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Chapter Eighteen 

lincoln’s economic legacy

New Birth of Freedom, 2009

“The ant, who has toiled and dragged a crumb to his nest, will 
furiously defend the fruit of his labor against, whatever robber assails 
him.”  This parable expressed Abraham Lincoln’s belief in the dignity of 
human labor.  The right to the fruit of one’s labor was so fundamental 
that “all feel and understand it, even down to brutes and creeping 
insects,” wrote Lincoln.  The inalienable right to liberty, including 
the liberty to the fruit of one’s labor, was a right announced in the 
Declaration of Independence. 

For Lincoln, according to historian Gabor Boritt, the “right to rise” 
was “the central idea of the United States.”  Lincoln said in March 
1860: “The prudent, penniless beginner in the world, labors for wages 
awhile, saves a surplus with which to buy tools or land, for himself; 
then labors on his own account another while, and at length hires 
another new beginner to help him.  This…is the just, and generous, and 
prosperous system, which opens the way to all – gives hope to all, and 
energy, and progress, and improvement of condition to all.”

Lincoln himself had risen from poverty in Kentucky, Indiana, and 
Illinois.  As a farm hand, axe-man, craftsman, militia captain, shop clerk 
and owner, Lincoln learned the liberating power of honest work.  He did 
not particularly like farm work, but he prided himself on his axe skills, 
even into his presidency.  Like America’s first president, America’s 16th 
president also received an economic education as a surveyor, whereby he 
witnessed the importance of land titles to secure the fruit of one’s labor.

Lincoln, opposing many of his contemporaries, believed that 
the Declaration of Independence applied to both black and white 
Americans.  On July 4, 1776, the Declaration of Independence of 
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the Continental Congress had declared that “all men are created 
equal,” and Lincoln embraced this founding principle.  His political 
activities emphasized economic and free labor policies during the first 
two decades of his political life.  In 1854 Lincoln shifted his focus 
to fighting the extension of slavery (unfree labor).  There was both a 
political and a strong moral component to Lincoln’s policy.  “Slavery 
is founded in the selfishness of man’s nature – opposition to it [in] his 
love of justice.  These principles are an eternal antagonism; and when 
brought into collision so fiercely, as slavery extension brings them, 
shocks, and throes, and convulsions must ceaselessly follow,” said 
Lincoln at Peoria on October 16, 1854.  These were hard words in the 
free state of Illinois, which also had a widespread culture of racism.  

For Lincoln, the Missouri Compromise of 1820 had established a 
fence to block the northward and westward expansion of slavery.  The 
Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 destroyed the fence, repealed the Missouri 
Compromise line, opened the territory to slavery, and reversed what 
Lincoln argued was the Founders’ intention to put slavery in the “course 
of ultimate extinction.”  Lincoln contended: “Repeal the Missouri 
Compromise – repeal all compromises – repeal the Declaration of 
Independence – repeal all past history, you still can not repeal human 
nature.  It still will be the abundance of man’s heart, that slavery 
extension is wrong; and out of the abundance of his heart, his mouth 
will continue to speak.”

For the last decade of his life Lincoln would continue to emphasize 
the immorality of slavery and the honor of free labor.  “I want every 
man to have the chance, and I believe a black man is entitled to it,” 
Lincoln told a New Haven audience in March 1860.  In the wake of 
his remarkable Cooper Union speech of February, Lincoln spoke of his 
economic beliefs as he toured New England.  A black American, too, 
should be able to “look forward and hope to be a hired laborer this year 
and the next, work for himself afterward, and finally to hire men to 
work for him!  That is the true system.”

Slavery undermined the hope of the American System of free labor 
that Lincoln cherished – public works, a national bank system, and 
revenue producing tariffs – a system popularized by Henry Clay, the 
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great Whig leader from Kentucky, but also inspired by America’s 
first Treasury Secretary, Alexander Hamilton, three decades earlier.  
Lincoln’s sense of the justice of the American System was obvious in 
his first announcement in 1832, age 23, as a political candidate: “Time 
and experience have verified to a demonstration, the public utility of 
internal improvements.  That the poorest and most thinly populated 
countries would be greatly benefited by the opening of good roads, 
and in the clearing of navigable streams within their limits, is what no 
person will deny.”  Eventually that vision would lead to America’s first 
transcontinental railroad.

Until death, Lincoln maintained his faith in the fundamental wisdom 
and beneficial results of free labor.  “We made the experiment; and the 
fruit is before us.  Look at it – think of it.  Look at it, in its aggregate 
grandeur, of extent of country, and numbers of population – of ship, 
and steamboat, and rail-[road]...”  Himself an innovator, Lincoln had a 
strong interest in new technology.

Above all, Lincoln’s economic philosophy meant that labor and 
capital should work together rather than in conflict.  In his policy for 
prosperity, he held the dignity of human labor to be primary.  In his 
1861 Annual Message to Congress, Lincoln wrote that: “Labor is prior 
to, and independent of, capital.  Capital is only the fruit of labor, and 
could never have existed if labor had not first existed.”  In 1864 Lincoln 
spelled out his underlying economic goal to the men of an Ohio 
regiment – “an open field and a fair chance for your industry, enterprise 
and intelligence; that you may all have equal privileges in the race of 
life.”  

Equality of opportunity is Lincoln’s economic legacy.  As he said 
“work, work, work is the main thing.”

This article first appeared in A New Birth of Freedom, published by 
Newsdesk Media (www.newsdeskmedia.com), and is reproduced with 
kind permission.




