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No other speech by Abraham Lincoln
has been more closely scrutinized by psy-
chobiographers than his January 27, 1838,
address “The Perpetuation of Qur Political
Institutions” delivered to the Young Men’s
Lyceum of Springfield. Literary critic
Edmund Wilson first suggested that Lin-
coln’s speech revealed the twenty-seven-
year-old politician’s inordinate ambition.
Later writers have picked up on the theme
and offered their own vaniations.! By
using Lincoln’s address as a guide por-
tending his later behavior, however, psy-
chohistorians have overlooked a very
important element of the story: the nature
of the Young Men’s Lyceum.

While traditional biographers have writ-
ten much about Lincoln’s speech, they
mention the Lyceum only in passing.? The
definitive account of Lincoln's Spring-
field—Paul M. Angle’s “Here I Have
Lived”—confuses the Young Men’s

Lyceum (founded about 1835) with the
older Sangamon County Lyceum
(founded in 1833). The editors of The Col-
lected Works of Abraham Lincoln repeat the
mistake.®* A closer look at the lyceum
movement in Illinois generally and the
Springheld Young Men’s Lyceum specih-
cally offers a new perspective on Lincoln
and his 1838 address.

Lyceums offered an early form of popu-
lar education through lectures and
debates. According to cultural historian
Russel Blaine Nye, the lyceum was “a self-
supporting, locally controlled, voluntary
association that played a vital role in the
development of American culture.”* But
educating the community was not the sole
function of the lyceum. Advancement of
individual skills and careers also played an
important role. The associations provided
young professional men with an opportu-
nity for demonsirating their knowledge
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