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Part I:
Democratic Statesmanship and The Lyceum Speech

The Lyceum Speech, pertaining to the “perpetuation of our political institutions
,” was one of Abraham Lincoln’s earliest recorded speeches, and is an excellent introduction to a central policy of his: “how American political institutions may be preserved and yet modified by the people to rectify errors in the structure of justice
.” Yet, if Lincoln wished to remain at the forefront of advocating this policy (as he would indeed achieve), he’d have to grapple with and eventually master a curiously difficult concept, that of democratic statesmanship. But what exactly is this problem of democratic statesmanship?


The problem stems from the fact that in a liberal democratic republic, the people are meant to be and are told that they are the rulers, but in fact they do not directly rule. The people indirectly rule, they elect men and women who are ordained to make administrative decisions for them. There are many problems that surround this idea of election, and other problems that immediately beset a democratically elected leader the moment he or she takes office. 


There are three key problems that directly affect an election of a democratic statesman. One is that often a general public, who neither have the time nor resources nor patience to adequately educate themselves as to a leader’s merits
, may not elect the best candidate; a fickle television audience would likely prevent Lincoln’s election had he ran in our time for example. A second problem can result from a particularly talented public speaker (i.e. a demagogue
), through either exploiting a people’s ignorance, tendency to welcome flattery, or appealing to specific misguided passions or prejudices, they can succumb to his appealing declarations and thus elect an ignoble or deceptively harmful leader. The third problem is that it is not clear whether liberal democracies even produce great leaders
; but the weight of (at least American) history is suggestive that when times are grave strong leaders have a habit of emerging and seizing the limelight
.


Despite the problems just enumerated the people do however elect their own leaders, and thus a whole host of problems beset a democratic statesman when they take office. A statesman is beholden to his constituents for reelection, but he is not meant to be just the mouthpiece of vox populi
, but to make forceful judgment calls based upon what they believe and know to be the proper course of action
. Thus a statesman may have to disagree with his constituents, even on deeply rooted ideals and prejudices. Even while disagreeing and restraining the people, the great democratic statesman must not berate the people for having foolish or even wicked ideas, but must instead lead them to gradually see the legitimacy of his or her’s viewpoint “by taking the people to school and explaining why great changes had to be accomplished in a manner compatible with constitutionally prescribed liberties and republican forbearance
.” Lincoln did attempt just that in his Lyceum Speech.


Lincoln seeks in his Lyceum speech to give his audience a democratic civics lesson, as to the “perpetuation of our political institutions
.” He is immediately confronted with democratic statesmanship problems. For one, his topic is not easily perceivable. It is hard for any large group of people to possess foresight and perceive future societal problems. Yet in his third fully developed paragraph Lincoln essentially declares that his own country is beginning to walk a path towards self-destruction. To make the issue even less perceptible, the enemy is not some clear cut foreign power, since destruction “cannot come from abroad
,” Lincoln warns it will be domestic enemies
 that lead to the country’s doom. And even these enemies are not easily identifiable, for Lincoln cites the “increasing disregard for law which pervades the country
,” as the adversary, not a topic the average person is able to appreciate. Lincoln will now have to educate his audience as to not just the nature of this problem, but why it is a legitimate fear.


He identifies this “increasing disregard for law
” in the form of mob actions that had been spreading in frequency and ferocity across the nation. He cites two examples, one of which occurs in Mississippi; where a mob first began to hang purported gamblers
, then “negroes suspected of conspiring to raise an insurrection
” were hanged, soon followed by whites believed to be conspiring with them and at the zenith of the mob frenzy strangers from neighboring states were seized and hung.

Lincoln skillfully demonstrates his democratic statesmanship when outlining why this mob action was damaging to the country, by appealing to both the people’s passions, but more importantly, to their reason as well. He agrees with them in principle, he does not, for example, find the gamblers to be much less reprehensible than the mob evidently did, for “their death, if no pernicious example be set by it, is never [a] matter of reasonable regret with any one
.” But he finds the indirect consequences of this mob action to be highly dangerous to the preservation of the country, and he seeks to educate the people why.

He gives two reasons as to how this “mobocratic spirit
” is damaging. The reason that is most applicable to the common citizen why they shouldn’t riot is that any mob could very easily, if not inevitably, kill those who did not even commit the crime they are being accused of. The other reason is that by taking the law into their own hands they are subverting justice and law and order itself. Lincoln then outlines the two immediate outcomes of this subversion. Not only the “lawless in spirit, are encouraged to become lawless in practice
,” which leads to more civil disorder and destruction; but the “good men, men who love tranquility, who desire to abide by the laws
,” become so disillusioned and disgusted with the infectivity of their liberty-granting Government to maintain order, that they will be driven to welcome governmental overthrow since they can’t see this remedy as being worse than the disease.

Lincoln, after thoroughly explaining how the mobocratic spirit damages our political institutions, proceeds to explain what overarching principle is actually being damaged. He is discussing the people’s attachment to their government, and in his eyes this is the paramount issue that is crucial to a republic’s survival. For the strength and love of the people is “the strongest bulwark of the Government,
” and if they become sufficiently disillusioned and disinterested in the welfare of the government, either through neglect of the law by government or the law itself being disregarded by the people, then men of ill ambition will seize and “set to the task of pulling [it] down
.”

Why should the populace suddenly fear ambitious men destroying their government, when such men were instrumental and admired for their ambitious spirit during the nation’s founding? Because those men’s “destiny was inseparably linked
,” with the government’s success during the Revolution; but now “the game is caught
,” America’s government is a success, and the ambitious people of “the family of the lion, and the tribe of the eagle
,” will seek new avenues of distinction, even if it means overthrowing our political institutions.

Lincoln has now adequately warned people to beware of such highly ambitious men, but how then to preserve our political institutions under their assault? “Let reverence for the laws, be breathed by every mother, to the lisping babe…let it be preached from the pulpit, proclaimed in legislative halls, and enforced in courts of justice. And, in short, let it become the political religion of the nation
.” This stirring and emotional, yet also sober and reasonable appeal to the general citizenry to live under all laws, not just the ones they agree with, is the only remedy Lincoln sees as being able to save the country and keep it unified. For if this allegiance is upheld not only would the tyrannical efforts of any man who would be king be thwarted by a united people
; the populace’s own ill passions, which can only be directed inward now that their common enemy has been vanquished, will, if not silenced, at least become reined in and given proper restraint
.

By highlighting the people’s good qualities while at the same time honestly discussing their defects; by appealing to both the people’s passion and their calculating reason; and by educating the people about complex problems without having to lecture them, Lincoln ably balances and welds the roles of democratic statesmen and democratic peoples to one another; thus forging the path that would eventually lead him to become the greatest man “of the people, by the people, for the people
,” in the history of this country. 

Part II:
Popular Sovereignty and Slavery: Two Conflicting Viewpoints

By the late 1850s, the “peculiar institution” of slavery had gripped the nation and contentions between two rapidly polarized factions (pro-slavery supporters and abolitionists) began to reach a boiling point. Between such decisions as the verdict of the Dred Scott case, which forbids Congress from prohibiting slavery in any new territory (throwing out the Missouri Compromise in the process as unconstitutional), and the contentious bloodshed surrounding the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the “great principle of self-government
,” became increasingly utilized by both slavery and abolition advocates to promote their cause. And in the center of this firestorm, a virtually unknown aspiring politician challenged the greatest proponent of this self-government principle, Steven Douglas, to not just a Senate seat, but for the very principle that Douglas’ platform rested upon.

 As stated, the concept of popular sovereignty was seen as a tool to justify the positions of both the abolitionists and those in favor of slavery. “The right of the people to decide for themselves
” their own laws and rules had been an idea long-espoused by Americans since the days of the Thirteen Colonies, and was harped upon with hopes that it would either lead to keeping men enslaved or to set them free. Yet, while both Douglas and Lincoln were avowedly in favor of popular sovereignty, they strongly disagreed over its application.

While proclaiming indifference over the issue of the moral legitimacy of slavery, Stephen Douglas ultimately led indirect support to it through his concept of popular sovereignty. Senator Douglas was a longtime self-proclaimed supporter of self-determination. Despite his own state’s ambivalence on the Compromise of 1850, he returned to Illinois and through persuasion he convinced his constituency that the compromise was just, for it affirmed “the great principle that every people ought to possess the right to form and regulate their own domestic institutions
.” He also takes much of the credit for the inclusion of self-determination language into the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which proclaimed that Congress could not forbid nor force slavery upon citizens there, but that they were to decide for this issue for themselves.

If it is thought that Douglas’ stance on slavery, that he honestly had no opinion, was merely political sleight-of-hand, some of his own policies did seem to support his claim. He was vehemently opposed, much like his opponent Lincoln, to the Lecompton Constitution
. His opposition existed despite the fact that the constitution allowed slavery in the state. Douglas cited why his animosity existed for the bill in this stirring statement:

“I deny the right of Congress to force a slaveholding State upon an unwilling people. I deny their right to force a free State upon an unwilling people. I deny their right to force a good thing upon a people who are unwilling to receive it. The great principle is the right of every community to judge and decide for itself whether a thing is right or wrong
.”

In an effort to defeat his opponent, Douglas then attempts to demonstrate how his opponent, Abraham Lincoln, is not in favor of this “great principle of popular sovereignty.” He states Lincoln’s declaration, made at the Republican Convention and which won him the party’s nomination, 

“I [Lincoln] believe this government cannot endure, permanently, half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved. I do not expect the house to fall; but I do expect it to cease to be divided. It will become all one thing or all the other
.”

 Douglas states that Lincoln means by this that “there must be uniformity in the local laws and domestic institutions of each and all the States of the Union
,” and that he thereby advocates all the Slave and Free states to wage war on one another until this decision is bloodily resolved. Obviously Douglas states his total opposition to this alleged belief of Lincoln. Douglas also attacks Lincoln for being strongly in favor of any attempt by Congress to set in motion legislation that will ultimately result in the reversal of the Dred Scott decision. Douglas draws issue with this idea, saying that he has “no warfare to make on the Supreme Court,” and that “when the decision [of a court] is made…all other opinions must yield to the majesty of that authoritative adjudication
.” He says that the Court’s ruling in regards to Dred Scott must be supported until overruled upon its own, and accuses Lincoln of beginning a “crusade against the Supreme Court of the United States
.”

Douglas makes his position quite clear and seemingly unassailable: that he is a sound believer in the ultimate right of the local citizenry to decide his or her own laws regardless of any moral fetters; and that Abraham Lincoln is a potentially dangerous supporter of not just unconstitutional measures (such as strong-arming the Supreme Court), but also an advocate of open civil war.

Yet, Lincoln will quickly and relentlessly attack the numerous errors within Douglas’ well intentioned but highly flawed doctrine of popular sovereignty while at the same time responding to false interpretations of his own policies.

First, Lincoln defends his own position towards the Dred Scott decision by emphasizing that he is in favor of using any and all lawful, and only lawful, measures to reverse this erroneous decision, calling Douglas’ cries that he is attempting subversion to be essentially ludicrous
. Next he tackles the accusations that he isn’t in favor of popular sovereignty and his alleged advocating of war between the Union in response to Douglas’ verbal assaults. He reaffirms his long-held position of not interfering with slavery where it exists, “I believe there is no right…in the people of the free states to enter into the slave States, and interfere with the question of slavery at all…I know it [the allegations] is unwarranted by anything I have ever intended, and, as I believe, by anything I have ever said
.” He further ridicules Douglas’ conclusion that since Lincoln is in favor of placing slavery on “the course of ultimate extinction,” that he is therefore in favor of “Illinois going over and interfering with the cranberry laws of Indiana
.” For the two issues are not even remotely connected to one another, and it is on this point where Lincoln will utterly eviscerate Douglas’ argument in regards to popular sovereignty and slavery.

The flaw in Stephen Douglas’ reasoning is that he considers the slaves to be nothing more than property
 when in fact Lincoln argues, that the slaves have just as many political rights as any white man; thus changing the debate from a schematical, trifling, economic matter into an impassioned, gravely important, moral debate.

Lincoln’s argument for the rights of slaves rests upon two indisputable facts: the Declaration of Independence, which he considers to be the true embodiment of our nation’s beliefs, and the actions of the founders in regards to the extension of slavery. Lincoln states these unanimously known words, “we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,” to show that the right to political equality extends to slaves as well because they too are indisputably men, and he finds any argument, made by men such as Chief Justice Taney, that these words applied only to dissatisfied white British colonists to be simply unconscionable. Furthermore, through exhaustive archival research, Lincoln proves that the vast majority of the thirty-nine men who signed the Constitution, and even other prominent Revolutionary figures who did not sign that document, were also against slavery
. Their acceptance of it into the Union was only done by necessity and they hoped it would be rubbed out gradually over time. This view is further strengthened by the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which forbid the expansion of slavery into those lands (a law passed by a Congress of that same era as the Revolution), and the declaration of the overseas slave trade as piracy in 1820 by this same generation.

The matter of popular sovereignty in regards to slavery becomes a question of morality to Abraham Lincoln. He “particularly object[s] to the NEW position which the avowed principle of this Nebraska law gives to slavery in the body politic. [He] object[s] to it because it assumes that there can be MORAL RIGHT in the enslaving of one man by another
.” This concept, regarding the inherent falsity of the maxim “[t]hat if any one man, chose to enslave another, no third man shall be allowed to object
,” is, in Lincoln’s view, “the sheet anchor of American republicanism
.” So in fact, even a policy like Douglas’, that professed an indifference over whether or not slavery was approved by other territories; is wrong. For any opinion that is not opposed to the extension of slavery is by its very nature in favor of it, simply because you will allow for this egregiously immoral system to perpetuate itself. It is wrong morally, is subversive to the true ideals of our nation as expressed by the Constitution, and perpetuates an odious hypocrisy within the nation – that we advocate and joyously declare that all men are created equal, yet they are not treated this way even within our own borders
.

The problem therefore, of popular sovereignty, is in its application. For to say that only a certain group of people are allowed to make all the laws for an area, and that no other may interfere with them despite the potentially great moral offenses being committed, is foolhardy because our nation was founded upon universal ideals which are applicable to all
. Yet, this is not to say that popular sovereignty is an incorrect principle; that every law is instead to be dictated by a central authority. However, there are indeed limits to popular sovereignty, which come into being only whenever a universal concept such as the political equality of its citizens is being violated. Thus, while Douglas certainly ardently and enthusiastically favors popular sovereignty, it was Lincoln’s genius to be able to discern that the fundamental rights of an enslaved people trump this concept, for popular sovereignty is only popular if all citizens are given an equal voice and only sovereign if this collection of citizens are allowed to rule themselves.
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