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Abraham Lincoln and the Founders 

By Glenn W. LaFantasie* 

What could Abraham Lincoln have had in common with Thomas Jefferson, apart from 

them both being president of the United States?  By the early 1850s, Lincoln combined his firm 

loyalty to Whig political doctrine with a growing admiration for Jefferson and the fundamental 

American principles set forth in the preamble to the Declaration of Independence.  Liberty and 

equality, said Lincoln, echoing Jefferson, were the hallmarks of free society, not only in the 

United States, but everywhere.  In 1852, while eulogizing Henry Clay, one of his great political 

heroes, Lincoln bemoaned the fact that “an increasing number of men, who, for the sake of 

perpetuating slavery” were “beginning to assail and to ridicule the white man’s charter of 

freedom—the declaration that ‘all men are created free and equal.’” Who were these apostates 

who challenged Jefferson’s creed?  “So far as I have learned,” said Lincoln, “the first American, 

of any note, to do or attempt this, was the late John C. Calhoun.”  This marked the beginning of 

Lincoln’s personal love affair with the Declaration of Independence, which he regarded as a 

sacred text.  The Declaration, said William H. Herndon, his friend, law partner, and biographer, 

was Lincoln’s “greatest inspiration.” Charles Sumner, the abolitionist senator from 

Massachusetts, agreed.  In his opinion, Lincoln clung to the Declaration of Independence “with 
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all the grasp of his soul.” That is why Lincoln could so adamantly maintain, as he did in his first 

debate with Stephen A. Douglas in 1858, that “there is no reason in the world why the negro is 

not entitled to all the natural rights enumerated in the Declaration of Independence, the right to 

life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  On his way to Washington for his inauguration as 

president, Lincoln stopped in Philadelphia and spoke at Independence Hall, where he 

proclaimed: “I have never had a feeling politically that did not spring from the sentiments of the 

Declaration of Independence.”1 

 When Lincoln took hold of an idea, he would not let go.  As he clasped more tightly a 

belief in the Declaration as his “ancient faith,” he came to see Jefferson, the Virginia slaveholder, 

as a true hero of the American Revolution, for it had not been necessary for the author of the 

great Declaration to include any reference at all to such an “abstract truth” as the self-evident 

ones itemized in the document’s preamble.  Overlooking Jefferson’s ownership of slaves was 

easier for Lincoln than dismissing the South’s—and the Democratic Party’s—increasingly 

strident defense of slavery in the 1850s, since Lincoln believed that Jefferson was a reluctant 

slaveholder who, with Washington and Madison, had decried the peculiar institution’s many 

evils and had called for its eventual elimination.  “All honor to Jefferson,” he wrote in 1859 to a 

committee that had invited him to attend a commemoration of Jefferson’s birthday in Boston.  

He could not avoid seeing the irony in holding a birthday party for Jefferson in Massachusetts. 

“Those supposed to descend politically from the party opposed to Jefferson,” he wrote, were 

about to celebrate “his birth-day in their own original seat of empire, while those claiming 

political descent from him have nearly ceased to breathe his name everywhere.”  But it was more 

disturbing, he said, to recognize that “it is now no child’s play to save the principles of Jefferson 

from total overthrow in this nation.”  When accusations were made during the 1860 presidential 
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campaign against him for having called Jefferson’s character “repulsive,” Lincoln defended 

himself by forcefully denying the authenticity of the statement attributed to him and by letting it 

be known that he regarded Jefferson as one of the nation’s ablest statesmen. The rebellion of the 

southern states, Lincoln said in a brief speech delivered a few days after the victories at 

Gettysburg and Vicksburg in 1863, was nothing less than “an effort to overthrow the principle 

that all men were created equal.” He would elevate the Declaration of Independence to an even 

higher plane in his Gettysburg Address later that November.2 

 No matter what he felt about Jefferson, Lincoln admired George Washington in a more 

straightforward manner.3 Unlike Washington, Lincoln did not place a high value on manners or 

the eighteenth-century idea of civic virtue. Carl Schurz, who served briefly as the Minister to 

Spain in Lincoln’s administration before becoming a brigadier general in the Union army, 

emphasized the president’s “unconventional manners.”  Without the slightest effort, said Schurz, 

Lincoln “treated all men alike, much like old neighbors.”  Schurz thought Lincoln “always 

seemed to have time for a homely talk and never to be in a hurry to press business.”  Nor did 

Lincoln have the physical appearance of a gentleman of the old style.  William Howard Russell 

described his first meeting with Lincoln by noting his lack of any elitist airs: “He was dressed in 

an ill-fitting, wrinkled suit of black, which put one in mind of an undertaker’s uniform at a 

funeral; round his neck a rope of black silk was knotted in a large bulb, with flying ends 

projecting beyond the collar of his coat; his turned-down shirt-collar disclosed a sinewy 

muscular yellow neck, and above that, nestling in a great mass of hair, bristling and compact like 

a riff of mourning pins, rose the strange quaint face and head, covered with its thatch of wild 

republican hair, of President Lincoln.” When a young woman, the wife of a Pennsylvania draft 

evader, thanked Lincoln for pardoning her husband and tried to kneel before him, as one might 



 4 

do before a king or a nobleman, Lincoln was made uncomfortable by the gesture.  “Get up,” he 

said, “don’t kneel to me, but thank God and go.”4 Lincoln was so nonchalant, so unconcerned 

about his image as a leader, that he was caught napping in a chair by the Civil War sketch artist, 

Alfred Waud.  

 As a boy, Lincoln read biographies of Washington by David Ramsay and Mason Weems, 

the inventor of the cherry tree legend.  The Weems biography apparently made the greater 

impression on him.  In February 1861, while on his way to his inauguration, Lincoln told the 

New Jersey Senate that Weems’s descriptions of battles during the War for Independence, 

particularly his account of the battle of Trenton, had stirred his imagination.  “You all know,” he 

said, “for you have all been boys, how these early impressions last longer than any others.”  He 

remembered thinking as a boy “that there must have been something more than common that 

those men [the Revolutionaries] struggled for.”  Clearly Washington and his men had fought for 

something more than independence, “something that held out a great promise to all the people of 

the world to all time to come.”  As he saw it, his duty was now—as it had been for the Old 

Revolutionaries—to ensure “that this Union, the Constitution, and the liberties of the people 

shall be perpetuated in accordance with the original idea for which that struggle was made.”  As 

“the representative man of the nation,” Lincoln saw his purpose as being no less important than 

that of Washington and his contemporaries.5   

 In his first important speech, the Lyceum Address of 1838, Lincoln concluded his 

remarks by proudly observing that, despite his own fear that the memory of the revolutionary 

generation would soon fade, Americans still revered Washington’s name.  During Washington’s 

“long sleep,” said Lincoln, the nation had “permitted no hostile foot to pass over or desecrate 

[his] resting place,” which—so long as such reverence continued through the ages—would 
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guarantee that the Father of his Country would rest undisturbed until the last trumpet sounded to 

“awaken our WASH[INGTON]” and send him into eternity.  In his many political remarks, 

beginning as early as 1839, when he emphasized how President Washington had never doubted 

the constitutionality of the Bank of the United States and praised, at the same time, Washington’s 

frugality as chief executive, Lincoln repeatedly invoked Washington’s name and his example, 

usually within the context of how the ideals of the American Revolution needed to be honored 

and sustained. In an address delivered to the Washington Temperance Society on Washington’s 

Birthday, 1842, Lincoln declared that “Washington is the mightiest name of earth—long since 

mightiest in the cause of civil liberty, still mightiest in moral reformation.  On that name, an 

eulogy is expected.  It cannot be.  To add brightness to the sun, or glory to the name of 

Washington, is alike impossible.  Let none attempt it.  In solemn awe pronounce the name, and 

in its naked splendor, leave it shining on.” In another speech given to a Henry Clay Club in Cass 

County, Illinois, Lincoln—according to a newspaper report—not only defended Clay, a fellow 

Whig, but also “labored hard to prove that Washington never done a wrong thing in his life.”   

As a young congressman, he opposed the Mexican War and audaciously reminded President 

James K. Polk, who had provided evasive comments about American claims to disputed territory 

with Mexico, that “he sits where Washington sat, and so remembering, let him answer, as 

Washington would answer.” A few weeks later, on February 27, Lincoln went to Mount Vernon 

and walked around its grounds; he recounted his visit to his fellow congressman, Elihu 

Washburne, that evening at the National Hotel.  

 After joining the Republican party, and watching with grave concern as national politics 

began to spin out of control, Lincoln—ever mindful of his own ties to the past—maintained that 

he and the members of his new party walked “in the ‘old paths.’” He tried to prove that point in 
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his famous debates with Stephen Douglas in 1858, when he challenged Douglas’s remarks by 

affirming that no American president, including Washington, had ever said that the Declaration 

of Independence did not include blacks.  A year later in Wisconsin, Lincoln forcefully asserted 

that “the Republicans hold to the same principles which Washington, Jefferson, Adams, Madison 

and their compeers held.”  As the presidential campaign of 1860 heated up, Lincoln, while 

pointing out Washington’s own antislavery principles and desires, reminded an audience in New 

Haven that Washington had approved of the prohibition of slavery in the Northwest Territories.  

He noted, however, that Southerners had tried to use Washington’s warning against sectional 

parties, issued in his Farewell Address, as a weapon aimed against the North’s opposition to the 

extension of slavery.  Lincoln adroitly spun the tables on his Southern opponents.  “Could 

Washington himself speak,” asked Lincoln, “would he cast the blame of that sectionalism upon 

us, who sustain his policy, or upon you who repudiate it?  We respect that warning of 

Washington, and we commend it to you, together with his example pointing to the right 

application of it.”  Several different lithographs appeared during the presidential campaign of 

1860 that combined images of Washington and Lincoln together—an attempt by graphic artists 

to heighten the reputation of Lincoln (a relative unknown in the national political arena) with the 

instantaneously recognizable face of George Washington. Lincoln, who never compared himself 

to Washington, could not help thinking about the nation’s present crisis in terms of the past.  In 

that sense, then, Washington was someone Lincoln could not disregard, for the sectional 

controversy had brought the nation to the brink of disaster, especially after the secession of South 

Carolina and the other Southern states had successfully put the country asunder.  In his farewell 

address at Springfield, he told his friends and supporters that he faced a task “greater than that 
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which rested upon Washington.  Without the assistance of that Divine Being, who ever attended 

him, I cannot succeed.  With that assistance I cannot fail.”7 

 Hoping to calm Southern fears, he addressed the recently departed states of the South in a 

speech at Cincinnati, the day after he left Springfield (his fifty-second birthday), by reassuring 

them that “we mean to treat you, as near as we possibly can, as Washington, Jefferson, and 

Madison treated you. We mean to leave you alone, and in no way to interfere with your 

institution; to abide by all and every compromise of the constitution, and, in a word, coming 

back to the original proposition, to treat you, so far as degenerated men (if we have degenerated) 

may, according to the examples of those noble fathers—Washington, Jefferson and Madison.”  

Even after reaching the nation’s capital, Lincoln did not stop thinking about Washington. In his 

message to Congress on July 4, 1861, he berated the Southern states for adopting declarations of 

independence “in which, unlike the good old one, penned by Jefferson, they omit the words ‘all 

men are created equal’” and for creating a national constitution with a preamble that, “unlike our 

good old one, signed by Washington,” omitted “We, the People” and substituted “We, the 

deputies of the sovereign and independent States.” Not surprisingly, Lincoln issued an effusive 

proclamation for the celebration of Washington’s Birthday in 1862 that recommended, following 

a suggestion made by Congressman Edward Haight of New York, that the citizens of the United 

States gather together in public places on that day to hear the reading of Washington’s “immortal 

Farewell address.”  When the capitol police arrested two individuals for reading Washington’s 

Farewell Address in the gallery of the House of Representatives, Lincoln remitted the fine. In 

November 1862, as the war dragged on and the toll of war increased, Lincoln issued an order 

enjoining the Union armies to undertake an orderly observance of the Sabbath.  In doing so, he 

quoted General Washington’s first general order following the Declaration of Independence, 
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dated July 9, 1776: “‘At this time of public distress’—adopting the words of Washington in 

1776—‘men may find enough to do in the service of God and their country without abandoning 

themselves to vice and immorality.’” Lincoln added that Washington’s order “indicates the spirit 

in which our institutions were founded and should ever be defended.” But he neglected, perhaps 

on purpose, to issue a proclamation for the celebration of Washington’s Birthday in 1863.  It is 

possible that Lincoln did not feel as much like honoring the Virginia slaveholder as he had 

before the official issuance of a more important proclamation, the Emancipation Proclamation, 

on January 1, 1863.  Yet in a note to the U. S. Christian Commission, declining an invitation to 

preside over one of its meetings, Lincoln commented that “the birth-day of Washington, and the 

Christian Sabbath, coinciding this year, and suggesting together, the highest interests of this life, 

and of that to come, is most propitious” for the commission’s proposed meeting.8 

 For the rest of the war, Lincoln did not explicitly call on Washington for his inspiration 

or mention him in his writings, but that does not mean he no longer admired the first president or 

stopped comprehending his own desperate circumstances in the revealing light of Washington’s 

own military and political challenges.  In fact, Lincoln may have felt increasingly self-conscious 

about being compared by others to Washington.  Perhaps he worried that his own invoking of 

Washington’s name might seem too conceited or even obnoxious to his political enemies. Others 

in the North began to regard Lincoln and Washington together, comparing their roles as fathers 

to their country, even as Lincoln himself ended his own calling on Washington and his example.  

After Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, Henry Ward Beecher, the Presbyterian minister (and 

brother of Harriet Beecher Stowe), believed that Lincoln and Washington had been “joined 

together one and inseparable,” and he predicted that “we shall hereafter hear on jubilees the 

shouts ‘Washington and Lincoln!—the Fathers.’”  Horace Greeley, the editor of the New York 
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Tribune, later praised Lincoln’s message to Congress, which contained the president’s plan for 

reconstructing the Southern states, by affirming that no presidential message since the days of 

George Washington had “given such general satisfaction.”9 

 To the soldiers of the Union army, Lincoln became “Father Abraham,” a paternal figure 

for all the young soldiers who missed their families at home and who wanted their president to 

be like their real fathers—commanding, decisive, and compassionate.10 It did not require a huge 

leap to unite the idea of Washington as the Father of His Country with Lincoln as Father 

Abraham in the minds of these young fighting men.  The association was helped along by the 

songs the men in the ranks sang as they marched along dusty roads or lounged before their 

campfires. After Lincoln called for more troops in the summer of 1862, James Sloan Gibbons 

and Luther Orlando wrote a jaunty recruiting song, “We Are Coming, Father Abraham”: 

  

 We are coming, Father Abraham, 300,000 more, 

 From Mississippi's winding stream and from New England's shore. 

 We leave our plows and workshops, our wives and children dear, 

 With hearts too full for utterance, with but a silent tear. 

 We dare not look behind us but steadfastly before. 

 We are coming, Father Abraham, 300,000 more!  

 

Two years later, the composer Henry Clay Work, who would later write the more famous song, 

“Marching Through Georgia,” brought Washington and Lincoln together—despite the 

insurmountable challenge of rhyming he obviously encountered—in the patriotic ditty, 

appropriately titled, “Washington and Lincoln”: 
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 Come, happy people! Oh come let us tell 

 The story of Washington and Lincoln! 

 History's pages can never excel 

 The story of Washington and Lincoln. 

 Down through the ages an anthem shall go, 

 Bearing the honors we gladly bestow— 

 Till every nation and language shall know 

 The story of Washington and Lincoln. 

 

The soldiers themselves brought Lincoln and Washington together in their own minds, with or 

without the help of lyrics and music. After Lincoln’s reelection in 1864, Alfred Lacey Hough, an 

officer in the 17th Pennsylvania Cavalry, wrote: “Future history will place Mr. Lincoln’s name 

next to Washington.  The first the founder[,] the second the preserver of our country.”11 

 In death Lincoln was paired with Washington more than he had been in life.  The 

Reverend Henry Ward Beecher told his congregation that Lincoln's “simple and weighty words 

will be gathered like those of Washington.” Funeral banners declared: “Washington the Father, 

Lincoln the Savior.”12 Popular prints united Lincoln and Washington in a joint apotheosis that 

portrayed Washington either embracing Lincoln as he entered a heaven of fluffy clouds or 

welcoming him into the company of angels and archangels.  Other popular engravings depicted 

Washington, who had made the nation, and Lincoln, who had saved it, standing side by side and 

holding the shield of the Union or shaking hands.  These prints found their way into countless 

parlors, school rooms, and town halls, where they hung on display for several generations.13 
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 For members of the Civil War generation who enjoyed a proximity to the Old 

Revolutionaries as their children or grandchildren, the combined images of these two presidents 

made perfect sense.  It had only been, as Lincoln so famously put it, “fourscore and seven years” 

since the signing of the Declaration of Independence.  The nation was only as old as some of the 

most elderly men in the nation.  For the Civil War generation, that made them feel as if the 

American Revolution was within their reach in the not-too-distant past.  More than any two 

presidents, Lincoln and Washington seemed to belong together—not only in popular prints, but 

also in the minds and hearts of the people.  Today that pairing sustains itself in the celebration of 

President’s Day, a federal holiday that occurs annually on the third Monday in February, 

although the day—which now is devoted to retail price reductions on everything from 

automobiles to cameras—no longer has anything to do with either the historical Lincoln or 

Washington; their likenesses, however, do regularly appear in advertisements for President’s 

Day sales across the country.  

 But Lincoln looked beyond the character and achievements of Jefferson and Washington 

to extract something more fortifying, a higher principle, from the lessons of the eighteenth 

century and from the American revolutionaries who had forged the nation.  If Robert E. Lee, the 

grand Southern gentleman, looked to the eighteenth-century for its models of dignity, its 

aristocratic manners and mannerisms, and its outward display of republican virtues, Lincoln 

looked to the revolutionary era to sustain his own sense of nationalism and to borrow its most 

exhilarating ideas, not as vague abstractions but as tangible legacies belonging to each and every 

American, particularly the Enlightenment devotion to natural rights and the republican ideals of 

liberty and equality.  “I love the sentiments of those old-time men,” said Lincoln of the Old 

Revolutionaries in 1854.  He affirmed, as he would do so often in the years leading up to the war, 
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that he would be “most happy to abide by their opinions.”  Reflecting the Founding Fathers’ own 

conception of America as a beacon of liberty that could shine forth to guide the rest of the world, 

Lincoln called on his countrymen to “re-adopt the Declaration of Independence, and with it, the 

practices, and policy, which harmonize with it. Let north and south—let all Americans—let all 

lovers of liberty everywhere—join in the great and good work. If we do this, we shall not only 

have saved the Union; but we shall have so saved it, as to make, and to keep it, forever worthy of 

the saving. We shall have so saved it, that the succeeding millions of free happy people, the 

world over, shall rise up, and call us blessed, to the latest generations.”14 In that statement, and in 

so many others, the Revolution spoke through Lincoln, who wished to keep its spirit and its 

ideals alive. 

 He took easily and well to eighteenth-century notions, although to say this does not mean 

that he was backward in his thinking or old-fashioned in his ways.  Lincoln was neither.  In fact, 

he was very much a modern American, a man of his time and place, fully in step with his age in 

all that he said politically and privately.15 And yet, he seemed really to comprehend the 

Founders, their times, and the significance of their ideas (and their struggles) more readily and 

more deeply than most of his contemporaries.  Even while other Americans—particularly 

politicians—endlessly praised the Old Revolutionaries and their noble deeds, and mentioned the 

country’s Framers so often that their references became practically meaningless, Lincoln focused 

his attention less on the men themselves and more on their ideas and what those ideas signified, 

not only in their application by creating and sustaining the United States, but also in their 

employment by shaping the destiny of the nation and providing hope for the entire world.  With 

uncanny deftness, Lincoln was able to see beyond the framework of his own era, below of the 

surface of his own time and place, and grasp the foundation of those ideas. 
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 One means that enabled him to do so was his interest in—and his incisive understanding 

of—Euclid’s Elements, which the mathematical historian Thomas Little Heath called “the 

greatest mathematical text-book of all time.”  Lincoln probably first encountered some aspect of 

the ancient Greek mathematician’s pervasive influence over Western thought in the rough-hewn 

schoolhouses he attended as a youngster “by littles,” as he put it so charmingly.16 Despite his 

lack of formal education, Lincoln possessed a strong talent for mathematics and a natural 

proclivity for its logic and accuracy.  In New Salem, he acquired a working knowledge of 

trigonometry and geometry, perhaps including the proofs of Euclid, to conduct his work as a 

surveyor.  Lincoln’s logical thinking and his precise syntax, reflected so abundantly in his 

speeches, reveals that he might have begun studying Euclid in earnest after the mid-1830s, and 

he seems to have kept doing so for the next twenty years. It also appears likely that he took up a 

serious consideration of Euclid in the 1840s, for fellow lawyers on the circuit remember seeing 

him carrying and reading Euclid after marrying Mary Todd in 1842.  Later, when he served as a 

congressman in 1847 and 1848, he may have delved even more deeply into Euclidean writings 

and geometric theorems.   After his one term in Congress, when he believed his future in politics 

was a dead letter, he threw himself into Euclid’s first Six Books with gusto and, as he later 

explained, “nearly mastered” them by the time he was elected president. In this instance, his 

humility kept him from admitting how thoroughly he comprehended Euclid’s lessons; by all 

accounts, he completely mastered—at the very least—the first six books of Euclid.  According to 

William Herndon, his young law partner, Lincoln often stayed up studying until two in the 

morning while riding the circuit, much to the annoyance of his fellow itinerant attorneys, who 

resented that his night-owl pursuits did not result in any discernable lack of mental prowess.  

“On the circuit in this way,” wrote Herndon, “he studied Euclid until he could with ease 
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demonstrate all the propositions in the six books.” All of Lincoln’s concentrated effort, said 

Herndon, was aimed at improving his skills as a lawyer—something he believed was absolutely 

necessary, since he regarded his chances of political advancement during the early 1850s to be 

practically nil.   As a result, Lincoln had determined that he must become, in Herndon’s words, 

“a close reasoner, besides having at command a broad knowledge of the principles on which the 

statutory law” was based.17 

 By studying Euclid, Lincoln did not directly engage in a dialogue with the great thinkers 

of the American Revolution.  But by mastering the ancient Greek’s definitions, postulates, 

common notions, and propositions, he did come to learn, without consciously realizing it, the 

important logical and philosophical premises upon which the eighteenth-century revolutionaries, 

including Jefferson, based their fundamental understanding of self-evident truths and unalienable 

rights.18  Eighteenth-century Americans—particularly the revolutionary leaders who (like 

Jefferson, Franklin, John Adams, Hamilton, and Madison) were both amateur politicians and 

amateur intellectuals—drew on a classical tradition that placed Euclid at its core.   In this 

neoclassical age, which was bolstered by the humanitarian idealism of the Enlightenment, Euclid 

offered a compelling a model of reason, based on the power of deduction, that relied on self-

evident facts.  Examples of Euclidean self-evident facts—immutable starting points—still 

influence our thinking and our modern world: the whole is not greater than the part; the shortest 

distance between two points is a straight line; things that are equal to the same thing are also 

equal to one another.  But Euclid had an even more profound influence on the neoclassical world 

in which eighteenth-century Americans lived.  The Euclidean model demonstrated 

incontrovertibly that all reasonable people must eventually reach the same conclusions, whether 

they wanted to or not.  The laws of nature and of reason could led to only one end: self-evident 
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truth.  In his famous challenge to Christianity and the Bible, Thomas Paine in The Age of Reason 

(1795) used Euclidean logic as a weapon against what he considered to be religion’s unprovable 

and unauthoritative assertions:  “I know, however, but of one ancient book that authoritatively 

challenges universal consent and belief, and that is Euclid's Elements of Geometry; and the 

reason is, because it is a book of self-evident demonstration, entirely independent of its author, 

and of everything relating to time, place, and circumstance. The matters contained in that book 

would have the same authority they now have, had they been written by any other person, or had 

the work been anonymous, or had the author never been known; for the identical certainty of 

who was the author, makes no part of our belief of the matters contained in the book. But it is 

quite otherwise with respect to the books ascribed to Moses, to Joshua, to Samuel, etc.; those are 

books of testimony, and they testify of things naturally incredible; and therefore, the whole of 

our belief as to the authenticity of those books rests, in the first place, upon the certainty that they 

were written by Moses, Joshua, and Samuel; secondly upon the credit we give to their 

testimony.”19 Jefferson used Euclid to prove, at least to his satisfaction, a more insidious point.  

In his Notes on the State of Virginia, published in the early 1780s, he tried to demonstrate the 

innate inferiority of blacks to whites by stating that he doubted an African American “could 

scarcely be found capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid; and that in 

imagination they are dull, tasteless, and anomalous.”20 

 The Euclidean model convinced eighteenth-century thinkers, like Jefferson and Paine and 

so many others of their time, that learned men must possess an understanding of science and 

mathematics not only to increase their breadth of knowledge, but also, as Jefferson himself said 

in 1799, to facilitate “some of the purposes of common life.” Above all else, Euclid was essential 

in showing how reason could be used to deduce truth from self-evident postulates or axioms. In 
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offering advice to Peter Carr, Jefferson emphasized how reason itself must guide every man’s 

thoughts and actions: “Fix reason firmly in her seat, and call to her tribunal every fact, every 

opinion. Question with boldness even the existence of a god; because, if there be one, he must 

more approve of the homage of reason, than that of blindfolded fear.”  A man’s reason, he added, 

“is the only oracle given you by heaven.” To William Green Mumford, Jefferson—always keen 

on offering advice—maintained that it was of utmost importance for individuals not only to 

understand Euclid and “the science of calculation,” but also to possess “their general principles 

& outlines, so as that we may be able to amuse and inform ourselves further in any of them as we 

proceed through life & have occasion for them.”  But that was not all. “Some knowledge of 

them,” Jefferson said, “is necessary for our character as well as comfort.”  Jefferson was not 

advocating knowledge for knowledge’s sake alone.  A comprehension of mathematics and 

science gave an individual a practical ability to know how nature functioned according to its own 

laws and how reason could be applied to revealing self-evident truths, whether in geometry, 

trigonometry, astronomy, or medicine.  With a characteristic intensity that seemed somewhat 

overwrought, Jefferson told Mumford: “To preserve the freedom of the human mind then & 

freedom of the press, every spirit should be ready to devote itself to martyrdom; for as long as 

we may think as we will, & speak as we think, the condition of man will proceed in 

improvement.” He believed, in other words, that the process of reasoned thinking and speaking 

could, in the end, improve mankind. In his retirement after his two terms as president, Jefferson 

told John Adams that he had gladly forsaken politics for more genteel pursuits.  “I have given up 

newspapers,” he wrote Adams, “in exchange for Tacitus and Thucydides, for Newton and 

Euclid; and I find myself much the happier.”21 By 1812, the world had not improved precisely as 
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Jefferson had hoped, but he could at least retreat into the books where that improvement still 

held some promise.  

 It was not a far leap for the revolutionaries to regard their rights as natural, self-evident 

truths.  Rights and liberties, wrote John Dickinson in 1766, “are created in us by the decrees of 

Providence, which establish the laws of our nature.  They are born with us; exist with us; and 

cannot be taken from us by any human power without taking our lives.  In short, they are 

founded on the immutable maxims of reason and justice.” John Adams, also a student of Euclid, 

incorporated a unadulterated commitment to natural rights in his draft of the preamble to the 

Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, known as the Declaration of Rights: “All men are born free 

and equal, and have certain natural, essential, and unalienable rights; among which may be 

reckoned the right of enjoying and defending their lives and liberties; that of acquiring , 

possessing, and protecting property; in fine, that of seeking and obtaining their safety and 

happiness.”  Comparing the American Revolution to England’s Glorious Revolution of 1689, 

Jefferson remarked: “Our Revolution commenced on more favorable ground.  It presented us an 

album on which we were free to write what we pleased.  We had no occasion to search into 

musty records, to hunt up royal parchments, or to investigate the laws and institutions of a semi-

barbarous ancestry.  We appealed to those of nature, and found them engraved in our hearts.” 

When he wrote the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson had in mind not only John Locke’s 

notion of the unalienable, natural rights of life, liberty, and property, which he transmuted into 

his own phrase of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, but he also called forth the natural 

law of Cicero, the communtarianism of the Enlightenment’s Scottish moral philosophers, and the 

self-evident axioms of Euclid. Jefferson himself recollected that he did not set out in writing the 

Declaration “to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of.”  Rather, he 
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sought “to place before mankind the common sense of the subject, in terms so plain and firm as 

to command their assent, and to justify ourselves in the independent stand we are compelled to 

take.”22 To be sure, the Declaration of Independence was a very Euclidean document. 

 During the Illinois Senate campaign of 1858, Lincoln made good use of Euclid during 

one of his debates with the incumbent Senator Stephen A. Douglas.  During their fourth debate, 

which took place in Charleston, Illinois, on September 18, 1858, Lincoln challenged Douglas’s 

credibility—and his veracity—by using an analogy to Euclid’s rational methods. “If you have 

ever studied geometry,” Lincoln propounded to the audience (and he knew that many of them did 

indeed possess at least some familiarity with Euclid’s mathematical system), “you remember that 

by a course of reasoning Euclid proves that all the angles in a triangle are equal to two right 

angles. Euclid has shown you how to work it out. Now, if you undertake to disprove that 

proposition, and to show that it is erroneous, would you prove it to be false by calling Euclid a 

liar? [Roars of laughter and enthusiastic cheers.] They tell me that my time is out, and therefore I 

close.” In a speech a year later, after losing to Douglas, Lincoln called on his former opponent to 

prove—“as Euclid [had] demonstrated propositions”—that popular sovereignty was not 

tantamount to “the right of one man to make a slave of another.”23 Douglas never took him up on 

his offer. 

 In confronting head-on his generation’s most divisive—and most dangerous—political 

controversy, the confrontation of North and South over the issue of slavery, Lincoln revealed that 

he fully grasped the relationship between Euclid and the Declaration of Independence just as 

Jefferson and the revolutionary generation had done.  Like the Founders, Lincoln accepted 

Jefferson’s words precisely as the author of the Declaration had intended them—as axioms and 

self-evident truths.  With Euclidean deftness, Lincoln used the Declaration’s axioms to 
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demonstrate the inhumanity of slavery and to articulate a commitment to its most fundamental 

assertion: that all men are created equal.  In his Elements, Euclid’s great accomplishment—

which helped make his work stand the test of time over thousands of years—had been the clarity 

with which he stated and proved his theorems.  Likewise, Lincoln distilled the controversy over 

slavery into a simple (but hardly simplistic) proposition: “If the negro is a man, why then my 

ancient faith teaches me that ‘all men are created equal;’ and that there can be no moral right in 

connection with one man's making a slave of another.”24 For him, “the principles of Jefferson are 

the definitions and axioms of free society.” But those principles, including the proposition that 

“all men are created equal,” were under attack; indeed, that very phrase was being challenged in 

Lincoln’s time by those who believed that the Declaration of Independence did not include 

anyone except free white men.  To prove them wrong, said Lincoln, one should be able to begin 

with the same confidence one would have in convincing “any sane child that the simpler 

propositions of Euclid are true.”  It should be that simple, but it was not.  Jefferson’s principles 

had been “denied, and evaded, with no small show of success.”  The assault came from different 

quarters.  “One dashingly calls them ‘glittering generalities’; another bluntly calls them ‘self-

evident lies’; and still others insidiously argue that they apply only to ‘superior races,’” Lincoln 

lamented.  In the end, the denial and evasion of Jefferson’s axioms was, in his opinion, nothing 

short of “the supplanting [of] the principles of free government.”  Democracy, though, must be 

defended.  Eloquently, and once more with Euclidean clarity, Lincoln effectively argued the case 

and expressed, at the same time, his personal abhorrence of slavery: “As I would not be a slave, 

so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea of democracy. Whatever differs from this, to 

the extent of the difference, is no democracy.”25 
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 After giving a version of his famous Cooper Institute speech in Norwalk, Connecticut, in 

1860, Lincoln rode the train with an admirer, the Reverend J. P. Gulliver, who complimented 

him on his skills as an orator.  The relatively uninformed preacher assumed that Lincoln’s formal 

education had helped him perfect his formidable talents as a public speaker.  Humbly, Lincoln 

assured him that he had little schooling, but he told the minister of his long interest in Euclid.  

Gulliver seized on the idea that if Euclid could be “well studied,” it would “free the world of half 

its calamities, by banishing half the nonsense which now deludes and curses it.”  

Characteristically, Lincoln was less sanguine about seeing Euclid as a panacea to the world’s ills, 

but when Gulliver remarked that Euclid should be included “on the catalogue of the Tract 

Society,” Lincoln replied, laughing, that it was a good idea.  “I vote for Euclid,” he proclaimed.26 

 Although Euclid provided no direct connection between Lincoln and George 

Washington, except for how they both dealt with the Greek mathematician’s geometrical 

definitions, it was fitting that Lincoln would admire Washington as he did (and that Americans 

would link the two presidents in their minds), since Washington, unlike most of the other 

Founders, also lacked a formal education and yet drew so effectively on the neoclassical culture 

that gave meaning to the revolutionaries’ words and actions.  Although Lincoln was probably not 

aware of Washington’s own fondness for Euclid, since Mason Weems made no mention of how 

the Father of His Country knew Euclid’s axioms well, it should come as no surprise that 

Washington referred to Euclid when he argued in the mid-1780s for a stronger central 

government.  To Benjamin Harrison, who then served as governor of Virginia, Washington 

wrote from Mount Vernon:  “That the prospect before us is, as you justly observe, fair, none can 

deny; but what use we shall make of it, is exceedingly problematical; not but that I believe, all 

things will come right at last; but like a young heir, come a little prematurely to a large 
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inheritance, we shall wanton and run riot until we have brought our reputation to the brink of 

ruin, and then like him shall have to labor with the current of opinion, when compelled perhaps, 

to do what prudence and common policy pointed out as plain as any problem in Euclid, in the 

first instance.”  As for the Reverend Gulliver, and for Lincoln himself, Euclid was the epitome of 

clarity—something Washington also believed to be true.  In 1799, worried about the influence of 

the French on world affairs, Washington remarked to John Trumbull that “it is unfortunate when 

men cannot, or will not, see danger at a distance; or seeing it, are undecided in the means which 

are necessary to avert, or keep it afar off. I question whether the evil arising from the French 

getting possession of Louisiana and the Floridas would be generally seen, until it is felt; and yet 

no problem in Euclid is more evident, or susceptible of clearer demonstration. Not less difficult 

is it to make them believe, that offensive operations, often times, is the surest, if not the only (in 

some cases) means of defence.”27 With neoclassical purposefulness, Washington consciously 

encouraged his comparison to Cincinnatus and played to perfection the part of the farmer turned 

soldier turned farmer once more.28  Lincoln, with less conscious intent and less conspicuous 

posturing, but with a good deal of pride nevertheless, did not discourage Gulliver when the good 

reverend yoked him with Euclid.    

 Euclidean logic, and an unwavering commitment to “the principles of Jefferson,” kept 

bringing Lincoln back to the Declaration of Independence.  While, like Jefferson, he could not 

see precisely how free whites and blacks could ever live peacefully and without racial prejudice 

in the same society, which led him to espouse well into his presidency the idea of compensated 

emancipation and the removal of American blacks to colonies in Central America or the 

Caribbean, his rationalism forced him to confront directly the visible and tangible hypocrisy that 

white Americans daily promulgated by failing to rid themselves and their nation of the peculiar 
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institution.29 Lincoln discovered that slavery and the Declaration of Independence could not be 

conveniently disentangled.  In Lincoln’s mind, the Declaration proclaimed that all men were 

created equal; if that were so, no man could hold another in bondage.  So he grew to hate slavery 

and to say so openly, as he did in a speech delivered in 1854, when his opposition to the 

westward expansion of slavery rose into a heated passion after the passage of the Kansas-

Nebraska Act: ““I hate it [the spread of slavery] because of the monstrous injustice of slavery 

itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world—

enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites—causes the 

real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity, and especially because it forces so many really 

good men amongst ourselves into an open war with the very fundamental principles of civil 

liberty—criticising the Declaration of Independence, and insisting that there is no right principle 

of action but self-interest.” Like his eighteenth-century forebears, Lincoln knew that self-interest 

existed in the world, hovered as a temptation for every human, and must be combated at every 

turn.  Yet he also believed, as his Enlightenment heroes did, that mankind possessed virtues that 

could lead humans beyond self-interest and overcome the rapacity of putting one’s self concerns 

above those of the community or the nation.  In his opinion, the Founders had put forth high 

principles in the Declaration of Independence that they meant for future generations of 

Americans to place above all others and to honor with a seriousness of purpose.  The “authors of 

that notable instrument,” Lincoln said in 1857, “intended to include all men, but they did not 

intend to declare all men equal in all respects. They did not mean to say all were equal in color, 

size, intellect, moral developments, or social capacity.”  Instead, Lincoln said that the Founders 

used to Declaration “to set up a standard maxim for free society, which should be familiar to all, 

and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly 
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attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence, 

and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere.”30 The 

Declaration’s influence could not be contained within America’s borders.  Because it advocated 

liberty and equality, its principles stood as a dosage of hope for the entire world. 

 Lincoln’s Euclidean logic and his own understanding of the Founders’ intention pointed 

clearly, self-evidently, to the fact that, as he put it in 1858, “the negro is included in the word 

‘men’ used in the Declaration of Independence.”  But the importance of the document to Lincoln 

extended beyond even the inclusion of blacks.  “I believe,” he wrote, “the declara[tion] that ‘all 

men are created equal’ is the great fundamental principle upon which our free institutions rest; 

that negro slavery is violative of that principle; but that, by our frame of government, that 

principle has not been made one of legal obligation; that by our frame of government, the States 

which have slavery are to retain it, or surrender it at their own pleasure; and that all others—

individuals, free-states and national government—are constitutionally bound to leave them alone 

about it.”  His Euclidean reasoning told him that “our government was thus framed because of 

the necessity springing from the actual presence of slavery, when it was framed.”  But that 

necessity was not present in the territories, where slavery did not already exist.  Ergo, said 

Lincoln, because “a state of nature” existed in the territories, Congress thus possessed the power 

to lay the foundations of society; in so doing, he argued, “it is desireable that the declaration of 

the equality of all men shall be kept in view, as a great fundamental principle; and that Congress, 

which lays the foundations of society, should . . . be strongly opposed to the incorporation of 

slavery among it’s elements.”31 Here was the essence of his stand against the spread of slavery 

into the western territories.  For Lincoln, the logic of his political position should have been 
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manifest and self-evident to every American, although he fully understood why so many—

including Southerners and Democrats like Stephen Douglas—refused to comprehend it. 

 Yet Lincoln mixed logic with emotion in his veneration of the Declaration and the 

achievements of the Founders.  His own view of things was not entirely dispassionate; nor was it 

cold and calculating.  During his famous debates with Stephen Douglas in 1858, Lincoln told his 

audience that the Founders had declared “to the whole world of men: ‘We hold these truths to be 

self evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.’ This was their 

majestic interpretation of the economy of the Universe. This was their lofty, and wise, and noble 

understanding of the justice of the Creator to His creatures. [Applause.] Yes, gentlemen, to all 

His creatures, to the whole great family of man. In their enlightened belief, nothing stamped with 

the Divine image and likeness was sent into the world to be trodden on, and degraded, and 

imbruted by its fellows. They grasped not only the whole race of man then living, but they 

reached forward and seized upon the farthest posterity. They erected a beacon to guide their 

children and their children's children, and the countless myriads who should inhabit the earth in 

other ages.”  But their children and their children’s children had been led astray, so Lincoln 

appealed to the emotions of his fellow citizens:  “Now, my countrymen . . . if you have been 

taught doctrines conflicting with the great landmarks of the Declaration of Independence; if you 

have listened to suggestions which would take away from its grandeur, and mutilate the fair 

symmetry of its proportions; if you have been inclined to believe that all men are not created 

equal in those inalienable rights enumerated by our chart of liberty, let me entreat you to come 

back. Return to the fountain whose waters spring close by the blood of the Revolution. Think 

nothing of me—take no thought for the political fate of any man whomsoever—but come back to 
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the truths that are in the Declaration of Independence. You may do anything with me you choose, 

if you will but heed these sacred principles.” Yet logic, rather than vehemence, shaped his 

conclusions about the Declaration.  When the Founders declared that governments derived their 

powers from the consent of the governed, they meant, in Lincoln’s estimation, “that no man is 

good enough to govern another man, without that other’s consent.”  As a result, said Lincoln, 

“the relation of masters and slaves is, PRO TANTO, a total violation of this principle.”32 Euclidean 

logic, when applied to the great principles of the Declaration of Independence, became for 

Lincoln a powerful weapon in his war of words against the institution of slavery. 

 In his appreciation of Euclid, and in his utter faith in the power of reason, Lincoln 

resembled the eighteenth-century revolutionaries who had put their faith in nature, science, and 

truth.  To a temperance association, Lincoln declared on Washington’s Birthday in 1842 that he 

looked forward to the “Happy day, when, all appetites controled, all passions subdued, all 

matters subjected, mind, all conquering mind, shall live and move the monarch of the world. 

Glorious consummation! Hail fall of Fury! Reign of Reason, all hail!” While he could not claim 

to be a natural aristocrat, as Jefferson or, later, Robert E. Lee regarded themselves, or even a 

gentleman as eighteenth-century leaders defined the term, he had combined ideas and politics 

into a force that shaped his career and defined his adult life, just as the Old Revolutionaries had 

done.  Much of that career, particularly after 1854, was engaged in pursuing his own goals of 

virtuous political leadership, which placed him on a similar plane with the more genteel 

Founders of the revolutionary generation.  When he announced his candidacy for the Illinois 

state legislature in 1832, his first foray into electoral politics, Lincoln issued a public statement 

saying, in part, that his only ambition was that “of being truly esteemed of my fellow men, by 

rendering myself worthy of their esteem.” In his Lyceum Address six years later, Lincoln gushed 
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with praise for the Founders and their virtues, calling them “a forest of giant oaks.”33 Today he is 

generally regarded as standing tall among the Founders in the same forest. 

 Without living in the Enlightenment’s republic of letters, Lincoln nevertheless extended 

what the Old Revolutionaries had started in their own time, defending their principles, their 

Euclidean axioms, as if they were his own.  Alexander Hamilton’s declaration in his defense of 

the Jay Treaty in 1795—that “no proposition in Euclid is more clear than this, ‘that where a 

specific thing is promised, nothing but the doing that very thing is performance of the 

promise’”—could well have been uttered sixty years later by Lincoln.34  Like many of the 

Founders, including Jefferson and Hamilton, Lincoln was a lawyer, a politician, and a writer, 

although he did not commit his prose to political broadsides, pamphlets, and newspaper epistles 

as so many of the Founding Fathers had done.  Instead, his political writings were aimed at larger 

audiences public and private, and he made his best efforts in speeches delivered to the vox populi 

and in letters intended for publication and wide circulation.  Although historians and biographers 

have mostly missed this fact, Lincoln was also a thinker, a man of ideas, a self-educated 

intellectual of practically boundless curiosity.35 John Todd Stuart, Lincoln’s first law partner, 

described him as having a “mind of a metaphysical and philosophical order.”  Lincoln, he said, 

was “a man of very general and varied knowledge,” always “studying into the nature of things.” 

As Lincoln himself wrote in 1859:  “A capacity, and taste, for reading, gives access to whatever 

has already been discovered by others. It is the key, or one of the keys, to the already solved 

problems.  And not only so. It gives a relish, and facility, for successfully pursuing the [yet] 

unsolved ones.”36 He was, in many respects, an Enlightenment figure who carried forward the 

ideas, the axioms, and the principles of the Founders who had first put them into motion—who 

had, in Hamilton’s (and Euclid’s) terms, performed the promise.37 
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 Yet for all his intellectual indebtedness to the Age of Enlightenment, Lincoln was not a 

child of the Enlightenment itself.  He was relatively unschooled and unlearned.  He had been 

raised on the frontier.  Mostly he was self-taught.  His manners were unpolished; his 

conversation was sometimes crude.  He was not even especially a great reader during his 

adulthood.  More important, he lived during a time when politicians already had become 

professional statesmen, unlike the amateur leaders of the American Revolution who served their 

country willingly, but with a large degree of reluctance.  By far, he was more a product of the 

Age of Jackson, the era of the common man, than he was an offshoot of the Enlightenment.  Put 

another way: Lincoln owed more to the rise of democracy in the first half of the nineteenth 

century than he did to the Augustan age of the Old Revolutionaries and the Federalist proponents 

of the Constitution.   He lived most of his life in a democracy that was the unintended 

consequence of the Founder’s vision of a model republic.  Even Lincoln’s idea of equality 

differed from that propounded by the Founders, and it was a difference that could be measured 

by their different times and places in American history.  Although he based his ever broadening 

ideal of equality on his reading of the Declaration of Independence, and came by the time of his 

death to be inching closer and closer to an understanding that American equality meant not only 

an equality of opportunity but also the possibility of an American political, if not social, equality, 

he nevertheless professed ideas that may never had occurred to the Founders—particularly to 

Jefferson who maintained rather strenuously until his death that his Declaration of Independence 

was a revolutionary manifesto, not a blueprint for American society.  Pauline Maier has 

brilliantly described how Lincoln’s Declaration of Independence became, in his own words, the 

“charter of our liberties,” a document that was “at once a legacy and a new conception, a 

document that spoke both for the revolutionaries and for their descendants, who confronted 



 28 

issues the country’s fathers had never known or failed to resolve, binding one generation after 

another in a continuing act of national self-definition.”38 In that sense, Lincoln’s comprehension 

of equality, and of what the Founders had bequeathed to the nation they had founded, had much 

to do with how he perceived the Declaration of Independence as a living document and how he 

regarded the American Revolution as a living, continuing event. But he was not an Old 

Revolutionary reincarnated or an American specimen of the Enlightenment.  In his own way, 

molded out of the four score years of American experience that came after the Declaration of 

Independence, he was a true and direct descendant of the American Revolution. 

 The distance between Lincoln and the Old Revolutionaries was thus wide, but it was 

made narrower by their shared reliance on neoclassical rationalist thought.  Comparatively, we 

live an astounding distance, what we must accept as light years in time and space, from the 

Founders and also from the kind of statesman Lincoln proved himself to be.  Already, in 

Lincoln’s own time, public opinion, rather than intellectual prowess, was reshaping American 

politics and determining the kind of politicians—eventually professional politicians—that 

democratic competition and changing public appetites would produce.  Americans can no longer 

find any Jeffersons and Lincolns in the political arena, though they yearn for such noble and 

capable leaders. But they are all gone, killed by one of the blessings that Jefferson and Lincoln 

passed along to subsequent generations of modern Americans—democracy, a government of the 

people, by the people, for the people .39 As the United States has gained the fruits of democracy, 

even with the periodic setbacks and throwbacks that seem to allow those fruits to ripen and 

shrivel, the American people have lost virtuous leaders who, once upon a time, aspired to 

achieve the high ideals of classical statesmen.  It is one of the prices we pay for modern 
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democracy and for equality.  After all, said Herman Melville in 1849, “hell is a democracy of 

devils, where all are equals.”40 

 But that is not all we have paid or have lost.  After Lincoln’s death, even Euclidean 

geometry would be supplanted by Lobachevski (hyperbolic) geometry, and Euclidean reasoning 

(and classical moral philosophy) would be replaced—trampled, really—by the more modern 

situational ethics of direct realism, pragmatism, and postmodernism.41 Modern American 

politicians often spoke of the Declaration of Independence and the legacy of the American 

Revolution, but their words lacked passion and deep meaning.  Their hollow echoes of the 

Declaration’s refrain could not resemble Lincoln’s steadfast commitment to the Founders and to 

the Declaration’s shining promises.  In a derringer’s single and sudden flash, John Wilkes Booth 

ended the life of America’s last statesman with any real bond—intellectually, emotionally, and 

spiritually—to the American Revolution. 
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