Abraham Lincoln
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Monday, March 4, 1861

Fellow-Citizens of the United States:
1

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."

I do not consider it necessary at present for me to discuss those matters of administration aboi2
which there is no special anxiety or excitement.

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern States that by the accession o
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.

There is much controversy about the delivering up of fugitives from service or labor. The clausi6
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, sh
in consequence of any law or regulation therein be discharged from such service or labor, but sh
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 reclaimi 7
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 oth
To the proposition, then, that slaves whose cases come within the terms of this clause "shall be
delivered up" their oaths are unanimous. Now, if they would make the effort in good temper, co
they not with nearly equal unanimity frame and pass a law by means of which to keep good that
unanimous oath?

There is some difference of opinion whether this clause should be enforced by national or by
State authority, but surely that difference is not a very material one. If the slave is to be
surrendered, it can be of but little consequence to him or to others by which authority it is done.
And should anyone in any case be content that his oath shall go unkept on a merely unsubstantic
controversy as to sow it shall be kept?






