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Fellow-Citizens 
of the U.S.:  
  IN compliance 
with a custom 
as old as the 

Government 
itself, I appear 
before you to 
address you 
briefly and to 

take in your presence the oath prescribed by the 
Constitution of the United States to be taken by the 
President "before he enters on the execution of this 
office."… 

 
Lincoln as he appeared during the 1860 

Presidential campaign. 

   1 

  Apprehension seems to exist among the people of 
the Southern States that by the accession of a 
Republican Administration their property and their 
peace and personal security are to be endangered. 
There has never been any reasonable cause for such 
apprehension. Indeed, the most ample evidence to 
the contrary has all the while existed and been open 
to their inspection. It is found in nearly all the 
published speeches of him who now addresses you. 
I do but quote from one of those speeches when I 
declare that— I have no purpose, directly or 
indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery 
in the States where it exists. I believe I have no 
lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to 
do so. 

3 

  Those who nominated and elected me did so with 
full knowledge that I had made this and many 
similar declarations and had never recanted them; 
and more than this, they placed in the platform for 
my acceptance, and as a law to themselves and to 
me, the clear and emphatic resolution which I now 
read: 

“Resolved, That the maintenance inviolate of the rights of 
the States, and especially the right of each State to order 
and control its own domestic institutions according to its 
own judgment exclusively, is essential to that balance of 
power on which the perfection and endurance of our 
political fabric depend; and we denounce the lawless 
invasion by armed force of the soil of any State or 
Territory, no matter what pretext, as among the gravest of 
crimes.” 
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  I now reiterate these sentiments, and in doing so I 
only press upon the public attention the most 
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conclusive evidence of which the case is susceptible 
that the property, peace, and security of no section 
are to be in anywise endangered by the now 
incoming Administration. I add, too, that all the 
protection which, consistently with the Constitution 
and the laws, can be given will be cheerfully given 
to all the States when lawfully demanded, for 
whatever cause—as cheerfully to one section as to 
another…. 
  It is 72 years since the first inauguration of a 
President under our National Constitution. During 
that period fifteen different and greatly 
distinguished citizens have in succession 
administered the executive branch of the 
Government. They have conducted it through many 
perils, and generally with great success. Yet, with 
all this scope of precedent, I now enter upon the 
same task for the brief constitutional term of 4 years 
under great and peculiar difficulty. A disruption of 
the Federal Union, heretofore only menaced, is now 
formidably attempted. 
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  I hold that in contemplation of universal law and 
of the Constitution the Union of these States is 
perpetual. Perpetuity is implied, if not expressed, in 
the fundamental law of all national governments. It 
is safe to assert that no government proper ever had 
a provision in its organic law for its own 
termination. Continue to execute all the express 
provisions of our National Constitution, and the 
Union will endure forever, it being impossible to 
destroy it except by some action not provided for in 
the instrument itself. 
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  Again: If the United States be not a government 
proper, but an association of States in the nature of 
contract merely, can it, as a contract, be peaceably 
unmade by less than all the parties who made it? 
One party to a contract may violate it—break it, so 
to speak—but does it not require all to lawfully 
rescind it?....  
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  It follows from these views that no State upon its 
own mere motion can lawfully get out of the Union; 
that resolves and ordinances to that effect are 
legally void, and that acts of violence within any 
State or States against the authority of the United 
States are insurrectionary or revolutionary, 
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according to circumstances. 
  I therefore consider that in view of the 
Constitution and the laws the Union is unbroken, 
and to the extent of my ability, I shall take care, as 
the Constitution itself expressly enjoins upon me, 
that the laws of the Union be faithfully executed in 
all the States…. 
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  In doing 
this there 
needs to be 

no 
bloodshed or 
violence, and 
there shall be 
none unless 
it be forced 

upon the national authority. The power confided to 
me will be used to hold, occupy, and possess the 
property and places belonging to the Government 
and to collect the duties and imposts; but beyond 
what may be necessary for these objects, there will 
be no invasion, no using of force against or among 
the people anywhere... 

 
Lincoln taking the oath of office in 1865. 
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   Physically speaking, we can not separate. We can 
not remove our respective sections from each other 
nor build an impassable wall between them. A 
husband and wife may be divorced and go out of 
the presence and beyond the reach of each other, 
but the different parts of our country can not do 
this. They can not but remain face to face, and 
intercourse, either amicable or hostile, must 
continue between them. Is it possible, then, to make 
that intercourse more advantageous or more 
satisfactory after separation than before? Can aliens 
make treaties easier than friends can make laws? 
Can treaties be more faithfully enforced between 
aliens than laws can among friends? Suppose you 
go to war, you can not fight always; and when, after 
much loss on both sides and no gain on either, you 
cease fighting, the identical old questions, as to 
terms of intercourse, are again upon you. 
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 This country, with its institutions, belongs to the 
people who inhabit it. Whenever they shall grow 
weary of the existing Government, they can 
exercise their constitutional right of amending it or 
their revolutionary right to dismember or overthrow 
it. I can not be ignorant of the fact that many 
worthy and patriotic citizens are desirous of having 
the National Constitution amended. While I make 
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no recommendation of amendments, I fully 
recognize the rightful authority of the people over 
the whole subject, to be exercised in either of the 
modes prescribed in the instrument itself; and I 
should, under existing circumstances, favor rather 
than oppose a fair opportunity being afforded the 
people to act upon it… 
  The Chief Magistrate derives all his authority from 
the people, and they have referred none upon him to 
fix terms for the separation of the States. The 
people themselves can do this if also they choose, 
but the Executive as such has nothing to do with it. 
His duty is to administer the present Government as 
it came to his hands and to transmit it unimpaired 
by him to his successor. 
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  Why should there not be a patient confidence in 
the ultimate justice of the people? Is there any 
better or equal hope in the world? In our present 
differences, is either party without faith of being in 
the right? If the Almighty Ruler of Nations, with 
His eternal truth and justice, be on your side of the 
North, or on yours of the South, that truth and that 
justice will surely prevail by the judgment of this 
great tribunal of the American people. 
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    In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, 
and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil 
war. The Government will not assail you. You can 
have no conflict without being yourselves the 
aggressors. You have no oath registered in heaven 
to destroy the Government, while I shall have the 
most solemn one to "preserve, protect, and defend 
it." 
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  I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but 
friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion 
may have strained it must not break our bonds of 
affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching 
from every battlefield and patriot grave to every 
living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, 
will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again 
touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels 
of our nature. 

 

 


