chris-
tianity, striving to prove that the Bible was not inspired, and therefore not 
God’s revelation, and that Jesus Christ was not the son of God.”132 His em-
ployer took the book away from Lincoln and flung it into the stove. He wanted 
to preserve Lincoln’s political future, since these were very charged topics for 
the time that could have led Lincoln’s entourage to see him as a heretic of 
sorts. His political future could in effect have been compromised.133 

It is interesting to note that these events may have been associated with 
a time of inner battle, as it seems confirmed by the witness of Mrs. Rankin, at 
whose house in Petersburg Lincoln occasionally stayed. She reported Lincoln’s 
words taken down by her son: 

 
Those days of trouble found me tossed amid a sea of questionings. They 
piled upon me. . . . Through all I groped my way until I found a stronger 
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and higher grasp of thought, one that reached beyond this life with a 
clearness and satisfaction I had never known before. The Scriptures 
unfolded before me with a deeper and more logical appeal, through 
these new experiences, than anything else I could find to turn to, or 
even before had found in them. I do not claim that all my doubts were 
removed then, or since that time have been swept away. They are not. 
. . . I doubt the possibility, or propriety, of settling the religion of Jesus 
Christ in the models of man-made creeds and dogmas.134 
 

It seems that an important maturation of an independent and completely per-
sonal approach to Christianity was maturing in Lincoln’s soul. The tenor of 
what he stated in the following years certainly bears weight to this experience. 

The above transformation may have deepened at the death of Eddie in 
1850. At the time Lincoln read very carefully the 600-page book The Chris-
tian’s Defense by Reverend James Smith. He heartily related to the author, 
who had been an unbeliever and had a deep knowledge of the works of Payne 
and Volney, as well as others, whom he now refuted. Through his work Lincoln 
further bridged the distance between reason and faith, which is what the au-
thor attempted. The following was reported by Lincoln’s brother-in-law, Ninian 
W. Edwards: “I have been reading a work by Dr. Smith on the evidences of 
Christianity, and have heard him preach and converse on the subject and am 
now convinced of the truth of the Christian religion.” Lincoln went even further 
in attempting to reconcile scientific and religious thinking by reading Robert 
Chambers’s Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, whose successive, re-
vised editions incorporated the newest scientific discoveries. One of Lincoln’s 
major interests lay in the topic of evolution.135 
 
Influence of Scriptures 
No president has ever had a better grasp of the Bible than Lincoln. And no one 
has made more direct or indirect references to it in his addresses and papers. 
This happened even in things scientific such as his “First Lecture on Discover-
ies and Inventions” of 1858, with many references to Genesis and Exodus.136 
The Second Inaugural Address alone contains four direct quotations from Gen-
esis, Psalms, and Matthew, and other allusions to scriptural teaching. 

The president was so versed in Bible knowledge that he could rebut scrip-
tural quotes with his own quotes from the Bible. From what we saw above, 
Lincoln may have come to regard the Bible as a scientific work of a higher 
order, though this was most likely only an intuition. 

Tokens of Lincoln’s deference to the Bible appear here and there. In re-
sponse to a gift of an ancient bound Bible, he said: “In regard to this great 
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book, I have but to say, it is the best gift God has given to man. All the good 
Savior gave to the world was communicated through this book. But for it we 
could not know right from wrong. All things most desirable for man’s welfare, 
here and hereafter, are to be found portrayed in it.”137 

Secretary of the Treasury L. E. Chittenden recorded in his Recollections 
what Lincoln communicated to him: “We have to believe many things that we 
do not comprehend. The Bible is the only one that claims to be God’s book—
to comprise his law—his history. It contains an immense amount of evidence 
of its authenticity. . . . Now, let us treat the Bible fairly. If we had a witness 
on the stand whose general story we knew was true, we would believe him 
when he asserted facts of which we had no other evidence. We ought to treat 
the Bible with equal fairness.”138 To Speed, a self-proclaimed skeptic, who 
found Lincoln reading the Bible, Lincoln commented, “You are wrong, Speed; 
take all this Book upon reason that you can, and the balance on faith, and you 
will live and die a happier and better person.”139 

Despite all of the above, Lincoln’s Christianity was completely devoid of 
dogma. He claimed the Bible’s authority over that of any denomination. His 
not being member of any denomination came at a political price. 

In 1941 what appears to have been one of Lincoln’s printed pamphlets was 
discovered. In it Lincoln defended his religious choices to protect his political 
career. Excerpts of it are very revealing of threads that continued lifelong: 
“That I am not a member of any Christian Church, is true; but I have never 
denied the truth of the Scriptures.” To this he added, “It is true that in early 
life I was inclined to believe in what I understand is called the ‘Doctrine of 
Necessity’—that is, that the human mind is impelled to action, or held in rest, 
by some power, over which the mind itself has no control.”140 

To Mrs. Rankin Lincoln expressed his reservations about denominational 
creeds. He added that he would only join a church that made Christ’s law of 
love to God and neighbor the sole condition of membership. Similarly, he 
avowed to Congressman Henry Deming in 1865, “When any church will in-
scribe over its altar as its sole qualification for membership the Savior’s con-
densed statement of the substance of both the law and Gospel, Thou shalt 
love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy 
mind, and thy neighbor as thyself—that Church will I join with all my heart 
and soul.”141 In the absence of that, the Bible remained Lincoln’s ultimate 
authority. 
 
The interest in the Bible as a source of truths and insights was accompanied 
with a prayer life that grew over the years and deepened Lincoln’s 
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“mysticism.” To Rebecca Pomeroy, nurse to Willie and Tad, speaking to Lincoln 
about the prayers offered to him, Lincoln expressed his happiness at hearing 
the news and restated his need for support through prayer. On the occasion 
of the first inaugural, Mary Todd reported that Lincoln often retired and prayed 
audibly for strength and guidance. John Nicolay, his secretary, heard him say 
that he prayed, and that his prayer meant asking God to understand His pur-
poses, rather than His granting of human wishes. 

To General Sickles, who asked the president about his state of mind before 
the battle of Gettysburg, Lincoln replied: 

 
Well, I will tell you how it was. . . . Oppressed by the gravity of our 
affairs, I went to my room one day, and I locked the door, and got down 
on my knees before Almighty God, and prayed to Him mightily for vic-
tory at Gettysburg. . . . And I then and there made a solemn vow to 
Almighty God, that if He would stand by our boys at Gettysburg, I would 
stand by Him. And after that (I don’t know how it was, and I can’t ex-
plain it), soon a sweet comfort crept into my soul that God Almighty had 
taken the whole business into His own hands and that things would go 
all right at Gettysburg. And that is why I had no fears about you.142 
 

And further, to his friend Noah Brooks he confided, “I have been driven many 
times upon my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else 
to go.”143 

The examples given above could be multiplied by others. What is of great-
est interest for spiritual seekers are Lincoln’s fine balancing between faith and 
reason. To abolitionist clergy questioning him about abolition, Lincoln revealed 
his way of proceeding in balancing the requests of spirit and of reason: “Unless 
I am more deceived in myself than I often am, it is my earnest desire to know 
the will of Providence in this matter. And, if I can learn what it is, I will do it! 
These are not, however, the days of miracles, and I suppose it will be granted 
that I am not to expect direct revelation. I must study the plain, physical facts 
of the case, ascertain what is possible and learn what appears to be wise and 
right.”144 Interestingly this was said in early September 1862, when the pres-
ident was thinking about the Emancipation Proclamation. In this, as in other 
matters, Lincoln was showing that prayer did not replace “cold, calculated, 
unimpassioned reason.” It complemented it. Only after weighing at length the 
pros and cons did the president deliberate that there were more impondera-
bles and that his reason could be illuminated by a higher perspective upon 
receiving guidance from the spirit. The spirit would affirm or rectify all the 
hard and necessary foot work. 
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Of all instances in which the above applies, the circumstances leading to 
the formulation of the Emancipation Proclamation and Lincoln’s resolution to 
announce it are well documented. The president took a long time debating, 
envisioning, and then acting when the moment felt just right. Only when he 
could discern the will of God could he act with firmness. Fulfilling the will of 
God also meant affirming the decisions he had taken by virtue of his own 
judgment, only now made stronger, not denying self-responsibility. 
 
Lincoln’s Understanding of Christian Doctrine 
Lincoln most often referred to Christ as “Savior” and “Lord.” And he believed 
that His deed was ultimately meant for the redemption of all, which, arguably 
would have excluded him from any church of the time. Isaac Cogdal, with 
whom Lincoln talked on the matter in 1859, states that “[Lincoln] understood 
punishment for sin to be a Bible doctrine; that the punishment was parental 
in its object, aim, and design, and intended for the good of the offender; hence 
it must cease when justice is satisfied.”145 The same is confirmed by Jonathan 
Harnett, a Lincoln associate and business man, regarding a conversation in 
Lincoln’s office: “[Lincoln] left no room to doubt or question his soundness on 
the atonement of Christ, and salvation finally of all men. . . . The Saviour of 
all; and the supreme Ruler, he could not be with one out of the fold; all must 
come in with his understanding of the doctrine taught in the scriptures.”146 

All of the above explains both why Lincoln was deeply Christian, and why 
he could not belong to a church. His was a much wider, more encompassing 
view of Christianity, more reminiscent of Saint Paul’s theology than of any 
denominational creed of his time. In light of all of this, it is not surprising to 
know that in his last carriage ride Lincoln had expressed to Mary that the city 
he most wanted to see was Jerusalem.147 

 
In conjunction with his personal spiritual growth, Lincoln underwent a pro-
gressive understanding of the spiritual striving of the nation. It touched first 
on the matter of slavery, then on the understanding of its root economic 
causes that allied North and South in a deeper complicity. It finally led to an 
understanding of the reasons for the Civil War. 

At the time of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Lincoln came out of his political 
hibernation and started speaking against slavery from a biblical perspective, 
decrying that slaveholders were defying the injunction “in the sweat of thy 
face shall thou eat bread” while also doing so from the perspective of the 
Declaration of Independence’s claim of the equality of all men. The reference 
to “the sweat of thy brow” returned in the Cincinnati speech of September 17, 
1859: “As labor is the common burthen of our race, so the effort of some to 
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shift their share of the burthen on to the shoulders of others, is the great, 
durable curse of the race. Originally a curse for transgression upon the whole 
race, when, as by slavery, it is concentrated on a party only, it becomes the 
double-refined curse of God upon His creatures.” More and more Lincoln came 
to see slavery as a defiance of God’s justice and contradiction of His will. 
Therefore he felt the nation was subject to God’s judgment. And he under-
stood that the judgment fell on both sides, since slavery was a national, not 
just a sectional evil. 

Lincoln saw the Civil War as God’s judgment meted out upon the nation for 
not putting slavery on the way of extinction, as many of the Founders had 
intended. The clinging to slavery was a “built-in contradiction to the law of its 
life.”148 This metaphysical view did not deny the historical, psychological, so-
cial, and political factors in the equation; it superseded all of them. 

Lincoln conceived that the war would continue “until all the wealth piled by 
the bond-man’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toll shall be sunk” 
(Second Inaugural Address). In parallel to his personal views of salvation, 
here too Lincoln saw this punishment as regenerative, intended for the re-
newal of an America further dedicated to the freedom of all its people. 

The president could see the Civil War above the factions. In a letter to 
Albert Hodges, editor of the Frankfort (KY) Commonwealth, he stated, “If God 
wills the removal of a great wrong, and wills also that we of the North, as well 
as you of the South, shall pay fairly for our complicity in that wrong, impartial 
history will find therein new cause to attest and revere the justice and good-
ness of God.”149 

In Lincoln’s views God guided human consciousness, so that their actions 
would be a response to His guidance. And He was overruling those deeds that 
were at cross-purposes with his guidance. America was in his perception “the 
almost chosen people.” In Buffalo on the way to the White House he had said, 
“For the ability to perform it [his work as president] I must trust in that Su-
preme Being who has never forsaken this favored land, though the instrumen-
tality of this great and intelligent people.”150 
 
Rededicating the Nation: A Transcendentalist President? 
The above view of national matters highlights the coherence of initiatives 
taken during the years of conflict. At the end of July 1861, Lincoln appointed 
a national day of prayer and fasting, after the disaster of Bull Run. This was a 
call to recognize individual and national transgressions against the will of God. 
It said, among other things: “And whereas it is fit and becoming in all people, 
at all times, to acknowledge and revere the Supreme Government of God; to 
bow in humble submission to His chastisement; to confess and deplore their 
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sins and transgression in the full conviction that the fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of wisdom . . . And whereas, when our beloved country, once, by 
the blessing of God, united, prosperous and happy, is now afflicted with faction 
and civil war, it is peculiarly fit for us to recognize the hand of God in this 
terrible visitation.”151 And a month after the Emancipation Proclamation, Lin-
coln called for Sabbath observance in the armed forces. In this he was refer-
ring to precedent, as his reference to General Washington made it clear. 

At the suggestion of Senator Harlan of Iowa, asking a day for national 
prayer and humiliation, Lincoln again called for a national day of fasting and 
prayer on April 30, 1863. It read in part: “We have been preserved, these 
many years, in peace and prosperity. . . . But we have forgotten God. We have 
forgotten the gracious hand which preserved us in peace, and multiplied and 
enriched and strengthened us. . . . Intoxicated with unbroken success, we 
have become too self-sufficient to feel the necessity of redeeming and pre-
serving grace, too proud to pray to the God that made us.”152 In the wake of 
the above steps, it was natural that the president should accept Sarah Hale’s 
suggestion of a national Thanksgiving holiday. He did it in 1863, fixing the last 
Thursday of November date by proclamation, and legating the nation with an 
enduring and significant holiday. 

At this point in his presidency, Lincoln wanted to reach for a deeper under-
standing of the Civil War and the American soul. He wanted to understand it 
from the perspective of “God’s will” and educate his fellow Americans about 
it. He wanted to see above partisan views of right and wrong. This approach 
was already announced by Lincoln in his last debate with Douglas in Alton, 
where he took the high ground: “That is the issue that will continue in this 
country when these poor tongues of Judge Douglas and myself shall be silent. 
It is the eternal struggle between these two principles—right and wrong—
throughout the world. They are two principles that have stood face to face 
from the beginning of time; and will ever continue to struggle.” 

In concluding, it appears that Lincoln not only aimed at educating the na-
tion toward a fuller understanding and implementation of its founding im-
pulses. His aims stopped nothing short of spiritual regeneration. Lincoln was 
only entitled to accomplish this deed because his Christianity and spirituality 
were not those of any denomination or sect. They truly formed the more ad-
vanced, and at the same time more living, understanding of Christ that could 
be found in America at the time, if one excepts America’s leading literary/phil-
osophical authorities. 
 
The young Lincoln seemed to be acting in his youthful education as one trying 
to recapture the seven liberal arts, dear to one of the School of Chartres. In 
his Lincoln incarnation, he reconstructed a bridge between reason and faith, 
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much like Emerson, Thoreau, and all the American Transcendentalists. He 
used the pen and ideas much like they did. Had he not had to overcome an 
education deficit, and had he not identified with a political mission, we might 
remember him today as one of them. 

What Steiner says of the most famous German Romantics also applies to 
the American Transcendentalists, their counterparts: “With them [the Roman-
tics], thinking was entirely absorbed by poetic imagination.”153 Though writing 
official documents, Lincoln could not help but leave a deeply personal and 
artistic footprint. He could not help but speak through poetic imagination. 

In Lincoln, as in the Transcendentalists or German Romantics, the soul is 
impelled to deny the prevalent materialistic worldview out of its inner 
strength. It wants to re-create the world out of itself through what Steiner 
called the “idea-experience” or “experienced idea.” In Steiner’s assessment, 
“In Goethe, Fichte and Schiller, the experienced idea—one could also say, the 
idea-experience—forces its way into the soul.” It is this idea-experience that 
creates the solid ground for a worldview that sees the human being as perfect 
and as free as possible.154 

Thanks to the inner confidence of the experienced idea, Lincoln could re-
create a fuller understanding of Christian doctrine, dispensing with the need 
for a particular creed. He effectively reached far beyond the contents of any 
given denomination. 

What lived in the German Romantics or American Transcendentalists in 
thinking or feeling found a deeper rooting in the will in Lincoln. Time after time 
we see him impelled to find a place in politics out of an objective cultural call 
coming from the land, so to speak. It’s as if Lincoln thought, “If we don’t act 
now, everything that is best of the American founding impulse will be dead 
and buried.” And to this he replied out of an instinctive elemental fashion, out 
of a deep inner connection forged by the coming Michaelic impulses that lived 
in him. He simply could not do otherwise. 
 
 
  

 
153 Rudolf Steiner, The Riddles of Philosophy, Chapter 6: “The Age of Kant and Goethe.” 
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AL Chapter 6 
An America That Might Have Been: 

Lincoln and Reconstruction 
 
 
 
Lincoln’s view of Reconstruction was one of gradualism, moderation, and for-
giveness. He believed in fact that this was “the greatest question ever pre-
sented to practical statesmanship.”155 

At the beginning of the conflict, Lincoln had sent troops to Maryland, Ken-
tucky, and Missouri, and this had led to the reorganization of the governments 
of those states. In 1862 he had appointed military governors of Tennessee, 
Louisiana, Arkansas, and North Carolina. This was meant as a temporary 
measure to protect Unionists, including slaveholders, in order to reorganize 
and restore the states to the Union. 

Conservative Republicans favored generous terms for the return of the 
South to the Union. The Radicals wanted to assure a radical reformation of 
economic and social life before the South could return to the Union; practically 
this meant treating it as a conquered nation. Lincoln remained carefully neu-
tral amid rising tensions. 

In the border states, compensated emancipation was Lincoln’s cornerstone. 
He had offered it to Delaware as early as the fall of 1861. It failed, but it 
motivated Lincoln to extend bolder offers to all border states. The other ap-
proach, that of colonization, did not bode well. When it was offered to freed 
Black people in Washington D. C. in April 1862, no one took it up. 

Lincoln offered gradual, compensated emancipation and colonization also 
to the seceded states. He probably did not expect them to agree with the plan, 
but wanted to give them every opportunity before issuing the Emancipation 
Proclamation. Meanwhile he continued to encourage Southern Unionists to 
hold congressional elections. And he let stand Attorney General Edward 
Bates’s ruling that affirmed that freed slaves were American citizens, a deci-
sion that nullified the Dred Scott decision. 

The Emancipation Proclamation did not abolish slavery as an institution. 
The possibility was left open for rebel states to seek readmission without abol-
ishing slavery. And the Democrats seized on it in order to open negotiations 
with the Confederacy. Emancipation, Lincoln’s opponents argued, was the 
chief obstacle to peace. Lincoln mounted a defense of his decision. 

In response Lincoln issued in early December 1863 the Proclamation of 
Amnesty and Reconstruction, as part of his annual message. It was also known 
as the “10% plan” and it has been viewed as Lincoln’s blueprint for Recon-
struction. It precluded any negotiated settlement that contemplated the 
preservation of slavery. West Virginia approved a constitution in early 1863, 
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becoming a state in June 1863 and completely abolishing slavery in early 
1865. In Louisiana, where Lincoln was presented with contrasting proposals 
for the state’s reconstruction, Lincoln endorsed the one that abolished slavery. 

In the time that followed, Lincoln started defending the proclamation on 
the basis that the assistance and support of Black Americans were essential 
to the Union war effort, in order to continue to enlist their support to the Union 
cause. The object of the war had moved from the preservation to the Union 
to “a new birth of freedom.” 

Lincoln advanced the view that the Confederate states had never left the 
Union, over and against more radical interpretations that on the basis of their 
having left the Union, Congress could formulate and impose strict conditions 
for Reconstruction. The 10% plan guaranteed pardon to whosoever had par-
ticipated in the rebellion, with restoration of all property, except for slaves, 
with the proviso that the person had to swear to uphold the Constitution and 
therefore accept emancipation. It was called the 10% plan because it required 
only 10% of the state’s voters to take the oath in order to begin Reconstruc-
tion. The only ones excluded from pardon were high-ranking Confederate of-
ficers and those who had mistreated Union officers. There were no political or 
legal provisions concerning the rights of previously enslaved people. 

There was a lot of doubt even among supporters about the wisdom of plan-
ning Reconstruction on such a low threshold as 10%. But Lincoln wanted to 
start small by inducing a small group within the seceded states to switch alle-
giances. And his plan was tempered by realism and mercy. The plan high-
lighted the difference between wartime emancipation and the deliberate abo-
lition of slavery. It paved the way to constitutional abolition of slavery in the 
Republican platform. 

The 10% plan facilitated the creation of new state governments. Louisiana 
(1864) and Arkansas (1864) drafted new constitutions abolishing slavery, 
which were recognized by Congress. Lincoln’s long-term views can be meas-
ured by the fact that although border states Maryland and Missouri had re-
fused compensated emancipation, they later abolished slavery on their own 
by early 1865. 
  
War, Reconstruction, and Reelection (December 1863 to November 
1864) 
The abolition of slavery had turned the timely restoration of the previous sta-
tus quo all but impossible. This underscored the need for a constitutional 
amendment, the coming Thirteenth. Lincoln needed to be reelected in order 
to ensure his goals and political continuity. He pushed the amendment through 
the lame-duck session of the 38th Congress. It was adopted and submitted to 
the states for ratification. 

Lincoln was willing to offer financial compensation for lost value of the for-
merly enslaved, as had been his policy all along. And he placed this estimate 
to as high as $400 million, which he believed Northerners would be willing to 



 

 

pay. In fact, Lincoln asked Congress for an appropriation of $400 million, half 
of which was to be paid by April 1, provided that the Thirteenth Amendment 
were ratified. 

When the Thirteenth Amendment passed, Lincoln called the amendment “a 
king’s cure for all the evils” since it addressed the precipitating cause of the 
war and eliminated the uncertainties associated with the Emancipation Proc-
lamation. He called it “a great moral victory.” 

Congressional Republicans and Lincoln agreed on a bill establishing the Bu-
reau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands (most often called “the 
Freedmen’s Bureau”). Abandoned lands were to be made available for rental 
and sale in 40-acre plots to the formerly enslaved and loyal white refugees. 
This involved less than one million acres since Lincoln did not support land 
confiscation. 

 
The Second Inaugural Address clearly linked the end of the war with reconcil-
iation and forgiveness. Lincoln reminded Americans that they all bore guilt 
collectively for the sin of slavery. He wanted to balance mercy for the former 
Confederates with justice for the former slaves. 

Lincoln’s last speech on April 11, 1865, alluded to a coming announcement 
on Reconstruction that was never delivered. This was the first time that a 
president endorsed limited Black suffrage. Lincoln concluded that speech by 
pointing out that “no exclusive and inflexible plan” would be enforced on the 
seceded states, but specified that “important principles may, and must, be 
inflexible.” He applauded Louisiana’s new constitution that had authorized 
Black education as well as Black voting rights. In all of this Lincoln was ada-
mant that the federal government was not to control the process of Recon-
struction: “Their people must do that, though I reckon that at first some of 
them may do it badly.” 

Lincoln also approved Stanton’s plan according to which there would be 
appointments of military governors for the seceded states until civilian gov-
ernments would take over. Military authority would last while federal executive 
departments reestablished operations. Lincoln gave no indication of a precon-
dition of Black suffrage as a term of readmission. 
 
Lincoln’s Death 
Many books have attempted to answer various questions about Lincoln’s death 
circumstances and about the unanswered questions of the 1865 Conspiracy 
Trial, among which: 

 
- Why was Lincoln not provided with adequate bodyguard protection on 

the night of his murder? 
- Why was his only bodyguard absent during the murder and why was he 

not questioned? 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lincoln and an America That Might Have Been 
 
In his cycle The Tales of Alvin Maker, Orson Scott Card builds up an America that 
might have been. The climax is reached in the sixth, and last book, with the building 
of the interracial Crystal City on the shores of the Mississippi, and it is only natural 
that the figure of Lincoln enters in and plays a role at this time at the climax of the 
building of the city. Here is where he is first described: 
 
“Old Abe? Well now, why didn’t you say it was Old Abe from the start?” 

“Old? The man I’m looking for can’t be thirty yet.” 
“Well that’s him, then. Tall and lanky, ugly as sin but sweet as sugar pie? 
“I’ve heard rumors about his height,” said Verily, “but the rest of your descrip-

tion awaits personal verification.” 
“Well he’ll be in the general store, now that he’s out of the store business him-

self. Or in Hiram’s Tavern. But you know what? Just go out on the street and lis-
ten for laughter, follow the sound of it, and wherever it is coming from, there’s 
Abe Lincoln, cause either he’s causing the laughter or doing the laughing him-
self.” 
 
Lincoln was in the middle of a story. “So Coz says to me, Abe, isn’t the front of the 
raft to supposed to point downriver? And I says to Coz, And so it is. And he says 
to me, No, Abe that’s the front. And he pointed upstream, which made no sense at 
all. Well, now, that kind of illogic always riles me, not a lot, just a little, and I says, 
Now Coz, that was the front of the raft this morning, I agree, but wasn’t it us 
decided which end of the raft was front? And therefore are we not entitled to change 
our minds and designate a new front, as circumstances change.” 

Now Verily hardly knew what the story was about, and he certainly did not know 
this Coz fellow Abe was talking about. But when the people in the store laughed—
which they did about every six words on average—he couldn’t help but join in. It 
wasn’t just what Lincoln said, it was how he said it, such a dry manner, and willing 
to make himself the fool of the story, but a fool with sort of deeper wit about him. 

What was most interesting to Verily, though, was the way Lincoln fit with the 
other folks in that room. There was not a soul there who had even the slightest 
friction between him and Lincoln. They all fit with him like a bosom friend. And yet 
he couldn’t be best friends with every one of them. A man doesn’t have time to 
make more than a couple of friends so close and dear that they don’t envy you 
when you do well or scorn you when you do badly or become irritated with you for 
any number of little habits you have. 

It went way beyond being likable. Verily had met a few who had something of a 
knack for that—you find them rather thick on the ground in the lawyering profes-
sion—and he found that no matter how good their knack was, when you weren’t 
with them, you were really angry at being taken in, and even when you were in 
that spell, some of that anger remained with you. Verily would sense it, but it 
wasn’t there. No, these people weren’t being hoodwinked, and Lincoln wasn’t doing 
it by some sort of hidden power. He was just telling stories, and they were enjoying 
both the tale and the teller.” 
 



 

 

- Was John Wilkes Booth (Lincoln’s murderer) killed, or was it someone 
else, since numerous indications attest to Booth surviving the events by 
many decades? 

- Why were eighteen pages missing from Booth’s diary, which were only 
found later? 

 
I will refer to David Balsiger and Charles E. Sellier Jr., The Lincoln Conspiracy, 
because this was compiled in 1977 and very well documented, thanks to ac-
cess to Secret Service documents, congressmen’s diaries, letters, manu-
scripts, deathbed confessions, and especially the missing pages of the diaries 
of Wilkes Booth, Lincoln’s assassin. 

Among the documents were the papers of Col. Lafayette C. Baker, chief of 
the National Detective Police; detective Andrew Potter Papers; Rep. George 
Julian Papers; War Secretary Edwin M. Stanton Papers, that include the miss-
ing John Wilkes Booth diary pages; and Booth’s purported letter to the Na-
tional Intelligencer, explaining why he intended to kill Lincoln. The eighteen 
missing Booth diary pages, mentioning the names (some of them coded) of 
seventy people directly, or indirectly, involved in the initial plan to kidnap Lin-
coln, were discovered by collector Joseph Lynch in 1974.156 

Before Lincoln’s reelection, Senator Judah Benjamin from Louisiana had 
arranged for Booth to meet in Richmond, Virginia, with prominent Northern 
speculators (from missing Booth diary pages). The speculators wanted to ar-
range for cotton to travel out of the Confederacy in exchange of meat imported 
therein that would support the Confederate Army.157 

The blockade impeded the trade, save for some easement to the rules 
through the so-called cotton passes awarded to a small number of people, 
stipulating that the cotton had to be purchased with greenback dollars. But 
wartime seizures of rebel commodities by the National Detective Police, meat 
among them, prevented the deals from happening. At the reported meeting 
were bankers, industrialists, and politicians. Among these were Zachariah 
Chandler, a Radical Republican, and Senator John Conness; Samuel Noble, a 
cotton broker; and Thurlow Weed, a Washington banker.158 

Not present was Ward Lamon, close to the president, who speculated heav-
ily in cotton and gold. He was important because he had gained the trust of 
the president and could ask him to sign cotton passes. Much of the South’s 
cotton had already passed through the hands of the speculators before the 
war. The meat and cash would have gone to Lee’s army. And this is why Booth 
could support the plan in spite of dubious and questionable associations, like 
those of the speculators, whom he hated. 

 
156 David Balsiger and Charles E. Sellier Jr., The Lincoln Conspiracy, 11. 
157 David Balsiger and Charles E. Sellier Jr., The Lincoln Conspiracy, 58. 
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From Richmond, Booth went shortly after to Montreal where he met with a 
number of people. In his diary pages Booth mentions leaving an envelope with 
money at the home of Senator Benjamin Wade, the writer of the Wade-Davis 
Bill and chairman of the Committee on the Conduct of War, “one of the most 
belligerent men in Congress.” This was the third Radical Booth had met, after 
Conness and Chandler at the Richmond meeting.159 

At a still later date Booth met with Senator John Conness in Washington. 
At this point all of these steps were meant for a plan to kidnap the president, 
Vice-President Johnson, and Secretary of State Seward. In the event of suc-
cess, the Radicals were planning to appoint an interim Radical Republican to 
run the executive and deny the moderate McClellan, whom they feared would 
have beaten Lincoln in November.160 Stanton supported the Radicals’ plans 
since the War Department would play a key role in the occupation of the 
South. He would yield influence over military governors and districts, and the 
same held true for the secret services of Colonel Baker, also involved in the 
plot. Stanton had major political ambitions, including running for the highest 
office. After Lincoln’s reelection, the plans changed, contemplating his assas-
sination, though many of the same actors may have been involved in the later 
steps. 
 
It seems many interests had rallied behind a concerted effort not to let Lin-
coln’s views about Reconstruction prevail. Here too we can recognize a law, 
or obligation, that an initiate carries with him into succeeding earthly lives. 
Once he has taken interest in the development of his pupils, he is bound to 
support them in lives to come. We saw that example in Chapter 1 in relation 
to Giuseppe Garibaldi, Italy’s liberator and Lincoln’s contemporary. Having 
practically liberated most of Italy’s territory, he a natural Republican, handed 
it on a plate to King Victor Emmanuel of the House of Savoy to retire in what 
was practically a deserted island. 

Lincoln the president acted out of this old obligation, as did Garibaldi and 
Washington. He promoted the well-being of his cabinet members, even when 
these were working at cross-purposes with him. Lincoln no doubt saw through 
the forces that were aiming at undermining him, or even eliminating him. He 
nevertheless lived his life with little concern for those. He expressed himself 
thus in this regard: “If I am killed, I can die but once; but to live in constant 
dread of it, is to die over and over again.” 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
 
In his vision at Valley Forge, Washington had foreseen the challenges of times 
to come. It appeared in the prophetic images already mentioned in Chapter 
1:  
 

And with this the dark, shadowy figure turned its face southward, and 
from Africa I saw an ill-omened specter approaching our land. It flitted 
slowly over every city and every town of the latter. The inhabitants pres-
ently set themselves in battle against each other. As I continued looking 
at the bright angel, on whose brow rested a crown of light on which was 
traced the word “Union,” I saw the angel place an American flag between 
the divided nation, and say, “Remember, ye are brethren.” Instantly, 
the inhabitants, casting from them their weapons, became friends once 
more, and united around the National Standard. 
 
There is more than one link between George Washington and Abraham 

Lincoln in what we are about to explore. Like Washington, Lincoln saw himself 
as the tool for the aims of the spiritual world, something so demanding that 
he could fulfill only incompletely. Thus, in the highly symbolic grounds of Tren-
ton, Lincoln said he hoped he could “be an humble instrument in the hands of 
the almighty, and of this, his almost chosen people, for perpetuating the ob-
ject of that great struggle [that America embodied for the rest of the world.”161 
 
Lincoln, Washington and Franklin 
Lincoln’s inner world shaped his presidency and the conduct of the war, con-
sequently also the nation. Here his words to a clergyman acquire particular 
depth: “If it were not for my firm belief in an over-ruling Providence, it would 
be difficult for me, in the midst of such complications of affairs, to keep my 
reason in its seat.”162 Lincoln’s reason had supported his faith in his early days. 
Once he had acquired this grounding, it was faith that supported his reason 
at a time where trials oppressed him at the personal and national level. 

At America’s birth, two towering individuals had supported its birth pangs. 
During the time of the Civil War, Lincoln was mostly supported by the civil 
institutions that the forefathers had devised and implemented. No other indi-
vidual came close to matching Lincoln’s stature and sharing his burdens. 
 
Lincoln and Washington 

 
161 Chicago speech of July 10, 1858. 
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Lincoln has abundantly been seen as a second Washington. First among these 
is the judgment of poet and national moral authority Ralph Waldo Emerson: 
“Only Washington can compare with him.” When Lincoln was reelected, an-
other poet, Longfellow, cried, “The country will be saved!” 

Lincoln foresaw that his responsibility in discharging his office would re-
semble those of Washington: Upon leaving Springfield for the capital, Lincoln 
declared, “I now leave, not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return with 
a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington.” Were it 
not for Lincoln’s assured reputation for honesty and modesty, this could sound 
like an arrogant bravado. 

Like Washington, Lincoln had all the physical and psychological endurance, 
stamina, and sheer willpower to face one challenge after the other without 
caving in to despair. Like the first president, he also knew how to work with 
what has been called and made famous as a “team of rivals” in his cabinet. 
The rivalries of Jefferson and Hamilton were present between Salmon Chase 
and William Seward or in Edwin Stanton. Each one of them, at different points 
in time, presented direct, challenging ambitions to the president himself. 

Can we not sense in Lincoln an initiatic strength of a previous lifetime? This 
would be confirmed in the president’s commitment to promote the well-being 
of each of his cabinet members and their harmonious collaboration. Even when 
collaboration came to an end, the president did not indulge in personal ven-
dettas. Salmon Chase, whose resignation he had accepted, became the Su-
preme Court chief justice, in whose presence the president proffered the oath 
of office. 

Like Washington, though not as directly, Lincoln was also the commander 
in chief on the military front. He did not operate on the front lines as did his 
predecessor. Nevertheless Lincoln was directly involved in selecting, choosing, 
promoting, or demoting the various generals and officers, until he could find 
a group of trusted initiative takers who made the resolution of the conflict 
possible. 

In his time journalists had started to call Lincoln “the second Washington.” 
His political adversary, then friend, William Seward acknowledged, “Provi-
dence had raised [Lincoln] up for this emergency, as signally as He raised up 
Washington for ... our independence.”163 So did too Benjamin B. French in a 
poem he gave Mary Todd: 

 
“So Washington’s and Lincoln’s names 
Twined in a wreath shall be, 
One gave a Nation to the world 
The Other keeps it free.”164 
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An inadvertent irony of fate brought the two individuals close: their birth-
days, February 12 for Lincoln and February 22 for Washington. For a time, 
and/or varying according to places, Presidents’ Day has come to be seen as 
the joint celebration of the two presidents. At any rate Lincoln’s name is the 
one most closely associated with that of Washington. A hidden genius is at 
play here.165 
 
Lincoln and Franklin 
From other angles than the above, Lincoln’s biography resembles much of the 
personality of Benjamin Franklin. The president held reason and dogma in 
balance in a way that was parallel to Benjamin Franklin. He saw them as com-
plementary, much as Franklin balanced science and humanism. Both Frank-
lin’s and Lincoln’s faith were tested in personal ordeals. It was recorded by 
Mrs. Rankin at whose house in Petersburg Lincoln occasionally stayed. Frank-
lin’s inner turmoil, it is worth recalling, was resolved through a spiritual expe-
rience, the same in which his friend and benefactor, Thomas Denham, died. 

Like Franklin, Lincoln had an uncanny understanding about the effects of 
alcohol. He believed that drinking muddles the mind, and it was natural for 
him to abstain. Lincoln felt alcohol made him feel “flabby and undone.” He 
didn’t smoke or chew tobacco, either. Yet he did not do so out of any self-
righteous stance. He loved to tell the story of sharing a trip on the railroad 
with a friendly gentleman from Kentucky who offered him sequentially a plug 
of tobacco, a cigar, and a glass of brandy, but couldn’t entice Lincoln with any 
of them. The Kentuckian told him, “See here, my jolly companion, I have gone 
through the world a great deal and have had much experience with men and 
women of all classes, and in all climes, and I have noticed one thing.” What 
was it? “Those who have no vices have d—d few virtues.” No doubt Franklin 
could have told a similar story. 

Like his predecessor Lincoln could see the issues at stake with the long 
view. In one of many instances Lincoln stated, “The struggle of today is not 
altogether for today—it is for a vast future also. With a reliance on Providence, 
all the more firm and earnest, let us proceed in the great task which events 
have devolved upon us.”166 Like Franklin, Lincoln possessed long-term insights 
that he was willing to test and promote, while patiently waiting for the right 
time. Ruth Painter Randall, who wrote much about Mary Todd Lincoln, called 
him “a wizard and prophet. ... He seems to have something of that prescience 
of the future, with which minds of the highest class are often gifted. ... The 
prophet waits patiently for the coming events ... and learns to labor and wait.” 
Like Franklin, Lincoln used the weapon of humor to offer little pearls of wisdom 
and render them accessible educational tools (see box). 

 
165 From https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington’s_Birthday: “The day is a state holiday in 

most states, with official names including Washington’s Birthday, Presidents’ Day, and 
Washington’s and Lincoln’s Birthday.” 
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Lincoln’s Quotable Wisdom 
 

Just like Benjamin Franklin in his days, Lincoln has left us many quotable juicy 
bits of wisdom, some of which are familiar, though not necessarily remembered as 
his. Here are some: 

“You can fool all the people some of the time, and some of the people all the time, 

but you cannot fool all the people all the time.” [This is likely apocryphal; see 

https://web.archive.org/web/20210127031007/https://abrahamlincolnassocia-

tion.org/Newsletters/5-4.pdf] 

“Leave nothing for tomorrow which can be done today.” 

“Better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to speak out and remove all 

doubt.” 

“Character is like a tree and reputation like a shadow. The shadow is what we 

think of it; the tree is the real thing.” 

“No man has a good enough memory to be a successful liar.” 

“He has a right to criticize, who has a heart to help.” 

“Most folks are about as happy as they make their minds up to be.” 

“A farce or comedy is best played; a tragedy is best read at home.” 

“I don’t like that man. I must get to know him better.” 

“We can complain because rose bushes have thorns, or rejoice because thorn 

bushes have roses.” 

“My great concern is not whether you have failed, but whether you are content 

with your failure.” 

“Elections belong to the people. It’s their decision. If they decide to turn their 

back on the fire and burn their behinds, then they will just have to sit on their 

blisters.” 

“In law it is a good policy to never plead what you need not, lest you oblige your-

self to prove what you can not.” 

 

 



 

 

  
Lincoln had understood the role and nature of humor in the American soul. To 
Noah Brooks he offered, “The grim grotesqueness and extravagance of Amer-
ican humor [are] its most striking characteristics.”167 And he certainly 
matched the claims in many of his humorous offerings. Much of Lincoln’s 
lesser-known quips address universal human matters, as had been the case 
in Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanac. 

Franklin created the idea of America; he invited his fellow citizens to be-
come something new and daring. Lincoln called America back to its founding 
impulse, in which lived much of Franklin’s wisdom. 
 
In summing up, Lincoln had both the overabundance of will forces that we 
recognized in George Washington, and the lightness, wisdom, and depth of 
insight that was displayed in his day by Benjamin Franklin. He can be said to 
have carried their mission further, in rising to the presidency 72 years after 
Washington. 
 
The similarities between Lincoln and Franklin on one hand, Washington on the 
other, point to larger common circumstances that can escape a quick survey. 
Both the Revolutionary War and Civil War involved brothers fighting brothers. 
During the Revolutionary War, especially in the early stages, the population 
was divided between rebels and loyalists. When fighting broke out, a majority 
of English and British colonists found themselves fighting their counterparts 
from across the ocean. 

In the times preceding the Revolutionary War, Franklin educated his fellow 
colonists to see themselves as Americans in a new nation. Washington em-
bodied that ideal. He taught first his army, then the nation, what it meant to 
subordinate his personal capacities and ambitions to the Republican ideal, 
avoiding the temptations of personal power. His was an education in action. 
That process of education was continued in the formulation and ratification of 
the Constitution. 

When Lincoln assumed power, an equal temptation lay open to him. He 
could have usurped powers in order to ensure the preservation of the Union; 
he could have enlarged the power of the executive at the expense of the leg-
islative and judicial. Instead he maneuvered between each branch of power 
to negotiate, persuade, and preserve harmony. As we have illustrated in the 
previous chapters, he accomplished a great work of education in preserving 
the Republican ideal and persuading his fellow Americans that all human be-
ings are really created equal. 
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Initiate of Old? 
The life of the one whom they called “the Ancient One” was itself an initiation 
ordeal. He had to overcome humble beginnings, lack of education, the loss of 
many loved ones, repeated failure, and the nation’s trial by fire in order to 
reawaken the capacities that lay dormant in his soul. What had met him as an 
initiation in a previous life reemerged as initiation through life, a trial by fire. 
His dormant capacities were thus reawakened. 

In a talk that he had with the Treasury Secretary L. E. Chittenden, which 
the latter recorded, Lincoln delivers a testimonial of his living link to the spirit: 

 
That the almighty does make use of human agencies, and directly in-
tervenes in human affairs, is one of the plainest statements in the 
Bible. I have had so many evidences of His direction, so many in-
stances in which I have been controlled by some other power than my 
own will, that I cannot doubt that this power comes from above. I 
frequently see my way clear to a decision when I am conscious that I 
have no sufficient facts upon which to found it. But I cannot recall one 
instance in which I have followed my judgment, founded upon such a 
decision, when the results were unsatisfactory.”168 
 
This capacity of hearing in an inspired state is what others fathomed 

through direct observation of the president. An officer hearing the Gettysburg 
Address noticed that Lincoln, before beginning the address, looked as if his 
mind had been somewhere else, as if there had been a sort of otherworldliness 
in his demeanor.169 Friends in Illinois had already noticed that Lincoln would 
seem at times as if in a world of his own, sitting in minutes of complete silence 
and gazing straight ahead. Other foreign visitors noticed that he could be in 
states of alternating consciousness. And a French visitor could count up to 
twenty such changes in an evening.170 The painter Carpenter called these “his 
extraordinary moods of abstraction in which he was blind and deaf to all 
around him.” To those unaware, this could look as if he were dozing off, or 
distracted.171 

Herndon, who had been closer to Lincoln than many, noticed, “He can sit 
and think without food or rest longer than any man I ever saw.” he also de-
scribed him as “a peculiar man with a double consciousness, a double life. The 
two states, never in a normal man, co-exist in equal and vigorous activities 
though they succeed each other quickly.”172 Bad or sad news could trigger the 
almost disembodied state, even bring him to the place of nearly falling off his  
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Lincoln’s Face 
 
From a Scientific Perspective 
“The left side of Lincoln’s face was much smaller than the right, an aberration 
called cranial facial microsomia. The defect joins a long list of ailments—
including smallpox, heart illness and depression—that modern doctors have 
diagnosed in Lincoln. . . . Most people’s faces are asymmetrical, but Lincoln’s 
case was extreme, with the bony ridge over his left eye rounder and thinner 
than the right side, and set backward.” (Carla K. Johnson, The Associated 
Press, Aug. 13, 2007). 
 
 . . . and from an Artistic Perception 
“It was not what he did or said that astonished me. It was what was in his 
face. . . . His posture is contained, his body seems to contain all that passes 
in his inward-directed face and eyes. And I see that it is Lincoln’s body that 
gives his face such force. The face alone, yes, it is strong, perhaps even 
spiritual; but with the body, the relaxed body (a grown-up’s relaxation, not 
a child’s, not an animal’s), everything in the face is rendered more objective; 
the qualities one feels in the face are verified, rendered part of nature, or-
ganic. 
 . . . In these old photographs, time is the photographer. Time always speaks 
the truth. And yet, in these photographs, Lincoln appears intensely individ-
ual, intensely alive and singular. This face is a face within which we sense 
the possibility and the right of a man to say I. 

 . . . That there should exist at the center of the American culture the 
ideal of such a man, such a human being, is not unusual in the history of 
nations and cultures. That this man should have been the most politically 
powerful man in the nation—that is remarkable. The central icon of our cul-
ture is a man of individual presence who is also immensely effective and 
engaged in all the outer forces of life—war, power, money, action, calcula-
tion, love and hate, negotiation, compromise—the whole world of the senses 
and the ego. The most powerful man in the United States and therefore, by 
then, already one of the most powerful men in the world: that this should 
have been a man of individual presence—that is remarkable. . . .  

We can only say, with some degree of certainty, that his face calls us to 
the whole question of individuality as a conscious presence that transcends 
the ordinary meanings of the word “individualism.” 

The figure of Abraham Lincoln entirely eclipses this familiar dichotomy 
between individualism and social responsibility. . . . The face of Lincoln is not 
the face of a solitary or a recluse. Or should we say that yes, it is the face of 
a solitary who in his time was, paradoxically, perhaps the world’s greatest 
and chief agent of action.” (Excerpts from Jacob Needleman’s “A Meditation 
on The Face of Lincoln,” in The American Soul) 
 



 

 

feet on few occasions, as upon receiving news of war defeats, like the news 
of Edward Baker’s death at Red Bluff. 
 
Lincoln, the African-American and the Fate of America 
The second half of the 19th century saw an important spiritual event influenc-
ing humanity: the fall of the spirits of darkness into the human/terrestrial 
realm following their battle with Michael. This started in the early 1840s and 
was completed by 1879, the watershed year of the new regency of Michael as 
time spirit. Among other aspects we can say that previous to that time, and 
ever since the time of the Fall, the progressive spirits had countered the spirits 
of darkness wanting to bestow independence to the individual who was not 
ready for it. This had been countered by the evolutionary spirits through plac-
ing the individual within the stream of heredity, within the blood bonds of 
tribes, nations, and races. 

In preparation for the Michael Age, the individual now needs to affirm her-
self beyond blood ties; she needs to seek her spiritual belonging, no longer 
the ties of blood. In Steiner’s words: 
 

[The year] 1841 saw the beginning of the mighty battle of which I 
have spoken. Then the spirits which are related to those others [the 
early regressive spirits] descended to join them below. The power of the 
old rebels, of the continuing stream of spirits of darkness who had their 
tasks to perform from Lemurian and Atlantean times, is gradually dying 
down as the powers of their brothers begin to take effect. This means 
that from the last third of the nineteenth century the situation has been 
completely reversed. The spirits of light who have been continuing in 
their activities have done enough where the establishment of blood, 
tribal, racial and similar bonds is concerned, for everything has its time 
in evolution. In the general and rightful scheme of things, enough has 
been done to establish what needed to be established through blood 
bonds in humanity. In more recent times, therefore, the spirits of light 
have changed their function. They now inspire human beings to develop 
independent ideas, feelings and impulses for freedom; they now make 
it their concern to establish the basis on which people can be independ-
ent individuals. And it is gradually becoming the task of the spirits who 
are related to the old spirits of darkness to work within the blood 
bonds.173 

 
At the eve of the Civil War the matter of old blood ties had reached a fever 
pitch in the United States. The land that welcomed immigrants from many 
European nations, and had forced the immigration of Africans to its shores, 
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was marked by a hardening of racial barriers. It was threatened by an impass-
able wall separating one race from the other. The institution of slavery, which 
had been blotted out from most parts of the world, was finding a haven and 
strengthening itself on American shores. The principle of equality of all human 
beings, so important to the new Michaelic Age, was threatened to its very 
core. Suffice to think what its repercussions would have been in a land that 
later welcomed immigrants from all continents, a land that has become a mi-
crocosm of the whole human race. How would that have been possible? 

Lincoln’s presidency served to repel all solutions that invalidated a Michaelic 
epilogue. It avoided the formation of a whole free nation alongside another 
one encoding slavery in all its institutions, which would have sought to expand 
to its south. It avoided all kinds of hybrid compromises making room for one 
degree of slavery or another. It returned America to its original impulse that 
recognized that all human beings are created equal, and extended the mean-
ing of that equality. 

To accomplish all of the above, Lincoln had to resist centrifugal forces that 
would have accepted a complete split, those that would have accepted a Union 
along very compromised principles and those that wanted to perpetuate the 
war by treating the South as an occupied nation. 

Lincoln achieved an effective mediation between pro-slavery border states 
and Radicals and every force in between, such as the Democrats seeking all 
sorts of early and fateful peace compromises. We could call the sixteenth pres-
ident a radical moderate: radical in ideas, moderate in implementation. Far 
ahead of his fellow citizens in his views, he never felt he had the authority to 
impose them for expediency’s sake, no matter how justified they could appear 
in hindsight. He helped and educated the nation to take the next steps only 
when it was ready. If in the end Lincoln achieved the goals of a Radical, in his 
demeanor and approach he was all but one. He did not want to import to the 
political process what is justified in the cultural realm. This highlights the re-
lationship he had with Frederick Douglass. In effect, to someone who had lived 
slavery in his body, the steps taken by the president may have seemed exas-
peratingly slow. 

When Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, it included a provision 
which called for the enlistment of Black soldiers in the Union Army. Douglass 
and other Black leaders joined the call for volunteers. However, Douglass was 
sour about the treatment of the Black soldiers and the discriminations that 
they suffered. 

On August 1863 Douglass took an overnight train to Washington and 
sought an audience with the president the very same day. He had the good 
luck of meeting Senator Pomeroy, the antislavery senator of Kansas, who es-
corted him to Lincoln. Since Douglass had been critical of the president, he 
was also a little anxious about his reception. Lincoln treated him quite amiably, 
putting him at ease. But to the point of the retaliation to the excesses heaped 
up on Black soldiers in the South, Lincoln could only say that he was not 



 

 

comfortable with such a measure that inflicted a punishment on one person 
for a crime committed by someone else. 

Douglass had to admit that “he saw the tender heart of the man rather 
than the stern warrior, . . . and while I could not agree with him, I could but 
respect his humane spirit.” Lincoln agreed on principle on the idea of equal 
pay for white and Black people, and for the promotion of Black soldiers that 
the secretary of war would recommend. Douglass summed up his impressions 
of the president by saying that he was someone “whom I could love, honor 
and trust without reserve or doubt.” Lincoln returned the compliment stating 
of Douglass that he was “one of the most meritorious men in America.”174 

After the visit Douglass continued to be critical of Lincoln, in particular 
about the reticence to give the vote to Black people now that they had given 
their lives to the country. When he was invited again to the White House, 
Lincoln was worried about his prospects of reelection and had a plan to bring 
more enslaved people across Union lines into freedom. Douglass wanted to 
charge himself to organize a corps of scouts that would call for enslaved peo-
ple to run across Union lines. He would have supplemented this idea by mak-
ing emancipation the law of the land. Lincoln was enlisting Douglass to help 
him win the war, and Douglass needed Lincoln to bring a fatal blow to slavery. 
The abolitionist left the meeting more deeply convinced about Lincoln’s moral 
opposition to slavery. The plan turned out to be unnecessary because of a 
series of victories of the Union Army, which also helped secure Lincoln’s 
reelection. 

Douglass finally threw his full support behind the president for his reelec-
tion. When that happened, Douglass wanted to congratulate him personally. 
He joined the celebrations of the inaugural reception at the White House, the 
first African American to do so. After gaining an audience he so much desired, 
he congratulated Lincoln about his inaugural speech. 

This relationship is worth highlighting. Both Douglass and Lincoln were right 
from their own perspective; Lincoln in acting as a political figure, Douglass as 
a cultural/spiritual leader. In his writings Lincoln could inspire as a moral au-
thority; in his position as politician, he was bound to other obligations. He 
could not act as a Radical, because that would have entailed forgetting his 
ultimate obligation toward the national compact that bound him to his office: 
the Constitution. Privately he had all the reasons to approve of Douglass, who 
could say all that the president couldn’t. 
 
Not only does Lincoln’s life point to the past of the nation and the past of the 
Michaelic movement. He also shows the way forward to what America has to 
become. Echoes of the Civil War lived a hundred years later in the Civil Rights 
Movement, carrying further Lincoln’s unfinished Reconstruction. Lincoln and 
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Martin Luther King Jr both lived in a time of revolutionary ferment in the U.S. 
and in the world. Both worked in the ‘60s of their century, as Stephen B. Oates 
points out.175 The Voting Rights Act that outlawed literacy tests and voting 
restrictions was the result of King’s Selma campaign of 1965, one hundred 
years after the end of the Civil War. 

King was an admirer of Lincoln and aware of the parallel themes of the Civil 
War and civil rights. The Emancipation Proclamation went into effect on Janu-
ary 1, 1863, and in 1963 King asked President Kennedy to offer a second 
Emancipation Proclamation. He later delivered his famous August 28, 1963, “I 
have a dream” speech at the Lincoln Memorial. King saw a new mission for 
the African American in introducing a new moral standard in the U.S. and in 
the world. Like Lincoln, King saw in the U.S. the land where the experiment 
of the integration of all races could take place. If it failed in America, it would 
equally fail the world over. King extended the message of Lincoln by seeing 
the dimension of globalization of world issues, and how America stood at the 
center of it all, for good or for ill. 

 
Lincoln and the Future 
We could argue that civil unrest is a constant American theme, a result of the 
emprise of the geographic double over the land. The present, extreme political 
polarization can be seen as a continuation of themes of previous centuries and 
millennia. It can indeed be linked to the centuries and millennia preceding the 
colonies. 

The Maya superseded the decadent Olmecs at the time of Christ. A great 
spiritual confrontation pitted people of the same ethnicity against each other. 
The Maya, archaeologists agree, are of the same racial rootstock as the Ol-
mecs. When the Aztecs rose to power, they certainly expanded their power 
over rival ethnic groups, but they equally subjugated and sacrificed members 
of their own groups. Continuous internal strife was part of their spiritual out-
look.176 

We will complete this exploration of America’s sixteenth president with a 
look back to Washington and to the future of Lincoln’s eternal individuality. 
That America has undergone other challenges after the Civil War is obvious; 
that it will soon undergo new ones seems unfortunately clear too. Those were 
already seen by George Washington, and they are worth quoting in full. They 
form the last part of his vision at Valley Forge that we introduced in Chapter 
1: 

Instantly a light as of a thousand suns shone down from above me, 
and pierced and broke into fragments the dark cloud which enveloped 
America. At the same moment the angel upon whose head still shone 
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the word Union, and who bore our national flag in one hand and a 
sword in the other, descended from the heavens attended by legions 
of white spirits. These immediately joined the inhabitants of America, 
who I perceived were well-nigh overcome, but who immediately taking 
courage again, closed up their broken ranks and renewed the battle. 
Again, amid the fearful noise of the conflict, I heard the mysterious 
voice saying, “Son of the Republic, look and learn.” As the voice 
ceased, the shadowy angel for the last time dipped water from the 
ocean and sprinkled it upon America. Instantly the dark cloud rolled 
back, together with the armies it had brought, leaving the inhabitants 
of the land victorious.  

Then once more I beheld the villages, towns and cities springing up 
where I had seen them before, while the bright angel, planting the 
azure standard he had brought in the midst of them, cried with a loud 
voice: “While the stars remain, and the heavens send down dew upon 
the earth, so long shall the Union last.” And taking from his brow the 
crown on which blazoned the word “Union,” he placed it upon the 
Standard while the people, kneeling down, said, “Amen.” 

The scene instantly began to fade and dissolve, and I at last saw 
nothing but the rising, curling vapor I at first beheld. This also disap-
pearing, I found myself once more gazing upon the mysterious visitor, 
who, in the same voice I had heard before, said, “Son of the Republic, 
what you have seen is thus interpreted: Three great perils will come 
upon the Republic. The most fearful is the third . . . passing which the 
whole world united shall not prevail against her. Let every child of the 
Republic learn to live for his God, his land and Union.” With these 
words the vision vanished, and I started from my seat and felt that I 
had seen a vision wherein had been shown to me the birth, progress, 
and destiny of the United States. 
 
This, we could argue, is a danger of present or coming times. 
As to what role the eternal individuality of Lincoln may play in future times, 

we will turn to another seer, the Russian Daniel Andreev, who spent ten years 
in the Russian gulags. Here he wrote his major work The Rose of The World 
in which he details the coming of the future Antichrist in the person of the 
reincarnated Joseph Stalin. The vision that looked at Stalin’s death makes 
reference to Lincoln thus: “In front of the walls of the Russian [subterranean 
demonic region] there unfolded [against the forces of darkness] one of the 
greatest battles of the forces of the Russian [saints and beings of Light] united 
with the Russian [folk spirit], and their forces proved to be insufficient. Angels 
rushed to help, also [many benevolent supernatural beings] and numerous 
other illuminated transcendental beings. For a while, one of the great illumined 
spirits was present there together with the [great company of] instreaming 



 

 

forces at the threshold of [the Russian subterranean demonic region] On 
Earth, this great spirit bore the name Abraham Lincoln.”177 
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