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Early last year, C-SPAN conducted a survey in observance of the bicentennial of Lincoln’s birth. The historians who responded ranked him first overall and in nearly every category, including crisis management, communication, and the pursuit of equal justice for all. It came as no surprise to anyone, since Lincoln has defeated all challengers in nearly every modern poll.  However, in the most recent Siena College Research Institute Survey of U.S. Presidents, released earlier this month, Lincoln was ranked third behind Franklin and Theodore Roosevelt.  The only plausible explanation for this reversal of fortune is that the deck was stacked with New Deal, court-packing, conservationist, trust-busting, big game hunting enthusiasts. But the Lincoln camp need not worry. Our sixteenth president may not place first in the rankings of certain presidential scholars, but there is abundant evidence that he still captures the imagination worldwide.  For example, last October I was invited to deliver an address at Queen’s University in Belfast. The evening was unseasonably rainy and cold, but the program drew a respectable crowd anyway. As much as it pains me to admit it, the audience did not turn out for me. They did not have a clue who I was. But they knew Lincoln, and they were willing to come out on a raw night to hear more about him. 
Presidential surveys and the vast number of books written about him (more than 16,000 to date, with even more expected in the next five years as we commemorate the Civil War) suggest that Lincoln continues to be relevant to our time. More than simply an interesting historical figure, he serves as our guide as we attempt to resolve today’s challenges.
The iconic Lincoln was born almost from the beginning of his martyrdom. He had sacrificed himself on the altar of Union and had settled once and for all the issue of whether the states were independent entities or a part of an indissolvable compact. But it is his role in helping to end slavery that makes him a hero to every freedom-loving man and woman worldwide. His authorship of the Emancipation Proclamation and his assassination at the moment of victory leave us to wonder what he might have accomplished had he lived. His actual and potential success has been responsible for his elevation to near godlike status in the last century and a half.  
Despite his own acknowledgement that the Emancipation Proclamation was “the central act” of his administration and “the great event of the nineteenth century,” Lincoln would be both amused and surprised at all the fuss.  In a letter to Kentucky newspaper editor Albert Hodges in the spring of 1864, he had suggested that his actions were less certain and deliberate than we imagine today. “I claim not to have controlled events,” he told Hodges, “but confess plainly that events have controlled me.” Perhaps he was right. He certainly had not begun his presidency with any aim to end slavery. Quite the contrary, he believed and declared emphatically that he had neither the inclination nor the authority to end the institution where it already existed. Yet 20 months into the conflict, he had issued a proclamation that freed enslaved people in the seceded states or in those sections still in rebellion. Lincoln’s path to emancipation reveals that he was no passive participant in the struggle for black freedom. His critics today, as well as certain of his contemporaries, including the great African American abolitionist and orator, Frederick Douglass, believed that he was slow to embrace freedom. But that he did eventually do so and that he was able to convince most northerners to accept his lead is testament to his ability to grow in the job and to hone those skills that he brought with him to the presidency.
In many ways, Lincoln’s background ill-prepared him to lead the country, especially during a time of crisis. He came to the presidency without executive experience and with very limited military training. Nor did he look the part of a leader. Uncommon height, an asset to men such as George Washington, in combination with a slender build, made him an object of amusement. Had not the debate over the expansion of slavery so captured the attention of the nation in the decades leading to war, Lincoln might have passed his days as a rather provincial but highly regarded attorney noted for telling jokes to the ordinary citizens he encountered on the Illinois Eighth Judicial Circuit. 
But Lincoln lived in dynamic times. His passion for and understanding of the Constitution and his gift of oratory destined him to be a central player in the debates over slavery. During the crucial decade of the 1850s, disagreements over the institution damaged the Democratic Party, destroyed the Whigs (with whom Lincoln had been affiliated), and had given rise to the Republican Party. Founded in the mid-1850s on an anti-slavery platform, many of the Republican Party’s members—including Lincoln—shunned identification with the abolitionists, whom they viewed as dangerously radical. Instead, they aimed to contain slavery where it already existed and allow it to die a natural death. “We want [the territories] for the homes of free white people,” Lincoln had stated. “This they cannot be…if slavery shall be planted within them.” 
Lincoln also favored gradual, compensated emancipation, approved by the local residents and with provisions for colonization of the newly freed. It was not for a fondness of slavery that he proposed a gradualist approach. There is abundant evidence that he detested the institution, both for moral reasons and for what it did to America’s image on the world stage. Gradualism would “spare both races from the evils of sudden derangement” as he put it (meaning that property owners should be spared sudden loss, and the enslaved needed to be prepared for freedom). Moreover, since enslaved laborers were legally property, the owners had the right to vote on abolition and to be compensated for their losses should they decide to give up such property. Believing that the two races could not coexist as equals, he suggested that removal (albeit voluntary) of the black population was a humane solution. They would be better off in Central America or West Africa or Haiti.
Lincoln seized the opportunity to communicate his views to a statewide audience in a series of debates in 1858 with Illinois incumbent senator Stephen A. Douglas. The two candidates for the U.S. senatorial seat crisscrossed the state, visiting seven cities in total. Each provided his own take on slavery and its expansion. In response to Douglas’ race baiting in a region with strong anti-black sentiment, Lincoln had uttered the infamous words that still give his critics ammunition and make his admirers cringe. To Douglas’s charge that he was in favor of “producing a perfect equality” between African Americans and whites, Lincoln had declared: 
I will say then that I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringing about

in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races—

That I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of making voters or jurors

of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry

with white people; …there is a physical difference between the white
and black races which I believe will forever forbid the two races living
together on terms of social and political equality.

Although he lost the election, the debates exposed him and his views to the nation. When he traveled to New York to speak at Cooper Union two years later, he was recognized as an authority on the subject of slavery’s expansion.
The Cooper Union address confirmed Lincoln as a moderate in an increasingly volatile debate. When the Republican Party met in convention in Chicago a few months later to select its nominee for the presidential election, more radical but better known candidates were passed over in favor of the inexperienced rail splitter from Illinois. 

The Republican stance on the non-extension of slavery into the territories guaranteed southern opposition to the party and to its candidate for the presidency. A divided Democratic Party met in two separate conventions—one representing northern interests and the other the South. Each offered a candidate for the presidency. Lincoln did not appear on the ballot of a single southern state. A few weeks after he won the election, South Carolina seceded from the Union. Others would follow over the next several months.  
Believing that it was inappropriate for the president-elect to respond publicly to the events unfolding, Lincoln made his sentiments known in private correspondences.  In a letter to his friend, fellow Republican and U.S. senator from Illinois, Lyman Trumbull, Lincoln was resolute. “Let there be no compromise on the question of extending slavery,” he wrote. “If there be, all our labor is lost, and, ere long, must be done again. The dangerous ground—that into which some of our friends have a hankering to run—is Pop[ular] Sov[ereignty]. Have none of it. Stand firm. The tug has to come, & better now, than any time hereafter.”  In another private correspondence, he responded to the call for his support of a constitutional amendment that would prohibit the federal government from abolishing slavery. Citing his lack of desire for such an amendment, he nevertheless was willing to bow to the right of the people to consider the idea. (The amendment was passed by Congress, but war intervened before it could be ratified by the requisite number of states. Had it gone into effect, it would have become, ironically, the 13th Amendment.) And in yet another letter—this time to Secretary of State designate William Seward--Lincoln reiterated that he was “inflexible” and would not compromise with any plan that would allow slavery’s extension. Other issues involving slavery were negotiable as long as “what is done be comely, and not altogether outrageous.”
When Lincoln took office on March 4, 1861, seven southern states had already severed their ties with the Union. In the weeks and months to come, various groups competed for his attention and for the opportunity to influence his response. The political climate of his day was as partisan (perhaps more so) as our own. Lincoln had to contend with Peace Democrats—commonly known as Copperheads—who opposed the war and consistently tried to undermine his policies. They championed peace with the Confederacy, even if it meant a severed Union. One of them, Clement Vallandigham, Congressman from Ohio, (Lincoln’s Rush Limbaugh or Glen Beck) had urged Union troops to desert and had even proposed a bill to imprison the President. Conservatives within his own party (many of them longtime friends) criticized him whenever they felt his policies regarding slavery attacked the institution or did too little to protect it. At the same time, he had to face Radical Republicans, many of them abolitionists, who believed he moved too slowly to emancipate. Newspaper editors excoriated him at every turn; ineffective generals ignored his orders; and certain members of his own cabinet held him in contempt. Virtually powerless, but determined, African Americans presented a different problem.  While free men and women of color in the North pressed for a twin aim of Union and emancipation, some of those enslaved took flight at the first sign that white men were not united. They quickly overwhelmed the capacity of the federal government to respond to their presence and caused Union commanders to decide individually what to do with them. And they came with news that those still enslaved in the Confederacy provided coerced assistance in the rebel war effort. These competing groups would challenge Lincoln and put his leadership skills to the test throughout the war.
Lincoln’s first weeks in office centered on efforts to coax the seceded states back into the fold. Seeking to allay their fears of his intentions, he set a course of appeasement and conciliation. A central focus in his first inaugural address had been to convince southerners that their rights as Americans citizens would be protected. Federal legislation such as the Fugitive Slave Law, which obligated northerners to assist in the apprehension of runaways, would be upheld, since in Lincoln’s estimation, the seceded states had not actually dissolved their association with the Union because they could not legally do so. 

 
This focus on appeasement shifted with the Confederate assault on Fort Sumter. Guided by his understanding of the Constitution, he prepared for war, one he assumed would be of short duration. Bull Run cured him of that fantasy. In the meantime, four additional states had seceded and Lincoln feared that the Border States would soon join their slaveholding sisters. Thus began a courtship of sorts that saw Lincoln teetering on the tightrope strung between Border States interests and national salvation. His strategy in the first few months of the war was to keep those states loyal.  “We hope to have God on our side,” he supposedly quipped, “but we must have Kentucky.”  Faced with their possible defection, Lincoln devised a strategy that he hoped would keep them in the Union camp. It involved convincing them that it would be in their best interest to eliminate slavery within their borders.  
Using Delaware as a test case, in November, 1861, he drafted two bills of gradual, compensated emancipation, which he proposed to the state’s congressional representatives. Delaware was seen as ideal for such an undertaking, since it had fewer than 2,000 enslaved people resident within its borders. Lincoln’s first proposal called for the freeing of a few hundred adults each year until 1867, when all remaining men and women and all children would be freed. The second proposal—the one he actually preferred—called for the elimination of slavery by 1893, with all persons over 35 being freed immediately upon passage of the bill and others becoming free after they reached that age. Hence, the young and fit would remain available to the slave holder for a while longer. Lincoln left open the possibility that children born to enslaved mothers after passage of the act would be apprenticed to the mother’s owner for a specified period of time.

Despite his efforts, the president’s Delaware plan never reached the state’s legislature. The slaveholding power would brook no tampering with its institution, even to save the Union. Nevertheless, Lincoln remained undeterred and steadfast in his pursuit of gradual, compensated emancipation within the Border States. In his message to Congress on March 6, 1862, he proposed the adoption of a joint resolution calling for the government to provide aid to any state that adopted a gradual plan. Reiterating the necessity for such a policy, he argued that the Confederate States must be cured of the idea that the Border States would ever join them. By abolishing slavery (even gradually), the tie would be removed that bound the loyal slaveholding states to those in rebellion. 

In early April Congress responded favorably to the President’s proposal by passing the joint resolution he had requested. But much to Lincoln’s disappointment, no Border State came forward to initiate freedom or to seek aid. Believing that a direct appeal to Border State congressional representatives might be successful, he invited them to the White House, where he attempted to convince them that their states held the power to bring about ‘speedy relief” to a country “in great peril.” He appealed to their self-interest by warning that if the war did not end soon, “the institution in your states will be extinguished by mere friction and abrasion—by the mere incidents of the war.”  Lincoln assured them that they need not emancipate immediately, but rather that they should make a decision immediately to “emancipate gradually.” Moreover, South America was available for colonization, “and when numbers shall be large enough to be company and encouragement for one another, the freed people will not be so reluctant to go.”  
While Lincoln courted the Border States, Congress was following its own path to black freedom.  In August, 1861, it had passed the First Confiscation Act, which allowed the seizing of property, including slaves, used against the Union. Lincoln had signed it reluctantly, perhaps because he doubted its constitutionality and because it was not popular with either the Democrats or the Border State representatives. When a second confiscation act was passed in July 1862, which authorized the government to seize all property (real and personal) of those who rebelled against the Union or aided in the rebellion, Lincoln expressed grave concerns. His primary objection was that the bill called for forfeiture of property beyond the life of the offender, which was unconstitutional.  Although Congress modified the bill to avoid Lincoln’s veto, he chose nevertheless to send the draft veto message along with the signed law.  
Lincoln also expressed a degree of ambivalence toward congressional emancipation in the District of Columbia. As a federal enclave, Congress had the authority to control slavery there. In 1850, it had abolished the heinous slave trade in the city, where sellers of human commodities operated in the shadow of the capitol building. With just over 3,000 enslaved souls, slavery in the District had been modified by urban constraints and necessities. Its population of enslaved people consisted primarily of domestic servants who while sharing some of the same indignities and horrors of slavery with their deep South counterparts, had grown to be independent in ways unavailable to plantation laborers. District slaveholders objected to abolition, but they had no mechanism by which to give official voice to it.  This troubled Lincoln, since there were constitutional guarantees to ownership of property. He delayed in signing the bill into law for two days, perhaps because of this concern. Orville Browning, however, provides a more disturbing motive for the delay. He writes in his diary that he visited Lincoln during this time of seeming indecision and that the president had confided to him that he was honoring the request of Gov. Wickliffe, a Kentucky congressman, who needed time to remove two old slaves that he thought would not benefit from freedom because they could not take care of themselves.
By the summer of 1862, Lincoln experienced increasing pressure from abolitionist groups and from those convinced that the only way to save the Union was to deprive the Confederacy of its enslaved labor force. In August, New York Tribune editor, Horace Greeley, criticized Lincoln for his ineffectual enforcement of the First and Second Confiscation Acts. Greeley charged him with being “unduly influenced by the counsels, the representations, the menaces, of certain fossil politicians hailing from the Border Slave States.” Lincoln’s response was aimed, of course, at a wider audience. He assured Greeley that:
My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and not to

save or destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any 

slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would 

do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I

would also do that. What I do about slavery, and the colored race, I 

do because I believe it helps to save the Union; and what I forbear,

I forbear because I do not believe it would help to save the Union.

Anxious that his actions not be misconstrued, he hastened to add that this was his view of “official duty,” but that he continued to believe personally that all men should be free. A few weeks later, he continued this new strategy of “deny and explain” in his response to a memorial calling for emancipation that had been adopted and presented by a group of Christians who had met in Chicago. “What good would a proclamation of emancipation from me do, especially as we are now situated?” he asked. “I do not want to issue a document that the whole world will see must necessarily be inoperative, like the Pope’s bull against the comet!”  But he was quick to add that “as commander-in-chief of the army and navy, in time of war,” he supposed that he had the right to act in any way that might defeat the enemy.

Lincoln’s ambiguous response to those pressing for emancipation in the summer of 1862 exemplifies some of the best examples of his leadership skills. At the very time that he was suggesting that he had not made up his mind about issuing an emancipatory decree, he was actually drafting the proclamation. On July 22, he informed his cabinet members. Weighing their concerns, he decided to withhold the decree until a Union victory was secured. That opportunity came on September 17, when federal forces prevailed at the Battle of Antietam. Five days later, Lincoln issued the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, an ultimatum to the Confederate States that their slaves would be freed if they did not return to the Union by January 1. He still held out the possibility, however, that any state that had remained loyal to the Union and that was willing to implement gradual emancipation, would receive compensation for slaveholders who lost their property and would get assistance from the government to colonize the people thus freed.


While the preliminary proclamation was a promise (and a threat) of future action, Lincoln also used the document to win support from the northern people. Even as he was issuing the rebels an ultimatum, he understood that northerners preferred gradual, compensated emancipation with provisions for colonization. The voluntary removal of African Americans from the United States had been a feature of his solution to slavery all along, even as early as 1849, when as a one-term representative to Congress he had proposed the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia. As calls for abolition became more strident, and as he perfected his emancipating edict, he had invited a committee of five African American men to the White House where he lectured them on the necessity for the separation of the races. He suggested to them that their presence and the institution of slavery were the cause of the war and urged them to accept colonization elsewhere because, “Even when you cease to be slaves, you are yet far removed from being placed on an equality with the white race…on this broad continent, not a single man of your race is made the equal of a single man of ours. Go where you are treated the best, and the ban is still upon you.” 
The next 100 days were challenging, at best, for the president. Perhaps better than anyone else, he understood that in issuing the proclamation he risked greater dissention among the northern people. He was not disappointed in that assessment. The Republican Party suffered significant losses in the fall elections. Although it retained a 25 vote majority in the House, it lost 34 seats, while the Democratic Party won the important governorships of New York and New Jersey. 
The final Emancipation Proclamation, justified by the Constitutional power given to the commander-in-chief in time of war to seize or destroy the property of an enemy or friend to quell a revolt, freed approximately three million people, while exempting areas that were already under Union control (about 800,000 more). Colonization was no longer a feature of emancipation; nor was compensation for owners. Lincoln pledged the military to secure and ensure the freed people’s liberty and encouraged them to refrain from rebellion (a curious request, but one aimed to deflect criticism that in freeing the slaves he was encouraging servile insurrection).

In a sense, what Lincoln was indeed doing was fomenting an insurrection that he could control. Second in importance only to the promise of freedom was the clause in the proclamation authorizing the use of black men for military service. From the very beginning of the war, African Americans, seeing the potential that the conflict held for their own elevation, had pressed to be allowed to fight. Lincoln declined the request out of deference to the Border States and because he feared the reaction of white troops. He also had held little faith in the bravery of black men as soldiers. But the war’s attrition necessitated the enlistment of African Americas.  One hundred and eighty-six thousand black men eventually served; 38,000 gave their lives clad in blue. At Fort Wagner, at Port Hudson and Millikan’s Bend and in numerous other engagements, African American soldiers proved Lincoln and the skeptics wrong and showed that they had earned the right to be called Americans.
The valor of black soldiers helped to seal Lincoln’s commitment to the Emancipation Proclamation. While many praised him for his bold effort to save the Union, others seized upon every opportunity to criticize him, and Lincoln took every opportunity to respond. Such an occasion occurred August 1863, after he was invited by a group of Republicans to speak in Springfield, Illinois. Lincoln declined the invitation because of the demands of his office. The letter to James Conkling, a longtime friend and fellow Republican, was meant to be read to those in attendance. Lincoln skillfully addressed those who criticized his policies, especially in regard to emancipation. “You say you will not fight to free negroes,” he writes.
Some of them seem willing to fight for you; but, no matter. Fight you,
then, exclusively to save the Union. I issued the proclamation on
purpose to aid you in saving the Union. Whenever you shall have

conquered all resistance to the Union, if I shall urge you to continue

fighting, it will be an apt time, then, for you to declare you will not

fight to free negroes.
In issuing the proclamation, he believed the nation had made a promise. “And the promise being made, must be kept.” 


When in the fall of 1864 Congress proposed amending the Constitution to make slavery illegal throughout the nation, Lincoln vigorously supported it. In his last public address he was prepared to go even farther. On April 11, 1865, he told a crowd gathered to celebrate Grant’s victory over Lee’s army that he hoped the elective franchise could be granted to African American men, in his words,  “the very intelligent and on those who serve our cause as soldiers.”  In doing so, he reminded Americans—at once boldly and cautiously—that a debt was owed to people of color. Some have suggested that it was leadership in the direction of social revolution, as emancipation itself had been.

African American historian and sociologist W. E. B. DuBois once wrote in response to critics who thought he had maligned Lincoln:

As sinners, we like to imagine righteousness in our heroes. As a result,

 when a great man dies, we begin to whitewash him. We seek to forget

 all that was small and mean and unpleasant, and remember only the

 fine and brave and good. We slur over and explain away his inconsistencies

 until there appears before us, not the real man but the myth—immense,

 perfect, cold, and dead.

Perhaps Du Bois was correct. By emphasizing Lincoln’s “otherworldly” character, we do a disservice to his memory. We fail to comprehend fully that he was a strategic thinker, goal oriented, resolute and willing to take risks if it could benefit the cause. But he was also cautious. He understood competing groups and their motivations and sought to influence them accordingly. He recognized the importance of timing, the power of public opinion, and the necessity for preparing one’s followers properly for unpopular decisions. When we see him for what he really was—astute politician, pragmatic strategist, brilliant communicator—we come to appreciate the extent to which he was able to develop and employ skills that made him such an effective leader.  
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