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About this Lesson 
This lesson introduces the history of the Presidential Inaugural Address, and ultimately provides 
a framework for student to write a “six word inaugural.” The lesson opens with an introduction to 
the power of just six words, and then asks student to read past inaugural addresses to examine 
how the new president uses this unique oration. After brainstorming a list of major issues 
currently facing the nation, students put pen to paper and create a draft inaugural message for 
the new president. Using the peer review process, students choose the most powerful six words 
in their draft and join people from around the world by submitting them to the National 
Constitution Center via its website.  
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Background 
Article II Section 1 of the United States Constitution requires 
the newly elected President of the United States to take an 
“oath or affirmation” to “preserve, protect and defend the 
Constitution of the United States.” This is the only requirement 
but beginning with President George Washington, almost every 
president has given an inaugural address after taking the oath 
of office (five presidents did not give inaugural addresses). The 
address has been used by presidents to lay out a vision for the 
country and to provide a moment to unify the country after an 
election season.  
 
On January 20, 2009, the forty-fourth President of the United 
States will take the oath of office and will give an inaugural 
address. To celebrate this momentous act and to encourage all 
people to consider what the future of our country will be, the 
National Constitution Center and Smith Magazine have 
partnered to create a new online program, “Address America.” 
This interactive website allows visitors to suggest the six words 
they would like to hear the new president say at his 
inauguration. The “Six Word Inaugural” is an opportunity to 
distill many complex ideas into a simple, short phrase. 
Ultimately, the Center will share a sample of the suggestions 
submitted to the new president-elect before the inauguration.  

Objectives 
Students will: 
- Understand the power of just six words. 
- Examine historic presidential inaugurations. 
- Write an original inaugural message for the new president. 
- Submit six words from their message to the National 
Constitution Center 

Standards  
 
This lesson fulfills the following national social studies 
standards, as outlined by the National Council for the Social 
Studies 
 
II.  Time, Continuity, and Change 
VI.  Power, Authority, and Governance 
X.  Civic Ideal and Practices 
 

Grade Level(s) 
6-12 

 
Classroom Time 
1 – forty-five to fifty minute class 
period 
 

Handouts 
Complete text of the inaugural 
speeches of: 
- George Washington 
- Abraham Lincoln 
- Woodrow Wilson 
- John F. Kennedy 
- Ronald Reagan  
 

Constitution Connections 
Articles  
II Section 1 
 
Amendments 
N/A 
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Activity 
 

1. Before students enter the classroom have the following quotes posted in the front of the 
room: 

• Malice toward none, charity for all - Abraham Lincoln, 1865 
• Nothing to fear but fear itself -Franklin Roosevelt, 1933 
• Like a thousand points of light. -George H.W. Bush, 1989 

 
2. Ask students: What do all these presidential quotes have in common? 

• They are all 6 words in length 
• They are famous 
• They are all made by presidents of the United States 
 

3. Introduce Activity: 
• On January 20, 2009, Barack Obama will take the oath of office as the 44th 

President of the United States. The oath is required by the Constitution of the 
United States in Article II, Section 1.  

• After Barack Obama’s official oath is administered by a Supreme Court Justice, 
he will deliver an inaugural address, a tradition established by the first president, 
George Washington. 

• In this activity you will examine historic inaugural addresses and then write a 
draft suggestion for the new president.   

• The National Constitution Center has created a website to submit the six words 
from your draft that you would most like to hear from the new president in his 
speech.  
 

4. Divide students into five groups, provide each group with a copy of one of the inaugural  
speeches included: 

• George Washington 
• Abraham Lincoln 
• Woodrow Wilson 
• John F. Kennedy 
• Ronald Reagan 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Option: 
You may wish to have each student read an inaugural address.  You can download the 
complete text of every inaugural address on the web at: 
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_menus/inaug.asp  
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5. Ask each group to read the speech and answer the following questions: 

• What issues are addressed?  
• What is the message to Americans? 
•  Is the appeal to reason or emotion?  
• Ask students to identify a six-word phrase in each example that is memorable 

and discuss why. 
 

6. Ask a member of each group to write the most memorable six words in their assigned 
address on the board or a large sheet of paper in the front of the classroom.   
 

7. Working in their groups, ask students to brainstorm a list of the top issues facing the new 
president. Again ask a student representative from each group to write the group’s 
findings on the board or large sheet of paper in the front of the classroom. 

 
8. Ask students to return to their individual seats and take a few minutes to review the 

findings in the front of the classroom.  
 

9. Distribute a copy of the Address America student handout to each student. 
 

10. Provide students with five-ten minutes to complete Part I, and then instruct students to 
find a partner to complete the peer review.  
 

11. To complete Part II students will need access to the internet, you may use the following 
options: 
 

• Students complete the final steps as a homework assignment and turn in a print 
out of their Six Word Inaugural on the site for assessment. 

• Using an LCD projector, each student comes to the front of the classroom and 
shares their Six Word Inaugural, and enters it into the site. 

• Students can work in groups at computer workstations, sharing their Six Word 
Inaugural as each takes a turn entering it into the site. 

 



 

 

www.constitutioncenter.org/addressamerica 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Student Instructions- Part I: 
In the space provided, answer the prompt above, but do not limit yourself to six words. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Peer Reviewer Instructions: 
Read the draft in the box above. Select the most memorable phrases and circle or highlight 
them and return them to the student writer.  
 

Student Instructions- Part II 
 
Examine highlighted text above. On a separate sheet of paper, rewrite the phrases and make 
adjustments that you feel are necessary in word choice to limit the selection to six words. 
Reread your statements and make sure they answer the prompt at the top of this handout. Visit 
the Address America website, link at the bottom of this page, and enter your “Six Word 
Inaugural”.

The National Constitution Center and SMITH Magazine ask you to 
help President-elect Obama inspire America. 
 
In six words, give him guidance. 
Offer ideas for his inaugural address. 
Six memorable words for January 20th. 

____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
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First Inaugural Address of George Washington 

THURSDAY, APRIL 30, 1789 

Fellow-Citizens of the Senate and of the House of Representatives:  

Among the vicissitudes incident to life no event could have filled me with greater anxieties than that of 
which the notification was transmitted by your order, and received on the 14th day of the present month. 
On the one hand, I was summoned by my Country, whose voice I can never hear but with veneration and 
love, from a retreat which I had chosen with the fondest predilection, and, in my flattering hopes, with an 
immutable decision, as the asylum of my declining years--a retreat which was rendered every day more 
necessary as well as more dear to me by the addition of habit to inclination, and of frequent interruptions 
in my health to the gradual waste committed on it by time. On the other hand, the magnitude and difficulty 
of the trust to which the voice of my country called me, being sufficient to awaken in the wisest and most 
experienced of her citizens a distrustful scrutiny into his qualifications, could not but overwhelm with 
despondence one who (inheriting inferior endowments from nature and unpracticed in the duties of civil 
administration) ought to be peculiarly conscious of his own deficiencies. In this conflict of emotions all I 
dare aver is that it has been my faithful study to collect my duty from a just appreciation of every 
circumstance by which it might be affected. All I dare hope is that if, in executing this task, I have been 
too much swayed by a grateful remembrance of former instances, or by an affectionate sensibility to this 
transcendent proof of the confidence of my fellow-citizens, and have thence too little consulted my 
incapacity as well as disinclination for the weighty and untried cares before me, my error will be palliated 
by the motives which mislead me, and its consequences be judged by my country with some share of the 
partiality in which they originated.  

Such being the impressions under which I have, in obedience to the public summons, repaired to the 
present station, it would be peculiarly improper to omit in this first official act my fervent supplications to 
that Almighty Being who rules over the universe, who presides in the councils of nations, and whose 
providential aids can supply every human defect, that His benediction may consecrate to the liberties and 
happiness of the people of the United States a Government instituted by themselves for these essential 
purposes, and may enable every instrument employed in its administration to execute with success the 
functions allotted to his charge. In tendering this homage to the Great Author of every public and private 
good, I assure myself that it expresses your sentiments not less than my own, nor those of my fellow- 
citizens at large less than either. No people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the Invisible Hand 
which conducts the affairs of men more than those of the United States. Every step by which they have 
advanced to the character of an independent nation seems to have been distinguished by some token of 
providential agency; and in the important revolution just accomplished in the system of their united 
government the tranquil deliberations and voluntary consent of so many distinct communities from which 
the event has resulted can not be compared with the means by which most governments have been 
established without some return of pious gratitude, along with an humble anticipation of the future 
blessings which the past seem to presage. These reflections, arising out of the present crisis, have forced 
themselves too strongly on my mind to be suppressed. You will join with me, I trust, in thinking that there 
are none under the influence of which the proceedings of a new and free government can more 
auspiciously commence.  

By the article establishing the executive department it is made the duty of the President "to recommend to 
your consideration such measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient." The circumstances under 
which I now meet you will acquit me from entering into that subject further than to refer to the great 
constitutional charter under which you are assembled, and which, in defining your powers, designates the 
objects to which your attention is to be given. It will be more consistent with those circumstances, and far 
more congenial with the feelings which actuate me, to substitute, in place of a recommendation of 
particular measures, the tribute that is due to the talents, the rectitude, and the patriotism which adorn the 
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characters selected to devise and adopt them. In these honorable qualifications I behold the surest 
pledges that as on one side no local prejudices or attachments, no separate views nor party animosities, 
will misdirect the comprehensive and equal eye which ought to watch over this great assemblage of 
communities and interests, so, on another, that the foundation of our national policy will be laid in the pure 
and immutable principles of private morality, and the preeminence of free government be exemplified by 
all the attributes which can win the affections of its citizens and command the respect of the world. I dwell 
on this prospect with every satisfaction which an ardent love for my country can inspire, since there is no 
truth more thoroughly established than that there exists in the economy and course of nature an 
indissoluble union between virtue and happiness; between duty and advantage; between the genuine 
maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy and the solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity; 
since we ought to be no less persuaded that the propitious smiles of Heaven can never be expected on a 
nation that disregards the eternal rules of order and right which Heaven itself has ordained; and since the 
preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the republican model of government are justly 
considered, perhaps, as deeply, as finally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the 
American people.  

Besides the ordinary objects submitted to your care, it will remain with your judgment to decide how far an 
exercise of the occasional power delegated by the fifth article of the Constitution is rendered expedient at 
the present juncture by the nature of objections which have been urged against the system, or by the 
degree of inquietude which has given birth to them. Instead of undertaking particular recommendations 
on this subject, in which I could be guided by no lights derived from official opportunities, I shall again give 
way to my entire confidence in your discernment and pursuit of the public good; for I assure myself that 
whilst you carefully avoid every alteration which might endanger the benefits of an united and effective 
government, or which ought to await the future lessons of experience, a reverence for the characteristic 
rights of freemen and a regard for the public harmony will sufficiently influence your deliberations on the 
question how far the former can be impregnably fortified or the latter be safely and advantageously 
promoted.  

To the foregoing observations I have one to add, which will be most properly addressed to the House of 
Representatives. It concerns myself, and will therefore be as brief as possible. When I was first honored 
with a call into the service of my country, then on the eve of an arduous struggle for its liberties, the light 
in which I contemplated my duty required that I should renounce every pecuniary compensation. From 
this resolution I have in no instance departed; and being still under the impressions which produced it, I 
must decline as inapplicable to myself any share in the personal emoluments which may be indispensably 
included in a permanent provision for the executive department, and must accordingly pray that the 
pecuniary estimates for the station in which I am placed may during my continuance in it be limited to 
such actual expenditures as the public good may be thought to require.  

Having thus imparted to you my sentiments as they have been awakened by the occasion which brings 
us together, I shall take my present leave; but not without resorting once more to the benign Parent of the 
Human Race in humble supplication that, since He has been pleased to favor the American people with 
opportunities for deliberating in perfect tranquility, and dispositions for deciding with unparalleled 
unanimity on a form of government for the security of their union and the advancement of their happiness, 
so His divine blessing may be equally conspicuous in the enlarged views, the temperate consultations, 
and the wise measures on which the success of this Government must depend.  
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First Inaugural Address of Abraham Lincoln  
 

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 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 
Ishall 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 
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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 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.  
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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 
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 
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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, 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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Inaugural Address of John F. Kennedy 
 

FRIDAY, JANUARY 20, 1961 
 

Vice President Johnson, Mr. Speaker, Mr. Chief Justice, President Eisenhower, Vice President 
Nixon, President Truman, reverend clergy, fellow citizens, we observe today not a victory of party, but a 
celebration of freedom--symbolizing an end, as well as a beginning--signifying renewal, as well as 
change. For I have sworn before you and Almighty God the same solemn oath our forebears prescribed 
nearly a century and three quarters ago.  

The world is very different now. For man holds in his mortal hands the power to abolish all forms 
of human poverty and all forms of human life. And yet the same revolutionary beliefs for which our 
forebears fought are still at issue around the globe--the belief that the rights of man come not from the 
generosity of the state, but from the hand of God.  
We dare not forget today that we are the heirs of that first revolution. Let the word go forth from this time 
and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans--born 
in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage--
and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which this Nation has always 
been committed, and to which we are committed today at home and around the world.  

Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any 
burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the 
success of liberty.  

This much we pledge--and more.  
To those old allies whose cultural and spiritual origins we share, we pledge the loyalty of faithful 

friends. United, there is little we cannot do in a host of cooperative ventures. Divided, there is little we can 
do--for we dare not meet a powerful challenge at odds and split asunder.  

To those new States whom we welcome to the ranks of the free, we pledge our word that one 
form of colonial control shall not have passed away merely to be replaced by a far more iron tyranny. We 
shall not always expect to find them supporting our view. But we shall always hope to find them strongly 
supporting their own freedom--and to remember that, in the past, those who foolishly sought power by 
riding the back of the tiger ended up inside.  

To those peoples in the huts and villages across the globe struggling to break the bonds of mass 
misery, we pledge our best efforts to help them help themselves, for whatever period is required--not 
because the Communists may be doing it, not because we seek their votes, but because it is right. If a 
free society cannot help the many who are poor, it cannot save the few who are rich.  

To our sister republics south of our border, we offer a special pledge--to convert our good words 
into good deeds--in a new alliance for progress--to assist free men and free governments in casting off 
the chains of poverty. But this peaceful revolution of hope cannot become the prey of hostile powers. Let 
all our neighbors know that we shall join with them to oppose aggression or subversion anywhere in the 
Americas. And let every other power know that this Hemisphere intends to remain the master of its own 
house.  
To that world assembly of sovereign states, the United Nations, our last best hope in an age where the 
instruments of war have far outpaced the instruments of peace, we renew our pledge of support--to 
prevent it from becoming merely a forum for invective--to strengthen its shield of the new and the weak--
and to enlarge the area in which its writ may run.  
Finally, to those nations who would make themselves our adversary, we offer not a pledge but a request: 
that both sides begin anew the quest for peace, before the dark powers of destruction unleashed by 
science engulf all humanity in planned or accidental self-destruction.  
We dare not tempt them with weakness. For only when our arms are sufficient beyond doubt can we be 
certain beyond doubt that they will never be employed.  
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But neither can two great and powerful groups of nations take comfort from our present course--
both sides overburdened by the cost of modern weapons, both rightly alarmed by the steady spread of 
the deadly atom, yet both racing to alter that uncertain balance of terror that stays the hand of mankind's 
final war.  

So let us begin anew--remembering on both sides that civility is not a sign of weakness, and 
sincerity is always subject to proof. Let us never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate.  

Let both sides explore what problems unite us instead of belaboring those problems which divide 
us.  

Let both sides, for the first time, formulate serious and precise proposals for the inspection and 
control of arms--and bring the absolute power to destroy other nations under the absolute control of all 
nations.  
Let both sides seek to invoke the wonders of science instead of its terrors. Together let us explore the 
stars, conquer the deserts, eradicate disease, tap the ocean depths, and encourage the arts and 
commerce.  

Let both sides unite to heed in all corners of the earth the command of Isaiah--to "undo the heavy 
burdens ... and to let the oppressed go free."  
And if a beachhead of cooperation may push back the jungle of suspicion, let both sides join in creating a 
new endeavor, not a new balance of power, but a new world of law, where the strong are just and the 
weak secure and the peace preserved.  

All this will not be finished in the first 100 days. Nor will it be finished in the first 1,000 days, nor in 
the life of this Administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But let us begin.  

In your hands, my fellow citizens, more than in mine, will rest the final success or failure of our 
course. Since this country was founded, each generation of Americans has been summoned to give 
testimony to its national loyalty. The graves of young Americans who answered the call to service 
surround the globe.  
Now the trumpet summons us again--not as a call to bear arms, though arms we need; not as a call to 
battle, though embattled we are--but a call to bear the burden of a long twilight struggle, year in and year 
out, "rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation"--a struggle against the common enemies of man: tyranny, 
poverty, disease, and war itself.  

Can we forge against these enemies a grand and global alliance, North and South, East and 
West, that can assure a more fruitful life for all mankind? Will you join in that historic effort?  
In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of defending freedom 
in its hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibility--I welcome it. I do not believe that 
any of us would exchange places with any other people or any other generation. The energy, the faith, 
the devotion which we bring to this endeavor will light our country and all who serve it--and the glow from 
that fire can truly light the world.  
And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you--ask what you can do for your 
country.  

My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can do 
for the freedom of man.  

Finally, whether you are citizens of America or citizens of the world, ask of us the same high 
standards of strength and sacrifice which we ask of you. With a good conscience our only sure reward, 
with history the final judge of our deeds, let us go forth to lead the land we love, asking His blessing and 
His help, but knowing that here on earth God's work must truly be our own.  
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First Inaugural Address of Woodrow Wilson 

TUESDAY, MARCH 4, 1913 
There has been a change of government. It began two years ago, when the House of 

Representatives became Democratic by a decisive majority. It has now been completed. The Senate 
about to assemble will also be Democratic. The offices of President and Vice-President have been put 
into the hands of Democrats. What does the change mean? That is the question that is uppermost in our 
minds to-day. That is the question I am going to try to answer, in order, if I may, to interpret the occasion.  

It means much more than the mere success of a party. The success of a party means little except 
when the Nation is using that party for a large and definite purpose. No one can mistake the purpose for 
which the Nation now seeks to use the Democratic Party. It seeks to use it to interpret a change in its own 
plans and point of view. Some old things with which we had grown familiar, and which had begun to creep 
into the very habit of our thought and of our lives, have altered their aspect as we have latterly looked 
critically upon them, with fresh, awakened eyes; have dropped their disguises and shown themselves 
alien and sinister. Some new things, as we look frankly upon them, willing to comprehend their real 
character, have come to assume the aspect of things long believed in and familiar, stuff of our own 
convictions. We have been refreshed by a new insight into our own life.  

We see that in many things that life is very great. It is incomparably great in its material aspects, 
in its body of wealth, in the diversity and sweep of its energy, in the industries which have been conceived 
and built up by the genius of individual men and the limitless enterprise of groups of men. It is great, also, 
very great, in its moral force. Nowhere else in the world have noble men and women exhibited in more 
striking forms the beauty and the energy of sympathy and helpfulness and counsel in their efforts to 
rectify wrong, alleviate suffering, and set the weak in the way of strength and hope. We have built up, 
moreover, a great system of government, which has stood through a long age as in many respects a 
model for those who seek to set liberty upon foundations that will endure against fortuitous change, 
against storm and accident. Our life contains every great thing, and contains it in rich abundance.  

But the evil has come with the good, and much fine gold has been corroded. With riches has 
come inexcusable waste. We have squandered a great part of what we might have used, and have not 
stopped to conserve the exceeding bounty of nature, without which our genius for enterprise would have 
been worthless and impotent, scorning to be careful, shamefully prodigal as well as admirably efficient. 
We have been proud of our industrial achievements, but we have not hitherto stopped thoughtfully 
enough to count the human cost, the cost of lives snuffed out, of energies overtaxed and broken, the 
fearful physical and spiritual cost to the men and women and children upon whom the dead weight and 
burden of it all has fallen pitilessly the years through. The groans and agony of it all had not yet reached 
our ears, the solemn, moving undertone of our life, coming up out of the mines and factories, and out of 
every home where the struggle had its intimate and familiar seat. With the great Government went many 
deep secret things which we too long delayed to look into and scrutinize with candid, fearless eyes. The 
great Government we loved has too often been made use of for private and selfish purposes, and those 
who used it had forgotten the people.  

At last a vision has been vouchsafed us of our life as a whole. We see the bad with the good, the 
debased and decadent with the sound and vital. With this vision we approach new affairs. Our duty is to 
cleanse, to reconsider, to restore, to correct the evil without impairing the good, to purify and humanize 
every process of our common life without weakening or sentimentalizing it. There has been something 
crude and heartless and unfeeling in our haste to succeed and be great. Our thought has been "Let every 
man look out for himself, let every generation look out for itself," while we reared giant machinery which 
made it impossible that any but those who stood at the levers of control should have a chance to look out 
for themselves. We had not forgotten our morals. We remembered well enough that we had set up a 
policy which was meant to serve the humblest as well as the most powerful, with an eye single to the 
standards of justice and fair play, and remembered it with pride. But we were very heedless and in a hurry 
to be great.  

We have come now to the sober second thought. The scales of heedlessness have fallen from 
our eyes. We have made up our minds to square every process of our national life again with the 
standards we so proudly set up at the beginning and have always carried at our hearts. Our work is a 
work of restoration.  
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We have itemized with some degree of particularity the things that ought to be altered and here 
are some of the chief items: A tariff which cuts us off from our proper part in the commerce of the world, 
violates the just principles of taxation, and makes the Government a facile instrument in the hand of 
private interests; a banking and currency system based upon the necessity of the Government to sell its 
bonds fifty years ago and perfectly adapted to concentrating cash and restricting credits; an industrial 
system which, take it on all its sides, financial as well as administrative, holds capital in leading strings, 
restricts the liberties and limits the opportunities of labor, and exploits without renewing or conserving the 
natural resources of the country; a body of agricultural activities never yet given the efficiency of great 
business undertakings or served as it should be through the instrumentality of science taken directly to 
the farm, or afforded the facilities of credit best suited to its practical needs; watercourses undeveloped, 
waste places unreclaimed, forests untended, fast disappearing without plan or prospect of renewal, 
unregarded waste heaps at every mine. We have studied as perhaps no other nation has the most 
effective means of production, but we have not studied cost or economy as we should either as 
organizers of industry, as statesmen, or as individuals.  

Nor have we studied and perfected the means by which government may be put at the service of 
humanity, in safeguarding the health of the Nation, the health of its men and its women and its children, 
as well as their rights in the struggle for existence. This is no sentimental duty. The firm basis of 
government is justice, not pity. These are matters of justice. There can be no equality or opportunity, the 
first essential of justice in the body politic, if men and women and children be not shielded in their lives, 
their very vitality, from the consequences of great industrial and social processes which they can not alter, 
control, or singly cope with. Society must see to it that it does not itself crush or weaken or damage its 
own constituent parts. The first duty of law is to keep sound the society it serves. Sanitary laws, pure food 
laws, and laws determining conditions of labor which individuals are powerless to determine for 
themselves are intimate parts of the very business of justice and legal efficiency.  

These are some of the things we ought to do, and not leave the others undone, the old-fashioned, 
never-to-be-neglected, fundamental safeguarding of property and of individual right. This is the high 
enterprise of the new day: To lift everything that concerns our life as a Nation to the light that shines from 
the hearthfire of every man's conscience and vision of the right. It is inconceivable that we should do this 
as partisans; it is inconceivable we should do it in ignorance of the facts as they are or in blind haste. We 
shall restore, not destroy. We shall deal with our economic system as it is and as it may be modified, not 
as it might be if we had a clean sheet of paper to write upon; and step by step we shall make it what it 
should be, in the spirit of those who question their own wisdom and seek counsel and knowledge, not 
shallow self-satisfaction or the excitement of excursions whither they can not tell. Justice, and only 
justice, shall always be our motto.  

And yet it will be no cool process of mere science. The Nation has been deeply stirred, stirred by 
a solemn passion, stirred by the knowledge of wrong, of ideals lost, of government too often debauched 
and made an instrument of evil. The feelings with which we face this new age of right and opportunity 
sweep across our heartstrings like some air out of God's own presence, where justice and mercy are 
reconciled and the judge and the brother are one. We know our task to be no mere task of politics but a 
task which shall search us through and through, whether we be able to understand our time and the need 
of our people, whether we be indeed their spokesmen and interpreters, whether we have the pure heart 
to comprehend and the rectified will to choose our high course of action.  

This is not a day of triumph; it is a day of dedication. Here muster, not the forces of party, but the 
forces of humanity. Men's hearts wait upon us; men's lives hang in the balance; men's hopes call upon us 
to say what we will do. Who shall live up to the great trust? Who dares fail to try? I summon all honest 
men, all patriotic, all forward-looking men, to my side. God helping me, I will not fail them, if they will but 
counsel and sustain me!  
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First Inaugural Address of Ronald Reagan 
 

TUESDAY, JANUARY 20, 1981 

Senator Hatfield, Mr. Chief Justice, Mr. President, Vice President Bush, Vice President Mondale, Senator 
Baker, Speaker O'Neill, Reverend Moomaw, and my fellow citizens: To a few of us here today, this is a 
solemn and most momentous occasion; and yet, in the history of our Nation, it is a commonplace 
occurrence. The orderly transfer of authority as called for in the Constitution routinely takes place as it 
has for almost two centuries and few of us stop to think how unique we really are. In the eyes of many in 
the world, this every-4-year ceremony we accept as normal is nothing less than a miracle.  

Mr. President, I want our fellow citizens to know how much you did to carry on this tradition. By your 
gracious cooperation in the transition process, you have shown a watching world that we are a united 
people pledged to maintaining a political system which guarantees individual liberty to a greater degree 
than any other, and I thank you and your people for all your help in maintaining the continuity which is the 
bulwark of our Republic.  

The business of our nation goes forward. These United States are confronted with an economic affliction 
of great proportions. We suffer from the longest and one of the worst sustained inflations in our national 
history. It distorts our economic decisions, penalizes thrift, and crushes the struggling young and the 
fixed- income elderly alike. It threatens to shatter the lives of millions of our people.  

Idle industries have cast workers into unemployment, causing human misery and personal indignity. 
Those who do work are denied a fair return for their labor by a tax system which penalizes successful 
achievement and keeps us from maintaining full productivity.  

But great as our tax burden is, it has not kept pace with public spending. For decades, we have piled 
deficit upon deficit, mortgaging our future and our children's future for the temporary convenience of the 
present. To continue this long trend is to guarantee tremendous social, cultural, political, and economic 
upheavals.  

You and I, as individuals, can, by borrowing, live beyond our means, but for only a limited period of time. 
Why, then, should we think that collectively, as a nation, we are not bound by that same limitation?  

We must act today in order to preserve tomorrow. And let there be no misunderstanding--we are going to 
begin to act, beginning today.  

The economic ills we suffer have come upon us over several decades. They will not go away in days, 
weeks, or months, but they will go away. They will go away because we, as Americans, have the capacity 
now, as we have had in the past, to do whatever needs to be done to preserve this last and greatest 
bastion of freedom.  

In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem.  

From time to time, we have been tempted to believe that society has become too complex to be managed 
by self-rule, that government by an elite group is superior to government for, by, and of the people. But if 
no one among us is capable of governing himself, then who among us has the capacity to govern 
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someone else? All of us together, in and out of government, must bear the burden. The solutions we seek 
must be equitable, with no one group singled out to pay a higher price.  

We hear much of special interest groups. Our concern must be for a special interest group that has been 
too long neglected. It knows no sectional boundaries or ethnic and racial divisions, and it crosses political 
party lines. It is made up of men and women who raise our food, patrol our streets, man our mines and 
our factories, teach our children, keep our homes, and heal us when we are sick--professionals, 
industrialists, shopkeepers, clerks, cabbies, and truck drivers. They are, in short, "We the people," this 
breed called Americans.  

Well, this administration's objective will be a healthy, vigorous, growing economy that provides equal 
opportunity for all Americans, with no barriers born of bigotry or discrimination. Putting America back to 
work means putting all Americans back to work. Ending inflation means freeing all Americans from the 
terror of runaway living costs. All must share in the productive work of this "new beginning" and all must 
share in the bounty of a revived economy. With the idealism and fair play which are the core of our 
system and our strength, we can have a strong and prosperous America at peace with itself and the 
world.  

So, as we begin, let us take inventory. We are a nation that has a government--not the other way around. 
And this makes us special among the nations of the Earth. Our Government has no power except that 
granted it by the people. It is time to check and reverse the growth of government which shows signs of 
having grown beyond the consent of the governed.  

It is my intention to curb the size and influence of the Federal establishment and to demand recognition of 
the distinction between the powers granted to the Federal Government and those reserved to the States 
or to the people. All of us need to be reminded that the Federal Government did not create the States; the 
States created the Federal Government.  

Now, so there will be no misunderstanding, it is not my intention to do away with government. It is, rather, 
to make it work-work with us, not over us; to stand by our side, not ride on our back. Government can and 
must provide opportunity, not smother it; foster productivity, not stifle it.  

If we look to the answer as to why, for so many years, we achieved so much, prospered as no other 
people on Earth, it was because here, in this land, we unleashed the energy and individual genius of man 
to a greater extent than has ever been done before. Freedom and the dignity of the individual have been 
more available and assured here than in any other place on Earth. The price for this freedom at times has 
been high, but we have never been unwilling to pay that price.  

It is no coincidence that our present troubles parallel and are proportionate to the intervention and 
intrusion in our lives that result from unnecessary and excessive growth of government. It is time for us to 
realize that we are too great a nation to limit ourselves to small dreams. We are not, as some would have 
us believe, loomed to an inevitable decline. I do not believe in a fate that will all on us no matter what we 
do. I do believe in a fate that will fall on us if we do nothing. So, with all the creative energy at our 
command, let us begin an era of national renewal. Let us renew our determination, our courage, and our 
strength. And let us renew; our faith and our hope.  

We have every right to dream heroic dreams. Those who say that we are in a time when there are no 
heroes just don't know where to look. You can see heroes every day going in and out of factory gates. 
Others, a handful in number, produce enough food to feed all of us and then the world beyond. You meet 
heroes across a counter--and they are on both sides of that counter. There are entrepreneurs with faith in 
themselves and faith in an idea who create new jobs, new wealth and opportunity. They are individuals 
and families whose taxes support the Government and whose voluntary gifts support church, charity, 
culture, art, and education. Their patriotism is quiet but deep. Their values sustain our national life.  
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I have used the words "they" and "their" in speaking of these heroes. I could say "you" and "your" 
because I am addressing the heroes of whom I speak--you, the citizens of this blessed land. Your 
dreams, your hopes, your goals are going to be the dreams, the hopes, and the goals of this 
administration, so help me God.  

We shall reflect the compassion that is so much a part of your makeup. How can we love our country and 
not love our countrymen, and loving them, reach out a hand when they fall, heal them when they are sick, 
and provide opportunities to make them self- sufficient so they will be equal in fact and not just in theory?  

Can we solve the problems confronting us? Well, the answer is an unequivocal and emphatic "yes." To 
paraphrase Winston Churchill, I did not take the oath I have just taken with the intention of presiding over 
the dissolution of the world's strongest economy.  

In the days ahead I will propose removing the roadblocks that have slowed our economy and reduced 
productivity. Steps will be taken aimed at restoring the balance between the various levels of government. 
Progress may be slow--measured in inches and feet, not miles--but we will progress. Is it time to 
reawaken this industrial giant, to get government back within its means, and to lighten our punitive tax 
burden. And these will be our first priorities, and on these principles, there will be no compromise.  

On the eve of our struggle for independence a man who might have been one of the greatest among the 
Founding Fathers, Dr. Joseph Warren, President of the Massachusetts Congress, said to his fellow 
Americans, "Our country is in danger, but not to be despaired of.... On you depend the fortunes of 
America. You are to decide the important questions upon which rests the happiness and the liberty of 
millions yet unborn. Act worthy of yourselves."  

Well, I believe we, the Americans of today, are ready to act worthy of ourselves, ready to do what must be 
done to ensure happiness and liberty for ourselves, our children and our children's children.  

And as we renew ourselves here in our own land, we will be seen as having greater strength throughout 
the world. We will again be the exemplar of freedom and a beacon of hope for those who do not now 
have freedom.  

To those neighbors and allies who share our freedom, we will strengthen our historic ties and assure 
them of our support and firm commitment. We will match loyalty with loyalty. We will strive for mutually 
beneficial relations. We will not use our friendship to impose on their sovereignty, for or own sovereignty 
is not for sale.  

As for the enemies of freedom, those who are potential adversaries, they will be reminded that peace is 
the highest aspiration of the American people. We will negotiate for it, sacrifice for it; we will not surrender 
for it--now or ever.  

Our forbearance should never be misunderstood. Our reluctance for conflict should not be misjudged as a 
failure of will. When action is required to preserve our national security, we will act. We will maintain 
sufficient strength to prevail if need be, knowing that if we do so we have the best chance of never having 
to use that strength.  

Above all, we must realize that no arsenal, or no weapon in the arsenals of the world, is so formidable as 
the will and moral courage of free men and women. It is a weapon our adversaries in today's world do not 
have. It is a weapon that we as Americans do have. Let that be understood by those who practice 
terrorism and prey upon their neighbors.  
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I am told that tens of thousands of prayer meetings are being held on this day, and for that I am deeply 
grateful. We are a nation under God, and I believe God intended for us to be free. It would be fitting and 
good, I think, if on each Inauguration Day in future years it should be declared a day of prayer.  

This is the first time in history that this ceremony has been held, as you have been told, on this West 
Front of the Capitol. Standing here, one faces a magnificent vista, opening up on this city's special beauty 
and history. At the end of this open mall are those shrines to the giants on whose shoulders we stand.  

Directly in front of me, the monument to a monumental man: George Washington, Father of our country. 
A man of humility who came to greatness reluctantly. He led America out of revolutionary victory into 
infant nationhood. Off to one side, the stately memorial to Thomas Jefferson. The Declaration of 
Independence flames with his eloquence.  

And then beyond the Reflecting Pool the dignified columns of the Lincoln Memorial. Whoever would 
understand in his heart the meaning of America will find it in the life of Abraham Lincoln.  

Beyond those monuments to heroism is the Potomac River, and on the far shore the sloping hills of 
Arlington National Cemetery with its row on row of simple white markers bearing crosses or Stars of 
David. They add up to only a tiny fraction of the price that has been paid for our freedom.  

Each one of those markers is a monument to the kinds of hero I spoke of earlier. Their lives ended in 
places called Belleau Wood, The Argonne, Omaha Beach, Salerno and halfway around the world on 
Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Pork Chop Hill, the Chosin Reservoir, and in a hundred rice paddies and jungles of 
a place called Vietnam.  

Under one such marker lies a young man--Martin Treptow--who left his job in a small town barber shop in 
1917 to go to France with the famed Rainbow Division. There, on the western front, he was killed trying to 
carry a message between battalions under heavy artillery fire.  

We are told that on his body was found a diary. On the flyleaf under the heading, "My Pledge," he had 
written these words: "America must win this war. Therefore, I will work, I will save, I will sacrifice, I will 
endure, I will fight cheerfully and do my utmost, as if the issue of the whole struggle depended on me 
alone."  

The crisis we are facing today does not require of us the kind of sacrifice that Martin Treptow and so 
many thousands of others were called upon to make. It does require, however, our best effort, and our 
willingness to believe in ourselves and to believe in our capacity to perform great deeds; to believe that 
together, with God's help, we can and will resolve the problems which now confront us.  

And, after all, why shouldn't we believe that? We are Americans. God bless you, and thank you.  

 


