
L i n c o l n .

ho one would detract an iota f rom the just ly h igh est imate

of Lincoln held by men. He was one of the greatest of his race,

and today when al l the passions that surged around him during l i fe

have d ied, foe and f r iend a l ike can and do extend fu l l jus t ice to

tha t nos t un ique and pa the t i c figure .

However, the American people on occassions become emotion

a l and lose the power o f d i sc r im ina t ion . Tru th i s vas t l y more

important than the interest of any man or than the memory of al l

m e n . I t i s a fi n e t r a i t t h a t y i e l d s w i l l i n g a n d f u l l m e a d o f

p ra ise to h im to whom i t o f r i gh t be longs ; bu t i t i s a finer
t ra i t to do that and at the same t ime keep to the t ru th. The

d ispos i t ion today is to exagera te and c la im fo r L inco ln a s ta tu re
not h is in t ru th . OP course, to paraphrase h is Get tysburg speech,

i t l i t t le mat ters what we here and now say; ra ther wi l l he in the

end be judged by what he then did. But we should seek to get at

the core o f th ings; to over-est imate any man is not jus t ice to

h im or to o thers , and I have that confidence in L inco ln 's love o f

t ruth to feel that he would prefer to be judged as others are

judged , and to be judged jus t l y. The en thus ias ts a re t r y ing to
m a k e a m y t h a g o d o f h i s m e m o r y, a l l o f w h i c h w i l l f a i l a s

such things have fai led al l down the ages.

P o s t e r i t y w i l l s i f t a n d s i f t a n d s i f t , a n d i n t h e e n d
all we may today claim or deny unjustly wil l be dumped into the

trash heap in the end. One would th ink f rom the perferv id ora

tory of today that Douglas was dr iven, in the contest of 1856,

en t i re ly f rom the fie ld , downcas t , d iscountenanced, ou t -done
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and otherwise rubbed into the mud. Such was not the case in any

sense. Those who read those splendid debates must be struck with

the superior advocacy on both sides; nor should we forget that

l incoln's side was the growing one; that was much. I t was more

over, the s ide that has wr i t ten most o f the h is tory o f that debate

and of that t ime. Untoward condi t ions met Douglas immediate ly

a f te r tha t debate tha t ended h is career. As a debate , tak ing the

fac ts as they were , leav ing out a l l sent iment , f rom a f te r cond i

t i ons , i t wou ld be pe rhaps more than the t ru th va i l j us t i f y, t o

s a y t h a t L i n c o l n h a d t h e b e s t o f i t . S t i l l , i n t h a t d e b a t e L i n

coln showed h is greatest generalsh ip. ¥he propounding of the

celebrated, three quest ions sp l i t the Democracy, dest royed a l l

hope of Douglas being elected president and made Lincoln the most

consp icuous man in h is par ty. Bu t i t l ead to war ; i t made fu r ther

compromise imposs ib le , i t made the i r repress ib le confl ic t one o f

i r on ; f r om tha t hou r i t was figh t and no th ing bu t figh t .

The one th ing that I do not l i ke in th is hour o f unst in ted

a d u l a t i o n i s t h e u n t h i n k i n g , u n c r i t i c a l w a y i n w h i c h L i n c o l n ' s

ce lebra ted Get tysburg speech is p ra ised, As a compos i t ion i t i s

excellent; as a means to an end it was a stroke of genius; as a

t r u t h - i t w i l l n o t s t a n d . H e w a s s p e a k i n g o f t h e U n i o n s o l d

i e r s w h o f o u g h t o n t h a t fi e l d , i n t h e l i g h t o f A m e r i c a n i n s t i t u

t ions, and the essence of what he said is in th is expression;

"That we here highly resolve that these dead shal l not have died"

" in va in ; tha t the nat ion sha l l have a new b i r th o f f reedom, that '

"government of the people, for the people, by the people, shal l ' '

"no t per ish f rom the ear th" . Th is meant tha t the peop le o f the

South were try ing to destroy "government of the people, for the

people, by the people," which was not true. The South was



equally zealous, was as devoted to government of, for and by the

people as was any northern man who fought in that contest. Both

sides erual ly desi red that k ind of government; nor was that k ind

of government in issue- The cuest ion in issue was rather whether

there should be one government by, of and for the people xiorth,

and another government by, of and for the people South, or one

government for both.

Tru th w i l l no t permi t anyone to say that that k ind o f

government in the iiorth was in any sense menaced. iJo one so

desired such government " to per ish f rom the earth"; nor vr£^^t£e#

endeavoring to do anything which would produce such a result.

Certainly the South was making no such effort. Had she been

successful , the Horth would have had for^hersel f "government of ,

for and by the people" just as she wanted it;^end so would the
HUM-

South , fo r her government , in tha t respect , ident ica l w i th the
government es tab l i shed by the Fa thers o f the Repub l i c . In t ru th ,

we misht go fur ther; as i t was given to Lincoln to understand,

h e w a s , o f c o u r s e , t e l l i n g t h e f u l l t r u t h , b u t i n a l l h o n e s t y

wi th p re jud ice la id as ide , w i th a c learer l igh t , we nay ask , was

he engaged in an enterprise that extended to the South "government

of the people, by the people and for the people" in the sense of

the Fa the r ' s work? Tru th w i l l no t pe rm i t i t t o be sa id tha t he

was. He was denyin" to the South that kind of government. The

f rozen t ru th is that L inco ln was t ry ing to save the Union in a

way that negated the idea of such government; and he in substance

said x. that he would do anything to preserve the Union. That it was

best to save the Union may be admitted.; but that was not what he

said. He was speaking of a th ing that might or might not ex is t in
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or out of the Union. To say that the Union was necessary in order

that such gbvernment might ex is t wi l l not do. That was not t rue

then nor is it true now. What would have happened by way of change

in that character of government i lorth or South had the South sue-

ceeded, was^a matter of prophecy; and all the prophets have been

dead for centur ies . But to say tha t the es tab l ishment o f the South

as a separate government would destroy that character of government

finds no jus t i fica t ion in any p rocess o f reason ing f rom the then

known facts. There were then abundant evidences of that sta lwart

spir i t in the American people, both North and South, that would not

permi t that character o f government to "per ish f rom the ear th" ,

whether we remained .or became two distinct nations, and^iot one

rouo-sa tending to show that such government would "perish from the

r th" i f the South succeeded.

A recognit ion of this is due to the brave and devoted people

of the South who fought and died in the firm and honest bel ief that

a right to have a government of their own choice was as much tjae

r ight o f e ight mi l l ion of Amer icans then in the South as i t was of

th ree m i l l i on o f Co lon is t s i n 1776 .

That it has come about since 1865 that the South has a full

measure of that kind of government is due, not to the logical ponvor

of frfe* ite*Ui ■agoffli that war to :>*4^- *etf£ *t Notour, but to the

inheren t Jove o f tha t k ind o f government a l l over th is Hat ion^ /^7^

Since that war we have not l ived up to that idea of govern

men t i n dea l i ng w i t h o the rs . Th i s w i l l no t p l ease ou r se l f - l ove , '

bu t i t i s a fac t a l l the same. Read tha t ph rase f rom L inco ln ' s

speech and then look at Port# Rico and the Phi l l ip ines and see, i f

one can, where that doctr ine comes in . The very sp i r i t o f the war



<J waged by the Wor th for the Union was dest ruc t ive , in i ts necessary

tendencies, of the character of government Lincoln did not wish to ■
"perish from the Sarth". I am not sayin-^ whether that idea is at
all times the best; neither am I contending that it would have been

for the best had the South succeeded. All that is aside from the

nuestion; for what is the best kind of government depends upon a
multitude of things, and what is best for one people or one condi

tion may not be so good for other people or for the same people

under different condit ions. This truth l ies behind the reason for

the government by, of ~no. for the people, that they may change it

w h e n t h e y d o n o t l i k e w h a t t h e y h a v e . ] ^ } < n ^ ^ 7 ^ ^ ^ f ^ /
There was enough of the great and 7ood in Lincoln for an

exceeding large mead of admiration and praise, but it should stop
^ where he was wrong , as i n tha t ma t te r. ^ cK) ^e - t / i f ^e - l sa t i sfied

when I hear admirers of Lincoln claim that he was as great or

greater than w'ashington. The eoual of V/ashington never breathed
the breath of l ife, and from present indications this estimate will

stand, forever as the truth of all the ages.

James W. Oates.

August, 1905.
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