Fortenbaugh Lecture

The Robert Fortenbaugh Memorial Lecture is the outgrowth of a
series of Civil War Conferences held annually at Gettysburg Col-
lege from 1957 to 1961. Organized by Professor Fortenbaugh and
his colleagues in the Department of History, the conferences at-
tracted some of the outstanding historians of the nation. Papers
presented at these conferences appeared in various scholarly pub-
lications such as C. Vann Woodward’s The Burden of Southern
History (1960). The proceedings of two conferences were pub-
lished in their entirety in book form: Why the North Won the Civil
War (1960), edited by David Herbert Donald, and Politics and
the Crisis of 1860 (1961), edited by Norman A. Graebner.

The Fortenbaugh Lecture is presented each year on Novem-
ber 19, the anniversary of the Gettysburg Address. It was sustained
during its first two decades by an endowment contributed by Mr.
and Mrs. Clyde B. Gerberich of Mt. Joy, Pennsylvania, in honor of
Professor Fortenbaugh, Mr. Gerberich’s classmate (Gettysburg’13)
and longtime friend, who taught history at their alma mater from
1923 until his death in 1959. The endowment has been substan-
tially supplemented by the National Endowment for the Human-
ities, the Harry D. Holloway Fund, the Hewlett Foundation, and
the alumni and friends of the College who have contributed to
commemorate the 79 years of combined service to Gettysburg
College by Professors Basil L. Crapster and Charles H. Glatfelter,
who retired in 1988 and 1989, respectively. The Fortenbaugh Fund
continues to benefit from contributions of friends of the Lecture
and the College.

The first Fortenbaugh Lecture was delivered in 1962 by Bruce
Catton; the twentieth by C. Vann Woodward in the 150th year of
Gettysburg College, in 1981. With the twenty-first lecture by
Jacques Barzun, in 1982, the College commenced the annual pub-
lication of the lectures. Published thus far are:

Jacques Barzun, Lincoln’s Philosophic Vision (1982)

David Brion Davis, The Emancipation Moment (1983)

James M. McPherson, Lincoln and the Strategy of Uncon-
ditional Surrender (1984)

Eugene D. Genovese, “Slavery Ordained of God”: The South-
ern Slavebolders’ View of Biblical History and Modern
Politics (1985)

Oscar Handlin, The Road to Gettysburg (1986)

Marcus Cunliffe, The Doubled Images of Lincoln and Wash-
ington (1987)

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., War and the Constitution: Abra-
bham Lincoln and Franklin D. Roosevelt (1988)

Robert V. Bruce, The Shadow of a Coming War (1989)

Carl N. Degler, One Among Many: The Civil War in Com-
parative Perspective (1990).
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Preface

Germany is once again politically united though remaking a German
nation promises to be something of a painful process. Simultaneously, the
Russian empire is bursting at its seams while the American media provides
at times half-baked analogies between the era of Lincoln in the United
States and that of Gorbachev in the Soviet Union.

Historical comparisons across accustomed boundaries are difficult,
even as they can sometimes be fatally enticing. The more specialized
historical writing becomes the more difficult is the creation of the story
of even a single nation such as the United States. For the American his-
torian, a notably insular breed, to venture beyond the confines of the
history of what Lincoln called this “almost chosen people” is an act of
some daring. Carl Degler made one of his most notable contributions to
the study of this county’s history by learning Portuguese in order to write
Neither Black Nor White: Slavery and Race Relations in Brazil and the
United States. It seemed reasonable then that for his Gettysburg lecture,
too, he should follow a comparative route.

Professor Degler takes his text from the nineteenth century French
historian Ernest Renan: “Deeds of violence. . .have marked the origin of
all political formations, even those which have been followed by the most
beneficial results.” Mr. Degler then proceeds to give an appraising glance
to nineteenth century attempts at nation-building in Hungary, Poland, Italy,
Japan, Germany, Switzerland, and Canada. Among these he finds the closest
analogy to the United States in the brief Swiss Civil War of the 1840s, but
the most interesting one in Germany’s uniting wars between 1866 and
1871. From such a perspective Lincoln becomes something of an American
Bismarck.

The light thus shed on the American Civil War will be debated for
years to come. '

Thanksgiving Day, 1990 . Gabor S. Boritt
Farm by the Ford
Gettysburg



itably evokes, items in today’s newspapers are hardly necessary

to attract attention to still another discussion of that primal
event in American history. Yet the past year has undoubtedly awakened
more memories of that war and the circumstances that precipitated it
than any in over a century. From the fringes of Europe we have heard
vigorous calls for secession from several constituent members of a pow-
erful state; to the north of us, a large and self-consciously distinct province,
which must remind us in some ways of our own antebellum South in
1860, threatens to leave its Union unless its special character is consti-
tutionally recognized. Editorial writers have asked, will President Mikhail
Gorbachev be another Lincoln in resisting by force the secession of Lith-
uania, or why hasn’t Prime Minister Brian Mulroney of Canada followed
Lincoln in promising to enforce the laws if Quebec should carry out its
threat to separate from the Canadian Union?

This year, however, has not been the first time in which the American
experience has been but one among many. More than a century ago,
between the years 1845 and 1870, the world witnessed a widespread
efflorescence of nation-building, in the midst of which was the American
Civil War. Some of those instances of people’s seeking national identity
and statehood remind us of the Confederacy inasmuch as they failed to
achieve independence. The revolt of the Hungarians against their Austrian
masters in 1848 under the leadership of Louis Kossuth was one such
failure, though within two decades Hungarian nationalism achieved a kind
of acknowledgment of national identity in the dual empire of Austria-
Hungary. A more crushing failure was the experience of the Poles who
rose in 1863 against their Russian rulers, at the very same time that the
United States was struggling to suppress its own uprising in the South.
Contrary to the Confederacy’s fate, the Polish defeat would be reversed
at the end of the First World War.

Other instances of nation-building achieved their aims. In 1847 the
Swiss cantons concluded their war for a Union under a new federal con-
stitution and with a fresh and enduring sense of nationality. In 1860
Camillo Cavour of the kingdom of Sardinia with the assistance of France
and the military help of Guiseppe Garibaldi brought into being the first
united Italy since the days of ancient Rome. During that same decade of
the 1860s a united Germany came into existence for the first time as well.
Nor were the nationalist outbursts of that quarter century confined to

G iven the compelling interest which the American Civil War inev-



Europe. They also erupted in Asia where a new Japan emerged in the
course of the Meiji Restoration, in which feudal power was forever sub-
ordinated to a centralized state which deliberately modeled itself after
the nation states of Europe.

Looking at the American Civil War in the context of contemporary
efforts to establish national identity has the advantage of moving us beyond
the often complacent concern with ourselves that I sometimes fear is the
bane of United States historians. The Civil War is undoubtedly a peculiarly
American event, one central to our national experience. Its endurance,

the magnitude of its killing, and the immense extent of its arena easily

dwarfs any other nationalist struggle of its century. Yet if we recognize
its similarity to other examples of nation-building of that time we may
obtain fresh insights into its character and its meaning then and now.

First of all, let me clear the ground by narrowing our comparisons.
Although the European and Asian instances of nation-building in the years
between 1845 and 1870 are comparable to the American experience in
that they all involve the creation or the attempt to create a national state,
not all of them are comparable on more than that general level. The Meiji
Restoration, for example, was certainly the beginning of the modern Jap-
anese state but the analogy stops there since it did not involve a military
struggle. The Polish and Hungarian national uprisings bear closer com-
parison to the Confederate strike for independence, but the differences
in nationality between the oppress;ors and the oppressed (Austrians versus
Hungarians; Russians against Poles) render dubious any further analogy
to the Confederacy. After all, both the Hungarians and the Poles had been
conquered by foreigners; each enjoyed a national history that stretched
deep into the past, something totally missing from the South’s urge to
separate from the United States.

The Italian experience in nation-building comes closer to the North’s
effort to preserve the Union. A united Italy did emerge eventually from
the wars of the Risorgimento and Garibaldi’s conquests of Sicily and the
Kingdom of Naples. Pertinent, too, is that Garibaldi, as an internationally

recognized hero of Italian unification, was entreated by the Lincoln Admin-

istration to become a leading officer in the Union army." Yet, neither event
offers much basis for comparison. The unification of all of Italy was, as
English statesman William Gladstone remarked “among the greatest mar-
vels of our time,” and simultaneously a kind of accident.?

It was a marvel because Italy’s diversity in economy, language, cul-
ture, and society between North and South and among the various states

into which the peninsula had been divided for centuries made unification
seem most unlikely. Cavour, who is generally considered the architect of
Italian unification, came late to the idea of uniting even northern Italy
much less the whole peninsula. That he always wrote in French because
his Italian was so bad further illustrates the marvelous character of Italian
unification. That the whole of the peninsula was united at all resulted
principally from the accident of Guiseppi Garibaldi and his famous Thou-
sand. Cavour had tried vigorously to prevent the irrepressible Genovese
from invading Sicily only to have Garibaldi within a matter of months
present Cavour’s own King Victor Emmanuel of Sardinia with not only
Sicily, but the Kingdom of Naples as well. Historian Denis Mack Smith has
suggested that the limited energy expended in achieving the Kingdom of
Italy is measured in the statistic that more people died in a single day of
the Franco-Prussian War than died in all of the twenty-five years of military
campaigns to unify Italy.? In that story there is little to remind us of the
crisis of the American Union. _

Can a better analogy be drawn between our war for the Union and
the story of German unification? When Otto von Bismarck in 1871 finally
brought together into a single nation the heretofore independent states
of Germany a new country was thereby brought into existence. The United
States, on the other hand, had come into existence almost a century earlier.
In 1861 it could hardly be counted as a fledgling state on a par with the
newly created German Empire. To make that observation, however, is to
read the present back into the past, that is, to assume that the Union of
1787 had created a nation. That, to be sure, is the way Lincoln viewed
the Union. More important, it is the way in which many of us envision
the Union, for which a war was necessary in order to excise the cancer
of slavery that threatened its survival. The unexpressed assumption here
is that a nation had been endangered, that a sense of true nationhood
already embraced the geographical area known as the United States. It
was, as noted already, the assumption from which Abraham Lincoln op-
erated. That is why, to respond to a comment made by Professor Robert
Bruce in his Fortenbaugh Lecture last year, Lincoln, unlike many other
American political figures of his time, from whom Professor Bruce quoted,
never predicted a war over the Union. A nation does not go to war with
itself.t

Lincoln’s view, however, was not that held by many people of the
time, and especially not by Southerners. Suppose we look, then, at the era
of the Civil War from the standpoint of the South, and not from the
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standpoint of him who conquered the region, and denied its essential
difference from the rest of the United States. Southerners, it is true, unlike
Poles or Hungarians, had originally agreed to join the Union; they were
neither conquered nor coerced and they shared a common language,
ethnicity, and history. Indeed, the South’s sons were among those who
drafted the Constitution of the Union, headed the resulting government,
and even came to dominate it. Yet, as the early history of the country
soon demonstrated, that Union was just a union of states, and not a nation
in any organic sense. Paul Nagel in his study of the concept of Union
points out that in the first twenty-five years of the country’s existence the
Union was generally seen as an experiment rather than as an enduring
polity. It was, he observes, more a means to achieve nationhood than a
nation itself.®

Certainly the early history of the country reflects that conception of
the Union. Within ten years of the founding of the new government one
of the architects of the Revolution and an official of the administration,
Thomas Jefferson, boldly asserted a state’s right to nullify an oppressive
act of Congress. Five years later those who objected to the acquisition of
Louisiana talked openingly of secession from the Union as a remedy for
their discontent, and within another fifteen years even louder suggestions
for getting out of the Union came in the course of the war against England.
The most striking challenge to the permanence of the Union, of course,
came not from New England, but from the South, from South Carolina in
particular during the nullification crisis of 1828-1833. Just about that time,
Alexis de Tocqueville recognized that if the Union was intended to “form
one and the same people,” few people accepted that view. “The whole
structure of the government,” he reported, “is artificial,” rather than or-
ganic.® It is true that in 1832 South Carolina stood alone, that not a single
state of the South supported its defense of nullification, and some states,
like Mississippi, actually branded nullification as naked revolution. But as
Tocqueville had implied, that attitude began to change among Southerners
as they recognized that their prosperity, racial security, and, in time, their
very identity increasingly rested upon slavery.

Historians have disagreed in their conclusions about the growth of
Southern nationalism in the course of the thirty years before 1860. Some,
like Charles and Mary Beard, saw the Civil War as a conflict between a
rising industrial section and a backward agrarian society; others, like David
Potter and Kenneth Stampp have played down the differences. Potter went
so far as to conterid that the “Civil War did far more to produce a Southern
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nationalism which flourished in the cult of the Lost Cause than Southern
nationalism did to produce the war.”” Eugene Genovese has argued for a
South so different from the rest of the nation as to have a different social
system; pre-bourgeois is his word for the South as against a modernizing,
bourgeois North. In Genovese’s mind slave labor produced a system of
values that was peculiar to the South. Genovese has not carried his de-
piction of a pre-bourgeois South into a discussion of the Civil War or the
Confederacy, nor has he and those who agree with him talked about the
growth of what other historians have frankly named Southern nationalism.?
One does not have to go to the lengths that Genovese does to find the
emergence of a Southern outlook that could be described as setting the
region apart from the rest of the nation. One can find prevalent in the
Old South the values of capitalism and modernity, yet still discern there
the beginnings of a Southern nationalism.’”

Nationalism, as historian Drew Faust and others have recently re-
minded us, is not a commodity or a thing, it is created, brought into being,
usually deliberately."®

It is easy in retrospect to deny the existence of a true sense of national
identity among Southerners before 1860, or by 1865, as many historians
have done. For we know that once the war was over, that sense of dif-
ference among Southerners diminished precipitously—only a handful of
Confederates found it necessary to leave the country after Appomattox.
At one time historians described nationalism as an organic, almost naturally
emerging feeling among a people. In time, it was contended, the feeling
or sentiment reached sufficient strength to bring into existence a political
framework that united power and feeling in a nation-state. Today, histo-
rians are more likely to see nationalism as a process, in the course of
which flesh and blood leaders and followers creatively mold and integrate
ideas, events, and power to bring a nation into being. That is what hap-
pened in the South during the years between nullification in 1832 and
Sumter in 1861.

To bring nationalism into being, its proponents need materials to
work with, events and personages around which to build and through
which to sustain their incipient nationhood. For Southerners the under-
lying source of that nationalism, of course, was slavery, the wealth pro-
ducing capacity of which fixed the South as a region of agriculture and
rurality at the very time that the North and West were increasingly di-
versifying their agriculture with trade, industry, and cities. Slavery, how-
ever, was more than a labor system; by the middle years of the nineteenth
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