
Excerpts from Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address (March 4, 1861) 

Lincoln articulated some very statesmanlike positions in his first inaugural address. He insisted that 

the South need not fear the Republican Party, and that if there was war, it would be because the 

South started it. He went to great lengths to assuage southern fears of a Republican administration, 

ignoring (smoothing over?) two key points that greatly antagonized southerners—Republican 

support for the Morrill Tariff (signed just before the inauguration) and for Congressional restrictions 

on slavery in the new territories. 

Lincoln, in his first inaugural address, committed to a few positions: 

1. There would be no ban on slavery (where it currently exists) 

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…. 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. 

2. Upholding fugitive slave laws 

It is scarcely questioned that this provision was intended by those who made it for the 

reclaiming of what we call fugitive slaves; and the intention of the lawgiver is the law. All 

members of Congress swear their support to the whole Constitution—to this provision 

as much as to any other. To the proposition, then, that slaves whose cases come within 

the terms of this clause “shall be delivered up” their oaths are unanimous.  

3. Firm stance against secession, even on Constitutional grounds 

I hold that in contemplation of universal law and of the Constitution the Union of these 

States is perpetual….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?    

Descending from these general principles, we find the proposition that in legal 

contemplation the Union is perpetual confirmed by the history of the Union itself. The 

Union is much older than the Constitution. It was formed, in fact, by the Articles of 

Association in 1774. It was matured and continued by the Declaration of Independence 

in 1776. It was further matured, and the faith of all the then thirteen States expressly 

plighted and engaged that it should be perpetual, by the Articles of Confederation in 

1778. And finally, in 1787, one of the declared objects for ordaining and establishing the 

Constitution was “to form a more perfect Union.”  



4. There doesn’t have to be war—as long as the Union government can occupy federal 

property, and collect tariffs (80% of federal revenues were from these), there would be no 

invasion. 

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….The mails, unless repelled, will continue to be furnished in all parts of the 

Union. So far as possible the people everywhere shall have that sense of perfect 

security which is most favorable to calm thought and reflection.  

One section of our country believes slavery is right and ought to be extended, while the 

other believes it is wrong and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial 

dispute. The fugitive-slave clause of the Constitution and the law for the suppression of 

the foreign slave trade are each as well enforced, perhaps, as any law can ever be in a 

community where the moral sense of the people imperfectly supports the law itself. The 

great body of the people abide by the dry legal obligation in both cases, and a few break 

over in each. This, I think, can not be perfectly cured, and it would be worse in both 

cases after the separation of the sections than before.  

I understand a proposed amendment to the Constitution—which amendment, however, 

I have not seen—has passed Congress, to the effect that the Federal Government shall 

never interfere with the domestic institutions of the States, including that of persons held 

to service…. holding such a provision to now be implied constitutional law, I have no 

objection to its being made express and irrevocable.  

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.”  

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.  


