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On July 4, 1861, Abraham Lincoln stood
before the Congress of the United States and
declared thacihe civil serife then dividing the
American nation was the ultimate test of the
feasibility of self-government. Determined
to save the Union, Lincoln urged his lellow
countrymen o recognize that the fawe not
only of slavery but of the democratic form of
government hungin the balunce. In order o
call the experiment ol popular government
a success, Americans had 10 demonstrate
their ability to delend their nation against
the threat of destruction.!

Discussion of Lincoln’s conception of the
role of the United States in world alfairs and
in history is vsually confined to the Civil
War policies of his presidential years. Cer-
tainly the responsibilities of the war period
forced Lincoln to express and to act upon his
perception of the purpose of the United
States. Using the cause of a special American
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mission to preserve democracy as a rallying
point for Union lorces and the northern
population, Lincoln frequently described
his commitment to the preservation of re-
publican principles.

The idea of mission, however, goes [ar
beyond serving as an expedient appeal in a
national emergency. Deeply engrained in
American revolutionary tradition, the con-
viction that democratic government permits
the attainment of true liberty and che perlect-
ability of the lree individual has long per-
meated both domestic and [oreign policy. A
romantic glorification of the birth ol the
Republic, combined with beliel in the
American prescription of government as the
best possible, has led Americans to assume
that virtually all actions of the United States,
founded on ideals, are justifiable. Although
that fervent sense of destiny has led occa-
stonally 10 a dangerous complacency on the
one hand and to ethnocentric attempts to
dominate different cultures on the other, it is
an inescapable pare of American thought
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