
by the better angels of our nature
By the better angels of our nature is a phrase that evokes the innate goodness and moral
compass within each individual. It suggests that, despite the darker impulses and instincts
that can drive human behavior, there exists a profound capacity for compassion, empathy,
and altruism. This concept has been explored in various contexts, from philosophical
discourse to political rhetoric, often serving as a reminder of the potential for humanity to
rise above its baser instincts. This article delves into the origins of the phrase, its
implications in contemporary society, and how it can inspire individuals and communities to
foster a more humane world.

Origins of the Phrase

The phrase "better angels of our nature" was popularized by U.S. President Abraham
Lincoln in his first inaugural address on March 4, 1861. In a time of deep division and
impending civil war, Lincoln called upon the American people to look beyond their
differences and strive for unity and compassion. His words served as a hopeful plea for the
nation to engage its higher moral faculties rather than succumbing to the destructive forces
of conflict and hatred.

Historical Context

- Civil War Era: Lincoln's address came at a pivotal moment in American history. The nation
was on the brink of civil war, facing profound divisions over issues such as slavery, states'
rights, and economic disparities. Lincoln's invocation of the "better angels" was an appeal
to the shared humanity of his audience, urging them to embrace their moral responsibilities
rather than allow fear and animosity to dictate their actions.

- Philosophical Underpinnings: The phrase also resonates with philosophical ideas found in
the works of thinkers like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who explored the nature
of humanity. While Locke emphasized the importance of reason and the capacity for self-
governance, Rousseau highlighted the inherent goodness of man, corrupted by society.
Lincoln’s appeal can be seen as a call to return to that innate goodness.

The Concept of Humanity’s Better Angels

The idea of humanity’s better angels encompasses various dimensions of human behavior
and moral philosophy. It suggests that while individuals may have darker tendencies, there
exists a profound capacity for kindness, altruism, and empathy that can guide them
towards better decisions.



Human Nature and Morality

1. Inherent Goodness: Many philosophies posit that humans are born with an inherent
sense of right and wrong. This moral sense often manifests in acts of kindness and
compassion, even in the absence of societal norms.

2. Empathy and Altruism: Psychological studies have shown that empathy is a fundamental
aspect of human nature. This capacity to understand and share the feelings of others can
motivate individuals to act selflessly.

3. Social Responsibility: The notion of social responsibility is closely tied to the better angels
of our nature. Individuals often feel a moral obligation to contribute positively to their
communities and support those in need.

Real-World Applications

The call to engage the better angels of our nature can be applied across various spheres of
life, including politics, community engagement, and personal relationships.

- Political Discourse: In a polarized political landscape, leaders can invoke this idea to
encourage bipartisanship and collaboration rather than division. By emphasizing shared
values and common goals, politicians can inspire citizens to work together for the greater
good.

- Community Engagement: Grassroots movements and community organizations often
embody the spirit of the better angels. Initiatives focused on social justice, environmental
sustainability, and humanitarian efforts rely on individuals tapping into their moral
compasses to drive change.

- Personal Relationships: On a personal level, individuals can strive to foster kindness and
understanding in their interactions. This can create ripple effects that contribute to a more
compassionate society.

Challenges to Engaging Our Better Angels

While the concept of the better angels of our nature is uplifting, it is crucial to acknowledge
the challenges that hinder individuals from connecting with this aspect of themselves.

Social and Cultural Barriers

- Systemic Inequality: Societal structures that perpetuate inequality can create
environments where individuals feel marginalized or disenfranchised. This can lead to
resentment and hostility, overshadowing the potential for compassion.



- Cultural Narratives: Media and popular culture often emphasize conflict and competition,
which can detract from narratives of empathy and cooperation. Changing these narratives
is essential for cultivating a culture that values our better angels.

Psychological Factors

1. Fear and Anxiety: In times of uncertainty, fear can drive individuals to act defensively or
aggressively. This instinct can overshadow the more compassionate aspects of human
nature.

2. Cognitive Dissonance: When individuals are confronted with conflicting values or beliefs,
they may experience cognitive dissonance, leading them to rationalize harmful behaviors
rather than engaging their better angels.

Strategies for Cultivating Our Better Angels

To foster a society that reflects the better angels of our nature, individuals and
communities can adopt specific strategies:

Education and Awareness

- Promoting Empathy: Educational programs that emphasize emotional intelligence and
empathy can help individuals connect with their better angels. Teaching children about
kindness, understanding, and the impact of their actions can create a more compassionate
generation.

- Encouraging Critical Thinking: Providing individuals with the tools to critically assess
narratives and challenge societal norms can empower them to engage in more
compassionate behaviors.

Community Building

1. Creating Inclusive Spaces: Building communities that embrace diversity and inclusivity
can foster dialogue and understanding. Encouraging collaboration between different groups
can help individuals see beyond their differences.

2. Volunteerism: Engaging in volunteer activities can provide opportunities for individuals to
connect with others and experience the joy of giving back. Acts of service can reignite the
better angels of our nature.



Modeling Compassionate Behavior

- Leadership by Example: Leaders, whether in politics, business, or communities, can set
the tone by modeling compassionate behavior. When leaders prioritize empathy and
understanding, it can inspire others to follow suit.

- Sharing Stories of Kindness: Highlighting stories of individuals who have made a positive
impact can serve as powerful reminders of the potential for goodness within humanity.

Conclusion

By the better angels of our nature encapsulates a profound truth about humanity’s capacity
for goodness amidst the chaos and challenges of life. While societal pressures, cultural
narratives, and personal fears can often overshadow this innate goodness, it is essential to
recognize and cultivate the moral compass that resides within each of us. By promoting
empathy, fostering inclusive communities, and modeling compassionate behavior, we can
inspire individuals to engage their better angels and work towards a more just and humane
world. In doing so, we not only honor Lincoln's call for unity but also pave the way for a
brighter future in which the best of our nature prevails.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'by the better angels of our
nature' mean?
The phrase refers to the innate moral qualities and virtues within humans that inspire us to
act with kindness, compassion, and integrity.

Who originally coined the phrase 'the better angels of
our nature'?
The phrase was popularized by U.S. President Abraham Lincoln in his First Inaugural
Address in 1861.

How has 'the better angels of our nature' been
interpreted in modern discussions?
It is often used in discussions about human morality, ethics, and the potential for positive
change in society.

Can you provide an example of 'the better angels of our



nature' in action?
Acts of charity, community service, and movements for social justice are modern examples
where people appeal to their better angels.

How does the concept relate to psychological studies
on human behavior?
Psychological research often explores the duality of human nature, examining both
altruistic and selfish tendencies, suggesting that our better angels can prevail under certain
conditions.

In what ways is this phrase relevant in contemporary
political discourse?
The phrase is frequently invoked to encourage unity, empathy, and cooperation, especially
during times of political division and social unrest.

What literary works explore the theme of 'the better
angels of our nature'?
Works like 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' by Steven Pinker delve into the historical
trends of violence and the moral progress of humanity.

How can individuals cultivate their 'better angels'?
Individuals can cultivate their better angels through practices like mindfulness, empathy
training, and engaging in community-oriented activities.

What challenges do 'the better angels of our nature'
face in today's world?
Challenges include widespread misinformation, social media polarization, and a general
decline in civil discourse, which can overshadow acts of kindness and understanding.
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