A Man but Not a Brother:
Abraham Lincoln and lacial Equality

By GeorGE M. FREDRICKSON
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IN ALL MY INTERVIEWS wiITH MR. LincoLn,” FREDERICK
Douglass recalled in the 1880s, ‘I was impressed with his entire
freedom from popular prejudice against the colored race.”* But in
an oration delivered in 1876 at the unveiling of a monument to
Lincoln, Douglass felt obliged to remind his black audience that
“Abraham Lincoln was not, in the fullest sense of the word, either
our man or our model. In his interests, in his associations, in his
habits of thought, and in his prejudices, he was a white man. He
was preeminently the white man’s President, entirely devoted to
the welfare of white men. He was ready and willing at any time
during the first years of his administration to deny, postpone, and
sacrifice the rights of humanity in the colored people to promote
the welfare of the white people of this country.”?

Although these statements may seem contradictory, they
provide a good point of departure for a reconsideration of Lin-
coln’s racial attitudes. Taken together, they suggest that the Civil
War President was neither a common Negrophobe nor a prin-
cipled champion of racial equality. Any such refusal to put Lin-
coln in a ready-made category would of course undercut the recent
popular debate on his racial views and policies, a heated discussion
which has generated sharply conflicting. moral judgments.
Marshaling the evidence that supports its case, one side portrays
Lincoln as a hero of the egalitarian tradition, while the other dis-
misses him as a typical white racist.> Spokesmen for both positions

*Allen T. Rice, ed., Reminiscences of Abrakam Lincoln by Distinguished Men of His
Time (New York, 1888), 193.

* Douglass, “'Oration Delivered on the Occasion of the Unveiling of the Freedman’s
Monument in Memory of Abraham Lincoln, Washington, D. C., April 14, 1876,” in Ben-
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timistic advocate of political equality for blacks by April 1865, otherf
possibilities have to be taken into account. One, already mention
is that Louisiana, with its unique caste of educated, freeborn mulat-
toes, was regarded by Lincoln as a special case and not as a source
of precedent for the reconstruction of other states. Another istl
Lincoln was recommending partial suffrage as a way of heading ot
an impending Radical demand for full political equality. A f
months later President Andrew Johnson, whose opposition to racial
equality was clear and unequivocal, would propose a limited black
suffrage to the provisional governor of Mississippi with exactly this
purpose it 1ind.*” Furthermore, Lincoln at no point contemplated
making even limited suffrage a condition for readmission to the
Union. Black suffrage, if it came, would have to stem from the |
voluntary tion of southern whites. Local white preferences
other words, would be allowed to determine the extent of black
political [ ticipation. Finally, Lincoln’s particular concern v |
suffrage for blacks who had served in the Union army may take ona
new connotation if the fears he expressed to Butler are given !
credence. It was the ex-soldiers whom Lincoln allegedly saw as
possible catalyst for race war, and it may be that he was subtly
suggesting to white southerners that the best way to neutralize this
potential source of trouble was to give black veterans the v ,
thereby satisfying their personal demands for equality in the hope
that this would make them contented and willing to forgo strenuous
agitation on behalf of their voteless brothers. -
All this is frankly speculative. But equally speculative and, on
balance, less plausible is the theory that Lincoln did an about-face in
the last year and a half of the war and ended up as a convinced
believer in the possibility of full racial equality. Lincoln was a flexi |
ble man, but the deeply rooted attitudes and ideas of a lifetime do
not change casily. Although no final answer can be given to the
question of whether Lincoln changed his mind, the weight of!
evidence and logic seems to support the hypothesis that Lincoln
died witk 1e same basic views on black-white relations that he had |
held tenaciously throughout his public life.

7 Eric L. McKitrick, Andrew Johnson and Reconstruction (Chicago, 1960), 166, 180,





