


Necessary Evil: The Political Philosophy of Abraham Lincoln

I begin in ambiguity, if not oxymoron. Can there be such a thing as a necessary evil? Can any evil be necessary? The ‘necessary evil’ to which I refer is slavery: American chattel slavery. The phrase seems to come from Thomas Jefferson, the slaveholding author of the Declaration of Independence.[endnoteRef:1] “We have the wolf by the ears,” Jefferson reflected “and we can neither hold him nor safely let him go. Justice is in the one scale, and self-preservation in the other.”[endnoteRef:2]”Wolf by the ears” has long struck me as such an apt, striking characterization of a necessary evil. [1:  The classical reference for “necessary evil” has a misogynous etiology.]  [2:  TJ to John Holmes, 22 April, 1820] 

	Before moving on to a closer examination of Abraham Lincoln, Jefferson’s heir and fellow US president, let me call attention for a few moments to the other portion of my title, the notion of political philosophy. Political philosophy we are told has its origins in Ancient Greece, with Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. From Socrates to Jefferson, from Athens to Philadelphia, the philosophers have taught us to respect, even revere the law. As citizens we have a basic duty to obey the law. (do you agree?) In Plato’s dialogue called The Crito, the condemned Socrates defends Athenian law in admonishing his friend: “Do you imagine that a city (or nation) can continue to exist, and not be turned upside down, if the legal judgments which are pronounced in it have no force but are nullified and destroyed by private persons?”[endnoteRef:3] Twenty centuries later, Tom Paine echoed Socrates in reminding his revolutionary friends that in contrast to England, “in America,” not a man or a monarch but “the law is king.” [3:  Crito, 50b.] 

	At the same time, the great political philosophers have gestured at a higher set of obligations, obligations above the laws of Athens or of revolutionary America, indeed, higher than any human authority. Socrates in the Apology inaugurates a tradition of what we might call the higher law doctrine that winds its way from antiquity through Aquinas and Kierkegaard, among others, down to the present day. Saint Thomas speaks of Eternal Law and Natural Law, the latter consisting of rules that govern our moral conduct, that can be accessed by reason and that stand above human, civil statutes. Soren Kierkegaard offers a harrowing literary meditation on the plight of the biblical Abraham, who in Genesis chillingly grasps the limitations of human law. Knowing that obeying God means never transgressing divine law Abraham readily sets out sacrifice his son, Isaac, despite facing the inevitable wrath of the human community. The implication seems clear. All elements of any civil code, even so great as the injunction against infanticide, pale in comparison to the injunctions of the higher law.  
	In American history several figures stand out as champions of the higher law. Mistress Ann Hutchinson in the earliest days of settlement defended herself from the authorities of Massachusetts Bay by contrasting her adherence to the higher law with her opponents’ embrace of the lower human law, a contrast informed by direct revelation from God.[endnoteRef:4] Later Americans, especially on the left, have championed Hutchinson and her antinomian appeal against merely human law. Distinct echoes of Hutchinson can be found in the Boston Tea Party (that one not this one), as well as in the writings of Henry David Thoreau and Martin Luther King. Thoreau’s “Essay on Civil Disobedience”—to which I shall return—explicitly reminds citizens of the great gulf between human law and moral justice and their primary responsibility to the latter. Few of us today would consider ourselves acolytes of Thoreau, but ask yourself whether there are laws on our statute books that you consider unjust, that you believe call for some sort of disobedience. And on what basis are statutes deemed unjust unless one assents to the conviction that there exists some form of higher law. [4:  The Colonial court dismissed her appeal to direct revelation and banished her from the province] 

	It seems we have before us two contradictory imperatives. Does political philosophy commend to us a paradox, that it is our duty both to obey and disobey the same thing? This paradox, which philosophers have named for Socrates, has a long pedigree and is not without many levels of complexity. It asks us simultaneously to obey and revere the laws that bind together our communities and yet informs us of the existence of a law higher than that of the revered polity. And there’s more. When the two come into conflict, the higher law takes precedence. Socrates’ great speech before the Athenian Court that condemns him to death stands as the alpha and omega of the higher law doctrine. “I owe a greater obedience to God than to you,” Socrates tells the Court; “and so long as I draw breath and have my faculties, I shall never stop practicing philosophy and exhorting you and indicating the truth for everyone that I meet…. I am not going to alter my conduct, not even if I have to die a hundred deaths.” These nostrums ring through the ages and into the American centuries where we find them resonate in the Declaration of Independence and Jefferson’s pronouncement that the “rights of conscience we have never submitted, we could not submit” to the English king or any human authority. We find them echoed in the doctrines and declarations of the abolitionists before the Civil War, especially that of William Lloyd Garrison, as well as in the stirring speeches of the postwar movement for civil rights a hundred years later. From Socrates to Thoreau and beyond we discover doctrines that remind us of the limitations of the law and government, both of which might be necessary, but neither of which are always and absolutely good. [endnoteRef:5] When rules and ruler are unjust or become tyrannical, then the true citizen must do her duty and disobey them. “The only obligation that I have a right to assume,” declares Thoreau, “is to do at any time what I think right.” [5:  It is worth noting that the Declaration also reminds would-be revolutionaries about the dictates of prudence, that taking law into one’s own hands is not to be done lightly or frivolously. See the Declaration’s Preamble.] 

	Thoreau and his refusal to bend before the law have come to symbolize the power of negation. His represents perhaps the most eloquent “no” on the basis of one’s conscience as we have in the American pantheon. What could seem more unambiguous? Indeed, the very single-mindedness and purity-of-heart therein expressed, which Kierkegaard declared to be the will to one thing, has moved many people to act against injustice even at great personal risk. But is the Thoreauvian dictum so simple? Do not all goods entail the possibility of bad? Surely there are grave and difficult questions about the source of moral certainty and the individual. Is it right to go it alone, to not first convince others of the righteousness of the cause? Who gets the veto over routine law that recourse to direct action implies? An individual? A minority? A concurrent majority? A state? Do we believe in divine inspiration? And if we do, surely we equally acknowledge he that eternally wills evil. To whom precisely is the inspired person listening? For every Jean D’Arc and Anne Hutchinson, there is a Charles Manson and David Koresh. What about the relationship of means and ends? To identify an evil in no way entails precisely how it should be combatted. And what about the consequences of antinomianism?  How do the likes of Thoreau abide the fact they might well be accused of bad faith, that the great majority of the time they benefit from living within the law and among fellow citizens who by implication have renounce taking matters into their own hands. These are challenging issues. And these very questions represent the heart, the very marrow of Abraham Lincoln’s explorations in a political philosophy of necessary evil.
	A brief look at a contemporary concrete example might shed light on our historical, theoretical explorations. Take the case of abortion and the controversy over legal termination of pregnancies. The Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade has declared abortion to be legal in many cases. We might say that the unborn are living and that all voluntary ending another’s life equates to murder, that taking a life of an innocent is wrong everywhere and always. But what is to be done? For whom do the courts speak? Shall we follow Thoreau and insist that our only loyalty is to do “at any time what I think right?” Shall we take the law into our own hands? 
	Abraham Lincoln was born on 12 Feb 1809. He can offer us no help in thinking about abortion and “pro-life.” But points of comparison do suggest themselves, as equivalent moral issues between higher law and the civil code plagued the American community of Lincoln’s day--and I don’t mean the slaying of vampires. Slavery constituted the dire moral issue of Lincoln’s America, eventually precipitating the greatest constitutional crisis in the history of the United States. In the year of his birth, the United States was home to several million slaves.[endnoteRef:6] Of the 17 states, 8 sanctioned slavery outright[endnoteRef:7]. By the time of Lincoln’s run for the presidency fifty years later, Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, Missouri, Florida, Arkansas and Texas had joined the Union as slave states, for a total of fifteen, or almost half, of the 33 which cast votes in the 1860 presidential election. As Lincoln stated, it was truly a house divided. [6:  Precisely where they lived and how the territorial division over slavery came to be are material to our further discussion.]  [7:  Six of the original thirteen retained slavery during the Revolution plus Kentucky and Tennessee. Slaveholders in New York and New Jersey also continued to enjoy rights to human property grandfathered in by abolition legislation.] 

Holding the disparate states together was the Constitution. In most cases constitutional government might be presumed to offer relief for the Socratic paradox. Americans then and now reasonably expect the supreme law of the land to serve as an Archimedean point of reference in adjudicating between duty to the law and duty to one’s conscience. Many disputes, even ones that wind their way through multiple court jurisdictions, are readily settled by Supreme Court Justices examining the issues of constitutionality. And insofar as the Constitution, replete with the Bill of Rights, embodies more than mere positive law, as clearly it does,  then so much the better for having an ultimate source for resolving judicial and political disputes. On at least one recent issue of political authority and jurisdiction, the disputed Florida election returns in the year 2000, we seem fortunate indeed to have a tribunal of last resort. 
What did the Constitution say about slavery? As is well known, the Framers nowhere mentioned slavery by name. In the three clauses where the institution figures, the authors chose euphemisms such as “other persons held to service,” suggesting in some way that the very word did not belong in the national founding document.  The Framers did agree to leave alone the slave trade for a minimum of twenty years. In 1808, only months prior to Lincoln’s birth and exactly after the twenty-year interval had elapsed, the U.S. Congress outlawed the international slave trade, forever making it a crime to import slaves into any state of the Union. Some scholars argue that the Framers felt that ending of the slave trade entailed the eventual demise of slavery itself. After all, every slave society in the Western hemisphere depended on continued importation to sustain slave populations. With their faith in natural decline, members of the Constitutional convention perhaps assumed that ending the slave trade obviated the need to address slavery directly. Slavery in America would die a natural death.
The Constitutional convention declined to speak in a single voice on slavery. As noted above, the Framers assiduously avoided the word ‘slavery.’ What precisely does that omission suggest about slavery and their views on it in 1787? Let me note here that this question continually preoccupied Lincoln, who not only thought about the Constitution in relation to his law practice (where he tried numerous cases before the Supreme Court of Illinois), but also in relation to politics and history. Virtually all of his great public addresses expound on the relationship of slavery and the Constitution in one form or another. Ambiguity probably constitutes the most immediate observation. The Constitutional convention deliberately deployed ambiguous and vague expressions on slavery, as an understandable and explicit response to the obvious fact that they could not attain unambiguous agreement on its place in the new republic. 
Nothing was more clear to James Madison than the fact that the political fractures lines emerging from Philadelphia were not between big and small states or those with and without western land claims or east and west; rather, the convention revealed that the deepest fissures existed between those states that would maintain slavery and those that had or would rid themselves of it. In order to achieve the greater good of union around the Constitution, the delegates agreed on a series of compromises over slavery not unlike those around other disputed issues.  They seemed to understand that their compromises reflected two overlapping and related implications. The first was intended to be unambiguous: that on three issues, accommodation could be reached. Specifically, the delegates came to agreement around representation and taxation (Three-Fifths clause), slave importation (a twenty year hiatus before Congress could act), and the status of fugitive slaves (provision for legislation by Congress—in 1793 and 1850). In contradistinction to the first, the second compromise embraced ambiguity. By not referencing slavery explicitly, the delegates enabled the different readings on slavery in different regions. I live in New Zealand where the founding Treaty of Waitangi (1840) has lent itself to argument and litigation up to the present day because it was written in both English and Maori. Believe me when I call attention to the profound Kiwi struggle over the mixing of politics and cultural sensitivities with problems of translation. The complications often appear intractable. The US Constitution comes only in English, so the ambiguities to which I allude relate to implication and connotation. In relation to slavery, parts of the Constitution related to slavery were readily interpreted in different, if not opposing, ways in South Carolina and Massachusetts, for example. More to the point, the Framers composed wording in the Constitution that could be interpreted as both protecting and challenging slavery at the same time. Their deliberate ambiguity worked insofar as it marshalled support for ratification in both Charleston and Boston. But intentional ambiguity often comes at a cost. In this particular case, it entailed grave political problems for the next generation.
	More ambiguities followed from the first. The Constitution seems to treat slaves as both persons and property. Being both one thing and another at the same time resulted in contradictions in American law and politics. The Three-fifths clause explicitly speaks of “persons,” even as it makes something of a mockery of personhood by valuing a slave as 60% of a whole. The Constitution’s fugitive slave provisions recognize slaveholders’ rights to property in persons, and the obligations of all Americans to dispose properly of stolen property in any variety particularly in its human form. By the notion of comity, states are obliged to respect the privileges and immunities of the citizens of their sister states. But the ambiguity around the slave’s status as both person and property creates a potential crisis of comity, as for example with the ‘due process’ clause of the fifth amendment. New England personal liberty laws and South Carolina restrictions of free blacks pointed up the ambiguities, if not outright contradictions of slavery and freedom under the Constitution. The former seemed to offer protections of Black citizens that impinged on the property rights of slaveowners, who sought to return to slavery their escaped property. Similarly, South Carolina law temporarily imprisoned free blacks sailors in Charleston without due process. Comity clearly and increasingly had its limits. Whether one reads the Constitution and its occlusion of slavery as implying “freedom national” and slavery local or as recognizing, even guaranteeing slaveholders’ rights to property throughout the nation, it seems self-evident that the Framers delivered to the nation a muddled, mixed picture that depended upon the goodwill of citizens and their representatives to sort out differences over slavery in the many areas of law and locale where the Constitution failed to speak with a single voice.[endnoteRef:8] [8:  Not so, of course, declared those at the extremes, those who sought the higher law behind the merely human compromises of the Constitution. From the 1830s, abolitionists declared that if the Constitution sanctioned slavery, then it must be set aside or jettisoned altogether. William Lloyd Garrison called it a compact with the devil, and urged Americans to question to value of union. Many Garrisonians advocated some form of disunion, and took up the cry of “no union with slaveholders.” Henry David Thoreau advocated challenging specific laws, if not the entire Constitutional edifice. After spending a night in jail for non-payment of taxes, Thoreau counselled his fellow citizens to engage in civil disobedience in terms that became the touchstone for an American higher law doctrine. Reminiscent of Socrates speech before the Athenian court, Thoreau reminds his compatriots of the privileged place of moral law in relation to merely positive statutes promulgated by the stronger party, in this case a government of men. 
	Along a similar vein, former slave Frederick Douglass broke with Garrison and advocated slaves’ right to violence. Insofar as slavery was based upon coercion, Douglass insisted, slaves might use violence against their putative masters to exercise their natural rights. Self-liberation sanctioned the use of force. For his part, John Brown considered civil disobedience to be a tepid response at best to so great an injustice as chattel slavery. He reserved for himself the right to pronounce all defenders of slavery unjust and carry out all necessary acts of remediation. On this basis, Brown placed himself in the position of both judge and jury, murdering several proslavery citizens in Kansas Territory in 1855 and invading Virginia at Harpers Ferry four years later.
At the other extreme were the proslavery fireaters. Like the abolitionists, whom they vilified at every turn, they too insisted upon a final unambiguous proslavery reading of the Constitution.  Their greatest exponent turned out to be the rather unlikely figure of Roger B. Taney. Neither a slaveholder nor even a Southerner, Taney issued the 1857 Dred Scot Decision as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. Desperate to settle once and for all the political controversies surrounding slavery, controversies that had plagued the government and threatened the polity as nothing else had in the history of the nation, Taney believed that political intrigue and not fundamental disagreement lay at the heart of the dispute. Accordingly, he offered what he believed would be the definitive legal interpretation of the place of slavery in the Republic. To be definitive it had to be univocal. Concluded Taney, blacks had “no rights that whites were bound to respect.” A black man and slave, Scott himself could not be a citizen, and therefore could not sue for his freedom. He enjoyed no rights as a person, his person being wholly owned by a citizen whose rights to his property the Constitution protected unambiguously and absolutely.
	Lincoln was no fan of John Brown and his doomed raid. Unlike Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson, who championed Brown as a martyr comparable to Jesus, Lincoln sought explicitly and unequivocally to denounce John Brown. In masterly address at Cooper Union weeks after the Harpers Ferry debacle, Lincoln remarked that the “peculiar” raid “was not a slave insurrection. It was an attempt by white men to get up a revolt among slaves, in which the slaves refused to participate.” He correctly understood Brown’s actions to be of a piece with the type of anti-abolitionist vigilantism that endangered the nation. But what about Lincoln’s relations to the abolitionists more generally?] 

	Into this muddled, ambiguous mess stepped Abraham Lincoln. While no one relished wading into the minefield that was the politics of American slavery, few seemed better equipped or skilled to do so than Lincoln.[endnoteRef:9] Like Jefferson and Henry Clay before him, Lincoln joined the majority of Americans in believing slavery to be an evil, but an intractable one. Born in Kentucky, but a resident of Illinois Lincoln found himself in the American middle in more ways than one. His political views and his political surroundings were isomorphic. Having served in the state legislature for a decade, Lincoln viscerally understood (as did Stephen Douglas) the imperative in finding the middle ground on slavery in a state as divided as any in the nation. As I will note below, Lincoln had an uncanny ability to use “we,” the first person plural, in many of his public addresses no matter how diverse the audience. He preternaturally sought what I call the highest common denominator. [9:  His political philosophy both obliged him to re-enter politics—after a five year hiatus--and continued to evolve in the midst of the gathering storm. Indeed, even the finest historical analysis can completely distinguish between his pragmatics of sectional predicament and the political philosophy. They are inextricably intertwined in the moment. They are also deeply indebted to Socrates.] 

	Lincoln repeatedly characterized slavery as evil. “If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong,” he declared throughout his life. Once one got to the nature of the thing, to what slavery really was, Lincoln argued, then one was obliged to call it both evil, a complete contrast to the ideals of the American founding. Lincoln was not alone in holding such a view, of course. Abolitionists of all stripes condemned slavery as evil. No abolitionist, Lincoln nevertheless agonized over what to do about an institution that seemed by its nature so inhuman.[endnoteRef:10] It is precisely in searching for compromises, for workable human, political solutions in Illinois and in the nation as a whole that we distinguish Lincoln from the abolitionists and find his political philosophy become manifest.[endnoteRef:11] [10:  Nowhere is his agonizing in public more clear than in the Peoria speech, the delivery of which marked his return to politics in 1854.]  [11:  IN another place, one can also map out his political philosophy, although less precisely, by contrasting Lincoln with Douglas and those that professed their aversion to getting to the root evil of slavery and expressed indifference to the institution.] 

	“I am not an abolitionist,” Lincoln declared, signaling that he did not nor ever had advocated the immediate abolition of slavery. He believed this particular evil necessary, or at least its perpetuation for some time—even a century—as inevitable as it was distasteful. For their part many abolitionists gratefully acknowledged Lincoln’s antipathy, and in turn portrayed him as an enemy of abolitionism, no one more so than Boston radical Wendell Phillips, who dubbed Lincoln “the slave-hound of Illinois.” Between them lay a great divide that encompassed not only slavery and abolition but also human and higher law, the efficacy of politics for moral improvement generally, and a more general sense of the human condition.[endnoteRef:12] [12:  Recent scholars have joined with Hollywood to downplay the mutual animosity, instead offering an assessment that has the two sides converging during Lincoln’s presidency toward political abolitionism, each needing the other to complete the destruction of slavery.] 

	Pure of heart, abolitionists understood slavery to be unadulterated evil. From such clarity comes an enthusiastic politics. Slavery was evil; it must be isolated and removed at all costs, even if such radical cautery required slave insurrection or a John Brown-style holy war. Lincoln found advocacy of such radical solutions to be anathema. Where they saw clarity, he saw complications. Slavery was an intractable American dilemma that could not be amputated so easily, if at all. It was not Southern, regional, nor isolatable. Nor was it even America’s sole evil. Chattel slavery was older than the nation, having a history in each of the original thirteen colonies. When Lincoln declared at Peoria that, “our Republican robe has been soiled,” he did not single out slaveholders and southerners; the entire nation bore responsibility for slavery. Time and again Lincoln expressed his sympathy for southerners and slaveholders, declaring “we would be as they in their position.” Before judging “lest we be judged,” Lincoln consistently separated himself from those who would vilify others, while holding themselves blameless, sentiments he so nobly expressed in the Second Inaugural. Calling it “American Slavery,” the president went on to conclude that God “gives to both North and South, this terrible war, as the woe due to those by whom the offence came.” 
Lincoln uniquely used the first person plural in many of his speeches, reflecting a sentiment, a political sense, in stark contrast to the judgementalism of the abolitionists. Lincoln disparaged abolitionists who spoke of separation or “no union with slaveholders.” They were either uncharitable, refusing to extend sympathy to fellow Americans or they were ignorant of their own shared implicit and explicit complicity in an institution dating back to the first colonial settlements. As with history, so it was with the entire institutional apparatus of the American nation. The Framers entangled slavery in the Constitution even as they purposely avoided reference to it by name. Accordingly, to endanger the Constitution or burn it as Garrison did, entirely controverted Lincoln’s perception of a shared national responsibility. Or, considering the opposite side of the same coin, abolitionists sought to engage in great and noble acts as much from temperament and personal feelings. In separating from slaveholders or calling for a holy war to end slavery immediately, they took the law into their own hands from a sense of deep as a means to expiate guilt. Lincoln too expressed his own sense of responsibility but in contrast to abolitionists, found the means to live with the burden. 
	Lincoln shouldered the great burden of living with evil. In this sense, we have another meaning for necessary evil, as in all of human life entails the necessity of living with imperfection and impurity. We can identify here another contrast with the abolitionists, one of temperament, if not exactly political philosophy. Many abolitionists, Thoreau most famously, manifested a morbid introspection entirely at odds with Lincoln. To my mind Lincoln found introspection to be uninteresting.  “Go ahead, improve yourself,” Lincoln seems to say, “but I find self-improvement not particularly interesting or efficacious.” Lincoln’s personal life remains a mystery. Intensely private, he left no record of an internal dialogue in the form of a diary or journal or private musing. Plagued by a challenging, often petty wife, the man whom his law partner called “the most shut-mouthed man who ever lived” less hid from the public than betrayed little interest in looking inward or naval-gazing.[endnoteRef:13] The real challenges in the world, such as slavery, are social and political. [13:  Herndon about Lincoln] 

Lincoln’s voracious appetite for politics seems rooted less in ambition than in the conviction that one does not save the world by saving oneself. Like Socrates, whose daemon seemed to call him to ‘philosophising,’ Lincoln devoted himself to public affairs, in court, on the stump and in the legislature. Politics is the agora of our times. Like his Athenian predecessor, Lincoln looked outside himself, choosing to think and act on what he considered to be the greater challenges of the zoon politikon, the social interactions of fallen persons like himself in the public sphere. Where Thoreau retreated to Walden Pond and experimented with purgatives in an attempt to purify at least one person, Lincoln resigned himself to his own corruption. He expressed his genius in the political domain, where he did not search out the one honest Thoreauvian man, but instead toiled among the honest and dishonest self-interested multitudes.[endnoteRef:14] In a world of flawed, fallen angels, no diet or diary or disengagement will perfect any of us. [14:  See Herndon and Lincoln’s challenge to Herndon.] 

	Unlike many abolitionists and especially Thoreau, Lincoln expressed great faith in the American people and the crucial importance of public opinion. Lincoln had no ambition as did abolitionists might try to change people’s hearts’. A lifetime on the circuit had impressed upon Lincoln capacity of the average American. Admittedly, few citizens had the wherewithal to be lawyers like himself, to grasp the complexities of the law or abide by the drudgery of mastering the dry books of statutes and procedure. In this sense, all men were clearly created unequal. But to fill out juries, to have to good sense of judging right and wrong as it applied to their neighbors and their lives--and here Lincoln expressed his genuine democratic values and convictions--the people proved up to the task. They were the deciders upon whom the system depended, as they must be if the American experiment were to succeed. Every day on the circuit Lincoln witnessed what in the Gettysburg Address he called “a new birth of freedom.” 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Slavery was America’s great necessary evil. As noted above, Jefferson’s term invites a second, parallel meaning (and on this I will conclude). Lincoln often belittled himself, mostly in humor but sometimes in melancholy too, as silly, ugly, slow and stubborn. Read with care his incessant self-deprecations betray a deeper, ironic meaning: his true target proved to be nothing less than all humankind and its great limitations. In his own Socratic way Lincoln expressed again and again the gaping chasm between his--or any human’s--knowledge and God’s truth, between the divine and human law. Socrates is credited as the first political philosopher because he descends from nature and the God ‘up there’ to human life ‘down here,’ leaving to God what humans must pass over in ignorance if not silence. Put to death for impiety, Socrates reminds us in the Apology that precisely his piety placed him among his fellow humankind, in the agora, challenging those who would conflate the nomothetic with the divine law. So too with Lincoln, who humbly reminds us in his Second Inaugural Address, the moment of his greatest triumph, of the great distance between himself and the Almighty who, as he writes, “has his own purposes.” If Socrates seems the most human of the divinities, perhaps Lincoln is the most divine of the politicians. In an 1864 letter to a Kentucky associate Lincoln reflected on his all-too-human limitations. “I have not controlled events but confess plainly that events have controlled me.” 
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