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Abraham Lincoln   
CHARACTER  

OF A MAN

I t is estimated that almost 15,000 books and innumerable 
articles have been written about Abraham Lincoln.  
Like a children’s book, everyone seems to think they 

can write one.  Including, apparently, me.

Hundreds have written on 
Lincoln’s virtues, statesmanship, 
military acumen, leadership, faith, 
political genius, emotional makeup 
and even one on his sexuality.  But 
there are few who address what I 
think is most compelling about him, 
that is, his fundamental character.  
Sure, there are a few, including 
at least three written within eight 
months of his death and even a bad 
self-help volume titled “What Would 
Lincoln Do?” But after reading 
about The Great Emancipator for 
more than 40 years, I thought I might 
synthesize and summarize what were 

his most impressive character traits.
Of the 44 men (yes, all men, so 

far) who have held the office, our 
deepest, most abiding fascination 
and reverence for any, by far, is for 
Lincoln.  Washington may be the 
“Father of Our Country,” Jefferson 
the author of the Declaration of 
Independence, and F.D.R. our savior 
in The Great Depression and World 
War II, but none hold the national 
consciousness as does Lincoln.

While admittedly the 44 include 
some remarkable losers, both of not-
so-recent and, unfortunately, recent 
vintage, it is, by and large, a rather 
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august group.  So, why do we still, 207 years after his birth 
and 151 years after his death, speak and think of Lincoln as 
first among equals? 

The answer to this seemingly simple question may be not 
only of historical interest, but also may be timely and inform 
us about the qualities and characteristics we want (and do not 
want) in a president.

For me, the answer lies more in Lincoln’s character and 
methods, than in his great deeds.  The results of the application 
of his character and methods to the facts, people, situations 
and problems he faced were, of course, remarkable.  But what 
traits he brought to the table are, I think, more so.  Although 
Lincoln had some character traits and methods that even he 
acknowledged were less than admirable, and some that remain 
hotly disputed to this day, I focus on those that there is almost 
universal agreement.

Lincoln himself observed that, 
“Character is like a tree.  And 
reputation like its shadow.  The 
shadow is what we think of it; the 
tree is the real thing.”

Lincoln was willing to compromise 
on all but his most fundamental 
principles, and on those his will was 
iron.

He listened more than he talked, 
but when he spoke, his words were 
measured, well-considered and 
exquisitely expressed.

He had a keen sense of history, but 
was no slave to it.

He persuaded with facts and 
reason, not fear, personal attack or 
harangue.

He was a physically powerful man, 
but gentle and kind.

He always had influential and 
wealthy friends who assisted him in 
his career, but he never betrayed the 
public trust for any of them.

He neither smoked, drank, cursed 
nor gambled, but did not judge those 
who did.

He served his nation in uniform, however briefly, and led it 
as commander-in-chief for more than four years, but abhorred 
war.

He was reticent and secretive about his personal life and 
thoughts, but, at least for his time, believed in transparency in 
government.

His last law partner, William H. Herndon, said that 
Lincoln longed “for the day when reason, cold, calculating, 
unimpassioned reason would rule the world,” but he 
understood, appreciated and regularly dealt with the great 
passions aroused by the conflicts of his time.

He was capable of communicating with the most erudite 
government, scientific, military, diplomatic and academic 
leaders of his day, but never lost the ability to relate to the 
yeoman farmer, craftsman, soldier, seamstress or milkmaid.

He respected the presidency when others held the office 

before him, but did not hesitate to criticize the occupant of 
that office, including on such important questions as going to 
and conducting war.

He had an indomitable will and capacity for work, but 
always found time for his children.

He believed that “right makes might,” not the other way 
around.

If he saw the color of a man at all, he saw a man first.
He had a self-deprecating manner endeared him to others, 

but was always stern and serious at the right time. 
He had a special sensitivity for the less fortunate and 

all manner of injustices and strove to alleviate suffering 
whenever it was within his power, but led a war machine 
that caused devastation and suffering on a massive and  
unprecedented scale.

He opined that torture, even of animals, “was wrong” and 
never sanctioned any cruelty or 
revenge, even when his advisers 
sought it as retaliation for Southern 
abuses of Union prisoners and 
killings of surrendered soldiers. 

He reached out to his political rivals 
and opponents at a time of national 
crisis, but did not compromise his 
fundamental principles in doing so.

He was throughout his life a natural 
leader, not by force or bluster, but by 
quiet self-confidence and persuasion.  

He seldom hesitated to 
acknowledge, in private or even in 
public, his mistakes, believing that 
the people understood he was, like 
them, only human.

He was a man who wanted to 
please others, finding it hard to say 
“no,” not for any reason of self-
aggrandizement, but more because he 
truly wanted people to be successful 
in the “pursuit of happiness.”  

He appreciated the virtue of 
gradual change and seldom insisted 
upon radical, immediate change, 
unless absolutely necessary.

He believed that in the face of difficult problems, the U.S. 
government must act, must try something and that inactivity 
was unacceptable. 

He urged that reverence for the “rule of law” “become the 
political religion of the nation,” but was prepared to ignore 
some to save that nation.

He firmly believed that the Constitution wisely provided 
that Congress had war-making power, not the president, as 
war is so “oppressive” and “no one man should hold the power 
of bringing this oppression on us.”

His “policy was to have no policy,” but rather pragmatically 
to seek solutions to problems that worked.  

He was, surprisingly, a passive man, that is, he preferred 
to respond (and did) to great events, rather than boldly take 
initiative, and truth be told, he had more than the average 
president’s handful of great events to respond to.

He tolerated, if 
not encouraged or 

created, disagreement 
among his advisers, 
believing that robust 
discussion resulted in 
innovative and best 
ideas, but made it 
clear that he made  

the decisions and he 
bore the responsibility 

for them.
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He believed strongly in the support of the federal government 
for the nation’s infrastructure (then called “internal 
improvements”) - canals, roads, bridges and railroads - but his 
military forces destroyed more in the South in four years than 
had been built in the previous 40.

He was accused by some of being unpatriotic for not 
supporting the first U.S. “preemptive” war, The Mexican War 
(indeed, for not voting for supplies for troops in the field [not 
true]), but the electorate eventually appreciated his courage 
and candor in speaking out against an unjust war.

He did not think himself fit for the presidency, and his limited 
campaign resumé supported such a candid self-judgment.  

He pledged that if elected, his slogan would simply be 
“justice and fairness to all” and, when elected, it was.

He governed by his abiding principles, but he kept his finger 
on the pulse of the public by reading newspapers voraciously 
and holding open office hours that he called his “public 
opinion baths.”  

He tolerated, if not encouraged or created, disagreement 
among his advisers, believing that robust discussion resulted 
in innovative and best ideas, but made it clear that he made the 
decisions and he bore the responsibility for them.  

He was not beyond taking his case directly to the public 
and was fond of communicating directly with the people 
through “open letters” and “letters to the editor,” often in an 
effort to bypass or undermine his critics in Congress and the 
press, but he kept his own counsel and often acted contrary to  
popular opinion.

He appointed jurists who were deeply versed in the law, not 
ideologues, because he believed “the function of courts is to 
decide cases-not principles.”

He often visited wounded Union soldiers to remind him 
of the vast human cost of the great cause he was leading, 
but he pressed his military commanders to crush the enemy 
unrelentingly at every opportunity.

He thought it ironic that he, a man sickened at the sight of 
blood, should be cast as leader in what would be the bloodiest 
enterprise in American history to date.

Although, or perhaps because, he had less than a year of 
formal education, he was passionate about public support for 
education, including for freedmen.

He honored his obligations, personal, financial and political, 
but often forgave those who did not.

Lincoln himself thought the “chief gem” of his character 
was “his ability to keep my resolves when they are made,” and 
he was probably right.

He left this world in the Peterson House at 7:22 a.m. on 
April 15, 1865 and his bloodline ended 120 years later in 
1985 with the death of Robert Todd Lincoln Beckwith, his 
great-grandson, but Lincoln lives on in our hearts and minds.  
In some ways, as John Hay, his secretary said, “We are all 
Lincoln men,” or maybe, we just all should be. 
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