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John F. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address, 1961 

A primary source by John F. Kennedy 

 

On January 20, 1961, John F. Kennedy was sworn in as the 
thirty-fifth President of the United States. His short, fourteen-
minute inaugural address is best remembered for a single line: 
“My fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for 
you—ask what you can do for your country.” This call to public 
service resonated with what JFK called the “new generation of 
Americans—born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by 
a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage.” It was 
virtually the only part of the address to address solely domestic 
matters and initiatives. The balance of the speech places the 
United States at the center of worldwide action in facing the 
challenges of the Cold War in particular, in strong declarative 
sentences and emotional appeals: 

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. 

EXCERPTS 
John F. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address, January 20, 1961 (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, 
National Archives and Records Administration, http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-

Viewer/BqXIEM9F4024ntFl7SVAjA.aspx) 

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 to assure the survival and the success of 
liberty. 

Figure 1President John F. Kennedy giving 
his inaugural address, January 20, 1961 
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This much we pledge—and more. 

. . . 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. 

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. . . . 

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. . . . 

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. . . . 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

Read the introduction, view the photo image, and read the transcript of John F. Kennedy’s inaugural 
address. Then apply your knowledge of American history to answer the following questions: 

1. Identify those segments of President Kennedy’s Inaugural Address where he acknowledged the 
significant dangers posed by the arms race and the nuclear threat. How did he explain his concerns? 

2. Beginning with the paragraph “To those old allies,” select two paragraphs where JFK defined our 
relationship with another nation and / or region. Then, list and explain the specific pledge he held out 
to the nation and / or region you selected. 

3. How can you explain President Kennedy’s emphasis on international concerns while at the time of 
his inauguration the United States was facing serious internal issues regarding poverty and civil 
rights? 

4. How did President Kennedy urge the citizens of the United States to rise to the challenges that faced 
mid-twentieth-century America? 

 


