Lincoln and the snake

In 1860, Lincoln explained his gradualist views, using a brilliant "snake analogy." Garry Wills, in Lincoln at Gettysburg, provides the story and the annotation:

If I saw a venomous snake crawling in the road, any man would say I may seize the nearest stick and kill it. [Slavery in itself.] But if I found that snake in bed with my children that would be another question. I might hurt the children more than the snake, and it might bite them [Slavery in the South]. Much more, if I found it in bed with my neighbor’s children, and I had bound myself by a solemn oath not to meddle with his children . . . it would become me to let that particular mode of getting rid of the gentleman alone. [Slavery in the South as seen from the North.] But if there was a bed newly made up, to which the children were to be taken, and it was proposed to take a batch of young snakes and put them there with them, I take it no man would say there was any question how I ought to decide. [Slavery in the territories.]9
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If the Republicans, who think slavery is wrong, get possession of the general government, we may not root out the evil at once, but may at least prevent its extension. If I find a venomous snake lying on the open praire, I seize the first stick and kill him at once. But if that snake is in bed with my children, I must be more cautious---  I shall, in striking the snake, also strike the children, or arouse the reptile to bite the children. Slavery is the venomous snake in bed with the children. But if the question is whether to kill it on the prairie or put it in bed with other children, I think we'd kill it! (Cheers and laughter.)
