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Mr. President, Gentlemen of the Convention:

If we could just know where we are and whither we appear to be tending, 
we could all better judge of what to do, and how to do it.1 We are now 
well into our fifth year since a policy was initiated with the avowed 
object and confident purpose of putting an end to slavery agitation.2

However, under the operation of that policy, that agitation has 
not only not ceased, but has constantly augmented.3 In my 
opinion, it will not cease until a crisis shall have been reached 
and passed. “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”4

I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and 
half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect 
the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will 
become all one thing, or all the other.5 Either the opponents of slavery 
will arrest this further spread and place it where the public mind 
shall rest in the belief that it is on a course of ultimate extinction; or 
its advocates shall press it forward, until it shall become alike lawful 
in all of the States, old as well as new, North as well as South.

1  Lincoln is using the pronoun “we” to establish a common purpose with his fellow 
Republicans. This helps establish his ethos, in part, because he is not singling himself out 
while establishing this purpose. They are all in this together.

2  This is the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854. Under this Act, the question of whether a new 
state entering the Union would be a free state or a state with enslavement was decided by 
popular vote in that state. This is the beginning of Lincoln establishing his  
argument (logos). 

3  This Kansas-Nebraska Act led to “Bleeding Kansas,” as free-staters and pro-enslavement 
factions fought over this question in the proposed state of Kansas. Lincoln uses the 
rhetorical device of antitheses, or opposites, to draw attention to the fact that the Kansas-
Nebraska act inflamed tensions rather than calmed them.

4  In the Gospel of Mark 3:25, Jesus states, “And if a house be divided against itself, that 
house cannot stand.” In Matthew 12:25 states, “And Jesus knew their thoughts, and said 
unto them, Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation; and every city or 
house divided against itself shall not stand.”  

5  Lincoln’s uses the personal pronoun “I” here to solidify his ethos as the leader who can 
successfully accomplish their goal of stopping the spread of enslavement to states entering 
the Union. He’s sharing his perspective on the current situation and establishing his 
authority on the subject. 
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Have we no tendency to this latter condition?6

Our cause, then, must be entrusted to, and conducted by, its 
own undoubted friends—those whose hands are free and 
whose hearts are in the work—who do care for the result.7

Two years ago the Republicans of this nation mustered some thirteen 
hundred thousand strong. We did this under a single impulse of 
resistance to a common danger, with every external circumstance 
against us.8 Of strange, discordant, even hostile elements, we 
gathered from the four winds; we fought the battle through under 
the constant hot fire of a pampered, proud, disciplined army.9 Did we 
brave all then only to falter now?—now, when that same enemy is 
wavering, dissevered, and belligerent?10 The result is not doubtful. 

We shall not fail—if we stand firm, we shall not fail. Wise counsels may 
accelerate, or mistakes delay, but sooner or later the victory is  
sure to come.11

6  This rhetorical question is designed to create a state of urgency; these are the stakes. A 
nation where enslavement is legal in every state is possible. It is the worst possible outcome 
for the Republican party. 

7  The language here is purposeful. It mixes pathos and logos. He continues to use the 
collective personal pronoun “our.” Through the use of the word “friends” and the references 
to hands and hearts, and those who “care,” Lincoln is making this personal for his  
fellow Republicans.

8  His word choice here is intentional to convey the high stakes of this issue. “Mustered” can 
mean a gathering in a general sense, or an assembling of troops.

9  His word choice here again is deliberate, and almost epic. The imagery of gathering from 
the four winds is almost ethereal, and the word choice of “hot fire of a proud, pampered, 
disciplined army” almost biblical. He uses alliteration “proud, pampered” to create a 
cadence for the audience. He uses the rhetorical device of the Rule of Three here, to build 
the intensity of the image and thereby his argument. 

10  He again uses a Rhetorical Question, which is his Call to Action. His word choice is 
deliberate, creating an image that is epic. He again uses the Rule of Three. 

11  His use of the collective pronoun is important here. They have a common cause, and if 
they work together, they will succeed. His use of the word “prevail” here is epic. Heroes don’t 
just win, they prevail. This is a battle of righteousness for the heart and soul of the country.


