
Inaugural Addresses 
Comparing and Contrasting Inaugural Addresses  

 

Every four years, the United 

States marks the commencement of a new 

presidential term. During this ceremony, 

the President of the United States has an 

opportunity to speak and inform citizens 

of his or her objectives as leader of the 

country. This speech is known as the 

inaugural address.   

Each inaugural address is 

unique, delivered by a particular 

president at a particular moment in time. 

The shortest, George Washington’s 2nd 

inaugural address was only 135 words. 

William Henry Harrison’s inaugural 

address, by contrast, was nearly 8,500 

words! 

Four presidents at one time 

called Illinois home – Abraham Lincoln, 

Ulysses S. Grant, Ronald Reagan, and 

Barack Obama. Each presided over the 

country at a unique time in U.S. history, 

and this can be seen in the messages they 

communicated to the nation in their 

inaugural addresses. All four were 

reelected to a second term in office. 

Analysis of each president’s 1st and 2nd 

inaugural addresses provides an 

opportunity to compare and contrast the 

priorities, goals and intentions he 

outlined, as well as how the nation may 

have been changing at that time. 

 

Abraham Lincoln 

When Abraham Lincoln took 

office on March 4, 1861, it was a time of 

crisis. Southern states had begun the 

process of seceding from the Union over 

the issue of slavery. Within months, the 

nation would be divided in a Civil War. 

By the time of Lincoln’s 2nd 

inauguration on March 4, 1865, the Civil 

War was almost over. Lincoln remained 

committed to emancipation, and 

anticipated a time of reconstruction and 

healing ahead. 

 

Ulysses S. Grant 

On March 4, 1869, Ulysses S. 

Grant succeeded Andrew Johnson as 

President of the United States. Though 

Grant had served as Acting Secretary of 

War under Johnson, their relationship had 

soured as Johnson’s scheming to rid his 

cabinet of former Secretary of War 

Edwin Stanton led to a fight with 

Congress and presidential impeachment 

proceedings. The country was in 

turbulent times, as Southern Democrats 

advocated for the end of Reconstruction, 

 

and Northern Republicans advocated for 

African-American enfranchisement. 

By the 1872 election, the 

Fifteenth Amendment (prohibiting the 

government from denying a citizen the 

right to vote based on racial 

discrimination) had been ratified.  

Dissatisfaction with Reconstruction was 

strong enough to unite Southern 

Democrats with Liberal Republicans, 

who together nominated Horace Greeley 

to oppose the Republican-nominated 

Grant. Despite their combined efforts, 

Grant won reelection by a wide margin. 

His second term in office began March 4, 

1873. 

 

Ronald Reagan 

When Ronald Reagan took 

office on January 20, 1981, the country 

was in the midst of a ‘stagflation’ 

economy, with high unemployment and 

inflation rates, and low economic growth 

rates. The Iran hostage crisis, ongoing for 

over a year and testing US diplomatic 

relationships, was ended minutes after 

Reagan took the oath of office.  

Reagan advocated “peace 

through strength,” and through his first 

term in office led a record-setting defense 

buildup.  By the end of his first term, the 

Cold War had escalated, and the threat of 

nuclear war had reached new heights. A 

recession from the early years of 

Reagan’s presidency had ended and he 

was reelected, beginning his second term 

January 21, 1985. 

 

Barack Obama 

Barack Obama became the first 

African-American President of the 

United States on January 20, 2009. At the 

time, the Unites States was in the midst of 

a global financial crisis. The country was 

also enmeshed in wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan.  

By January 20, 2013, the 

beginning of Obama’s second term in 

office, the recession and the Iraq War had 

ended. Obama’s chief policy 

accomplishment, the Affordable Care 

Act, remained politically controversial. 

 

Procedure: 
Begin the activity with a brief 

discussion about inaugural addresses. 

Ask students if they have heard any in 

their lifetime, or read any from the past. 

What do students think a president is 

trying to communicate or accomplish in 

his or her inaugural address? 

Break the class into four groups. 

Each group will work together to 

compare and contrast the 1st and 2nd 

inaugural addresses given by Lincoln, 

Grant, Reagan, or Obama. Ensure each 

person has a copy of their president’s 

addresses, and each group has a Venn 

Diagram Analysis Worksheet. Brief 

context is provided for each President, 

but allow students to use textual clues to 

make historical inferences and analyze 

the speeches. 

After reading their assigned 

addresses (either individually or as a 

small group), have each group work 

together to discuss and analyze the two 

addresses, making notes on their Venn 

Diagram. Instruct them to look for 

similarities and differences in tone, 

content, etc. Use the questions provided 

to spur discussion. Have students identify 

overarching categories of similarities and 

differences, which they can list on their 

Venn Diagram Analysis Worksheet. 

Ensure that groups are able to provide 

textual support for every claim.  

After the groups have completed 

their analyses, have the students present 

their findings to the rest of the class. 

 

Questions to consider: 
• What is the tone of each speech? 

• What topics are covered? Are seen as 

important? 

o What has changed from the 1st 

to the 2nd? 

o What has stayed the same? 

• What can you infer about the state of 

the nation from each speech? 

o What changed? 

• How does the President use rhetoric to 

make his points? 

o How does he use word choice, 

sentence structure, metaphor, 

etc. to maximize impact? 

• What does the President reference 

with the speech? Why? 

• What is the President trying to 

accomplish as President? 

• What is the President trying to 

accomplish in the speech? 



Inaugural Addresses 
Comparing and Contrasting Inaugural Addresses 

Grade Level: 9-12 

Materials: 

• Copies of 1st and 2nd inaugural

addresses (Abraham Lincoln, Ulysses S.

Grant, Ronald Reagan, Barack Obama)

• Venn Diagram Analysis Worksheet

Objectives: 

As a result of this activity students will 

be able to: 

• Define the term inaugural address

• Work productively in small groups

• Compare and contrast the inaugural

speeches of a former President of the

United States

• Present analysis to their peers

Illinois Learning Standards 

English/Language Arts 

CCR Reading Standards for 

Informational Text: Key Ideas and 

Details: 1. Cite Strong and thorough 

textual evidence to support analysis of 

what the text says explicitly as well as 

inferences drawn from the text.  

CCR Reading Standards for 

Informational Text: Key Ideas and 

Details: 3. Analyze how the author 

unfolds an analysis or series of ideas or 

events, including the order in which the 

points are made, how they are 

introduced and developed, and the 

connections that are drawn between 

them. 

CCR Reading Standards for 

Informational Text: Craft and Structure: 

4. Determine the meaning of words and

phrases as they are used in a text,

including figurative, connotative, and

technical meanings; analyze the

cumulative impact of specific word

choices on meaning and tone.

CCR Reading Standards for

Informational Text: Craft and Structure:

5. Analyze in detail how an author’s

ideas or claims are developed and

refined by particular sentences,

paragraphs, or larger portions of a text.

CCR Reading Standards for

Informational Text: Craft and Structure:

6. Determine an author’s point of view

or purpose in a text and analyze how an

author uses rhetoric to advance that point

of view or purpose.

CCR Reading Standards for

Informational Text: Integration of

Knowledge and Ideas: 9. Analyze

seminal U.S. documents of historical and

literary significance, including how they

address related themes and concepts.

CCR Writing: Research to Build and 

Present Knowledge: 9. Draw evidence 

from informational texts to support 

analysis, reflection, and research. 

CCR Speaking and Listening: 

Comprehension and Collaboration: 1.  

Initiate and participate effectively in a 

range of collaborative discussions with 

diverse partners, building on others’ 

ideas and expressing their own clearly 

and persuasively. 

CCR Speaking and Listening: 

Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas: 4. 

Present information, findings, and 

supporting evidence clearly, concisely, 

and logically such that listeners can 

follow the line of reasoning and the 

organization, development, substance 

and style are appropriate to purpose, 

audience, and task. 

CCR Language: Conventions of 

Standard English: 1. Demonstrate 

command of the conventions of standard 

English grammar and usage when 

writing or speaking. 

Social Science 

SS.IS.4.9-12: Gather and evaluate 

information from multiple sources while 

considering the origin, credibility, point 

of view, authority, structure, context, 

and corroborative value of the sources. 

SS.IS.5.9-12: Identify evidence that 

draws information from multiple sources 

to revise or strengthen claims. 

SS.H.1.9-12: Evaluate how historical 

developments were shaped by time and 

place as well as broader historical 

contexts. 

SS.H.2.9-12: Analyze change and 

continuity within and across historical 

eras.

Extension 1: Have the groups research 

the state of the nation preceding each 

inaugural address. Use this information to 

inform their analysis. How might have 

the political environment influence each 

speech? How can historical and political 

changes be seen in the comparison 

between the 1st and 2nd addresses? 

Extension 2: After group discussions 

and analysis, have each student write a 2-

3 page paper comparing and contrasting 

the two speeches. 



  Inaugural Addresses 
Venn Diagram Analysis Worksheet  

 

 

Differences (1st Inaugural) Differences (2nd Inaugural) 

Similarities 

Similarities: 

 

1._________________________________________________ 

 

2. ________________________________________________ 

 

3. ________________________________________________ 

 

Differences: 

 

1._________________________________________________ 

 

2. ________________________________________________ 

 

3. ________________________________________________ 
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First Inaugural Address of Abraham Lincoln 

MONDAY, MARCH 4, 1861 

Fellow-Citizens of the United States: 

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 about which 
there is no special anxiety or excitement. 

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. 

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. 

I now reiterate these sentiments, and in doing so I 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. Now, if they would make the effort in good temper, could they not with nearly equal 
unanimity frame and pass a law by means of which to keep good that unanimous oath? 
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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 unsubstantial controversy as to how it shall be 
kept? 

Again: In any law upon this subject ought not all the safeguards of liberty known in civilized and humane 
jurisprudence to be introduced, so that a free man be not in any case surrendered as a slave? And might 
it not be well at the same time to provide by law for the enforcement of that clause in the Constitution 
which guarantees that "the citizens of each State shall be entitled to all privileges and immunities of 
citizens in the several States"? 

I take the official oath to-day with no mental reservations and with no purpose to construe the 
Constitution or laws by any hypercritical rules; and while I do not choose now to specify particular acts 
of Congress as proper to be enforced, I do suggest that it will be much safer for all, both in official and 
private stations, to conform to and abide by all those acts which stand unrepealed than to violate any of 
them trusting to find impunity in having them held to be unconstitutional. 

It is seventy-two 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 four years under great and peculiar difficulty. A disruption of the Federal Union, 
heretofore only menaced, is now formidably attempted. 

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. 

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? 

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." 

But if destruction of the Union by one or by a part only of the States be lawfully possible, the Union is 
less perfect than before the Constitution, having lost the vital element of perpetuity. 

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 
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States against the authority of the United States are insurrectionary or revolutionary, 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. Doing this I deem to be only a simple duty on my 
part, and I shall perform it so far as practicable unless my rightful masters, the American people, shall 
withhold the requisite means or in some authoritative manner direct the contrary. I trust this will not be 
regarded as a menace, but only as the declared purpose of the Union that it will constitutionally defend 
and maintain itself. 

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. Where hostility to the United States in any interior locality shall be so great and 
universal as to prevent competent resident citizens from holding the Federal offices, there will be no 
attempt to force obnoxious strangers among the people for that object. While the strict legal right may 
exist in the Government to enforce the exercise of these offices, the attempt to do so would be so 
irritating and so nearly impracticable withal that I deem it better to forego for the time the uses of such 
offices. 

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. The course here indicated will be followed unless current events and experience shall show a 
modification or change to be proper, and in every case and exigency my best discretion will be 
exercised, according to circumstances actually existing and with a view and a hope of a peaceful solution 
of the national troubles and the restoration of fraternal sympathies and affections. 

That there are persons in one section or another who seek to destroy the Union at all events and are 
glad of any pretext to do it I will neither affirm nor deny; but if there be such, I need address no word to 
them. To those, however, who really love the Union may I not speak? 

Before entering upon so grave a matter as the destruction of our national fabric, with all its benefits, its 
memories, and its hopes, would it not be wise to ascertain precisely why we do it? Will you hazard so 
desperate a step while there is any possibility that any portion of the ills you fly from have no real 
existence? Will you, while the certain ills you fly to are greater than all the real ones you fly from, will 
you risk the commission of so fearful a mistake? 

All profess to be content in the Union if all constitutional rights can be maintained. Is it true, then, that 
any right plainly written in the Constitution has been denied? I think not. Happily, the human mind is so 
constituted that no party can reach to the audacity of doing this. Think, if you can, of a single instance in 
which a plainly written provision of the Constitution has ever been denied. If by the mere force of 
numbers a majority should deprive a minority of any clearly written constitutional right, it might in a 
moral point of view justify revolution; certainly would if such right were a vital one. But such is not our 
case. All the vital rights of minorities and of individuals are so plainly assured to them by affirmations 
and negations, guaranties and prohibitions, in the Constitution that controversies never arise concerning 
them. But no organic law can ever be framed with a provision specifically applicable to every question 
which may occur in practical administration. No foresight can anticipate nor any document of 
reasonable length contain express provisions for all possible questions. Shall fugitives from labor be 
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surrendered by national or by State authority? The Constitution does not expressly say. May Congress 
prohibit slavery in the Territories? The Constitution does not expressly say. Must Congress protect 
slavery in the Territories? The Constitution does not expressly say. 

From questions of this class spring all our constitutional controversies, and we divide upon them into 
majorities and minorities. If the minority will not acquiesce, the majority must, or the Government must 
cease. There is no other alternative, for continuing the Government is acquiescence on one side or the 
other. If a minority in such case will secede rather than acquiesce, they make a precedent which in turn 
will divide and ruin them, for a minority of their own will secede from them whenever a majority refuses 
to be controlled by such minority. For instance, why may not any portion of a new confederacy a year or 
two hence arbitrarily secede again, precisely as portions of the present Union now claim to secede from 
it? All who cherish disunion sentiments are now being educated to the exact temper of doing this. 

Is there such perfect identity of interests among the States to compose a new union as to produce 
harmony only and prevent renewed secession? 

Plainly the central idea of secession is the essence of anarchy. A majority held in restraint by 
constitutional checks and limitations, and always changing easily with deliberate changes of popular 
opinions and sentiments, is the only true sovereign of a free people. Whoever rejects it does of 
necessity fly to anarchy or to despotism. Unanimity is impossible. The rule of a minority, as a permanent 
arrangement, is wholly inadmissible; so that, rejecting the majority principle, anarchy or despotism in 
some form is all that is left. 

I do not forget the position assumed by some that constitutional questions are to be decided by the 
Supreme Court, nor do I deny that such decisions must be binding in any case upon the parties to a suit 
as to the object of that suit, while they are also entitled to very high respect and consideration in all 
parallel cases by all other departments of the Government. And while it is obviously possible that such 
decision may be erroneous in any given case, still the evil effect following it, being limited to that 
particular case, with the chance that it may be overruled and never become a precedent for other cases, 
can better be borne than could the evils of a different practice. At the same time, the candid citizen 
must confess that if the policy of the Government upon vital questions affecting the whole people is to 
be irrevocably fixed by decisions of the Supreme Court, the instant they are made in ordinary litigation 
between parties in personal actions the people will have ceased to be their own rulers, having to that 
extent practically resigned their Government into the hands of that eminent tribunal. Nor is there in this 
view any assault upon the court or the judges. It is a duty from which they may not shrink to decide 
cases properly brought before them, and it is no fault of theirs if others seek to turn their decisions to 
political purposes. 

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. 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. 

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 
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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. 

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 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. I will venture to add that to me the convention mode seems preferable, in that it allows 
amendments to originate with the people themselves, instead of only permitting them to take or reject 
propositions originated by others, not especially chosen for the purpose, and which might not be 
precisely such as they would wish to either accept or refuse. 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. To avoid misconstruction of what I have said, I depart from my purpose not to 
speak of particular amendments so far as to say that, holding such a provision to now be implied 
constitutional law, I have no objection to its being made express and irrevocable. 

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. 

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. 

By the frame of the Government under which we live this same people have wisely given their public 
servants but little power for mischief, and have with equal wisdom provided for the return of that little 
to their own hands at very short intervals. While the people retain their virtue and vigilance no 
Administration by any extreme of wickedness or folly can very seriously injure the Government in the 
short space of four years. 

My countrymen, one and all, think calmly and well upon this whole subject. Nothing valuable can be lost 
by taking time. If there be an object to hurry any of you in hot haste to a step which you would never 
take deliberately, that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no good object can be frustrated by 
it. Such of you as are now dissatisfied still have the old Constitution unimpaired, and, on the sensitive 
point, the laws of your own framing under it; while the new Administration will have no immediate 
power, if it would, to change either. If it were admitted that you who are dissatisfied hold the right side 
in the dispute, there still is no single good reason for precipitate action. Intelligence, patriotism, 
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Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him who has never yet forsaken this favored land are still competent 
to adjust in the best way all our present difficulty. 

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. 
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Second Inaugural Address of Abraham Lincoln 

SATURDAY, MARCH 4, 1865 

Fellow-Countrymen: 

At this second appearing to take the oath of the Presidential office there is less occasion for an extended 

address than there was at the first. Then a statement somewhat in detail of a course to be pursued 

seemed fitting and proper. Now, at the expiration of four years, during which public declarations have 

been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the great contest which still absorbs the 

attention and engrosses the energies of the nation, little that is new could be presented. The progress of 

our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as to myself, and it is, I 

trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all. With high hope for the future, no prediction in 

regard to it is ventured. 

On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously directed to an 

impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to avert it. While the inaugural address was being 

delivered from this place, devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, insurgent agents were in 

the city seeking to destroy it without war--seeking to dissolve the Union and divide effects by 

negotiation. Both parties deprecated war, but one of them would make war rather than let the nation 

survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish, and the war came. 

One-eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed generally over the Union, but 

localized in the southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew 

that this interest was somehow the cause of the war. To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this 

interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union even by war, while the 

Government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party 

expected for the war the magnitude or the duration which it has already attained. Neither anticipated 

that the cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict itself should cease. Each 

looked for an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read the same Bible 

and pray to the same God, and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men 

should dare to ask a just God's assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men's faces, 

but let us judge not, that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered. That of neither 

has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes. "Woe unto the world because of offenses; 

for it must needs be that offenses come, but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh." If we shall 

suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the providence of God, must needs 

come, but which, having continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He 

gives to both North and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, 

shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God 

always ascribe to Him? Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may 

speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman's two 

hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the 

lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must 

be said "the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether." 

With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, 

let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation's wounds, to care for him who shall 
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have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just 

and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations. 
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First Inaugural Address of Ulysses S. Grant 

THURSDAY, MARCH 4, 1869 

Citizens of the United States: 

Your suffrages having elected me to the office of President of the United States, I have, in conformity to 

the Constitution of our country, taken the oath of office prescribed therein. I have taken this oath 

without mental reservation and with the determination to do to the best of my ability all that is required 

of me. The responsibilities of the position I feel, but accept them without fear. The office has come to 

me unsought; I commence its duties untrammeled. I bring to it a conscious desire and determination to 

fill it to the best of my ability to the satisfaction of the people. 

On all leading questions agitating the public mind I will always express my views to Congress and urge 

them according to my judgment, and when I think it advisable will exercise the constitutional privilege of 

interposing a veto to defeat measures which I oppose; but all laws will be faithfully executed, whether 

they meet my approval or not. 

I shall on all subjects have a policy to recommend, but none to enforce against the will of the people. 

Laws are to govern all alike--those opposed as well as those who favor them. I know no method to 

secure the repeal of bad or obnoxious laws so effective as their stringent execution. 

The country having just emerged from a great rebellion, many questions will come before it for 

settlement in the next four years which preceding Administrations have never had to deal with. In 

meeting these it is desirable that they should be approached calmly, without prejudice, hate, or 

sectional pride, remembering that the greatest good to the greatest number is the object to be attained. 

This requires security of person, property, and free religious and political opinion in every part of our 

common country, without regard to local prejudice. All laws to secure these ends will receive my best 

efforts for their enforcement. 

A great debt has been contracted in securing to us and our posterity the Union. The payment of this, 

principal and interest, as well as the return to a specie basis as soon as it can be accomplished without 

material detriment to the debtor class or to the country at large, must be provided for. To protect the 

national honor, every dollar of Government indebtedness should be paid in gold, unless otherwise 

expressly stipulated in the contract. Let it be understood that no repudiator of one farthing of our public 

debt will be trusted in public place, and it will go far toward strengthening a credit which ought to be the 

best in the world, and will ultimately enable us to replace the debt with bonds bearing less interest than 

we now pay. To this should be added a faithful collection of the revenue, a strict accountability to the 

Treasury for every dollar collected, and the greatest practicable retrenchment in expenditure in every 

department of Government. 

When we compare the paying capacity of the country now, with the ten States in poverty from the 

effects of war, but soon to emerge, I trust, into greater prosperity than ever before, with its paying 

capacity twenty-five years ago, and calculate what it probably will be twenty-five years hence, who can 

doubt the feasibility of paying every dollar then with more ease than we now pay for useless luxuries? 

Why, it looks as though Providence had bestowed upon us a strong box in the precious metals locked up 
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in the sterile mountains of the far West, and which we are now forging the key to unlock, to meet the 

very contingency that is now upon us. 

Ultimately it may be necessary to insure the facilities to reach these riches and it may be necessary also 

that the General Government should give its aid to secure this access; but that should only be when a 

dollar of obligation to pay secures precisely the same sort of dollar to use now, and not before. Whilst 

the question of specie payments is in abeyance the prudent business man is careful about contracting 

debts payable in the distant future. The nation should follow the same rule. A prostrate commerce is to 

be rebuilt and all industries encouraged. 

The young men of the country--those who from their age must be its rulers twenty-five years hence--

have a peculiar interest in maintaining the national honor. A moment's reflection as to what will be our 

commanding influence among the nations of the earth in their day, if they are only true to themselves, 

should inspire them with national pride. All divisions--geographical, political, and religious--can join in 

this common sentiment. How the public debt is to be paid or specie payments resumed is not so 

important as that a plan should be adopted and acquiesced in. A united determination to do is worth 

more than divided counsels upon the method of doing. Legislation upon this subject may not be 

necessary now, or even advisable, but it will be when the civil law is more fully restored in all parts of 

the country and trade resumes its wonted channels. 

It will be my endeavor to execute all laws in good faith, to collect all revenues assessed, and to have 

them properly accounted for and economically disbursed. I will to the best of my ability appoint to office 

those only who will carry out this design. 

In regard to foreign policy, I would deal with nations as equitable law requires individuals to deal with 

each other, and I would protect the law-abiding citizen, whether of native or foreign birth, wherever his 

rights are jeopardized or the flag of our country floats. I would respect the rights of all nations, 

demanding equal respect for our own. If others depart from this rule in their dealings with us, we may 

be compelled to follow their precedent. 

The proper treatment of the original occupants of this land--the Indians one deserving of careful study. I 

will favor any course toward them which tends to their civilization and ultimate citizenship. 

The question of suffrage is one which is likely to agitate the public so long as a portion of the citizens of 

the nation are excluded from its privileges in any State. It seems to me very desirable that this question 

should be settled now, and I entertain the hope and express the desire that it may be by the ratification 

of the fifteenth article of amendment to the Constitution. 

In conclusion I ask patient forbearance one toward another throughout the land, and a determined 

effort on the part of every citizen to do his share toward cementing a happy union; and I ask the prayers 

of the nation to Almighty God in behalf of this consummation. 
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Second Inaugural Address of Ulysses S. Grant 

TUESDAY, MARCH 4, 1873 

Fellow-Citizens: 

Under Providence I have been called a second time to act as Executive over this great nation. It has been 

my endeavor in the past to maintain all the laws, and, so far as lay in my power, to act for the best 

interests of the whole people. My best efforts will be given in the same direction in the future, aided, I 

trust, by my four years' experience in the office. 

When my first term of the office of Chief Executive began, the country had not recovered from the 

effects of a great internal revolution, and three of the former States of the Union had not been restored 

to their Federal relations. 

It seemed to me wise that no new questions should be raised so long as that condition of affairs existed. 

Therefore the past four years, so far as I could control events, have been consumed in the effort to 

restore harmony, public credit, commerce, and all the arts of peace and progress. It is my firm 

conviction that the civilized world is tending toward republicanism, or government by the people 

through their chosen representatives, and that our own great Republic is destined to be the guiding star 

to all others. 

Under our Republic we support an army less than that of any European power of any standing and a 

navy less than that of either of at least five of them. There could be no extension of territory on the 

continent which would call for an increase of this force, but rather might such extension enable us to 

diminish it. 

The theory of government changes with general progress. Now that the telegraph is made available for 

communicating thought, together with rapid transit by steam, all parts of a continent are made 

contiguous for all purposes of government, and communication between the extreme limits of the 

country made easier than it was throughout the old thirteen States at the beginning of our national 

existence. 

The effects of the late civil strife have been to free the slave and make him a citizen. Yet he is not 

possessed of the civil rights which citizenship should carry with it. This is wrong, and should be 

corrected. To this correction I stand committed, so far as Executive influence can avail. 

Social equality is not a subject to be legislated upon, nor shall I ask that anything be done to advance the 

social status of the colored man, except to give him a fair chance to develop what there is good in him, 

give him access to the schools, and when he travels let him feel assured that his conduct will regulate 

the treatment and fare he will receive. 

The States lately at war with the General Government are now happily rehabilitated, and no Executive 

control is exercised in any one of them that would not be exercised in any other State under like 

circumstances. 

In the first year of the past Administration the proposition came up for the admission of Santo Domingo 

as a Territory of the Union. It was not a question of my seeking, but was a proposition from the people 
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of Santo Domingo, and which I entertained. I believe now, as I did then, that it was for the best interest 

of this country, for the people of Santo Domingo, and all concerned that the proposition should be 

received favorably. It was, however, rejected constitutionally, and therefore the subject was never 

brought up again by me. 

In future, while I hold my present office, the subject of acquisition of territory must have the support of 

the people before I will recommend any proposition looking to such acquisition. I say here, however, 

that I do not share in the apprehension held by many as to the danger of governments becoming 

weakened and destroyed by reason of their extension of territory. Commerce, education, and rapid 

transit of thought and matter by telegraph and steam have changed all this. Rather do I believe that our 

Great Maker is preparing the world, in His own good time, to become one nation, speaking one 

language, and when armies and navies will be no longer required. 

My efforts in the future will be directed to the restoration of good feeling between the different 

sections of our common country; to the restoration of our currency to a fixed value as compared with 

the world's standard of values--gold--and, if possible, to a par with it; to the construction of cheap 

routes of transit throughout the land, to the end that the products of all may find a market and leave a 

living remuneration to the producer; to the maintenance of friendly relations with all our neighbors and 

with distant nations; to the reestablishment of our commerce and share in the carrying trade upon the 

ocean; to the encouragement of such manufacturing industries as can be economically pursued in this 

country, to the end that the exports of home products and industries may pay for our imports--the only 

sure method of returning to and permanently maintaining a specie basis; to the elevation of labor; and, 

by a humane course, to bring the aborigines of the country under the benign influences of education 

and civilization. It is either this or war of extermination: Wars of extermination, engaged in by people 

pursuing commerce and all industrial pursuits, are expensive even against the weakest people, and are 

demoralizing and wicked. Our superiority of strength and advantages of civilization should make us 

lenient toward the Indian. The wrong inflicted upon him should be taken into account and the balance 

placed to his credit. The moral view of the question should be considered and the question asked, Can 

not the Indian be made a useful and productive member of society by proper teaching and treatment? If 

the effort is made in good faith, we will stand better before the civilized nations of the earth and in our 

own consciences for having made it. 

All these things are not to be accomplished by one individual, but they will receive my support and such 

recommendations to Congress as will in my judgment best serve to carry them into effect. I beg your 

support and encouragement. 

It has been, and is, my earnest desire to correct abuses that have grown up in the civil service of the 

country. To secure this reformation rules regulating methods of appointment and promotions were 

established and have been tried. My efforts for such reformation shall be continued to the best of my 

judgment. The spirit of the rules adopted will be maintained. 

I acknowledge before this assemblage, representing, as it does, every section of our country, the 

obligation I am under to my countrymen for the great honor they have conferred on me by returning me 

to the highest office within their gift, and the further obligation resting on me to render to them the 

best services within my power. This I promise, looking forward with the greatest anxiety to the day 

when I shall be released from responsibilities that at times are almost overwhelming, and from which I 
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have scarcely had a respite since the eventful firing upon Fort Sumter, in April, 1861, to the present day. 

My services were then tendered and accepted under the first call for troops growing out of that event. 

I did not ask for place or position, and was entirely without influence or the acquaintance of persons of 

influence, but was resolved to perform my part in a struggle threatening the very existence of the 

nation. I performed a conscientious duty, without asking promotion or command, and without a 

revengeful feeling toward any section or individual. 

Notwithstanding this, throughout the war, and from my candidacy for my present office in 1868 to the 

close of the last Presidential campaign, I have been the subject of abuse and slander scarcely ever 

equaled in political history, which to-day I feel that I can afford to disregard in view of your verdict, 

which I gratefully accept as my vindication. 
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Second Inaugural Address of Ronald Reagan 

MONDAY, JANUARY 21, 1985 

Senator Mathias, Chief Justice Burger, Vice President Bush, Speaker O'Neill, Senator Dole, Reverend 

Clergy, members of my family and friends, and my fellow citizens: 

This day has been made brighter with the presence here of one who, for a time, has been absent--

Senator John Stennis. 

God bless you and welcome back. 

There is, however, one who is not with us today: Representative Gillis Long of Louisiana left us last night. 

I wonder if we could all join in a moment of silent prayer. (Moment of silent prayer.) Amen. 

There are no words adequate to express my thanks for the great honor that you have bestowed on me. I 

will do my utmost to be deserving of your trust. 

This is, as Senator Mathias told us, the 50th time that we the people have celebrated this historic 

occasion. When the first President, George Washington, placed his hand upon the Bible, he stood less 

than a single day's journey by horseback from raw, untamed wilderness. There were 4 million Americans 

in a union of 13 States. Today we are 60 times as many in a union of 50 States. We have lighted the 

world with our inventions, gone to the aid of mankind wherever in the world there was a cry for help, 

journeyed to the Moon and safely returned. So much has changed. And yet we stand together as we did 

two centuries ago. 

When I took this oath four years ago, I did so in a time of economic stress. Voices were raised saying we 

had to look to our past for the greatness and glory. But we, the present-day Americans, are not given to 

looking backward. In this blessed land, there is always a better tomorrow. 

Four years ago, I spoke to you of a new beginning and we have accomplished that. But in another sense, 

our new beginning is a continuation of that beginning created two centuries ago when, for the first time 

in history, government, the people said, was not our master, it is our servant; its only power that which 

we the people allow it to have. 

That system has never failed us, but, for a time, we failed the system. We asked things of government 

that government was not equipped to give. We yielded authority to the National Government that 

properly belonged to States or to local governments or to the people themselves. We allowed taxes and 

inflation to rob us of our earnings and savings and watched the great industrial machine that had made 

us the most productive people on Earth slow down and the number of unemployed increase. 

By 1980, we knew it was time to renew our faith, to strive with all our strength toward the ultimate in 

individual freedom consistent with an orderly society. 

We believed then and now there are no limits to growth and human progress when men and women 

are free to follow their dreams. 

And we were right to believe that. Tax rates have been reduced, inflation cut dramatically, and more 

people are employed than ever before in our history. 



From Illinois to the White House: Lincoln, Grant, Reagan, Obama 
Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum 
Inaugural Address Comparison Lesson Plan: Ronald Reagan Inaugural Addresses 

 

We are creating a nation once again vibrant, robust, and alive. But there are many mountains yet to 

climb. We will not rest until every American enjoys the fullness of freedom, dignity, and opportunity as 

our birthright. It is our birthright as citizens of this great Republic, and we'll meet this challenge. 

These will be years when Americans have restored their confidence and tradition of progress; when our 

values of faith, family, work, and neighborhood were restated for a modern age; when our economy was 

finally freed from government's grip; when we made sincere efforts at meaningful arms reduction, 

rebuilding our defenses, our economy, and developing new technologies, and helped preserve peace in 

a troubled world; when Americans courageously supported the struggle for liberty, self-government, 

and free enterprise throughout the world, and turned the tide of history away from totalitarian darkness 

and into the warm sunlight of human freedom. 

My fellow citizens, our Nation is poised for greatness. We must do what we know is right and do it with 

all our might. Let history say of us, "These were golden years--when the American Revolution was 

reborn, when freedom gained new life, when America reached for her best." 

Our two-party system has served us well over the years, but never better than in those times of great 

challenge when we came together not as Democrats or Republicans, but as Americans united in a 

common cause. 

Two of our Founding Fathers, a Boston lawyer named Adams and a Virginia planter named Jefferson, 

members of that remarkable group who met in Independence Hall and dared to think they could start 

the world over again, left us an important lesson. They had become political rivals in the Presidential 

election of 1800. Then years later, when both were retired, and age had softened their anger, they 

began to speak to each other again through letters. A bond was reestablished between those two who 

had helped create this government of ours. 

In 1826, the 50th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, they both died. They died on the 

same day, within a few hours of each other, and that day was the Fourth of July. 

In one of those letters exchanged in the sunset of their lives, Jefferson wrote: "It carries me back to the 

times when, beset with difficulties and dangers, we were fellow laborers in the same cause, struggling 

for what is most valuable to man, his right to self-government. Laboring always at the same oar, with 

some wave ever ahead threatening to overwhelm us, and yet passing harmless ... we rode through the 

storm with heart and hand." 

Well, with heart and hand, let us stand as one today: One people under God determined that our future 

shall be worthy of our past. As we do, we must not repeat the well-intentioned errors of our past. We 

must never again abuse the trust of working men and women, by sending their earnings on a futile 

chase after the spiraling demands of a bloated Federal Establishment. You elected us in 1980 to end this 

prescription for disaster, and I don't believe you reelected us in 1984 to reverse course. 

At the heart of our efforts is one idea vindicated by 25 straight months of economic growth: Freedom 

and incentives unleash the drive and entrepreneurial genius that are the core of human progress. We 

have begun to increase the rewards for work, savings, and investment; reduce the increase in the cost 

and size of government and its interference in people's lives. 
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We must simplify our tax system, make it more fair, and bring the rates down for all who work and earn. 

We must think anew and move with a new boldness, so every American who seeks work can find work; 

so the least among us shall have an equal chance to achieve the greatest things--to be heroes who heal 

our sick, feed the hungry, protect peace among nations, and leave this world a better place. 

The time has come for a new American emancipation--a great national drive to tear down economic 

barriers and liberate the spirit of enterprise in the most distressed areas of our country. My friends, 

together we can do this, and do it we must, so help me God.-- From new freedom will spring new 

opportunities for growth, a more productive, fulfilled and united people, and a stronger America--an 

America that will lead the technological revolution, and also open its mind and heart and soul to the 

treasures of literature, music, and poetry, and the values of faith, courage, and love. 

A dynamic economy, with more citizens working and paying taxes, will be our strongest tool to bring 

down budget deficits. But an almost unbroken 50 years of deficit spending has finally brought us to a 

time of reckoning. We have come to a turning point, a moment for hard decisions. I have asked the 

Cabinet and my staff a question, and now I put the same question to all of you: If not us, who? And if not 

now, when? It must be done by all of us going forward with a program aimed at reaching a balanced 

budget. We can then begin reducing the national debt. 

I will shortly submit a budget to the Congress aimed at freezing government program spending for the 

next year. Beyond that, we must take further steps to permanently control Government's power to tax 

and spend. We must act now to protect future generations from Government's desire to spend its 

citizens' money and tax them into servitude when the bills come due. Let us make it unconstitutional for 

the Federal Government to spend more than the Federal Government takes in. 

We have already started returning to the people and to State and local governments responsibilities 

better handled by them. Now, there is a place for the Federal Government in matters of social 

compassion. But our fundamental goals must be to reduce dependency and upgrade the dignity of those 

who are infirm or disadvantaged. And here a growing economy and support from family and community 

offer our best chance for a society where compassion is a way of life, where the old and infirm are cared 

for, the young and, yes, the unborn protected, and the unfortunate looked after and made self 

And there is another area where the Federal Government can play a part. As an older American, I 

remember a time when people of different race, creed, or ethnic origin in our land found hatred and 

prejudice installed in social custom and, yes, in law. There is no story more heartening in our history 

than the progress that we have made toward the "brotherhood of man" that God intended for us. Let us 

resolve there will be no turning back or hesitation on the road to an America rich in dignity and 

abundant with opportunity for all our citizens. 

Let us resolve that we the people will build an American opportunity society in which all of us--white 

and black, rich and poor, young and old--will go forward together arm in arm. Again, let us remember 

that though our heritage is one of blood lines from every corner of the Earth, we are all Americans 

pledged to carry on this last, best hope of man on Earth. 
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I have spoken of our domestic goals and the limitations which we should put on our National 

Government. Now let me turn to a task which is the primary responsibility of National Government-the 

safety and security of our people. 

Today, we utter no prayer more fervently than the ancient prayer for peace on Earth. Yet history has 

shown that peace will not come, nor will our freedom be preserved, by good will alone. There are those 

in the world who scorn our vision of human dignity and freedom. One nation, the Soviet Union, has 

conducted the greatest military buildup in the history of man, building arsenals of awesome offensive 

weapons. 

We have made progress in restoring our defense capability. But much remains to be done. There must 

be no wavering by us, nor any doubts by others, that America will meet her responsibilities to remain 

free, secure, and at peace. 

There is only one way safely and legitimately to reduce the cost of national security, and that is to 

reduce the need for it. And this we are trying to do in negotiations with the Soviet Union. We are not 

just discussing limits on a further increase of nuclear weapons. We seek, instead, to reduce their 

number. We seek the total elimination one day of nuclear weapons from the face of the Earth. 

Now, for decades, we and the Soviets have lived under the threat of mutual assured destruction; if 

either resorted to the use of nuclear weapons, the other could retaliate and destroy the one who had 

started it. Is there either logic or morality in believing that if one side threatens to kill tens of millions of 

our people, our only recourse is to threaten killing tens of millions of theirs? 

I have approved a research program to find, if we can, a security shield that would destroy nuclear 

missiles before they reach their target. It wouldn't kill people, it would destroy weapons. It wouldn't 

militarize space, it would help demilitarize the arsenals of Earth. It would render nuclear weapons 

obsolete. We will meet with the Soviets, hoping that we can agree on a way to rid the world of the 

threat of nuclear destruction. 

We strive for peace and security, heartened by the changes all around us. Since the turn of the century, 

the number of democracies in the world has grown fourfold. Human freedom is on the march, and 

nowhere more so than our own hemisphere. Freedom is one of the deepest and noblest aspirations of 

the human spirit. People, worldwide, hunger for the right of self-determination, for those inalienable 

rights that make for human dignity and progress. 

America must remain freedom's staunchest friend, for freedom is our best ally. 

And it is the world's only hope, to conquer poverty and preserve peace. Every blow we inflict against 

poverty will be a blow against its dark allies of oppression and war. Every victory for human freedom will 

be a victory for world peace. 

So we go forward today, a nation still mighty in its youth and powerful in its purpose. With our alliances 

strengthened, with our economy leading the world to a new age of economic expansion, we look 

forward to a world rich in possibilities. And all this because we have worked and acted together, not as 

members of political parties, but as Americans. 
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My friends, we live in a world that is lit by lightning. So much is changing and will change, but so much 

endures, and transcends time. 

History is a ribbon, always unfurling; history is a journey. And as we continue our journey, we think of 

those who traveled before us. We stand together again at the steps of this symbol of our democracy--or 

we would have been standing at the steps if it hadn't gotten so cold. Now we are standing inside this 

symbol of our democracy. Now we hear again the echoes of our past: a general falls to his knees in the 

hard snow of Valley Forge; a lonely President paces the darkened halls, and ponders his struggle to 

preserve the Union; the men of the Alamo call out encouragement to each other; a settler pushes west 

and sings a song, and the song echoes out forever and fills the unknowing air. 

It is the American sound. It is hopeful, big-hearted, idealistic, daring, decent, and fair. That's our 

heritage; that is our song. We sing it still. For all our problems, our differences, we are together as of old, 

as we raise our voices to the God who is the Author of this most tender music. And may He continue to 

hold us close as we fill the world with our sound--sound in unity, affection, and love--one people under 

God, dedicated to the dream of freedom that He has placed in the human heart, called upon now to 

pass that dream on to a waiting and hopeful world. 

God bless you and may God bless America. 
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First Inaugural Address of Barack Obama 

January 20, 2009 

My fellow citizens: 

I stand here today humbled by the task before us, grateful for the trust you've bestowed, mindful of the 

sacrifices borne by our ancestors.  

I thank President Bush for his service to our nation as well as the generosity and cooperation he has 

shown throughout this transition. 

Forty-four Americans have now taken the presidential oath.  The words have been spoken during rising 

tides of prosperity and the still waters of peace.  Yet, every so often, the oath is taken amidst gathering 

clouds and raging storms.  At these moments, America has carried on not simply because of the skill or 

vision of those in high office, but because we, the people, have remained faithful to the ideals of our 

forebears and true to our founding documents.  

So it has been; so it must be with this generation of Americans. 

That we are in the midst of crisis is now well understood.  Our nation is at war against a far-reaching 

network of violence and hatred.  Our economy is badly weakened, a consequence of greed and 

irresponsibility on the part of some, but also our collective failure to make hard choices and prepare the 

nation for a new age.  Homes have been lost, jobs shed, businesses shuttered.  Our health care is too 

costly, our schools fail too many -- and each day brings further evidence that the ways we use energy 

strengthen our adversaries and threaten our planet. 

These are the indicators of crisis, subject to data and statistics.  Less measurable, but no less profound, 

is a sapping of confidence across our land; a nagging fear that America's decline is inevitable, that the 

next generation must lower its sights. 

Today I say to you that the challenges we face are real.  They are serious and they are many.  They will 

not be met easily or in a short span of time.  But know this America:  They will be met.  

On this day, we gather because we have chosen hope over fear, unity of purpose over conflict and 

discord.  On this day, we come to proclaim an end to the petty grievances and false promises, the 

recriminations and worn-out dogmas that for far too long have strangled our politics.  We remain a 

young nation.  But in the words of Scripture, the time has come to set aside childish things.  The time 

has come to reaffirm our enduring spirit; to choose our better history; to carry forward that precious 

gift, that noble idea passed on from generation to generation:  the God-given promise that all are equal, 

all are free, and all deserve a chance to pursue their full measure of happiness.  

In reaffirming the greatness of our nation we understand that greatness is never a given.  It must be 

earned.  Our journey has never been one of short-cuts or settling for less.  It has not been the path for 

the faint-hearted, for those that prefer leisure over work, or seek only the pleasures of riches and fame.  

Rather, it has been the risk-takers, the doers, the makers of things -- some celebrated, but more often 

men and women obscure in their labor -- who have carried us up the long rugged path towards 

prosperity and freedom.  
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For us, they packed up their few worldly possessions and traveled across oceans in search of a new life.  

For us, they toiled in sweatshops, and settled the West, endured the lash of the whip, and plowed the 

hard earth.  For us, they fought and died in places like Concord and Gettysburg, Normandy and Khe 

Sahn.  

Time and again these men and women struggled and sacrificed and worked till their hands were raw so 

that we might live a better life.  They saw America as bigger than the sum of our individual ambitions, 

greater than all the differences of birth or wealth or faction. 

This is the journey we continue today.  We remain the most prosperous, powerful nation on Earth.  Our 

workers are no less productive than when this crisis began.  Our minds are no less inventive, our goods 

and services no less needed than they were last week, or last month, or last year.  Our capacity remains 

undiminished.  But our time of standing pat, of protecting narrow interests and putting off unpleasant 

decisions -- that time has surely passed.  Starting today, we must pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, 

and begin again the work of remaking America. 

For everywhere we look, there is work to be done.  The state of our economy calls for action, bold and 

swift.  And we will act, not only to create new jobs, but to lay a new foundation for growth.  We will 

build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us 

together.  We'll restore science to its rightful place, and wield technology's wonders to raise health 

care's quality and lower its cost.  We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and 

run our factories.  And we will transform our schools and colleges and universities to meet the demands 

of a new age.  All this we can do.  All this we will do. 

Now, there are some who question the scale of our ambitions, who suggest that our system cannot 

tolerate too many big plans.  Their memories are short, for they have forgotten what this country has 

already done, what free men and women can achieve when imagination is joined to common purpose, 

and necessity to courage.  What the cynics fail to understand is that the ground has shifted beneath 

them, that the stale political arguments that have consumed us for so long no longer apply.  

The question we ask today is not whether our government is too big or too small, but whether it works -

- whether it helps families find jobs at a decent wage, care they can afford, a retirement that is dignified.  

Where the answer is yes, we intend to move forward.  Where the answer is no, programs will end.  And 

those of us who manage the public's dollars will be held to account, to spend wisely, reform bad habits, 

and do our business in the light of day, because only then can we restore the vital trust between a 

people and their government. 

Nor is the question before us whether the market is a force for good or ill.  Its power to generate wealth 

and expand freedom is unmatched.  But this crisis has reminded us that without a watchful eye, the 

market can spin out of control.  The nation cannot prosper long when it favors only the prosperous.  The 

success of our economy has always depended not just on the size of our gross domestic product, but on 

the reach of our prosperity, on the ability to extend opportunity to every willing heart -- not out of 

charity, but because it is the surest route to our common good. 

As for our common defense, we reject as false the choice between our safety and our ideals.  Our 

Founding Fathers, our Founding Fathers, faced with perils that we can scarcely imagine, drafted a 
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charter to assure the rule of law and the rights of man -- a charter expanded by the blood of 

generations.  Those ideals still light the world, and we will not give them up for expedience sake. 

And so, to all the other peoples and governments who are watching today, from the grandest capitals to 

the small village where my father was born, know that America is a friend of each nation, and every 

man, woman and child who seeks a future of peace and dignity.  And we are ready to lead once more. 

Recall that earlier generations faced down fascism and communism not just with missiles and tanks, but 

with the sturdy alliances and enduring convictions.  They understood that our power alone cannot 

protect us, nor does it entitle us to do as we please.  Instead they knew that our power grows through 

its prudent use; our security emanates from the justness of our cause, the force of our example, the 

tempering qualities of humility and restraint. 

We are the keepers of this legacy.  Guided by these principles once more we can meet those new 

threats that demand even greater effort, even greater cooperation and understanding between nations.  

We will begin to responsibly leave Iraq to its people and forge a hard-earned peace in Afghanistan.  With 

old friends and former foes, we'll work tirelessly to lessen the nuclear threat, and roll back the specter 

of a warming planet. 

We will not apologize for our way of life, nor will we waver in its defense.  And for those who seek to 

advance their aims by inducing terror and slaughtering innocents, we say to you now that our spirit is 

stronger and cannot be broken -- you cannot outlast us, and we will defeat you. 

For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness.  We are a nation of Christians 

and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and non-believers.  We are shaped by every language and culture, drawn 

from every end of this Earth; and because we have tasted the bitter swill of civil war and segregation, 

and emerged from that dark chapter stronger and more united, we cannot help but believe that the old 

hatreds shall someday pass; that the lines of tribe shall soon dissolve; that as the world grows smaller, 

our common humanity shall reveal itself; and that America must play its role in ushering in a new era of 

peace. 

To the Muslim world, we seek a new way forward, based on mutual interest and mutual respect.  To 

those leaders around the globe who seek to sow conflict, or blame their society's ills on the West, know 

that your people will judge you on what you can build, not what you destroy. 

To those who cling to power through corruption and deceit and the silencing of dissent, know that you 

are on the wrong side of history, but that we will extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your fist.  

To the people of poor nations, we pledge to work alongside you to make your farms flourish and let 

clean waters flow; to nourish starved bodies and feed hungry minds.  And to those nations like ours that 

enjoy relative plenty, we say we can no longer afford indifference to the suffering outside our borders, 

nor can we consume the world's resources without regard to effect.  For the world has changed, and we 

must change with it. 

As we consider the role that unfolds before us, we remember with humble gratitude those brave 

Americans who at this very hour patrol far-off deserts and distant mountains.  They have something to 

tell us, just as the fallen heroes who lie in Arlington whisper through the ages.  
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We honor them not only because they are the guardians of our liberty, but because they embody the 

spirit of service -- a willingness to find meaning in something greater than themselves.  

And yet at this moment, a moment that will define a generation, it is precisely this spirit that must 

inhabit us all.  For as much as government can do, and must do, it is ultimately the faith and 

determination of the American people upon which this nation relies.  It is the kindness to take in a 

stranger when the levees break, the selflessness of workers who would rather cut their hours than see a 

friend lose their job which sees us through our darkest hours.  It is the firefighter's courage to storm a 

stairway filled with smoke, but also a parent's willingness to nurture a child that finally decides our fate. 

Our challenges may be new.  The instruments with which we meet them may be new.  But those values 

upon which our success depends -- honesty and hard work, courage and fair play, tolerance and 

curiosity, loyalty and patriotism -- these things are old.  These things are true.  They have been the quiet 

force of progress throughout our history.  

What is demanded, then, is a return to these truths.  What is required of us now is a new era of 

responsibility -- a recognition on the part of every American that we have duties to ourselves, our nation 

and the world; duties that we do not grudgingly accept, but rather seize gladly, firm in the knowledge 

that there is nothing so satisfying to the spirit, so defining of our character than giving our all to a 

difficult task. 

This is the price and the promise of citizenship.  This is the source of our confidence -- the knowledge 

that God calls on us to shape an uncertain destiny.  This is the meaning of our liberty and our creed, why 

men and women and children of every race and every faith can join in celebration across this 

magnificent mall; and why a man whose father less than 60 years ago might not have been served in a 

local restaurant can now stand before you to take a most sacred oath. 

So let us mark this day with remembrance of who we are and how far we have traveled.  In the year of 

America's birth, in the coldest of months, a small band of patriots huddled by dying campfires on the 

shores of an icy river.  The capital was abandoned.  The enemy was advancing.  The snow was stained 

with blood.  At the moment when the outcome of our revolution was most in doubt, the father of our 

nation ordered these words to be read to the people:  

"Let it be told to the future world...that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and virtue could 

survive... that the city and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet [it]." 

America:  In the face of our common dangers, in this winter of our hardship, let us remember these 

timeless words.  With hope and virtue, let us brave once more the icy currents, and endure what storms 

may come.  Let it be said by our children's children that when we were tested we refused to let this 

journey end, that we did not turn back nor did we falter; and with eyes fixed on the horizon and God's 

grace upon us, we carried forth that great gift of freedom and delivered it safely to future generations. 

Thank you.  God bless you.  And God bless the United States of America. 
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Second Inaugural Address of Barack Obama 

January 21, 2013 

Vice President Biden, Mr. Chief Justice, members of the United States Congress, distinguished guests, 

and fellow citizens:   

Each time we gather to inaugurate a President we bear witness to the enduring strength of our 

Constitution.  We affirm the promise of our democracy.  We recall that what binds this nation together 

is not the colors of our skin or the tenets of our faith or the origins of our names.  What makes us 

exceptional -- what makes us American -- is our allegiance to an idea articulated in a declaration made 

more than two centuries ago: 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their 

Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”   

Today we continue a never-ending journey to bridge the meaning of those words with the realities of 

our time.  For history tells us that while these truths may be self-evident, they’ve never been self-

executing; that while freedom is a gift from God, it must be secured by His people here on Earth. The 

patriots of 1776 did not fight to replace the tyranny of a king with the privileges of a few or the rule of a 

mob.  They gave to us a republic, a government of, and by, and for the people, entrusting each 

generation to keep safe our founding creed.   

And for more than two hundred years, we have.   

Through blood drawn by lash and blood drawn by sword, we learned that no union founded on the 

principles of liberty and equality could survive half-slave and half-free.  We made ourselves anew, and 

vowed to move forward together.   

Together, we determined that a modern economy requires railroads and highways to speed travel and 

commerce, schools and colleges to train our workers.  

Together, we discovered that a free market only thrives when there are rules to ensure competition and 

fair play.   

Together, we resolved that a great nation must care for the vulnerable, and protect its people from life’s 

worst hazards and misfortune.  

Through it all, we have never relinquished our skepticism of central authority, nor have we succumbed 

to the fiction that all society’s ills can be cured through government alone.  Our celebration of initiative 

and enterprise, our insistence on hard work and personal responsibility, these are constants in our 

character. 

But we have always understood that when times change, so must we; that fidelity to our founding 

principles requires new responses to new challenges; that preserving our individual freedoms ultimately 

requires collective action.  For the American people can no more meet the demands of today’s world by 

acting alone than American soldiers could have met the forces of fascism or communism with muskets 
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and militias.  No single person can train all the math and science teachers we’ll need to equip our 

children for the future, or build the roads and networks and research labs that will bring new jobs and 

businesses to our shores.  Now, more than ever, we must do these things together, as one nation and 

one people. 

This generation of Americans has been tested by crises that steeled our resolve and proved our 

resilience.  A decade of war is now ending.  An economic recovery has begun.  America’s possibilities are 

limitless, for we possess all the qualities that this world without boundaries demands:  youth and drive; 

diversity and openness; an endless capacity for risk and a gift for reinvention.  My fellow Americans, we 

are made for this moment, and we will seize it -- so long as we seize it together. 

For we, the people, understand that our country cannot succeed when a shrinking few do very well and 

a growing many barely make it.  We believe that America’s prosperity must rest upon the broad 

shoulders of a rising middle class.  We know that America thrives when every person can find 

independence and pride in their work; when the wages of honest labor liberate families from the brink 

of hardship.  We are true to our creed when a little girl born into the bleakest poverty knows that she 

has the same chance to succeed as anybody else, because she is an American; she is free, and she is 

equal, not just in the eyes of God but also in our own. 

We understand that outworn programs are inadequate to the needs of our time.  So we must harness 

new ideas and technology to remake our government, revamp our tax code, reform our schools, and 

empower our citizens with the skills they need to work harder, learn more, reach higher.  But while the 

means will change, our purpose endures:  a nation that rewards the effort and determination of every 

single American.  That is what this moment requires.  That is what will give real meaning to our creed.    

We, the people, still believe that every citizen deserves a basic measure of security and dignity.  We 

must make the hard choices to reduce the cost of health care and the size of our deficit.  But we reject 

the belief that America must choose between caring for the generation that built this country and 

investing in the generation that will build its future.  For we remember the lessons of our past, when 

twilight years were spent in poverty and parents of a child with a disability had nowhere to turn.  

We do not believe that in this country freedom is reserved for the lucky, or happiness for the few.  We 

recognize that no matter how responsibly we live our lives, any one of us at any time may face a job 

loss, or a sudden illness, or a home swept away in a terrible storm.  The commitments we make to each 

other through Medicare and Medicaid and Social Security, these things do not sap our initiative, they 

strengthen us.  They do not make us a nation of takers; they free us to take the risks that make this 

country great.  

We, the people, still believe that our obligations as Americans are not just to ourselves, but to all 

posterity.  We will respond to the threat of climate change, knowing that the failure to do so would 

betray our children and future generations.  Some may still deny the overwhelming judgment of science, 

but none can avoid the devastating impact of raging fires and crippling drought and more powerful 

storms.   

The path towards sustainable energy sources will be long and sometimes difficult.  But America cannot 

resist this transition, we must lead it.  We cannot cede to other nations the technology that will power 
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new jobs and new industries, we must claim its promise.  That’s how we will maintain our economic 

vitality and our national treasure -- our forests and waterways, our crop lands and snow-capped peaks.  

That is how we will preserve our planet, commanded to our care by God.  That’s what will lend meaning 

to the creed our fathers once declared. 

We, the people, still believe that enduring security and lasting peace do not require perpetual war.  Our 

brave men and women in uniform, tempered by the flames of battle, are unmatched in skill and 

courage.  Our citizens, seared by the memory of those we have lost, know too well the price that is paid 

for liberty.  The knowledge of their sacrifice will keep us forever vigilant against those who would do us 

harm. But we are also heirs to those who won the peace and not just the war; who turned sworn 

enemies into the surest of friends -- and we must carry those lessons into this time as well. 

We will defend our people and uphold our values through strength of arms and rule of law.  We will 

show the courage to try and resolve our differences with other nations peacefully –- not because we are 

naïve about the dangers we face, but because engagement can more durably lift suspicion and fear. 

America will remain the anchor of strong alliances in every corner of the globe.  And we will renew those 

institutions that extend our capacity to manage crisis abroad, for no one has a greater stake in a 

peaceful world than its most powerful nation.  We will support democracy from Asia to Africa, from the 

Americas to the Middle East, because our interests and our conscience compel us to act on behalf of 

those who long for freedom.  And we must be a source of hope to the poor, the sick, the marginalized, 

the victims of prejudice –- not out of mere charity, but because peace in our time requires the constant 

advance of those principles that our common creed describes:  tolerance and opportunity, human 

dignity and justice.   

We, the people, declare today that the most evident of truths –- that all of us are created equal –- is the 

star that guides us still; just as it guided our forebears through Seneca Falls, and Selma, and Stonewall; 

just as it guided all those men and women, sung and unsung, who left footprints along this great Mall, to 

hear a preacher say that we cannot walk alone; to hear a King proclaim that our individual freedom is 

inextricably bound to the freedom of every soul on Earth.  

It is now our generation’s task to carry on what those pioneers began.  For our journey is not complete 

until our wives, our mothers and daughters can earn a living equal to their efforts.  Our journey is not 

complete until our gay brothers and sisters are treated like anyone else under the law, for if we are truly 

created equal, then surely the love we commit to one another must be equal as well.  Our journey is not 

complete until no citizen is forced to wait for hours to exercise the right to vote.  Our journey is not 

complete until we find a better way to welcome the striving, hopeful immigrants who still see America 

as a land of opportunity, until bright young students and engineers are enlisted in our workforce rather 

than expelled from our country.  Our journey is not complete until all our children, from the streets of 

Detroit to the hills of Appalachia, to the quiet lanes of Newtown, know that they are cared for and 

cherished and always safe from harm.   

That is our generation’s task -- to make these words, these rights, these values of life and liberty and the 

pursuit of happiness real for every American.  Being true to our founding documents does not require us 

to agree on every contour of life. It does not mean we all define liberty in exactly the same way or follow 
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the same precise path to happiness.  Progress does not compel us to settle centuries-long debates about 

the role of government for all time, but it does require us to act in our time.  

For now decisions are upon us and we cannot afford delay.  We cannot mistake absolutism for principle, 

or substitute spectacle for politics, or treat name-calling as reasoned debate.  We must act, knowing 

that our work will be imperfect.  We must act, knowing that today’s victories will be only partial and that 

it will be up to those who stand here in four years and 40 years and 400 years hence to advance the 

timeless spirit once conferred to us in a spare Philadelphia hall.  

My fellow Americans, the oath I have sworn before you today, like the one recited by others who serve 

in this Capitol, was an oath to God and country, not party or faction.  And we must faithfully execute 

that pledge during the duration of our service.  But the words I spoke today are not so different from the 

oath that is taken each time a soldier signs up for duty or an immigrant realizes her dream.  My oath is 

not so different from the pledge we all make to the flag that waves above and that fills our hearts with 

pride.   

They are the words of citizens and they represent our greatest hope.  You and I, as citizens, have the 

power to set this country’s course.  You and I, as citizens, have the obligation to shape the debates of 

our time -- not only with the votes we cast, but with the voices we lift in defense of our most ancient 

values and enduring ideals.   

Let us, each of us, now embrace with solemn duty and awesome joy what is our lasting birthright.  With 

common effort and common purpose, with passion and dedication, let us answer the call of history and 

carry into an uncertain future that precious light of freedom.   

Thank you.  God bless you, and may He forever bless these United States of America. 
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