Two Speeches on Race

Of the two speeches discussed here,
Senator Barack Obama’s speech at the
National Constinntion Center in Phila-
delphia on March 18, 2008, is avatlable
at www.barackobama. com/2008/03/18/
remarks_of senator_burack_obama
_53.php and Abraham Lincoln’s at the
Cooper Linjon in New York on Febru-
ary 27, 1860, is available at showcase
.netins. net'web/creativedlincoln/speeches/
cooper.him.

Garry Wills

Two men, two speeches. The men,
both lawyers, both from Ilincis, were
secking the presidency, despite what
seemed their crippling connection with
extremists. Each was young by modern
standards for a president. Abraham
Lincoln had turned fifty-one just five
days before delivering his speech. Bar-
ack Obama was forty-six when he gave
his. Thewr political experience was
mainly provincial, in the llinois legis-
lature for both of them. and they had
received hittle exposure at the national
level—two years in the House of Rep-
resentatives for Lincoln, four vears in
the Scnate for Obama. Yet each was
seeking his party’s nomination against
a New York senator of longer standing
and preater prior reputation—Lin-
coln against Senater William Seward,
Obama against Senator Hillary Clinton.
They were both known for having op-
posed an initially popular war—Lin-
coln against President Polk’s Mexican
War, raised on the basis of a fictitious
provacation; Obama against President
Bush’s fraq War, lanached en false
claims that Saddam Hussein possessed
WMDs and had made an alliance with
Osama bin Laden.

Neither man fut the conventions of
a statesman in his era. Lincoln, thin,
gangling, and uakempt, was consid-
ered a backwoods rube, born in the
frontier conditions of Kentucky, es-
tranged from his fathcr, limited to a
caich-as-catch-can education. He was
better known as a prairie raconteur
than as a legal theorist or prose stylist.
Obama, of mixed race and foreign up-
bringing, had barely known his father,
and looked suspiciously “different.”

The most damaging charge against
each was an alleged connection with
unpatriotic and potentiatly violent rad-
icals. Lincoin’s Republican Party was
accused of supportting abolitionists like
Wililam iloyd Garrison, who burned
the Censtitution, or Jehn Brown, who
took arms agamst United States troops,
or those who rejected the Supreme
Court because of its Dved Scort deci-
sion. Obama was suspected of Muslim
associations and of following the
teachings of an inflammatory preacher
who damned the United States, How
to face such charges? Each decided to
address them openly mm a prominent
national venue, well before their par-
ties’ nominating conventions— Lincoln
at the Coopeg Uniop in New York,
Obama at the’Cepstitution Center in
Philadetphia. o

1.

Abrafiam Lincoln

Lincoln foliowed a threefold strategy in
his speech, arguing (1) that he was more
observant of the Constitution than were
his critics, and (2) that Republicans
wefe more conservative than their foes
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{hcre he addressed the John Brown
issue), and (3) that he was not opposed
to the judgment of the Supreme Court
but to its information f(here he ad-
dressed the Dred Scott 1ssue).

The Consriturion

Making a refraimn of Stephen Douglas’s
contention that “the fathers”™ under-
stoed slavery “as weli as, or better
than, we do,” Lincoln admitted that
the Constitution made it impossibie
for the federal government to 1amper
with slavery where it existed, in the
states. But Douglas and others im-
ported into the Constitution a prohibi-
tion of their own invention—-against
federal control of slavery in territories
net yet admitted as states. With law-

the new and untried? We stick to,
contend for, the identical oid pol-
icy on the point in controversy
{slavery in the territeries] which
was adopted by “our fathers who
framed the Government under
which we live”; while you with one
accord reject. and scout, and spit
uporn that old policy, and insist on
substituting something new.

Jokn Brown

To brand Republicans as revolution-
aries, Southerners blamed them for
Iohn Brown's armed insurrection o
free the slaves--though no formal
member of the party had been identi-
fied as a supporter of Brown,

If any member of our party is
suilty in that matter, you know it

Barack Qbama delivering his speech on race al the National Constitution Center

yerly precision Lincoln proved that—
before. during, and after framing the
Constitution —“the fathers” did acta-
ally prohibit or limit slavery m the
original (Northwest) territory and in
subsequent territerial acquisitions. Tt
was unfair, Lincoln said, to accuse Re-
publicans of disobeying a constiiu-
tional requirement that never existed.

To conclude his appeal to the fa-
thers, Lincoln said that he was not ad-
vocating a blind submission to what
had gone before—that would pre-
clude all chances for progress or im-
provement, for benefiting from “the
lights of current experience.”

[But} what I do say is, that if we
would supplant the opinions and
policy of our fathers in any case,
we should do so upon evidence so
conclusive, and argument so clear,
that even their great authertity,
fairly considered and weighed,
cannot stand; and most surely not
in a case whereof we ourselves
declare they understood the ques-
tion better than we.

In accord wiih this view, Republicans
observed the Constitution even when
they disapproved of the result—pro-
tection of slavery in the states: “Let ail
the guaranties those fathers gave it
be, not grudgingly, but fully and fairly
maintained.” Southerners had no right
to demand. over and above this obser-
vance of the Constitution, a submis-
sion to what was never contained in
the document, The claim that Republi-
cans were extremists was made by men
who were themselves innovators:

What is conservatisin? Is it not ad-
herence to the old and tried, against

in Philadelphia, March 18, 2008

or you do not know it. I you do
know it, vou are inexcusable for
not designating the man and prov-
ing the fact. If vou do not know it,
you are inexcusable for asserting
it. and especially for persisting in
the assertion after you have (ried
and failed to make the proof. You
need to be told that persisiing 1n
a charge which one does not
know to be lrue, is simply mali-
cious slander.

Lincoin dismissed Brown's raid as
“absurd” and feckless:

1t was not a slave insurrection. , ..
In fact, it was so absurd that the
slaves, with all their ignorance,
saw plainly enough it could not
succeed.... In the present state of
things within the United States, 1
do not think a general, or even a
very extensive slave insurrection,
is possible.

The slaves lacked the means of com-
munication, supply. organization, and
assistance that would be required. So
raising a general panic over John
Brown was practicing the politics of
fear, making Republicans’ foes the
real extremisis.

Dred Scour

Lincoln, while denying a general disre-
spect for the Supreme Court, said that
the Courl erred in its Dred Scosi deci-
sion, not by illicit opining on the facts,
but from an initial misapprehension
of what the facts were. The Court as-
serted thal “the right of property in
a slave is distinctly and expressly af-
firmed in the Constitution.” Using the

Tint ShafferfRenters

skills at definition that made him 5o
clear and convincing before juries,
Lincoln spelled out what that state-
ment meant:

[The Justices} pledge their verac-
ity that it is “distinctly and ex-
pressty” affirmed there [in the
Counstitution] —“distinctly,”  that
is, not mingled with anything clsc
—“cxpressly,” that is. in words
meaning just that, without the aid
of any inference, and susceptible
of no other meaning.

Lincoln pomis out that slaves are
never called property in the Constitu-
tien—they are not even called slaves.
They are referred 1o only as “persons”
who perform a “service or labor.” This
1s hardly a distinct and express state-
ment of property in them.

The Court might have had an argu-
ment if it had claimed that an inference
couid be drawn about slavery. It had
no right 1o assert a distinet and express
grant of power. And will Southerners
dismantle the Union on an inference?

Under all these circumstances. do
you really feel vourseives justified
10 break up this Govermment, un-
less such a court decision as yours
is, shall be at once submitted 10 as
a conclusive and final rule of polit-
ical action?

‘The Southerners thus prove that they
are the radicals and extremists:

Your purpose, ther, plainlv stated.
is, that you will destroy the Gov-
ernment, unless vou be aliowed to
consitue and enforce the Consti-
tution as you please, on 2l points
in. dispute belween you and us.
You will rule or ruin in ali events.

Lincoln advises Republicans. by
contrast, to prant all the good faith
that they can to the other side. “Let us
calmly consider their demands, and
vield to them if, in our deliberate view
of our duty, we possibly can.” But Re-
publicans have a right to expect a re-
ciprocal respect for their own just de-
mands. The Sowtherners, far from
doing this, demand that Republicans
change not cnly their arguments but
their views and values:

Thinking fslavery] right, as they
do, they are not to blame for de-
siring, its full recognition, as being
right; bui, thinking it wrong, as we
do, can we vield to them? Can we
cast our voles with their view, and
against our own?

Threatened with destruction of the
Elnion, Lincoln urges his fellow Re-
publicans: “Let us have faith that right
makes might, and in that faith, let us,
to the end. dare 10 do our duty as we
understand 1t."”

Barack Obama

Obama has labored under prejudices
at least as severe as those against Lin-
coln. Lincoln was considered uncouth,
uneducated. Ohama was vaguely con-
sidered un-American because of his
foreign upbringing, his cxotic hack-
ground, his very name. His middle
name is Hussein-—the given names of
both his father and his grandfather: a
common name in much of the world; a
name not exclusively given to Muslims
or defining its bearer in religicus terms,
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but one that sets him apart in ex-
ploitable ways.

Obama began his speech as Lincoln
had, with an appeal to the Constiw-
tion. The editor of the law review at
Harvard, he had been a respecied
teacher of copstitutional law at the
University of Chicago. In addressing
the Constitution, he knew what he was
talking about. Lincoln, white profess-
ing obedience to the Constitution, said
that this did not preciude its improve-
ment from “all the lights of current ex-
perience.” Obama went further, saying
that the preamble’s call for “a more
perfect union” initiated a project, to
make the Constitution a means for its
own transcendence. This was a view
Lincoln articulated often. The found-
ing fathers, he said,

meant to sei up a standard maxim
for free society. which should be
familiar te all, censtantly looked
to, constantly labored for. and
even though pever perfectly at-
tained, constantly approximated.

As Obama put it in his speech: “This
union may never be perfect, but gener-
ation after gemeration has shown that
it can always be perfected.” This is
possible, however, only if people con-
centrate on the goals that unite them
rather than the grievances that divide
them. He admitted that the grievances
are real —on many sides, not just one.
Blacks must deal with the legacies of
slavery and segregation, but whites
have their own discontents:

. When they are told to bus their
children to a school across town;
when they hear that an African
American is getting an advantage
in landing a good job or a spot in a
good college because of an injustice
that they themselves never com-
mitted; when they’re told that their
fears about crime in urban neigh-
berhoods are somehow prejudiced,
resentment builds over time.

While conceding that many kinds of
grievance are in ptay, Obama had pri-
marily to deal with the expressions of
biack anger that he was familiar with
from his days as a community orga-
nizer in Chicago, from racial feelings
which he had encountered in his own
family and in his own church. Espe-
cialty in his church.

Jeremiah Wright

Jeremiah Wright was Obama's John
Brown. Lincotn had to dissociate him-
self from the fiery and divisive Brown.
He did so, and called attempts to link
him with Brown “malicious slander.”
But some thought that he did not go
far enough in denouncing Brown. Lin-
coln did not call kim a fanatic or insult
those who sympathized with him. He
said Brown’s attempt was “‘absurd”
because it could not work. The reasom
he was so circumspect is not far to
seek. Though he said no Republican
was officially connected with Brown’s
raid, many Republican sympathizers
favored Brown, including such re-
spectable figures as ‘Ralph Waldo
Emerson. In fact, the particular hero
of Lincoln’s own law partner, William
Herndon, was the Unitarian minister
and reformer Theodore Parker, who
secreily helped fund Brown. Lincoln
had carefully avoided contact with
Parker, an outspoken abolitionisi. But

he clearly krew and Jiked his work, es—

pecially his often used formula for de-
macracy—-government of the people.
by the people, and for the people.
Lincoln's political responsibility was
not to mveigh against abolitionists.
but 10 rake the practical steps possible
toward opposing slavery. In this situa-
tion, he pleaded with each side in the
dispute to respect the good faith of the
other side and work toward acts that
would be both in accord with the Con-
stitution (as it then existed) and se-
spectful of the moral objections of
those opposing slavery. As Lincoln
would not denounce those sympathiz-
ing with Brown, Obama did not reject
the black community that felt a sympa-
thy (though not an agreement) with
Reverend Wright. This was especially
tmportant 1o some blacks becausc
Wright’s main message was that blacks

Abraham Lincoln on the day of his addmx at
the Cooper Union, New York City, February
27, 1860; photograph by Mathew Brady

should achieve their own goals with-
out begeing for a handout from whites.
Obama, who had seen the results of
this message in his community orga-
pizing, rightly sa:d that this is a partic-
uvlarly American approach:

It means taking futl responsibility
for our own lives—by demanding
more {rom our fathers, and spend-
ing mere time with our children,
and reading to them, and teaching
ther: that while they may face
chalienges and discrimination in
their own lives, they must never
succumb to despair or cynicism:
they must always belicve that they
can write their own destiny.

Irenically, this quintessen-tially
American—and, yes, conserva-
tive—notion of self-help found
frequent expression in Reverend
Wright's sermons.

It is clear that Reverend Wright’s
church, which was fully supported by
the Church of Christ's white national
leadership, was much more than the
wild statements of its former pastor
Some suggested that any decent per-
son would storm out of a church that
had known such a pastor. But many
decent persons, and not only blacks,
had refused to do just that—and such
people were also being denounced.
Martin Marty, the respected church
historian at the University of Chicago,
had often attended Wright’s services
and foand inspiration there. In some
ways, Marty is to Jeremiah Wright
what Emerson was to John Brown.
Obama denounced the specific
statements of Wright that were
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indefensible. “They expressed a pro-
foundly distorted view of this coun-
try.” They were “not oaly wreng but
divisive.” That is, they hurt the cause
of joint progress on which Obama
based his campaign. As Lincoln said of
Brown, Obama made it clear that
Wright's approach just could not
work. There was no reason {for Obama
to anaiyze all of Wright's statements,
much less to defend them. But many
blacks found them less offensive than
whites did. The charge that AIDS was
a white plot against blacks is obviously
unjustified, but to some blacks it did
not seem crazy, since their accurate
oral history remembers a time when
syphilis went untreated among blacks
50 as to study its effects. One of the
least sensible charges against Wright
was the claim of Michael Gerson,
President Bush's former speechwriter,
that his statement would expose more
blacks to AIDS. Wright's aim was
clearly apotropaic—to warn blacks
off from anything suspected of white
exploitation. It reminded me of the
way the pacifist David Dellinger used
to shout back on a bullkorn at antiwar
demonstrators calling for violence
—he said. “Pay no attention to those
calls, they are coming from police
provocateurs.”

But if Obama did not go nto the
specific outrages of Wright, his criti-
cism of him was profound and instrc-
tive. He praised the concern for the
community thalt Wright had shown.
That has always been a mark of black
religion in  America. Unlike the
Calvinist stress on individualism, on
the private experience of being saved,
blacks thought in terms of the whole
people being saved—all of them riding
on the Ak, all reaching the Promised

Land. This journey of the pecple is
deeply embedded in the spirituals. As
Jacob wrestled the angel till the break
of day, “and never Jet him go,” so:

1 hold my brudder wid a tremblin’
hand;
I would not let him go!
I hold iy sister wid a tremblin’
hand;
I would nat let her go!

It was this aspect of black religion that
impressed Abraham Lincoln, who be-
came an instant friend of the former
Sunday schooi teacher Frederick Doug-
lass. Lincoln’s Second Inangural would
eloquently argue that the whole peo-
ple had sipned in slavery, was being
punished together, and would repent
and be saved rogcther.

Obama’s deepest criticism of Wright
was not in terms of personal attack.
On that, he would hold his brother
with a trembling hand. The problem
was that Wright saw the whote people
as the black people, while Obama sees
the people as the entire nation. Wright
did not reach his hand to the wider
circle of brothers and sisters. His view of
the world was static. He would freeze
the Ark’s mation, though the spizi-
tual tells us “the old Ark’s a-moverin’,
a-moverin’”:

The profound mistake of Rev-
erend Wright's sermons is not that
he spoke about racism in our soci-
ety. It’s that he spoke as if cur so-
ciety was static; as if no progress
has been made; as if this country
—a country that has made it possi-
bie for one of his own members to
run for the highest office in the
land and build a coalition of white
and black. Latino and Asian, rich

and poor, young and old-—is'stil
irrevocably bound to a tragic past.

‘When Obama listed all the things that
are still to be accomplished by a united
America, he spoke with the optimism
and pragmatism that are American
traits. This was not a sappy optimism.
With Lincolnian modesty he said:

I have never been 50 naive as to
believe that we can get beyond our
racial divisions in a single efection
cycle, or with a single candidacy-—-
particularly a candidacy as imper-
fect as my own.

Bu: the very things that made some
think bim un-American were what
made him most especially American:

I have brothers, sisters, nieces,
nephews, uncles and cousins, of
overy race and every hue, scat-
tered across three continents, and
for as long as 1 live, 1 will never
forget that in no other country on
earth is my story even possible.

Obama found grounds for his rea-
sonable hope in the young people join-
ing his campaign. They came to him
not because he was a rock star but be-
cause they found it exhilarating to es-
cape some of the prejudices that have
bound their elders, their famulies, their
churches, their schools. They too re-
ject the static view of America voiced
by Jeremiah Wright. One of them,
named Ashley. told fellow campaign
workers that she joined the Gbama ef-
fort to work for better health care for
women like her mother. When éthers
at the meeting gave their reasons for
being there, an elderly black man said,
“I'm here because of Ashley.” He held
his sister with a trembling hand.

Ovamas speech has been widely
praised—compared with JFK's speech
te Protestant ministers, or FDR's First
Inaugural, even to the Gettysburg Ad-
dress. Those are exaggerations. But
the comparison with the Cooper Union
address is both more realistic and
more enlightening. It helps us under-
stand cach text better, one in terms of
the other, since both speakers faced
similar obstacles to their becoming
president. Both used & campaign occa-
sion to rise to a higher vision of Amer-
ica’s future. Both argued iatelligently
for closer uniop in the cause of
progress.

Lincoln faced a greater challenge —
the threat of national disintegration —
and he had 1o make commensuzately
greater concessions, like granting the
South its claim to coastitutional pro-
tection of slavery. The extremist in his
attic, John Brown, had not enly spo-
ken wild words but taker up weapons
and killed men. Lincoin was under
strong pressures to trash Brown, but
he knew this would serve no useful
purpose.

In his prose, Obama of necessity
lagged far behind the resplendent Lin-
coln. But what is of lasting interest is
their similar strategy for meeting the
charge of extremism. Both argued
against the politics of fear. Neither de- -
nied the darker aspects of our history,
yet they held out hope for what Lin-
coln called here the better “lights of
current experience” —what he would
later call the “better angels of our na-
ture.” Each looked for larger patterns
under the surface bitternesses of their
day. Each forged a moral position that
rose above the occasions for their
speaking.

Tibet: The Peace of the Graveyard

Viclay Havel, André Glucksmann, Yohei Sasakawa, E1 Hassan Bin Talal, Frederik Willem de Kierk, and Karel Schwarzenberg

The recent events in Tibet and adjoin-
ing provinces are cause for deep con-
cern. Indeed, the dispersal of a peace-
ful protest march organized by Tibetan
monks, which led to a wave of unrest
that was brutaily suppressed by the
Chinese military and police, has caused
indignation all over the democratic
world.

The reaction of the Chinese author-
ities to the Tibetan proiests evokes
echoes of the totalitarian practices
that many of us remember from the
days before communism in Central
and Eastern Eurcpe collapsed in 1989:
harsh censorship of the domestic
media, blackouts of reporting by for-
eign media from Chinz, refusal of visas
to foreign journalists, and blaming the
unrest on the {Dalai Lama's conspira-
torial cligue” and other unspecified
dark forces gupposgdly manipulated
from abroad.”” -

Indeed, the language used by some
Chinese povernment represeniatives
and the official Chinese media is a re-
minder of the worst of times during the
Stalinist and Maoist eras. But the most
dangerous development of this unfortu-
nate situation is the current attempt to
seal off Tibet from the rest of the world.
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Detegaions te
st inmedately

Even as we write, it is clear that
China’s rulers are trying to reassure
the world that peace, quiet. and “har-
meny” have again prevailed in Tibet.
We all know this kind of peace from
what has happened in the past in
Burma, Cuba, Belarus, and a few other
countries-~it is called the peace of the
graveyvard.

Merely urging the Chinese govern-
ment (¢ exercise the “utmost restraint™

TI etan nnsprareslmg in front of the Chinese embassy in Katmandu, Nepal, March 26, 2008

Give Freademto tﬁé_ @
Press‘

in dealing with the Tibetan people, as
governments around the world are
doing, is far toe weak a response. The
intecrnational community, beginning
with the United Nations and followed
by the Eurcpean Union, ASEAN, and
other international erganizations, as
well as individual couniries, shouid
use every means possible to step up
pressure on the Chinese government
X g
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* allow foreign media, as well as -
ternational fact-finding missions, imto
Tibet and adjoining provinees in order
to enable objective investigations of
what has been happening;

» release all those who anly peace-
fully exercised thejr internationally
guaranteed human rights, and guaran-
tee that no one is subjected 10 torture
and unfair trials;

= cnter into a meaningful dialogue
with the representatives of the Tibetan
people.

Unless these conditions are fulfilled,
the International Olympic Committee
should seriously reconsider whether
holding this summer’s Olympic Games
in a country that includes a peaceful
graveyard remains a good idea, [

—March 24, 200
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