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ABSTRACT
This article compares Abraham Lincoln’s and John Brown’s justifications for violently
confronting slavery during the Civil War and the raid at Harpers Ferry, respectively.
Though significant differences existed between these two men, I argue that there is a sur-
prising and often overlooked convergence. Both Brown and Lincoln rooted their opposi-
tion to slavery in their belief that it threatened the possibility of free self-government. Both
concluded that violence was the only effective way to fight slavery. Finally, both argued
that their violence was justified by democratic procedures and principles. In making this
comparison, this article offers three contributions to the study of American political
thought and political theorymore broadly. First, it challenges the historical consensus that
portrays these men as radically opposed exemplars. Second, it rehabilitates John Brown’s
political thought. Third, through the comparison, it surfaces a democratic approach to the
complex relationship between violence, democracy, and racism.
INTRODUCTION

This article compares Abraham Lincoln’s and John Brown’s justifications for vi-
olently confronting chattel slavery during the Civil War and the raid at Harpers
Ferry, respectively. Though significant differences existed between these two
men, I argue that there is a surprising and often overlooked convergence between
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them. Brown and Lincoln rooted their opposition to slavery and, in Brown’s
case, white supremacy in their belief that these institutions threatened the possi-
bility of free self-government. Both concluded that violencewas the only effective
way to fight slavery. Finally, both argued that their violencewas justified by dem-
ocratic procedures and principles.

In making this comparison, this article offers three contributions to the study
of American political thought and the history of political thought more broadly.
First, in arguing for a convergence between Lincoln and Brown, this article chal-
lenges a long-standing consensus that portrays the two figures as radically
opposed exemplars of moderate antislavery politics and radical abolitionism,
respectively. These contrasting legacies have been repeatedly marshaled on be-
half of moderate and radical antiracist activism throughout American history.
By uncovering a convergence between these exemplars, this article provides an
impetus to rethink the differences between these versions of white antiracism.

The second contribution that this article makes is its reconstruction of John
Brown’s political thought. Brown is too often treated as a religious fanatic or
enthusiast. Though several contemporary historians have challenged that cari-
cature (Oates 1970; Stauffer 2002; Reynolds 2006; Horwitz 2011; T. Smith
2015), little attention has been paid to his political thought.1 However, his rad-
ical abolitionism, egalitarianism, and democratic praxis represent a fascinating
moment in the history of American political thought. By offering a careful recon-
struction of Brown’s writings, this article rehabilitates the political thought of a
critical antebellum figure.2

Finally, through the comparison, this article surfaces two powerful attempts
by Americans to address, both in theory and in practice, a basic problem in
democratic theory: the role of violence in politics. This problem is of particular
importance in both American political thought and American politics given the
ongoing struggle against racism. Racism and violence are deeply connected.
Violence is used in the day-to-day operation of racist institutions and in defense
of those institutions (Mills 1997); however, it is also often implicated in the
1. In themost influentialworks of political theoryon theperiod,Brownhardly appears (Jaffa
1959). When political theorists discuss Brown, he is frequently treated as a Thoreauvian figure
(Rosenblum1981; Turner 2005; S. B. Smith 2018; Scheuerman 2021).He becomes a vehicle for
exploring Thoreau’s theories of expressive individuality, moral courage, and self-abnegation
and analogized to figures like Socrates and Jesus (Turner 2005, 460–67). This approach fails
to address the democratic aspects of his life and thought. Among historians, Brown has received
more substantial attention, though their emphasis has been on his life (Reynolds 2006) and leg-
acy (Gilpin 2011), not his political thought.

2. One exception to this is Balfour (2011), who dedicates a chapter to Du Bois’s biogra-
phy of Brown. While Balfour calls for renewed attention to Brown’s thought, her chapter fo-
cuses on Du Bois’s reception of Brown, not Brown’s thought. Much of the chapter distances
Du Bois’s appreciation of Brown from his violent politics.
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fight against those institutions.3 Confronting racism requires a sophisticated
understanding of the relationship between violence and democratic politics.4

Identifying the injustices of racism requires us to be able to see unjust violence
forwhat it is—evenwhen that violence is cloaked in the garb of law—while over-
coming racism requires each of us to be able to determine when extralegal vio-
lence is or is not justified. The convergence between Brown’s and Lincoln’s ap-
proaches to this problem, I will suggest, can help us navigate these challenges.

Wewill begin by consideringwhy the contrasts between themhave dominated
their legacies, what it will take to overcome this consensus, and what precedent
there is for other perspectives. From there,wewill turn to the substantive analysis
of Lincoln’s and Brown’s speeches and writings to demonstrate the surprising
convergence in their justifications for waging their wars. We will first consider
each of their critiques of slavery, then how each defended his decision to take
up arms, and finally how each attempted to legitimize that decision. In the con-
clusion we will consider what these convergences might mean.
LINCOLN AND BROWN: LEGACIES IN CONFLICT

There are no two figures in the history of white America’s opposition to racist
institutions that are remembered as differently as JohnBrown andAbrahamLin-
coln. American tradition presents Lincoln as the savior of the nation, the man
who gave us a “new birth of freedom.” Brown is depicted as amisguided idealist
(Brookhiser 2016), or more often as a lunatic and religious terrorist.5 However,
Black authors and many radicals, both Black and white, have taken the almost
opposite tact. For them, Brown was a martyr of the highest order, while Lincoln
was, at best, a morally complex figure. For W. E. B. Du Bois, Brown was “the
man who of all Americans has perhaps come nearest to touching the real souls
of black folk” (1909/1997, xxv), while “Abraham Lincoln was a Southern poor
white, of illegitimate birth, poorly educated and unusually ugly” (1922, 103).6
3. Resistance to racism constantly raises the question of the appropriateness of violence.
Whether violence is defended (Newton 1967) or rejected (King 1960), the question cannot be
avoided.

4. The recent critical dialogue between Paul Passavant and Erin R. Pineda over her book
Seeing Like an Activist in Perspectives on Politics exposes how the question of legitimate vi-
olence stalks accounts of antiracist politics (Pineda 2021; Passavant and Pineda 2022).
Pineda writes about theory articulated by people who chose nonviolence, yet she is confronted
with questions about violence.

5. Benfey and Reynolds (2013) debate this point.
6. Du Bois (1922, 103) ends these reflections on a more positive note, appreciating Lin-

coln for being “big enough to be inconsistent,” for “despising Negroes and letting them fight
and vote,” and for “protecting slavery and freeing slaves.” Compared to Brown, however,
Lincoln is still damned with faint praise.
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On the surface, the distance placed between the twomenmakes sense. Lincoln
acted as the head of state, Brown as a renegade. Lincoln was “the Great Eman-
cipator”;7 Brown’s raid atHarpers Ferry freed noone and killed anunarmed free
Black man. Lincoln opposed immediate emancipation until late 1861; Brown
lived andworkedon termsof equalitywith Blackpeople. Lincoln often suggested
deporting formerly enslaved people to Africa (Oakes 2008); Brown believed in
universal human equality and building an integrated, free, and democratic state
(Stauffer 2002).

The personmost responsible for the preeminence of these contrasting legacies
may well be Lincoln. He took pains to distinguish himself from Brown because
manyof the Republican Party’smost prominentmembers’ electoral fortunes had
suffered from association with Brown (Reynolds 2006, 360–62). Lincoln first
addressed Brown’s legacy while on a speaking tour in Kansas. Speaking before
audiences that had already suffered a violent dispute over slavery, Lincoln de-
nounced Brown’s lawlessness, endorsed Brown’s execution, reaffirmed his
own public commitment to a peaceful settlement, and compared Southern seces-
sionists to Brown (Basler 1953, 3:502). Months later, in his Cooper Union ad-
dress during 1860, Lincoln addressedBrown’s actions again.While taking a gen-
tler tone, he drew influential distinctions:

JohnBrown’s effort was peculiar. . . . It was an attempt bywhitemen to get
up a revolt among slaves . . . it was so absurd that the slaves, with all their
ignorance, saw plainly enough it could not succeed. That affair, in its phi-
losophy, corresponds with the many attempts, related in history, at the as-
sassination of kings and emperors. An enthusiast broods over the oppres-
sion of a people till he fancies himself commissioned by heaven to liberate
them. He ventures the attempt, which ends in little else than his own exe-
cution. Orsini’s attempt on Louis Napoleon, and John Brown’s attempt at
Harper’s Ferry were, in their philosophy, precisely the same. . . . And how
much would it avail you [Southern Democrats] if you could, by the use of
John Brown . . . break up the Republican organization? There is a judge-
ment and feeling against slavery in this nation, which cast at least amillion
and a half votes. You cannot destroy that judgement and feeling—by
breaking up the political organization which rallies around it . . . how
much would you gain by forcing the sentiment which created it out of
the peaceful channel of the ballot box . . . ? Would the number of John
Browns be lessened or enlarged by the operation? (Basler 2001, 531–32)
7. Though slavery was not abolished until the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment,
many used this title well before (Wheeler 2001).
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Whereas in both speeches he distinguished himself and the Republican Party
from Brown, in Kansas Lincoln portrayed Brown as the equal of secessionists,
while in New York he acknowledged a shared sentiment with Brown, suggested
that the South bore the blame for the attack, and emphasized Brown’s futility.
Finally, Lincoln presented himself and the Republican Party as the last peaceful
alternative to the proliferation of John Browns. Within these two speeches, Lin-
coln presents three clear distinctions between himself and Brown that we must
discuss. Lincoln criticized Brown for lawlessness, for foolishness, and for acting
like a lone assassin moved by “brooding” and religious enthusiasm. While Lin-
coln’s judgment is not dispositive of their similarity—especially considering the
political necessity of distancing himself from Brown and that this comparison
came before the Civil War—his opinion surely matters. However, at Cooper
Union, Lincoln also clearly recognizes that there were similarities between him-
self and Brown worth addressing. While today they may be contrasting arche-
types, for Lincoln the matter was clearly more complicated.

As stark as the contrasts frombefore andafter thewar are, during thewarmany
saw thingsquite differently.Charles Sumnerdeclared that theNorthwas following
the path Brown had laid out (Stauffer and Trodd 2012, 471). Many Southerners
readily assented to the comparison as well.8 Union soldiers sung “John Brown’s
Body,” the predecessor to “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” as they mustered for
war, and Union generals proclaimed their unity with Brown (Reynolds 2006,
462–69). As the war escalated, Lincoln even compared the Northern war effort
to Brown’s raid.9 During the war, the North and South seemed to agree on
Brown’s place at the head of the Union war effort. However, the idea that tied
Brown to Lincoln and the Northern war effort did not survive Reconstruction.10

Today their legacies remain in conflict. John Stauffer’s book on Brown, from
which this article draws substantially, discusses Brown’s thoughts on racism
and white supremacy. However, it barely discusses Lincoln and is surprisingly
uninterested in Brown’s justifications for violence (Stauffer 2002, 27, 59, 151).11
8. Southern politicians argued that, like Brown, Lincoln and the Republicans wished to
attack the South violently, illegally, and illegitimately (Reynolds 2006, 360–65). This article
could be read as an endorsement of the logic of such arguments; however, in my argument,
Brown’s and Lincoln’s commitment to democracy plays the decisive role, something that
these critics denied.

9. In his memoirs, John Eaton recounted a conversation with Lincoln during the war in
which Lincoln criticized Brown’s methods and timing but suggested that the Union should
imitate him (Eaton and Mason 1907).

10. Brown’s reputation immediately suffered after the war ended, which led Frederick
Douglass, in 1881, to remind the nation of his greatness and contributions (Douglass 1881).
On this basis, Buccola (2013) argued that Douglass saw Brown and Lincoln as complemen-
tary yet radically different figures.

11. Stauffer (2002, 27) does note a connection between Lincoln’s invocation of war pow-
ers and Brown’s but does not pursue the line of reasoning. In his book comparing Lincoln
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Lincoln scholarship remains voluminous, and Brown is oftenmentioned because
Lincoln contended with Brown’s actions. However, Brown, with his lawless vi-
olence and idealism, still serves as a point of contrast to Lincoln’s statesmanship,
prudence, or prejudice.12 The only monograph dedicated to comparing Brown
and Lincoln, H.W. Brands’s The Zealot and the Emancipator, echoes the tradi-
tional white reception of Brown and Lincoln by heralding Lincoln for his polit-
ical savvy and denigrating Brown for his violent enthusiasm (Brands 2020).13

Before we turn to challenging this consensus, I must offer clarifications about
the interpretations that will follow. First, in elucidating Lincoln’s arguments and
comparing them to Brown’s, wewill consider whether Lincoln intentionally pro-
voked the South to start theCivilWar, the status of slavery in his initialwar aims,
the legality of his actions during the war, and his views on the relationship be-
tween executive power and the law. Given that our purpose is to compare Lincoln
and Brown and that each of these topics is the subject of substantial scholarly
debate, we will not be able to present definitive accounts of them.14 Further,
because the thesis of this project directly challenges the historical consensus
about these two figures, it is almost certain that every reader will find at least
one aspect of the interpretation of Lincoln or Brown objectionable. When engag-
ing with these questions, therefore, I will endeavor to show that there is scholarly
support for the reading in question, even when it is controversial. Second, I will
not argue that there are no important differences between John Brown and Abra-
ham Lincoln. A full study of the two men would have to confront differences in
how they thought about race, the Constitution, religion, and other important
matters. However, what made them different has dominated the conversation
for too long; I aim to show what made them similar and what we can learn from
that similarity. Finally, we must remember that neither Lincoln nor Brown
thought themselves to be offering general propositions about violence in politics
or how to fight racist institutions. It is not my project to attribute such doctrines
and Douglass, Stauffer (2008, 129–213) discusses how both men reacted to Brown, but he
never draws a comparison between Lincoln and Brown.

12. While Reynolds (2006) defends his subject in his biography of Brown, in his book on
Lincoln (Reynolds 2020) Brown merely serves as a point of historical contrast.

13. One notable exception isMarkGraber, who argues that we should view Lincoln either as
a tactically sophisticated, equally lawless John Brown or as merely “haggling over the price” of
preserving theUnionwith StephenDouglas (2010, 50). Graber’s treatment of Lincoln andBrown
fails to address their views on the relationship between slavery and democracy. He neglects this
question in his monograph as well (Graber 2006, 230–36). As wewill see, this is the critical ques-
tion that reveals both the important similarities and differences between the two men.

14. Scholarly opinion is highly divided. For example, Belz (1988) defends the constitution-
ality of Lincoln’s most controversial actions. Burt (2013) andKleinerman (2005) argue that Lin-
coln maintained fidelity to the law despite violating some particular laws. On the other hand,
Kateb (2015) argues that Lincoln did violence to the Constitution itself, and Johnston (2016,
2018) argues that Lincoln held a Schmittian view of sovereignty that placed him above the law.
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to them. Rather, I will argue that by understanding the similarities between them
we can come to a better understanding of the political moment in which violence
is chosen, a better understanding of why these two white men chose to attack
slavery, and an alternative to the tradition that has set these figures at odds.
LINCOLN AND BROWN AT WAR

On July 4, 1861, Lincoln spoke to a special session of Congress to justify the
actions he had taken at the outset of thewar. In this speech, he laid out the causes
of thewar, explainedwhy thewarwas necessary, and defended the already con-
troversial decisions he had made in executing the war. He spoke to defend the
justness of the cause of the war and the legitimacy of themeans he had chosen to
fight it. With the former, he presented his account of why slavery needed to be
confronted and destroyed. With the latter, he defended his legal authority to
wage thewar. By comparing JohnBrown’s reasoning, laid out in letters anddoc-
uments drafted prior to the raid, with Lincoln’s reasoning in the Fourth of July
address and in some supplementary material, we will be able to see their impor-
tant similarities. As we proceed through Lincoln’s argument, beginningwith his
arguments for the war’s justness and then turning to the question of the legiti-
macy of his decision to fight, we will compare each with Brown’s actions and
the defenses Brown gave.
LINCOLN ’S WAR

The first argument that Lincoln made in his Fourth of July address to justify the
war is perhaps the most problematic for this project. He began by arguing that
violence was thrust upon the Union, not chosen by it. The argument is straight-
forward: the South shot first. Secession, he explained, had already begun by the
time he took office. He reported that, with few exceptions, “all the forts, dock-
yards, custom-houses . . . had been seized” by the seceding states. The United
States’ property, weapons, andmoney, he explained, had been taken by an orga-
nized hostile force that had “taken up arms against the Government” (Basler
2001, 595). Had a foreign power taken any one of these actions, he argued,
war would have already commenced. However, he said that none of those ac-
tions were sufficient to necessitate war. Rather, he said that he had insisted on
“the exhaustion of all peaceful measures” and “sought only to hold the public
places and property not already wrested from the Government” (595). Though
secession had begun, according to Lincoln, he sought to rely on “time, discus-
sion, and the ballot-box,” not warfare, to preserve the Union.

The attack on Fort Sumter prior to its reprovisioning marked the exhaustion
of those peaceful means. South Carolina’s attack on Fort Sumter was, Lincoln
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clarified, “in no sense amatter of self-defense” but an effort to “drive out the vis-
ible authority of the Federal Union, and thus force it to immediate dissolution.”
With the attack, Lincoln continued, “the assailants of the Government began the
conflict of arms, without a gun in sight or in expectancy to return their fire”
(Basler 2001, 597). According to this line of reasoning, Lincoln neither chose
to go to war nor began the war to destroy slavery. He was forced by the South
to defend the Union’s land and soldiers. Lincoln appears to have justified his war
on the basic grounds of self-defense. This argument would seem to rule out any
comparison with Brown, who certainly chose to attack Harpers Ferry.

However, Lincoln’s policy of defending Fort Sumter held greatermeaning. Lin-
coln observed that the “Government desired to keep the garrison in the fort . . .
merely to maintain visible possession, and thus preserve the Union from actual
and immediate disillusion” (Basler 2001, 597). In hisfirst inaugural address, Lin-
coln had made maintaining the Union’s forts integral to his plan for contesting
secession by portraying them as symbolic evidence that the federal government
was still the sovereign authority (583). The reprovisioning of Fort Sumter was,
in effect, a denial of SouthCarolina’s claimof secession.AsWilliamSeward, Lin-
coln’s secretary of state, had warned him the month prior, by contesting Fort
Sumter Lincoln was escalating the conflict (Seward 1861).15

Moreover, Lincoln on the Fourth of July portrayed South Carolina’s attack
as having raised amore general issue than the sovereign right to self-defense. “Is
there in all republics,” he asked, “this inherent and fatalweakness?Must aGov-
ernment of necessity, be too strong for the liberties of its own people, or too
weak to maintain its own existence?” It is this question, striking at the heart
of republican government, that he said left him with “no choice . . . but to call
out the war power of theGovernment” (Basler 2001, 583). The defense that the
attack called forth was not merely the physical self-defense of the Union but a
defense of the idea of republican government. Lincoln’s war was defensive,
but it was waged in defense of an idea. The Union’s job was not simply to re-
claim their territory and avenge the violence done but to defend the viability
of republican government itself.

Placing Lincoln’s defense of the Union at the heart of his justification for the
war leads to another major challenge for this project: Lincoln’s claim that he
fought theCivilWar to save theUnion and not to end slavery. Traditionally, Lin-
coln is presented as having undergone a transformation from a narrow focus on
reasserting federal authority in 1861 to pursuing the end of slavery by late 1862.
Lincoln made this priority explicit in a letter to Horace Greeley: “If I could save
the Union without freeing any slaves, I would do it” (Basler 2001, 652). While
15. Stampp (1950, 285) makes a detailed case for reading Lincoln’s actions as intention-
ally provocative.
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the simplest way to account for this statement is to credit it to Lincoln’s need to
keep the slaveholding border states in the Union,16 oncewe understand that Lin-
coln’s defense of the Union was not simply a physical defense of the state but a
defense of the ideal of free government, we have a better path to resolve the issue
of slavery in Lincoln’s initial justification for the war.

For Lincoln, saving the Union, ending slavery, and fighting a war were inex-
tricably linked. In a private letter from 1855, prefiguring his “House Divided”
speech, he wrote to George Robertson that he no longer believed that the coun-
try could remain “half slave and half free,” nor that there could be a “peaceful”
resolution to slavery (Basler 2001, 331). While not part of his public justifica-
tion for the war, his belief that a peaceful resolution to slavery was impossible,
that the Union could not persist with slavery, and that preserving the Union jus-
tified violence, taken alongside his decision not to de-escalate the situation at
Fort Sumter, suggests that his fight to preserve the Unionwas always also a fight
to end slavery.17

In the years between the letter and his election, Lincoln developed an argu-
ment that tied the end of slavery and the preservation of democracy even closer
together. In a fragment of writing from 1858, Lincoln connected his concern for
democracy and his antislavery politics: “As I would not be a slave,” hewrote, “I
would not be amaster. This expresses my idea of democracy. Whatever differs
from this, to the extent of the difference, is not democracy” (Basler 2001, 427).
If democracy means a world without either master or slave, then the South
posed an acute problem to the possibility of democracy. In his “HouseDivided”
speech, Lincoln built on these private thoughts and argued in public that the
Union, and therefore free government, could not persist “half slave and half
free” (Basler 2001, 372). As president, in his Fourth of July address, he built
on these themes when he turned to explaining exactly what about free govern-
ment he sought to defend: “On the Side of the Union it is a struggle formaintain-
ing in the world that form and substance of government whose leading object
is to elevate the condition of men; to lift artificial weights from all shoulders;
to clear the paths of laudable pursuit for all; to afford all an unfettered start and
a fair chance in the race of life. Yielding to partial and temporary departures,
from necessity, this is the leading object of the Government for whose existence
we contend” (607).
16. This is the argument Graber (2010) uses to justify his more modest comparison of
Lincoln and Brown.

17. Zuckert (2022) demonstrates the continuity between Lincoln’s commitment to dem-
ocratic government, his antislavery politics, and his actions in the lead-up to the Civil War in
part through a reading of the “House Divided” speech. Zuckert argues that Lincoln’s actions
reflected his belief that war was necessary to overcome slavery.
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The reason to save theUnionwas to save free government. The purpose of the
Union, the purpose of free government, was the welfare and betterment of every-
one. Lincoln saw slavery as a “partial and temporary departure” from this fun-
damental purpose. Moreover, by arguing that the purpose of free government
was “to afford all an unfettered start and a fair chance,” Lincoln was opening
the door toward racial equality. Considering this defense of free government,
Lincoln’s prioritization of the Union over the issue of slaverymakes moral sense.
Saving the Union meant saving free government; saving free government ulti-
mately meant the end of slavery.18 While he could emphasize saving the Union
in his public speeches to allay the border states, it was not a deception but a rhe-
torical sleight of hand—one that provided valuable political cover without dilut-
ing the true meaning of the war.

However, if the preservation of the Union and the end of slavery were so
closely connected for Lincoln, and if he believed that violence would likely be
necessary to resolve the problem as early as 1855, why did he entertain a consti-
tutional amendment formalizing the protection of slavery in the South in his first
inaugural address (Basler 2001, 587)? If the South were to have accepted the of-
fer, slavery would have persisted far longer, and the Union would have persisted
at the expense of free government. For many, that Lincoln offered such a deal is
enough to prove that he prioritized the Union over abolition and certainly enough
to distinguish Lincoln from John Brown.

For that interpretation to be plausible, first, Lincoln would have had to be-
lieve both that the South might accept the amendment and that it would have
led to the survival of slavery. On the first matter, there is ample evidence that
neither Lincoln nor the political leaders of the South believed that the deal
was credible. In his Cooper Union address, Lincoln discussedwhat compromise
he believed the South would accept: “This and only this: cease to call slavery
wrong, and join them in calling it right . . . in acts as well as words. . . . Douglas’s
new sedition law must be enacted and enforced suppressing all declarations that
slavery is wrong. . . . We must arrest and return their fugitive slaves with greedy
pleasure. We must pull down our Free State constitutions. . . . Holding as they
do that slavery is morally right, and socially elevating they cannot cease to de-
mand a full national recognition of it as a legal right, and a social blessing”
(Basler 2001, 535).

Ultimately, part of why Lincoln saw that slavery and democratic government
were incompatible was that slavery drove the South to refuse such political ac-
commodations. In the South, the inaugural address was widely interpreted as
a call to arms, not an offer of peace (Farber 2003, 14–15). Given this, Lincoln’s
18. Doyle (2014) shows not only that Lincoln portrayed the war this way but also that
this view was widely shared, even internationally.
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apparent openness to such an amendment was likely a political maneuver meant
to highlight the South’s extremism, not a capitulation.

The second question, whether the deal would have ultimately preserved slav-
ery, raises a critical difference between Brown and Lincoln (at least prior to the
attack on Fort Sumter). Until the onset of thewar, Lincoln constantly argued that
he only sought to restrict slavery’s expansion peacefully and legally, which he be-
lieved would ultimately result in the South voluntarily ending slavery. He be-
lieved that if slavery were prevented from expanding, the economics of the sys-
tem would eventually force the South to abandon it.19 This raises the difficult
question of when exactly Lincoln abandoned this hope. The letter to Robertson,
the rhetoric of the “House Divided” speech, and his claim at Cooper Union that
the South would never assent suggest that by the latter half of the 1850s he did
not believe in its viability, though he continued to speak about it until the war
began.

The fact that Lincoln suggested a compromise before the outbreak of war
should not be taken to mean that he thought that the issue of slavery could be
resolved peacefully, nor that he thought that slavery was compatible with free
government. He believed neither that the South would accept the deal nor that
the deal would preserve slavery. Ultimately, however, it was only with the attack
on Fort Sumter thatwe can say that Lincoln definitively abandoned any last hope
that slavery could be overcome without violence. The attack was the moment
when the threat slavery posed to republican government became imminent. The
crisis forced Lincoln to reckon with what John Brown had long known. The
peculiar institution was not just a threat to republican government; it made
its actual practice impossible.
JOHN BROWN ’S WAR

John Brown’s war started long before Lincoln’s, but his also began when he saw
an enslaver strike first. In a letter addressed to the 12-year-old son of an aboli-
tionist, Brown explained the origins of his war against slavery. As a boy, while
traveling with his father during the War of 1812, Brown befriended a young
boy about his agewhowas enslavedby the landlordwithwhomBrownwas stay-
ing. The landlord had been kind to Brown but beat the other young boy with an
iron shovel without reason. He recounted watching the child he had befriended
being beaten, writing, “This brought John to reflect on the wretched, hopeless
condition, of Fatherless & Motherless slave children.” These events, he writes,
19. The theory was that if slavery did not expand, then the increasing population of en-
slaved people would render the system uneconomical. Graber doubts that this was plausible
(2010, 59), while Buccola defends its place in Lincoln’s politics (2016, 110–28).
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“led him to declare, or Swear: Eternal war with slavery” (Stauffer and Trodd
2012, 20).

While Brown did not take up arms as a young boy, the letter in which he re-
counted this episode was part of his effort to explain to his supporters why he
was going to take up arms in Kansas. Brown emphasized the defenselessness
of enslaved people, invoking their suffering and their neediness, to justify his de-
cision to take up arms. This view of defensive war is quite different from Lin-
coln’s. Brown’s war was not in defense of the property of a state or an idea but
in defense of the defenseless.While Lincoln expressed some sympathy for this sort
of violence, he also saw it as largely futile in the face of the South’s massive polit-
ical power (Basler 2001, 530).

In preparing for the raid onHarpers Ferry, years later, a different kind of de-
fense came to the fore in Brown’s writing. Prior to the attack, Brown helped
draft two documents that outlined the reason behind the raid and the provisional
government that was to be established in its aftermath. The documents were
modeled on the American Declaration of Independence and Constitution and
were titledADeclaration of Liberty by the Representatives of the Slave Population
of the United States of America (Stauffer and Trodd 2012, 38–43) and Provisional
Constitution and Ordinances for the People of the United States (26–37). Brown
drafted these documents with Frederick Douglass and had them ratified at a
convention of Black men and women in Canada, many of whom had been en-
slaved and some of whomwould take part in the raid (26). In these documents,
Brown put slavery and the issue of self-defense in a broader context.

For Brown and the Black and white abolitionists with whom he worked,
slaverywas not a “temporary departure” for the otherwise free and democratic
Union. Rather, slavery amounted to an ongoing war waged by some citizens on
other citizens; its existence made free government impossible.20 In the preamble
to his provisional constitution, Brown connected this idea to the raid: “Whereas
slavery throughout its entire existence in the United States is none other than the
most barbarous unprovoked and unjustifiable War of one portion of its citizens
upon another . . . in utter disregard and violation of those eternal and self-evident
truths set forth in our Declaration of Independence” (Stauffer and Trodd 2012,
38).

While Lincoln and many others agreed that slavery was a violation of the
principles of the Declaration, by describing it as an ongoing civil war, Brown
and his allies framed their violent actions as defensive. If a war is being waged
against a group, then the simple right to self-defensewould seem to justify a violent
20. Rosen (2022, 319) discusses howNew York abolitionists, including John Brown, saw
slavery as an ongoing war. Of Brown specifically, she reports that he was known to have said
that “slaves . . . were prisoners of war” and that enslavers were “tyrants”who “had taken up
the sword and must perish by it.”
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response. In fighting thiswar, Brown and his allies, like Lincoln, sought to defend
the principles of free government.

In his declaration, Brown connected his war against slavery not to the fate of
republican government in the future but to the existence of such government in
America. Brown wrote, “Our servants, or Law makers are totally unworthy of
the nameHalf civilized men. All their National acts (which apply to slavery) are
false to the words, spirit, and intention of the Constitution of the United States
and the Declaration of Independence. They say by word and act, That their
own children or any faithful citizen may be legally robbed of every Natural
and Sacred Right, and that we have no rights whatever” (Stauffer and Trodd
2012, 40–41; italics in the original). The first sentence damns the whole govern-
ment, while the second redeems the idea behind the nation. The lawmakers were
illegitimate—not because the Constitution was illegitimate but because the Con-
stitution and the Declaration could not be realized while slavery existed. To de-
stroy slavery was, then, to defend the Constitution. The third sentence explains
why. The enslaver cannot respect anyone’s rights, even if only certain people
are enslaved, because the principle that underwrites slavery threatens everyone.
Therefore, slavery threatened the freedom of all people. A country where any-
body might be enslaved is a country where no one possesses rights.

Before concluding this section, we must address one objection to my charac-
terization of Brown’s war: Brownwas neither Black nor enslaved.While Lincoln
was the president, sworn to defend the Union, Brown was merely a free white
man. Furthermore, while the enslavement of mixed-race children born of rape
and the kidnapping of free Black people from the North were terrible violations
of the rights of those people, they did not in practice threaten the rights of all peo-
ple in theUnited States. Put simply, while the formal structure of their arguments
may have been similar, it appears that in substance Brown’s claims were much
flimsier than Lincoln’s. While Lincoln had a duty to defend what he defended,
Brown was merely an interloper.

However, Brown’s efforts were not simply the efforts of a white man with a
savior complex but rather undertaken with Black people, including many who
had been enslaved. While Brown was white, he was not an outsider in the strug-
gle against slavery. More importantly, Stauffer, in his book The Black Hearts of
Men, argues that Brown worked to “blur racial categories” (2002, 6). Brown
and his allies consistently refused to use racial categories as a basis of distinction.
ForBrown, nothing could threatenBlackpeople and not also threatenwhite peo-
ple because racewas not a coherent distinctionbetween people.He saw the racial
caste system as arbitrary because the peoplewhowere supposedly separated by it
were indistinguishable except for their different statuses within the system. We
can see this aspect of Brown’s thought in his declaration’s claim that the existence
of slavery made it so that “any faithful citizen may be legally robbed of every
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Natural and Sacred Rights, and that we have no rights whatever.” Injustice
against Black people, for Brown, was a threat to justice for all.21 This commit-
ment is reflected in the quote Stauffer chose for his book’s title. For Brown
and his colleagues, “the black hearts of men” meant nothing less than the real-
ization that fighting slavery and white supremacy required the abandonment
of their own whiteness. Given Brown’s understanding of race and his collabora-
tion with formally enslaved people, we can see why the objection fails.

Brown and Lincoln, then, both saw their wars as defensive in the narrow
sense: the South shot first, and enslaved people were assaulted constantly. Both
also had broader ideas of what it meant to be fighting a defensive war. For both,
war was needed to defend the possibility of self-government. Brown’s and Lin-
coln’s justifications for war were not identical. Lincoln did not agree with all
of Brown’s thoughts on race. But as they took up arms, their reasoning con-
verged. Lincoln’s justification progressed from the physical defense of the Union
to a defense of the idea of free government and from there to the necessity of ab-
olition. Brown’s argument progressed from the physical defense of enslaved peo-
ple to the defense of universal equality and then ultimately to the defense of free
government.While Lincolnmay not have seen that slaverymade republican gov-
ernment impossible until the onset of theCivilWar, for bothmen itwas the strug-
gle between free government, with its promise of freedom for everyone, and the
evil of slavery that justified their decisions to wage war.
THE INDISPENSABLE MEANS

Few people today doubt the righteousness of either man’s cause. However,
when it comes to the means they chose, both still face significant challenges.22

More importantly, it is the contrast between their chosen means—Lincoln’s
thoughtful statesmanship and fidelity to the law and Brown’s reckless and law-
less violence—that most often sets them apart. To sustain this article’s argu-
ment about the similarity of their turn to violence, we must now compare their
justifications for the still controversial means they chose.
21. In a private note Lincoln seems to have come close to this argument. In a fragment
thought to be from the summer of 1853, Lincoln reasoned that every argument used to justify
slavery, including race-based distinctions, could be turned against the enslavers and used to
justify their enslavement. Lincoln concluded that enslavement was arbitrary because it was
the result of power, not a coherent racial classification scheme (Basler 2001, 278).

22. For example, Johnston (2016) argues that Lincoln’s use of executive power was ty-
rannical, while Stauffer (2002) takes pains to distance his work from defending Brown’s il-
legal violence.
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LINCOLN ’S MEANS

In his Fourth of July address, Lincoln made three main arguments to defend the
authority he used in calling forth the military to begin the war without congres-
sional approval and in suspending habeas corpus. First, he argued that his ac-
tionswere legal. Second, he presented a legal theory thatwould justify his actions
even if they violated the letter of the law. Third, he offered a political theory to
justify the authority he claimed. As the war continued, he used the same strategy
to justify the Emancipation Proclamation. In taking these actions, Lincoln
stretched the authority of the presidency and authorized violence to be used
against citizens who were not in open rebellion. Though he used the arguments
in several contexts, hemost thoroughly developed them in response to controver-
sies around the suspension of habeas corpus.23 Therefore, to understand Lin-
coln’s justifications for themeans he chose towage hiswar,wewill begin by con-
sidering how he justified the suspension of habeas corpus.

The legal argument Lincoln offered in the Fourth of July address to defend the
constitutionality of his suspension was simple: he claimed that the Constitution
authorized the president to suspend habeas corpus during a domestic insurrec-
tion if necessary (Basler 2001, 601). Unfortunately for Lincoln, Chief Justice Ta-
ney had already rejected this logic in Ex ParteMerryman.24 Even if Lincoln’s ar-
gument was legally sound, his decision to ignore Taney’s court order was not.25

Lincoln himself seemed to find his legal argument insufficient, as he chose to
add two more arguments to justify his actions. The next argument he presented
in the Fourth of July address was based on a theory of necessity. Lincoln posed
the issue in stark terms: “are all the laws but one to go unexecuted, and the Gov-
ernment itself go to pieces, lest that one be violated?” (Basler 2001, 601). If sav-
ing the government required a law to be broken, Lincoln argued, then that law
could be broken. Summarizing this argument at the end of his speech, he ex-
plained that “when an end is lawful and obligatory, the indispensable means
to it are also lawful and obligatory” (609).
23. The legal controversy around Lincoln’s suspension of habeas corpus and his exercise
of other executive power during the Civil War began immediately. Neely (2011, 63–159) de-
tails the contemporaneous legal arguments employed both for and against Lincoln’s actions.
Neely concludes, contra James Randall’s influential account (1926), that the Constitution
was generally on Lincoln’s side and an aid in fighting the war. For contemporary defenses,
see Farber (2003, 2018), Benedict (2008), and Tillman (2016). For criticisms, see Elsea (2003),
Graber (2006), and Prakash (2010). For more mixed verdicts, see Kleinerman (2005) and
Burt (2013).

24. Ex Parte Merryman, 17 F. Cas. 144 (1861).
25. Tillman (2016) argues that Taney did not order Lincoln to take any action in

Merryman and thus let Lincoln off the hook. However, this ignores the oral statement Taney
issued from the bench, which included a more explicit order (Simon 2006, 189).
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Later in the war, this doctrine provided Lincoln his legal justification for the
Emancipation Proclamation. Freeing enslaved people in the rebellious states, he
argued, was indispensable to successfully prosecute the war. The danger of this
logic was quickly noticed by Lincoln’s political opponents, who argued that it
could be used to justify almost anything Lincoln wished. In response to this crit-
icism and a crisis provoked by an Ohio politician, Lincoln provided his third ar-
gument for why he thought that he personally had the authority to exercise the
extreme powers that could be justified by this doctrine.

InMayof 1863, anOhiopoliticiannamedClementVallandighamwas arrested
for giving antiwar speeches and interfering with the draft. He was tried and con-
victed in a military court. The Supreme Court refused to hear his appeal, allow-
ing his sentence of deportation to the Confederacy to stand.26 These actions
caused many in the North to accuse Lincoln of abusing his war powers. Lincoln
responded to these accusations in a letter to several congressional representatives
from Ohio:

You ask, in substance, whether I really claim that I may override all the
guarrantied rights of individuals, on the plea of conserving the public
safety. . . . This question . . . is either simply a question who shall decide,
or an affirmation that nobody shall decide, what the public safety does
require, in cases of Rebellion or Invasion. The constitution contemplates
the question as likely to occur for decision, but it does not expressly de-
clare who is to decide it. . . . I think the man whom, for the time, the peo-
ple have, under the constitution, made the commander-in-chief, of their
Army and Navy, is the man who holds the power, and bears the respon-
sibility of making it. If he uses the power justly, the same people will
probably justify him; if he abuses it, he is in their hands, to be dealt with
by all the modes they have reserved to themselves in the constitution.
(Basler 1953, 6:303)

Lincoln rests his claim on his position as the elected commander in chief. His
election provided the authorization to decide what public safety required. His
justification for making an exception was that he would stand for reelection
and was subject to impeachment and other congressional checks. It is in these
matters that Lincoln and Brown seem farthest apart. Throughout the war, Lin-
coln insisted that he did not violate the law. Even when he appeared to have
crossed a line, he insisted that he had not. He never rested his actions on a pure
idea of sovereign right or themoral purity of his cause. And he grounded any po-
tential trespass in the principles of free democratic government and his office.
26. See Johnston (2016) for a more detailed discussion of the case and its implications.
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Both the democratic and legal justifications that Lincoln defended himself with
seem foreclosed to Brown. Brown, after all, was not the president.
BROWN ’S MEANS

John Brown, like Lincoln, argued that his decision to use violence was legal and
democratically legitimate.Relyingon an interpretation of theConstitution devel-
oped by Gerrit Smith, one of his financiers, and Frederick Douglass, Brown held
that the Constitution as it existed in 1859 banned slavery.27 They argued that,
taken together, the preamble to the Constitution and its lack of explicit authori-
zation for slaverymade slavery illegal. Based on this interpretation, Brown’s mil-
itant actions were not insurrectionary but restorative. It was the government of
Virginia that was engaged in an act of sedition by enforcing slavery. On this ac-
count, far fromacting lawlessly, Brownwas intervening to prevent lawless violence.
Whatever one thinks of the validity of either Lincoln’s or Brown’s constitutional
arguments, neither was willing to subject their theory to judicial review. Both
maintained that what they were doing was legal, and both rejected the normal
process for validating those claims. And, like Lincoln, Brown was not satisfied
with this legal argument to rest his claim to legitimacy on it. Instead, like Lincoln,
he turned his attention to a broader foundation in democratic norms.

Here we must consider the specifics of how the political community Brown
helped establish acted to justify his violence. Brown’s provisional constitution
established legislative, judicial, and executive branches but separated the po-
sitions of commander in chief and president. While Brown’s constitution pro-
vided that the commander in chief be appointed by the president, who was to
be elected, Brown himself was elected to the position of commander in chief by
the constitutional convention that was convened to debate and ratify the draft he
and Douglass had prepared. Blackmen, many of whomwere formerly enslaved,
filled the other offices.28 While some refused their posts, others accepted roles in
the provisional constitution. Included in the constitution were provisions for fu-
ture elections and for impeaching any officeholder—including John Brown—if
the other officers decided it was necessary (Stauffer and Trodd 2012, 27–30).

It seems outrageous to compare Brown’s election by 35 unelected delegates
to Lincoln’s. However, these two elections are closer in their legitimacy thanwe
might be comfortable admitting. Lincoln’s election excluded enslaved people,
women, and many free people (specifically Black people). Similarly, Brown’s
electionwas not open to everyone.However, it was open to thosewhose Lincoln’s
27. For a discussion of Douglass and Smith’s argument about the Constitution, see Oakes
(2008). Stauffer (2002) demonstrates that Brown took up these arguments. Ives (2017) con-
textualizes this constitutional theory in modern debates over constitutional interpretation.

28. Tsai (2010) shows that Brown’s constitution was a serious legal effort.
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election excluded. This suggests that Brown’s commitment to democracy was
not merely pretextual. While enslaved people themselves were unable to partic-
ipate, Brown vested his legitimacy in the consent of thosewhowere closest to the
people he sought to defend. Moreover, this constitution did not claim to govern
everyone. It was explicitly provisional, providing a government for those who
chose to join in their efforts at Harpers Ferry and after (Stauffer and Trodd
2012, 26–27). It was not meant to replace the American Constitution and spec-
ified as much in Article XLVI (37). The constitution was to be used for his army
of liberation in Appalachia until slavery was abolished.29 The limited ends of
Brown’s project thus matched its limited democratic legitimacy.

Brown never had the chance to put his provisional constitution into action.
The failure of the raid meant that he never was able to hold another election.
However, at his trial, and while awaiting his execution, Brown again chose to
emphasize the importance of popular judgment. Both the speech he gave at the
end of his trial and the letters he wrote while in prison were direct attempts to
transform northern opinion of his actions, underscoring the democratic values
he held. He defended his actions not only because he thought he served a higher
power but also because he believed they would be validated by other citizens.30

He emphasized this point in a prison letter: “The great bulk of mankind estimate
each other’s actions and motives by the measures of success or otherwise that at-
tends them through life. By that rule I have been one of the worst and one of the
best of men. I do not claim to have been one of the latter; I leave it to an impartial
tribunal to decide whether the world has been theworse or the better of my living
and dying in it” (Stauffer and Trodd 2012, 69; italics in the original).

Even in the end he placed the final judgment of his actions not in the hands of
God but in the hands of the people who could only judge actions and conse-
quences. Brown was elected, subject to democratic control, and was willing to
place his actions before the people for judgment. He was not, then, the lone
brooding assassin Lincoln portrayed. Like Lincoln, he acted with democratically
constituted compatriots and through a democratic system.

In his declaration, Brown also invoked the idea of necessity on which Lin-
coln relied. Brown, quoting from Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration, wrote, “They
have been deaf to the voice of Justice and Consanguinity. We must therefore ac-
quiesce in the necessity.” Departing from Jefferson, he continues, “which de-
nounces their Tyranny and unjust rule over us. Declaring that wewill serve them
29. Here we can see the limits of Thoreauvian accounts of Brown (Turner 2005, 458).
Brown’s actions rested not solely on his individual conscience but on the authorization of
a portion of the political community whose liberation he was aiding.

30. The traditional view of John Brown as a religious fanatic who believed himself to be
sent by God is not without merit (for a good discussion of the role of religion in Brown’s
thinking, see Stauffer 2002). The important detail is that Brown’s politics informed his reli-
gion as much as vice versa.
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no longer as slaves” (Stauffer and Trodd 2012, 42). Only after generations of
peaceful abolitionists had failed did John Brown draw the sword. Brown’s ac-
tions do raise one issue with respect to the necessity doctrine that Lincoln’s ac-
tions do not. Where Lincoln’s military campaign was successful, Brown’s was
a failure. Many critics of Brown, including Lincoln at Cooper Union, have leapt
on the futility of Brown’s attempt to condemn him. After all, how can an act that
is futile be necessary?

The simplest response to this argument is to insist that Brown’s raid was nei-
ther insane nor futile. David Reynolds (2006) provides a detailed account of the
planning and execution of the raid. Reynolds shows that Brown based his plan
on other successful slave revolts, that he worked closely with Harriet Tubman
and others with relevant experience to develop the plan, and that, had it not been
for a few unexpected accidents, hemight have been significantlymore successful.
Failure is not the same as futility, and there are good reasons to think that Brown’s
attempt was not futile.

Perhaps more importantly, neither Lincoln nor Brown overemphasized this
practicality criterion. Rather, as Lincoln declared at the close of his Cooper
Union address, “Let us have faith that right makes might, and in that faith, let
us, to the end, dare to do our duty aswe understand it” (Basler 2001, 536), while
as John Brown and his allies often said, “whatever was right was practicable”
(Stauffer 2002, 22). What does might do but make a thing practicable?

Nevertheless, there does seem to be an unbridgeable gap between Lincoln’s
activity as the head of a republic acting on behalf of millions, supported by
widely acknowledged laws and institutions and subject to legal control by es-
tablished courts, and Brown’s rather haphazard constitutional convention sup-
ported by a few dozen men and women. From Lincoln’s perspective, in the ab-
sence of the authority of the state, the best justification that Brown could claim
would have been that of a revolutionary.

If Brown were a revolutionary, then the fact that he acted without the back-
ing of a state and relied on limited democratic foundationswould not have been
a problem for Lincoln. In 1848, in a speech on the Mexican-American War,
Lincoln argued that “any people anywhere, being inclined and having the
power, have the right to rise up . . . a right which we hope, and believe, is to
liberate the world” (Basler 2001, 209). For Lincoln, then, state authority is
surely not necessary to justify a war fought to liberate a people.31 Though Lin-
coln did not see Brown as a revolutionary, he was acting with a people who
were inclined to rise up and bring about their own liberation. Lincoln and
Brown, then, may both have been justified but for different reasons: Brown
31. During the Civil War, Lincoln remained committed to the legitimacy of revolutionary
violence, as evidenced in an earlier manuscript of his Fourth of July address (Basler 1953,
4:434n83).
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as a legitimate revolutionary and Lincoln as a legitimate president. However,
while others may have seen him as a revolutionary, Brown himself denied that
he was one. Like Lincoln, hemaintained that his goal wasmerely to see that the
founding promises of the Union were carried through. This may simply be one
last similarity between Lincoln and Brown: both insisted that theywere not rev-
olutionaries, but both have been portrayed, by friends and detractors alike, as
revolutionaries all the same.32

Brown’s and Lincoln’s wars have now come together. By interrogating these
twomenwho chose to violently attack slavery, we have found similarities in how
they justified their violence. Theirs were defensive wars, fought aggressively to
defend ideals. Both pushed the boundaries of the law but remained committed
to the law and the idea of free government. Neither claimed to be overthrowing
the government, but rather to be reforging it into a truly free republic. Most sur-
prising, perhaps, was their mutual commitment to democratic norms. For both
men, their violence was just because it was in the service of democracy and legit-
imized through democracy.
CONCLUSION

We turned to Brown and Lincoln to challenge the convention that portrays these
two men as radically opposed figures. I argued that reading them beside one an-
other couldprovide guidance in thinkingabout the relationshipbetweenviolence
and politics in our ongoing struggle against racism and a new perspective on the
traditions in which these two men’s legacies continue to play important roles. In
comparing them,we found striking similarities in their justifications for violently
confronting slavery, similar accounts of how slavery—and indeed racism more
generally—undermined democracy, and a shared effort to ground their actions
in democratic principles. What remains is to consider the implications of these
long-ignored similarities for these broader questions.

When it comes to violence and politics, we can see that Brown’s and Lincoln’s
justifications for fighting their wars converged on five principles. First, both ar-
gued that their violence was justified by the fact that their adversaries used vio-
lence first. Second, both rested their violent response to these attacks on the fact
that they were defending the possibility of free government. Third, both argued
that their violence was necessary for overcoming this threat. Fourth, both insisted
on legal justifications for their violence. Finally, both rooted their justifications for
violence in democratic values and democratic procedures. In drawing out these
similarities, I have argued that these principles did indeed justify both Lincoln
and Brown in their turn to violence.
32. For Lincoln as a revolutionary, see McPherson (1991).
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However, our recent experience with violent attacks on the federal govern-
ment done in the name of protecting democracymay leave uswith serious doubts
as to the legitimacy of private citizens ever taking up arms in defense of their own
vision of democracy. It must be acknowledged that Brown’s actions have in-
spired others to employ political violence for sinister ends. John Wilkes Booth
claimed that he was inspired by Brown’s actions when he assassinated Lincoln.
Booth admired Brown before thewar, even sneaking into the army regiment that
observed Brown’s execution to pay his respects to the martyr (New York Times
1865). Through his actions, Booth brought Brown andLincoln together in a dra-
matic way. Booth’s actions and the actions of people like him are why political
violence done by private citizens, whether in the name of democracy or not, ap-
pears to require condemnation in all cases. If the closest connection between
Brown and Lincoln is John Wilkes Booth, that would be a good argument
against this comparison.

However, the convergence between Brown and Lincoln allows us to respond
to violence committed to uphold racist systems whether it is done by a suppos-
edly legitimate government or private citizens. By seeing how Brown’s and Lin-
coln’s justifications for their actions converged, we can seemore clearly that peo-
ple like Booth who act virtually alone,33 do not subject themselves to democratic
control, and have racist antidemocratic ends and governments that use violence
to dominate citizens in the name of racial superiority both are distinct from
Brown and Lincoln. For Brown and Lincoln, justified violence required a sub-
stantial threat to the possibility of free government and extraordinary effort,
in the face of that threat, to establish democratic legitimacy. Learning from their
examples shows that violence is not justified by either the mere fact of legality or
the moral purity of the cause.

Beyond the issue of violence, this comparison has highlighted the integral con-
nection between the pursuit of democracy, the maintenance of constitutional
government, and the struggle against racism. Though the connection between
these three ideas is long established (Allen 2004), showing that both Brown
and Lincoln relied on it to justify their wars suggests that it is the connection be-
tween these three missions that binds rather than separates the radical and mod-
erate traditions of white antiracism for which these twomen serve as exemplars.

In recent years, the struggle against racism has played out in part as a struggle
over American history. In offering a way to see both Brown’s and Lincoln’s jus-
tice and the connection between them, this article has tried, in a small way, to
offer an alternative path to understanding these two important legacies. In draw-
ing this comparison, I have tried to offer a new account of the political history of
33. Or those who act with groups that are exclusionary and antidemocratic like the Ku
Klux Klan.
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American democracy that connects the survival of the Union to radical opposi-
tion to white supremacy. While American tradition since the Civil War has set
John Brown and Abraham Lincoln apart and, in so doing, has implied a tension
between the pursuit of radical antiracism and the maintenance of the American
project, in recovering their convergence this article has argued otherwise.
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