MESSAGE TO CONGRESS

IN SPECIAL SESSION
ABRAHAM LINCOLN

from The U.S. Constitution: A Reader, pp. 593-606

On April 12, 1861, a Confederate commander informed the Union forces stationed at Fort
Sumter, in the Charleston harbor, of his plans to arrack. The Civil War began an hour later.
President Abraham Lincoln immediately called for 75,000 volunteers. Four states from the up-
per South seceded over the following month. With Congress out of session, Lincoln led the military
effort without congressional approval for nearly three months. In this speech to Congress, which convened
on Independence Day, he depicts the Confederacy as a section of the Union in insurrection rather than a
foreign nation requiring a declaration of war.
JuLy 4, 1861
FELLOW-CITIZENS OF THE SENATE AND HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES:

Having been convened on an extraordinary occasion, as authorized by the Constitution, your at-
tention is not called to any ordinary subject of legislation.

At the beginning of the present Presidential term, four months ago, the functions of the Federal
Government were found to be generally suspended within the several States of South Carolina,
Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Florida....

Finding this condition of things, and believing it to be an imperative duty upon the incoming
Executive, to prevent, if possible, the consummation of such attempt to destroy the Federal Union,
a choice of means to that end became indispensable. This choice was made; and was declared in
the Inaugural address. The policy chosen looked to the exhaustion of all peaceful measures, before
a resort to any stronger ones. It sought only to hold the public places and property, not already
wrested from the Government, and to collect the revenue; relying for the rest, on time, discussion,
and the ballot-box. It promised a continuance of the mails, at government expense, to the very
people who were resisting the government; and it gave repeated pledges against any disturbance to
any of the people, or any of their rights. Of all that which a president might constitutionally, and
justifiably, do in such a case, everything was foreborne, without which, it was believed possible to
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keep the government on foot....

It is thus seen that the assault upon, and reduction of, Fort Sumter, was, in no sense, a matter of
self-defensce on the part of the assailants. They well knew that the garrison in the Fort could, by no
possibility, commit aggression upon them. They knew—they were expressly notified—that the giv-
ing of bread to the few brave and hungry men of the garrison, was all which would on that occasion
be attempted, unless themselves, by resisting so much, should provoke more. They knew that this
Government desired to keep the garrison in the Fort, not to assail them, but merely to maintain
visible possession, and thus to preserve the Union from actual, and immediate dissolution—trust-
ing, as herein-before stated, to time, discussion, and the ballot-box, for final adjustment; and they
assailed, and reduced the Fort, for precisely the reverse object—to drive out the visible authority of
the Federal Union, and thus force it to immediate dissolution.

..... Then, and thereby, the assailants of the Government, began the conflict of arms, without a gun
in sight, or in expectancy, to return their fire, save only the few in the Fort, sent to that harbor, years
before, for their own protection, and still ready to give that protection, in whatever was lawful.
In this act, discarding all else, they have forced upon the country, the distinct issue: “Immediate
dissolution, or blood.”

And this issue embraces more than the fate of these United States. It presents to the whole family of
man, the question, whether a constitutional republic, or a democracy—a government of the people,
by the same people—can, or cannot, maintain its territorial integrity, against its own domestic
foes. It presents the question, whether discontented individuals, too few in numbers to control
administration, according to organic law, in any case, can always, upon the pretences made in this
case, or on any other pretences, or arbitrarily, without any pretence, break up their Government,
and thus practically put an end to free government upon the earth. It forces us to ask: “Is there, in
all republics, this inherent, and fatal weakness?” “Must a government, of necessity, be too strong
for the liberties of its own people, or too weak to maintain its own existence?”

So viewing the issue, no choice was left but to call out the war power of the Government; and so
to resist force, employed for its destruction, by force, for its preservation....

[t might seem, at first thought, to be of little difference whether the present movement at the South
be called “secession” or “rebellion.” The movers, however, well understand the difference. At the
beginning, they knew they could never raise their treason to any respectable magnitude, by any
name which implies violation of law. They knew their people possessed as much of moral sense,
as much of devotion to law and order, and as much pride in, and reverence for, the history, and
government, of their common country, as any other civilized, and patriotic people. They knew they
could make no advancement directly in the teeth of these strong and noble sentiments. Accord-
ingly they commenced by an insidious debauching of the public mind. They invented an ingenious
sophism, which, if conceded, was followed by perfectly logical steps, through all the incidents,
to the complete destruction of the Union. The sophism itself is, that any state of the Union may,
consistently with the national Constitution, and therefore lawfully, and peacefully, withdraw from
the Union, without the consent of the Union, or of any other state. The little disguise that the
supposed right is to be exercised only for just cause, themselves to be the sole judge of its justice,
is too thin to merit any notice.
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With rebellion thus sugar-coated, they have been drugging the public mind of their section for
more than thirty years; and, until at length, they have brought many good men to a willingness
to take up arms against the government the day affer some assemblage of men have enacted the
farcical pretence of taking their State out of the Union, who could have been brought to no such

thing the day before....

What is now combatted, is the position that secession is consistent with the Constitution—is law-

ful, and peaceful....

Again, if one State may secede, so may another; and when all shall have seceded, none is left to
pay the debts. Is this quite just to creditors? Did we notify them of this sage view of ours, when
we borrowed their money? If we now recognize this doctrine, by allowing the seceders to go in
peace, it is difficult to see what we can do, if others choose to go, or to extort terms upon which
they will promise to remain.

The seceders insist that our Constitution admits of secession. They have assumed to make a National
Constitution of their own, in which, of necessity, they have either discarded, or retained, the right
of secession, as they insist, it exists in ours. If they have discarded it, they thereby admit that, on
principle, it ought not to be in ours. If they have retained, it by their own construction of ours
they show that to be consistent they must secede from one another, whenever they shall find it
the easiest way of settling their debts, or effecting any other selfish, or unjust object. The principle
itself is one of disintegration, and upon which no government can possibly endure.

If all the States, save one, should assert the power to drive that one out of the Union, it is presumed
the whole class of seceder politicians would at once deny the power, and denounce the act as the
greatest outrage upon State rights. But suppose that precisely the same act, instead of being called
“driving the one out,” should be called “the seceding of the others from that one,” it would be
exactly what the seceders claim to do; unless, indeed, they make the point, that the one, because
it is a minority, may rightfully do, what the others, because they are a majority, may not rightfully
do. These politicians are subtle, and profound, on the rights of minorities. They are not partial to
that power which made the Constitution, and speaks from the preamble, calling itself “We, the
People.” ...

This is essentially a People’s contest. On the side of the Union, it is a struggle for maintaining in
the world, that form, and substance of government, whose leading object is, to elevate the condi-
tion of men—to lift artificial weights from all shoulders—to clear the paths of laudable pursuit
for all—to afford all, an unfettered start, and a fair chance, in the race of life. Yielding to partial,
and temporary departures, from necessity, this is the leading object of the government for whose
existence we contend....

Our popular government has often been called an experiment. Two points in it, our people have
already settled—the successful eszablishing, and the successtul administering of it. One still re-
mains—its successful maintenance against a formidable internal attempt to overthrow it. It is now
for them to demonstrate to the world, that those who can fairly carry an election, can also suppress
a rebellion—that ballots are the rightful, and peaceful, successors of bullets; and that when ballots
have fairly, and constitutionally, decided, there can be no successful appeal, back to bullets; that
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there can be no successful appeal, except to ballots themselves, at succeeding elections. Such will
be a great lesson of peace; teaching men that what they cannot take by an election, neither can
they take it by a war—teaching all, the folly of being the beginners of a war.

Lest there be some uneasiness in the minds of candid men, as to what is to be the course of the
government, towards the Southern States, affer the rebellion shall have been suppressed, the Ex-
ecutive deems it proper to say, it will be his purpose then, as ever, to be guided by the Constitu-
tion, and the laws; and that he probably will have no different understanding of the powers, and
duties of the Federal government, relatively to the rights of the States, and the people, under the
Constitution, than that expressed in the inaugural address....

It was with the deepest regret that the Executive found the duty of employing the war-power, in
defense of the government, forced upon him. He could but perform this duty, or surrender the
existence of the government. No compromise, by public servants, could, in this case, be a cure;
not that compromises are not often proper, but that no popular government can long survive a
marked precedent, that those who carry an election, can only save the government from immediate
destruction, by giving up the main point, upon which the people gave the election. The people
themselves, and not their servants, can safely reverse their own deliberate decisions. As a private
citizen, the Executive could not have consented that these institutions shall perish; much less could
he, in betrayal of so vast, and so sacred a trust, as these free people had confided to him. He felt
that he had no moral right to shrink; nor even to count the chances of his own life, in what might
follow. In full view of his great responsibility, he has, so far, done what he has deemed his duty. You
will now, according to your own judgment, perform yours. He sincerely hopes that your views,
and your action, may so accord with his, as to assure all faithful citizens, who have been disturbed
in their rights, of a certain, and speedy restoration to them, under the Constitution, and the laws.

And having thus chosen our course, without guile, and with pure purpose, let us renew our trust
in God, and go forward without fear, and with manly hearts.
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