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INTRODUCTION: UNCOVERING
THE LEADER OF A DIVIDED
NATION

The  question  “Who  was  the  16th
president of the United States?”  is
one  of  the  most  significant  in  American
history. The answer, Abraham Lincoln, is
a figure who looms larger than life in the
national consciousness. He served as the

nation’s chief executive during its most
perilous  chapter—the  Civil  War.  To
understand modern America, one must
first  understand  the  man  who  held  the
Union  together,  ended  the  scourge  of
legalized  slavery,  and  redefined  the
meaning  of  democracy.  This  article
explores  the  life,  leadership,  and
enduring  legacy  of  Abraham  Lincoln,
providing  a  comprehensive  answer  to
that foundational question.
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The Early Life of
Abraham Lincoln:
From Log Cabin
to Law Office
Abraham Lincoln was born on February
12, 1809, in a humble log cabin in Hardin
County,  Kentucky  (now  part  of  LaRue
County). His birth into poverty was far
removed from the grandeur of the White
House.  The  Lincoln  family  moved  to
Indiana  when  Abraham  was  seven,  a
frontier environment that was both harsh
and formative. His mother, Nancy Hanks
Lincoln,  died  when  he  was  just  nine

years old, a loss that profoundly affected
him.  His  father,  Thomas  Lincoln,
remarried Sarah Bush Johnston, a kind
woman  who  encouraged  young
Abraham's  reading.
Despite having less than a year of formal
schooling,  Lincoln  was  a  voracious
autodidact.  He walked miles to borrow
books  and  taught  himself  grammar,
mathematics,  and  law.  This  thirst  for
knowledge, combined with his physical
strength  and  reputation  for  honesty,
defined his early adult years. He worked
as a rail-splitter,  a  storekeeper,  and a
postmaster  before  deciding  to  enter
politics. In 1834, he won a seat in the
Illinois state legislature as a member of
the Whig Party. It was during this period
that he began to study law, and in 1836,
he  was  admit ted  to  the  bar .  He
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established a successful law practice in
Springfield,  Illinois,  earning  the
nickname “Honest Abe” for his integrity
and fairness.

The Political Rise
of the 16th
President
Lincoln’s political ascent was methodical.
After  serving  four  terms in  the  Illinois
legislature, he was elected to the United
States  House  of  Representatives  in
1846. His single term in Congress was
notable  for  his  firm  opposition  to  the
Mexican-American  War,  a  stance  that
made  him  temporarily  unpopular.

Following  his  term,  he  returned  to
Springfield,  focusing  on  his  law  career
for  several  years.  The  passage  of  the
Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, which
allowed  territories  to  decide  on  the
legality of slavery, reignited his political
fire.  He  fiercely  opposed  the  expansion
of  slavery  into  the  western  territories,
framing the debate as a moral issue.
The  year  1858  was  a  turning  point.
Lincoln  ran  against  the  incumbent
Senator Stephen A. Douglas for a seat in
the U.S. Senate. Their famous series of
seven  debates  across  Illinois  focused
almost exclusively on the institution of
slavery.  While  Lincoln  lost  the  Senate
race, the debates brought him national
fame.  His  eloquence  and  clear  moral
reasoning  were  put  on  full  display.  In
1860,  the  newly  formed  Republican
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Party nominated him as its presidential
candidate.  With  the  Democratic  Party
deeply  split  between  Northern  and
Southern  factions,  Lincoln  won  the
presidency with only 40 percent of the
popular vote, but a decisive majority in
the Electoral College. His victory was the
direct trigger for the secession of seven
Southern states.

THE PRESIDENCY: PRESERVING
THE UNION AT ALL COSTS

The Inauguration
and the Start of

the Civil War
When Lincoln was inaugurated on March
4,  1861,  the  nat ion  was  already
fracturing. In his First Inaugural Address,
he  pleaded  for  peace  while  declaring
that no state had the right to leave the
Union. He famously stated, “We are not
enemies,  but  friends.  We must  not  be
enemies.” Despite his conciliatory words,
the  Confederate  states  fired  on  Fort
Sumter in Charleston Harbor on April 12,
1861. The Civil War had begun. As the
16th  president,  Lincoln’s  primary  goal
became the restoration of the Union. He
called for 75,000 volunteers to suppress
the  rebellion,  a  decision  that  led  four
more Southern states to secede.
The  ear ly  years  of  the  war  were
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disastrous for the Union. The Army of the
Potomac  suffered  repeated  defeats  at
the hands of smaller Confederate forces
led  by  General  Robert  E.  Lee.  Lincoln
acted as both Commander-in-Chief and a
strategic  advisor.  He  went  through  a
series  of  generals—McClellan,  Pope,
Burnside,  Hooker—before  finding  a
commander he could trust in Ulysses S.
Grant. Lincoln spent countless hours in
the  War  Department’s  telegraph  office,
sending  messages  to  generals  and
staying  abreast  of  battlefield
movements.  His  leadership  during  this
period  was  marked  by  patience,
resi l ience,  and  an  unshakeable
commitment to the national cause.

The
Emancipation
Proclamation:
Changing the
War's Purpose
By the summer of 1862, Lincoln realized
that  preserving  the  Union  required  a
bolder  moral  stance.  He  believed  that
striking at  the economic  foundation of
the  South—slavery—was  a  military
necessity. On September 22, 1862, after
the  Union  victory  at  the  Battle  of
Antietam,  he  issued  the  preliminary
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Emancipation  Proclamation.  The  final
version  took  effect  on  January  1,  1863.
The  Emancipation  Proclamation
declared that all slaves in the rebellious
states  were  “then,  thenceforward,  and
forever free.” It did not immediately free
a single slave, as it applied only to areas
not  under  Union  control.  However,  it
transformed the character of the war. It
allowed  Black  men  to  join  the  Union
Army  and  Navy  (nearly  200,000  did),
and it ensured that any victory by the
Union  would  be  a  victory  for  human
freedom.  It  also  prevented  European
powers like Britain and France, who had
abolished  slavery,  from intervening  on
behalf of the Confederacy.

KEY MOMENTS OF LINCOLN’S

LEADERSHIP

The Gettysburg
Address
In  November 1863,  Lincoln traveled to
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, to dedicate a
cemetery for the soldiers who had died
in  the  battle  four  months  earlier.  The
main speaker, Edward Everett, spoke for
two hours.  Lincoln  spoke for  just  over
two minutes. His Gettysburg Address,
with  its  opening  line  “Four  score  and
seven years  ago,”  is  one of  the  most
powerful  speeches  in  the  English
language.  In  just  272  words,  he
redefined the war  as  a  struggle  not  just
for  the  Union,  but  for  the  principle  of
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human equality. He concluded with the
call for a “new birth of freedom” and for
government  “of  the  people,  by  the
people, for the people” to survive. This
speech perfectly encapsulated the moral
stakes of the conflict.

The 1864
Election and the
End of the War
As the war dragged on, Lincoln faced a
difficult  re-election  campaign  in  1864.
War-weariness had set in, and many in
the  North  felt  the  conflict  was  not
winnable. Lincoln’s own cabinet doubted
his chances. He ran against his former

top general,  George B.  McClellan,  who
ran on a platform of peace negotiations
with the Confederacy. However, a series
of  Union  victories—especially  the
capture of Atlanta by General William T.
Sherman  in  September—shifted  public
opinion.  Lincoln  won  in  a  landslide,
demonstrating that the American people
were willing to see the war through to its
conclusion.
By  April  1865,  the  Confederacy  was
collapsing.  Grant  had  cornered  Lee  at
Appomattox Court House in Virginia. On
April  9,  Lee  surrendered  his  Army  of
Northern  Virginia.  Lincoln  visited  the
fallen Confederate capital  of  Richmond
and was greeted by freed slaves as a
liberator.  He began outlining his vision
fo r  Recons t ruc t i on—a  p lan  o f
reconciliation and healing, “with malice
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toward none, with charity for all.”

THE ASSASSINATION OF
ABRAHAM LINCOLN

Just  five  days  after  Lee’s  surrender,  on
the evening of  April  14,  1865,  Lincoln
attended  a  play  at  Ford’s  Theatre  in
Washington  D.C.  While  watching  the
comedy  “Our  American  Cousin,”  actor
and  Confederate  sympathizer  John
Wi lkes  Booth  sneaked  in to  the
presidential box and shot Lincoln in the
back  of  the  head.  The  president  was
carried across the street to a boarding
house,  where  he  died  the  following
morning, April  15, 1865, at the age of
56.
His death sent shockwaves through the
nat ion  and  the  wor ld .  A  pub l i c
outpouring of grief was unprecedented.

His funeral train retraced the route of his
inaugural  journey  from  Washington,
D.C.,  to  Springfield,  Illinois,  passing
through  hundreds  of  towns  and  cities
where  millions  of  mourners  paid  their
respects. Just as the country was ready
to  hea l ,  i t  l o s t  i t s  l eade r .  The
assassination  of  the  16th  president
created a vacuum of leadership during
the  crucial  Reconstruction  period,  a
vacuum that  had  profound  and  tragic
consequences for the newly freed slaves
and the nation as a whole.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE
16TH PRESIDENT

A b r a h a m  L i n c o l n ’ s  l e g a c y  i s
monumental.  He is consistently ranked
by  historians  and  scholars  as  the
greatest American president. His legacy



Who Was The 16th President Of United States 9

9

can be understood through several key
achievements:

Preservation of the Union: He
prevented the permanent division
of the United States, ensuring that
the federal government remained
supreme over the states.
Emancipation of Slaves: He
issued the Emancipation
Proclamation and championed the
passage of the 13th Amendment
to the Constitution, which
permanently abolished slavery
throughout the United States.
Modernization of the Economy:
During his presidency, he signed
legislation that created the
transcontinental railroad, the
Homestead Act, the Land-Grant

College Act (creating public
universities), and the
establishment of the Department
of Agriculture. These acts
reshaped the American economy
and westward expansion.
Redefining Democracy: Through
speeches like the Gettysburg
Address and his Second Inaugural
Address, Lincoln gave the world a
new understanding of democracy
as a system based on equality and
human rights, not just majority
rule.

The  question  “Who  was  the  16th
president of the United States?”  is
answered not just by a name, but by a
legacy  of  courage,  conviction,  and
profound moral clarity. He was a man of
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contradictions—a politician who disliked
slavery but was willing to allow it to exist
to  save the Union,  yet  who ultimately
saw the need for its complete abolition.
He  was  a  wartime  leader  who  was
d e e p l y  e m p a t h e t i c  a n d  o f t e n
melancholic. He was a master of prose
who used language to heal and inspire a
broken nation. The Lincoln Memorial in
Washington  D.C.,  with  its  statue  of  a
seated  Lincoln  gazing  out  over  the
Reflecting  Pool,  serves  as  a  permanent
shrine to his memory. Martin Luther King
Jr.  delivered  his  “I  Have  a  Dream”
speech from its  steps,  a  testament  to
Lincoln’s enduring relevance to the fight
for equality.

CONCLUSION: THE MAN WHO

SAVED THE UNION

In summary, the 16th president of the
United  States  was  Abraham Lincoln,  a
man who rose from frontier poverty to
lead  the  nation  through  its  greatest
crisis.  His  steadfast  leadership,  moral
fortitude, and eloquent vision preserved
the United States as a single, indivisible
nation. He transformed the meaning of
the Declaration of Independence, turning
its  promise  of  equality  into  a  political
and  legal  reality.  While  the  Civil  War
claimed  over  600,000  lives,  it  was
Lincoln’s  resolve  that  saw  the  nation
through the storm. He was assassinated
at the moment of  victory,  becoming a
martyr  for  the  cause  of  Union  and
freedom. The story of Abraham Lincoln is
not  merely  a  lesson in  history;  it  is  a
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profound example of  leadership in  the
face  of  overwhelming  adversity.  His
answer  to  the  question  of  American
democracy remains as powerful today as

it  was  in  the  1860s:  a  government
dedicated to the proposition that all men
are created equal must not perish from
the earth.


