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Before Abraham Lincoln became America’s revered president, he was a trial attorney in Illinois,
known for his wit, legal acumen, and above all, his honesty. Lincoln’s integrity, both in life and
in court, earned him the nickname "Honest Abe." Yet his legal career raises compelling
questions about the balance between honesty and a lawyer’s duty to their client.

Lincoln’s reputation was built on real-life episodes, including the famed story of him walking six
miles to return an overpaid quarter [1]. But honesty in the courtroom is often more complicated.
Over two decades, Lincoln represented a wide range of clients and came to be regarded as the
most capable lawyer in Illinois [2]. What made Lincoln exceptional also made his legal career
ethically complex.

Ethical Dilemmas

Take People v. Patterson, for example. Lincoln initially believed the defendant was innocent, but
as the evidence mounted, he concluded otherwise [3]. Rather than zealously defend Patterson,
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Lincoln struggled through the trial and ultimately urged his colleagues to recommend a guilty
plea to reduce the punishment [4]. His closing arguments lacked conviction, a fact noted by
fellow attorney Henry Whitney, who observed that Lincoln’s “logically honest mind” led him to
make arguments that weakened their case [5].

This was not an isolated incident. In another trial, after hearing damning evidence from the
prosecution, Lincoln again faltered in his defense. The defendant was convicted. Out of remorse,
Lincoln later petitioned the governor for a pardon, citing his inadequate defense, which had
disappointed both the crowd and the accused [6]. In a separate fraud case, he even walked out
mid-trial, stating, “My hands are dirty, and I have gone away to wash them” [7].

Lincoln in Historical Context

By today’s legal standards, such conduct would violate rules of professional responsibility.
Attorneys now operate under clearly defined ethical frameworks, such as the ABA4’s Model Rules
of Professional Conduct, adopted in 1983 [8]. These rules emphasize a duty of zealous advocacy.
Lawyers must pursue their clients’ legal interests regardless of personal belief, as long as they do
not present false evidence.

Lincoln’s actions, while rooted in moral conviction, illustrate the risks of acting as judge rather
than advocate. His choices offer a powerful example of personal integrity but also reveal why
legal ethics have evolved—to protect both clients and the justice system.

Even so, Lincoln must be judged within his historical context. In the mid-1800s, formal ethical
codes did not exist. Lincoln himself cautioned aspiring lawyers: “Resolve to be honest at all
events; and if in your own judgment you cannot be an honest lawyer, resolve to be honest
without being a lawyer” [9].

Conclusion

Lincoln’s moral compass often outweighed his obligation to mount a strong defense. Yet his
inner conflict helped shape today’s clearer standards for legal ethics. Honesty, loyalty, and
advocacy, although not mutually exclusive, must be carefully balanced. Lincoln’s legacy
reminds us that integrity in the legal profession is not only a personal virtue but also a public
responsibility.
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