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A Textual Analysis of Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address 

Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address, delivered on November 19, 1863, at the 

dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, is a timeless 

masterpiece of American oratory. Amidst the backdrop of the Civil War and the harrowing 

Battle of Gettysburg, Lincoln's concise yet profound speech remains a symbol of unity, 

sacrifice, and dedication to the nation's founding principles. In this textual analysis, we delve 

into the rhetorical strategies employed by Lincoln to convey his message of preserving the 

Union, honoring the fallen, and forging a path toward a more perfect union. By examining the 

address's ethos, pathos, logos, use of imagery and symbolism, as well as its lasting impact, 

we gain a deeper appreciation of the power of words to shape history and inspire generations. 

Contextual Background 

The Gettysburg Address holds its revered place in history against the tumultuous 

backdrop of the American Civil War. By November 1863, the conflict had raged on for over 

two years, with the nation deeply divided over issues of slavery, states' rights, and the 

preservation of the Union (McPherson 2003). At the Battle of Gettysburg, fought from July 1 

to 3, 1863, the Union and Confederate armies clashed in a brutal confrontation that would 

become one of the war's bloodiest and most pivotal moments. As historian James M. 

McPherson notes, the battle resulted in an estimated 51,000 casualties, making it a harrowing 

testament to the war's toll on the nation (2003). It was in the shadow of this devastating battle 

that President Abraham Lincoln arrived in Gettysburg to dedicate the Soldiers' National 

Cemetery, a place of rest for those who had paid the ultimate price for their convictions 

(Guelzo 2005). The Gettysburg Address, delivered by Lincoln on this solemn occasion, 

would not only commemorate the fallen but also set forth a vision for a united and enduring 

nation. 
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Ethos, Pathos, and Logos 

In the Gettysburg Address, Abraham Lincoln masterfully utilizes the persuasive 

appeals of ethos, pathos, and logos to address a divided nation and rally support for the Union 

cause. As the President of the United States during a period of great turmoil, Lincoln 

inherently carries a significant level of ethos, or credibility and trustworthiness, in the eyes of 

his audience (Forni 2007). His position as the nation's leader during a time of crisis lends 

weight to his words and underscores his authority in delivering a message of unity and 

resilience. 

Moreover, Lincoln deftly employs pathos, the emotional appeal, to connect with his 

audience on a profound level. He employs emotionally charged phrases, such as "the great 

task remaining before us" and "these honored dead," to evoke feelings of empathy, grief, and 

patriotism (Boritt 2006). By doing so, he taps into the deep emotions stirred by the Battle of 

Gettysburg and the ongoing sacrifices of the war, appealing to the shared sorrow and 

determination of the American people. 

Finally, Lincoln employs logos, or logical appeal, in his address by articulating a clear 

and concise argument for the preservation of the Union. He emphasizes the principles of 

liberty and equality upon which the nation was founded, asserting that the United States was 

conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal (Boritt 

2006). This logical foundation reinforces the moral imperative of maintaining the Union and 

serves as a call to action for the audience. 

The Power of Imagery and Symbolism 

Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address is replete with vivid imagery and potent 

symbolism, which contribute to its enduring impact. Through carefully chosen words and 
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metaphors, Lincoln paints a visual and emotional landscape for his audience. One of the most 

iconic examples is his use of the phrase "four score and seven years ago," which not only 

establishes a historical timeframe but also evokes a sense of heritage and legacy (Boritt 

2006). By referring to the birth of the nation in 1776, Lincoln frames the Civil War as a 

continuation of the American experiment in self-government. 

Moreover, Lincoln's choice of words such as "new birth of freedom" and "conceived 

in liberty" creates powerful symbolism (Boritt 2006). He paints a picture of the nation as an 

entity that has undergone a transformation—a rebirth—during a time of great crisis. This 

symbolism is reinforced by his reference to a "great civil war," emphasizing the magnitude of 

the struggle and the potential for renewal. 

In addition to verbal imagery, Lincoln's call to "unfinished work" conjures a vision of 

a nation in progress, still striving to fulfill the promise of its founding principles (Boritt 

2006). These images and symbols serve not only to convey his message but also to resonate 

deeply with the audience, leaving a lasting impression of the significance of the moment. 

Parallelism and Repetition 

A distinctive feature of Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address is the skillful use of 

parallelism and repetition, which contribute to the speech's memorable and impactful nature 

(Boritt 2006). Throughout the address, Lincoln employs these rhetorical devices to reinforce 

key ideas and create a rhythmic and persuasive cadence. 

One striking example of parallelism is found in the opening lines of the address: 

"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." Here, 
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the repetition of the phrase "and dedicated to the proposition" emphasizes the central theme 

of dedication to the principles of liberty and equality. 

Moreover, Lincoln's repetition of the word "we" throughout the address, as in "we 

cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow this ground," fosters a sense of 

shared responsibility and unity among the audience (Boritt 2006). It underscores the idea that 

the task at hand—to honor the fallen and preserve the nation—requires collective effort and 

commitment. By employing parallelism and repetition, Lincoln not only emphasizes key 

concepts but also creates a sense of symmetry and rhythm in his address, making it both 

rhetorically compelling and memorable. 

Impact and Legacy 

The Gettysburg Address, delivered by Abraham Lincoln during a pivotal moment in 

American history, has left an indelible mark on the nation's collective memory and political 

discourse. It is not merely a historical artifact but a speech whose impact and legacy continue 

to resonate. 

Lincoln's address had an immediate impact, as it stirred deep emotions and provided 

solace to a grieving nation. Edward Everett, who delivered a lengthy oration before Lincoln's 

brief remarks, recognized the power of the President's words, writing to him, "I should be 

glad if I could flatter myself that I came as near to the central idea of the occasion in two 

hours as you did in two minutes" (McPherson 2003). This acknowledgment underscores the 

concise yet profound nature of Lincoln's address. 

Furthermore, the Gettysburg Address has transcended its historical context to become 

a touchstone of American identity and values. Its call for a "new birth of freedom" and 

dedication to the principles of liberty and equality have reverberated through subsequent 
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generations (Boritt 2006). It has been invoked in countless political speeches, debates, and 

discussions, making it a timeless reference point for issues of democracy and justice.  

Conclusion 

Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address, delivered on a battlefield scarred by the Civil 

War's horrors, stands as a testament to the power of words to inspire, heal, and unite a nation 

in crisis. Through a masterful use of ethos, pathos, and logos, Lincoln established his 

authority, connected with the emotions of his audience, and articulated a compelling 

argument for the preservation of the Union. The address's rich imagery, symbolism, and 

rhetorical devices added depth to his message, making it resonate for generations to come. 

Beyond its immediate impact, the Gettysburg Address has embedded itself in the collective 

memory of the United States, serving as a touchstone for discussions of liberty, equality, and 

national identity. Lincoln's words, delivered in just a few minutes, continue to echo through 

time, reminding us of the enduring power of great oratory in shaping the course of a nation's 

history. 
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