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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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and oratorical before an
audience.?

Lyceums in central Illinois were pat-
terned after their earlier eastern counter-
parts. Josiah Holbrook, who formalized
the lyceum structure in 1826, never ima-
gined that eight years later the nation
would boast three thousand local groups.b
The first lyceum in central Illinois was
established at Illinois College in Jackson-
ville, probably in early December of 1831.
The speaker was Holbrook himself. Soon
thereafter, the Jacksonville group under
the leadership of Illinois College President
Edward Beecher was publishing
announcements under the names State
Lyceum or Illinois State Lyceum.
Although the Lyceum advertised in
Springfield’s Sangamo Journal, it is unlikely
that many Springfield residents attended
the Jacksonville functions.”

Two years later, a group of Springfield
citizens met at “Mr. John B. Watson's
School Room” on December 7, 1833, “for
the purpose of establishing a Lyceum.”
Led by Sangamo Journal editor Simeon
Francis, the group adopted a constitution
and bylaws. Francis was elected president;
Edward J. Phillips, first vice-president;
William Alvey, second vice-president;
J. W. Clark, secretary; John Williams, trea-
surer; and Charles Emerson, reader. The
Committee of Arrangements included
Thomas Moffett, John Todd Stuart, Dan
Stone, H. K. Ashley, and John M. Cabi-
ness. The Lyceum selected as its first topic
“Ought Capital Punishment to be abol-
ished?” Moffett, Emerson, and Clark
argued the affirmative; Alvey, Phillips,
and Watson argued the negative.® One
week later, the members were calling
themselves the Sangamon County Lyceum
and were meeting at the Presbyterian
Meeting House, more commonly known as
the First Presbyterian Church. At that ses-
sion, Dr. Anson G. Henry delivered a lec-

ability

ture titled “On the Responsibilities of the
Medical Profession."*

The Sangamon County Lyceum offered
wide-ranging topics that dealt with five
general themes: science, culture, health
and medicine, politics, and history. Audi-
ences interested in physical science were
treated to Clark’s “On the Properties of
Water” and Emerson’s discussion of “The
Structure and Formation of the Earth.”
Other talks ranged from “On the Philoso-
phy of Vision” to chemistry, phrenology,
and the doctrine of the temperaments.
Henry also delighted the Lyceum with pre-
dictions on the future of Illinois and medi-
cal addresses about the heart, circulation,
nutrition, and longevity.'?

Political discussions addressed both
national and state issues. Founding mem-
bers Stone, Alvey, Moffett, Stuart, Emer-
son, and Edward Jones debated the
question “Ought the General Government
to appropriate funds from the Treasury,
in aid of the Colonization Society?”'!
Other meetings dealt with laws regulating
money, pensions to settlers of Kentucky
and Ohio, the question of slavery in the
District of Columbia, and temperance
laws.!'? Lighthearted debates examined
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such life-style questions as whether mar-
ried people were happier than single peo-
ple and whether the human species
possessed “an innate moral sense.” There
were esoteric discussions on the practical-
ity of studying dead languages and the
credibility of newspapers in presenting “a
true and faithful chronicle of passing
events.”!'* The mix of lecture, open Hoor
discussion, and formal debate by teams or
individuals provided Lyceum members
with variety.

The published membership list of the
Sangamon County Lyceum suggests that
the organization was also nonpartisan.
While many members would become lead-
ers in the Whig party by 1840, at least two
frequent participants—George Forquer
and Samuel H. Treat—were prominent
Democrats. Of greater interest is the high
level of educational achievement by many
of the men. Stwart was a lawyer, an
ordained Presbyterian minister, and a past
professor of languages at Transylvania
University in Lexington, Kentucky. Rever-
end John C. Bergen was a Princeton grad-
uate, and Dr, Elias H. Merryman had
degrees from both the College of William
and Mary and Baltimore Medical Univer-
sity. Overall, members reflected diverse
regional interests and attitudes. Many had
New England or Ohio origins, while others
hailed from Virginia, Tennessee, or
Kentucky.'*

The Sangamon County Lyceum offered
more than a forum for disserninating and
discussing information. Forquer, Moffett,
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LYCEUM NOTICE.

The Sangamoe County Lycenm will meet ag
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Dr. Mereyman, | : Lo
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led to bo prosent—ns .thore will be importagt
busineas to be acted aop, : ..
Fabh, 5, A. G. Hempry, sec, pro tem.
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8Z7r-"The Young Mena® Liyceum will meet on
Snwrdoy evening, 6th instant, at Mr, Chaso's-
echool room, whan a logluto may be expeeted
from Mr. M. Hay, on *Americon Histnry . =
After which tho quesion will ba discussad
*Ought Gapitnl punishmont to’ bo abelishad ™

Aff Desgers. J. 0. BMaxoy, Amoyand J. H,
Matheny. - :

Nag. Measrs, Kline, Ragedell and Gooden,

N.W. Marurwy, Soe

This notice for the two Springfield lyceums is from
the February 6, 1836, issue of the Sangamo
Journal.

and Phillips were among those in the fore-
front of the common school movement in
Hlinois. After an address by Jonathan
Baldwin Turner, discussion led to the
adoption of several resolutions that
included a call for a state education con-
vention in Vandalia and the election of
delegates to that convention.'® The
Lyceum also demonstrated its civic pride
by cosponsoring July 4, 1835, activities
with the First Springfield Artillery. Events
included an early hour feu de joie (bonhre)
at the Court House, a procession to the
Methodist Church, and fesuvities there
that included an invocation, the reading of
the Declaration of Independence, an ora-
tion by Dan Stone, benediction, and
dinner.'®

It is unclear when and why the Young
Men's Lyceum was organized. The frst
newspaper announcement, on December
19, 1835, was brief but certain: “The
Young Men’s Lyceumn will meet on Mon-
day next, at the school room.” Who were
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the Young Men? It is difficult to discern
because the speakers may not have been
members of the organization. Where
information exists, most of the presenters
were born after 1800 and were either self-
taught or apprenticed in a profession. A
notable exception was James C. Conkling,
who had a degree from Princeton Univer-
sity. Throughout the winter, activities of
the Sangamon County Lyceum
continued.'?

Announcements in 1836 identified the
Young Men’s Lyceum meeting place as
“Mr. Chase’s school room,” but reports of
their activities were not as frequent or
descriptive as those of the older group.
Both the Sangamon County Lyceum and
the Young Men’s Lyceum held meetings
throughout 1836. Curiously, announce-
ments of the Sangamon County Lyceum
do not appear in the Sangamo Journal after
December of 1836. From 1837 until its dis-
appearance in 1842, the Young Men'’s
Lyceum provided the main forum for
Springfield intellectuals. Perhaps its
demise was tied to the relocation of the
Capital. Once Springfield became the seat
of government, political debate was plen-
tiful, negating the need for a lyceum.'®

One clue to the origins of the Young
Men’s Lyceum appeared in a Sangamo
Journal article of November 15, 1839.
Titled “Young Men’s Lyceum: Advantages
of Early Culture,” the article described the
purpose of the lyceum as training a new
generation of men with oratorical and ana-
Iytic skills necessary for leadership.'® The
emphasis was on civic responsibility and
the preservation of the republic. It is not
surprising that topics for discussion were
overwhelmingly political, dealing with
questions of slavery, international affairs,
the banking system, aliens and officehold-
ing, and the influence of political parties
on the workings of government. A few
meetings explored cultural and historical
topics, but science and health—matters of

great interest to the Sangamon County
Lyceum—disappeared completely.?*

At first, the Young Men’s Lyceum used a
debate format. Its first question was
“Ought capital punishment to be abol-
ished?”—the same topic chosen by the
Sangamon County Lyceum. Although sev-
eral 1836 notices fail to specify a single
topic, one meeting in November
announced the general discussion “Do the
signs of the present times indicate the
downfall of this Government?”?' That
topic was repeated on December 23, 1837,
and was restated in a positive manner by
Abraham Lincoln on January 27, 1838, as
“The Perpetuation of Our Political Institu-
tions.” Lincoln’s speech was printed in its
entirety in the Sangamo Journal of Febru-
ary 3, 1838.22

The Young Men'’s Lyceum found a reg-
ular meeting place from 1838 to 1840 at
the Baptist Church, located on the south-
west corner of Seventh and Adams streets.
Meetings were usually scheduled on Satur-
day evenings at half past six or seven
o'clock.?? The Young Men's Lyceum con-
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tinued the Sangamon County Lyceum tra-
dition of inviting women to attend
meetings, which not only provided both
sexes an opportunity to hear learned dis-
course on a variety of subjects but also
offered an opportunity for socializing
beyond church or a private cotillion.??
Lincoln scholars have traced the origin
of his Lyceum address to the November 7,
1837, murder of Alton abolitionist news-
paper editor Elijah P. Lovejoy. Although
the speech contains only an indirect refer-
ence to Lovejoy, one source asserted,
“Members of the Lyceum who listened 10

Lincoln without sensing the specter of

Lovejoy in their midst must have been
obtuse indeed.”?* But why should Love-

joy’s death be considered the main cause of

the speech? Clearly, the focus of the
Young Men’s Lyceum was to nurture civic
responsibility, and what better topic to
advance that purpose than the one Lincoln
selected?

Lincoln restated many of the commonly
held assumptions of his day. More than
two years before his address, the Sanga-
mon County Lyceum published Henry's
“lllnois Twenty Years Hence,” the first

half of which described the evolution of
The last half

Hlinois from territory to state.
discussed the aspirations of past genera-
tions and how they could be realized by
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present and future generations. Arguing
the importance of common schools and
internal improvements, Henry concluded
on a cautionary note: “I trust there is no
one present, who does not experience, in
his own condition, and in the condition of
those most near and dear to him, the ben-
efits of our free mstitutions. Let us then
acknowledge the blessing; let us feel it
deeply; let us cherish a strong affection for
it, and show it by putting down every
symptom of mobocracy and lawless vio-
lence by enforcing the laws. The blood of
our fathers, let it not have been shed in
vain." 26

This is not to argue that Lincoln pla-
giarized Henry’s speech but rather to show
that local p()l:l:cdl orators had a longstand-
ing fear of mobocracy and lawlessness.

Instead of viewing Lincoln’s speech as a
reaction to events, it might be more fruit-
ful to see it as a speech carefully crafted to
impress his peers. After all, Lincoln was
still new to Springfield, having arrived on
April 15, 1837. His controversy with James
Adams quickly introduced him to local
partisan squabbles. Not wanting to arouse
any further animosity, he needed to select
a nonpartisan topic that appealed to the
interests of his audience, while allowing
him an opportunity to demonstrate his
knowledge and oratorical ability. By select-
ing a topic that held the fascination of the
post-Revolution generation, Lincoln suc-
ceeded in meeting the needs of both his
audience and himself.

I Twe Y vung Muu'ol cewte will mest on Mop
day evening nost. at the school coom.,
N. W. Marieny, Sec'ry.

First known published announcement of the
Young Men’s Lyceum, from the December 19,
1835, Sangamo Journal




