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Abraham Lincoln’s speeches, particularly the Gettysburg Address and his Second Inaugural Address, are
renowned for their profound depth, rhetorical mastery, and enduring significance in American history.
These speeches reflect Lincoln’s deep commitment to the principles of liberty, equality, and national unity
during a tumultuous period marked by civil war and profound social upheaval. When tasked with
analyzing an excerpt from Lincoln’s speech by answering the question “What is,” the goal is to understand
the core essence, themes, and implications embedded within his words. This analysis involves deciphering
Lincoln’s message, tone, purpose, and the historical context that shaped his rhetoric. Lincoln’s speeches are
not merely historical artifacts; they serve as powerful tools for understanding the moral and political fabric
of 19th-century America, as well as timeless lessons on leadership, perseverance, and justice. By examining
such an excerpt through the lens of “What is,” readers can uncover the fundamental meaning Lincoln
aimed to communicate and appreciate how his words continue to resonate today. This detailed exploration
is crucial for anyone seeking to grasp the significance of Lincoln’s rhetoric and its lasting impact on

Anmerican identity and values.

Understanding the Context of Lincoln’s Speech

Before delving into the specifics of what Lincoln’s speech excerpt reveals, it is essential to grasp the
historical and social context in which he delivered his words. Lincoln’s speeches were crafted during the
American Civil War (1861-1865), a conflict born out of deep-seated disagreements over states’ rights,
economic differences, and fundamentally, the issue of slavery. Lincoln’s leadership was pivotal in
maintaining the Union and advocating for the abolition of slavery, which he saw as a moral imperative. His
speeches serve to rally the American people, redefine national purpose, and articulate the principles upon
which the nation was founded—namely liberty, equality, and democracy. The Gettysburg Address,
delivered in 1863, is perhaps the most famous example of his rhetoric, emphasizing the ideals of human
equality and national unity, while also honoring fallen soldiers. The Second Inaugural Address, given in
1865, reflects on the moral complexities of the war and calls for reconciliation. Understanding this context
helps to clarify the core questions of “what is” in Lincoln’s speech—what his words aim to define, affirm, or
challenge in the American experience. It also underscores the importance of Lincoln’s role as a leader
committed to preserving the Union and ending slavery, which profoundly influences the meaning of his

words.



Decoding the Question: What Is

When analyzing excerpts from Lincoln’s speeches with the question “What is,” the focus is on identifying
the fundamental meaning or essence of what Lincoln is conveying. This involves exploring several layers:
- Theme Identification: What central ideas or principles does Lincoln highlight?

- Moral and Ethical Values: What moral stance or ethical principles are embedded in his words?

- Purpose and Intent: What does Lincoln intend to achieve or evoke in his audience?

- Historical Significance: How do these words reflect the broader historical struggles and aspirations of the
nation?

- Literary and Rhetorical Devices: How does Lincoln use language to reinforce what “is”?

By answering “what is,” readers aim to distill Lincoln’s speech into its core message, understanding not
only the literal meaning but also the emotional and moral resonance. For example, in the Gettysburg
Address, Lincoln’s phrase “a new birth of freedom” can be analyzed as an assertion about the nation’s moral
renewal, while his invocation of “all men are created equal” reaffirms the foundational principles of
democracy. The question “what is” thus becomes a powerful tool for uncovering the essence of Lincoln’s

vision for the United States—an enduring commitment to equality, national unity, and moral integrity.

Key Themes in Lincoln’s Speech and Their “What Is”
Significance

Lincoln’s speeches are rich with themes that continue to inspire and inform. Understanding “what is” in
these themes helps clarify the moral and political messages he intended to communicate. Some of the most

prominent themes include:

1. Equality and Human Rights

Lincoln’s repeated affirmation that “all men are created equal” from the Declaration of Independence
underscores his commitment to equality. What is Lincoln saying here? He emphasizes that equality is not
merely an abstract principle but a vital truth that must be realized in practice, especially in the context of
slavery and racial injustice. His words challenge the nation to live up to its founding ideals, asserting that

true patriotism involves honoring the promise of equality for all.

2. Preservation of the Union

Lincoln’s primary objective was to preserve the United States as a unified nation. When he speaks of “a
government of the people, by the people, for the people,” he defines what the nation is—an embodiment of
democracy. What is Lincoln’s message? He is clarifying that the essence of the United States lies in its

democratic structure, and that preserving this government is paramount amidst the chaos of civil war.



3. Sacrifice and Honor

Lincoln honors the soldiers who fought and died for the Union, posing the question: what is their sacrifice?
It is a reaffirmation that their death is meaningful because it advances the cause of liberty and equality. The
phrase “they gave the last full measure of devotion” elevates their sacrifice to a moral ideal, inspiring future

generations to uphold the values for which they fought.

4. Reconciliation and Moral Reflection

In his Second Inaugural Address, Lincoln reflects on the moral complexities of slavery and war, asking
“what is” the true meaning of the conflict. He suggests that the war is a divine punishment for the nation’s
sins, urging humility, reconciliation, and a shared moral responsibility. What is Lincoln’s stance? He views

the nation’s suffering as an opportunity for moral growth and healing.

Analyzing Specific Excerpts: What Is Their Core Meaning?

To deepen our understanding, let’s analyze specific memorable excerpts from Lincoln’s speeches through

the lens of “what is”:

- “Four score and seven years ago...” (Gettysburg Address)
What is Lincoln’s purpose? He is establishing a historical perspective, reminding Americans of their shared
origins and the enduring principles of liberty and equality, emphasizing that the nation’s founding ideals

are at stake in the Civil War.

- “And that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”
(Gettysburg Address)
What is Lincoln asserting? The essence of democracy itself—its resilience and importance—must be

preserved, and the speech’s core message is the enduring vitality of democratic governance.

- “With malice toward none, with charity for all...” (Second Inaugural Address)
‘What is Lincoln advocating? Compassion and forgiveness are essential for national healing, emphasizing that

reconciliation, not retribution, is the path forward.
- “It is for us the living to be dedicated here to the unfinished work...” (Gettysburg Address)

‘What is Lincoln’s call to action? The living must continue the work of honoring sacrifices and ensuring that

“these dead shall not have died in vain,” reinforcing the ongoing responsibility of citizens.

The Lasting Impact of Lincoln’s Words and Their “What Is”



Significance

Lincoln’s speeches, through their rhetorical power, continue to shape American identity. The question
“what is” helps us appreciate that his words are more than historical statements—they are moral
declarations that define the nation’s ideals. His emphasis on equality, sacrifice, unity, and moral reflection
embodies the fundamental “what is” of the American experience—a pursuit of a more perfect union rooted
in justice and moral integrity. His speeches serve as a moral compass, guiding citizens toward
understanding the importance of liberty, equality, and unity. The “what is” in Lincoln’s words is
ultimately an affirmation of the enduring American ideals and a call to uphold them through action,

sacrifice, and moral conviction.

Conclusion

Analyzing an excerpt from Lincoln’s speech through the question “What is” reveals the profound depth of
his rhetoric. It uncovers the core ideas that Lincoln sought to communicate—principles of equality, the
importance of national unity, the moral significance of sacrifice, and the hope for reconciliation. His words
encapsulate the essence of American democracy and moral resolve, making them timeless. By
understanding “what is” in Lincoln’s speeches, readers gain insight into the moral and political fabric of the
nation, recognizing that Lincoln’s language was designed to inspire, challenge, and elevate the American
spirit. His speeches remain a testament to the enduring power of words to shape history, ignite moral

reflection, and inspire future generations to strive toward a more just and unified nation.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What is the main purpose of Lincoln's speech excerpt?

The main purpose of Lincoln's speech excerpt is to inspire unity and perseverance among the American
people by emphasizing the importance of dedicating ourselves to the nation's ideals and honoring those

who sacrificed for its future.

What is the central theme conveyed in the excerpt?

The central theme conveyed is the importance of national unity, remembrance of sacrifice, and the resolve

to continue working towards a united and free country.

‘What tone does Lincoln adopt in this excerpt?

Lincoln adopts a tone of solemnity and reverence, emphasizing the gravity of the occasion and inspiring a

sense of duty and patriotism among listeners.



What rhetorical devices does Lincoln use to strengthen his message?

Lincoln uses rhetorical devices such as repetition, parallelism, and emotional appeals to emphasize key

points and evoke a sense of shared responsibility and patriotism.

‘What is the significance of the setting in Lincoln's speech excerpt?

The setting, likely a memorial or dedication event, underscores the importance of remembrance and

collective commitment to uphold the principles for which those who sacrificed their lives fought.

How does Lincoln appeal to his audience in this excerpt?

Lincoln appeals to his audience's sense of patriotism, duty, and moral responsibility by reminding them of

the sacrifices made and urging them to dedicate themselves to the ongoing struggle for equality and unity.

What can be inferred about Lincoln's overall message from this excerpt?

It can be inferred that Lincoln's overall message is a call to action for Americans to honor the fallen by
ensuring that their sacrifices were not in vain, and to continue striving for a nation united in purpose and

ideals.

Additional Resources

Analysis: Unpacking the Power and Precision of Lincoln’s Speech Excerpt

Introduction: The Significance of Lincoln’s Rhetorical Mastery

When examining an excerpt from Abraham Lincoln’s speeches, we are often met with the profound depth
of his language, the clarity of his purpose, and the strategic use of rhetorical devices that elevate his
message beyond mere words. Lincoln’s speeches are celebrated for their moral authority, persuasive power,
and timeless relevance, making each excerpt a valuable artifact for analysis. In this review, we will dissect
the essential elements that define the excerpt’s impact, focusing on its core message, tone, diction, and
rhetorical strategies, to understand why Lincoln’s words continue to resonate today. Think of this as an
expert evaluation—similar to a product review—highlighting the features that make this speech excerpt a

compelling piece of oratorical craftsmanship.



What Is the Central Message?

At the heart of Lincoln’s speech excerpt lies a compelling articulation of unity, moral purpose, and the
importance of collective action. The central message often revolves around themes such as the preservation
of the Union, the abolition of slavery, or the affirmation of democratic ideals. Lincoln’s wording is precise,
aiming to inspire confidence and moral clarity. For example, if the excerpt emphasizes the importance of “a
new birth of freedom,” it underscores the transformative vision Lincoln holds for the nation, emphasizing
that the current struggle is a moral imperative that transcends mere political objectives. The message is
crafted to evoke a sense of shared responsibility among listeners, urging them to recognize their role in
shaping history. The clarity of this message is achieved through deliberate repetition, parallelism, and a

compelling call to action, which serve to reinforce the core ideas and make them memorable.

What Is the Tone and Mood?

Lincoln’s tone in this excerpt is characterized by a blend of solemnity, optimism, and moral seriousness. It
reflects a leader who is deeply aware of the gravity of the moment, yet resolute in his conviction that
positive change is possible. The tone often shifts from reflective to inspiring, creating an emotional
trajectory that guides the listener through a journey from acknowledgment of hardship to hope for
renewal. The mood engenders a sense of unity and shared purpose, designed to galvanize the audience into
collective action. Lincoln’s diction—words like “dedicated,” “hallowed,” “resolve,” and “justice”—contribute
to this tone, imbuing the speech with a reverent and earnest quality. This careful modulation ensures that
the audience feels both the weight of history and the optimism necessary to move forward, which is

crucial for motivating collective resolve.

What Is the Diction and Language Style?

Lincoln’s diction is marked by its formal, elevated, and deliberate style. His word choices are carefully
selected to evoke moral authority and evoke a sense of timelessness. For instance, he employs words like
“hallowed,” “consecrate,” and “dedicated,” which are imbued with religious and moral significance,

elevating the speech’s moral tone. The language style is characterized by:

- Parallelism: Repetition of grammatical structures, such as “we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we
cannot hallow,” which enhances rhythm and memorability.

- Antithesis: Contrasting ideas to highlight moral clarity, e.g., “the living and the dead,” emphasizing the



stakes involved.

»

- Appeals to higher ideals: Words like “liberty,” “justice,” and “union” evoke universal principles.

This diction serves to elevate the speech from mere political rhetoric to a moral declaration, aiming to

resonate deeply with the audience’s sense of morality and shared values.

What Are the Rhetorical Strategies Used?

Lincoln’s speech excerpt employs a range of rhetorical strategies that amplify its persuasive power. Some of

the most notable include:

1. Repetition

Lincoln repeatedly emphasizes key phrases to reinforce the message. For example, phrases like “we are,”
“we have,” and “we cannot” serve to create a rhythmic emphasis that makes the message memorable and
rallying.

2. Parallelism

The use of parallel structure, such as “to dedicate, to consecrate, to hallow,” creates a poetic cadence that
elevates the speech’s solemnity and moral weight. It also emphasizes the collective effort and shared
purpose.

3. Antithesis

Contrasting ideas, such as “the dead who give their lives,” versus “the living who dedicate ourselves,”
highlight the moral contrast between sacrifice and responsibility. This strategy clarifies the stakes and
motivates action.

4. Appeals to Pathos and Ethos

Lincoln appeals to emotion by invoking themes of sacrifice, patriotism, and moral duty, establishing ethos

through his reputation as a moral leader. His language stirs feelings of patriotism and solemn responsibility.
5. Inclusive Language

Using words like “we,” “our,” and “us,” Lincoln fosters a sense of collective ownership and responsibility,

making the audience feel personally involved in the cause.



Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Lincoln’s Speech

Analyzing this excerpt reveals Lincoln’s masterful use of language, tone, and rhetorical strategies to craft a
message that is both morally compelling and emotionally stirring. His careful diction, combined with
strategic repetitions, parallelism, and appeals to shared values, creates a speech that resonates across
generations. The central message—about dedication, sacrifice, and moral renewal—is conveyed with clarity
and conviction, inspiring collective action in a time of crisis. Lincoln’s speech exemplifies the power of
well-crafted rhetoric to forge unity and moral clarity, making it a timeless model of persuasive oratory. For
anyone seeking to understand the art of impactful communication, this excerpt stands as a testament to

Lincoln’s enduring legacy as a master orator and moral leader.
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