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“Human-nature will not change. In any future great national trial, compared with the men of this, we shall have as weak, and as strong, as silly and as wise, as bad and good. Let us, therefore, study the incidents of this, as philosophy to learn wisdom from, and none of them as wrongs to be revenged.”

—Abraham Lincoln
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April 4, 1865

Abraham Lincoln walked into the burning Confederate capital, uphill from the river, passing abandoned slave markets on his right, holding his son Tad’s hand on the boy’s twelfth birthday.

After four years of civil war, the president of the United States was in Richmond. Now he knew all the suffering had not been in vain: liberty and union would defeat slavery and secession.

He did not stride into the city like a conquering hero, flanked by a vast army. Instead, he arrived on a longboat with a small crew including an admiral, a bodyguard, and a dozen sailors, who acted as oarsmen. There was no military escort waiting to greet them as they scraped ashore. They were strangers in a strange land, wandering past burned-out buildings that jutted up like tombstones as smoke billowed against a blue sky.

A low murmur rose among the ruins at the sight of the six-foot-four man in black, slightly stooped, topped by his signature stovepipe hat. It was the sound of rumor turning to revelation. A crowd of liberated slaves gathered around Lincoln. They grabbed at his clothes and fell at his feet. “Don’t kneel to me,” Lincoln gently rebuked them. “That is not right. You must kneel to God only and thank Him for the liberty you will afterward enjoy.”1

Thomas Morris Chester, a pioneering black war correspondent for The Philadelphia Press, was among the first journalists to see Lincoln enter the rebel capital and he scribbled down the celebration. “Old men thanked God in a very boisterous manner, and old women shouted upon the pavement as high as they had ever done at a religious revival,” he wrote. “There were many whites in the crowd, but they were lost in the great concourse of American citizens of African descent. Those who lived in the finest houses either stood motionless upon their steps or merely peeped through the window blinds.”2

It seemed that the meek would finally inherit the earth, or at least Richmond.

Death hovered over his shoulder. Surrounded by rowdy crowds, Lincoln’s bodyguard thought he spied a sharpshooter in a second-floor window point a rifle at the president and trace his path without firing a shot.3

Lincoln and Tad were caught in the eye of a human hurricane, winding up the road toward the marble capitol building on the top of the hill, passing the place where Virginia ratified the U.S. Constitution fewer than eighty years before.

It was an uphill climb and beads of sweat collected on their dust-covered faces. As Lincoln stopped to wipe his brow, an older black man approached the president and took off his hat, placing it over his heart, saying, “May the Good Lord Bless You, President Lincoln.” The president responded by removing his own hat and bowed in return.

“It was a bow which upset the forms, laws, customs and ceremonies of centuries,” observed Charles Coffin of the Boston Journal. “It was a death shock to chivalry, and a mortal wound to caste.”4

As they passed the notorious Libby Prison, where more than a thousand Union officers had been held in horrific conditions, Lincoln pointed out the brick and iron structure to his son. The crowd shouted, “Tear it down!” but the president raised his hand and quieted them, saying, “No, leave it as a monument.”5 Healing could not occur by simply erasing history. It would require learning the right lessons, so we were not condemned to repeat it.

As they turned a corner in the city center, soldiers from the New York Fiftieth regiment were shocked to bump into their commander in chief, walking with his “long, careless stride,” one soldier recalled, “looking about with an interested air” as he casually asked them for directions.6 They marched him up to the steps of the gray stucco executive mansion, abandoned by Confederate president Jefferson Davis and his family the day before, where Union general Godfrey Weitzel, a twenty-nine-year-old German immigrant, had set up headquarters.

Entering the tall yellow hallway, flanked by plaster Greek statues representing comedy and tragedy, Lincoln was led to the small ceremonial office on the first floor and sank down into the leather chair behind Jefferson Davis’s desk. As he leaned back, letting his long legs stretch, he looked out the same window that Davis had gazed through so many times before. His face seemed “care-plowed, tempest-tossed,”7 but close observers always noticed his “kind, shining” eyes.8 Lincoln ran a hand through his unruly black hair, and asked for a glass of water.

It was a moment of supreme triumph but there was no hint of triumphalism. General Lee’s army had not yet surrendered—that would come five days later at Appomattox Court House. But the Civil War had been won.

The past four years had been defined by political crisis and personal despair: the death of his beloved eleven-year-old son Willie, the death of friends in battle, and the near death of the Union under his watch. His own family had been divided, with Mary’s brothers fighting for the Confederacy, while his marriage strained to the breaking point. Seven months earlier, Lincoln believed that he would lose reelection.

Now Lincoln was looking forward: vindicated by the people’s vote and determined to stop the cycle of violence, changing his focus from winning the war to winning the peace.

Surrounded by the ghosts of the Confederacy, Lincoln toured the mansion, its tall drawing rooms with crimson wallpaper and cramped living quarters upstairs. He saw military maps that mirrored his own, pinned to the walls of the rebel cabinet room where the stars and stripes now stood.

Lincoln met with his generals around a long dining room table, eager to be briefed on what they had found amid the surviving files of the slave state, while officers toasted with Jefferson Davis’s whiskey and Tad dashed around the mansion.

Reflecting his belief that “public opinion is everything,” the president wanted to get the feeling of the people in the South and asked to meet with a few prominent Richmond residents. Among them was John A. Campbell, the former U.S. Supreme Court Justice turned Confederate assistant Secretary of War. They had met two months before at a secret peace conference at Hampton Roads, Virginia, where Lincoln had refused anything short of unconditional surrender. Now Campbell appealed to Lincoln’s instinct for mercy and moderation, with the manipulative wit to quote the president’s favorite author, Shakespeare: “when lenity and cruelty play for a kingdom, the gentler gamester is the soonest winner.”9

In this twilight between war and peace, the outcome was certain, but the terms were not yet determined. Lincoln repeated his three “indispensable conditions” for peace: no ceasefire before surrender, the restoration of the Union, and the end of slavery for all time. Everything else was negotiable. Lincoln wanted a hard war to be followed by a soft peace; but there would be no compromise on these core principles.

As he walked out of the Confederate White House, Lincoln stopped on the front steps, flanked by black soldiers in blue uniforms, and spoke to the crowd of freedmen and women. “Although you have been deprived of your God-given rights by your so-called masters, you are now as free as I am… for God created all men free, giving to each the same rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”10

Amid riotous cheers, Lincoln left in a carriage led by four horses, waving to the crowd with Tad by his side, rolling toward the capitol building designed by Thomas Jefferson. Its courtyard was a frenzy of jubilation under the watchful eye of Union soldiers, as worthless Confederate bank notes fluttered in the breeze. Lincoln picked up a torn $5 bill and placed it in his wallet as a keepsake.

Down by the docks at sunset, as Lincoln prepared to board a barge that would take him to his ship for the night, General Weitzel asked him for guidance. How should he treat the traitorous rebels and scared citizens now under his command?

Lincoln characteristically offered advice rather than an order: “We must extinguish our resentments if we expect harmony and union. If I were in your place, I’d let ’em up easy, let ’em up easy.”11



This is the story of Abraham Lincoln’s plan to win the peace after winning the war: his vision for national reconciliation and reunification.

Lincoln confronted a problem without precedent. There had never been a civil war fought on such a scale: 384 battles across twenty-six states,12 leaving three-quarters of a million Americans dead13—more than all the country’s subsequent wars combined. Laid end-to-end, their coffins would have stretched from New York to Atlanta.14

Until that point, civil wars were an afterthought—not even earning a mention in the 1832 military classic On War by Carl von Clausewitz.15 But the slaughter in the world’s sole democracy was being closely watched around the world.

European autocrats salivated with “dreams of conquest on the Western continent,” in the belief that “self-government has proven itself a failure,” a New York Times correspondent reported from France.16 In Britain, a member of the House of Lords boasted that “democracy has been on trial in America and it has failed… Separation is inevitable and the establishment of some sort of aristocracy is inevitable!”17

Democracy was at stake. In combating secession after an election, Lincoln was establishing that “among free men, there can be no successful appeal from the ballot to the bullet.”18 Liberty was on the line as well, with four million enslaved African-Americans held in bondage throughout the South. But Lincoln was also working on the most difficult problem of all: how to stop a civil war. Not just the one hemorrhaging life in his own time, but how to stop a future civil war from igniting from the ashes of the past.

To reunite the nation, he would need to invent a revolutionary new way of winning the peace. Lincoln believed this was “the greatest question ever presented to practical statesmanship,”19 requiring “the wisdom of a serpent and the gentleness of a dove.”20

Lincoln’s essential insight was that winning the war on the battlefield wasn’t enough. In a civil war, you could not simply pound your opponents into submission or salt the fields of the conquered country, like Rome did to Carthage, causing Tacitus to write: “they make a desert and call it peace.”21 After civil war in a democracy, fighting citizens would need to learn to live together again. Lincoln understood that if you do not win the peace, you do not really win the war.

For two years, he had been planning for postwar reconstruction and reconciliation. “In his mind, he was all ready for the civil reorganization of affairs at the South as soon as the war was over,” attested General William Tecumseh Sherman. “As soon as the rebel armies laid down their arms, and resumed their civil pursuits, they would at once be guaranteed all their rights as citizens of a common country.”22

Even amid the pressures of a wartime presidency, Lincoln was thinking long-term, looking beyond the violence of the moment to see the broader canvas of cause and effect, mindful that “the struggle of today is not altogether for today; it is for a vast future also.”23 The fight for peace requires the ability to imagine a future that is not predetermined by the pain of the past—and the leadership to turn that vision into reality.

Working without a historic parallel to guide him, Lincoln established a new model of leadership focused on reconciliation that could make a just and lasting peace possible. He would become the reconciler-in-chief.

Reconciliation is a word deep with meanings. It is the action of restoring harmony and friendship, resolving differences. It can mean confronting contradictions and making a divided system whole and consistent.

In politics, reconciliation is the opposite of resentment and revenge. It is optimistic and practical. The limited literature on what is now formally called “reconciliation-oriented leadership” describes it as reflecting “the ability to control desires for vengeance and retaliation against enemies… optimistic assessments of others’ capacity for change… non-judgmental, non-dogmatic and practical approaches to conflict resolution.”24

These characteristics were rooted in Lincoln’s personality, informing his principles and finding expression in his politics.

He was a man of peace in a time of war, tough-minded but tender-hearted. While spurring his generals to be more aggressive on the battlefield, Lincoln embodied an interpersonal absence of malice. He practiced the politics of the Golden Rule—treating others as he would like to be treated. He did not demonize people he disagreed with, understanding that empathy is a pathway to persuasion. He was uncommonly honest and tried to depolarize bitter debates by using humor, logic, and scripture. Balancing moral courage with moderation, Lincoln believed that decency could be the most practical form of politics. But he also understood that people were more inclined to listen to reason when greeted from a position of strength.

From this foundation, Lincoln developed his prescription for peacemaking: unconditional surrender followed by a magnanimous peace.

Military gains would be secured through political reform to address the root causes of the conflict, economic expansion to offer renewed optimism about a shared future, and cultural reintegration to reunite the nation, with liberty and equality for all.

There have been more than 16,000 books published about Abraham Lincoln, but few—if any—have focused on his role as a peacemaker.25 This is understandable: he was shot just five days after the surrender of Confederate general Robert E. Lee and did not have a chance to carry out his vision for winning the peace.

But particularly in the last six weeks of his life—between his Second Inaugural Address and his final speech at the war’s end—Lincoln articulated a clear vision of the principles that he hoped would guide the United States toward reconciliation and reunification.

Lincoln’s personal example in the closing days of the war offers the portrait of a peacemaker. While his assassination would send the country careening off course, his vision would be vindicated long after his death, inspiring future generations in their own quests to secure a just and lasting peace, finding its ultimate expression in the occupations of Germany and Japan and the Marshall Plan after the Second World War. The lessons of his leadership remain relevant today, offering a path away from violent polarization and toward reconciliation in defense of democracy.

The spring of 1865 was a hinge of history, crowded hours of war and peace, beginning with Lincoln’s Second Inaugural. It was a secular sermon, a meditation on the war as shared penance for America’s original sin of slavery. The redemption of a new birth of freedom—fulfilling the founders’ promise in the Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal”—would require forgiveness and a commitment to rebuilding the bonds of affection between fellow Americans. This was New Testament leadership, offering the promise of national life after so much death.

As the tide of the war turned, Lincoln took a dangerous two-week trip to the front lines, seeing combat up close and comforting wounded Union and Confederate soldiers alike. He huddled with his generals and hammered home the same message: “Let them surrender and go home,” Lincoln said. “They will not take up arms again. Let them all go, officers and all, let them have their horses to plow with, and, if you like, their guns to shoot crows with. Treat them liberally. We want these people to return to their allegiance and submit to the laws. Therefore, I say, give them the most liberal and honorable terms.”26

Ulysses S. Grant’s famously generous terms of surrender to Robert E. Lee at Appomattox were a direct expression of Lincoln’s wishes on how to achieve the art of peace.

Two nights later, crowds gathered on the torchlit White House lawn expecting to hear a celebratory speech to mark the end of the Civil War. Instead, Lincoln said that the work of reconciliation had just begun and presented a practical explanation of the principles behind Reconstruction. He was willing to be flexible on details but he would not compromise on larger goals, saying: “important principles may, and must, be inflexible.”

To that end, Lincoln publicly expressed for the first time his support for giving freedmen the right to vote. In the crowd, a Southern-sympathizing alcoholic actor named John Wilkes Booth hissed “that means nigger citizenship! Now, by God, I’ll put him through. That is the last speech he will ever make.”27 And it was.



He was born in the South and moved north and west as a young man, from Kentucky to Indiana to Illinois. His rise was a rebuke to aristocracy: he grew up in a log cabin with a dirt floor, his father was a carpenter and farmer, his mother died when he was nine, buried in a coffin the boy helped build. Abraham never had much formal schooling, but he read ravenously. He worked his way off the family farm, and traveled down the Mississippi on a flatbed boat to New Orleans, where he saw slaves in chains and a slumbering conscience began to awake.

At age twenty-two, Lincoln arrived alone in the river town of New Salem, Illinois, and got a job in the general store in exchange for room and board while he taught himself the law. Neighbors recalled his good humor and uncommon honesty. As a lawyer, he used jokes and stories to disarm opponents and make serious points, a technique he’d learned around the cracker-barrel, reinforced by his favorite books: Aesop’s Fables, the Bible, and Shakespeare’s plays.

Humor was also a way to “whistle off the shadows,” one friend recalled.28 As a young man, he was a secret poet, alternately passionate and detached, calling off two engagements and enduring at least one dark night when friends hid knives out of fear that he might kill himself. But the thought that he “had done nothing to make any human being remember he had lived”29 spurred Lincoln past despair. He rallied and married the comely Mary Todd, the mercurial daughter of a prosperous, politically connected Kentucky family.

It would have been easy for an ambitious self-made man to join Illinois’s dominant political party and benefit from the Democrats’ patronage and power. But Lincoln rejected Andrew Jackson’s Southern populists and instead rose to the top of the local Whig Party, a moderate party of merchants and strivers who balanced middle-class morality with a belief in modernization. They backed Henry Clay’s “American System” of infrastructure improvements to stitch together frontier communities with roads, canals, and bridges to build a great nation that offered equality of opportunity for all. This was the proper role of government in Lincoln’s eyes: to do for people what they could not do for themselves.I30

As leader of his party in the Illinois state legislature, Lincoln already exhibited his approach to leadership. “He did not try to club men into line,” reflected his colleague Shelby Cullom. “It was not a case of force. It was a case of persuasion. People came to support him because they came to believe he was right, and he showed them this was so by his reason.”31

Lincoln graduated to serve a single term in the House of Representatives from 1847 to 1849. Although he had a grand time getting to know his peers from across the country and learning the arm twisting of congressional politics, Lincoln’s time in Washington was undistinguished. His most notable vote came in opposing President James K. Polk’s war with Mexico, blasting the glamorization of war as an “attractive rainbow that rises in showers of blood”32 while warning that America’s first entry into empire was unwise. But the Mexican–American War proved popular; anti-war sentiment was not. So Lincoln slunk back to Springfield, with the Whig Party in disarray and decline.

By age forty, Abraham Lincoln felt like a failure. He tried to content himself with providing for his growing family. Hanging a wood shingle outside a second-floor law office in Springfield, he rode the legal circuit, telling stories while meeting with local politicos and newspaper editors. Making real money for the first time, he distracted himself with the always available elixir of laughter and the joy of playing with his children, whom he notably declined to discipline, believing that “love is the chain whereby to lock a child to his parent.”33

But repercussions from the war with Mexico triggered a political earthquake. The acquisition of new American territory from Texas to California forced the question of slavery’s expansion beyond the South. This was the tinderbox the founders feared, threatening to overturn the Northwest Ordinance, which outlawed slavery in new territories. In 1854, Congress pushed through the Kansas–Nebraska Act, putting a veneer of compromise on the expansion of slavery by putting it to a popular vote in new states.

It set off a firestorm that would kill the Whigs, create the most successful third-party in American history, and elevate Abraham Lincoln to the presidency—all within six years.

Lincoln believed the expansion of slavery meant the end of the American experiment. But the Whigs met this moment of crisis with indecision. Split between pro-slavery Southerners and abolitionists in the North, the Whigs were doomed by a muddled message on the great moral issue of their time.

The political landscape was fractured beyond recognition. The Democrats were conservative populists, dedicated to the defense of slavery. The opposition was in evolution. A cacophony of abolitionist parties popped up across New England, from the Liberty Party to the Free Soil Party. But there was a backlash brewing as well: a massive influx of immigrants fueled the rise of the nationalist American Party—better known to history as the Know Nothings. Its members adopted the pose of a secret society as much as a political party, pledging to never support a foreign born or Catholic candidate—reserving special venom for the Irish—and requiring members to say “I know nothing” when asked about their movement. This did not seem ironic until decades later.

Their extremism did not stop them from gaining influence. In a few short years, they elected governors in nine states,34 eight senators,35 and seventy-eight members of the House.36 Several of Lincoln’s former Illinois Whig colleagues joined the Know Nothings, but he bucked at the prospect. He’d long been an advocate of new immigrants, eventually buying a silent stake in a German language newspaper.37

The flag-waving bigotry troubled him, he wrote his friend Joshua Speed, while stewing on his political homelessness. “I am not a Know-Nothing, that is certain. How could I be? How can anyone who abhors the oppression of negroes be in favor of degrading classes of white men? Our progress in degeneracy appears to me to be pretty rapid. As a nation, we began by declaring that ‘all men are created equal.’ We now practically read it ‘all men are created equal, except negroes.’ When the Know-Nothings get control, it will read ‘all men are created equal, except negroes, and foreigners, and catholics.’ When it comes to this, I should prefer emigrating to some country where they make no pretense of loving liberty—to Russia, for instance, where despotism can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocrisy.”38

Out of this primordial political slime climbed the Republicans. Throughout the upper Midwest, former Whigs were joining with Free Soilers and other abolitionists to oppose the expansion of slavery. In March 1854, one group met in Ripon, Wisconsin, and adopted the name Republican in a nod to the other half of Thomas Jefferson’s original Democratic-Republican Party. They held their first convention in July at Jackson, Michigan, with a few dozen citizens standing under an oak tree to escape the heat, and put forward a slate of candidates.

They offered a big tent, including committed abolitionists as well as citizens who simply opposed slavery’s expansion, united by a common belief in free labor and the right to rise up the economic ladder. In New York, former Whigs like abolitionist William Seward and the opportunistic newspaper editor Horace Greeley were among the first to rally under the new banner, and Seward wound up winning the Governor’s Mansion in Albany that fall. In six months, the Republicans went from a meetinghouse in Wisconsin to control the most powerful and populous state in the Union. Four years later, they took over the House of Representatives.

At first, Lincoln was reluctant to get on the Republican bandwagon, fretting to a friend about his political indecision in 1855: “I think I am a Whig, but others say there are no Whigs, and that I am an abolitionist… [but] I now do no more than oppose the extension of slavery.”39 But he was coaxed into giving a speech at the Republicans’ inaugural Illinois convention, receiving cheers that rattled the rafters. Lincoln had found his political home.

When pressed to describe the differences between the fledgling Republican and Democratic parties, he said: “The [Democrats] of today hold the liberty of one man to be absolutely nothing when in conflict with another man’s right of property. Republicans, on the contrary, are for both the man and the dollar; but in cases of conflict, the man before the dollar.”40

Worthwhile political combat requires a great cause and an opponent who gets the blood up. Lincoln found that in his home state: Senator Stephen Douglas, a self-satisfied rotundity who had once courted Mary and authored the infamous Kansas–Nebraska Act that expanded slavery. He decided to challenge Douglas for reelection in 1858. Douglas was already famous, dubbed “the Little Giant.” Lincoln was an unknown, single-issue candidate, representing an upstart political party. Overconfident, Douglas agreed to a series of debates across the state.

This was political pugilism at the highest level—a lanky country lawyer against the Little Giant. “ ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand,’ ” Lincoln declared at the kickoff of his campaign, riffing off the Book of Matthew. “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 it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing or all the other.”41

One of the cynical arguments Lincoln confronted was Stephen Douglas’s alleged agnosticism on slavery. Douglas said he was exhausted by the defining debate of the day, declaring, “I don’t care whether it be voted up or down.”42 It was a matter of economics for the people of the states to decide—and who could be against that in a democracy?

This dodge let Douglas off the hook for backing slavery’s expansion while appearing to be supremely rational on the subject. But his affected indifference offended the earnest Lincoln, who slammed Douglas’s “absence of moral sense about the question” and accused him of trying “to bring public opinion to the point of utter indifference whether men so brutalized are enslaved or not.”43 He declared war on apathy because it enabled the expansion of evil. Democracy requires a degree of moral imagination regarding how politics and policy affect other people, even if you are not directly affected.

Douglas’s pose also diminished democracy’s moral authority: “I hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world,” Lincoln argued, “enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites—causes the real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity… [by] insisting that there is no right principle of action but self-interest.”44

Lincoln won the debates but lost the Senate race. Nonetheless, he became nationally known as his inspired arguments rocketed across the country via telegraph and newspapers. He cemented his reputation with a speech at New York City’s Cooper Union in February 1860, in which he thundered: “Let us have faith that right makes might.”45

The speech electrified the audience. A correspondent for the New-York Tribune, George Haven Putnam, started out feeling pity for the “angular and awkward” man whose clothes were “ill-fitting, badly wrinkled, as if they’d been jammed carelessly in a trunk.” But those impressions faded as Lincoln got into the groove of his speech and “his face lighted as with an inward fire; the whole man was transfigured.” Soon, Putnam said, “I was on my feet with the rest, yelling like a wild Indian… It was a great speech. When I came out of the hall, my face glowing with excitement and my frame all aquiver, a friend, with his eyes aglow, asked me what I thought of Abe Lincoln, the rail-splitter. I said, ‘He’s the greatest man since St. Paul!’ And I think so yet.”46

The 1860 Republican National Convention was held in Chicago, Lincoln’s political backyard. The rail-splitter proved to be a compelling compromise candidate: he was seen as more moderate and honest than New York governor William Seward, and crucially he was from the West—a fresh face from a rising region of the nation. He was nominated on the third ballot.

The Lincoln campaign became a crusade, with young men marching as members of “Wide Awake” clubs, a new generation politically awakened and echoing Revolutionary era militias. Their lanterns were emblazoned with a single open eye while their signs featured the beardless face of Lincoln, who did not leave Springfield to campaign, consistent with the custom.

It was a four-way presidential race. The Democrats were divided, with Stephen Douglas representing Northern Democrats while the forty-year-old incumbent vice president, John C. Breckinridge, was the nominee of secessionist Southern Democrats. To this mix was added a former Whig, John Bell, running under the banner of the Constitutional Union party, promising to preserve both the Union and slavery.

Republicans had momentum and math on their side. In November, Lincoln swept the North and Midwest as well as the states on the Pacific coast. But he was blocked from appearing on the ballot in the Deep South and, despite a decisive electoral victory, Lincoln carried just 39 percent of the popular vote. Regardless, the rise of the Republicans was a political revolution. They had won not only the presidency but both houses of Congress.

After the election, Lincoln said, “let us neither express, nor cherish, any harsh feeling towards any citizen who, by his vote, has differed from us. Let us at all times remember that all American citizens are brothers of a common country.”47 But Southern Democrats refused to accept his legitimacy. The mere fact of Abraham Lincoln’s ascension was enough to spark secession and bring on a Civil War.



The story of how a small band of slave-owning extremists was able to hijack American politics, divide the country, and start the Civil War might surprise you.

Secession was not a broad popular movement at first. While white supremacy was ingrained in society, only a small percentage of Southerners actually owned slaves—some 316,000 slave owners out of 5.6 million Southern whites, according to the 1860 census.48 Southern politicians never dared to put the decision to break apart the Union to a popular vote, because in most Southern states, they likely would have lost.

In 1860, the secessionist candidate Breckinridge lost Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, and failed to win a majority of votes in Georgia and Louisiana. Even after Lincoln’s election, political conventions from four states in the Deep South—Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana—refused to give their citizens a chance to vote on secession. Lincoln hoped that this was evidence of a slumbering pro-Union sentiment among Southerners, arguing in his first message to Congress: “It may well be questioned whether there is to-day a majority of the legally qualified voters of any State, except, perhaps, South Carolina, in favor of disunion.”49

But Lincoln acknowledged that these separatists “have been drugging the public mind of their section for more than thirty years.”50 They were elites posing as populists, driven by fear of demographic change.

Building a “blood and soil” appeal to racial and regional identity, their anxiety grew as the nation grew. The international slave trade to the United States had been officially banned since 1808. Spain abolished slavery in 1811, followed by Britain in 1833. With the tide turning against them, increasingly isolated and outnumbered, slave states rigged congressional rules to give them disproportionate influence in the belief that real representative democracy would be a death sentence. After all, by 1860 there were 40 percent more slaves than whites in South Carolina.51 White elites needed to keep control by any means necessary.

Sometimes this meant cloaking their interests in grand constitutional arguments about states’ rights. Increasingly, on the floor of Congress, it meant threats of violence while playing the victim—a tactic known as “aggressive defensiveness.”

They tried to intimidate their opposition into silence as a way of masking their own declining electoral power. There were more than seventy violent clashes between Southern and Northern members of Congress in the thirty years before the Civil War, as historian Joanne Freeman details in her book The Field of Blood.52 But the real purpose of this violence was to create the illusion that safeguarding slavery was a reasonable alternative to conflict. In the South, they succeeded in framing the debate as a choice between Southern honor and Yankee domination.

They were buying and selling human beings, separating families, enforcing order with shackles and whips. But slaveholders didn’t feel evil. They saw themselves as misunderstood bulwarks of civilization. They complained that Northern abolitionists were the real aggressors, causing some to double down on their defense of slavery. As Andrew Jackson’s vice president John C. Calhoun argued in 1838, “in reaction… many in the South once believed that [slavery] was a moral and political evil; that folly and delusion are gone; we see it now in its true light, and regard it as the most safe and stable basis for free institutions in the world.”53 They claimed that their state’s right to slavery was a question of liberty. Twisting logic even further, they argued secession was a form of patriotism because they put loyalty to their state ahead of the nation. They felt judged by outsiders who did not understand their way of life. They reacted to this perceived hate with hate.

The 1859 attack of abolitionist John Brown on Harpers Ferry gave bloody evidence for the South’s feeling of persecution by fanatics. His execution gave abolitionists a martyr. But Lincoln took a reasonable tone even at this: “Old John Brown has been executed for treason against a State,” he said. “We cannot object, even though he agreed with us in thinking slavery wrong. That cannot excuse violence, bloodshed and treason. It could avail him nothing that he might think himself right.”54

During the 1860 election, Southern Democrats tried to paint Lincoln as an extremist who stood for the unconstitutional abolition of slavery through executive power. Lincoln said, and the record showed, that he only opposed the expansion of slavery as a means of keeping the nation united, though he opposed slavery personally.

But negative partisanship—demonizing the opposition to distract from your party’s less defensible positions—can be persuasive. Lincoln and the Republicans were routinely attacked as a motley crew of radicals, captured in one widely circulated Currier and Ives print showing Lincoln being carried on a rail into a lunatic asylum, followed by a parade of crudely caricatured special interests.

In the cartoon, a man with long-flowing locks says, “I represent the free love element, and expect to have free license,” while a man walking arm in arm with him states, “I want religion abolished.” Behind them, a dandified racist representation of a black man in a top hat proclaims in dialect, “De white man hah no rights dat cullud pussons am bound to ’spect” (an inversion of an infamous statement made by Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger Taney). Next in line, a spinster states, “I want women’s rights enforced, and man reduced in subjugation to her authority,” while a drunk grasping a bottle behind her says, “I want everybody to have a share of everybody else’s property,” finally followed by a staggering, barefoot ne’er-do-well yelling, “I want a hotel established by government where people that ain’t inclined to work can board free of expense and be found in rum and tobacco.”55

This 150-year-old political cartoon captured enduring stereotypes used to tar progressives as a parade of sexual libertines, atheists, feminists, and socialists. The fact that these stereotypes existed well before African-Americans or women had won the right to vote, or a social safety net actually existed, shows how these deep-seated fears have been mobilized in political campaigns for more than a century.

Slave-owning Southerners threatened secession if Republicans won the election as a way to intimidate undecided voters. Lincoln mocked this threat by comparing it to a highway robber who “holds a pistol to my ear, and mutters through his teeth, ‘Stand and deliver, or I shall kill you, and then you will be a murderer!’ ”56 It was illogical but it was not a bluff. They believed the election was a matter of life or death. This set the psychological preconditions for civil war.

Within a week of Lincoln winning the presidency, South Carolina’s senators resigned their seats as their state legislature approved money to raise ten thousand soldiers. They refused to acknowledge Lincoln’s legitimacy. This was soon followed by the Georgia legislature voting to appropriate $1 million to purchase guns and artillery.

The lame-duck Democrat president James Buchanan’s response was to blame the Republicans. In his final December message to Congress, Buchanan denounced the “intemperate interference of the Northern people with the question of slavery.”57 His attempts at appeasement did not work.

The week before Christmas, a South Carolina secession convention unanimously voted to leave the United States. On December 30, the federal arsenal in Charleston was seized by local forces. In January, emboldened by this action, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana seceded from the Union in closed partisan conventions, refusing to put the question to a popular vote.

On February 18, Mississippi’s former U.S. senator Jefferson Davis was inaugurated president of the Confederate States of America in Montgomery, Alabama, with an alternative constitution that explicitly invoked both God and slavery. Vice President Alexander Stephens of Georgia frankly declared that their new government’s “cornerstone rests upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man.”58 In contrast to the promise of the Declaration of Independence, the Confederacy was based on the idea that all men were not created equal.

Two weeks later, Lincoln gave his inaugural address in Washington under threat of assassination and insurrection. He tried to appeal to the common bonds between his dissatisfied countrymen and gave the world a glimpse of the poetry of democracy in his closing sentences: “We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”59

At 4:30 in the morning on April 12, South Carolina fired on Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor. Lincoln mobilized state militias under federal control in response. He was always careful to accuse “seceder politicians” for the outbreak of war rather than the majority of Southerners. He would not engage in group blame, even as he insisted that there was no right to secession in the Constitution and, therefore, his oath required taking action, where his predecessor, President Buchanan, had allowed the problem to metastasize through indecision.

For Confederates, violence accelerated polarization, providing the push they needed to mobilize the South amid the rapid accumulation of resentments. “Blood grows hot, and blood is spilled,” Lincoln wrote. “Revenge and retaliation follow.”60 Every dead soldier added to the thirst for revenge. Tribalism overwhelmed reason as Southerners felt compelled to take sides with their neighbors against the North, deepening divisions until many saw the only alternative to be total victory, a cleansing Armageddon.

And so the war came. The people pushing the virtue of violence said it would all be over quickly. They were wrong.



Four years before, Abraham Lincoln had been a washed-up, one-term congressman: a man without a party or a political future. He had no meaningful military or executive experience. Nothing in his life seemed to prepare him to lead a great nation through the Civil War.

As a new president from a new party, Lincoln was often disrespected and demonized. Newspapers called him “weak and wishy-washy,” an “imbecile in matter, disgusting in manner” and an “obscene Illinois ape.”61 Democrats derided him as a tyrant, a fool, and “King Abraham Africanus I.” More surprising were the insults hurled from fellow Republicans. Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase groused that Lincoln was “not earnest enough, not anti-slavery enough, not radical enough.”62 Michigan senator Zachariah Chandler dismissed Lincoln as “timid, vacillating and inefficient,”63 while Ohio’s party founder William Dickson complained he had “no will, no courage, no executive capacity.”64

Despite all the attacks, he did not obsess over critics. Lincoln believed that “truth is generally the best vindication against slander.”65 And he genially accepted that his decisions would be judged by their results: “Time will show whether I am right or whether they are right and I am content to abide the decision of time.”66

As the verdict came in at the end of his first term, The New York Times compared Lincoln to George Washington, citing his “great calmness of temper, great firmness of purpose, supreme moral principle and intense patriotism,”67 while the poet and statesman James Russell Lowell praised him for demonstrating that “profound common sense is the best genius for statesmanship.”68

What accounts for this transformation from an untested prairie lawyer to a wise wartime president? Lincoln’s leadership style flowed from the essential qualities of his personality: empathy, honesty, humor, and humility.

He was the opposite of a demagogue, those leaders who reflexively divide the world into us against them. His motto was “fairness to all”69 and his favorite Biblical quote was “let us judge not, lest we be judged.” Even in heated political debates he said, “I do not question the patriotism… or assail the motives of any man.”70

He possessed the moral imagination to see himself in others, telling listeners that he was antislavery and anti-secession—not anti-South. “I think I have no prejudice against the Southern people,” he said. “They are just what we would be in their situation.”71

Lincoln empathized with his opponents as a means of reasoning with them, understanding that democracy depends upon persuasion. “It is an old and true maxim that a drop of honey catches more flies than a gallon of gall,” he said. “So with men, if you would win a man to your cause, first convince him that you are his sincere friend. Therein is a drop of honey that catches his heart, which say what you will, is the great high road to his reason… On the contrary, assume to dictate to his judgment, or to command his action, or to mark him as one to be shunned and despised, he will retreat within himself, close all avenues to his head and his heart.”72

He did not demonize opponents, even as they called for his death. Lincoln instructed ambassadors to “indulge in no expressions of harshness or disrespect or even impatience concerning the seceding states… their citizens throughout all political misunderstandings and alienations, still are and always must be kindred and countrymen.”73 Even in private, he declined to attack Confederate president Jefferson Davis and General Robert E. Lee in personal terms, preferring to call them by the familiar, if dismissive, “Jeffey D” and “Bobby Lee.”74 The Civil War was a family feud between brothers, not eternal enemies.

Critics often mistook his kindness for weakness. “I am charged with making too many mistakes on the side of mercy,”75 he admitted. He disliked interpersonal conflict and a disarming number of colleagues commented on his “childlike” heart. To the dismay of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, Lincoln issued 343 pardons over the course of his presidency, but he refused to stop the execution of a slave-trader76 or anyone whose offense was rooted in cruelty.II His administration issued the first modern laws of war in an attempt to stop it from sliding entirely into barbarism. But Lincoln combined his kindness with an iron-willed determination to win, telegraphing Grant in 1864 to “hold on with a bulldog grip, and chew and choke as much as possible.”77

Even his enemies admitted he was honest. It was a core quality that could not be credibly denied. “He was wise and he was honest,” Jefferson Davis confessed toward the end of his life.78 Stephen Douglas conceded that “he is as honest as he is shrewd.”79 His wife, Mary, declared him “too honest for this world”80 while criticizing his tolerance for political rivals in his cabinet. His reputation for honesty created trust, giving him credibility when negotiating with adversaries.

His honesty was leavened with humor—a disarming combination. Lincoln’s jokes were reprinted in newspapers across the country, enhancing his popularity and reputation for backwoods common sense.

He enjoyed his own jokes at least as much as listeners, with an ironic twinkle in his eye and an infectious laugh that one friend compared to a wild horse’s neigh.81 He was a gifted mimic, a talent that lives next door to mockery, but he learned to avoid making other people the butt of his jokes.

“Lincoln had two characters,” an old Illinois friend, Judge Henry Enoch Dummer, reflected. “One of purity—& the other as it were an insane love in telling dirty and smutty stories—a good story of that kind has a point with the sting to it.”82

His storytelling served a purpose. Lincoln often spoke in parables, understanding that stories were the most effective means of communicating to a broad audience. “They say I tell a great many stories; I reckon I do,” Lincoln admitted. “But I have found in the course of a long run of experience that common people, take them as they run, are more easily influenced and informed through the medium of broad illustration than in any other way.”83

But he came under criticism for his constant storytelling, which could seem wildly inappropriate from a wartime president. Lincoln explained, “It is not the story itself, but the purpose, or effect, that interests me,” he said. “I often avoid a long and useless discussion by others or a laborious explanation on my own part by a short story that illustrates my point of view. So, too, the sharpness of a refusal or the edge of a rebuke may be blunted by an appropriate story, so as to save wounded feelings.”84

A deeper truth was revealed when Lincoln’s old friend, Illinois congressman Isaac N. Arnold, visited the White House after the Union defeat at Fredericksburg in 1862. He was shocked to find Lincoln reading aloud from one of his favorite humorists, Artemus Ward, and laughing. Perplexed and irritated, Arnold asked Lincoln how he could laugh after such a bloody setback in battle. Then “the President threw down the Artemus Ward book, tears streamed down his cheeks, his physical frame quivered as he burst forth, ‘Mr. Arnold, if I could not get momentary respite from the crushing burden I am constantly carrying, my heart would break!’ ”85 Humor was self-medication and Lincoln’s joking demeanor was often a mask.

To be a peacemaker, it helps to be humble. Lincoln understood that arrogance could lead to overextension and a misjudgment of one man’s capacity to control events. Humility takes into account human nature and human frailty.

Lincoln’s humility was genuine, even as it coexisted uneasily with his undeniable ambition and subterranean self-confidence. In the White House, aides called him “The Tycoon,” an inside joke about the political empire he’d crafted out of whole cloth. But in person, he was unpretentious, indifferent to food and drink, with untamed hair, wrinkled clothes, and a careless black bow tie, described by one visitor as looking like “a rural tourist in the White House.” He was a workhorse who worked late into the night and rarely slept, replenishing his energy with conversation, playtime with his children, and trips to the theater. He loved comedies and tragedies—reflecting the duality of his personality—and he appreciated the convivial isolation of the theater, where he could be among the people and by himself simultaneously.

“He was sometimes jolly and genial, and again at other times absorbed and abstracted,” attested Illinois senator Orville Browning.86 Lincoln had the charisma of someone comfortable in his skin and a collaborative leadership style that set a tone and direction and then got out of the way, pulling rank only to spur action, while managing talents who were often outright insubordinate. “Though decided and pronounced in his convictions, he was tolerant towards those who differed from him and patient under reproach,” attested Frederick Douglass.87 He did not let pride overwhelm reason and, mindful of people’s strengths and weaknesses, judged their utility at a given task.

Lincoln’s humility deepened because of his faith. He was not an orthodox believer or a member of any particular denomination, but he evolved from an irreverent youthful “free-thinker” to read the Bible regularly. On the road to his inauguration, he described himself as “an humble instrument in the hands of the Almighty, and of this, his almost chosen people.”88 His faith grew under the pressures of the presidency, compounded by the bottomless grief of losing his beloved eleven-year-old son Willie to typhoid fever in the White House. He was sometimes seen reading the Book of Job for comfort and resolve, emerging oddly cheerful from the story of righteous suffering as part of God’s plan.89 At the limits of reason, we find either faith or despair.

These core personal qualities shaped his political beliefs—and fundamentally informed his vision for winning the peace.



Lincoln was a temperamentally moderate man, a reconciler in a time of radicals and reactionaries. As a young man, he warned that “as a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide.”90 As an adult, he’d seen the country torn apart as the parties split along regional and ideological lines, loudly denying the others’ legitimacy. Distrust and dysfunction were followed by division and destruction.

As president, Lincoln asked Americans to rise “far above personal and partisan politics.”91 To his fellow Republicans he said, “even though much provoked, let us do nothing through passion and ill temper.”92

“His soul was too great for the narrow, selfish views of partisanship,”93 said Mary’s friend and dressmaker, Elizabeth Keckley. He was impatient with absolutism. “There are few things wholly evil, or wholly good,” he said, “almost every thing, especially of governmental policy, is an inseparable compound of the two.”94

Political terms get scrambled across the centuries. In Lincoln’s time, the words liberal, conservative, and moderate had different meanings from our current definitions.

The 1828 Webster’s Dictionary defined liberal as “of a free heart… Not selfish, narrow or contracted… embracing other interests than one’s own.” Conservative did not have an explicitly political definition at the time but was considered a matter of “having power to preserve in a safe or entire state.” Moderate was defined as “restrained in passion, ardor or temper; not violent; as moderate men of both parties… Not extreme in opinion” and “placed between extremes… as reformation of a moderate kind.”95

Judging by the meaning of the terms in his time, Lincoln used moderate means to achieve liberal goals on abolition. He wanted to reunite and rededicate the Union, rather than struggling to simply conserve it as it was. As the journalist and Secretary of the Senate John W. Forney said, “Lincoln is the most truly progressive man of the age because he always moves in conjunction with propitious circumstances, not waiting to be dragged by the force of events or wasting strength in premature struggles with them.”96 His gradualism had a grandeur to it because it was connected to a broader vision of how to achieve sustainable change.

“His approach to social improvement was that of a political realist who knew that for every radical action there was the real threat of a conservative counterreaction and that thoroughgoing changes could prove self-defeating,” concurs historian Richard Carwardine. “Lincoln formulated both his emancipation and his Reconstruction policies convinced not only that they were true to the Founders’ values, but that they offered the best means of making progress and maintaining the momentum of change.”97

Moral courage made his moderation a powerful force for progress. Lincoln told Noah Brooks that “he thought himself a great coward physically and was sure that he should make a poor soldier” who would “drop his gun and run” at the first sign of danger. He was half-joking, Brooks believed, but then Lincoln added in complete seriousness: “Moral cowardice is something which I think I never had.”98

Moral courage and moderation are often considered at odds. But Lincoln was not a moderate in the sense of someone who instinctively splits the difference or compromises principles for short-term political gain. Stephen Douglas was a moderate in that mold: his Kansas–Nebraska Act that extended slavery was considered a compromise bill. But Lincoln refused to compromise with the expansion of slavery.

Nonetheless, he faced constant complaints from abolitionists who were in a position to place their activism ahead of broader responsibilities. “Viewed from the genuine abolition ground, Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, cold, dull, and indifferent,” Frederick Douglass reflected. “But measuring him by the sentiment of his country, a sentiment he was bound as a statesman to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, and determined.”99

“I hope to ‘stand firm’ enough to not go backward,” Lincoln told one Republican senator, “and yet not go forward fast enough to wreck the country’s cause.”100 His gradualism on ending slavery at the outset of the war helped keep the border states—Missouri, Kentucky, Delaware, and Maryland—from sliding over to the Confederacy. But even after the Emancipation Proclamation, he kept pushing for border state legislative amendments to eradicate slavery through legal means.

As evidence of his strategy’s success, Lincoln kept a newspaper clipping marking Missouri’s vote for abolition folded up in his wallet until the day he died: “Slavery is dead in Missouri,” the editorial read. “But the radicals are not satisfied with the death of slavery. Just like the boy who pounded the dead snake, they want to ‘make it deader’… Because the president did not yield to the demands of the radicals that seemed intolerant and obtrusive, he is charged by hundreds of furious journalists with deserting ‘the cause of freedom.’ The charge is unfounded and absurd… He is not disposed to encourage excesses that might damage the good cause itself.”101

Boiled down to its essence, Lincoln’s political instincts were rooted in the Golden Rule as articulated in the Sermon on the Mount: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Politics predicated upon the Golden Rule might sound naïve. This is simple wisdom, rooted in the most basic enlightened self-interest. But some of the thorniest political debates become clearer when held up to this lens: the fight for equal rights is, at its core, about treating other people as you would like to be treated.

When Lincoln wrote, “As I would not be a slave, so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea of democracy,”102 or said, “I never knew a man who wished himself to be a slave. Consider if you know any good thing that no man desires for himself,”103 he was using the Golden Rule’s combination of common sense and moral imagination to dislodge deeply ingrained prejudice.

Lincoln’s vision for winning the peace was likewise rooted in the politics of the Golden Rule: he wanted to treat the South fairly after unconditional surrender. This was not some abstraction—he and Mary still had family and friends in the seceded states. He had not forgotten their common humanity, even if at times they denied his. Leading by example, they invited Mary’s sister Emilie to stay at the White House after her Confederate general husband was killed at the battle of Chickamauga. He hoped that a policy of magnanimous peace would help ease resentments and create a more stable basis for reconciliation.

But magnanimity needed to be combined with strength to succeed, just as the olive branches in the eagle’s talon on the Great Seal of the United States were balanced by a cluster of arrows. He knew that wars must be decisively won and their gains consolidated through “wise management”—an interconnected approach involving political reform, economic expansion, and cultural reintegration.

After surrender, “Civil government must be re-established,” Lincoln warned. “There must be courts, and the law, and order, or society would be broken up, the disbanded armies would turn into robber bands and guerillas.”104 The destruction of old institutions required the rapid rebuilding of new ones.

Once the rule of law was established, political reforms would be needed to rededicate the South to representative democracy, while addressing the root causes of the conflict: abolishing slavery and renouncing secession. He successfully fought for the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment to secure the end of slavery in the Constitution and insisted that it be ratified by Southern states as a condition of their readmittance to the Union. While he promised amnesty for rank-and-file rebel soldiers, he hoped it would be balanced by black voting rights. While he wanted to bar Confederate leaders from running for elected office, he opposed transplanted Northerners from running to represent the South in Congress, “elected, as it would be understood (and perhaps really so), at the point of the bayonet.”105

The best way to get over old history is to make new history. To move beyond the stubborn North–South divide, Lincoln wanted to move the nation’s attention westward, where he believed there was opportunity for unlimited economic expansion. He was fascinated by the future, obsessed with new technology like the telegraph, and remains the only president to ever successfully file for a patent (a contraption to get boats over rocky river shoals). Aided immeasurably by a Republican-controlled Congress that could act on its agenda free from obstruction by Southern Democrats, Lincoln signed a series of laws that would determine the future economic trajectory of the United States and connect the nation coast to coast.

The most dramatic expression was legislation supporting construction of the first transcontinental railroad, which Lincoln signed during the darkest days of the war in 1862.106 That same year, he also signed the Homestead Act, encouraging the settlement of western lands by pioneers granted 160-acre plots for an $18 filing fee, stating that “every man should have the means and the opportunity of bettering his condition.”107 He established land-grant colleges “to promote the liberal and practical education of the industrial classes,”108 which spawned more than a hundred universities, including Texas A&M, MIT, Cornell, and a dozen historically black colleges across the United States.

He even had a plan for how to usefully disperse soldiers on both sides after the war in ways that would increase wealth and pay down the national debt. He wanted to incentivize gold and silver mining in the West, believing our resources to be “practically inexhaustible,” with enough wealth to make America “the treasury of the world.”109 He saw this westward expansion as a solution for another problem: the flood of postwar labor in which supply would outpace demand. Despite the presence of freed slaves into the labor pool, he did not want to curtail immigration, whose ranks more than doubled during the war.

While economic development was his goal in a continent that was still mostly wilderness, Lincoln laid the groundwork for the national park system by signing the Yosemite Grant Act, which preserved California’s Yosemite Valley “for public use, resort, and recreation for all time.”110 Lincoln was pro-business, pro-labor, pro-immigration, and pro-conservation—and saw those positions as complementary, not contradictory.

Lincoln believed political reform and economic expansion would help achieve the most difficult dimension of his plan to win the peace: cultural reintegration.

The country had been divided politically, economically, and culturally by slavery, and the South had defined itself in opposition to the rest of the nation for decades. Reconciliation aimed to reintegrate a slavery-free South back into the Union. Government policy could create the conditions, but the proving ground was personal. That’s why Lincoln wanted to harness the power of local communities by giving them a role in their own Reconstruction—despite the objections of many fellow Republicans—while also protecting the most vulnerable.

To ease the transition, Lincoln established the Freedmen’s Bureau to help feed and educate former slaves, giving them the opportunity to purchase confiscated land and put them on a path toward self-sufficiency. Lincoln hoped that time—and fair enforcement of laws—would allow blacks and whites to “gradually live themselves out of their old relation to each other.”111

Lincoln wanted to steer the nation toward what peace negotiator John Paul Lederach calls “a horizon of reconciliation.” It is a distant goal, but its presence within sight gives the journey a sense of purpose and direction. While Lincoln did not think that he alone could control events, he understood the power of his personal example as president. His words mattered in creating a unifying national narrative that could renew commitment to the common good. His actions mattered even more and so, in public and in private, Lincoln not only spoke the words of reconciliation, he attempted to embody it.

But none of this mattered unless there was victory on the battlefield and in politics. If Lincoln did not win reelection in 1864, slavery would be preserved and the Union destroyed forever.



There had never been an election held in the middle of a civil war. It seemed like madness to many of his advisers, but Lincoln rejected their suggestions about suspending the election.

After years of stalemate and slaughter, Republicans were pessimistic about the president’s chances. Party chairman Henry J. Raymond groused, “We don’t stand a ghost of a chance in November.”112 In his darkest moments, Lincoln agreed.

On August 23, 1864, Lincoln wrote a strange, despairing letter and sealed it before passing it around to his cabinet for their signature. Inside was a prophecy of defeat from the president: “This morning and for some days past, it seems exceedingly probable that the Administration will not be reelected.”113

But on the same day that Lincoln predicted his political doom, Admiral David G. Farragut took command of the harbor in Mobile, Alabama. A bigger boost came on September 2, when General Sherman captured Atlanta after a five-week siege. The news reached the press at precisely the right time to change the feeling in the streets before the election. As the New York diarist George Templeton Strong wrote: “Thank God the fall of Atlanta is fully confirmed… it’s importance, both moral and military, is immense.”114

Democrats were running former Union general George McClellan on a “peace platform” that proposed a truce with the South while keeping slavery intact. The New-York Tribune accused Democrats of being “ready to barter the integrity of the Union for the sake of political power.”115 Confederates certainly saw a Democratic victory as a win for their cause and tried to influence the outcome accordingly. The Charleston Courier wrote in September of “the intimate connection existing between the armies of the Confederacy and the peace men in the United States… Our success in battle ensures the success of McClellan. Our failure will inevitably lead to his defeat.”116

Lincoln believed in playing offense in politics as well as on the battlefield. In an unprecedented step, in 1864 Lincoln rebranded the Republican Party as the National Union Party to help the country unite beyond party lines by “moving toward a unified center position,” as historian John C. Waugh later wrote, “where Lincoln believed the votes were.”117

To emphasize this shift, Lincoln tacitly agreed to ditch his loyal but distant vice president, Hannibal Hamlin, who had spent much of the war holed up in his native Maine. The necessary balance of the ticket was no longer West and East; it was North and South. In his place, Tennessee military governor Andrew Johnson was nominated.

On paper, this made perfect sense. Pugnacious and populist, Johnson had been the only Southern U.S. senator who refused to resign when his state seceded, making him a hero in the North. Lincoln felt comfort in the fact that they had known each other as young congressmen more than fifteen years before. Now as a “war Democrat,” Johnson’s rage toward secessionists—declaring that “treason must be made odious”—made him a darling of radical Republicans, despite the fact that he’d recently been a slaveholder. Everyone agreed that he could help secure votes in the border states as well as among disaffected Democrats.

The 1864 election was an existential test for American democracy. “It has always been the fate of republics hitherto to be destroyed by faction. Party-spirit has overpowered patriotism,” Harper’s Weekly wrote in its pre-election editorial. “It has been, therefore, feared by many of the best and wisest men that we should encounter the same peril and succumb to the same fate. That fear is now about to be confirmed or dissipated forever.”118

As the sun rose on election day, Lincoln was feeling quietly confident. But he “felt no elation and no sense of triumph over his opponents,” he confided to his secretaries John Nicolay and John Hay as they waited for returns. Instead, he felt regret over the intensity of the political battles he’d been forced to wage over his career. “It is singular that I, who am not a vindictive man, should always, except once, have been before the people for election in canvasses marked for their bitterness.”119 His absence of malice was evident even on the verge of victory.

That night, Lincoln and his key aides gathered in the telegraph office of the War Department. To cut the tension, Lincoln read aloud from a book by the humorist Petroleum V. Nasby. As results started to tick in over electric wire, Lincoln’s boyhood state of Indiana came in first in his favor, followed soon by Massachusetts and then Pennsylvania, which the president noted approvingly, saying, “As goes Pennsylvania, so goes the Union.”120 By midnight, a Lincoln victory seemed assured. A late supper was delivered and a grateful president shoveled fried oysters onto his team’s awaiting plates.121

Lincoln won in a landslide of 221 to 21 electoral votes, carrying all but three states: McClellan’s New Jersey, Lincoln’s native Kentucky, and the border state of Delaware. The states that Lincoln added to the Union during his first term—West Virginia, Kansas, and Nevada—all landed in his column.

Perhaps the greatest endorsement of Lincoln’s wartime leadership came when an astounding 78 percent of troops in the field voted for him over their former general, McClellan.122 He’d expanded the political map, winning 355,000 more votes than four years before.123

After 2 a.m., Lincoln walked back to the White House, greeted by serenading supporters. The next night, a formal victory celebration was held on the White House lawn: “If the rebellion could force us to forego or postpone a national election it might fairly claim to have already conquered and ruined us,” Lincoln said from a second-floor window as Tad ran around behind him. Instead, the results “demonstrated that a people’s government can sustain a national election, in the midst of a great civil war. Until now it has not been known to the world that this was a possibility.”124

The election was over but the battles would not end. Lincoln recognized that his liberal vision of Southern Reconstruction put him on a collision course with many Republican allies. “I am for conciliation: they seem to be governed by resentment,” Lincoln said. “They believe we can be made one people by force and vengeance. I think we are not likely to bring about unity by hatred and persecution.”125

Lincoln never lost faith that America could overcome its violent divisions. “When the storm shall be past,” Lincoln said, the world “shall find us still Americans; no less devoted to the continued Union and prosperity of the country than heretofore.”126

He never got to see the promised land he pointed us toward. No American president had been assassinated before Good Friday 1865. It was a soul shock to the nation that upended Lincoln’s message of mercy.

On Easter Sunday in Philadelphia, the Reverend Phillips Brooks tried to comfort his congregation by saying, “If there were one day on which one could rejoice to echo the martyrdom of Christ, it would be on that day that martyrdom was perfected.”127 Down the street, at the Mikveh Israel Synagogue, Rabbi Sabato Morais eulogized Lincoln by praising his commitment to the Golden Rule: “It is the maxim he illustrated in the immortal document of emancipation… what he exemplified by his numerous acts of clemency toward the unworthy.”128 On the outskirts of Chicago, a four-and-a-half-year-old future Nobel Peace Prize winner named Jane Addams came home to see her father crying for the first time in her life, saying, “The greatest man in the world has died.”129

While some Southerners celebrated, others recognized that they had lost an unlikely advocate. Even Jefferson Davis admitted years later that Lincoln had been a “great man.” “If Mr. Lincoln had lived, the South would have had a President that understood her condition, and he would have been of more benefit to her than any other man could possibly have been,” Davis said. “His death was a great misfortune to the South.”130

As Winston Churchill would later write, “The death of Lincoln deprived the Union of the guiding hand which alone could have solved the problems of reconstruction and added to the triumph of armies those lasting victories which are gained over the hearts of men.”131



He is still known to schoolchildren as a stick-figure with a stovepipe hat and beard. At first, Lincoln’s story fits in a grade-school sentence: He is the president who was born in a log cabin, won the Civil War, and freed the slaves. Over time, the caricature deepens into a portrait. New layers reveal themselves as they become relevant to our own struggles, containing the promise that Lincoln can show us how to lead and how to live.

He is an American archetype: the farm boy who hears a call to adventure and forges a path where there was none, dogged by self-doubt but guided by a sense of destiny. He is both a good and a great man, struggling against the odds for a cause bigger than himself. He comes to lead the nation at a moment of maximum danger, inspiring his fellow citizens with words and actions, suffering through a fiery trial but delivering the country safely to the other side.

This is the classic hero’s journey, reflected in American history. Leo Tolstoy, the author of War and Peace, pronounced him “a Christ in miniature, a saint of humanity.”132 In Japan at the turn of the last century, a book called “Tales of Lincoln” pronounced him “the kindest man among the great men, and the greatest man among the kind men.”133 When one intrepid reporter trudged to a remote area of the Caucasus mountain range in the early 1900s, he was asked by the youth of the village to tell them more about “the greatest ruler of the world… He was so great that he even forgave the crimes of his greatest enemies and shook brotherly hands with those who had plotted against him. His name was Lincoln and the country in which he lived is called America.”134

It was the interconnection of Lincoln’s character and his vision of reconciliation that inspired people around the world, placing him in the first rank of humanity’s heroes.

There’s an understandable temptation to ask what Lincoln would have done if he had lived. But what Lincoln left us is enough. We can connect the dots from his speeches and statements to gain a clear sense of his plan for winning the peace, even though it was a work in progress. We know that when America swerved off Lincoln’s path under Andrew Johnson, it proved disastrous. When the next president, Ulysses S. Grant, tried to apply Lincoln’s principles, the United States gave African-American men the right to vote and defeated the first incarnation of the Ku Klux Klan. But when Lincoln’s vision of Reconstruction was finally abandoned in a corrupt bargain that embraced national reunification at the expense of racial justice, America’s failure to fully win the peace resulted in segregation for almost a century.

Generations of Americans scarred by the Civil War and inspired by Lincoln—from Woodrow Wilson to Harry S. Truman, both Confederate descendants—kept searching for how to achieve a just and lasting peace.

President Wilson attempted to secure “a peace among equals” after the First World War. But he deviated from Lincoln’s principle of unconditional surrender before an armistice—and capitulated to other allied powers’ desire for punishing reparations—setting the stage for the rise of Adolf Hitler.

When Harry Truman abruptly inherited the presidency in the final months of the Second World War, he followed Lincoln’s prescription of unconditional surrender and a magnanimous peace more faithfully, if intuitively, culminating in the success of the Marshall Plan.

Lincoln’s vision was ultimately vindicated by experience and became a hallmark of American exceptionalism after the Second World War: we build our defeated enemies back up on a foundation of liberal democracy to stop the cycle of violence.

As General Lucius Clay, the architect of the postwar rebuilding of Germany—son of a three-term senator from Georgia, born thirty-three years after the Civil War—explained when asked what guided his successful reconstruction efforts: “I tried to think of the kind of occupation the South would have had if Abraham Lincoln had lived.”135


	
I. “The legitimate object of government, is to do for a community of people, whatever they need to have done, but can not do, at all, or can not, so well do, for themselves—in their separate, and individual capacities. In all that the people can individually do as well for themselves, government ought not to interfere.” Abraham Lincoln, Fragment on Government, circa July 1, 1854.

	
II. Though he still receives criticism for the mass execution of thirty-eight Sioux warriors after the Dakota Uprising, less remembered is that Lincoln commuted the sentences of 264 warriors who had been sentenced to death in the same attack after reviewing their charges, over the objection of Minnesota’s Republican senator.
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