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Give me liberty, or give me death.
Patrick Henry, 1775

Here the truceless armies yet
Trample, rolled in blood and sweat;
They kill and kill and never die;
and I think that each is I.
A. E. Housman, ‘’A Shropshire Lad"" XXVIII (1895)

On a blood red morning the sun

rises behind the form of a wakeful
sentry guarding the crest of Cemetery
Ridge, knees bent, as if in prayer.
Likely dead before the next sun.
Behind this bronze statue, behind

the roar of these cannon and this gun,
a bearded farmer rises in the mind

Of his own battle and calls in
the animals of the field. He
bends to each and hand to hand
milks the placid bovine arsenal
which lows contentedly, further than eye can see,
apart from the killing grounds of his blessed land.
James A. Miller, *’Amishman at the New World’’ (1986)

M/hen one is given an honor not well deserved yet accepts -- and

accepts therefore with a guilty conscience -- the need for escaping the
sin of hypocrisy is compelling. One possible road of escape in the pre-
sent circumstance is an attempt to address in this inaugural lecture a sub-
ject of consequence. Even if the resulting exercise is not of high quality,
the choice of topic will ensure some benefits to the audience. So my topic
today is war -- unfortunately a topic of potentially greater consequence
than ever before in the history of humankind.

Year after year millions of Americans take the road to Gettysburg. In
physical, moral, intellectual or emotional terms many millions more all
over the globe take similar if often lesser pilgrimages. What for? The
Gettysburg road leads to a peaceful, pastoral countryside -- peaceful but
for those few days in the summer heat of 1863 -- fields of hay and corn;
fields of wheat; peaches, woods, cattle, sheep, graceful barns, neat homes,
working, peaceful people. The roadsides, the fields, and the woods are
also spotted with countless monuments and markers forming what might
be the most unusual outdoor art gallery in the world. And as we college
folk and the like look at the milling pilgrims of Gettysburg, the question
burns into our inwards: what do the monuments honor? Whom they
honor we know: the soldiers who fought here and died here. That is,
in part, why Lincoln, the first and still chief pilgrim, came to Gettysburg.
But what do the monuments honor? A number of answers can be given
to this question, but among them we do not usually count, perhaps do
not want to know, that when we honor the warrior, to a degree, we honor
war itself. So it is “‘altogether fitting and proper”” that the Gettysburg
Address is a funeral oration.! -

If Gettysburg is a place of monuments, so is in a different way its big
neighbor, the capital city of Washington. There in recent years, after much
deliberation, a monument designed by an American woman of Oriental
descent was put up to those many sons and few daughters of this land
who had died in Vietnam. This awesome granite wall stands between
the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial and close to the
larger than life statue of a sitting, kindly Albert Einstein in sneakers,
inviting children to sit in his lap, as my children did when we visited
him. The black granite of the Vietnam monument, after a short time, was
supplemented by a statue of three soldiers. The monument to the dead
seems thus to have become a monument also to that majority of soldiers
who had survived. Perhaps it would have been well to have also added
--in this age of abstract art where most people are still mundanely literal-
minded -- the statue of a soldier-parapeligic in a wheelchair. One could
make the argument that a wheelchair would have been “‘altogether
fitting’” next to the black of the Vietnam granite, in the shadow of the



Greek temple honoring the man under whose leadership one and a half
million casualties piled up in a civil war, and not far from the Egyptian
obelisque honoring the father of Americans, whose casualties in the war
at the birth of the nation were more modest, and with the statue of the
gentle immigrant scientist nearby whose letter to Franklin Delano
Roosevelt (soon to be another great war president) helped start the scien-
tific project which reached its first success at Hiroshima.?

These allusions to the monuments of Gettysburg and Washington
attempt to set a mood here and to suggest the emotional roots of the pre-
sent inquiry. Historians, like other mortals, are children of their own
times. My inheritance is that of the Vietnam generation -- but with the
shadow of the second World War heavily upon it.

The intellectual and religious roots of this inquiry, however, go back
millenniums: Western civilization’s concern about, and opposition to, war
is ancient. The book of Isaiah -- that Lincoln liked so much -- and the
book of Micah and Joel, too, prophesied a time when “‘they shall beat
their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation
shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any
more.”” War in the Bible, at times, was punishment for the sins of an erring
people. To teach a better way Jesus went up on the Mount and said ““ye
resist no evil; but whosoever shall smite thee on the right cheek, turn
to him the other also.”” His message was ‘‘love your enemies.”” The
ancient Hebrew religion, of course, was also, in part, a great warrior
religion, as was Christianity for more than a millennium, after Rome
became a Christian empire under Constantine. Rome, as Greece before
it, also had thinkers and leaders who justified the shedding of blood in
the defense of liberty. Much blood was indeed shed in its defense -- and
much more otherwise.

St. Augustine of Hippo helped perfect the theological basis of the
Christian Empire through the concept of the “‘just war,’”” whereby the
Christian soldier could smite the unjust enemy, but only with mercy in
his heart. Augustine recognized the empire as the creator of ‘‘a bond of
peace,”’ but also grieved: “how many great wars, how much slaughter
and bloodshed, have provided this unity!"’3

A thousand years of wars ensued but western society changed, and
the Dutch pacifist Erasmus took up the anti-war spirit, as did the French
monk Emeric Cruce, the German writer Gimmelshausen, whom I delight
in assigning to my students, and some others. But it was the eighteenth
century Enlightenment that shaped the modern liberal conscience. Sir
Michael Howard, the British historian, defines that conscience as ““pacific
if not actually pacifist. It regards war as an unnecessary aberration ... .
On the other hand it accepts that wars may have to be fought, either to
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ensure the liberation of groups suffering under alien oppression, or to
ensure the survival of those societies in which the liberal ethic has achieved
dominance.”” The present inquiry is rooted in this tradition. So was
Abraham Lincoln’s attitude toward war.*

Lincoln’s first encounters with war were close to the mythical, a mix-
ture of Biblical and American Revolutionary lore. The Bible has been
touched on briefly, though it might be added that Lincoln knew the Good
Book and its stories, including its many war stories, in a way and to an
extent that is rare in our own times. As for the Revolution, he was born
thirty-four years after the first shots at Lexington green, two decades after
the establishment of the United States under the Constitution, a decade
after the death of George Washington. In physical time the boy Lincoln
was close to the Revolutionary War. In terms of understanding, however,
by his day the War had already receded into fable. In contrast, what
Americans like to call the War of 1812, and which Lincoln tended to refer
to as ““The British War,”’ coincided with his early childhood.

One of his first memories came from this war. One day as a little boy
he went fishing and made a catch. On his way home he met a soldier
coming back from the war. The boy gave his fish to the veteran -- “’having
been always told at home that we must be good to soldiers.”’As if to
explain, in later years his cousin Dennis Hanks remembered that the
Lincoln home in Kentucky was a stop for the returning veterans of the
war.®

There is no reason to doubt that such patriotic and in a limited sense
pro-war sentiments surrounded Lincoln’s youth and in later years on rare
occasions he repeated, almost always in mild ways, such sentiments. But
cousin Hanks remembered that it was Thomas Lincoln, the father, who
hailed the soldiers of 1812. Somehow, whether via the influence of the
mother, Nancy Hanks, Lincoln’s own internal imperatives, or a combina-
tion of further elements, another more dominant aspect emerged in him
early. When many years later the historian Francis Parkman spoke of
America’s two greatest presiderits, he expressed a preference for
Washington. Lincoln had too much ““womanly tenderness’” in him, the
scholar explained thus repeating views expressed by men close to the
Illinoisan. Whatever we may think of such sexual stereotyping today, what
Parkman and the others meant was illustrated by Lincoln’s attitude toward
hunting.¢

Hunting was a way of life on the frontier where he grew up, indeed
the way to physical survival. But Lincoln refused to be very much of a
hunter. On the eve of his presidency he still remembered the traumatic
experience of his childhood when A few days before the completion
of his eigth [sic] year, in the absence of his father, a flock of wild turkeys
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approached the new log-cabin [in which he lived], and A[braham]. with
arifle gun, standing inside, shot through a crack, and killed one of them.
He has never since pulled a trigger on any larger game.”””

Lincoln’s attitude toward hunting symbolized his rejection of the
violence of the frontier in general. However much that frontier prized
the use of physical prowess, the 6’4’" wrestling champion of backwoods
Illinois found that words, not violence, were the weapons acceptable to
him. On the rare occasion he lapsed from his non-violent standard, he
remembered it ever after with tremendous shame, as in the case of his
own near duel in 1841, which involved his courtship of Mary Todd. Such
shame may have had various sources but we cannot ignore at its core
a fundamental repugnance to violence. It is not impossible that a seem-
ingly apocryphal tale originated with a shamed Lincoln, who when
challenged to the duel, chose for weapons cow dung at five paces. His
actual choice of weapons, cavalry broadswords of the largest size, was
only somewhat less ridiculous, and in the end helped avert the duel
because the tall, long-armed Lincoln could have been reached only with
the greatest difficulty by his much shorter challenger. Since Lincoln could
never be called a coward physically, the choice of weapons allows only
one interpretation.®

Yet if Lincoln detested violence, at age twenty-three he was ready to
defend his home. He thus acquired his sole military experience, as a citizen
soldier for some weeks, during an Indian rising in 1832. Whether
economic necessity supplemented, as his autobiography suggests, a belief
in self-defense combined with youthful patriotism to motivate him to
volunteer, Lincoln saw no combat in what became known as the Black
Hawk War. When he later referred to his ‘‘soldiering,”” he removed it
as far as possible from a real war experience, speaking of it as consisting
of ““bloody struggles with the musquetoes [sic]’” and “‘charges upon the
wild onions.””® As with so many of his public utterances, whether about
war or other subjects, Lincoln had political purposes even in ridiculing
himself as a warrior. But such purposes do not negate the significance
of both anti-violence and anti-military sentiments he repeatedly expressed
within the context of a dominant culture that could look on violence with
approval and prized military glory. Indeed, the most notable event of
Lincoln’s soldiering experience was his saving the life of an old Indian
who, having come into the whites’ camp with a safe conduct, was about
to be lynched by the soldiers. The story has the stuff of legends, but it
is nonetheless true.?

If Lincoln’s ““war experience’’ carried elements of both the ridiculous
and the noble, with himself stressing the former, his memory also hid
horror that he forever after could associate with war. Though Lincoln saw
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