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17. (MC)Read This Excerpt From Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address And
Then Answer The Question That is a common prompt in history and language arts
classes designed to assess students' understanding of one of America's most iconic
speeches. The Gettysburg Address, delivered by President Abraham Lincoln during the
American Civil War on November 19, 1863, is renowned for its brevity, powerful rhetoric,
and profound impact on American national identity. This article explores the significance
of this excerpt, offering insights into its historical context, main themes, and the
importance of analyzing such texts to deepen our understanding of American history and
values.

Understanding the Context of Lincoln’s
Gettysburg Address

Historical Background

To comprehend the importance of Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, it is essential to
understand the context in which it was delivered. The speech was given four and a half
months after the Battle of Gettysburg, one of the bloodiest battles of the Civil War, which
resulted in approximately 51,000 soldiers killed, wounded, or missing. The Union victory
at Gettysburg marked a turning point in the war, boosting Northern morale and shifting
momentum in favor of the Union.

Lincoln was invited to speak at the dedication of the Soldiers’ National Cemetery in
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. His primary purpose was to honor fallen soldiers and to
reaffirm the principles of equality and liberty upon which the United States was founded.
The speech was brief—just about two minutes—but its impact has endured for over a
century.

Why the Gettysburg Address Matters

The speech is considered a masterpiece of rhetoric that encapsulates the core ideals of the
United States: liberty, equality, and national unity. It redefined the Civil War as a struggle
not just for union preservation but for the principles of human equality. Lincoln’s words
continue to inspire discussions on democracy, sacrifice, and patriotism.



Analyzing the Excerpt from the Gettysburg
Address

Main Themes of the Speech

Lincoln’s address centers around several key themes that are integral to understanding its
message and significance:

e National Unity: Emphasizing the importance of preserving a united nation.

¢ Equality and Human Rights: Reinforcing the idea that all men are created equal.

¢ Respect for the Fallen: Honoring those who sacrificed their lives for freedom and
democracy.

¢ Redefinition of the Civil War: Framing the conflict as a test of whether a nation
founded on equality can survive.

Key Excerpts and Their Interpretations

While the full speech is brief, certain lines stand out for their depth and resonance. Let’s
examine some notable excerpts:

1. "Four score and seven years ago..." — Refers to the founding of the nation in 1776,
emphasizing the long-standing ideals of liberty and equality.

2. "That this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom..." — A call for
renewal and reaffirmation of American values.

3. "Government of the people, by the people, for the people..." — A powerful statement
of democratic principles and the importance of popular sovereignty.

Why Students and Historians Study the
Gettysburg Address



Educational Significance

Studying this excerpt helps students grasp the importance of rhetoric, historical context,
and moral philosophy. It teaches the value of concise yet impactful communication and
demonstrates how words can influence national identity.

Historical Insights

Analyzing Lincoln's speech provides a window into the mindset of a nation at a pivotal
moment. It reveals how leaders motivate citizens to uphold shared ideals and how
language can serve as a unifying force during times of crisis.

Lessons in Civic Responsibility

Lincoln’s words remind us of the importance of sacrifice, responsibility, and the enduring
pursuit of equality. They serve as a moral compass guiding citizens toward active
participation in democracy.

How to Approach Questions About the Gettysburg
Address

Understanding the Question

Questions that ask students to interpret excerpts from the Gettysburg Address often
require them to identify themes, analyze word choice, or explain the significance of
specific passages.

Strategies for Answering Effectively

To answer these questions successfully, consider the following steps:

e Read Carefully: Pay close attention to the wording and context of the excerpt.
e Identify Key Themes: Determine the main ideas Lincoln is conveying.
e Use Evidence: Support your answer with specific phrases or ideas from the excerpt.

e Connect to Broader Context: Relate the excerpt to the overall themes of the
speech and historical background.



Sample Question and Approach

Question: Why does Lincoln emphasize "a new birth of freedom" in his speech?

Approach:

- Recognize that this phrase indicates a renewal of American ideals.

- Connect it to the Civil War context, where the nation was fighting to uphold liberty and
end slavery.

- Explain that Lincoln’s emphasis on a "new birth" signifies hope for a future where
equality and freedom are fully realized.

The Enduring Impact of Lincoln’s Gettysburg
Address

Legacy in American History

Lincoln’s address remains a foundational text in American political and cultural history. Its
themes are reflected in subsequent civil rights movements, political rhetoric, and national
memorials.

Influence on Modern Discourse

The principles articulated—such as government "of the people, by the people, for the
people"—continue to serve as ideals guiding American democracy. The speech’s brevity
and depth make it a model for effective public speaking.

Commemoration and Education

Every year on November 19, the Gettysburg Address is recited and studied across schools
and public ceremonies. It helps new generations understand the sacrifices made for
freedom and the ongoing struggle to realize American ideals.

Conclusion: The Power of Lincoln’s Words

The excerpt from Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address encapsulates the core values of
democracy, equality, and national unity. By examining its themes, historical context, and
rhetorical devices, students and readers can gain a deeper appreciation of its significance.
Whether answering multiple-choice questions or engaging in essay writing, understanding
this speech equips individuals with insights into the moral and political foundations of the
United States. Lincoln’s words continue to inspire and challenge Americans to uphold the



principles upon which the nation was built, reminding us that the fight for a more perfect
union is ongoing and rooted in the sacrifices of those who came before us.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of Abraham Lincoln's
Gettysburg Address?

The main purpose of Lincoln's Gettysburg Address is to honor the soldiers who fought and
died at the Battle of Gettysburg and to reaffirm the nation's commitment to the principles
of equality and liberty.

How does Lincoln describe the founding of the United
States in the excerpt?

Lincoln describes the founding of the United States as a nation dedicated to the
proposition that all men are created equal.

What tone does Lincoln use in the excerpt, and why is it
significant?

Lincoln uses a solemn and respectful tone to emphasize the seriousness of the sacrifice
and the importance of preserving the Union and its ideals.

According to the excerpt, what is the purpose of
dedicating the battlefield?

The purpose of dedicating the battlefield is to honor the fallen soldiers and to ensure that
their sacrifice is not in vain by continuing the work for which they gave their lives.

How does Lincoln redefine the concept of 'a new birth of
freedom' in this excerpt?

Lincoln redefines 'a new birth of freedom' as a renewed commitment to the principles of
equality and liberty, ensuring that government of the people, by the people, for the people,
endures.

What is the significance of the phrase 'government of
the people, by the people, for the people' in Lincoln's
speech?

This phrase emphasizes the democratic nature of the United States government,
highlighting that it is made up of and serves its citizens, and must be preserved through
their active participation.



Why is the excerpt from the Gettysburg Address
considered a pivotal moment in American history?

The excerpt is considered pivotal because it succinctly encapsulates the core values of the
nation and reinvigorates the commitment to national unity and equality during a time of
civil war.

What question does Lincoln pose in the excerpt, and
what is its significance?

Lincoln asks whether the soldiers who fought at Gettysburg will have their sacrifices be in
vain if the nation does not dedicate itself to the principles of liberty and equality,
emphasizing the importance of ongoing dedication to these ideals.

Additional Resources
Gettysburg Address: An Enduring Testament to Unity and Sacrifice

Introduction

The Gettysburg Address, delivered by President Abraham Lincoln on November 19, 1863,
during the American Civil War, stands as one of the most revered speeches in American
history. Its brevity, poetic language, and profound message have cemented its place in the
collective consciousness of the nation. This article aims to dissect an excerpt from
Lincoln's speech, explore its historical significance, and analyze its enduring impact on
American identity and values.

Context and Historical Background
The Civil War Setting

The Gettysburg Address was delivered at a pivotal moment in U.S. history. The nation was
embroiled in a brutal conflict over slavery, states’ rights, and union preservation. The
Battle of Gettysburg (July 1-3, 1863) was one of the bloodiest battles, resulting in over
50,000 casualties. The Union victory there was a turning point, and Lincoln’s speech was
intended to honor those who sacrificed their lives on this hallowed ground.

The Purpose of the Address

Lincoln’s primary goal was to redefine the Civil War's purpose. What began as a struggle
over unification and state sovereignty had evolved into a moral crusade against slavery.
The address was also meant to inspire the living to honor the fallen through a renewed
commitment to national ideals.



Analyzing the Excerpt

While the full speech is only around two minutes long, it contains layered meaning. For
the purpose of this review, we will focus on key excerpts and their significance.

"Four score and seven years ago..."

Analysis: Lincoln opens with a reference to 87 years prior (from 1863), which points back
to 1776, the year of American independence. This establishes a historical continuum,
linking the founding of the nation to the current struggle. By doing so, Lincoln emphasizes
the enduring principles of liberty and equality that the nation was built upon.

"conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”
Analysis: This phrase underscores the foundational ideals of the United States. Lincoln’s
invocation of liberty and equality reinforces the moral high ground of the Union cause. It
also subtly underscores the contradiction of slavery—an institution that violated these
principles—making the Civil War a moral imperative.

"Now we are engaged in a great civil war..."

Analysis: Lincoln acknowledges the current conflict, framing it as a "great civil war" that
tests whether a nation founded on such ideals can endure. This phrase elevates the war
from mere political strife to a moral and existential challenge.

"that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom..."

Analysis: The phrase "a new birth of freedom" signals a transformative moment. Lincoln
envisions the Civil War as not just a fight to preserve the Union but as an opportunity to
redefine and expand the scope of liberty, particularly in ending slavery.

"that these dead shall not have died in vain..."

Analysis: This line emphasizes the importance of honoring fallen soldiers by ensuring their

sacrifices lead to meaningful change. It invokes a moral obligation to continue the struggle
for equality and justice.

The Structure and Rhetorical Devices
Lincoln’s speech employs various rhetorical devices to amplify its message.
Repetition and Parallelism

- The phrase "we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we cannot hallow—this ground"
uses parallel structure to emphasize the sacredness of the battlefield.

Antithesis



- Contrasts between "the living and the dead" highlight the ongoing nature of the struggle
and the importance of collective effort.

Allusion

- References to the Declaration of Independence ("all men are created equal") tie the Civil
War to the nation’s founding ideals.

Conciseness and Poetry

- Despite its brevity, the speech’s poetic cadence and rhythmic flow make it memorable
and impactful.

The Lasting Impact of the Address
National Identity and Moral Purpose

The Gettysburg Address redefined the Civil War as a moral crusade against slavery and
inequality. It helped rally the Union and fostered a sense of shared purpose.

Influence on Future Generations

Lincoln’s words have become a touchstone for American values, inspiring movements for
civil rights, equality, and justice. The phrase "government of the people, by the people, for
the people" (from the latter part of the speech) encapsulates the democratic ideal.

Cultural and Educational Significance

The speech is studied in schools worldwide, illustrating the power of rhetoric and moral
clarity. Its themes remain relevant, reminding citizens of the importance of sacrifice,
unity, and perseverance.

Answering the Central Question

What does Lincoln’s excerpt from the Gettysburg Address reveal about his vision for
America?

Lincoln’s excerpt reveals a vision of America rooted in the principles of liberty, equality,
and national unity. He sees the nation as a moral entity, founded on ideals that transcend
individual disputes and transient conflicts. His emphasis on sacrifice, renewal, and the
enduring relevance of these principles underscores his belief that the nation must evolve
toward a more perfect union—one that truly embodies the promise that "all men are
created equal.”

This vision is not static but dynamic, recognizing that the nation’s integrity depends on
continual dedication to its founding ideals. Lincoln’s words serve as both a tribute to those
who gave their lives and a call to action for future generations to uphold the principles of



freedom and equality. His message encapsulates a hope that through collective effort, the
nation can achieve a "new birth of freedom," making the sacrifices of the fallen meaningful
and ensuring that their deaths contribute to a more just and united America.

Conclusion

The Gettysburg Address remains a masterclass in rhetoric, moral clarity, and historical
significance. Lincoln’s excerpt, with its references to liberty, equality, sacrifice, and
renewal, offers timeless lessons about the importance of adhering to core principles even
amid profound adversity. It reminds us that a nation’s strength lies in its commitment to
its highest ideals and the collective effort to realize them.

Whether viewed as a historical document or a call to moral action, Lincoln’s words
continue to resonate, inspiring individuals and nations to pursue justice, unity, and a
better future. The enduring power of the Gettysburg Address lies in its ability to
encapsulate the American spirit and to challenge each generation to uphold the ideals
upon which the nation was founded.
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