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 Four years have passed since Lincoln first came to the White House. Those 

four years were plagued with dissension, fear, turmoil, hatred, and despair for all 

America as the Civil War ensued. Re-elected in 1864, Lincoln faced an additional 

four years of leadership: leadership of a broken country. His inaugural address 

would unsurprisingly contain cheery remarks on the status of the Union and 

exhilarating promises of a united nation within his next term. But Lincoln chose a 

different approach to accomplish his purpose of rallying the American spirits: one 

emphasizing the obligation of unity and forgiveness and relying on an ethos 

approach to God. 

 Lincoln’s first clue that his speech is probably not going to have the 

expected length and caliber of a usual inaugural address is in the first line where 

he states that “there is less occasion for an extended address than there was at 

first”. Lincoln references the war between the states but skirts the details and 

chooses to focus on the cause of the war. He accomplishes this in brilliant parallel 

structure: “both parties deprecated war, but one of them would rather make war 

than let the nation survive, & the other would accept war rather than let it perish, 

and the war came.” His diplomatic approach to the tragedy of the Civil war does 

not place any unnecessary blame upon the Southerners but rather simplifies the 

root of the war mildly, exalting the Union’s ideals. 

 Lincoln’s emphasis upon the imperative that unity must be restored is 

evidence to his generous approach in addressing the Confederates and to his 

careful consideration towards those enslaved. Lincoln acknowledges that “one-

eighth of the whole population were colored slaves” to insigate a common factor 

between the freeman and those in bondage. With such a significant portion of the 

country under such inhuman abuse the Americans would no longer stand by 

passively on the side lines of the issue. Lincoln’s generosity within his references 

to the South also portray his strive for unity. He refrains from epithets and merely 

concedes that “neither party expected for the war the magnitude or the duration 

which it has attained.” 

 Lincoln’s appeal to God’s sovereign authority regarding the outcome of the 

war is also a well calculated approach to achieve an acceptable end to the 

conflict. He never claims to be spiritually correct within his stance but rather 

states: “both (sides) read the same Bible and pray to the same God. And each 

invoked his aid against the other.”  Yet rather than asserting that one side was 

correct Lincoln made an appealed to god’s higher authority within the matter by 



conceding that: “the Almighty has his own purposes.” Thrice Lincoln quotes 

Scripture, but not to shame his opponents but rather to proclaim God’s 

sovereignty in the final outcome. Through his appeal to ethos, Lincoln establishes 

the sense of unity by highlighting the common faith shared between the state, 

and by conveying God’s role as the final authority in the outcome of the quarrel 

between his children. As a skilled orator, Lincoln firmly conveys a sense of the 

unifying bonds shared among the people of his nation and the urgency required 

to take the initiative to forgive and accept God’s sovereignty within the matter. 


