A Self Made Man The Political
Life Of Abraham Lincoln 1809
1849

A Self-Made Man: The Political
Life of Abraham Lincoln,
1809-1849

The story of Abraham Lincoln is a quintessential American narrative: the
self-made man who rose from humble beginnings to become one of the
nation's most revered figures. This article will explore Lincoln's political
life from his early career to the eve of the Civil War, focusing on his
remarkable ascent, his unwavering principles, and the crucial formative
years that shaped his presidency. We'll examine his *political ambition*,
his *early legal career*, his *Whiggish ideology*, his *debates with
Stephen Douglas*, and his *rise to national prominence*, demonstrating
how he embodied the ideal of the self-made man in the crucible of 19th-
century American politics.

From Humble Beginnings to Legal Success:
The Foundation of Lincoln's Political
Career

Born in a Kentucky log cabin in 1809, Abraham Lincoln's early life was
defined by poverty and limited educational opportunities. His family
moved repeatedly, seeking better prospects in Indiana and Illinois. This
itinerant lifestyle, however, instilled in him a deep understanding of the
common man's struggles and a strong work ethic. Lincoln's self-
education, fueled by an insatiable thirst for knowledge, is a testament to
his determination and self-reliance. He learned to read and write mostly
independently, consuming books voraciously and mastering grammar
and rhetoric through sheer willpower. This *self-education* became a



A Self Made Man The Political Life Of Abraham Lincoln 1809 1849

cornerstone of his future success.

Lincoln's early career involved various manual labor jobs, including rail-
splitting, before he transitioned into law. He studied law through self-
study and apprenticeship, eventually passing the bar exam and
establishing himself as a successful lawyer in Illinois. This period wasn't
just about legal proficiency; it also sharpened his debating skills, honed
his understanding of human nature, and exposed him to the political
currents of his time. His legal practice provided him with a platform to
engage with the community and build a network of influential contacts,
laying the groundwork for his political ambitions.

The Whig and the Rise of Anti-Slavery
Politics

Lincoln's early political career was intertwined with the Whig Party, a
coalition opposing Andrew Jackson's Democrats. His *Whiggish
ideology* emphasized economic development, internal improvements,
and a strong national government. However, his political views were
gradually shaped by the escalating debate over slavery. While not
initially an abolitionist, Lincoln's moral opposition to slavery grew over
time. He became increasingly vocal in his condemnation of the
expansion of slavery into new territories, a position that resonated with
a growing segment of the population. This growing anti-slavery
sentiment, coupled with his persuasive rhetoric, positioned him as a
leading voice in the burgeoning Republican Party.

The Lincoln-Douglas Debates: A Crucible of
Political Skill

The 1858 Illinois senatorial race, and the famous Lincoln-Douglas
debates, marked a pivotal moment in Lincoln's career. These debates
were not merely political sparring; they were a masterclass in rhetoric,
strategy, and the articulation of deeply held beliefs. Although he lost the
senatorial race to Stephen Douglas, Lincoln's performance catapulted
him to national prominence. His articulate and reasoned arguments
against the expansion of slavery, coupled with his ability to connect with
ordinary people, gained him a national following and solidified his
reputation as a powerful orator and political thinker. The debates
showcased his extraordinary intellect and his ability to frame complex
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issues in a way that resonated with a broad audience, further solidifying
the image of Lincoln as a *self-made man* who had achieved success
through talent and hard work.

From Illinois Lawyer to National Figure:
The Road to 1860

The years between 1858 and 1860 witnessed Lincoln's transformation
from a prominent Illinois politician to a national figure. His eloquent
articulation of the Republican Party's platform, centered on containing
the spread of slavery, resonated deeply with many Americans. This
consistent message, delivered with his characteristic honesty and
integrity, eventually helped him secure the Republican Party's
nomination for president in 1860. His victory marked a decisive turning
point in American history, ushering in a new era of political leadership
and setting the stage for the Civil War. This period definitively cemented
Lincoln’s image as a *self-made man* who had reached the highest
office through sheer dedication and political acumen.

Conclusion: The Legacy of a Self-Made
President

Abraham Lincoln's political life from 1809 to 1849 represents a
compelling case study in the American dream. His rise from humble
beginnings to national prominence demonstrates the power of self-
reliance, hard work, and unwavering commitment to one's principles.
These formative years laid the foundation for his future success and
shaped his leadership during the tumultuous years leading up to the
Civil War. His story continues to inspire generations, serving as a
reminder that even in the face of adversity, individuals can achieve
greatness through determination and a steadfast belief in their ideals.

FAQ

Q1: What were the major obstacles Lincoln faced in his early life?

Al: Lincoln faced significant obstacles, including extreme poverty,
limited educational opportunities, and the constant struggle for survival
in a frontier environment. His family's frequent moves and his lack of
formal education required immense self-discipline and determination to
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achieve his goals.

Q2: How did Lincoln's legal career contribute to his political
success?

A2: Lincoln's legal career provided him with invaluable experience in
debate, rhetoric, and understanding the nuances of political
maneuvering. It also allowed him to build a network of influential
contacts and establish a reputation for honesty and integrity.

Q3: What were the key tenets of Lincoln's Whiggish ideology?

A3: Lincoln's Whiggish ideology championed economic development
through internal improvements (like canals and railroads), a strong
national government capable of promoting progress, and a belief in
American exceptionalism. This was later tempered by his growing anti-
slavery sentiments.

Q4: What was the significance of the Lincoln-Douglas debates?

A4: The Lincoln-Douglas debates were crucial because they brought
Lincoln national attention. His performance, though he lost the election,
demonstrated his intellectual prowess, rhetorical skill, and moral clarity
on the slavery issue. It established him as a national figure and a
powerful advocate against the expansion of slavery.

Q5: How did Lincoln's anti-slavery views evolve over time?

A5: While not initially an abolitionist, Lincoln's opposition to the
expansion of slavery grew steadily. He consistently argued against the
moral and political dangers of extending slavery into new territories,
believing it incompatible with the principles of freedom and equality
upon which the nation was founded.

Q6: How did Lincoln's self-made nature influence his political
approach?

AG6: Lincoln's self-made background deeply shaped his political
approach. His understanding of the common man's struggles fueled his
empathy and shaped his policies. His self-reliance instilled a
determination and resilience that served him well in the face of daunting
political challenges.
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Q7: What were some of the key differences between Lincoln's
political views and those of Stephen Douglas?

A7: The central difference lay in their stance on slavery's expansion.
Douglas championed popular sovereignty (allowing territories to decide
the slavery question themselves), while Lincoln argued that slavery's
expansion should be halted altogether, emphasizing its inherent moral
wrongness. This fundamental disagreement defined the Lincoln-Douglas
debates.

Q8: How did Lincoln's experiences prior to 1849 shape his later
presidency?

A8: Lincoln's early life struggles, his legal career, his experiences in
Illinois politics, and the Lincoln-Douglas debates all contributed to his
later presidential success. His deep understanding of ordinary people,
his political acumen, and his ability to articulate complex issues
effectively all stemmed from this foundational period.

A Self-Made Man: The Political Life of Abraham Lincoln, 1809-1849

The tale of Abraham Lincoln's ascent from humble origins to the
pinnacle of American government before 1849 is a compelling
illustration of self-reliance, unwavering determination, and shrewd
governmental acumen. Born into destitution in a Kentucky log cabin,
Lincoln overcame significant obstacles to attain remarkable
achievement in the relatively short span of four years. His initial life,
marked by scant learning and constant hardship, laid the base for a
character defined by uprightness, sharpness, and an relentless belief in
the principles of self-governance.

Lincoln's public career began not in the hallowed halls of privileged
universities, but in the hard-fought world of Illinois government. He
originally acted as a Whig in the Illinois State Legislature, showing a
remarkable talent to express his views with precision and persuasion.
His lawyerly profession provided him with valuable experience in
argument, negotiation, and the skill of influencing others. His expanding
reputation was solidified through his adept handling of judicial cases,
where he displayed his acute mind and complete understanding of the
law.

His selection to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1846 marked a
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substantial turning point in his career. While his tenure was moderately
short, he utilized this platform to efficiently articulate his objection to
the Mexican-American War, showing his increasing anti-slavery feelings.
He articulated his worries with power, using principled reasons to
oppose the growth of slavery. This refusal solidified his image as a man
of integrity, additionally enhancing his public reputation.

During this period, Lincoln's governmental ideology was still evolving,
reflecting the complicated nature of the governmental setting of the
time. He handled the challenging waters of sectional conflicts,
attentively considering his aspirations with his loyalty to his values. His
speeches and writings during this time reveal a developing awareness of
the menace that slavery posed to the country's future, laying the base
for his later direction on the issue.

By 1849, Lincoln had established himself as a prominent figure in
Illinois government and a respected voice in national debates about
slavery and the future of the union. His self-made progress, defined by
difficult work, mental exploration, and unwavering resolve, laid the
foundation for his subsequent remarkable achievement as the 16th
President of the United States.

Conclusion:

Abraham Lincoln's public life before 1849 is a testament to the force of
independence and the value of unwavering resolve. He transformed
himself from a needy youth into a admired public leader, demonstrating
that triumph is attainable through hard work, mental curiosity, and a
strong dedication to one's principles. His primitive journey provided the
vital knowledge he would later use to direct the nation through its most
challenging period.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What was Lincoln's main political affiliation before 18492
Lincoln was primarily a Whig, a party that advocated for economic
modernization and a strong national government.

2. How did Lincoln's legal career impact his political life? His legal
practice honed his debating skills, sharpened his understanding of
human nature, and provided invaluable experience in persuasion and
negotiation, essential tools for a successful politician.
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3. What were Lincoln's main political positions before 1849? He
was increasingly opposed to the expansion of slavery, advocating for its
containment and eventually for its eventual eradication. He also
expressed his views against the Mexican-American War, viewing it as
unnecessary aggression.

4. Why is studying Lincoln's early political career important? It
reveals his development as a leader, showcasing his evolution of thought
on key issues and how he built his skills and reputation in preparation
for his later national prominence. Understanding this formative period is
crucial to understanding his presidency.
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