
The Gettysburg Address Rhetorical Analysis

The Gettysburg Address rhetorical analysis is essential for understanding the
profound impact of President Abraham Lincoln's brief yet powerful speech delivered on
November 19, 1863, at the dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery in Gettysburg,
Pennsylvania. This address not only honored the fallen soldiers of the Civil War but also
redefined the principles of liberty and equality upon which the United States was founded.
A close examination of the rhetorical strategies employed by Lincoln reveals how he
effectively conveyed his message and inspired a nation grappling with division and loss.

Historical Context of the Gettysburg Address

To fully appreciate the rhetorical nuances of the Gettysburg Address, it is crucial to
understand the context in which it was delivered.

The Civil War: By 1863, the United States was embroiled in a brutal civil war that
threatened its very existence. The Battle of Gettysburg, fought from July 1 to July 3,
1863, marked a turning point in the war, resulting in significant casualties and a
strategic victory for the Union.

The Dedication Ceremony: Lincoln was invited to speak at the cemetery's
dedication to honor the soldiers who died in the battle. The event aimed to
commemorate their sacrifice and reinforce the Union's resolve.

Public Sentiment: The nation was in mourning, and the speech was intended to
inspire hope and unity amid despair.



Structure of the Gettysburg Address

Lincoln's address is notably brief, consisting of just 272 words. Despite its length, the
speech is rich in rhetorical devices and structure, which can be broken down into several
key components.

1. Introduction

The speech begins with a reference to the nation's founding:

> "Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new
nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created
equal."

This opening line serves multiple purposes:

- Historical Reference: By invoking the phrase "four score and seven years," Lincoln recalls
the signing of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, connecting his speech to the
nation's origins.
- Establishing Authority: The use of "our fathers" creates a sense of shared heritage and
collective responsibility.
- Framing the Argument: Lincoln emphasizes the ideals of liberty and equality, setting the
stage for his argument about the purpose of the Civil War.

2. The Present Situation

In the following section, Lincoln acknowledges the sacrifices made by the soldiers:

> "Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so
conceived and so dedicated, can long endure."

Here, Lincoln employs several rhetorical strategies:

- Antithesis: The contrast between the ideals of the nation and the reality of war highlights
the stakes involved.
- Rhetorical Question: By framing the issue as a test of the nation's endurance, he engages
the audience's emotions and compels them to reflect on the significance of the conflict.

3. Honor and Sacrifice

Lincoln shifts the focus to the soldiers who fought at Gettysburg:



> "It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who
fought here have thus far so nobly advanced."

This segment employs several key rhetorical devices:

- Call to Action: Lincoln urges his audience to continue the work of those who sacrificed
their lives, emphasizing the importance of commitment to the nation's ideals.
- Inclusive Language: The use of "us the living" fosters a sense of unity and collective
responsibility.

4. The Vision for the Future

The concluding lines of the address offer a vision of a renewed nation:

> "That this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of
the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth."

In this powerful conclusion, Lincoln utilizes:

- Parallelism: The repetition of "of the people, by the people, for the people" creates a
rhythmic quality, reinforcing the democratic ideals that underpin the nation.
- Hopeful Tone: The phrase "new birth of freedom" suggests renewal and optimism,
inspiring his audience to envision a better future.

Rhetorical Devices in the Gettysburg Address

Lincoln's mastery of rhetoric is evident throughout the address. Several devices stand out:

Alliteration: The repetition of consonant sounds, as in "government of the people,"
enhances the speech's musicality.

Imagery: Vivid descriptions of the sacrifices made by soldiers evoke strong emotional
responses, painting a clear picture of the costs of war.

Emotional Appeals (Pathos): Lincoln's use of heartfelt language connects with the
audience's emotions, evoking feelings of grief, pride, and determination.

Ethos and Logos: By referencing the founding principles of the nation, Lincoln
establishes his credibility (ethos) and presents logical arguments for the necessity of
the Union's survival (logos).



Impact and Legacy of the Gettysburg Address

The Gettysburg Address has endured as one of the most iconic speeches in American
history, influencing generations of leaders and citizens alike. Its impact can be observed in
several ways:

1. Reinforcement of National Identity

Lincoln's address helped to redefine what it meant to be American, emphasizing the
principles of equality and democracy. The speech has served as a rallying cry for civil rights
movements throughout history, reinforcing the idea that the struggle for equality is
ongoing.

2. Rhetorical Inspiration

The rhetorical strategies employed by Lincoln have inspired countless speakers and writers.
The address is often studied in rhetoric and composition courses, illustrating the power of
concise and impactful communication.

3. Memorialization of Sacrifice

The Gettysburg Address has become synonymous with the commemoration of those who
have fought for freedom. It serves as a reminder of the sacrifices made throughout
American history and the ongoing fight for justice and equality.

Conclusion

In summary, the Gettysburg Address rhetorical analysis reveals the speech's profound
depth and enduring significance. Through careful structure and the use of various rhetorical
devices, Lincoln effectively conveyed a message of hope, unity, and commitment to the
principles upon which the United States was founded. As we reflect on the address, we are
reminded of the enduring importance of these ideals and the necessity of striving toward a
more perfect union.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of the Gettysburg Address?
The main purpose of the Gettysburg Address is to honor the fallen soldiers of the Battle of
Gettysburg and to reaffirm the principles of liberty and equality as foundational to the



United States.

How does Lincoln use parallelism in the Gettysburg
Address?
Lincoln employs parallelism through phrases like 'we cannot dedicate—we cannot
consecrate—we cannot hallow this ground' to emphasize the ongoing struggle and the
shared responsibility of the living.

What rhetorical strategies does Lincoln use to evoke
emotional responses?
Lincoln uses pathos by referencing the sacrifices of soldiers and the larger cause of
democracy, appealing to the audience's emotions and sense of national duty.

What is the significance of the phrase 'a new birth of
freedom'?
The phrase 'a new birth of freedom' signifies a renewed commitment to the principles of
liberty and equality, suggesting that the Civil War is a turning point for the nation’s values.

How does Lincoln establish ethos in the Gettysburg
Address?
Lincoln establishes ethos by positioning himself as a humble leader who respects the
sacrifices of the soldiers, thereby enhancing his credibility and moral authority.

What role does historical context play in the Gettysburg
Address?
The historical context of the Civil War and the Battle of Gettysburg plays a crucial role as it
underscores the urgency and significance of Lincoln's message regarding unity and
dedication to the nation's founding ideals.

How does Lincoln address the concept of democracy in
the address?
Lincoln emphasizes democracy by stating that the nation is 'conceived in Liberty, and
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,' reinforcing the idea that the
government derives power from the people.

What is the effect of Lincoln's brevity in the Gettysburg
Address?
The brevity of the Gettysburg Address enhances its impact, allowing Lincoln to convey
profound ideas succinctly, making it memorable and resonant with the audience.



How does Lincoln use the concept of time in his
address?
Lincoln contrasts the past, present, and future, highlighting the sacrifices made in the past,
the current struggle, and the hope for a future where democracy endures.

What is the overall tone of the Gettysburg Address?
The overall tone of the Gettysburg Address is solemn yet hopeful, reflecting both the
gravity of loss and the enduring belief in a united nation dedicated to freedom and equality.
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