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Abraham Lincoln was not, above all other things,
the liberator of the colored race. He never contemplated
with any degree of substantiation the prospect of a free
negro race living in the same country as a free white
race.

— Roy Basler

I will say then that I am not, nor ever have been in
favor of bringing about in any way the social and politi-
cal equality of the white and black races – that I am not
nor ever have been in favor of making voters or jurors
of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to
intermarry with white people; and I will say in addition
to this that there is a physical difference between the
white and black races which I believe will forever forbid
the two races living together on terms of social and po-
litical equality.

— Abraham Lincoln
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CHAPTER ONE
“The White Man’s President”

Most Americans today have an almost religious rever-
ence for the memory of Abraham Lincoln, believing him to
be the ideological predecessor to the 1960s civil rights icon,
Martin Luther King, Jr. According to one writer, Lincoln
“was a powerful statesman with a moral vision of where
his country must go to preserve and enlarge the rights of
all its people,” and like Lincoln, King “was a world histori-
cal individual who embodied the essence of his age. . . .
What King said and did carried on Lincoln’s work and
helped move America a long step closer to the realization
of her ancient dream of equality for all.”  So ingrained is1

this belief in the collective consciousness of the nation that
it would be viewed as indecorous, if not outright heresy,
to suggest that the man seated in the Greek-style temple
on the Potomac was anything but the destroyer of slavery
and harbinger of Negro equality. The inconvenient truth
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about Lincoln, however, is that he “was not, above all
other things, the liberator of the colored race. He never
contemplated with any degree of substantiation the pros-
pect of a free negro race living in the same country as a
free white race.”  Instead, his views on the Black man were2

typical of a member of the Border State laboring class:
“Descended from the poor whites of a slave State, through
many generations, he inherited the contempt, if not the
hatred, held by that class for the negro. . . . [H]e could no
more feel sympathy for that wretched race than he could
for the horse he worked or the hog he killed.”  Moreover,3

Lincoln “was sentimentally opposed to slavery, but he was
afraid of freedom. He dreaded its effect on both races. He
was opposed to slavery more because it was a public nui-
sance than because of its injustice to the oppressed black
man, whose condition, he did not believe, would be
greatly, if at all, benefitted by freedom.”4

Even a cursory examination of Lincoln’s speeches and
correspondence will substantiate this assessment. Al-
though he had previously made a few passing references
to slavery, the bulk of his statements on the subject were
made during the period beginning in the fall of 1854 to the
end of his life. According to his own recollections, it was
the Kansas-Nebraska Act which moved him to speak his 



“The White Man’s President” 11

5. Speech at Chicago, Illinois on July 10, 1858; Roy Basler (editor),
Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln (New Brunswick, New Jersey:
Rutgers University Press, 1953), Volume II, page 492.

mind publicly on the institution and its extension into the
western Territories.  In his debate with Stephen Douglas at5

Peoria, Illinois on October 15, 1854, he said:

When southern people tell us they are no more re-
sponsible for the origin of slavery, than we; I acknowl-
edge the fact. When it is said that the institution exists;
and that it is very difficult to get rid of it, in any satisfac-
tory way, I can understand and appreciate the saying. I
surely will not blame them for not doing what I should
not know how to do myself. If all earthly power were
given me, I should not know what to do, as to the exist-
ing institution. My first impulse would be to free all the
slaves, and send them to Liberia, — to their own native
land. But a moment’s reflection would convince me,
that whatever of high hope, (as I think there is) there
may be in this, in the long run, its sudden execution is
impossible. If they were all landed there in a day, they
would all perish in the next ten days; and there are not
surplus shipping and surplus money enough in the
world to carry them there in many times ten days. What
then? Free them all, and keep them among us as under-
lings? Is it quite certain that this betters their condition?
I think I would not hold one in slavery, at any rate; yet
the point is not clear enough for me to denounce people
upon. What next? Free them, and make them politically
and socially, our equals? My own feelings will not ad-
mit of this; and if mine would, we well know that those
of the great mass of white people will not. Whether this
feeling accords with justice and sound judgment, is not
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the sole question, if indeed, it is any part of it. A univer-
sal feeling, whether well or ill founded, can not be safely
disregarded. We can not, then, make them equals. . . .

Let it not be said I am contending for the establish-
ment of political and social equality between the whites
and blacks. I have already said the contrary.6

During his 1858 campaign against Douglas for a seat
in the United States Senate, Lincoln was accused of being
duplicitous on the subject of race, appearing to favor Negro
equality in the northern parts of the State in order to appeal
to the larger number of Abolitionists there, while express-
ing more moderate views in the southern counties where
“Black Republicanism” was generally reprobated.  Lincoln,7

it was said, “has a fertile genius in devising language to
conceal his thoughts,” and “he can trim his principals any
way in any section, so as to secure votes.”  It may have8

been true that Lincoln chose his words carefully, depending
on the perceived disposition of his audience, but his basic
position remained the same wherever he spoke. At Spring-
field on July 17, he said, “My declarations upon this subject
of negro slavery may be misrepresented, but cannot be
misunderstood. I have said that I do not understand the
Declaration [of Independence] to mean that all men were
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created equal in all respects. . . . Certainly the negro is not our
equal in color – perhaps not in many other respects. . . .”9

During his debate with Douglas at Ottawa on August 21,
he said:

. . . [T]his is the true complexion of all I have ever
said in regard to the institution of slavery and the black
race. This is the whole of it, and anything that argues me
into his idea of perfect social and political equality with
the negro, is but a specious and fantastic arrangement
of words, by which a man can prove a horse chestnut to
be a chestnut horse. I will say here, while upon this
subject, that I have no purpose directly or indirectly to
interfere with the institution of slavery in the States
where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so,
and I have no inclination to do so. I have no purpose to
introduce political and social equality between the white
and the black races. There is a physical difference be-
tween the two, which in my judgment will probably
forever forbid their living together upon the footing of
perfect equality, and inasmuch as it becomes a necessity
that there must be a difference, I, as well as Judge
Douglas, am in favor of the race to which I belong, hav-
ing the superior position. I have never said anything to
the contrary.10

  
On September 18, he elaborated on this statement at

Charleston, in the eastern part of the State:

While I was at the hotel to-day an elderly gentleman
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called upon me to know whether I was really in favor of
producing a perfect equality between the negroes and
white people. While I had not proposed to myself on this
occasion to say much on that subject, yet as the question
was asked me I thought I would occupy perhaps five
minutes in saying something in regard to it. I will say
then that I am not, nor ever have been in favor of bring-
ing about in any way the social and political equality of
the white and black races – that I am not nor ever have
been in favor of making voters or jurors of negroes, nor
of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with
white people; and I will say in addition to this that there
is a physical difference between the white and black
races which I believe will forever forbid the two races
living together on terms of social and political equality.
And inasmuch as they cannot so live, while they do
remain together there must be the position of the supe-
rior and the inferior, and I as much as any other man am
in favor of having the superior position assigned to the
white race.11

When Douglas accused him of refusing to address the
issue of Negro citizenship, Lincoln said, “I tell [Judge
Douglas] very frankly that I am not in favor of negro citi-
zenship. . . . Now my opinion is that the different States
have the power to make a negro a citizen under the Consti-
tution of the United States if they choose. . . . If the State of
Illinois had that power I should be opposed to the exercise
of it. That is all I have to say about it.”  This was nothing12

new, for he had previously stated his conviction that “this
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government was made for the white people and not for the
negroes,”  and he had never objected to any of the legisla-13

tion in his State which barred Blacks from voting or holding
office. 

Lincoln’s private views were no different than those he
expressed in public. In an October 18, 1858 letter to fellow
Illinois politician, James N. Brown, he wrote, “I do not
perceive how I can express myself more plainly than I have
done in the foregoing extracts. In four of them I have ex-
pressly disclaimed all intention to bring about social and
political equality between the white and black races, and,
in all the rest, I have done the same thing by clear implica-
tion.”  In some fragments of speech notes written in Sep-14

tember of 1859 are found these words: “Negro equality.
Fudge!! How long in the Government of a God great
enough to make and maintain this universe, shall there
continue to be knaves to vend and fools to gulp, so low a
piece of demagoguism as this?”15

It is important to remember that political posturing is
not just a modern phenomenon; efforts to “smear” the
opposing party or candidate with exaggerations and even
outright falsehoods, resulting in rebuttals and counterat-
tacks from the intended target, were as common in the
Nineteenth Century as they are now. Each party strove to
portray themselves in the best possible light, and their
opponent in the worst, all designed to play upon the
perceived fears or desires of the general public. One of the


