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Abrabam Lincoln, 1864, lefi; Daniel Day-Iewis, right.
LINCOLN from page 1

insists on volunteering for
the mass slaughter that is the
end of the Civil War. Lincoln
seems incapable of engaging
in any sort of discussion
without first telling a folksy
joke about the Illinois fron-
tier. This drives Secretary of
War Edwin Stanton, who
blows his stack at a cabinet
meeting, to distraction.
Lincoln meets in an attic with
several classic mid-19th-cen-
tury scoundrels, who look as
if they had emerged from a
Charles Dickens novel, to
plot payoffs to wavering
Congressmen.

The attention to detail,
from the views of the politi-
cal factions in Congress, to
the look and feel of a
Washington DC parade, to
Confederate leader
Alexander Stephens’ bad hair
(we have the picture)
impressive.

Films like this always cre-
ate a great deal of controver-
sy within the historical pro-
fession on the subject of
accuracy. The screenplay,

written by Tony Kushner,
certainly takes some liberties
with reality in order to create
a compelling narrative. For
example, the opening scene
shows two white soldiers
attempting to  impress
Lincoln with a rendition of
the Gettysburg Address.
They can’t remember the
ending, at which point an
African-American  soldier
appears to finish the speech.
‘While the scene is very sym-
bolic and moving, it is rather
unlikely. The Address, which
only over time achieved its
iconic status as one of the
great statements of American
political ideals, would prob-
ably not have been well
known to northern troops
during the war itself.

Thus there is plenty of
Hollywood in Lincoln, but
most historians find this level
of creative distortion tolera-
ble. A more substantive — and
probably widely shared —
criticism comes from Eric
Foner of Columbia

University, a highly influen-
tial historian of the era. Foner
complained in a letter to The

New York Times that
“Lincoln exaggerates the role
of white political leaders and
virtually ignores the actions
of black slaves themselves in
ending slavery.

“Emancipation — like all
far-reaching political change
— resulted from events at all
levels of society, including
the efforts of social move-
ments to change public senti-
ment and of slaves them-
selves to acquire freedom ...
Even as the House debated,
Sherman’s army was march-
ing into South Carolina, and
slaves were sacking planta-
tion homes and seizing land.
Slavery died on the ground,
not just in the White House
and the  House of
Representatives. That would
be a dramatic story for
Hollywood.” (New York
Times, Nov. 26, 2012)

In my view. Foner has a
point — the film could have
done more to portray the
social context without under-
mining the narrative. But
let’s not carry this complaint
too far. This is a movie about
the politics of the passage of

Thaddens Stevens, US Representative from Pennsylvania, left; Tommy Lee Jones, right.
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the Thirteenth Amendment,
not about the social history of
the end of slavery. It cannot
be expected to deal with
every issue. Throwing in vai-
ious forms of social history
to be politically correct,
which I think is what the
actual result would have
been, would not do justice to
the political or social history
either. And Foner seems
almost to be attacking the
virtues of mainstream poli-
tics, thus encouraging cyni-
cism about political action
(see below).

Ironically, Foner has pub-
lished one of the most impor-
tant books ever written about
the political origins of the
Civil War, Free Labor, Free
Soil, Free Men: The Ideology
of the Republican Party
before the Civil War (1970,
1995). For true history buffs

tion to slavery in causing the
civil war. I am sure you have
heard someone say that the
Civil War was really about
“economics,” not slavery. In
my mind, Foner shows this is
a false dichotomy — that eco-
nomic interest and opposi-
tion to slavery, even moral
opposition, were not mutual-
ly inconsistent. He also
shows that the Republicans
were a broad coalition that
opposed slavery for different,
somewhat contradictory, rea-
so1s.

My main point is this —
Foner’s pioneering study
contains almost no discus-
sion of blacks under slavery.
free blacks in the north, or
even northem white farmers
and workers to whom “free
labor” ideas appealed.
Perhaps this is a weakness, as
Foner’s more recent intro-
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this is a must-read. It is on
my top ten list of most influ-
ential books on American
History and, quite frankly,
one of the reasons I decided
to become a historian.
Foner’s study is a
detailed, tough, but brilliant
academic analysis of the
ideas of political anti-slav-
eryites like Lincoln. Most
importantly, it clearly
resolves in my mind the
important debate over the
relationship between “eco-
nomics” and moral opposi-

CALL 863-8666

duction suggests. But that is
not the book he chose to
write, and that’s OK.
Furthermore, Free Labor
always appealed to me as a
political activist. It is a book
about the relationship
between economics and
moral ideas, as well as the
political complexities and
contradictions that produce
social change. It blows away.
in my mind, the cynical view
that high (and even low)
ideals in the political culture
are just masks for economic

interest. As does Lincoln.
History teachers often try
to justify their subject by
telling students that we learn
about the past in order to
understand the present. I tend
to disagree with this, in part
because historians are so
drawn to what is unique and
even irrelevant about the
past. We enter an unfamiliar
culture with different social
norms, political structures,
and language uses. We try to
understand the culture “on its
own terms,” not ours. It is
almost a form of escapism,
which is why we enjoy hang-
ing out in musty archives and
libraries. The attention to the
uniqueness of the past is one
of the things that makes
Lincoln a strong movie.
Inevitably, interpretations
of history are influenced by
the present, and Lincoln is no

exception. This movie is the
story of the high ideals and
strong leadership needed to
make big changes (what
could be bigger than the end
of slavery?). But it is also
about the need to sometimes
put those ideals aside to build
coalitions to get things done.
It is about compromise and
even corruption. Lincoln is in
fact a militant defense of pol-
itics — the good, the bad, and

often the very ugly.
D

y P
.-.--.___

- . - . ‘I ‘ = - ..
‘Professional Pamtmg&__- )
Contractor - ‘R'Et ler

Nichols Vision
Now in Turners Falls
Free “no pressure”
Consultations
Bring your prescription in
todayl

from Avenue A” * . AT
PR |

187 Ave.nue A Turners Falls, MA « 413- 863 4546

‘\wacoutuleblos.com A

‘wh! 5 -__-.‘

281 Main St.

All in-stock new, used,

and consignment items.
(e s appely v Conirigision Dhiakia
or )

MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS
SALES AND SERVICES

REA IONS

Greenfield MA, 01301
413.325.8042

MUSIC

O

Mww

Montague WebWorks . com

Now powered by RocketFusion

413.320.5336

make the web work for your business

info@montaguewebworks.com

I

woodfired pizzeria

?’umm* %Eﬁ' Dizza House
a Family Owned & Operated

Serving Turners Falls area for 40 Years

Dave Argy, Family & Staff

o PIZZA, GRINDERS,
DINNERS, SALADS, BURGERS

www.turnersialispiza.com

119 Avenne A Turners Falls  «

(413) 863-8000

o)

Providers for EYEMED,
DAVIS VISION, AARP,
CELTICARE, and others.

Nichols Vision

296 Avenue A

(Miskinis TV Building)
Turners Falls, MA. 01376
(413) 863 ~0100

Pub Style
Atmosphere

Serving 7 days a week
Noon to 7 p.m.
Dine-in or Take-out

Now Serving... Pizza, Seafood
Baskets, Burgers & Dogs,
Chicken Tenders, Salads,

Wraps, Best Wings in Town,

Fresh Cut Fries & much more.

Check Our Weekly Specials

94 Main Streef, Greenfield
7746388





