gettysburg address rhetorical analysis

The Gettysburg Address, delivered by President Abraham Lincoln on November
19, 1863, remains one of the most potent and enduring speeches in American
history. While brief in length, its profound impact stems from a masterful
use of rhetorical devices, a deep understanding of its audience, and a
timeless articulation of American ideals. This article delves into a
comprehensive Gettysburg Address rhetorical analysis, exploring how Lincoln's
strategic choices in language, structure, and emotional appeal transformed a
dedication ceremony into a pivotal moment of national reflection and renewal.
We will dissect the key rhetorical strategies employed, examining the power
of parallelism, anaphora, antithesis, and Lincoln's deliberate word selection
to illuminate the enduring significance of this iconic address for
understanding the Civil War and the very essence of American democracy.
Prepare to uncover the genius behind these few carefully chosen words and
their lasting resonance.
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The Gettysburg Address Rhetorical Analysis:
Unpacking Lincoln's Masterpiece

Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address, though a mere 272 words, is a towering
achievement in the art of rhetoric. Delivered at the dedication of the
Soldiers' National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, a few months after
one of the Civil War's most pivotal battles, the speech transcends its
immediate purpose. A thorough Gettysburg Address rhetorical analysis reveals
a calculated and deeply moving appeal to the American psyche. Lincoln
masterfully weaved together historical context, emotional resonance, and
logical progression to redefine the purpose of the war and solidify the
ideals upon which the nation was founded. This analysis will explore the
multifaceted rhetorical strategies that contribute to the address's enduring
power and its place as a cornerstone of American public discourse.

The Historical Context of the Gettysburg
Address

To fully appreciate the rhetorical brilliance of the Gettysburg Address,
understanding its historical backdrop is crucial. The Battle of Gettysburg,
fought from July 1-3, 1863, was a devastating clash that marked a turning
point in the Civil War. The Union victory, though costly, pushed back the
Confederate invasion of the North. However, the immense loss of life on both
sides left a profound scar on the nation, and the establishment of a cemetery
at the battlefield was a solemn necessity. Lincoln was invited to offer "a
few appropriate remarks" at the dedication ceremony, a task he approached
with immense gravity. The nation was divided, weary from years of conflict,
and questioning the very foundation of its existence. The preceding speaker,
Edward Everett, a renowned orator, delivered a two-hour oration. Lincoln's
subsequent remarks, though brief, were intended to provide a more profound
and lasting perspective on the sacrifice made at Gettysburg, framing it
within the larger narrative of American democracy.

Key Rhetorical Strategies in the Gettysburg
Address

Lincoln's genius lies in his ability to condense complex ideas and emotions
into a concise and powerful message. A detailed Gettysburg Address rhetorical
analysis unveils a sophisticated deployment of various persuasive techniques.



The Power of Parallelism and Repetition

Parallelism, the use of similar grammatical structures to express related
ideas, is a hallmark of effective public speaking, and Lincoln employs it
masterfully. The repetition of sentence structures creates a rhythmic flow,
making the speech memorable and impactful. For instance, the opening
statement, "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," sets a pattern that is echoed
throughout the address. This parallelism not only enhances the speech's
aesthetic appeal but also reinforces the interconnectedness of the ideas
presented.

Consider the repetition of the phrase "we can not dedicate—we can not
consecrate—we can not hallow" in the third paragraph. This triple anaphora, a
specific form of parallelism where a word or phrase is repeated at the
beginning of successive clauses or sentences, emphasizes the inadequacy of
any words or actions to truly honor the soldiers' sacrifice. It elevates
their actions beyond human commemoration, attributing a sacredness to their
deeds that only a higher power or the enduring spirit of the nation can truly
acknowledge.

Anaphora: The Art of Beginning

Anaphora, the repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive
clauses or sentences, is a powerful tool for emphasis and emotional
resonance. Lincoln utilizes anaphora strategically to build momentum and
drive home his key points. The opening phrase, "Four score and seven years
ago," immediately establishes a historical perspective, linking the present
struggle to the nation's founding principles. Later in the speech, the
repetition of "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" provides a powerful and memorable
conclusion, encapsulating the war's ultimate purpose.

Antithesis: Contrasting Ideas for Impact

Antithesis, the juxtaposition of contrasting ideas, is another key rhetorical
device employed by Lincoln to highlight the stark realities of the war and

the noble ideals at stake. The speech opens with a contrast between the past
("Four score and seven years ago") and the present ("now we are engaged in a
great civil war"). This establishes a sense of historical continuity and the
gravity of the current conflict. Later, Lincoln contrasts the physical act of
dedicating the cemetery with the soldiers' enduring legacy: "The brave men,

living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor



power to add or detract." This antithesis underscores the superiority of the
soldiers' sacrifice over any words or ceremonies, emphasizing the profound
impact of their actions.

Pathos: Appealing to Emotion

Pathos, the appeal to the audience's emotions, is central to the Gettysburg
Address's impact. Lincoln taps into the profound grief and sorrow felt by a
nation mourning its dead. He evokes empathy by speaking of the "brave men,
living and dead, who struggled here." The phrase "gave their lives that that
nation might live" is a poignant articulation of sacrifice that resonates
deeply with an audience experiencing the profound loss of war. By
acknowledging the solemnity of the occasion and the immense suffering,
Lincoln connects with the audience on an emotional level, creating a shared
sense of purpose and resolve.

Ethos: Establishing Credibility

While Lincoln was the President, his ethos — his credibility and character —
is further cemented through his dignified and humble delivery. He doesn't
boast or inflate his own importance. Instead, he positions himself as a
representative voice of the nation, speaking for the collective grief and
aspirations of the people. His measured language and focus on the sacrifice
of the soldiers, rather than on political maneuvering or personal triumph,
build his credibility as a leader who understands and embodies the nation's
values. His statement, "It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do
this," conveys a sense of solemn duty and shared responsibility.

Logos: The Logic of the Argument

Logos, the appeal to logic and reason, underpins the entire address. Lincoln
constructs a compelling argument for the continuation of the war and the
preservation of the Union. He logically connects the sacrifices made at
Gettysburg to the founding principles of liberty and equality. The argument
flows from the historical foundation ("Four score and seven years ago") to
the present struggle ("great civil war") and then to the future hope ("new
birth of freedom"). The ultimate logical conclusion is that the war is a test
of whether a nation "conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition
that all men are created equal" can endure. This logical progression makes a
powerful case for the necessity of continued effort and sacrifice.



Allusion and Symbolism

The Gettysburg Address is rich with allusion and symbolism, though often
subtle. The opening "Four score and seven years ago" alludes to Psalm 90:10
in the King James Bible, a passage that speaks of the brevity of human life
and the enduring nature of God's word. This subtle biblical allusion imbues
the speech with a spiritual weight and connects the nation's struggle to a
larger, divine plan. The very act of dedicating a cemetery is a powerful
symbol of remembrance and respect for the fallen. Furthermore, the concept of
a "new birth of freedom" symbolizes the potential for the nation to emerge
from the crucible of war, renewed and more committed to its founding ideals.

Structure and Flow of the Gettyshurg Address

The Gettysburg Address is a model of concise and effective structure. It can
be broadly divided into three parts, each serving a distinct rhetorical
purpose:

e Introduction: Lincoln begins by evoking the nation's founding,
establishing a historical context and the core principles of liberty and
equality. This sets the stage for the subsequent discussion of the war.

e Body: He then addresses the present reality of the Civil War and the
sacrifices made at Gettysburg. He acknowledges the inadequacy of human
efforts to truly honor the soldiers, shifting the focus to the living's
responsibility.

e Conclusion: The speech culminates in a powerful vision for the future, a
call to action for the living to ensure that the sacrifices of the dead
are not in vain and that the nation's democratic ideals will endure.

The smooth transitions between these sections, aided by the consistent use of
rhetorical devices, create a seamless and compelling narrative. The
progression from past to present to future guides the audience through a
profound reflection on the meaning of the war.

Analyzing the Language: Word Choice and Tone

Lincoln's choice of words in the Gettysburg Address is as significant as the
rhetorical strategies he employs. The language is elevated yet accessible,
formal yet deeply personal. Words like "fathers," "conceived," "dedicated,"
"proposition," "created," "engaged," "civil war," "battle-field," "dedicate,"



"consecrate," "hallow," "brave, struggled," "living," "dead," "gave,"
"live," "last full measure of devotion," "noble," "fitting," "proper,"
“solemn," "may," "long," "remember," "forget," "work," "unfinished," "great
task," "remaining," "honor," "dedicated," "new birth of freedom,"
"government," "people," "perish," all contribute to the speech's gravitas and
impact. The tone is somber and respectful, acknowledging the profound loss,
but it also possesses an underlying resilience and a forward-looking
optimism.

The deliberate avoidance of jargon or overly complex sentence structures
ensures that the message is clear and universally understood. This clarity,
combined with the emotional depth, makes the Gettysburg Address a remarkably
effective piece of communication. The phrase "a new birth of freedom" is
particularly evocative, suggesting a rebirth and a strengthening of the
nation's foundational ideals.

The Lasting Legacy of the Gettysburg Address

The Gettysburg Address has transcended its original purpose to become a
touchstone for American identity and democratic aspirations. Its rhetorical
brilliance has been studied and emulated for generations. A Gettysburg
Address rhetorical analysis reveals why it continues to resonate: it speaks
to universal themes of sacrifice, remembrance, and the enduring struggle for
freedom and equality. The speech redefined the Civil War not just as a
conflict to preserve the Union, but as a fight to uphold the very principles
of self-governance and human dignity. It continues to inspire and challenge
Americans to consider their role in upholding these ideals.

The concise yet profound nature of the address means that its core messages
are easily recalled and disseminated, making it a powerful tool for civic
education. Its emphasis on "government of the people, by the people, for the
people" remains a defining statement of American democratic philosophy. The
ongoing relevance of these themes ensures that a Gettysburg Address
rhetorical analysis will remain a vital pursuit for anyone seeking to
understand the power of persuasive communication and the enduring ideals of
American democracy.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Lincoln's
Rhetoric

In conclusion, a Gettysburg Address rhetorical analysis reveals a masterclass
in persuasive communication. Abraham Lincoln, through his masterful
deployment of parallelism, anaphora, antithesis, pathos, ethos, and logos,
crafted a speech that is both historically significant and eternally



relevant. His careful word choice and structured delivery transformed a
dedication ceremony into a profound meditation on the meaning of sacrifice,
the resilience of democracy, and the ongoing pursuit of liberty and equality.
The enduring legacy of the Gettysburg Address lies not only in its eloquent
articulation of these ideals but also in its ability to inspire future
generations to continue the "great task remaining before us." The Gettysburg
Address rhetorical analysis demonstrates that even the shortest speeches can
possess the greatest power when they are rooted in truth, delivered with
conviction, and imbued with a vision for a better future.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles and descriptions related to a rhetorical analysis of
the Gettysburg Address:

1. The Civil War and the American Mind: Essays on Lincoln's Rhetoric

This collection explores the intellectual and cultural landscape of the Civil
War through the lens of presidential rhetoric. It delves into how Lincoln's
speeches, particularly the Gettysburg Address, shaped public opinion and
national identity during a period of profound crisis. The essays offer
nuanced interpretations of his word choices, thematic development, and
persuasive strategies, connecting them to broader historical and
philosophical currents. Readers will gain a deeper understanding of the
rhetorical artistry employed to rally a fractured nation.

2. Lincoln's Words: The Gettysburg Address and Its Rhetorical Power

This book provides an in-depth rhetorical analysis of the Gettysburg Address,
dissecting its structure, language, and emotional appeals. It examines how
Lincoln masterfully reframed the war's purpose, transforming a battlefield
into a symbol of democratic ideals. The author meticulously breaks down key
phrases and concepts, revealing their profound historical and philosophical
weight. This work is essential for anyone seeking to understand the enduring
impact of Lincoln's most famous speech.

3. Delivering Democracy: Lincoln, Speeches, and the Art of Persuasion
Focusing on the oral delivery and persuasive techniques of Abraham Lincoln,
this book examines his most significant speeches, with a dedicated section on
the Gettysburg Address. It analyzes the context of each address, the intended
audience, and the specific rhetorical devices employed to achieve Lincoln's
aims. The book highlights how Lincoln's skillful use of language, pacing, and
tone resonated with the public. It offers valuable insights into the practice
of public speaking and the power of carefully crafted arguments.

4. Rhetoric of Revolution: The Gettysburg Address in Historical Context
This title investigates the Gettysburg Address not just as a piece of
rhetoric, but as a pivotal moment in American history that redefined the
nation's narrative. It places Lincoln's words within the immediate aftermath
of the battle, analyzing how they addressed the sacrifices made and projected
a vision for the future. The book explores the historical reception of the
speech and its evolving significance over time. It offers a compelling



argument for the Address's transformative power in shaping the meaning of the
Civil War.

5. Framing the Nation: Lincoln's Rhetorical Legacy

This work examines the broader rhetorical legacy of Abraham Lincoln, with a
particular focus on how the Gettysburg Address cemented his place as a master
communicator. It explores his ability to articulate complex national ideals
in concise and memorable ways. The analysis considers the thematic
progression in Lincoln's speeches, demonstrating how he consistently appealed
to fundamental American principles. The book provides a comprehensive look at
how Lincoln used rhetoric to guide the nation through its greatest challenge.

6. The Unfinished Work: Rhetorical Analysis of Abraham Lincoln's Civil War
Speeches

This study offers a detailed rhetorical analysis of Lincoln's major speeches
delivered during the Civil War, with the Gettysburg Address serving as a
central case study. It investigates how Lincoln's rhetoric evolved to meet
the changing demands of the conflict and to inspire continued commitment to
the Union. The book pays close attention to Lincoln's appeals to logic,
emotion, and authority, as well as his use of metaphor and parallel
structure. It highlights the enduring relevance of his communication
strategies for contemporary discourse.

7. Words That Made Us: The Gettysburg Address and American Identity

This book explores how the Gettysburg Address, through its powerful rhetoric,
significantly contributed to the formation and understanding of American
identity. It dissects Lincoln's deliberate choice of words and their impact
on national consciousness, particularly in the context of slavery and
equality. The analysis delves into how the speech reimagined the nation's
founding principles. This title is crucial for understanding the Address's
role in shaping the ongoing American narrative.

8. Lincoln's Eloquence: A Rhetorical Journey

This volume traces the development of Lincoln's rhetorical skills,
culminating in the profound impact of the Gettysburg Address. It examines the
influences on his style and the principles that guided his public discourse.
The book offers a step-by-step analysis of the Gettysburg Address,
highlighting its structural brilliance and thematic depth. It showcases how
Lincoln's carefully chosen words, delivered with gravitas, resonated with
listeners and posterity.

9. Analyzing the Address: Rhetoric, History, and the Gettysburg Oration
This book provides a thorough rhetorical analysis of the Gettysburg Address,
situating it within its historical moment and examining its enduring appeal.
It breaks down the speech's constituent parts, exploring concepts like ethos,
pathos, and logos as employed by Lincoln. The author discusses the socio-
political context of the address and its reception by different audiences.
This title is an academic exploration of the speech's persuasive
architecture.
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