LINCOLN AT COOPER UNION: A RHETORICAL
ANALYSIS OF THE TEXT

Michael C. Leff and Gerald P. Mohrmann

WHEN Abraham Lincoln spoke at

the Cooper Union on the evening
of February 27, 1860, his audience re-
sponded enthusiastically, and the speech
has continued to elicit praise through-
out the intervening years. Biographers,
historians, and literary scholars agree
that it was “one of his most significant
speeches,”? one that illustrated “his
abilities as a reasoner,”? and one to
which posterity has ascribed his “‘subse-
quent nomination and election to the
presidency.”® Ironically, however, this
model of “logical analysis and construc-
tion”* has lailed to generate a critical
response in kind. Most of what has been
written treats of the background, and,
too often, the man as myth has intruded;
caught up in the drama of the perfor-
mance, writers find no bit of informa-
tion too trivial to report, whether it be
the price of tickets or the fit of Lincoln’s
new shoes.> Such details can deepen our
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appreciation of the event, but they do
not illuminate the speech as a speech.

Unbhappily, little light is shed by those
who do comment on the speech text.
Nicolay and Hay assert, for example,
that Lincoln’s conclusions “were
sistibly convincing,”® but their sole piece
of supporting evidence is a four-hun-
dred word excerpt. And if they happen
to be “firmly in the hero-worshipping
tradition,”? those of sterner stuft fare
no better. Basler makes the curious claim
that the rhetorical “high-water mark”
occurs toward the end of the first sec-
tion;8 Nevins mistakenly argues that the
speech “fell into two halves”;? reputable
scholars equate summary and quotation
with explication;!® and it is generally
accepted that Lincoln demonstrated a
conciliatory attitude toward the South.!

Certainly all is not dross in previous
studies, but wherever one turns in the
literature, no satisfying account of the
speech is to be found.’> We are convinced
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that a systematic rhetorical analysis can
help rectify the situation, and what fol-
lows is our attempt to accomplish such
an analysis. In that attempt, we center
on the text of the speech, but our pur-
pose demands some preliminary remarks
about the rhetorical context.

Although it was not until after the
speech that Lincoln frankly admitted his
presidential aspirations, saying, “The
taste i5 in my mouth a little,”1% he had
been savoring the possibility for months.
The preceding November, he had writ-
ten that the next canvas would find him
laboring “faithfully in the ranks” unless
“the judgment of the party shall assign
me a different position,”!'* but even as
he wrote, Lincoln was grasping for a
different assignment, “busy using the
knife on his rivals . . . and doing all he
could to enhance his reputation as an
outstanding Republican leader.”15 Small
wonder that he decided early to “make
a political speech of it” in New York.16
Here was the opportunity to make him-
self more available to Republicans in
the East. The appearance alone would
make for greater recognition, but polit-
ical availability required more; Lincoln
had to be an acceptable Republican, and
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he had to be an attractive alternative
to the Democratic candidate.

William A. Seward and Stephen A.
Douglas were the presumptive nominees,
and they, patently, were Lincoln’s antag-
ognists. Moreover, their views on slavery
created an intertwining threat that men-
aced his conception of the party and his
personal ambitions. When Seward spoke
about a “higher law” and an “irrepressi-
ble conflict,” he strained Lincoln’s sense
of moral and political conservatism;
these pronouncements smacked too
much of radicalism.’” Douglas, mean-
while, exacerbated the situation with
his doctrine of popular sovereignty.
Lincoln feared that this siren song would
cause wholesale apostacy in Republican
ranks, an eventuality all the more likely
if the party nominee was tinctured with
radicalism. He knew, however, that a
middie ground existed, and he long had
occupied it with his insistence that slav-
ery should be protected but not ex-
tended. Consequently, when Lincoln ad-
dressed the Eastern Republicans, both
principle and expediency permitted,
even dictated, that he speak for party
and for self and that he maintain party
and self in a position between those
taken by Seward and Douglas.

That he took such a course is revealed
by an examination of the speech text,
but all the external evidence shows a
man running hard, if humbly, for po-
litical office, and while Lincoln spoke
for his party, he spoke first for his own
nomination. In fact, the Cooper Union
Address is best characterized as a cam-
paign oration, a speech designed to win
nomination for the speaker. This identi-
fication of genre is basic to our analysis,
and the nature of the genre is suggested
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by Rosenthal’s distinction between non-
personal and personal persuasion;!® in
the former, the speaker attempts to in-
fluence audience attitudes about a par-
ticular issue, and ethos is important in-
sofar as it lends credence to the substance
of the argument. In the latter the pro-
cess is reversed. The focal point is the
speaker, and the message becomes a ve-
hicle for enhancing ethos. Campaign
orations, on this basis, tend to be
examples of personal persuasion, for
while “the ostensible purpose of a given
speech may be to gain acceptance of a
particular policy, . . . the actual purpose
is to gain votes for the candidate.”!? In
other words, the ultimate goal of the
campaign orator is to promote himself
as a candidate. Both policies and char-
acter are in question, but the treatment
of issues is subsidiary to the purpose of
creating a general identification between
the speaker and the audience. The ob-
jective, then, in a campaign oration is
mgratiation.

With genre and purpose in mind, we
can approach the speech through famil-
iar topics. Addressing himself first to
the people of New York, then to the
South and finally to the Republican
Party, Lincoln divides his speech into
three sections, and this pattern of or-
ganization invites seriatim analysis of
the major dispositional units. Further-
more, argument and style immediately
loom as important elements, since they
disclose essential characteristics in and
significant interrelationships among the
main units of the discourse. Consequent-
ly, our critique will follow Lincoln’s pat-
tern of organization and will have spe-
cial reference to matters of argument and
style. This approach, however, is not
without its hazards. The convenience of
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tracing the natural sequence of the ar
gument may foster fragmentary analysis
and obscure the dominant rhetorical mo-
tive. Yet to be mindful of the genre is
to find a corrective. The central concern
is ingratiation, and recognition of this
purpose unifies the elements of analysis
by giving them a more precise focus;
awareness of the ultimate goal becomes
shuttle to the threads of structure, argu-
ment, and style.

In the address, Lincoln deals exclus-
ively with slavery, and although this in-
flamatory issue might seem a shaky
bridge to ingratiation, the choice is a
fitting response to the rhetorical prob-
lem. What better point of departure than
the paramount issue of the day, the issue
with which he was most closely identi-
fied, and the issue that had spawned the
Republican Party??® And Lincoln starts
with the very motivation that had driven
men to Ripon only a few years before,
the question of slavery in the territories.
Capitalizing on these initial associations,
he counters the emotionalism inherent
in the topic by assuming a severely ra-
tional posture and enunciating a mod-
erate but firm set of principles. The ap-
proach distinguishes him from his chief
rivals and solicits an intensified associa-
tion from Eastern Republicans. These
objectives govern the matter and man-
ner of the opening argument, and this
argument lays a foundation for subse-
quent developments in the speech. In
the opening section and throughout, Lin-
coln associates himself and Republicans
with the founding fathers and Constitu-
tional principle, and he dissociates rival

20 In 1854, “northern whigs persuaded that
their old party was moribund, Democrats weary
of planting dominance, and free-soilers eager
to exclude slavery from the territories began
to draw together to resist the advance of the
planting - power”; Charles A. Beard angi. Mary
R. Beard, The Rise of American Civilization
(New York: Macmillan, 1937), II, 22. Cf. Don E.
Fehrenbacher, “Lincoln and the Formation of
the Republican Party,” in Prelude to Greatness
(Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press, 1962), pp. 19-47-
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candidates and factions from those fa-
thers and that principle.
Acknowledging his “fellow citizens of
New York,” Lincoln begins by adopting
a “text for this discourse.”?! The text is
a statement in which Stephen A. Doug-
las had asserted, ‘“‘Our fathers, when
they framed the government under
which we live. understood this question
just as well and even better than we
do now.” Defining terms in catechistic
sequence, Lincoln maintains that “the
frame of government under which we
live” consists of the Constitution and
the “twelve subsequently framed amend-
ments” and that “our fathers” are “the
‘thirty-nine’ who signed the original in-
strument.” He then asks, what is the
question “‘those fathers understood ‘just
as well and even better, than we do
now'?” The answer “is this: Does the
proper division of local from Federal au-
thority, or anything else in the Consti-
tution, forbid our Federal Government
to control as to slavery in our Federal
Territories?” The question joins the is-
sue because it is a matter upon which
“Senator Douglas holds the affirmative,
and the Republicans the negative.”
‘That Douglas should play the foil is
most fitting. National newspaper cover-
21We follow the text in Complete Works,
¢d. John G. Nicolay and John Hay (New York:
Francis D. Tandy, 1905), V, 293-328; we include
no footnotes because aside from unimportant
exceptions, citations are sequential. This text
is more conservative in typography than that
edited and published as a campaign document
by Charles C. Nott and Cephas Brainerd. The
latter appears in Collected Works, 111, 522-550;
1860, p. 1. Substantive variations in extant
see also the New York Times, February 28,
texts are minuscule, and this consistency de-
serves comment. Lincoln ignored suggested al-
terations in the original (Sandburg, 1I, 210 and
215-216); he proofread the newspaper copy
(Frqeman, pp. 92-93); pamphlet copies were
available by the first of April (Collected Works,
1V, 38-39); and Lincoln adamantly resisted edi-
torial changes by Nott (Collected Works, 1V,
58-59). This evidence emphasizes the care with
which he constructed the speech, but it also
suggests that Re anticipated a wider audience
from the outset. Publication practices and his

‘an experience told Lincoln that he would
reach many who would not hear him speak.

age of the 1858 senatorial campaign had
linked the two men together, and the de-
bates were to be published in March.?
Moreover, Lincoln had continued the ar-
gument during 1859, worrying whether
the Republican Party would “maintain
it’s [sic] identity, or be broken up to form
the tail of Douglas’ new Kkite.”2?® Never-
theless, Lincoln knew that Douglas was
vulnerable. The Freeport Doctrine had
convinced many in the North that the
man was only too “willing to subordi-
nate moral considerations to political ex-
pediency.”?* Douglas, then, was an es-
tablished rival, one whom Lincoln per-
ceived as a threat to party unity, and
one whose strategic position was open
to attack from principle.

On a tactical level, the “text” quoted
from Douglas affords Lincoln an ideal
starting point. The allusion to the fa-
thers is a symbolic reference with the
potential for universal respect, and
Douglas’ implicit attack upon the prin-
ciples that had generated the Republican
Party creates an antithesis binding speak-
er and audience together in opposition
to a common enemy. This antithesis is
a channel for ingratiation; Lincoln
makes Republicanism the voice of ra-
tional analysis, and the precise terms of
Douglas’ assertion form the premises of
logical inquiry. Moving into the in-
quiry, Lincoln pursues a vigorous ad
hominem attack.?’ He accepts Douglas’
logic and then turns it against him.
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Whitman, I Sit and Look Out, ed. Emory Hol-
loway and Vernolian Schwartz (New York: Co-
lumbia Univ. Press, 1932), p. 96. For letters re-
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lected Works, 111, 341, 348, 872-374, 515, and 516.
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25 Logicians often define ad hominem as a fal-
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The argument of the first section de-
velops out of a single hypothetical prop-
osition: if the better understanding
evinced by our fathers shows that they
believed nothing forbade federal con-
trol of slavery in the territories, then such
regulatory power is inherent in the gov-
ernmental frame. Lincoln affirms the
antecedent with an elaborate chain of
inductive evidence. Instances in the in-
duction consist of actions by the fathers
before and a.ter they signed the Consti-
tution because the question “seems not
to have been directly before the conven-
tion.”28 From the Northwest Ordinance
of 1784 to the Missouri Compromise of
1820, Lincoln enumerates seven statutes
regulating slavery in the territories, and
he accounts for votes by twenty-three of
the fathers.2” Twenty-one voted in favor
of such regulation. Since these men were
bound by “official responsibility and
their corporal oaths” to uphold the Con-
stitution, the implication of their affir-
mative votes is beyond question. To con-
clude that the twenty-one would have
condoned federal they
thought it unconstitutional would be to

regulation if

lacy resulting from an attack upon the char-
acter of a man rather than the quality of
argument. In this essay, however, we use the
term as Schopenhauer does in distinguishing be-
tween ad hominem and ad rem as the two
basic modes of refutation. He differentiates in
this manner: “We may show either that the
proposition is not in accordance with the nature
of things, i.e., with absolute, objective truth [ad
rem]; or that it is inconsistent with other
statements or admissions of our opponent, i.e.,
with truth as it appears to him [ad hominem]”’;
Arthur Schopenhauer, “The Art of Contro-
versy,” in The Will to Live: Selected Writings
of Arthur Schopenhauer, ed. Richard Taylor
(New York: Anchor Books, 1962), p. 341. See
Henry W. Johnstone, Jr., “Philosophy and Ar-
gumentum ad Hominem,” Journal of Philosophy
49 (July 1952), 489-498.

26 Lincoln undoubtedly knew that James Wil-
son, Patrick Henry and Edmund Randolph had
discussed the topic (See Collected Works, 111,
526-527, n. 9.), but he is accurate in asserting
that the subject did not come “directly” before
the convention.

27 Washington’s vote was his signature, as
President, on the Act of 1789 which enforced
the Ordinance of 1787.
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accuse these fathers of “gross political
impropriety and willful perjury,” and
“as actions speak louder than words, so
actions under such responsibility speak
still louder.”

Emphasizing deeds and “adhering rig-
idly to the text,” Lincoln cannot offer
in evidence “whatever understanding
may have been manifested by any per-
son” other than the thirty-nine, nor can
he cite the sixteen who left no voting
records. But the latter include the likes
of Franklin, Hamilton, and Morris, and
he believes that this group “would
probably have acted just as the twenty-
three did.” In any event, “a clear ma-
jority of the whole” understood that
nothing “forbade the Federal Govern-
ment to control slavery in the Federal
Territories,” and with the remaining fa-
thers probably agreeing, there can be
little doubt about “the understanding
of our fathers who framed the original
Constitution; and the text affirms that
they understood the question ‘better
than we.””

Lincoln now uses this understanding
to discredit arguments based on the
fifth and tenth amendments; he says it
is “a little presumptuous”’ to suggest
that the fathers embraced one principle
when writing the Constitution and an-
other when writing the amendments.
And does not this suggestion “become
impudently absurd when coupled with
the other affirmation, irom the same
mouth, that those who did the two
things alleged to be inconsistent, under-
stood whether they really were incon-
sistent better than we—better than he
who affirms that they are inconsistent?”
The touch of sarcasm reveals a more ag-
gressive attitude, but it is justified by
the inductive process; Douglas’ own cri-
terion forces the conclusion that he does
not comprehend the understanding of
the fathers. Lincoln will become even
more combative before he brings the



LINCOLN AT COOPER UNION 351

first section to a close, but some com-
ments on style are merited, and they will
lead us into his conclusion.

The style of this section is entirely
consistent with Lincoln’s severely ra-
tional approach. The audience probably
did not expect the “rhetorical fireworks
of a Western stump-speaker,”’2® but Lin-
coln is most circumspect. There are none
of the “many excuses” that made him
a Uriah Heep to some of his opponents,?®
and he avoids all display, indulging
neither in anecdotes nor figurative lan-
guage. The syntax is complex at times,
but the complexity is that of legal rather
than literary prose, as is evidenced in
the following sentence: “It, therefore,
would be unsale to set down even the
two who voted against the prohibition
as having done so because, in their un-
derstanding, any proper division of lo-
cal from Federal authority, or anything
in the Constitution, forbade the Federal
Government to control as to slavery in
Federal territory.”

The preceding quotation, with its
echo of the text, points to a noteworthy
stylistic element: repetition. Lincoln in-

cludes fifteen extended citations of the
issue and an equal number from the
“text,” repetitions that accentuate the

single line of argument. He adds to the
emphasis by stressing certain key words
and phrases. For example, there are over
thirty uses of the root “understand,”
usually in the participial “understand-
ing,” and Lincoln alludes to the “fa-
thers” more than thirty-five times. None
of these repetitions is blatant or forced
because he weaves them into the fabric
of the inductive process. Furthermore,
the repetitions concomitantly reinforce
and control the emotional association
with the fathers and their understanding
of the Constitution. This point is cru-

28 Nicolay and Hay, 4braham Lincoln, 11, 220.

29 See Hofstadter, p. 94; Collected Works,
111. 396,

cial to an appreciation of Lincoln’s rhe-
torical method. Both the direction of the
argument and the symbols expressing it
are fiercely emotional; yet, all is en-
meshed in an incisive logical and lin-
guistic structure, and while the tone re-
mains rationalistic and legalistic, it also
creates a subtle emotive nexus between
the Republican audience and the found-
ing fathers.

As noted above, style and argument
shift in the concluding paragraphs, after
Lincoln already has established his log-
ical credentials. The argument becomes
bolder, and the style alters appropriate-
ly. When developing the induction, Lin-
coln refers to the framers of the Consti-
tution as the “thirty-nine,” but they be-
come “our fathers” again in the con-
clusion of the long first section of the
speech. And there periods become more
polished and sophisticated:

If any man at this day sincerely believes that
a proper division of local from Federal author-
ity, or any part of the Constitution, forbids
the Federal Government to control as to slavery
in the Federal Territories, he is right to say
so, and to enforce his position by all truthful
evidence and fair argument which he can. But
he has no right to mislead others, who have
less access to history, and less leisure to study
it, into the false belief that ‘our fathers who
framed the government under which we live’
were of the same opinion—thus substituting
falsehood and deception for truthful evidence
and fair argument.

This passage completes the negative
phase of Lincoln’s argumentation. Both
matter and manner drive a rational
wedge between the speaker and his ri-
vals. Clearly, Lincoln suggests that
Douglas may be guilty of deliberate
“falsehood and deception,” and just as
clearly, his own position represents
“truthful evidence and fair argument.”
Lincoln, one of those with “access to
history” and some “leisure to study it,”
attempts to set the record straight. An-
other direct slash at Douglas, the very
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source of the text and issue. At the same
time, Lincoln indirectly differentiates
himself from Seward and his radical pos-
ture. Lincoln’s position is more to the
right, closer to the demands of objective
inquiry, closer also to the demands of
political availability, and it is important
to remark that he achieves this dissocia-
tion without recourse to divisive rhet-
oric. The foray against the man and his
position is patent, but it is completely
inferential.

Although less obtrusive than the refu-
tation, an equally important construc-
tive movement exists within this part
of the oration. Not only does Lincoln
distinguish himself from his opponents,
he nurtures Republican unity because
he makes himself and party the vessels
for transmitting the faith of the fathers.
Avoiding self-references, he presents him-
self as the voice of Republicanism, and
he caps this appeal with words both to
and from the party:

But enough! Let all who believe that ‘our fa-
thers who framed the government under which
we live understood this question just as well,
and even better, than we do now,” speak as they
spoke, and act as they acted upon it. This is
all Republicans ask—all Republicans desire—in
relation to slavery. As those fathers marked
it, so let it be again marked, as an evil not
to be extended, but to be tolerated and pro-
tected only because of and so far as its actual
presence among us makes that toleration and
protection a necessity. Let all the guarantees
those fathers gave it be not grudgingly, but
fully and fairly, maintained. For this Republi-
cans contend, and with this, so far as I know
or believe, they will be content.

At this point in the speech, Lincoln has
associated himself and his audience with
the spirit, the principles and the actions
of the founding fathers, and in doing
so, he has taken the first steps toward
ingratiation.

Comprising nearly half the speech, this
initial section is so clearly logical that
it regularly is cited as a demonstration

of Lincoln’s powers as a reasoner, but
to say no more is to grossly underestimate
his achievement. The next section, too,
is remarkable ior its logical develop.
ment, and all that follows in the speech
is anticipated and controlled by the at-
tack upon Douglas. Failure to appreciate
this unity has confounded commentators,
and their confusion is strikingly illus-
trated in the generally accepted con-
clusion that Linceln follows his attack
with remarks “conciliatory toward the
South.”’80

The second section does begin with
an ostensible change in audience: “And
now, if they would listen,—as I suppose
they will not,—I would address a few
words to the Southern people.” But we
learn more about the beholders than
the object when we are told that the
next twenty-six paragraphs are filled
with “words of kindly admonition and
protest,”3! words of ‘“sweet reasonable-
ness to allay Southern fears.”32 Presum-
ing that he will not be heard, Lincoln
notes that “our party gets no votes” in
the South, and he flatly asserts later that
“the Southern people will not so much
as listen to us.” These are not idle reser-
vations. They represent the realistic as-
sessment of an astute politician who
knows that the coming election will be
won or lost in the North; it is hardly
plausible that this man would detract
from his ultimate purpose by directing
nearly forty per cent of his speech to
an unavailable audience.

In truth, the audience does not change.
Lincoln merely casts the second section
of the speech in the form of a prosopo-
poeia, a figure he had rehearsed five
months earlier in Cincinnati.33 The de-

30 Randall, I, 136.

31 Nicolay and Hay, Abraham Lincoln, 11, 220.

32 Nevins, II, 186.

33 Collected Works, 111, 438-454. Speaking at
Cincinnati, September 17, 1859, Lincoln directs
so much of his speech across the river “to the
Kentuckians” (p. 440.) that one listener com-
plained aloud, “Speak to Ohio men, and not
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vice suits his purposes admirably. It
enables him to create a mock debate be-
tween Republicans and the South, a de-
bate in which he becomes spokesman for
the party. In this role, Lincoln can
strengthen the identification between
himself and the available Republican
audience. He is careful to extend the
refutation of Douglas into the second
section and thus carry over the lines of
association and disassociation begun
earlier in the discourse. If Lincoln leaves
Douglas with little ground on which to
stand, he performs the same argumen-
tative service for the South, and the de-
bate he manuiactures is far from being
conciliatory.

The prosopopocia develops into an-
other ad hominem argument. This
time, however, the presentation is com-
plicated by the need to deal with
the collective contentions of a collective
opposition. To provide control, Lincoin
again begins by stressing reason, saying
to the South, “I consider that in the gen-
eral qualities of reason and justice you
are not inferior to any other people.”
Yet, in the specific case, rational dis-
course is stymied because the Southern-
ers never refer to Republicans except
“to denounce us as reptiles, or, at the
best, as no better than outlaws.” Such
responses are unjust to both sides. The
proper course would be to “bring for-
ward your charges and specifications,
and then be patient long enough to hear
us deny or justify.” Obviously, the South
is unwilling and unable to follow this
procedure, and becoming persona for
both Republicanism and reason, Lin-
coln reconstructs the charges and spe-
cfications; these include sectionalism,
radicalism, the
Question, and slave insurrections.

agitation of slavery

o Kentuckiansf” (p. 445.) Interestingly, Nevins

appreciates the prosopopoeia in this speech,

foting that Lincoln was “ostensibly speaking to
entuckians,” 11, 56.

The putative debate begins: “You say
we are sectional. We deny it. That makes
an issue; and the burden of proof is up-
on you.” The crux of the matter is
whether Republicans repel the South
with “some wrong principle.” Republi-
can principle, however, is based in the be-
liefs and actions of the fathers, and Lin-
coln challenges the South to respond to
this fact. “Do you accept the challenge?
No! Then you really believe that the
principle which ‘our fathers who framed
the government under which we live’
thought so clearly right as to adopt it,
and indorse it again and again, upon
their official oaths, is in fact so clearly
wrong as to demand your condemnation
without a moment’s consideration.” Clos-
ing and reinforcing this line of reason-
ing Lincoln refers to the pre-eminent fa-
ther: “Some of you delight to flaunt in
our faces the warning . given by
Washington in his Farewell Address,”
but if he were to speak for himself
“would he cast the blame of that sec-
tionalism upon us, who sustain his pol-
icy, or upon you, who repudiate it> We
respect that warning of Washington,
and we commend it to you, together
with his example pointing to the right
application of it.”3¢ Thus, the South
claims to be the injured party, but analy-
sis of the charge proves that the wounds
are self-inflicted.

Lincoln uses the same refutational
method for each of the other issues;
first defining the charge with a series
ol rhetorical questions, he then turns
the argument against the adversary. The
Sout™ nroclaims itself the bastion of con-
servatism and denounces Republican
radicalism, but “what is conservatism?

34 The varied interpretations of Washington’s
warning and their longevity are illustrated in
debates, early in 1850, over the purchase of the
Farewell Address manuscript for the Library of
Congress. Much of the debate is reproduced in
William Dawson Johnston, History of the Li-
brary of Congress (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1904), I, 326-340.
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Is it not adherence to the old and tried,
against the new and untried? We stick
to, contend for, the identical old policy

. which was adopted by ‘our fathers
who framed the government under
which we live’; while you with one ac-
cord reject, and scout, and spit upon
that old policy, and insist upon substi-
tuting something new.” The South al-
leges that Republicans have made the
slavery issue more prominent. True, the
issue is more prominent, but this situa-
tion arose because the South ‘“discarded
the old policy of the fathers.” Finally,
Southerners complain that Republicans
foment insurrection among the slaves,
but they can adduce no evidence to sup-
port this allegation, cannot “implicate
a single Republican” and ignore that
“Republican doctrines and declarations
are accompanied with a continual pro-
test against any interference whatever”
with the institution in the slave states.
Indeed, were it not for the loud and mis-
leading protestations of Southern poli-
ticians, the slaves would hardly know
that the Republican Party existed. Worse
yet, the South refuses to acknowledge
a simple truth contained in Republican
doctrine, a truth articulated “many years
ago” when Jefferson indicated that the
cause of slave insurrections was slavery
itself. Like Jefferson, Republicans would
not interfere with slavery where it exists,
but Republicans do insist, as the fathers
did, that the federal government “has
the power of restraining the extension of
the institution—the power to insure that
a slave insurrection shall never occur on
any American soil which is now free.”

Finishing his treatment of specific
charges, Lincoln builds to a more force-
ful and aggressive tone, just as he did
at the end of the first section. His
arrangement of responses to Southern
allegations is itself climatic, the issue
of insurrections being both last and most
critical. Always volatile, this issue had

become extremely explosive in the wake
of the Harper’s Ferry raid and the tria]
of John Brown, and Lincoln under-
standably chooses this matter as the in.
strument for his most extensive defense
of party and principle. He is not con.
tent, however, to assume a merely defen-
sive posture; the entire pattern of his
argumentation reveals a movement from
reply to attack that gathers momentum
as the discourse proceeds. Thus, having
disposed of the insurrection controversy,
Lincoln assails the very character of the
Southern position, and he concludes this
section with an examination of threats
emanating from the South.

The South hopes to “break up the
Republican organization.” That failing,
“you will break up the Union rather
than submit to a denial of your consti-
tutional rights.” This is a course of “rule
or ruin”; the union will be destroyed
unless people are permitted to take
slaves into the federal territories. But
no such right exists in the Constitution,
and Southern threats are fruitless. Nei-
ther the Constitution nor the Republi-
can Party are so malleable as to bend at
the touch of Southern fancy. Not even
the Dred Scott decision offers a refuge.
That verdict was made “in a divided
court, by a bare majority of the judges,
and they not quite agreeing with one
another in the reasons for making it”
The decision rests upon “the opinion
that ‘the right of property in a slave
is distinctly and expressly affirmed in the
Constitution,”” but careful analysis
shows that this right is not even implied.
Surely it is reasonable to expect the
Court to retract ‘“the mistaken statt
ment” when apprised of its error. Fur-
thermore, the verdict runs contrary t0
the judgment of the fathers, those who
decided the same question long agol
“without division among themselves
when making the decision,” without d}'
vision “about the meaning of it after It
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was made,” and without “basing it upon
any mistaken statement of facts.” Having
thus contrasted the babel of the Court
with the unity of the fathers and their
lineal descendants, Lincoln builds to a
striking analogy:

Under these circumstances, do you really feel
yourselves justified to break up this govern-
ment unless such a court decision as yours is
shall be at once submitted to as a conclusive
and final rule of political action? But you will
not abide the election of a Republican presi-
dent! In that supposed event, you ray, you will
destroy the Union; and then, you say, the crime
of having destroyed it will be upon us! That is
cwol. A highwayman holds a pistol to my ear,
and mutters through his teeth, ‘Stand and de-
liver, or I shall kill you, and then you will be a
murderer!”

Adding that the highwayman’s threat
can “scarcely be distinguished in prin-
cple” {rom “the threat of destruction to
the Union,” Lincoln completes his ad
hominem assault against the Southern
position, and the prosopopoeia ends.

The parallels and interrelationships
between the first and the second sections
of the speech are evident. Some shifts in
invention and style between the two
sections are occasioned by the change of
antagonist, but it is more significant that
Lincoln elects to argue against adver-
saries in both and that he uses the same
fundamental argument to dispatch them
all. In both sections, he strives to become
spokesman for the party by demonstrat-
ing that he is a man of reason and that
this characteristic melds himself and par-
ty with the principles of the founding
fathers. In addition, the same charac-
teristic distinguishes him {rom other
tandidates. Finally, each section is based
on a severely rational framework and
builds to a terminal climax that unifies
and heightens logical and emotional di-
Mmensions,

Merging style and argument within
and between parts of the discourse, Lin-
In unquestionably remains in touch
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with his immediate audience, and he un-
questionably has his eye on ingratiation.
In the first movement, he separates him-
self and party from Douglas and Sew-
ard; in the second, he favorably con-
trasts the position of the party with that
of its most vociferous opponent.? But
one further step remains. To this junc-
ture, the identification of speaker, party,
and principle has been closely tied to
a series of negative definitions. A posi-
tive gesture seems necessary, and in the
final section of the speech, Lincoln fuses
his audience together through more di-
rectly constructive appeals.

He begins by saying he will address
“a few words now to Republicans,” and
though he puts aside both text and is-
sue, his remarks evolve naturally from
what has proceeded. Once more reason
is the point of departure. Having, in
the highwayman metaphor, implied a
contrast between cool reason and hot
passion, Lincoln urges Republicans to
“do nothing through passion and ill-
temper” that might cause discord
within the nation, and, as he draws out
the ultimate implications of the South-
ern position, antithesis becomes the
dominant mode of argument and style.
The section centers on a contrast be-
tween the Republicans and the South
(between “we” and “‘they”); it extends
and amplifies the distinction between
word and deed that is present through-
cut the speech; and the argument is

35 The second movement continues the im-
plicit attack upon Seward, and all texts indicate
a mimicking of Douglas’ “gur-reat pur-rinciple ”
Buchanan also is a victim here, for he had
championed popular sovereignty in his “Third
Annual Message,” December 19, 1859; The
Works of James Buchanan, ed. John Bassett
More (1908-1911; rpt. New York: Antiquarian
Press Ltd., 1960), X. 342, Lincoln’s efforts were
not lost on a New York Evening Post reporter
who wrote that “the speaker places the Re-
publican party on the very ground occupied
by the framers of our constitution and the
fathers o° our Republic’ and that “in this
great controversy the Republicans are the real
conservative party.” His report is reprinted in
the Chicago Tribune, 1 Mar. 1860, p. 1.
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couched in and reinforced by antithetical
syntax.

Recognizing Southern intransigence,
Lincoln still wants his party to “calmly
consider their demands” and reach con-
clusions based on all “they say and do.”
Pursuing the inquiry, he asks, “Will
they be satisfied if the Territories be
unconditionally surrendered to them?
We know they will not.”” And “will it
satisfy them if, in the future, we have
nothing to do with invasions and insur-
rections? We know it will not.” It will
not because past abstention has not ex-
empted “us from the charge and the
denunciation.” To satisfy them, “we
must not only leave them alone, but we
must somehow convince them that we
do let them alone.” Experience shows
that this is no easy task because Repub-
lican policy and actions have been mis-
construed consistently. The only re-
course seems to be “this and only this:
cease to call slavery wrong, and join
them in calling it right. And this must
be done thoroughly—done in acts as
well as words. Silence will not be tol-
erated—we must place ourselves avowed-
ly with them.” Republicans must sup-
press all “declarations that slavery is
wrong,” must return ‘“fugitive slaves
with greedy pleasure,” and must pull
down all free state constitutions “before
they will cease to believe that all their
troubles proceed from us.”

Most Southerners, Lincoln admits,
would not put the argument in this ex-
treme form. Most would simply claim
that they want to be left alone, but “we
do let them alone.” Consequently, it is
apparent that “they will continue to ac-
cuse us of doing, until we cease say-
ing.” Given the nature of their argu-
ments and the character of their actions,
the Southerners cannot stop short of
the demand that all Republicans desist
from speaking and acting out of convic-
tion. Those who hold that “slavery is

morally right and socially elevating”
must necessarily call for its recognition
“as a legal right and a social blessing,”
Stripped of its veneer and examined in
the cold light of reason, the Southern
position reveals the disagreement gov-
erning the entire conflict; it also under-
scores the principle from which Repub-
licans cannot retreat. Lincoln expresses
both points in a final antithesis that re-
duces the issue of slavery to a matter of
right and wrong, to a matter of moral
conviction:

Their thinking it right and our thinking it
wrong is the precise fact upon which depends
the whole controversy. Thinking it right, as
they do, they are not to blame for desiring its
full recognition as being right; but thinking
it wrong, as we do, can we yield to them? Can
we cast our votes with their view, and against

our own? In view of our moral, social, and po-
litical responsibilities, can we do this?

Providing no answers because they are
only too obvious, Lincoln moves on to
merge self and party with the fathers,
and Washington is the exemplar.

Style changes appropriately as Lin-
coln makes his final call for unity. Anti-
thetical elements appear in the penulti-
mate paragraph, but the opposed clauses
are subordinated within the long, peri-
odic flow of the final sentence, a flow
that builds emotionally to a union with
Washington’s words and deeds. Lincoln
repeats that slavery can be left alone
where it exists, but he insists that there
can be no temporizing when it comes
to the extension of slavery:

If our sense of duty forbids this, then let us
stand by our duty fearlessly and effectively. Let
us be diverted by none of those sophistical con-
trivances wherewith we "are so industriously
plied, and belabored—contrivances such as grop-
ing for some middle ground between the right
and the wrong: vain as the search for a man
who should be neither a living man nor a dead
man: such as a policy of ‘don’t care’ on 2
question about which all true men do caré
such as Union appeals beseeching true Union
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men to yield to Disunionists, reversing the di-
vine rule, and calling, not the sinners, but the
righteous to repentance: such as invocations
to Washington, imploring men to unsay what
Washington said and undo what Washington
did.

Neither let us be slandered from our duty
by false accusations against us, nor frightened
from it by menaces of destruction to the gov-
ernment, nor of dungeons to ourselves. Let us
have faith that right makes might, and in that
faith let us to the end dare to do our duty as
we understand it.

This short third section, constituting
less than fifteen per cent of the text, is
a fitting climax to Lincoln’s efforts. Ra-
tional principle develops into moral con-
viction, and the resulting emotional in-
tensity emerges from and synthesizes all
that has gone before. Yet the intensity
is controlled. Speaker and audience are
resolute and principled, but at the same
time, they are poised and logical. Others
may indulge in ‘“false accusations” and
"menaces of destruction,” but Lincoln
and Republicans will have faith in right
and in their understanding.

With this closing suggestion of anti-
thetical behavior, Lincoln harks back to
all he has said, and with it, he completes
his exercise in ingratiation. Douglas is
4 pitiful example of one who argues mis-
guided principle in maladroit fashion,
and Seward’s notion of an irrepressible
conflict is at odds with the true spirit
of the Republican Party, a party whose
words and deeds follow from what the
framers of the government said and did.
Neither opponent measures up to the
new and higher self-conception that the
speaker has created for his audience.
Furthermore, Lincoln has, by this very
performance, demonstrated that he is
the one who will best represent party
and principle. Starting with reason and
Principle, he has shunted aside opposi-
tion, differentiated between Republicans
and the South, and pushed on to unite
the party in the faith that will “let us

to the end dare to do our duty as we
understand it.”

The very wording of the concluding
paragraphs reflects the organic quality
of Lincoln’s quest for unity. “Under-
stand”” echoes the “text”; Washington is
a synecdochic reminder of the fathers;
and the antithetical language recalls dis-
sociations that are fundamental. In ex-
amining the discourse, we have at-
tempted to explicate this internal co-
herence by tracing the sequence of ar-
guments and images as they appear in
the text, by dealing with the speech on
its own terms. We are satisfied that the
analysis has produced a reading that is
more accurate than those previously
available, a reading that goes farther to-
ward explaining why the Cooper Union
Address was one of Lincoln’s most sig-
nificant speeches.

Our interpretation is at odds, of
course, with the conventional wisdom
concerning his attitude toward the
South. Where others have found him
conciliatory, we argue that his position
on slavery was calculated to win the
nomination, not to propitiate an un-
available audience. That he had made
“many similar declarations, and had
never recanted any of them’3¢ unques-
tionably contributed to the triumph of
availability that was to be his, but his
position ultimately pointed to an ideo-
logical conflict between North and South.
Some Southerners took solace from Lin-
coln’s assurances that slavery would be
left alone where it existed, but extrem-
ists perceived him as the personification
of Black Republicanism, even as the
source of the irrepressible conflict doc-
trine.3” The latter perceptions were dis-

88 Abraham Lincoln, “First Inaugural Ad-
dress,” in Collected Works, IV, 263.

37 Michael Davis, The Image of Lincoln in the
South (Knoxville: Univ. of Tennessee, 1971,
pp. 7-40; traces Southern views from nomina-
tion through inauguration. See Southern Edi-
torials on Secession, ed. Dwight L. Dumond
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torted. So are ours, if we blink the reali-
ties of political rhetoric, and whatever
else the speech might have been, it was
certainly an oration designed to meet the
immediate problems of a political cam-
paign.

This perspective emphasizes that al-
ternatives sometimes really do exclude
and that rhetoric may nurture exclusion.
Such a perspective may be uncomfort-
able for those who want to cast Lincoln
as the Great Conciliator, but we are
convinced that an accurate reading of
the Cooper Union Address demands a
frank recognition of the immediate rhe-
torical motives. Despite the mythology,
the man was human, perhaps gloriously
so, and it does him no disservice to ac-

(1931; rpt. Gloucester, Mass.: Peter-Smith, 1964),
pp. 103-105, 112-115, 159-162, et passim.

cept this speech as evidence of his po-
litical skill, as evidence that “he was an
astute and dextrous operator of the po-
litical machine.”3® Nor does this ac
ceptance detract from the speech as lit-
erature and as logical exposition. The
political artistry and the rhetorical ar
tistry are functions of each other, and
an appreciation of this coalescence can
only enhance our understanding of the
Cooper Union Address. And viewing the
speech as a whole, we are quite content
to close with a slightly altered evalua-
tion from another context: “The speech
is—to put it as crudely as possible—an
immortal masterpiece.”’3?

38 David Donald, Lincoln Reconsidered (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956), p. 65.

39 The original is Randall Jarrell’s comment
on a poem, Robert Frost’s “Provide Provide,”
in Poetry and the Age (New York: Vintage-
Knopf, 1953), p. 41.
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