ONLY HIS STEPCHILDREN: Lincoln and
the Negro

Don E. Fehrenbacher

Ir THE UNTED STaTEs had a patron saint it would no doubt be Abrzham
Lincoln: and if one undertook to explain Lincoln’s extraordinary hold
on the nationzl consciousness, it would be difficult to find a better start-
ing-point than these lines from zn undistinguished poem written in
1565:¢

One of the people! Born to be
Their curious epitome:
To share vet rise above
Their shifting hate and love.

A man of the people and vet something much more, sharing popular
pm‘smm and Yot rising a Jbove them—here was the very ideal of a dem-
ocratic Jeeder. who in lis person could somehow mute thc m..u...]
antagonism between strung k' adership and vigorous democracy. Amy
L(.\n}l picking up the same theme half a century Jater. ca]led Lﬂncoln
“an embodiment of the highest form of the ty, p\cal American.” This
paradoy of the uncommen commen man, splendidly heroic and at the
same time appealingly representative. was by mo means casy to sus-
tain. The Lincoln tradition. as a consequence. came to embrace two
distinct :.x.c‘ ‘um.ng‘.} ‘ncompatible lezends—the awkward. amiable,
robust, railsplitting. storv-telling. frontier folklore hero: and the tower-
ing frrure Uf the Great E"m-xc;p.hor and Savior of the Union. a man of
surrows. Christlike in his character and fate.

Biegraghers have struggled earnestly with this conspicuous dualism.
but even when the excesses of reminiseence and myth are trimmed
awav. Lincoln remains a puzzling misture of often conflicting quali-
ties—drollness and melancholy., warmth and reserve, skepticism and
picty. humbleness and sclf-assurance. Furthermore. he is doubly hard
to get at because hie did not readily reveal his inner self. He lef us no

® Presented at Getnshure Collece. November 19, 1973, as the 12th -\n"l 1zl Rob-
crt Fortenbaueh Memonal Lecture. and at the College of William and Many, Ne-
vember 28, 1973, as 2 James Pinckney Harrison Lecture.
! Richard Henry Stoddard. -tI'-cFam Lincaln: an Herclian Qcée. cited in Roy
P. Basler, The Lincoln Lezend: A Study in Chenging Conceptioms +Boston, 19350,
p- 234,

2 1bid., pp. 264-265.
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diary or memoirs, and his closest friends called him “secretive” and
“shut-mouthed.” Billy Hemdon in one of his modest moods declared,
“Lincoln -is unknown and possibly always will be.™ Plainly, there is
good reason for scholarly coution in any effort to take the measure of
such a man.

No less plain is the intimate connection between the Linceln legend
and the myth of America. The ambiguitics in his popular image and
the whisper of enigma in his portraits have prubably broadencd the
appeal of this homespun Westerner, sclf-made man, essential demo-
crat, and national martyr. Almost anyone can find a way to identify
with Lincoln, perhaps because “like Shakespeare . . . he scemed to run
through the whole gamut of human nature.™ Whatever the complex of
reasons, suceessive gencrations of his countrymen have accepted Abra-
ham Linceln as the consummate American—the representative genius
of the mation. One consequence is that he tends to serve as a mirror
for Americans, who, when they write about him. frequently divulge a
goad deal about themselves,

Of course the recurring election of Linceln as Representative Ameri-
can has never been unanimous. There was vehement dissent at first
from many unreconstructed rebels, and later from jconoclasts like Ed-
gar Lee Masters and cavaliers of the Lost Cause like Lyon Gardiner
Tvler. In the mainstream of national life. however, it became increas-
ingly fashionable for individuals and organizations to square them-
selves with Linceln and enlist him in their enterpriscs. Often this re-
quired misquotation or misrepresentation or outright invention: but
lobbyists and legislators, industralists and labor leaders, reformers
and bosses. Populists, Progressives. Prohibitionists. and Presidents alt
wanted him on their side. New Dcal Democrats tried to stcal him
from the Republicans. and the American Communist party bracketed
him with Lenin. Lincoln, in the words of David Donald, had come to
be “everybedy's grandfather.”™ X

Most remarkable of all was the growing recognition of Lincoln’s
greatness in the cleven states of the Confederacy, ten of which had
never given him a single vote for Presi . This may have been a
necessary symbolic aspect of sectional reconciliation. Returning to the
Union meant coming to terms with the man who had saved the Union,
No on¢ took the step more unequivocally than Hennv W. Grady, proph-
¢t of the New South, who told a New York audience in 1888 that Lin-
coln had been “the first typical American, the first who compre-
hended within himself all the strength and gentleness, all the majesty
and grace of this Republic.” When Southerners talked to Southerners

# David Donald, Lincoln’s Herndon (New York, 1948), p. 305,

1 John T..Morse, Jr., Abraham Lincoln { Boston, 16959, 11, 333.

% David Donald, Lincoln Reconsidered (2nd ed.; New York, 1969), p. 16.

¥ Michael Davis, The Image of Lincoln in the South (Knoxville, Tenn., 1971),
p. 159, .
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* about it, they were usually more restrained. Nevertheless, by the early

twenticth century, the Lineoln tradition was becoming a blend of blue
and gray, as illustrated in The Perfect Tribute, a story from the pen
of an Alabama woman about a dving Confederate soldier’s admiration
for the Gettysbibrg Address.” k

Bonds of sympathy between Lincoln and the South had not been
diffcult to find. He was. zfter sl a native Southerner—implacable as
an enemy, but magnanimous in victory and compassionate by nature.
In his hands. nearly cevervone agreed. the ordeal of Reconstruction
would have been Jess severe. Even Jefferson Davis concluded that his
death had been “a great misfortune to the South.™

In addition. Lincoln seemed to pass the supreme test. He could be
assimilated to the racial doctrines and institutional arrangements asso-
ciated with the era of segregation. The historical record. though not
entirely cunsistent. indicated that his opposition to slavery had never
included advocacy of racial equality. With a little editing here and some
etra emphasis there. Linculn came out jright™ on the Negro ques-
tion. This was a judgment more often understood than claborated in
Southern writing .ud wratory. but certain self-appointed guardians of
white fupremacy wre sometimes painfully explicit in claiming Lincoln
as une of their own, He had been willing, they said. to guarantee
shavery fozever iuthe states whese it already existed. He had issued the
Emancipetion Frodumation with great reluctance. He had opposed the
avtension o shavery enly in order to reserve the western territories ex-
clusively #t 7 white men. He had denied favoring political and social
equality for Negroes, had ¢ndorsed separation of the races. and had
persistuntly recenimended colonization of Negroes abroad. This was
the Line ' culogized by James K. Vardaman of Mississippi. perhaps
the ment notorivus political racist in American history. and by the sen-
sutivnal Negrophobic novelist. Thomas Dixon. In his most famous work,
The Clezsman. Diven had Lincaln as President parody himself during
a discussien of colunization:
We tan sever atlasn the ideal Undon our fathers dreamed. with rvilhone of an alien,
wlenor race amone us, whow assimilation i< nerther possible nor desirable. The
Nation cannot now ovist half white and half black, any inore than st could exist halt
shove und hdf free®

When one remembers that all this time millions of black Americans
were st paving homage to the Great Emancipator. dualism begins
to secm pervasive in the Lincoln tradition. Racist elements. to be sure,
were never very successful in promaoting the image of Lincoln as a dedi-
cated white supremacist, but support from an unlikely quarter would

T Ibid., p. 138.

~1bid.. p. 103.

¢ Thomas Dnon. The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Kiux Klon
(New York, 1903}, p. 46; Davis, Iinage, pp. 147-132,
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eventuaily give the idea nat only new Bife bat respectabilite in e eon-
ters of prefessional scholarship.

During the first half of the twenticth century, Lineoln studics Le-
came functiomal part of the literature of dee Civib Warin which the
problemn of race was preseut but nop panenount, Titles of the §990° in-
deeate the peneral bent of interests Lineofn and His Party in the Seces-
sioss Crisisy Lincaln and the Putronage: Lincaln’s War Calinet; Line
woln and the Radicals, Linceln aned the War Covernors; Lincoin and
the Sonth, There svas, it should be observed, ne Lincoln and the Ne-
eroc That would come, approprisdele in the 1960,

The sweep of the medern eivil vights movenent. heginning with the
Supreme Courts anteseureeation decision in THAL inspired o new de-
parture in Amervican historical writing, Never bas the pavehological
seed for dusable st been more evident, Baek history Bourished and
soodid sholiionist history, but the nest prestiesions field of endeavor
was white-over-hlack bivtory, Attention shetted, for example, from slav-
ety o canse of the Gl War o sliversy as one major form of racial
GIT s N With this L‘]!.m;e' vl enmplhasis, e antebelbnn vears heran
todosk different. A numbicn of inonegeapl appearing in the 1960% such
av Leon Vo Litwadhs Nerth of Slacery, demorstrated the natiomwide
vrevalence of wlntesupenonty doctines and whilesupremaey prac-
teess Many Hepublicons and cven some abolitionists, when they
talked about the Nearo, L somaded curinus)y Like the slavebholders
whane they were sohereely denonome. In Laet, i wppeared that the
North o and the Soutiy, while Wtterly wb odds i e e of shivery,
wore rehitine v elose Loone annther in their atftudes toward roce. And
LineoIne aecording o Litwack, “accurately and consistently rellected
the thoughls and projudices of most Americans.” "

The zacial eonscsus of the Civil War era made it casy enough to
vnderstand why black Amercans Tailed o win the cquality iimplicit in
evmancipation, hut certain other Mstorieal problems beeame nore dif-
Feult as 2 conscguence, For instincee, if most Northerners in 1560 were
indeed racists whao viewed the Negro with repupnance as an inferior
vrder of creation, then why did so many of them have such strong feel-
ings ubout slavery? And why did rucist Seutherners fear and distrust
racist Republicans with an itensity sufficient 1o destroy the Union?
And does not the achicvement of emancipatien by a people so morally
crippled with racisnm =eemn ahmost mireculous—like a one-armed man
swimming the English Chamnel? No amuunt of talk about overwrought
emotions or wlterior purposes or unintended consequences will Tully
aceount for what appears to he o njor historieal paradox, with Lin-
coln as the central figere.

When the civil rights strugide pot under way in the 1550°, both
sides tricd to enfist Lincoln's support. hut the primiry tendency at Hrst

s Leon . Litwack, North of Sleceny: The Negro in the Free States, 1790-1860
{ Chicogo, 19013, p, 276

~l

LINCOLN AND THIE KEGCRO 297

was ta regard desegregition as a belated resumption of the goed work
begun with the Emancipation Proclamation. Many Jeading historians
agreed that during the presidential vears there had been a “steady evo-
lution of Linceln's atttade toward Negra rights ™! The changes curried
lim a long way Trom the narron envirnnmental influences of his vouth
and made him, in the woards of Richard N Carrent, more relevant znd
inspiring than cver "as a svmbol of mans ability to outgrow his preju-
dices.”

This was the liberal interpretation of Lincoln’s record on racial mat-
ters Tt canie under attack from severa) divections, but especially from
the ranks of intellectuzd radicalism and black miditaney, both academic
and othersise. Nese Loft historinns, nwnoy of them activists in the hat-
e for rucial justice, could find Title to admire in Abraham Lingoin.
Compared with ahobtionive ke William Llovd Garrisen and Wen-
dell Phillips, Le scomed unheroie, opportunistic, wid somewhat insen-
sitive Lo the sulfaring of Bk peeple in bondage. e was “the proto-
tvpe of the palitical mur s power, swith views so modorate us ta require
the pressure of ridicads to stimolate action.™* s pre-war appusition 1o
shiveny, embracmg the Bepublican policy of nuneatension and the hope
of ultinate extinetion, refieced o comfortable beliel in the benevo-
lenee of history 7 1 amounted to o “oonula which promised in time
todo cvervthing while for the present msking nothing ™

Eleetion te the presidencey. in the radical view, produced no preat
transformation of Tis character. “Lincols grew during the war—but he
didi’t grow moeh” wrote Terone Bevnett, e asenior editor of Ebenyy.
“Onevery dssue relating to the Black maer L e was the vory essence of
e white supremacist with cond sitentions. " He moved hul slowhy and
roluctantly toward whiok i shwvery, and his Tamous Proclamation
not only Lncked “meral grandeur,” hut hiad been drafted “in such a way
that it freed fow il wnn shoves " 38 reputation as the Great Eman-
cipator is thereiore "pure myth.17 Mokt important of all. Lincoln prab-
abily belicved in the inferiority ef the Neere and eertnindy favored sep-
aration of the races. He was, ju BennetUs words, " tragically flawed
figore who shared the racial projudices of most of his white contem-
puraries.” i -

Y Fawen MO Hreie, TWho D fendy e Abelitionist? 50 Martin Dubenmnan {ed ),
rﬂi? Antisfetery Vanguard: Now Evaus on the Abolitionists Princeton, 1TH63), p.
35-0d

Y Richard NOCorrent, The Lincoln Nobody Knaws (New Yark, 1958, p. 236,

S Haowand Lo, "Abaditionssds, Freedom-Riders, and the Tadtios of Agitation,”
i Duberman ed 2 Aniideveny Vangnard, pp. 43%-430, .

M artn Dobenan, “The Northern Response to Slaven”” o shid, pp. 396, 400

V4 Lerone Beunelt, T "Was Abe Lincaln o White Suprenmaciat?” Eheny, XXITT
(Feb., Jho5:, 37,

Wb pp. 37436, A0,

1% Richard Clavton Grevory, No More Lice: The Muth and the Reabity of Aeer-
ican Hitony thew York, 10710 0 8D,

P Rennett, Tlinvohe o White Supremueist,” po 36,
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This, then, was the radical interpretation of Lincoln'’s record on racial
matters, and what strikes one jomediately is its similarity to the views
of professional racists like Vardaman and Divon, The portrait of A, Lin-
coln, Great White Supremacist, has been the work, it seems, of a strange
collaboration.™ .

No less interesting is the amount of animus direeted at 2 man who
died over a hundred vears ago. In the case of black militants, hostility
to Lincoln has no doubt heen part of the process of cutting Joase from
white America. Thus. there is little history but muth purpose in the
statement of Maleohn Ni “He probably did more to trick Negroes
than uny uther man in history. ™

For white radicals too, rejection of Lincoln significd repudiation of
the whele American coltural tradition, from the first mussacre of In-
diams to the Viet Nam War. In what might be ealled the “malign con-
wnan” sehoal of United States history, Lincoln remained the Repre-
sentative Amenean. but the America that he represented was'a dark,
uely country, stained with injustice and croelty. Plaintv. there is much
more at slahe here than the reputation of a single histarical figure.

James K. Vardaman, it is said, used to carry with him one particular
Lineoln quotation that he would whip out and read at the slightest op-
pertumty, This excerpt from the debate with Duouglas in 1858 at Char-
Jeston, Hlinois. i now fast beeoming the most quoted passage in-all of
Lincoli's writings, outstripping vven the Gettysburg Address and the
Sceeond Tnausural. Pick up any recent historical study of American
race relations and somewhere in its pages vou are Jikehy to find the fol-
lowing words:

1wl sy then that Tam not, ner ever bave beeen i favor of hnncing about in any
way the socl and pubtical equality of the whate sl Black roces,~Urat 1 ane not
wor ever hise Teen an Lvor of mabang voters or o of negroes, nos of qualifying
them ta hold office, nor to intermarry with white people, and 1wl say in addition
to s that there is o physical difference between the white and black races which
1 heheve will for ever fordnd the two races g torether on terms of social amd
Aned inpsnnaeh as they cannot o Ine, while they do renvin to-

pobiticd eguahty.
as much oy any

gether there must be the pusation of superior waned infenor, and §
ather man s favor of having the caperior position assigaed to the white race S

It is. of course, a quotation that bristles with relevaney. Problems that
once prenceupied Lincoln's biographers, such us his part in bringing
on the Givil War and the quakity of his wartime leadership, have been
more or less pushed aside by a question of newer fashion and greater
urgency. It is well phrased in the preface to a collection of documents
titledd Lincoln on Black and White (1971): "Was Lincoln a racist?

“There is something sadly dronic in seeing black ox-

1 Davis, Tmape, p. 156: \
hands over the prave of the Great Emancipator’s

tremmsts and Ky Khuwers dasping
reputation.”
2 Robuert Penn Warren, Who Speaks for the Negro? (New York, 1965), p. 262
1 Roy I Basker (ed ), The Collected Works of Abraham Linceln ( New Bruns-
wick, N.J., 1953-55), 111, 143-146.
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More important, how did Lincoln’s racial views affect the course of
our history. "=

Anyune who sets out comscientiously to answer such a query will
soon find Bimsell deep in complexity and confronting some of the fun-
Jamental problems of historical investigation. In one caterony: are vari-
ous guestions about the historian’s relation to the pn.\f: Is his task
preperly vue of carcful reconstruction, or are there more important
pumposes to be served? Does his responsibility include rendering mora)
judements? I so. using what standards—those of his own time or those
of the period under study? Then there are all the complications encoun-
tered inany offort to read the mind of a man, especially a politician
from the sunviving record of his words and actions. For i‘nst:mcc, \v]mi
he openly affimned as a vouth may have been silently discarded in ma-
turity. what he bolieved on « certain subject may be Tess significant than
the mtensity of his buhef: aid what he said on a certain vecasion may
have been largely determined by the immediate bistorical contest, in-
cluding the campaation of his audience. b

Terminologicd difficultics may abo arise in the study of history. and
such y the case-with the word “racist.” which serves us badly as a con-
cept because of ity denuucratory tone and indiscriminate use.# Con-
duce neithar to abjectivity nor to precision, the word has been om-
play ed o braadhy that it is now being subdivided. Thus we are invited
to distinguinh hetween idealogical racism and institutional racism, >4
betw een seientific racism and folk racism.#* between active racism and
inac v e raosme™ bhetween racism and racial prejudice.® between racism
and raciabism ** hetween hierarchical rucism and romantic racialism, =
Iz strictesd senise racism iy a doctrine, Tt by extension it has nl'so
}'nﬂ:r_m signify an attitude, @ mode of behavior, and a social system.
I"J'u- dectrine. w wink of intellectuals, is a rationalized theory of inherent
N'?"; :‘H’.lfrl‘“l’ﬂ'\'. In a given person. hewever. it can he m'-_\:thing from a
casms! heliel to a philosophy of Jife. As an eftitude. racism is virtually

“<arthur Zihersant sed L Liveodn on Black and White iBelmont. Calif.. 16711
s A % .
A 8ee Michael Banton, “The Concept of Baonm.”™ in Sami Zubad
] anton, 7 RIS IR Sami Zubarla wé ). Race
and Rr’u‘:ulmu thonden, 1970 pp. 17234 The indiscnnunate use o the word s
:\_f‘l Aastrated i the asertion of Robert Froman. Rocven (New Yook, 1972, pp.
E.-_\. thl._u there ||~“.| r;unt} cvertone” to the statement that Culumbus o Leaf
Lrievon diskovered Amenica, bedause it imphes that the Sibertans w ‘
carher “did not count.” ’ A YN e
=3 David M. Remnrs wed), Reevem in the United : % ¢
BERR L \ v the United States: An Amesxen Dilernma?
** Banton, "Convept of Racism,” p. 18,
26 Forrest G Wol, Black Scare: The Rucnst Respense
4 2 ; L spensc nencn!
construction {Berheley, 19704 pL 13, ot e el e
=t Grorge M. I'rednichson, The Bluck Imcge in A
e M, ackhsun, wege it e White Mind: The P
un Afro-American Cheracter and Desting, 1517-1914 (New York IQITI)D;M{:
S Margaret Nichals / AThe T 7 ‘vt New Tile,
oy p_L-ib":l. cholson, A Dictionary of Amcncen-English Usece (New York,
=* Fredrickson, Black Jmage, p. 101.
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More important, how did Lincoln’s racial views affect the course of
our history.”? i -
Anyone who sets out copstizntimisly to answer such a query will

damental problems of historical investigation. In one category are vari-
ous guestines about the historian’s selabion to the past: 1s his task
properly one of careful reconstruction, or are there more important
purposes to be served? Does his responsibility include rendering moral
jodgments? 1F 30, using whitt standurdi—those of his swn time or those
of the period wader study? Then (here pe all s complications eacoun-
tered in any effort to read the mind of a man, «=pecially a politician,
from the surviving record of his words and actions. For instance, what
he openly afirmed as = youth muy have been silently discarded in ma-
tlrity; what he Dislleved on g ceriais gilject may be less significant than
the intensity of his belief; and what he said on a certain occasion may -
have been largely determined by the immediate historical context, in-

cluding the composition of his audience. .

Terminological dificulties may also arise in the study of history, and .. *-- :

such is the case with the word “racist,” which serves us badly as a con-
cept because of its denunciatory tone and indiscriminate use.® Con- '
ducive neither to objectivity nor to precision, the word has been em-
ployed so broadly that it is now being subdivided. Thus we are invited
to distinguish between ideological racism and institutional racism,2t

. between scientific racism and folk racism,2® between active racism and

inactive racism,”® between racism and racial prejudice,? between racism
and racialism,”® between hierarchical racism and romantic racialism.2
In its strictest sense, racism is a dactnifie, but by extension it has also
come 4o signify an attitude, a mode of behavior, and a sociil system,
The doctring, a work of intellectinls, 15 o ratioualized theory of inherent. .
Negro inferiority. In a given person, however, it an be anything from;
an offftide, meism is vi

22 Avthur Zilversmit (ed.), Lincoln on Black and White (Belmont, Calif., 1871),
n-p. - 777 > — = . . .
23 See Michael Banton, “The Concept of Racism,” in Sami Zubaida {ed), Race’

. 17-34. The indiscriminate use of the word &5 -
ted in the assertion of Robert Froman, Raclsm (New-York, 1972), pp.
27-28, that there is a “racist overtone” to the statement Columbus or Leif
Erlew:_l'dlsco\med America, because it implies that the Siberians who had arrived
" 24 David M. Reimers (ed.), Racism in the United Stafes: An American Dilemma?

© (New York, 1972), p. 5.
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timymons with) préjudice—sn habitual feeling of repugnance, and
mth?.;nnf mndtrﬂ-;jwﬂ members of another race, It can be any-
mg'ﬁm a mild'tendeney to a Berve oheastion. Racism as a mode of
behaoior iz prejudics sctvated in some way~—a display of racial hostil-
ity fhat mﬁm;ﬂh&ng from metre avoidance of the other race to par-
Hicipation in @ lynching: Radsm as a soclal systétn means that law and
custom combine to hold one rce in subordination to another through
institubional arrangements like slavery, segregation, discrimination, and
disfranchisement. Individials can help suppart such a system will anys
thing ftom tacit acquiescence ta strenuons publie service in its defense,
Thesa multiple and gradbated wmesninps of the word “racism” are im-
portant to remember in exploring he historical convergence of Abra-
Kam Lincoln and the American Negro® i
“One must see him first,” says Bamoett, “against the background of
his times. Borm into'a poor white fumily in the slave state of Kentucky
and raised in the antiblack environments of southern Indiana and 11-
linpis, Lincoln wes exposed from the vary beginning to racism.™! This
is a famillor line of reasoning and credible enpagh on the surface. Any
racinl views eggountered during his youth were likely to be unfayorahle
to the Negro. But mor# important iz the question af how often he. en-
countered such views and how theratighly he ghsorbed them. Besides,
the esrumption that his racial attitudes wese shaped more or less per-
manently by his early social environment does: not take into account

the fact that youth may rebel against established opinion. Lincoln did -

in & sense reject his fathers world, leaving it béhind him forever soon
ing the age of twenty-one, Certainly his personal knowledge

while growin, in backwoods Indiana-or as a young man in New
Sﬂt'.mf'[:l'iinuii!;l'?hpm frst twenty-eight years of his life tike up just thres
poges in Benjamin Quarles’s book, Lincoln and the Negro.*?

1f Lincoln entered mantiood with strong feelings about race already
implented in his breast, one might expect to fin® dndications of it in his
earlier letters and spesches, For instince, on a steamboat carrying him

ack: people wos very limited. After catching a few glimpses of |
as o small boy in Kentucky, he had little cantact with Negroes -

home From a visitsn Kentucky in 1841, there were a dozen slavesiin |

. chains, They had been, Literally, sold down the river to a new master, .
andd yet they seemed the most cheerful persons on board. Here was |
inspilmtion ignmbmﬁa remanks in the “Sambo™ vein, but Lincola, de-

3 : ) +dged) Aefives “raciem”
.";I_',‘If':hb:gﬂl Third N{ﬁt Inlle‘hl Dmm:fd “E:‘;.h:}gf: nilm By

Asnmption tralts
- Tard Mu&rﬂﬁzrdmﬂrﬁmm ,whl.:humn'ﬂyl
- “With 2 inthe saperiority of & partioular e eod ity right
o tion over hldumimwpu'wulgﬁnmbuadm:hm
tlon of maclon aod I gkecute ity principlen 'lpdlﬁi:ﬂﬂmdl.'lll}'l?m

Joundad oo 1aciem. 3, L ’
Bentett, “Lincols & Whits Supremaclst,” p, 38
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1 Banjamin Guisiey Linostn and' the Negro (New, Yok, 1062), o 1044,
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scribing the scene to a friend, cliose instead to philosophlze about the

_ dubious effect of “condition upon human happiness” That is, he pic-

tured Negroes behaving, as George M. Fredrickson puts it, “in a way
that could be understood in terms of & common humanity and-not as
the result of peculiar racial characteristics.™® Although one scholar may
Ansist that Lincoln’s racial beliefs were “matters of deep conviction, ™
and another may talk about “the deep-rooted attitudes and ideas of a
lifetime,”S there is scarcely any record of his thoughts on race until he
was past forty years of age. Long before then, of course, he had taken
a stand against slavery, and it was the struggle over slavery that even-
tually compelled him to consider publicly the problem of race.

There is no eseape from the dilemime that “relevance™ makes the post
worth studying and at the same time distorts it. We tend to see ante-

- .bellum race and slavery in the wrong perspective. Race itself was not

‘then.the critical public issue that it has become for us. Only wide-

spread emancipation could make it so, and until the outbreak of the -

Civil War, that contingency seemed extremely remote. Our own pre-
occupation with race probably leads us to overestimate the importance
of racial feeling in the antislavery movement.®® In fact, there is a cur-

rent disposition to assume that if 3 Republican did not have strong pro- . © °

-Negro motives, he must have acted for strong anti-Negro reasons, such
as a desire to keep the Westemn\territories lily-whifa -

Actually, much of the motivation for antislavery agitation was only
indirectly connected with the Negro. For example, the prime target
often seemed to be, not so' much slavery as the “slave power,” arrogant,
belligerent, and overrepresented in all branches of the Federal gavern-
ment.?® In Lincoln’s case, no gne can doubt his profound, though per-
haps intermittent, sympathy for the slave. Yet he also hated slavery
in a more abstract Way as an evil principle and as a stain on the na-
tional honor, incompatible with the mission of America.®

& Fradrickson, “A Mon but Not g Brothen: Abmbam Lincoln and Racal El'mn'!—
Wy, Sournial of Southern Histony, in press e

M Georpe Sinkler, The Raciol Attitudes of Americen Presilbnis, Abraham
Linzoln o Theodate Assevel (Carden Clty, N ¥, 1070, & 75 0™ 2

5 Fredrickson, <A Man but Nok o Bthar.™

M Ses Banton, *Conregt of Rusom” pp, 2824, for e “induetivist explans-
ﬁ:{“ﬁnm.uﬂnb.hcm“isrm Hnmul&muﬁnlo-
o . They are oqualntsd with recten) o fts modem, foud and work bark-
W viewing earlier statements about mos from & modem
ntting themn in the Iotellecteel i

31 For emmiple, although he carefully qudlifisy his staied concnsions, thiy i the
offoct of Evgene H. Berwanger's The Frontier § Westem Anti-
Na;gfn and the Slaoery Exfenrion Condropersy (Urbans, I, 1947),

B Sy Gam, “Slivery und the Slave s A Cruclel Dristinetion™ Dl

War History, 2V (1060}, 518, i S
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It is a.mistake fn assume that Lincoln’s actions in relation to the
Negro were determined or even strongly influenced by hix racial ouf-
Inok, He based his antislavery philosophy, after all, sguarely upon per-
ception of the slave as'a min, not as a Negro, According to the Declar-
ation of Independence, he declared, ell men, including ]:llnn’.'u: men, are
created equal, ot Teast to the extent that none has a right to enslave
another. This biecame a poisit at issue in the famous debates with Ste-
phen A. Douglas, who vebemently denied that the Declaration had
asything to db with the Affican vace. Lincoln, in turn, accused his rival
.i of trying to “dehinmanize™ the Negro, But he hoad mm::tcd Im afgu-
L ment against slavery which, carriedito its Jogical conclusion, seemed
i to spell complete macinl equality. SojDouglas insisted, anyhow, while
' Lincoln protested: <1 do niot understand that because I do not want a
negro woman for o slave 1 must necessarily want her for a wife.”s0

' - Opponents of slavery everywhere had to contepd with the charge
- that they advocated Negro equality. Tn the Democratic press, Republi-
) cans almost invardably became “Black Republicans,” and political sur-
' vival more often than not appeired to depend upon vepudiation of the
epithet. Thus ™e moe guestion was most prominent in the antebellum
period 45 a rhetorical and largely spurious feature of the slavery con-
troversy. £ g S 3

Lincoln’s first general remarks about racial equality on record were

back to the centér of THingls politics. What to dg, ideally, with southern

itically and socially our equals? My own feelings will not admit of

ﬁ,h mﬂyi.f ming wut&rd. weea"ell knou’r' that those of the great mass of

white peopls will not.™® More often that year, however, he plked

about the bumanity of the Negro in denouncing tl_:e extension of

slavery. Then came the election of 1856 and Frémont's defeat, which

Lincoln analyzed with some bitterness: “We were constantly charged

with seeking an amalgamation of the white andhlack races; and thou-

sunds tumed from s, niot belioving the cherge . . < but fearing to fuce

oo Uik themselves™? Tewes at s polnt, Significantly, that he became mijre

= . sggressive and explicit in dizavowing racial mmﬂﬁr._ﬁrgabeﬂmvg

' census gures to = ‘miscegenation was'n by-produ -

[ E‘H}l'. Hﬂﬂ%ﬁa‘ E m gust” with which most white pﬁl:;t?e

- viewed ?!llﬂ of indiscriginate ation of the white ind

black races.” 'And, under pounding from Douglas duridg the

again nnd'igmrll inth m-ru-

j1, poluty. fo nativaslien peason, for dyposition 64 Abolloote, Bt it

e ﬁ mﬂmhmpa tﬁtﬂ::umﬂ pride fortfied the antislavery movemm,

0N 4P Collmded Worke, T, 910, 35, B0, 95, 115-113) 145, 216, 280, 0004, 470.
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slaves, he pondered in a speech at Peoria. “Free them, and muake them

made i 1854, when the repeal of the Missouri Compromise drew him. |
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#  ner of the notorious Charleston passage quoted above® Indeed, his
strongest feeling about race appears to have been his vexation with
those who kept bringing the subject up. “Negro equalityl Fudgell” he
seribbled on a piece of paper. “How long, in the government of a God
great enough to make and maintain this Universe, shall there continue
ﬁ;"ﬁ to vend and fools to gulp, so Jow a piece of demagoguism .as

- “ . ty
Most of Lincoln’s recorded genemlizatinns about race were public
statements made in the late 1850 4s part of his running oratorical bat-
tle with Douglas.*® Furthermore, nearly all of those statemonls were
essehtially disclaimers rather than nffimmations, Thiey. indicated, for
political reasons, the maximum that he wis willing to deny the Negro
and the minimum that he claimed for the Negro. They were conces-
sions on points not at issue, designed to fortify him on the point that
was at issue—namely, the extension of slavery. If he had responded
differently at Charleston and elsewhere, the Lincaln of history simply
would not exist. And words uttered in & context of snch pressure may
be less than reliable as indications of a man’s lifetime sttitade,
At least it seems possible that Lincoln’s remarks in middle age on

the subject of race were shaped more by his political realism than by ° :

tmpressions stamped on his ming in childhood. The principal intellec-
tual influence, as Fredrickson has demonstrated, was Henry Clay, Lin-
coln’s political hero, whom he studied anew for a eulogy delivered in
1852. Cllay, in his attitude toward slavery, represented a link with the
Founding Fathers. A slaveholder himself who nevertheliss beliayed
that the institution was a "ciirse,” be began and ended s career work-
ing for a program of gradualyemancipation in Kentucky. He helped
found and steadily supported the American Colonization Society. In
_ his racial views, moreover, Clay emphasized the Negro’s humanity and
reserved judgment on the question of innate black inferiority. Lincoln
not only adopted Clay’s tentative, moderate cutlook but extensively
paraphrased and sometimes parroted his words4® ¥
Considering, then, the peculiar context of his most significant re-
marks on the subject of race, and considering also his dependence on .
Clay, it seems unwise to assert flatly, as some scholars do, that Lin.
coln embraced the doctrine of racism. Not that it would be astoniching
to find that he did'so. The assumptite oF inherent white Juperiority
was almost universal and rested wpon chservation as well as Preju-
dice. Comparison of Eurcpean civilization snd African Tsavagery™
made it extremely difficult o helieve in the naﬁu%\egnality of white
41 Db, T, 405, 408; £1T, 16, 55, 4. [ .
4 Jhid, I, 309, . - , ;
48 The ; ihe .
et S o e g B e 16, 185, e
- WM Fmddekenn, "A Man bat Nok a ."Bnthmmhdﬂﬂhgﬂn‘r,x
infinencs o Lincoln, [ in, "Linenn's Vi '
Negro: am%mmﬁw (Tbok), sog s, T SV e
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face value and out of context; prove to be tentative and agui lle

concedad that the Negro might not be his equal, or he said

Negm woay not bis equal in certain respects. As an example, he mrru::.l

£olor, which cerfainly hias a biological implication. But we cannot be

certaln that he was not merely expreising ah aesthetic judgment or

noting the social d:sadvantages of being black. He never used the|

word “inherent,” or any of its equivalents, in discussing the n!leged
i .=.t ch i mv'

Com-|
pared blacks whose minds ‘had been “clouded by slavery” with frec
Negroes “capable of thinking as White men.” His last recorded, disd
claimer appears in a letter written a5 President-elect to a New York
editor. He did not, it declared 'htﬂ:l the blnek man to be the equal of
the white, unqualifiedly.” 1’2:1 word throws away miost of the
declaration and scarcely suits a trie ideological racist. Here thers is g
doubleness in the man as in the legend. It appears that he may have
both absorbed and doubted, both. sh:m:d and nsen above, the rm:m]
doctrines of his timeA” o
., Lincoln, who had four sons and no other clnldren, was prm:mably
never asked the ultimate racist question. He did indicate.a disinclina;
tion to takaya Negro woman for his wife, agreeing with most of his
white contemporaries in' their aversion to miscegenation. Othenwise,
there is little evidence of racism as an attitude or racism as a mode’of
behavior in his relations with Negroes. Frederick Douglass, some-

. times a severe critic of his policies, said ¢mphatically: “In all my. i
terviews with Mr. Lincoln I was impressed with his cntire freedo
from popular prejudice against the colored’ race™® Dhuring the w,
years in Washington, the speial statis of Negroes underwent & ﬁﬂn&r

_ rayolution, exemplified in the arrival of a black diplomat from thepe
ly-recognized republic of Haiti. Lincoln, according to Cuhmt
“opened the White House to colored visitors as no Fresident liadidon

befare, and be teceived fhem in 2 spirit which no President has mulche:l
since,™® Douglass and others appreciated- not only his frie

ut his yestraint, There was no efusiveness, no condescensioneLe

o ta!;’gr:“n}r-a Qurf:] &

O the other hand, Lincoln in the 1850 did plainly endorse the ex-
isting system of white supremacy, except for ilavery. He defeaded 3, .
huw_e_g&r nngmundsot uped;mqrntherthanpriuﬁph,mﬂm
X By
\7 Collected Works, 101, 36; T{, 155; v, 372.373 2
m;;iuluigl'hmah Hicw fed), Rowminisermzes pf- Abrahars Lincaln {qu me
v
5 D.RndnﬂmdmdxudN c:mt.z.fncdmhermﬂmmannaL.
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,grmmla of 1he incompatibility mither thon the inequality of the races.
Assuming that one mpe or the other must be &a top, he admitted pre- |
ferring that the superior position be ansigned to the white race. Thus i
there was little association of institutional racizm w;th xdeologwalpc-'
ism jn his thinking. ¥

" Although meoln was by no means insensitive to the depnvahon
suffered by free Negroes,™ he saw little hope of improving their con-
dition and in any case ‘regarded slavery as a far grealer wrong, More-

, over, it appearixd that any serious attack on mﬂluhrmal ramsm wuuld

But then, if he hated slavery so much, why did Lincoln not become
an abolitionist? There are several obvious reasons; fear for the safety
of the Union, political prudence, constitutional scruples, a personal

" distaste for extremisw, and perplexity over what to. do with freed

sloves™ In addition, it must be emphasized that Lincoln; as Lord

.. Chamwood observed, “nccepted the institukions to which he wis bom,
- and he enjoyed them.™ Social veform was a fuirly new phenomenon in

antebellum America. Only a relatively small number of persons had
adopted it as a life style, and Lincoln cannot be counted among them. .
This author of the greatest reform in Americah history was simply not -
a reformer by nature. He even acquiesced in the retention of slavery, .
provided that it should not be allowed to expand. For him, the para-_:
mount importance of the Republican anti-extension program lay in its
symbolic meaning as a commitment to the principle of ultimate ex-
tinction. Some later generation, he thought, would then convert the
principle into practice. What this amounted to, in a sense, was anti-
slavery tokenism, but it also proved to be a formula for the achieve-
ment of palmcal power, and with it, the opportumty ‘to issue a pro-
clamation of emancipation.

Of course, it has been sdid that Lincoln deserves little crodit for
emancipation—that he came 0 it tardily and refottintly, under Radi-

- cal duress. “Blacks have no reason to feel grateful to Abrahem Ligedln ™

writes Julius Lester in Look Out, Whiteyl Black Powers Gon™ Gt

Your Mamal “How come it took him two whole years to fre the slayes? .
pem was Sitting on the whole ime. All hatind to do was get -
one mormiog and & nmit! I think I'm goo” free the slay,

- today. =4 But which moming ‘J;bst tu.:mad ok 10 be the :e:ﬂ quistind

4 M S His comment om that -
el o by g B T g
Works, U, 303-404. 2
- usudmmn&hmﬂdimnqmg:demMmM'meth.
e Blesponse o Slavery,™ pp. 36840
“Mﬂ MMM(NWY&,IM?),p 455,
n.'lnnl.:;lef mmmmmunmhcou CechurHama!(New<

" ok, 1963), p. 56
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" Lincoln, it should be remembened. was under strong pmssure from
koth sides on the issue.of emancipation, and so the Radical clamor |
albne wi t explain his nte izior. Mevartheless, when the !
wir begallhiany Americ alized h bz By
miight be an the balance. litionists repoiced that’ listory

wak at last mirching to their heut. imd Lincoln did niot fail to read what ! ! :

be called “fhe signs of the times." Emancipation itself, as he virtvally
acknowledged. came out of the Togic of events, not his petsonal voli- |
tion, but the time and manner of itz coming were largely his choice:
There had been encugh Repuhblicans to win the presidential élection;
but there’ were not enough to win the war. Tuey needed help from |
Northem, Democrats antl bprder-state loyalists, who were willing to .
fight for the Union, but not for ahalition. A premature effort at eman- |
cipation might alicnate envugh suppost to make victory impossible. It
would then be self-defeating, because there could be no emancipation ’

without viclory: T3acoln's remarkable achievement, whether he fully )

intended it ofsol, was to procliim emancipation in such a way as to |
mitimize disafection, He did so by allowing enough time for the pros-
pect to become domesticated in the public’mind, and by ndherng !
scrupulously to the fiction that this momentous step was strictly a mil- |
itary measure. Much of the confusion about the Emancipation Procls- |
mation results from taking too seriously Lincoln’s verbal bowings and
sceapings to the conservatives while all the time he was backing stead-
ily away from them32

The best illastration is his famous reply of August 22, 1862, 1o the
harsh criticism of Horace Greeley, in which he said that bis “paramount
object” was to save the Union: “What 1 do_about slavery, and the
colared race.” he declaréd, *T do because I believe it helps to save the
Umnn. .inl:l “hntl'fm"bsnr | forbear because I do not beheve it would {

- thiit options were still open, he had in fact already mede up his mind, |

-hind 'committed himsglFto 2. number of persoms, had drofted the Pro- | -

clumation. Why, then, wrile such a letter?. Because it was not 2 stil
‘ment of policy but instead ‘& prilliant piece of propsganda in wihich |
Lincoln, n Henjamin P Thom mys, “usedl Grecley's crutbmﬂ o pr&

‘There well as political reasons, of mursa, .{nr
msﬂugthﬁ]‘mc‘humﬂnn in military Ianpypageand also for limitin lt!
to those statés'ind parls of states stll in xebellion. In o Ser

scope
Histonians fond of paradox are forever pointing out, it did ncrhmmbﬂl

nlnly Ifbﬂﬂtp :nrﬂu{:s ot all. And the Declaration of Inﬂepm&aﬁm, i

Lincala's stretegy; se8 Hans L. Trelovis, .
ﬂ ”Mﬂ'ﬁuﬁmhﬁ,iﬂ;m
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it rmgbt be added, did not immediately liberate a smgle eolony from -
British rule. The people of Lincoln’s time apparently had little doubt
about the significance of the Proclamation. Jefferson Davis did not

Zird ik as a mere scr. f paper, and neitter did that m ous -
mous I |

of fonmx slaves, Fredenck Douglass. He called it “the greal
in our nation’s history.”s¢

In the long sweep of that history, emancipation had come on, not
" sluggishly, but with a rush and a roar—over a perind of scarcely eigh-
teen months. Given more time to reflect tm ifs racial implicatioms, white
America might have recoiled from the act. Linenln himself had never
been anything but a pessimist about the consequences tf emancipa-
tion. Knowing full well the prejudices of his countrymen, he doubted
that blacks and whites could ever live together amicably and on terms of
equality. Over a century later, it is still too early to say that he was
wrong.

With stark realism, Lincoln told a delegation of free Negroes in Au- * .

gust 1862: “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 yqu. ” And while blacks suffered from .
dxscnmmahon, whites suffered from the discord caused by the pres-
ence of blacks. “It-is better for us both, therefore, to be separated,”
he said.5® But Lincoln apparently never visualized a segregated Amer-
ica, For him, separation meant colonization, which, as a disciple- of
Henry Clay, he had been udvoeatifg at least since 1852. Perhaps the’
strungest feature of Lincoln’s pmr{denu..l career was the zeal with
which he bhed 1o promole volintany i:u:mgrﬂ!]un of fres Negroes to M-
ca or Latin Americe. He recommended it in his first two annual mes-
5ages, urged it upon Washinpgton's black leadership, and endorsed it
in his Prehmmary Em.mr::pnunn Pmchmnhon. He had fnrmg'n mpx

_pnmea'mﬂmhnnd?ﬂ.nnmn,btﬂhoi“

What surprises ook the most bt these almost frantic actiyities i
their, petty scale. Lincoln implored the delegation of Washingtog, Ne-

gme; to find him & hundred, or fifty, or even twenty-five famdlies will- .
j -mgt emigrate. The Hailian: project; if completély successful, would' -

have becommodated just five thonsand persoms— numbes of . -
Negroes bom every 1wo weeks in the United S nld have
required an enormous effort even to hold the black population stable
at four and one-half million, let alone reduce it appreciably. Back in

' 1854, Lincoln had adnntted the mprachmhﬂxty of colonization as any- 5

Hspu-_-az. t Cooper Tnstitute, ‘r".:tmmy!l qu.qlnd. zdvcmit,hﬂ:dﬂan '

ﬂhnkmﬂw:h‘e,p =y = M

. ﬂcdhmdwm.,vm
ﬂ%lhﬂnuﬂﬂnﬂrmvmlmtﬂlm




» hope in fhie immedinte future:

B -fchu;u—m,mqg.mbﬁ.m 10L

' CIVIL WAR HISTORY

ar thing but & ]nng-rmgu program * Why, then, did he betray such fev

etigh haste to mekea token beginning in 18627

Due ioteresting snswer emerges drom the n‘hmnnlu_gy. Most of the
colbnization ﬂurq.r totk place during fhe second half'of 1862 After that,
Lincoln's interest wilned, although ing to the dubious 1estimomy
of Benjamin F. Butler, it vevived nesr the end of the war®™ After issu-
iog the Emancipation Proclamation or-january 1, 1863, Lincoln never
made another publie appeal for calonization. It appears that Tis spir-
ited activity in the preceding six months may have been part of the
process of condifinning the public mind for the day of jubiles. The
mmue of mlnw-ha a]wn%hren in part 2 means of quicting

rs ehout the Tadel consequences of manumission, Dffered. as the
ullimate solution to the problem ofthe black population, it could also
sarye o @ psyrhological safety valde for the problem of white racism.
This combination &F purposes hadjinspired a number of Republican
Jeaders to take up the cause of colonization in the laté 1850's. One of
them, the hrother of his futufe postmaster-general, had told Lincoln
then that the movement would “ward off the attacks made upon us
ebout Negrihguakity, ™™

- In his second nnnial messoge of December 1, 1862, Lincoln said, “T

capnpt make it better known than it already is, that I strongly favor
colonization.™ Thém he doutinied in a passage that has received far less

attention: "And yef L wish to say, there is an objection urged against

free colored p rennining in the country, which is largely imagi-
nary, if not sometimes malicions.” He went on b0 discuss and minimize
the fear that ﬁﬁaﬂhmu wonld dlsplaee white laborers, after which he
wrote:

Hik it is dreadesd 'Eint the freed people will swanm forth, and cover the whals land
Ars they pot already §n 1he land? Will Hlerition make them any mome sumesous?

' Equally distribubed dmong the whites of the whole csedlzy, and there swould be

bt one colored t6 sevon swhites, Could e one, in aoy way, greally distod, the
serven® There eré miiny chimuniies miow, I:wmg g | ‘thim wne e colomd per-

5o, ko seven whiles; and 1his, without iy dpyeieent conscioemes of evil from LM
_Here, along with his Jast poblic endorsement of colonization, was en| |

eloguent plea for ¥ariol accommodation at home, The one might re-
mnin hisideal plimate solukion, but #he s:l'tlu-.r, he knew, offered the only

Yet, if higplans for ction are an nccurate indication, Lincoln

' nnhalimnd‘hlsdenﬂ: hud Yeiven too little mnndmahun 10 the prob-

: ncu::uumrh, w, 255,

& Reizmin Fo Botles, Butler's ook (Boston, 1858), g, 500908, :
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LINCOLN AND THE NEGRO

2 lem of racial adjustment and to the needs of four million freedmen.
How much that would have changed if he had mot been killed, has
heen the subject of lively controversy.83 Cartainly his policies by 1885
1o longer reflacted all the views expresséd in 1855, when he had repudi-
ated both Negro citizenship and Negmo wEﬂge. Naw, by fiat oF his
administration in defance of the Dired Seolt Decision, blacks were piti-
zens of the United States, and he had begun in a gentle way to press
for limited black enfranchisement. He had overcome his initial doubts
about enlisting Negroes as fighting spldiers, was impressed by their

* overall performance, and thought they had earned the right to vote.
Lincoln once told Charles Sumsner that on the issue’ of emancipation
they were only four to six weeks apart.*® The relative earliness of his
first favorable remarks abmit Negro enfranchisement, suggests that he
Tad agein read the “signs of the times.” It is not dificult to believe that
after the war he would have continued closer to the Sumners thun to the
conservatives whom he had placated but never followed for Iong,
And one can scarcely doubt that his postwar administration would have
been more responsive to Negro aspirations than Andrew Johnson's
proved to be.
But for several reasons Lincoln’s role was likely to be' more subdued
than we might expect from the Great Emancipator. First, during peace-

time, with his powers and responsibilities as Commander-in-Chief '

greatly reduced, he probably would bave yielded more. leadership to
- Congress in the old Whig tradition. Second, at the time of his death, he
still regarded race relations as primarily a Jocal mnatter, just as he had
maintained during the debates with Douglas: “T do not understand
there is any plic# where an altgration of the social and political rela-
tions of the Negra and white man can be made exeept in the State
Legislature.”s7 Third, Negroes as Negroes. were nearly always connota-
tive in Lincoln’s thinking, Their welfare, though by no meins a mat-
ter of indifference to him, had never been, and was not likely to be-
cime, his “paramount ohjeck™ They were, in the words of Frederick
Douplass, “only his stepehildren™®
Finally, in his altitude toward the wrongs of the free Nemm, Lin-
coln had ‘none of the moral conviction that inspired his opposition to
slavery. He never seems to have suspecied that systemstic racial dis-
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€rims against mankind. Whether that is the measure of his greatness

must be left to each one’s personal taste, Of Copernicus we might say: °
What a genius! He revolutionized our understanding of the solar sys-
tem. Or: What an ignoramus! He did not understand the rest of the "
universe at all






