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Lin coln . an d“

the

Com m u n ists

ByEARL BROWDER
Speech delivered

"

on Lincoln
’
s

’

birthday, Feb. 12, 1936, at

Springfield, "L, by the Generull Secretary of the
Com m Jun ist Perty

“

of the U .S .A.

I
N these days of national crisis, when our nation

,

tstands
again at the cross- roads of history, there is especial valu e

in again reviewin g some of the lessons of that previous great
Crisis of these Un ited States, out ofwhich em erged the giant
figure ‘of Abraham Lincoln. A.

Again we are facing, as in 18 60, the,

c onflict between the
forces of the people and the forces of entrenched privilege
and political reaction. Again, this conflict goes to the roots
of national life, this tim e even more fundamentally than be
fore. Again, the life-needs of the masses demand a funda
mental revision of the economic, social and legal foundations
of the nation, a revision which is being resisted" most des
perately by a coalition of all the most

" reactionary forces of
the country withou t regard to previous party affiliations .
Again, we have a crisis of parties, and a crisis of the Con
stitu tion . And again, the party of reaction finds its chief
rallying center in the Supreme Cou rt of the United States .

‘

Historyi
has marked the beginnings of the crisis of Lincoln’8

period with the date of the Supreme Cou rt decision on the
Dred Scott case of infamou s memory. Fu ture historians,
following this tradition, will date the present period of politi
cal crisis from the Supreme Court decisions invalidating ‘the
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National Recovery Act and the Agricu ltural Ad"u stment Act .
In the Dred S cott decision

,
the Suprem e Cou rt declared that

Congress had no power to prohibit Negro slavery in the terri
tories of the United S tates . Today, the sam e arrogan t tones,
u sed by Ju stice Taney in 18 57

,
resound again in the halls of

the Suprem e Cou rt in its declaration that Congress has no
power to enact social legislation to relieve the distressed
masses of the popu lation. The Dred S cott decision, whereby
itwas attem pted to make the Supreme Cou rt the final arbiter
of thedestinies of the Am erican people, led directly to four
years civi l war. Popu lar sovereignty trium phed

,
but only at

enorm ou s cost. Today, the Supreme Cou rt has again raised
the sam e issu e, in term s of the problem s and class relations
of 1936.

Facing again thi s U su rpation of power by the Suprem e
Court, let us recall the words of Abraham Lincoln 1n his first
in augural address :

"If the policy of the governm en t, upon v ital "uestions
affectin g the whole peop le, is to be irrevocably fixed by de
cisions of the Su p rem e Cou rt, the instan t they are m ade, the

peop lewi ll have ceased to be their own ru lers, having to that
exten t practically resigned their governm en t in to the han ds
of that tribunal .

How fu lly do the words of Lincoln describe the situation
today"And what a contrast these words with the tim orou s
evasions, with the cowardly equ ivocations of ou r present
pigmies who aspire to the role of the giant Lincoln .

Lincoln was not content to point ou t the issu es . He also
with equal clarity gave the answer. He said

“

Som ebody has to reverse that decision , since it is m ade,
andwe m ean to reverse it, andwe m ean to do it peaceably.

"

That decision was reversed . The Supreme Cou rt did not
have the last word . Lin coln’s desire to find a peaceful solu



tion was blocked by the forces of reaction who resorted to
arm s as the party of reaction has always done since the dawn
of history. Bu t when Lincoln found that a peacefu l solu tion
was im p ossible, he did not therefore abandon the solu tion .

The cou rse which he finally took under the com pu lsion of
history had already been anticipated by another of ou r his
torical giants, with ,

more far- seeing eyes— the im m ortal John
Brown

,
and the "Abolitionists .

The period of the CivilWar, like all sim ilar periods of
crisis

,
was marked by

,

the break- up of the traditional party
system and the em ergence of a new party to lead the country
through the crisis . It is one of the ironies of history that

,

the
Republican Party

,
created by Lincoln, has now becom e the

chief party of reaction"that the party which began in a life
and- death struggle against the Supreme Cou rt and the politi
cal reaction which ir headed, now prepares its disappearance
from the political scene as the champion of that Supreme
Court on a similar issu e . The reactionary Republican Party
of today still attempts to exploit the nam e of Lincoln

,
bu t

trem‘bleswith fear before the words of Lincoln applied to the
present crisis which they wou ld prefer toconsign to the du sty
shelves of libraries and

'

archives .
If the tradition of Lincoln is to su rvive, if his words shall

play a role in political life today, this will be due not to the
Republicans nor to the Dem ocrats, but to the modern repre

sentatives of historical progress
,
the Com m un ists. Today, it

is left to the Comm un ist Party to revivethe words of Lincoln .

All others are content merely with a conventional and empty
bowing before a great tradition . In this also, we are repeating
the experience of the CivilWar days . At that time

,
the party

of reaction was the Democratic Party
,
that appealed to the

traditions of Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson . Bu t

itwas not the Dem ocratic Party which u sed the teachings of
Jefferson and Jackson, but it was Lincoln and the new party.



Lincoln revived all the best traditions of the giants of Amer
ican dem ocracy. He quoted the fierce attacks against the
Supreme Court usu rpation of power that had been so force
fu lly voiced in a previou s period by Jefferson, Jackson, and
other founders of the Democracy.

Lincoln carried the fight against reaction to the Am a ican
masses . He rou sed them and m obiliz ed them for an offen
sive in behalf of the struggle against tyranny

,
for liberty

and democracy. In thi s cause,he c alled upon the tradi tions
of 1776, as we Communists do today. Attacking the Dred
Scott decision and the u surped power of the Supreme Cou rt,
Lincoln, speaking here in Springfield, brought forward the
Declaration of Independence, wh

i

ch he described as :

A stum bling block to all those who, in after tim es, m ight
seek to turn a free peop le back in to the hateful path of

despotism .

"

The forces of reaction today, t he Liberty League, Repub
li can Party, the unspeakable Hearsts and Talm adges, makea
great ou tcry abou t “Americanism" and the "Constitu tion" .

They seek to tu rn both into the instruments of reaction, but
neither Americani sm nor the Constitu tion belongs to them .

Even the Constitu tion, which was framed to limit and check
the free play of democratic forces, and which was adopted
only after the Bill of Rights had been attached, by no means
laid the foundation for the kind of irresponsible despotism
which the party of reaction seeks to establish today. Nowhere
does the Constitu tion grant powers to the Supreme Cou rt over
Congress

,
bu t it does m ake Congress the potential master of

the Supreme Cou rt whenever it chooses to exercise that power.

Only Congress determines the size of the Suprem e Cou rt and,
togtherwith the President, its com position . There have been
m any changes in the past, made necessary by political con
siderations . There is nothing in the Constitu tion to prevent
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even more changes in the fu tu re. It is worth recalling that
in the midst of Lincoln’s administration, on March 3, 18 63,
a Supreme Cou rt of five members, which was hampering the
conduct of the war against the slave power, was changed into
a Supreme Cou rt of ten members, which followed an opposite
policy. On Ju ly 23, 18 66, there was another change, reducing
the number of mem bers from ten to seven . On April 10,
18 69, the num ber was again enlarged from seven to nine.What has been done in the past, can be done again. It is
not necessary to amend the Constitu tion in order to do it.
It is only necessary to have a Congress of real representatives
of the masses of people

,
prepared to assert the popu lar power.

Lincoln wou ld perhaps not have understood the problems
of today. He played his role before the

—
"

rise of monopoly
capital on the one side and the modern labor movement on
the other. But even of the problems of today

,
he had a great

prophetic glimpse. His experiences with the vu lture flock of
Northern profiteers who coinedthe blood of Union soldiers
into vast fortunes "the elder J . P. Morgan founded the family
fortune by selling the government its own condemned rifles
at fantastic prices"brought him forebodings abou t a fu tu re
crisis when the power of the monied aristocracy wou ld have
to ‘be broken . He foresaw the sharpening of the struggle
between labor and capital and in thi s coming new alignment
of the nation into two camps

,
he clearly took his stand upon

the side of labor. In his message to Congress on Decem ber
3, 18 61, he spoke words for which we have no modern parallel
in presidential messages . He said

Labor is prior to, and independen t of, capital . Capital is
on ly the fru it of labor, and cou ld never have existed if labor
“had not first existed . Labor is the superior of capital, and

deserves m uch the higher con sideration .

Before the war, Lincoln was attacked by Northern rtac



ti‘onaries who wanted him to suppress strikes of working m en "

that were taking place . Lincoln answered:

Thank God that we have a system of labor where there
can be a strike.

"

Lincoln poin ted ou t
,
as a central issu e of the CivilWar,

that only the liberation of the Negroes cou ld provide any

basis for substantial freedom for white labor. He did not
hesitate to confiscate the slave-owners property, and to arm

the freed slaves to
'

fight for the security of their freedom . He
said that i f the slave power shoucwin out, then

“

Instead ofwhite laborerswho can strike, you
’
11 soon have

black laborerswho can’t strike.

Lincoln did not always pu sh forward the struggle for his
cau se with fu ll vigor. He was often the V ictim of doubts and
hesitations which arose from his unstable class support and
which he ascribed

/

to his abhorrence of war and his love of
p eace. He learned the bitter lesson that hi s vacillations only
served to encou rage the reaction andprolong the agony of the
struggle . These weaknesses of Lincolnwere qu ite different,
however

,
from the m iserable evasions, the cowardly crawlings

of ou r m odern statesmen before the powers of reaction . He
never altered his course or comprom ised his final airns . Karl
Marx, the founder of com m unism ,

the great genius of scien
tific socialism ,

sawthis clearly and claimed Loncoln as .

The single-m inded son of the working class.

Marx, with an insight typical of his great geniu s,analyzed
the relation between Lincoln’s historical role and his weak
nesses in the following words

The fu rywithwhich the Sou therns have‘

received"

Lincoln ’s
Acts, proves their im portance. All L incoln’s Acts appear like
the m ean pettifogging conditionswhich one lawyer puts to his



opposin g lawyer. But this does n ot alter their historic
con tent.

It was Marx who cau sed the Council of the First Interna
tionalWorkingm en

’
s Association to address to Lincoln on

Novem ber 29
,
18 64 a letter of congratu lations upon his re

election
,
a docum ent which takes its place am ong the m ost

im portant in the history of the international working class
m ovement. Marx strongly influ enced the British workers
whose m ass protests kept Prime Minister Palmerston from
going into thewar on the side of theslave- owners, a rem ark
able dem onstration of international working class solidarity.
Karl Marx always understood the tremendous world im

p ortance of the United S tates . Howdeeply he valu ed the
revolu tion of 1776 and the contribu tions of Lincoln for the
who le world liberation movement

,
he summarized in typical

fashion in one brief sentence. Marx wrote :

As in the eighteen th cen tu ry the Am ericanWar of Inde

pendence
“

sounded
"
rthe utocsin for the European m iddle class,

so in the n ineteen th cen tury the Am erican CivilWar soun ded

it for the European working class.

"

Another great leader of the international working class,
Lenin, reminded us American workers of our great revolu

tionarytraditions andtheir significance for p roblems of today,
when in his Letter to the Am ericctuWorkers, he emphasized

The great, world historic, progressiveand revolu tionary
sign ificance of the Am erican CivilWar of 18 61

This understanding of Lincoln and his role by the -

revola
tionary workers of hi s tim e and since down to the present,
was not all one- sided. Lincoln responded to the letters of
encou ragement and support sent to him by the First Interna
tional and by the British workers’ organizations. He praised
the heroism of the British workers’movement which supported
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the North at the price of suffering and starvation, a heroism
which

,
he declared,
Has not been surpassed in any age or in any coun try.

He showed his understanding of the im portance of the In
ternationalWorkingm en

’
s Association when he declared :

The strongest bond of hum an sym pathy, outside of the

fam ily relation , shou ld be one un iting allworkin g people, of
all nations and ton gues, andkin dreds.

"

Lincoln was not a stuffed shirt. "

He entered into" the strug
gle of his day with forthright speech and energetlc action.When heWas faced with the u su rped power of“ the Supreme
Cou rt, he did not content himself with an equ ivocal, offhand
phrase abou t “horse and buggy" interpretation of the Con
stitution . In homely and direct language, sub"ect to no m 1s

in terpretation, i iiiderstanda‘ble by the broad masses, he
denounced the Court. Here, for example, is one of his decla
rationsthat rang through the whole country:

-The Suprem e Court has .got the . doctrine of popular
soverei gn ty down as thin as hom eopathic soup thatwas m ade

by bo iling the shadowof a pigeon that hadstarved to death.

"

When Lincoln quoted his great predecessors, he searched
for similar fighting declarat1ons. One of his favoritequota
tions from Jefferson regarding the Supreme Cou rtwas:

“

You seem to consider the "udges the u ltim ate arbiters of

all constitutional "uestions— a very dangerous doctrine indeed,
and one which wou ld place us under the despotism , of an

oligarch'

y.

"

It is because Lincolnwas a fighter, a m an of princrple, one
who never compromised the central issues of his cau se once
the struggle was well begun, that he carried our nation
through a great crisis andopened up a new period of progress.



He did not allow the forces of reaction to
-

advance and con
quer new positions while he was in oflice. His second cam
paign for the presidency was waged on issues and slogans
representing an advance, not a retreat, as compared with his
first campaign. Thu s itwas possible for the letter of the First
International, written by Marx

]

to Lincoln, to describe the
difference between his two campaigns by saying

If resistance to the slave power was the watchword of

your first election , the triumphantwar-

c
ry of your re-elec-tion

is
‘
death to slavery"

’

Is it necessary to draw any comparison between the record
of this great historical figure and that of the m an who today
is in these days opening his second campaign for the presi
dency? Is it necessary to point our the contrast between that
bold solu tion of problems by Lincoln and our present retreat

,

con' fu sion, bankruptcy and hopelessness whi ch is but very
thin ly covered up with high-sounding phrases and a profes
sional smile? Under Lincoln, reaction was beaten, not
strengthened"under Roosevelt the reaction has waxed fat on
huge profits and became more arrogant than ever. Under
Lincoln the Negroes were freed from / slavery"under Roosevelt
they are suffering a thousand Scottsboro and Herndon Cases.

Under Lincoln, the Supreme Courtwas tamed"under Roose
velt all effective power has been surrendered to that reaction
ary body.
In 1936,as in 18 57, the fight against the Supreme Court .

is more than a fight against an un"u st decision. It 13 a fight
against a program which seeks to enslave the American people,
a program which hides its reactionary face behind the mask
of the Constitu tion and the legal spieling of the greybeards
in the Supreme Cou rt who "uggle constitu tional clauses to su it
the vested interests ofWall S treet.
Lincoln becam e great becau se he stoodat the head of and

LIBRARY
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rep resented the forces of the people, the forces of progress,
which sm ashed through the old barriers of a corrupted and

degenerate party system upholding an antiquated econom ic
system with the establishment of a new party, wi th a

'

new
program

,
which boldly broke with the past, launched out into

the fu tu re, and opened up the development of new and

higher produ ctive forces.
The times call again for a Lincoln, for a new party, for a

new program . Only this can defeat the reactionaries who are
trying to turn us back into the hatefu l paths of despotism"

,

who defend the capitalistic destruction of wealth, who keep
our great factories idle and

. Workers unem ployed.

You minersand “other workers of Illinois
, you have heard

your leadersproclaim Roosevelt as the ‘ great humanitarian" ,
as

_

the m an who will lead you in the struggle against the bru tal
reaction of the Republican-Liberty Leagu e-Hearst com bina
tion. But can you seriously believe that this is the answer to
you r problems?

‘

Can you believe that the Democratic Party
which ru les you nowin Illinois

,
which calls out the troops

against you when you strike, which works hand in hand with
the coal operators who shoot you down on the picket lines
that this party, shot through and through with capitalistic
corruption, whose m ain base is the reactionary Solid Sou th,
whose leader leads by .runn i-ng away before every issu e of the
day, can m eet the present crisis in any way comparable to that
of Lincoln in 18 60- 65 ? The very placing of the comparison
provides its own answer. The very thought becomes a slut

on the memory of Lincoln.

'

No, what is needed is a newparty and ’

a new leadership .We Communists know that our party
,
the Commun ist Party,

with its fundamental program for a complete reconstru ction
of society on the basis of socialism

, p rovides the only final
answer to our problems . But even now, at once, we can
already in 1936

,
bring together broad millions who

,
though
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territory as they inhabit. More than this, a m a"ority of any

portion of such people m ay revolution iz e, putting down a

m inority, interm in gled with or near abou t them , who m ay

oppose this m ovem en t. S uch m inoritywas precisely the case
of the Tories of our own revolution . It is a "uality of revo

lu tion not to go by old lines or oldlaws, but to break up both

and m ake up newones.

"

Lincoln was the ob"ect, in his day, of a torren t of abuse
and vilification of exactly the same sort as today is poured out
by Hearst. the Liberty League and the Republican s again st
all progressive forces 1n the country from liberals to Gommu
n ists. Lincoln did not retreat. He faced them calmly and

boldly and declared 1n defiance of all the. vested interests of
his time :

This country, with its institution s, belongs to the people
who inhabit it. Whenever they shal l growweary of the exist
ing governm ent, they can exercise their constitutional right of
am ending it, or their right to dism em ber or

f
“
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