Abraham Lincoln, First Inaugural Address
(March 4, 1861)

Fellow-Citizens of the United States:

... 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. | do but quote from
one of those speeches when | declare that—"I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere
with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists. | believe | have no lawful right to do
so, and | have no inclination to do so." Those who nominated and elected me did so with full
knowledge that | had made this and many similar declarations and had never recanted them . . .

I now reiterate these sentiments, and in doing so | only press upon the public attention the
most conclusive evidence of which the case is susceptible that the property, peace, and security
of no section are to be in any wise 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.

There is much controversy about the delivering up of fugitives from service or labor. The
clause I now read is as plainly written in the Constitution as any other of its provisions:

No person held to service or labor in one State, under the laws
thereof, escaping into another, shall in consequence of any law or
regulation therein be discharged from such service or labor, but shall be
delivered up on claim of the party to whom such service or labor may
be due.

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. . . .

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, | think, can not be perfectly
cured, and it would be worse in both cases after the separation of the sections than before. The
foreign slave trade, now imperfectly suppressed, would be ultimately revived without restriction
in one section, while fugitive slaves, now only partially surrendered, would not be surrendered at
all by the other.
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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. . . .

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.



