
The Gettysburg Address Abraham Lincoln

The Gettysburg Address delivered by Abraham Lincoln on November 19, 1863, stands as one of
the most iconic speeches in American history. This brief yet powerful address was delivered during
the dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, following one of the
bloodiest battles of the American Civil War. Lincoln’s eloquent words not only commemorated the
fallen soldiers but also redefined the purpose of the war and the principles of the nation. In this
article, we will explore the context, content, and enduring significance of the Gettysburg Address.

Context of the Gettysburg Address

The American Civil War

The Gettysburg Address emerged from the tumultuous backdrop of the Civil War, which raged from
1861 to 1865. The conflict arose primarily over issues of slavery and states' rights, pitting the
Northern Union states against the Southern Confederate states. The war had already claimed
hundreds of thousands of lives, and the nation was grappling with profound questions about its
identity, unity, and the principles upon which it was founded.

The Battle of Gettysburg

The Battle of Gettysburg, fought from July 1 to July 3, 1863, was a pivotal moment in the Civil War. It
marked the turning point in the conflict, with Union forces defeating the Confederates. The battle
resulted in approximately 51,000 casualties, making it one of the deadliest confrontations in
American history. The immense loss of life underscored the stakes of the war and the need for a
national reckoning.



The Dedication of the Cemetery

In the wake of the battle, the federal government decided to establish a cemetery for the soldiers
who had died at Gettysburg. Edward Everett, a prominent orator and former senator, was invited to
deliver the main address at the dedication ceremony. Lincoln was asked to provide some brief
remarks, which he initially thought would be overshadowed by Everett's lengthy oration. However,
Lincoln's concise address would ultimately steal the spotlight and resonate throughout history.

Content of the Gettysburg Address

Structure and Themes

The Gettysburg Address is renowned for its brevity, comprising just 272 words. Despite its short
length, the speech is rich with meaning and eloquence. It can be divided into several key themes:

1. Historical Context: Lincoln begins by referencing the nation’s founding principles, stating that the
United States was conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created
equal.
2. Honoring the Fallen: The address pays tribute to the soldiers who fought at Gettysburg,
emphasizing that their sacrifice was made for a greater cause—the survival of the nation and its
democratic ideals.
3. The Living’s Responsibility: Lincoln urges the living to take up the cause for which the fallen
soldiers fought, emphasizing that it is their duty to ensure that these men did not die in vain.
4. A New Birth of Freedom: The concluding lines of the speech express a vision for a nation that
would experience a "new birth of freedom," ultimately leading to a government "of the people, by the
people, for the people."

Key Excerpts

Some of the most memorable lines from the Gettysburg Address include:

- "Fourscore 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."
- "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."

These excerpts encapsulate the essence of Lincoln’s message, highlighting the importance of
equality, democracy, and the moral imperative to continue fighting for these ideals.

Significance of the Gettysburg Address



Immediate Impact

The Gettysburg Address had an immediate impact on the audience present at the dedication
ceremony. While Edward Everett delivered a lengthy speech, it was Lincoln’s brief words that left a
lasting impression. Many attendees were moved by the sincerity and depth of Lincoln's remarks,
recognizing the broader implications of his message. Though initially overshadowed, the address
quickly gained prominence and was widely reported in newspapers across the country.

Long-Term Legacy

Over time, the Gettysburg Address has become a cornerstone of American rhetoric and identity. Its
themes of liberty, equality, and democratic governance resonate deeply in the American
consciousness. The address has been cited in numerous political and social movements, reinforcing
its relevance across generations. Some key aspects of its legacy include:

- Cultural Impact: The address has been referenced in literature, music, and art, solidifying its place
in American culture.
- Political Significance: Politicians and activists have invoked Lincoln's words to advocate for civil
rights, social justice, and democratic governance.
- Educational Importance: The Gettysburg Address is widely studied in schools, serving as a
powerful example of effective speechwriting and rhetoric.

Commemoration and Memorialization

The Gettysburg Address has been memorialized in various forms, including monuments, plaques,
and public recitations. Notably, the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., features inscriptions of
the address, serving as a reminder of Lincoln's vision for the nation. Annual events and ceremonies
are held to commemorate the address and the sacrifices made during the Civil War.

Analysis of Lincoln's Rhetorical Techniques

Lincoln employed several rhetorical techniques that enhanced the power of the Gettysburg Address:

1. Parallelism: The repetition of phrases such as "we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we
cannot hallow this ground" emphasizes the solemnity of the occasion and the collective
responsibility of the living.
2. Anecdote and Allusion: Lincoln draws on historical references, linking the present struggle to the
founding principles of the nation, thereby appealing to a shared national heritage.
3. Emotional Appeal: By honoring the fallen soldiers and invoking the need for national unity,
Lincoln stirs emotions and galvanizes the audience to commit to the cause of freedom and equality.



Conclusion

The Gettysburg Address remains a powerful testament to the enduring principles of liberty, equality,
and democracy. Abraham Lincoln’s words continue to inspire individuals and movements striving for
justice and human rights. As the nation reflects on its history and confronts contemporary
challenges, the Gettysburg Address serves as a reminder of the sacrifices made for the ideals that
define the United States. Its legacy is not only found in the annals of history but also in the ongoing
pursuit of a more perfect union, ensuring that the sacrifices of those who fought at Gettysburg and
throughout the Civil War are never forgotten.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Gettysburg Address?
The Gettysburg Address is a speech delivered by Abraham Lincoln on November 19, 1863, during
the dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, following the Battle
of Gettysburg.

What was the primary purpose of the Gettysburg Address?
The primary purpose was to honor the fallen soldiers of the Battle of Gettysburg and to reaffirm the
principles of liberty and equality upon which the United States was founded.

How long is the Gettysburg Address?
The Gettysburg Address is famously brief, consisting of just 272 words.

What famous phrase begins the Gettysburg Address?
The speech begins with the phrase 'Four score and seven years ago.'

What does 'four score and seven years ago' mean?
'Four score and seven years ago' refers to 87 years ago, with a 'score' being 20 years. Lincoln was
referencing the founding of the United States in 1776.

What key themes are present in the Gettysburg Address?
Key themes include national unity, the principles of democracy, the sacrifices of soldiers, and the
ongoing struggle for freedom and equality.

How did the Gettysburg Address impact the American public?
The address helped to redefine the purpose of the Civil War, emphasizing that it was a struggle not
just for the Union but for the principle of human equality.



Why is the Gettysburg Address considered a literary
masterpiece?
It is considered a literary masterpiece due to its eloquent language, powerful imagery, and profound
concepts that resonate with themes of liberty and democracy.

What was the reaction to the Gettysburg Address at the time?
The initial reaction was mixed; some praised its eloquence while others criticized it as too brief and
not substantive enough compared to the longer speeches of the time.

How has the Gettysburg Address influenced modern American
politics?
The Gettysburg Address has become a touchstone for discussions about equality, democracy, and
the American identity, often referenced in political speeches and civic discourse.
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