AMERICAN IDEALS *

iGV%AN his noteworthy book on ‘““National
) R Life and Character,” Mr. Pearson says:
3}: *] “The countrymen of Chatham and
A *@ Wellington, of Washington and Lin-
\Q(t coln, in short the citizens of every his-
ZZ=908 J toric State, are richer by great deeds
that have formed the national character, by winged
words that have passed into current speech, by the ex-
amples of lives and labors consecrated to the service of
the commonwealth.” In other words, every great na-
tion owes to the men whose lives have formed part of
its greatness not merely the material effect of what they
did, not merely the laws they placed upon the statute-
books or the victories they won over armed foes, but
also the immense but indefinable moral influence pro-
duced by their deeds and words themselves upon the
national character. It would be difficult to exaggerate
the material effects of the careers of Washington and
of Lincoln upon the United States. Without Washing-
ton we should probably never have won our indepen-
dence of the British crown, and we should almost cer-
tainly have failed to become a great nation, remaining
instead a cluster of jangling little communities, drifting
toward the type of government prevalent in Spanish
America. Without Lincoln we might perhaps have
failed to keep the political unity we had won; and even
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if, as is possible, we had kept it, both the struggle by
which it was kept and the results of this struggle would
have been so different that the effect upon our national
history could not have failed to be profound. Yet the
nation’s debt to these men is not confined to what it
owes them for its material well-being, incalculable
though this debt is. Beyond the fact that we are an
independent and united people, with half a continent
as our heritage, lies the fact that every American 1s
richer by the heritage of the noble deeds and noble
words of Washington and of Lincoln. Each of us who
reads the Gettysburg speech or the second inaugural
address of the greatest American of the nineteenth
century, or who studies the long campaigns and lofty
statesmanship of that other American who was even
greater, cannot but feel within him that hft toward
things higher and nobler which can never be bestowed
by the enjoyment of mere material prosperity.

It is not only the country which these men helped to
make and helped to save that is ours by inheritance;
we inherit also all that is best and highest in their char-
acters and in their lives. We inherit from Lincoln and
from the might of Lincoln’s generation not merely the
freedom of those who once were slaves; for we inherit
also the fact of the freeing of them, we inherit the glory
and the honor and the wonder of the deed that was
done, no less than the actual results of the deed when
done. The bells that rang at the passage of the Eman-
cipation Proclamation still ring in Whittier's ode; and
as men think over the real nature of the triumph then
scored for humankind their hearts shall ever throb as
they cannot over the greatest industrial success or over
any victory won at a less cost than ours.

The captains and the armies who, after long years



of dreary campaigning and bloody, stubborn fighting,
brought to a close the Civil War have likewise left us
even more than a reunited realm. The material effect
of what they did is shown in the fact that the same flag
flies from the Great Lakes to the Rio Grande, and all
the people of the United States are richer because they
are one people and not many, because they belong to
one great nation and not to a contemptible knot of
struggling nationalities. But besides this, besides the
material results of the Civil War, we are all, North and
South, incalculably richer for its memories. We are the
richer for each grim campaign, for each hard-fought
battle. We are the richer for valor displayed alike by
those who fought so valiantly for the right and by those
who, no less valiantly, fought for what they deemed the
right. We have in us nobler capacities for what is great
and good because of the infinite woe and suffering, and
because of the splendid ultimate triumph.

In the same way that we are the better for the deeds
of our mighty men who have served the nation well, so
we are the worse for the deeds and the words of those
who have striven to bring evil on the land. Most for-
tunately we have been free from the peril of the most
dangerous of all examples. We have not had to fight
the influence exerted over the minds of eager and am-
bitious men by the career of the military adventurer
who heads some successful revolutionary or separatist
movement. No man works such incaleulable woe to a
free country as he who teaches young men that one of
the paths to glory, renown, and temporal success lies
along the line of armed resistance to the government,
of its attempted overthrow.

Yet if we are free from the peril of this example, there
are other perils from which we are not free. All through



our career we have had to war against a tendency to
regard, in the individual and the nation alike, as most
important, things that are of comparatively little im-
portance. We rightfully value success, but sometimes
we overvalue it, for we tend to forget that success may
be obtained by means which should make it abhorred
and despised by every honorable man. One section of
the community deifies as “smartness™ the kind of
trickery which enables a man without conscience to
succeed in the financial or political world. Another
section of the community deifies violent homicidal law-
lessness. If ever our people as a whole adopt these
views, then we shall have proved that we are unworthy
of the heritage our forefathers left us; and our country
will go down in ruin.

The people that do harm in the end are not the wrong-
doers whom all execrate; they are the men who do not
do quite as much wrong, but who are applauded instead
of being execrated. The career of Benedict Arnold has
done us no harm as a nation because of the universal
horror it inspired. The men who have done us harm
are those who have advocated disunion, but have done
it so that they have been enabled to keep their political
position; who have advocated repudiation of debts, or
other financial dishonesty, but have kept their stand-
ing in the community; who preach the doctrines of
anarchy, but refrain from action that will bring them
within the pale of the law; for these men lead thou-
sands astray by the fact that they go unpunished or
even rewarded for their misdeeds.

It is unhappily true that we inherit the evil as well
as the good done by those who have gone before us,
and in the one case as in the other the influence extends
far beyond the mere material effects. The foes of order



harm quite as much by example as by what they actu-
ally accomplish. So it is with the equally dangerous
criminals of the wealthy classes. The conscienceless
stock speculator who acquires wealth by swindling his
fellows, by debauching judges and corrupting legis-
latures, and who ends his days with the reputation of
being among the richest men in America, exerts over
the minds of the rising generation an influence worse
than that of the average murderer or bandit, because
his career is even more dazzling in its success, and even
more dangerous in its effects upon the community. Any
one who reads the essays of Charles Francis Adams
and Henry Adams, entitled A Chapter of Erie,” and
“The Gold Conspiracy in New York,"” will read about
the doings of men whose influence for evil upon the
community is more potent than that of any band of
anarchists or train-robbers.

There are other members of our mercantile com-
munity who, being perfectly honest themselves, never-
theless do almost as much damage as the dishonest.
The professional labor agitator, with all his reckless in-
cendiarism of speech, can do no more harm than the
narrow, hard, selfish merchant or manufacturer who
deliberately sets himself to keep the laborers he em-
ploys in a condition of dependence which will render
them helpless to combine against him; and every such
merchant or manufacturer who rises to sufficient emi-
nence leaves the record of his name and deeds as a
legacy of evil to all who come after him.

But of course the worst foes of America are the foes
to that orderly liberty without which our Republic
must speedily perish. The reckless labor agitator who
arouses the mob to riot and bloodshed is in the last
analysis the most dangerous of the working man’s ene-






