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There were many that agreed with Taney’s argument that Lincoln was usurping power 

and playing the role of both Congress and executive in pursuit of his own purposes (White 2009, 

417). Many Democrats or southern sympathizers accused Lincoln of many things including 

labeling him as a despot, tyrant, and dictator (Halbert 1958, 101). The Baltimore Sun revered 

Taney as a hero writing that, “it is not possible to read the opinion of Chief Justice Taney, in the 

Merryman case, without an impressive sense of the power of truth, and the convincing logic of 

the constitution and laws” (McGinty 2011, 92). Republicans mostly applauded the president’s 

decisive action and denounced Taney’s decision. Horace Greely wrote that, “no judge whose 

heart was loyal to the Constitution would have given such aid and comfort to public enemies. Of 

all the tyrannies that afflict mankind, that of the judiciary is the most insidious, the most 

intolerable, the most dangerous” (McGinty 2011, 92). 

Lincoln would essentially do nothing following Taney’s decision, neither responding to 

Taney’s opinion nor releasing Merryman. Lincoln declined to submit to Taney’s Ex parte 

Merryman opinion, not only because it challenged his decision to suspend habeas corpus, but 

also because he believed that the Constitution forbade him to submit to Taney’s decision. He 

recognized that his duty was “to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution,” not to follow 

judicial dictates, and if there was a conflict between these two, he would follow his duty based 

upon his own considered sense of what the Constitution required of him (McGinty 2011, 5). He 

believed that decisions of the courts were entitled to great respect, however he did not believe 

that government policy could be fixed by Supreme Court decisions (McGinty 2011, 4). Lincoln 

did not believe that Taney’s decision in Ex parte Merryman controlled his actions as president of 

the United States. If Taney derived his power from the judicial article of the Constitution, 
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Lincoln derived his power from the executive article of the same founding document (McGinty 

2011, 4).  

Following the Ex parte Merryman decision, Attorney General Bates, though reluctant to 

oppose Taney, supported Lincoln’s suspension. The next few weeks following the decision, he 

drafted an argument in favor of Lincoln’s decision, writing that, “in a time like the present, when 

the very existence of the Nation is assailed, by a great and dangerous insurrection, the President 

has the lawful discretionary power to arrest and hold in custody, persons known to have criminal 

intercourse with the insurgents” (Goodwin 2005, 355). It appears that Bates partly wrote this 

opinion based upon his position as Attorney General, serving as the chief legal authority for the 

country. Also Lincoln has asked Bates to confer with Reverdy Johnson, who strongly supported 

Lincoln’s suspension of habeas corpus, to publish an opinion (McGinty 2011, 105). Bates 

worked with both Johnson and his assistant attorney general to draft his opinion. From a legal 

standpoint, Bates stated that the president’s powers to suspend habeas corpus derived from his 

duty to “take care that laws be faithfully executed”. Furthermore, if the executive abused his 

power, the remedy would be to impeach him, not to subject him to certain decisions of the court 

(McGinty 2011).  

During the next several weeks into June, Lincoln began drafting the message that he 

would be giving to the special session of Congress on July 4th. He worked out his own thoughts, 

at times seeking advice from his cabinet members, but mostly writing it himself (McGinty 2011). 

Lincoln believed that this message was very important; as it would allow him to both explain to 

Congress and to the nation his reasoning behind his decisions thus far into the war. Lincoln 

originally wrote the document in a personal voice, but later decided to switch to a more passive 

voice in order to give a more objective justification of his actions (McGinty 2011, 98). McGinty 
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writes that, “He did not want it to seem that he had assumed the role of a tyrant, for ‘the 

appearance of military dictatorship was a matter of deep concern’ to him. He was a constitutional 

officer— the president, the chief executive, the commander in chief— and he wanted the public 

to know that he understood his role” (98). In Lincoln’s address to Congress, he defended his 

actions saying that, as chief executive, he alone was responsible for ensuring that the laws were 

executed faithfully (Goodwin 2005). He stated that,  

"Now it is insisted that Congress, and not the Executive, is vested with this power. But 
the Constitution itself, is silent as to which, or who, is to exercise the power; and as the provision 
was plainly made for a dangerous emergency, it cannot be believed the framers of the instrument 

intended, that, in every case, the danger should run its course, until Congress could be called 
together; the very assembling of which might be prevented... by the rebellion” 

(Dueholm 2008, 50). 
 
His famous line at the conclusion of his address was, “are all the laws, but one, to go unexecuted, 

and the government itself to go to pieces, lest that one be violated?” (Goodwin 2005, 355). 

Lincoln’s reasoning was that it didn’t make sense to elevate one law, the law that defined who 

had the power to suspend habeas corpus, over all other laws (McGinty 2011). He implicitly asks 

Congress to authorize his actions, stating that, “In full view of his great responsibility he has so 

far done what he has deemed his duty. You will now, according to your own judgment, perform 

yours” (Miller Center). Lincoln’s speech showed that he had paid attention and did his best to 

interpret what his constitutional duty was. He had given serious thought to potentially 

suspending habeas corpus before he gave his order to General Scott and he believed that his 

order helped the effort to take care that the laws be faithfully executed (McGinty 2011, 102). 

Furthermore, he made the decision that he did because Congress was not in session and he had to 

make an emergency military decision in the interest of public safety.  

Members of Congress were mostly supportive of Lincoln’s decision. Some believed that 

Lincoln’s decision to suspend habeas corpus had been necessary but questioned its legality. 
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Republican Senator John Sherman from Ohio stated that, “I approve the action of the President. I 

believe the President did right. He did precisely what I would have done if I had been in his place 

. . . but I cannot here, in my place, under oath, declare that it was strictly legal” (McGinty 2011, 

118). There were several Democratic congressmen that did not approve of Lincoln’s decision, as 

Democrat John C. Breckinridge denied that one branch of government could “indemnify” 

another branch for a violation of the Constitution (McGinty 2011). At this special session of 

Congress, Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts, who was the chairman of the Committee on 

Military Affairs and the Militia, attached a measure to a larger bill that raised the pay of troops, 

which stated that,  

And be it further enacted, That all the acts, proclamations, and orders of the President of the 
United States, after the fourth of March, eighteen hundred and sixty- one, respecting the army 
and navy of the United States, and calling out or relating to the militia or volunteers from the 

States, are hereby approved and in all respects legalized and made valid, to the same intent and 
with the same effect as if they had been issued and done under the previous express authority and 

direction of the Congress of the United States (McGinty 2011, 119). 
 
This bill was passed on August 6, 1861 and it essentially retroactively legalized the president’s 

military actions thus far into his presidency, including his suspension of habeas corpus. Congress 

showed further support of Lincoln’s decision when it passed the Habeas Corpus Suspension Act 

in March of 1863. Congress took action to eliminate doubt about the legality of the suspension of 

the writ of habeas corpus (Neely 1991, 68). Senator Lyman Trumbull drafted the bill, and 

Lincoln signed it into law on March 3, 1863. It read that, "during the present rebellion, the 

President of the United States, whenever, in his judgment, the public safety may require it, is 

authorized to suspend the privilege of the writ of habeas corpus in any case throughout the 

United States, or any part thereof" (Halbert 1958, 103). The act also established procedures that 

had to be followed whenever the writ was suspended (McGinty 2011, 122). The secretary of 

state and the secretary of war had to give lists to all federal judges of all of the prisoners detained 
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without habeas corpus and also that prisoners were to be held without habeas corpus within a 

specific timeline, not indefinitely, and they would be set free if their charges were not addressed 

within the timeline (McGinty 2011).  

 Ultimately, an estimated 10,000 to 15,000 individuals were detained without a prompt 

trial due to this suspension (Greenberg 2011). However it is not quite clear whether these 

detentions helped the Union in the war or successfully removed threats to public safety as 

Lincoln intended it to. For some, this decision represents a clear violation of personal civil 

liberties, but others see Lincoln’s decision as a military emergency that he had to make within a 

unique situation. There were plenty of individuals that denounced Lincoln as a dictator and a 

tyrant and said that he was usurping his presidential power. However Halbert believes that those 

were unfounded accusations as he writes, “Lincoln always looked to giving up rather than 

seeking power. As early as 1862, he issued an order through the War Department in which he 

noted that conditions had improved, and stated that he desired a return to normal procedures. At 

that time he directed that all political or state prisoners held by the military be released on their 

subscribing to a parole by which they agreed not to aid or comfort the enemy” (1958, 105). 

Lincoln lifted his suspension of habeas corpus in February of 1862, although he would ultimately 

suspend it again in September of 1863 following the passage of the Habeas Corpus Act in March 

of 1863. As controversial as the decision was, Lincoln took his suspension of the writ of habeas 

corpus very seriously, relating his feelings by saying that, “I fear you do not fully comprehend 

the danger of abridging the liberties of the people. Nothing but the very sternest necessity can 

ever justify it. A government had better go to the very extreme of toleration, than to aught that 

could be construed into an interference with . . .the common rights of its citizens” (Goodwin 

2005, 523).  
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Analysis Using the Character Framework 

 In looking at Lincoln’s decision to suspend habeas corpus in the spring of 1861, can one 

identify specific elements of his character that influenced or affected this particular decision? 

Some regard this decision as successful and others regard it as a failure, so if this framework 

could offer reasoning as to why Lincoln made the decision he did, perhaps it can also tell us 

whether, based upon the framework, Lincoln’s behavior led to a successful or unsuccessful 

decision. In looking first at the character element of ambition, which involves the motivational 

element that a president will use in pursuit of their goals, including enacting transformational 

policy and demonstrating self-initiative and inner drive, it appears that ambition did play a small 

role in Lincoln’s decision. The suspension of habeas corpus was an extremely transformational 

military policy, and while Lincoln didn’t seem to make the decision solely for his own personal 

legacy, he certainly demonstrated self-initiative in deciding to suspend it. Lincoln did feel that 

his legacy was tied to the war, as he would be remembered in history for whether he saved the 

Union or not, so that is an underlying factor within most of his military decisions. In this 

situation, he felt that he had to take initiative quickly and because Congress was not yet in 

session, he had to act on his own.  

 Concerning Lincoln’s integrity, I believe that this character element played a large role in 

the decision. Integrity deals with one’s ability to stick to their values and ideals when making 

decisions, especially putting their convictions to the ultimate test of loss. Lincoln’s integrity was 

demonstrated through his address to the special session of Congress when he explained his 

reasoning of why he believed he, as the president, had the right to suspend habeas corpus and 

also why he ignored Chief Justice Taney’s decision. McGinty writes that, “Lincoln was a man of 

strong convictions and even stronger instincts. Endowed with a rigorously logical mind and keen 
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powers of analysis and judgment, he was convinced that Taney’s decisions in Dred Scott and Ex 

parte Merryman were both egregiously wrong, and he was determined to do what he could to see 

to it that they ultimately did not prevail” (McGinty 2011, 3). Lincoln convinced himself, and also 

convinced Congress, that his decision that was not in violation of the Constitution and he stuck 

to these beliefs despite criticism from others. Halbert writes that, “Two things are abundantly 

clear from the record. The first is that Lincoln honestly and sincerely believed that he had the 

right to do what he did . . .The second thing to be noted is the fact that he exercised the power, 

which he believed that he had, reluctantly and sparingly” (1958, 105). Lincoln’s decision to 

suspend habeas corpus in April of 1861 could have led to more violent riots in Baltimore, attacks 

on Washington or on Union troops attempting to get to Washington. It also could have led to the 

secession of Maryland, which would have been extremely detrimental to the Union. Halbert 

emphasizes that during this time, Maryland, as a state, was volatile and many feared that it would 

secede, including Lincoln, but despite Lincoln’s decision, Maryland never left the Union and the 

capital was never attacked (1958, 98). Lincoln made the decision to suspend habeas corpus 

knowing that it was controversial and possibly detrimental to the Union, but he believed that he 

had to do everything in his power to faithfully execute the laws and protect the public. It was a 

risk that he had to take, as he expressed in his address to Congress that he felt that he was 

justified in violating one law in order to save the Union.  

 Next I turn to relatedness, which is the way in which a president treats his staff and 

advisers and how he interacts with them in meaningful ways. This particular situation happened 

just when Lincoln had been inaugurated, and, because of this, I believe that Lincoln more 

actively sought out advice from his cabinet and other advisers and he was able to have more 

meaningful dialogue with them. In making the decision to suspend habeas corpus, Lincoln 
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solicited the advice of his cabinet members and he spoke to Attorney General Bates, who 

directed him to individuals that would help him look into legal issues concerning the suspension. 

The president also conferred with men outside the government whose opinions he respected, 

such as Reverdy Johnson, who was a prominent Baltimore lawyer (McGinty 2011, 83). After 

listening to Johnson and others within his cabinet, and also consulting with General Scott on the 

military necessities he faced, Lincoln made his decision. As Lincoln’s biographer James G. 

Randall later wrote, “few measures of the Lincoln administration were adopted with more 

reluctance than this suspension of the citizen’s safeguard against arbitrary arrest” (McGinty 

2011, 84). Despite this reluctance, Lincoln sought out the opinions and advice of many people 

both within and outside of his cabinet and he clearly took into account their different opinions in 

making his final decision. 

 Lincoln’s emotional intelligence also seemed to be evident within this decision. Lincoln 

was inaugurated in early March of 1861 and from the minute that he took his presidential oath, 

he was plunged into making high-pressure decisions an in attempt to keep the Union from further 

falling apart. Dealing with the issue of Maryland was not his only problem, as he was constantly 

conferring with his cabinet and advisers, welcoming state officials to the White House, 

transforming and improving the Union army, and dealing with other border states that were on 

the verge of secession (McGinty 2011). Anyone in Lincoln’s position would experience a certain 

amount of stress and pressure, but despite the difficult circumstances that shaped Lincoln’s early 

months of his presidency, he was able to separate his personal feelings or personal hardships 

from the way that he did his job. 

 Turning to good judgment, which includes a president’s ability to match solutions to 

circumstances and also how they identify problems and devise appropriate solutions, it is 



 114 

arguable whether Lincoln employed good judgment. Lincoln felt that he had to make a decision 

that would be controversial, but he clearly identified the problem that if he allowed the riots in 

Baltimore to continue, the capital would continue to be threatened and Union troops would 

continue to be in danger. While he was able to clearly identify this problem, one could argue that 

his solution to suspend habeas corpus was not the right solution. There were individuals that 

thought that Lincoln’s actions were not legal and that he did not have the authority to suspend 

habeas corpus. Halbert writes that, “Admittedly, some of the things that happened during the 

suspension of the writ shock our peace time feelings concerning civil liberties, but how much 

better it was that Lincoln took the course that he did, rather than to follow the pattern set by some 

of our modern day governments in dealing with political opponents” (1958, 107). However, one 

can ask the question what other choices did Lincoln have and did he truly have a viable 

alternative? He felt it necessary that there be troops within the capital and if he didn’t make the 

decision that he did, then attacks on Union soldiers could have continued and there could have 

been attacks on a defenseless Washington. 

Finally I will look at the element of political leadership, which involves a president’s 

ability to mobilize, orchestrate, and consolidate public opinion. The best example demonstrating 

Lincoln’s political leadership is Lincoln’s address to the special session of Congress on July 4th. 

While he gave his message directly to Congress, Lincoln knew that the address also gave him a 

public platform in which to explain his decisions to the rest of the country (McGinty 2011). 

Despite this opportunity, opinions regarding Lincoln’s decision were mostly divided by political 

party; with Republicans largely supporting his decision and Democrats disapproving of it. He 

certainly was able to demonstrate strong charisma in his explanation of his actions, both to 

Congress and to the public. His decision proved to be polarizing despite his clearly developed 
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rationale, however that isn’t surprising within the context of a war and he did make an effective 

and widely accepted attempt to defend his actions. 

 From this analysis of the character framework concerning Lincoln’s decision to suspend 

the writ of habeas corpus, it seems that Lincoln’s character offers an explanation for how this 

decision can be understood as successful. Lincoln’s integrity and relatedness seemed to be the 

most evident factors within this decision, however one could argue that he either demonstrated 

good judgment or that he failed in this areas. I believe that he did demonstrate good judgment in 

that he was able to recognize that problem that he faced and he felt that he had no other 

alternative solution than to suspend habeas corpus. Regarding his political leadership, I believe 

that it isn’t very significant within the decision. Lincoln was largely able to mobilize public 

opinion through his address to Congress and even though there was not unanimous support or 

agreement, this element did not strongly affect the outcome of the decision. 

Analysis Using the Strategic Action Framework 

 Turning to the strategic action framework, it will be important to analyze whether this 

framework can help us to understand whether this decision can be viewed as a success or as a 

failure. First looking at vantage points, which are the way that a president uses the powers that 

are built into the Constitution, it is clear that Lincoln understood and fully utilized the powers 

that were within the Constitution. Lincoln, while reluctant at first to suspend habeas corpus, 

understood his role as executive authority and commander in chief, and he believed that this gave 

him the power to make emergency military decisions in order to suppress the rebellion. It seems 

that Lincoln became more convinced of this role as he gathered information and sought the 

advice of others around. He was able to convince Congress that he had acted faithfully to the 

Constitution, but through his decision-making process, he also convinced himself of his decision. 
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Later in his presidency when asked whether he truly thought he had the power to suspend habeas 

corpus, he stated that, “By necessary implication, when rebellion or invasion comes, the decision 

is to be made, from time to time; and I think the man whom, for the time, the people have, under 

the constitution, made the commander-in-chief of their Army and Navy, is the man who holds 

the power” (Dueholm 2008, 52). Thus, I believe that Lincoln clearly demonstrated an 

understanding of his vantage points and used them to his advantage.  

Next concerning an individual’s sense of power, which is how necessary a president feels 

power is to achieving their aims, I believe, in this situation, that Lincoln did feel that he needed a 

significant amount of power in order to suspend habeas corpus. He sought out the advice of 

many others in making sure that he had this power, also making sure that he would have their 

support, and it seems that he recognized that he needed to have power in order to achieve his 

aims of suppressing the rebellion. From this decision, and with the approval of Congress, 

Lincoln was able to amass more power than any president has. Halbert writes that, “Congress, in 

the face of this claim, chose to do nothing to assert the exclusive right, which some claimed for 

it, until Lincoln had exercised the right, which he claimed, unimpeded for almost two years. 

When Congress did act, it made no positive claim to an exclusive right, and in fact tendered to 

Lincoln more power than he had ever indicated he wished in connection with suspending the 

privilege of the writ of habeas corpus” (1958, 113). Congress did place limitations on the 

conditions wherein habeas corpus could be suspended, but their authorization still placed a 

significant amount of power with the executive.   

 Next I turn to professional reputation, which is how others within the Washington 

community view how astute the president is in utilizing his powers. Lincoln’s decision was 

viewed positively for the most part, having the support of his cabinet and most Republicans. The 
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support of Congress is perhaps the best example of Lincoln’s strong professional reputation, as 

the majority of congressmen felt that Lincoln was adept at using his powers, as they approved of 

his action to suspend the writ of habeas corpus. Attorney General Bates’ opinion concerning 

Lincoln’s decision also is an example of strong professional reputation, as Bates, while 

apprehensive to disagree with Taney, supported Lincoln and his decision, arguing that the 

president is authorized to suspend the writ because he is responsible for the preservation of the 

public safety and that the power of suspension flows from the president's power to make 

warrantless arrests (Dueholm 2008, 50). Not all agreed with the legality of Lincoln’s decision, 

such as Senator John Sherman from Ohio, but the majority of the Washington community, save 

for a sector of Democrats, respected the way that Lincoln made his decision. Looking at public 

prestige, which is how favorable the Washington community believes the public is of a 

president’s decision, it seems that this element was not evident within this decision. With the 

support of Congress and others within the Washington community, it seems that public opinion 

was not critical within the situation. 

 Finally looking at political power, which is a president’s ability to demonstrate control 

and authority when dealing with decision-making and whether they are able to persuade others 

around them using the bargaining advantages they have. In this particular situation, I believe that 

Lincoln definitely demonstrated control and authority dealing with the situation to suspend 

habeas corpus, however I don’t think that he necessarily had to persuade or convince others of 

what he was doing. There is some evidence that shows that Lincoln was more so following the 

advice of his cabinet and advisers, but ultimately he himself recognized the advice that was given 

to him and, as a leader, made the ultimate decision to suspend habeas corpus. In Lincoln’s 

conversations with his cabinet and close advisers, he actually seemed to be persuaded by others 
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to suspend the writ of habeas corpus, as evidenced by Secretary of State Seward’s comment that 

he ultimately persuaded Lincoln to finally make the decision. With the demonstration of the 

other elements of vantage points, individual sense of power, and professional reputation, I 

believe that there is enough evidence to conclude that Lincoln’s behavior is mostly compatible 

with the strategic action framework and that it can help to explain how Lincoln’s decision can be 

understood as successful.  

Conclusion 

From the analysis of these two frameworks, it seems that both of them seem to suggest 

that, based upon Lincoln’s character and use of strategic resources, that his decision was a 

success. The consensus among most individuals within Washington was that while Lincoln’s 

decision may have been a violation of civil liberties, he did what he thought he had to do not 

having the ability to go to Congress. Also his intentions were focused upon protecting the public. 

Lincoln’s later decision in September of 1863 to re-suspend habeas corpus may be viewed much 

more harshly, however his decision in the spring of 1861 was decided out of military necessity 

and Congress supported and granted Lincoln that power. I believe that the character framework 

offers important insights concerning Lincoln’s integrity and his judgment and that the strategic 

action framework demonstrates Lincoln’s ability to understand his role as executive through his 

vantage points and his individual sense of power, thus I conclude that both frameworks help us 

to understand this decision in useful ways. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

One of the central questions that arose when considering these three cases, is what 

constitutes a successful or unsuccessful decision? The question of what is a successful decision is 

largely a subjective one, but I believe that, while there will almost always be arguments that can 

regard the same decision as both successful or unsuccessful, there is usually a consensus reached 

by the majority of scholars and historians about a decision’s outcome. The way that I have 

defined success within my research is based upon how a particular decision achieved a 

president’s, i.e. Lincoln’s, larger aims and whether it was able to positively impact a certain 

situation, with my research focusing on the situation of the Civil War.  

Concerning these cases, an interesting factor to note is that the discussion of the success 

or failure of these decisions would be very different if the Union had lost the war. Abraham 

Lincoln is revered by the large majority of scholars as one of our greatest presidents, but it is 

likely that he would not be viewed in this way if the Union Army had been defeated. Also there 

could have been many different outcomes from the decisions that have just been discussed. What 

if the majority of slaves freed from the Emancipation Proclamation had decided to fight for the 

Confederacy or if the freed slaves had revolted against both sides, Union and Confederate? What 

if Lincoln’s suspension of habeas corpus had ultimately led to Maryland seceding from the 

Union? Of course it is easy to ask these “what if” questions looking retroactively at history, but it 

is important to acknowledge that Lincoln’s success can largely be attributed to the fact that he 

achieved his larger aim of saving the Union and winning the war. 

In looking at my conclusions of each of the three cases, first, with Lincoln’s decision to 

issue the Emancipation Proclamation I concluded that the character theoretical framework better 

captures the essence of Lincoln’s decision, especially because the decision was largely conceived 
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of and developed by Lincoln alone. The presence of Lincoln’s ambition and his integrity were 

important factors that positively affected his political leadership and judgment, and I believe that 

the presence of these factors within Lincoln’s character allow for a plausible explanation of the 

decision’s success. Lincoln demonstrated strong ambition in that he had a strong sense of inner 

drive and self-initiative and he enacted truly transformational policy in issuing the Emancipation 

and also demonstrated strong integrity by his willingness to take large political risks. Regarding 

the strategic action framework, which is based upon persuasion and strategic bargaining with 

others, because the decision to issue the proclamation was so solitary, this framework was unable 

to provide a useful theoretical explanation.  

Second, regarding Lincoln’s mismanagement of General McClellan, I believe that both of 

the theoretical frameworks can offer credible explanations for why Lincoln’s decisions 

concerning General McClellan can be understood as failures. The lack of relatedness and good 

judgment within Lincoln’s character can be identified as factors that led to the failed decision. 

Lincoln strongly exerted time and effort in trying to relate to McClellan, and his desire to be able 

to relate with McClellan caused a lack of relatedness with the rest of his cabinet and advisers. 

Lincoln’s also demonstrated poor judgment in that he deferred numerous times to the judgment 

of General McClellan, despite his own concerns about McClellan’s military actions (or 

inactions). Within the strategic action framework, Lincoln’s failure to use his vantage points well 

and his resulting poor professional reputation led to a lack of political power. Lincoln’s failure to 

use his vantage points as commander in chief resulted in McClellan defying numerous military 

orders from Lincoln, which in turn weakened his professional reputation among his cabinet and 

the Washington community. Lincoln fails to act in the ways that both of these frameworks 

stipulate are necessary for a successful decision. The use of the two frameworks offer 



 121 

complementary explanations, as I concluded that the strategic action framework is more useful in 

explaining why the decision was a failure, and the character framework better explains why 

Lincoln individually made the decisions that he did.  

The third case, Lincoln’s suspension of habeas corpus, at first I believed was a mixed 

decision, one that could be equally regarded as both a failure and as a success, however after 

analyzing the case more clearly, I think the decision was largely a success. The character 

framework offers important insights into the presence of the factors of integrity and good 

judgment, as Lincoln strongly stuck to his own personal values, despite the potential large risks, 

regarding his decision to suspend habeas corpus. He also demonstrated good judgment in that he 

clearly identified the problem he faced for what it was and he decided upon a course of action 

that he thought would be the most appropriate given the situation. The strategic action 

framework shows Lincoln’s use of his vantage points and his individual sense of power. Lincoln 

recognized and understood his authority as commander in chief in that he had the ability and the 

duty to make military decisions in emergency situations. The use of his vantage points 

influenced his individual sense of power in that Lincoln identified and verified his ability to 

assert a greater amount of power in an emergency situation at a time when Congress was not in 

session.  

In my initial development of the two theoretical frameworks, the first largely based upon 

work by Stanley Renshon and the second based upon the work of Richard Neustadt, I was 

skeptical about the usefulness of solely employing the character framework to explain 

presidential decision-making, which is why I developed the strategic action framework as a 

comparative way of examining presidential decisions. The two theoretical frameworks are 

presented as different ways in which to analyze and understand a decision, but upon employing 
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them in the use of looking at the three cases, I found that they actually contain some similarities. 

The persuasive ability that is central to the strategic action framework turned out to be very 

similar to the factor of political leadership within the character framework. Political leadership 

entails the ability to mobilize, orchestrate, and consolidate the public and much of those tasks 

entail some level of persuasion. Also political power within the strategic action framework ended 

up being largely similar to the combined factors of political leadership and good judgment. 

Political leadership, the ability to mobilize, orchestrate, and consolidate public opinion, and good 

judgment, involving risk assessment and a clear ability to identify problems, when occurring 

together, resembled what political power is within the strategic action framework, which is the 

demonstration of control and authority in dealing with each specific decision and an ability to 

persuade those around them. In terms of the worth of using each of the models, I believe that my 

analysis demonstrates the value of the models in understanding the success or failure of 

presidential decision-making. The models were able to provide plausible explanations for why 

decisions were successful or unsuccessful, as when Lincoln acted accordingly to the models his 

decisions were largely successful and when he did not act in ways that were outlined by the 

models his decisions were largely unsuccessful. I believe that these frameworks can also be 

valuable for looking at presidential decision-making in crisis situations. Lincoln made all of the 

three decisions within the crisis of the Civil War and the war certainly put added challenges and 

a significant amount of pressure on Lincoln when making decisions. 

After analyzing the three separate cases, there are factors within each of the individual 

frameworks that I believe to have played a larger role in these three decisions. Within the 

character framework, the factors of integrity and relatedness seemed to be crucial factors that had 

a substantial effect on good judgment. Ambition and emotional intelligence were not irrelevant 
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factors, but they seemed to be factors that were underlying each of the decisions simply based 

upon the situation in which Lincoln was making decisions. Historical legacy, one of the 

components within ambition, was a significant factor that impacted Lincoln’s decision-making, 

as in each of the decisions there was the question of would he be remembered as the Union’s 

savior or the man that destroyed the Union? Emotional intelligence was also a factor that was a 

recurring factor in each decision, but didn’t significantly impact whether a decision was 

successful or unsuccessful.  

Regarding the strategic action framework, vantage points and professional reputation 

were factors that appeared to more significantly affect Lincoln’s decision-making. When Lincoln 

more successfully used his vantage points and had a strong professional reputation, Lincoln had 

more political power, which led to the success of his decisions. The other factors of individual 

sense of power and public prestige are not irrelevant, but within the decisions that were 

examined, they did not have as much of an effect. 

My research does not come without limitations however. One of the limitations that can 

be identified is my choice of looking at Lincoln. The unique situation of the Civil War allowed 

Lincoln the opportunity to redefine his powers and take action in a way that no president had 

done, but that also means that there is no other president that had to make decisions that 

Lincoln’s can be compared to. A second limitation was the sheer volume of information that has 

been published about Lincoln. There are certainly other historical biographies and scholarly 

work that could have been employed; however in order to stay consistent, I tried to refer to 

several of the most well-known and cited Lincoln biographies and sources.  

In conclusion, I believe that my research has provided two valuable frameworks in which 

to analyze presidential decision-making. While the frameworks cannot predict the success or 



 124 

failure of decisions, they provide a way in which to better understand the outcomes of decisions, 

especially when looking at decisions made within crisis situations. Lincoln, as both a president 

and an individual, provided an extremely unique and fascinating case in which to further analyze. 

Future research utilizing these models can be employed in examining key decisions of additional 

presidents in order to better test the applicability of the two frameworks. Can these frameworks 

be useful when presidents are not making decisions within crisis situations? Will these 

frameworks be able to better explain certain decisions over others? Would one find different 

results examining the decisions of additional presidents? All of these questions are future 

research opportunities. From my individual research, I have discovered that the amount of work 

that has been published about Lincoln is a true testament to the fascination with which his life 

and his presidency deserves. While my research may only be a small contribution to the field of 

study of Lincoln and his presidency, I am humbled by the opportunity to have studied and 

conducted research on an individual that is as revered as Abraham Lincoln is.   
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