The Lincoln Legacy: A Long View

M. E. BRADFORD

WitH THE TIME and manner of his death
Abraham Lincoln, as leader of a Puritan
people who had just won a great victory
over “the forces of evil,” was placed beyond
the reach of ordinary historical inquiry and
assessment. Through Booth’s bullet he
became the one who had “died to make
men free,” who had perished that his coun-
try’s “new birth” might occur: a “second
founder” who, in Ford’s theater, had been
transformed into an American version of
the “dying god.” Our common life, accord-
ing to this construction, owes its continua-
tion to the shedding of the sacred blood.
Now after over a century of devotion to the
myth of the “political messiah,” it is still
impossible for most Americans to see
through and beyond the magical events of
April, 1865. However, Lincoln’s daily pur-
chase upon the ongoing business of the na-
tion requires that we devise a way of setting
aside the martyrdom to look behind it at
Lincoln’s place in the total context of
American history and discover in him a
major source of our present confusion, our
distance from the republicanism of the
Fathers, the models of political conduct
which we profess most to admire. The ex-
amination of Lincoln’s career as divided
according to the formula of my study into
Whig, artificial Puritan, and serious
Cromwellian phases should facilitate that
recovery. And provide a proper word to
break the silence that will not let us know
and judge.!

Of course, nothing that we can identify
as part of Lincoln’s legacy belongs to him
alone. In some respects the Emancipator
was carried along with the tides. Yet a
measure of his importance is that he was at
the heart of the major political events of his
era. Therefore what signifies in a final
evaluation of this melancholy man is that
many of these changes in the country
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would never have come to pass had Lincoln
not pushed them forward. Or at least not
come so quickly, or with such dreadful
violence. I will emphasize only the events
that he most certainly shaped according to
his relentless will, alterations in the
character of our country for which he was
clearly responsible. For related
developments touched by Lincoln’s wand, I
can have only a passing word. The major
charges advanced here, if proved up, are
sufficient to impeach the most famous and
respected of public men. More would only
overdo.

The first and most obvious item in my
bill of particulars for indictment concerns
Lincoln’s dishonesty and obfuscation with
respect to the nation’s future obligations to
the Negro, slave and free. It was of course
an essential ingredient of Lincoln’s position
that he make a success at being anti-
Southern or antislavery without at the
same time appearing to be significantly im-
pious about the beginnings of the Republic
(which was neither anti-Southern nor an-
tislavery) —or significantly pro-Negro. He
was the first Northern politician of any
rank to combine these attitudes into a
viable platform persona, the first to make
his moral position on slavery in the South
into a part of his national politics. It was a
posture that enabled him to unite elements
of the Northern electorate not ordinarily
willing to cooperate in any political under-
taking. And thus enabled him to destroy

“the old Democratic majority—a coalition

necessary to preserving the union of the
states. Then came the explosion. But this
calculated posturing has had more durable
consequences than secession and the
federal confiscation of property in slaves.
Even after the passage of over a century,
with each new day they unfold with addi-
tional and ever-deepening iteration and
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_threaten to produce divisions that make
those explored on the battlefields of
Virginia, Maryland, and Tennessee seem
mild indeed: so threaten most especially
since it has become impossible to single out
the South as the particular locus of “im-
proper” attitudes on the subject of race.

In the nation as a whole what moves
toward fruition is a train of events set in
motion by the duplicitous rhetoric concern-
ing the Negro that helped make Abrahaim
Lincoln into our first “sectional” President.
Central to this appeal is a claim to a kind of
moral superiority that costs absolutely
nothing in the way of conduct. Lincoln, in
insisting that the Negro was included in the
promise of the Declaration of In-
dependence and that the Declaration
bound his countrymen to fulfill a pledge
hidden in that document, seemed clearly to
point toward a radical transformation of
American society. Carried within his rejec-
tion of Negro slavery as a continuing
feature of the American regime, his asser-
tion that the equality clause of the Declara-
tion of Independence was “the father of all
moral principle among us,” were certain
muted corollaries.? By promising that the
peculiar institution would be made to
disappear if candidates for national office
adopted the proper “moral attitude” on that
subject, Lincoln recited as a litany the
general terms of his regard for universal
human rights. But at the same time he add-
ed certain modifications to this high doc-
trine: modifications required by those of
his countrymen to whom he hoped to ap-
peal, by the rigid racism of the Northern
electorate, and by “what his own feelings
would admit.”®> The most important of
these reservations was that none of his doc-
trine should apply significantly to the
Negro in the North. Or, after freedom, to
what he could expect in the South. It was a
very broad, very general, and very abstract
principle to which he made reference. By it
he could divide the sheep from the goats,
the wheat from the chaff, the patriot from
the conspirator. But for the Negro it pro-
vided nothing more than a technical
freedom, best to be enjoyed far away. Or
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the valuable opportunity to “root hog or
die.”* For the sake of such vapid distinc-
tions he urged his countrymen to wade
through seas of blood.

To be sure, this position does not push
the “feelings” of that moralist who was our
sixteenth President too far from what was
comfortable for him. And it goes without
saying that a commitment to “natural
rights” which will not challenge the Black
Codes of Iilinois, which promises
something like them for the freedman in
the South, or else offers him as alternative
the proverbial “one-way ticket to nowhere”
is a commitment of empty words. It is only
an accident of political history that the final
Reconstruction settlement provided a bit
more for the former slave — principally, the
chance to vote Republican, and even that
“right” didn’t last, once a better deal was
made available to his erstwhile protectors.
But the point is that Lincoln’s commitment
was precisely of the sort that the North was
ready to make —while passing legislation to
restrict the flow of Negroes into its own ter-
ritories, elaborating its own systemn of
segregation by race, and exploiting black
labor through its representatives in a con-
quered South. Lincoln’s double talk left his
part of the country with a durable heritage
of pious self-congratulation, what Robert
Penn Warren has well described as “The
Treasury of Virtue.”® Left it with the
habit of concealing its larger objectives ‘
behind a fagade of racial generosity, of us-
ing the Negro as a reason for policies and
laws which make only minimal alterations
in his condition, and also with the habit of
seeming to offer a great deal more than
they are truly willing to give. In the wake of
the just concluded “Second Reconstruction”
of 1955-1965, the Northern habit has
become national, visible every time one of
the respected polls examines our ostensible
opinions on race relations. There we ap-
pear the soul of charity, though our con-
duct voting “with our feet” belies every
statistic that we produce. Where such in-
substantial sentiment will lead we cannot
say. It is enough to observe that mass
hypocrisy is a contagious disease. Or to put
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matters another way, it would be well if we
learned to say no more than we meant. For
the alternative is to produce in the targets
of our beneficence the kind of anger that
comes with the receipt of a promissory note
that contains, as one of its terms, the condi-
tion that it need never be paid. Better than
this would be a little honest dealing,
whatever its kind.

The second heading in this “case against
Lincoln” involves no complicated pleading.
Neither will it confuse any reader who ex-
amines his record with care. For it has to do
with Lincoln’s political economy, his
management of the commercial and
business life of the part of the Republic
under his authority. This material is ob-
vious, even though it is not always con-
nected with the Presidency of Abraham
Lincoln. Nevertheless, it must be
developed at this point. For it leads directly
into the more serious charges upon which
this argument depends. It is customary to
deplore the Gilded Age, the era of the
Great Barbecue. It is true that many of the
corruptions of the Republican Era came to
a head after Lincoln lay at rest in Spring-
field. But it is a matter of fact that they
began either under his direction or with his
sponsorship. Military necessity, the “War
for the Union,” provided an excuse, an um-
brella of sanction, under which the essen-
tial nature of the changes being made in the
relation of government to commerce could
be concealed. Of his total policy the North-
ern historian Robert Sharkey has written,
“Human ingenuity would have had dif-
ficulty in contriving a more perfect engine
for class and sectional exploration:
creditors finally obtaining the upper hand
as opposed to debtors, and the developed
East holding the whip over the
underdeveloped West and South.”” Until
the South left the Union, until a High
Whig sat in the White House, none of this
return to the “energetic government” of
Hamilton’s design was possible. Indeed,
even in the heyday of the Federalists it had
never been so simple a matter to translate
power into wealth. Now Lincoln could try
again the internal improvements of the

Modern Age

early days in Illinois. The difference was
that this time the funding would not be
restrained by political reversal or a failure
of credit. For if anything fell short, Mr.
Salmon P. Chase, “the foreman” of his
“green printing office,” could be instructed
“to give his paper mill another turn.”® And
the inflationary policy of rewarding the
friends of the government sustained. The
euphemism of our time calls this “income
redistribution.” But it was theft in 1864,
and is theft today.

A great increase in the tariff and the for-
mation of a national banking network
were, of course, the cornerstones of this
great alteration in the posture of the federal
government toward the sponsorship of
business. From the beginning of the
Republican Party Lincoln warned his
associates not to talk about their views on
these subjects. Their alliance, he knew, was
a negative thing: a league against the Slave
Power and its Northern friends. But in
private he made it clear that the hidden
agenda of the Republicans would have its
turn, once the stick was in their hand. In
this he promised well. Between 1861 and
1865, the tariff rose from 18.84%, t0 47.56%,.
And it stayed above 40% in all but two years
of the period concluded with the election of
Woodrow Wilson. Writes the Virginia
historian Ludwell H. Johnson, it would
“facilitate a massive transfer of wealth,
satisfying the dreariest predictions of John
C. Calhoun.” The new Republican
system of banking (for which we should
note Lincoln was directly accountable) was
part of the same large design of “refound-
ing.” The National Banking Acts of 1863
and 1864, with the earlier Legal Tender
Act, flooded the country with $480,000,000
of fiat money that was soon depreciated by -
about two-thirds in relation to specie.
Then all notes but the greenback dollar
were taxed out of existence, excepting only
U. S. Treasury bonds that all banks were
required to purchase if they were to have a
share in the war boom. The support for
these special bonds was thus the debt
itself —Hamilton’s old standby. Specie
disappeared. Moreover, the bank laws con-
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trolled the money supply, credit, and the
balance of power. New banks and credit
for farms, small businesses, or small town
operations were discouraged. And the
Federalist model, after four score and
seven years, finally achieved.

As chief executive, Lincoln naturally
supported heavy taxes. Plus a scheme of
tax graduation. The war was a legitimate
explanation for these measures. Lincoln’s

narticination in hun

participation in huge subsidies or bounties

for railroads and in other legislation grant-
ing economic favors is not so readily linked
to “saving the Union.” All of his life Lin-
coln was a friend of the big corporations.
He had no moral problem in signing a bill
which gifted the Union Pacific Railway
with a huge strip of land running across the
West and an almost unsecured loan of
$16,000 to $48,000 per mile of track. The
final result of this bill was the Credit
Mobilier scandal. With other laws favoring
land speculation it helped to negate the
seemingly noble promise of the Homestead
Act of 1862 —under which less than 19%,
of the open lands settied between 1860 and
1900 went to legitimate homesteaders. The
Northern policy of importing immigrants
with the promise of this land, only to force
them into the ranks of General Grant’s
meatgrinder or into near slavery in the
cities of the East, requires little comment.
Nor need we belabor the rotten army con-
tracts given to politically faithful crooks.
Nor the massive thefts by law performed
during the war in the South. More signifi-
cant is Lincoln’s openly disgraceful policy
of allowing special cronies and favorites of
his friends to trade in Southern cot-
ton—even with “the enemy” across the
line—and his calculated use of the
patronage and the pork barrel.!* Between
1860 and 1880, the Republicans spent
almost $10,000,000 breathing life into
state and local Republican organizations.
Lincoln pointed them down that road.
There can be no doubt of his responsibility
for the depressing spectacle of greed and
peculation concerning which so many loyal
Northern men of the day spoke with sor-
row, disappointment, and outrage. Had
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they known in detail of Lincoln’s career in
the Illinois legislature, they would have
been less surprised by the disparity between
the lofty platform language of their leader
and his domestic performance.

A large part of the complaint against
Lincoln as a political precedent for later
declensions from the example of the
Fathers has to do with his expansion of the
powers of the Presidency and his alteration
of the basis for the Federa! Union. With
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reference to his role in changing the office
of Chief Magistrate from what it had been
under his predecessors, it is important to
remember that he defined himself through
the war powers that belonged to his post.
In this way Lincoln could profess
allegiance to the Whig ideal of the modest,
self-effacing leader, the antitype of An-
drew Jackson, and, in his capacity as
Commander-in-Chief, do whatever he
wished. That is, if he could do it in the
name of preserving the Union. As Clinton
Rossiter has stated, Lincoln believed there
were “no limits” to his powers if he exercis-
ed them in that “holy cause.”'* Gottfried
Dietze compares Lincoln in this role to the
Committee of Public Safety as it operated
in the French Revolution. Except for the
absence of mass executions, the results
were similar.!? War is of course the occa-
sion for concentration of power and the
limitation of liberties within any nation.
But an internal war, a war between states
in a union of states, is not like a war to
repel invasion or to acquire territory. For it
is an extension into violence of a domestic
political difference. And it is thus subject
to extraordinary abuses of authority—con-
fusions or conflations of purpose which
convert the effort to win the war into an ef-
fort to effect even larger, essentially
political changes in the structure of
government. War, in these terms, is not
only an engine for preserving the Union; it
is also an instrument for transforming its
nature. But without overdeveloping this
structure of theory, let us shore it up with
specific instances of Presidential miscon-
duct by Lincoln: abuses that mark him as
our first imperial President. Lincoln began
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his tenure as a dictator when between April
12 and July 4 of 1861, without interference
from Congress, he summoned militia,
spent millions, suspended law, authorized
recruiting, decreed a blockade, defied the
Supreme Court, and pledged the nation’s
credit. In the following months and years
he created units of government not known
to the Constitution and officers to rule over
them in “conquered” sections of the South,
seized property throughout both sections,
arrested upwards of 20,000 of his political
enemies and confined them without trial in
a Northern “Gulag,” closed over 300
newspapers critical of his policy, imported
an army of foreign mercenaries (of perhaps
500,000 men), interrupted the assembly of
duly elected legislatures and employed the
Federal hosts to secure his own re-
election —in a contest where about 38,000
votes, if shifted, might have produced an
armistice and a negotiated peace under a
President McClellan.!® To the same end he
created astate in West Virginia, arguing of
this blatant violation of the explicit provi-
sions of the Constitution that it was “expe-
dient.”'* But the worst of this bold and
ruthless dealing (and I have given but a
very selective list of Lincoln’s “high
crimes”) has to do with his role as military
leader per se: as the Commander and selec-
tor of Northern generals, Chief Com-
missary of the Federal forces, and head of
government in dealing with the leaders of
an opposing power. In this role the image
of Lincoln grows to be very dark—indeed,
almost sinister.

The worst that we may say of Lincoln is
that he led the North in war so as to put the
domestic political priorities of his political
machine ahead of the lives and the well be-
ing of his soldiers in the field. The appoint-
ment of the venal Simon Cameron of Penn-
sylvania as his Secretary of War, and of
lesser hacks and rascals to direct the vic-
tualing of Federal armies, was part of this
malfeasance. By breaking up their bodies,
the locust hoard of contractors even found
a profit in the Union dead. And better
money still in the living. They made of
Lincoln (who winked at their activities) an
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accessory to lost horses, rotten meat, and
worthless guns. But all such mendacity was
nothing in comparison to the price in
blood paid for Lincoln’s attempts to give
the nation a genuine Republican hero. He
had a problem with this project
throughout the entire course of the war.
That is, until Grant and Sherman “con-
verted” to radicalism. Prior to their
emergence all of Lincoln’s “loyal” generals
disapproved of either his politics or of his
character. These, as with McClellan, he
could use and discharge at will. Or demote
to minor tasks. One thinks immediately of
George G. Meade—who defeated Lee at
Gettysburg, and yet made the mistake of
defining himself as the defender of a
separate Northern nation from whose soil
he would drive a foreign Southern “in-
vader.”’® Or of Fitz John Porter, William
B. Franklin, and Don Carlos Buell—all
scapegoats thrown by Lincoln to the
radical wolves. In place of these heterodox
professionals, Lincoln assigned such cham-
pions of the “new freedom” as Nathaniel P.
(“Commissary”) Banks, Benjamin F.
(“Beast”) Butler, John C. Fremont, and
John A. McClernand. Speaking in sum-
mary despair of these appointments (and
adding to my list, Franz Sigel and Lew
Wallace), General Henry Halleck,
Lincoln’s Chief-of-Staff, declared that they
were “little better than murder.”® Yet in
the East, with the Army of the Potomac,
Lincoln made promotion even more dif-
ficult to defend, placing not special pro-
jects, divisions, and brigades but entire
commands under the authority of such
“right thinking” incompetents as John
Pope (son of an old crony in Illinois) and
“Fighting Joe” Hooker. Or with that
“tame” Democrat and late favorite of the
radicals, Ambrose E. Burnside. Thousands
of Northern boys lost their lives in order
that the Republican Party might ex-
perience rejuvenation, to serve its partisan
goals. And those were “party supremacy
within a Northern dominated Union.”!” A
Democratic “man-on-horseback” could not
serve those ends, however faithful to “the
Constitution as it is, and the Union as it
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was” (the motto of the Democrats) they
might be. For neither of these com-
mitments promised a Republican
hegemony. To provide for his faction both
security and continuity in office, Lincoln
sounded out his commanders in cor-
respondence (much of which still survives),
suborned their military integrity, and
employed their focus in purely political
operation. Writes Professor Johnson:

Although extreme measures were
most common in the border states, they
were often used elsewhere too. By ex-
treme measures is meant the arrest of
anti-Republican candidates and voters,
driving anti-Republican voters from the
polls or forcing them to vote the
Republican ticket, preventing opposi-
tion parties from holding meetings,
removing names from ballots, and so
forth. These methods were employed in
national, state and local elections. Not
only did the army interfere by force, it
was used to supply votes. Soldiers whose
states did not allow absentee voting were
sent home by order of the President to
swell the Republican totals. When
voting in the field was used, Democratic
commissioners carrying ballots to
soldiers from their state were
...unceremoniously thrown into prison,
while Republican agents were offered
every assistance. Votes of Democratic
soldiers were sometimes discarded as
defective, replaced by Republican
ballots, or simply not counted.'®

All Lincoln asked of the ordinary Billy
Yank was that he be prepared to give
himself up to no real purpose— at least un-
til Father Abraham found a general with
thie proper moral and political credentials
to lead him on to Richmond. How this part
of Lincoln’s career can be reconciled to the
myth of the “suffering savior” I cannot im-
agine.

We might dwell for some time on what
injury Lincoln did to the dignity of his of-
fice through the methods he employed in
prosecuting the war. It was no small thing
to disavow the ancient Christian code of
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“limited war,” as did his minions, acting in
his name. However, it is enough in this
connection to remember his policy of deny-
ing medicines to the South, even for the
sake of Northern prisoners held behind the
lines. We can imagine what a modern “war
crimes” tribunal would do with that deci-
sion. There may have been practicality in
such inhumane decisions. Practicality in-
deed! As Charles Francis Adams, Lincoln’s
the scion of the most notable family in the
North, wrote in his diary of his leader, the
“...President and his chief advisers are not
without the spirit of the serpent mixed in
with their wisdom.””® And he knew
whereof he spoke. For practical politics,
the necessities of the campaign of 1864,
had led Lincoln and Seward to a decision
far more serious than unethical practices
against prisoners and civilians in the
South. I speak of the rejection by the Lin-
coln administration of peace feelers
authorized by the Confederate government
in Richmond: feelers that met Lincoln’s
announced terms for an end to the Federal
invasion of the South. The emissary in this
negotiation was sponsored by Charles
Francis Adams. He was a Tennessean liv-
ing in France, one Thomas Yeatman.
After arriving in the United States, he was
swiftly deported by direct order of the
government before he could properly ex-
plore the possibility of an armistice on the
conditions of reunion and an end to
slavery. Lincoln sought these goals, but on-
ly on his terms. And in his own time. He
wanted total victory. And he needed a still-
resisting, impenitent Confederacy to justify
his re-election. We can only speculate as to
why President Davis allowed the Yeatman
mission. We know that he expected little of
such peace feelers. (There were many in
the last stages of the conflict.) He knew his
enemy too well to expect anything but sub-
jection, however benign the rhetoric used
to disguise its rigor. Adams’ peace plan was
perhaps impossible, even if his superiors in
Washington had behaved in good faith.
The point is that none of the peace moves
of 1864 was given any chance of success.
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Over one hundred thousand Americans
may have died because of the Rail-
Splitter’s rejection of an inexpedient peace.
Yet we have still not touched upon the
most serious of Lincoln’s violations of the
Presidential responsibility. I speak, finally,
of his role in bringing on the War Between
the States.

There is, we should recall, a great body
of scholarly argument concerning
Lincoln’s intentions in 1860 and early
1861. A respectable portion of this work
comes to the conclusion that the first
Republican President expected a “tug,” a
“crisis,” to follow his election. And then,
once secession had occurred, also expected
to put it down swiftly with a combination
of persuasion, force, and Southern loyalty
to the Union. The last of these, it is agreed,
he completely overestimated. In a similar
fashion he exaggerated the force of
Southern “realism,” the region’s capacity
to act in its own pecuniary interest. The
authority on Lincoln’s political economy
has remarked that the Illinois
lawyer/politician and old line Whig always
made the mistake of explaining in simple
economic terms the South’s hostile reaction
to antislavery proposals.?® To that blunder
he added the related mistake of attempting
to end the “rebellion” with the same sort of
simplistic appeals to the prospect of riches.
Or with fear of a servile insurrection
brought on by his greatest “war measure,”
the emancipation of slaves behind
Southern lines, beyond his control. A full-
scale Southern revolution, a revolution of
all classes of men against the way he and
some of his supporters thought, was
beyond his imagination. There was no
“policy” in such extravagant behavior, no
human nature as he perceived it.
Therefore, on the basis of my understan-
ding of his overall career, I am compelled
to agree with Charles W. Ramsdell concer-
ning Lincoln and his war.?' Though he was
no sadist and no warmonger, and though
he got for his pains much more of a conflict
than he had in mind, Lincoln hoped for an
“insurrection” of some sort—an “uprising”
he could use.
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The “rational” transformation of our
form of government which he had first
predicted in the “Springfield Lyceum
Speech” required some kind of passionate
disorder to justify the enforcement of a new
Federalism. And needed also for the voting
representatives of the South to be out of
their seats in the Congress. It is out of
keeping with his total performance as a
public man and in contradiction of his cam-
paigning after 1854 not to believe that Lin-
coln hoped for a Southern attack on Fort
Sumter. As he told his old friend Senator
Orville H. Browning of Illinois: “The plan
succeeded. They attacked Sumter—it fell,
and thus did more service than it otherwise
could.”?? And to others he wrote or spoke
to the same effect. If the Confederacy’s of-
fer of money for Federal property were
made known in the North and business
relations of the sections remained unaf-
fected, if the Mississippi remained open to
Northern shipping, there would be no sup-
port for “restoring” the Union on a basis ‘of
force. Americans were in the habit of think-
ing of the unity of the nation as a reflex of
their agreement in the Constitution, of law
as limit on government and on the authori-
ty of temporary majorities, and of revisions
in law as the product of the ordinary course
of push and pull within a pluralistic society,
not as a response to the extralegal authority
of some admirable abstraction like equali-
ty. In other words, they thought of the
country as being defined by the way in
which we conducted our political business,
not by where we were trying to go in a
body. Though once a disciple of Henry
Clay, Lincoln changed the basis of our
common bond away from the doctrine of
his mentor, away from the patterns of com-
promise and dialectic of interests and
values under a limited, Federal sovereignty
with which we as a people began our
adventure with the Great Compromise of
1787-1788. The nature of the Union left to
us by Lincoln is thus always at stake in
every major election, in every refinement
in our civil theology; the Constitution is
still to be defined by the latest wave of big
ideas, the most recent mass emotion.
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Writes Professor Dietze:

Concentrations of power in the na-
tional and executive branches of
government, brought about by Lincoln
in the name of the people, were pro-
cesses that conceivably complemented
each other to the detriment of free
government. Lincoln’s administration
thus opened the way for the develop-
ment of an omnipotent national ex-
ecutive who as a spokesman for the peo-
ple might consider himself entitled to do
whatever he felt was good for the Na-
tion, irrespective of the interests and
rights of states, Congress, the judiciary,
and the individual.??

If a President could behave in this way,
so might Congress or the Supreme Court,
interpreting something like Rousseau'’s
General Will, as understood by those pro-
phets who know what we need better than
we, lacking their afflatus, can expect to
understand it. It is a formula which makes
of the private morality of men a law. And
of Union its instrument. Which is a long
way from the government of laws with
which we began.

But in my opinion the capstone of this
case against Lincoln as an American
model, this bill of particulars contra the
Lincoln myth, is not the patricide (as one
recent historian has called it) of his
refounding, his conversion of the national
government into the juggernaut with
which we are all more familiar than we
would like.?* Rather, his overall worst is
what he has done to the language of
American political discourse that makes it
so difficult for us to reverse the ill-effects of
trends he set in motion with his executive
fiat. When I say that Lincoln was our first
Puritan President, I am chiefly referring to
a distinction of style, to his habit of wrapp-
ing up his policy in the idiom of Holy
Scripture, concealing within the Trojan
Horse of his gasconade and moral

*This article was given before the regional meeting
of the Philadelphia Society, held in New Orleans in
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superiority an agenda that would never
have been approved if presented in any
other form. It is this rhetoric in particular,
a rhetoric confirmed in its authority by his
martyrdom, that is enshrined in the
iconography of the Lincoln myth preserved
against examination by monuments such
as the Lincoln Memorial, where his oversiz-
ed likeness is elevated above us like that of
a deified Roman emperor. Or in the form
of a god-King, seated on his throne. The
place is obviously a temple, fit for a divini-
ty who suffered death and was transformed
on Good Friday. It is both unpatriotic and
irreligious to look behind the words of so
august a presence. And to imitate
Lincoln’s epideictic, quasi-liberal rhetoric
employing his favorite normative terms is
to draw upon the authority generated by
Lincoln idolatry and the imagery that sur-
rounds it. In this universe of discourse, this
closed linguistic system, all questions are
questions of ends, and means are beside
the point. And every “good cause” is a
reason for increasing the scope of govern-
ment. All that counts is the telos, the
general objective, and bullying is not mere-
ly allowed, but required. It would be sim-
ple enough to be ruled directly by messages

. from God. But an imitation of that ar-

rangement most properly leaves us uneasy.

For over one hundred years we have
been on the course charted out for us by
the captain of the flying ship of Lincoln’s
recurrent wartime dreams. Though as we
recall, even that captain was not sure of his
destination, only of the velocity of the
voyage, and of the necessity for holding on
to the boat. As in Lincoln’s dream, we sail
in darkness. Under such circumstances the
worry is that we are more likely to arrive at
the final plain of desolation than to a hap-
py port in the New Zion of the Puritan Vi-
sion. Once we have become “all one thing
or all another,” we may understand better
what it means to “loose the fearful lightn-
ing of the terrible swift sword.”*

October of 1979. The theme of the meeting was “The
South and American Conservatism.”
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'This essay is a draft of a conclusion to a larger
study of Lincoln’s career, other sections of which ap-
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Equality: Bradford Replies to Jaffa,” Modern Age,
XX (Winter, 1976), 62-77; “Dividing the House: The
Gnosticism of Lincoln’s Political Rhetoric,” Modern
Age, XXIII (Winter, 1979), 10-24. See also “Lincoln,
the Declaration, and Secular Puritanism: A Rhetoric
for Continuing Revolution,” pp. 185-208 of 4 Better
Guide Than Reason: Studies in the American Revolu-
tion (La Salle, Ill.: Sherwood Sugden & Co., 1979).
*See Vol. 11, p. 449, of Roy Basler’s edition of The
Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln (New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1953). Hereafter
cited as Collected Works. 3Collected Works, 111, p.
79. *The Choices available to the Negro, once free,
according to Abraham Lincoln at the Hampton
Roads conference of 1865, as reported (among other
authorities) by Alexander H. Stephens, 4 Constitu-
tional View of the War Between the States, Vol. 11
(Philadelphia: National Publishing Co., 1870), p.
615. *See pp. 363-386 of Harry V. Jaffa’s Crisis of the
House Divided: An Interpretation of the Lincoln-
Douglas Debates (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 1973). Jaffa makes the best possible case for
Lincoln's hard remarks concerning the Negro. But he
turns the teaching upside down by contending that
Lincoln was a racist only for political effect, did not
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Negroes who had been Federal soldiers into good
Republican voters down South proves nothing about
his plans for Illinois and Indiana. On this subject see
also George M. Frederickson, “A Man but Not a
Brother: Abraham Lincoln and Racial Equality,”
Journal of Southern History, XLI (Feb., 1975), 39-58.
SSee pp. 59-66 of Warren's The Legacy of the Civl
War: Meditations on the Centennial (New York: Ran-
dom House, 1961). "Quoted on p. 115 of Ludwell H.

Modern Age

Johnson's Division and Reunion: America, 1848-1877
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1978). *Quoted on
PP. 207 and 208 of G. S. Boritt’s Lincoln and the
Economics of the American Dream (Memphis: Mem-
phis State University Press, 1978). °Johnson, p. 110.
YJohnson, pp. 115-121. "'See p. 233 of Clinton
Rossiter's Constitutional Dictatorship (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1948). 2See p. 40 of Gott-
fried Dietze's dmerica’s Political Dilemma: From
Limited to Unlimited Democracy (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins Press, 1968). *Johnson, p. 87 et passim.
“Collected Works, VI, pp. 26-28. *See a discussion
of this episode on p. 352 of Stephen B. Qates’ With
Malice Toward None: A Life of Abraham Lincoln
(New York: Harper & Row, 1977). '®Quoted in
Johnson, p. 90. Y"Johnson, p. 123. *Johnson, p. 126.
%Unpublished diary of Charles Francis Adams, May
18, 1864; quoted on p. 19 of Harriet Chappell
Owsley’s “Peace and the Presidential Election of
1864, Tennessee Historical Quarterly, XVIII
(March, 1959), 3-19. This article gives an account of
the embassy of Thomas Yeatman and is drawn from
evidence long concealed among the Adams family
papers. *Boritt, pp. 163-165. *'See Ramsdell’s “Lin-
coln and Fort Sumter,” Journal of Southern History,
III (August, 1937), 259-288. The best reply is by
David Potter, developed in several of his essays. See
his The Impending Crisis: 1848-1861 (New York:
Harper & Row, 1976). Don E. Fehrenbacher com-
pleted the chapter on Fort Sumter, pp. 553-583. See
also Kenneth M. Stampp, 4nd the War Came (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1950); and
Potter's Lincoln and His Party in the Secession Crisis
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971). #2Johnson,
p- 79. ®Dietze, p. 58. **See George B. Forgie,
Patricide in the House Divided: A Psychological In-
terpretation of Lincoln and His Age (New York: W,
W. Norton & Co., 1979). Forgie’s book, which won
the Allan Nevins Award, does, however, break much
new ground and is valuable in correcting the myth.
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