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gettysburg address apush: A Cornerstone of American History and APUSH Curriculum

gettysburg address apush is a seminal document in American history, a brief yet
profoundly impactful speech delivered by President Abraham Lincoln. For students tackling
the Advanced Placement United States History (APUSH) curriculum, understanding the
Gettysburg Address is not just about memorizing its text; it's about grasping its historical
context, its rhetorical power, and its enduring significance. This article delves deep into
what makes the Gettysburg Address such a vital component of APUSH studies, exploring its
background, key themes, linguistic analysis, and its place in the broader narrative of the
Civil War and American identity. We will examine why this 272-word speech continues to
resonate today and how its core message informs our understanding of democracy,
equality, and national purpose, making it an essential topic for any APUSH student seeking
a comprehensive grasp of this pivotal era.

Table of Contents

Understanding the Historical Context of the Gettysburg Address

Abraham Lincoln's Purpose and Audience

Deconstructing the Gettysburg Address: Key Themes and Ideas

Rhetorical Devices and Linguistic Analysis in the Gettysburg Address
e The Gettysburg Address and its Significance for APUSH

e The Enduring Legacy of the Gettysburg Address

Understanding the Historical Context of the
Gettysburg Address

The Gettysburg Address was delivered on November 19, 1863, at the dedication of the
Soldiers' National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. This battlefield was the site of one
of the bloodiest and most decisive battles of the American Civil War, fought just four
months prior. The Union victory at Gettysburg, though costly, marked a significant turning
point, halting the Confederate invasion of the North. President Lincoln was invited to offer
"a few appropriate remarks" at the ceremony, a role he took seriously, even though the
primary orator was Edward Everett, a renowned statesman and orator. The nation was still
deeply divided, mourning the immense loss of life and grappling with the fundamental
question of whether a nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all
men are created equal could long endure. The context of profound loss, ongoing conflict,



and the nascent hope for reunification is crucial for understanding the weight and purpose
behind Lincoln's words.

Abraham Lincoiln's Purpose and Audience

Abraham Lincoln's primary purpose in delivering the Gettysburg Address was multifaceted.
Firstly, he aimed to honor the Union soldiers who had sacrificed their lives on that hallowed
ground. He sought to consecrate the battlefield, transforming it from a site of immense
suffering into a symbol of national dedication. Secondly, Lincoln intended to redefine the
purpose of the war. While initially fought to preserve the Union, Lincoln masterfully
reframed the conflict as a struggle for the principles of liberty and equality upon which the
nation was founded. He addressed the American people, both North and South, as well as
the international community, articulating the ideals that the Union was fighting to uphold.
His audience was not just those present at Gettysburg but all Americans, and indeed,
posterity, who would look back on this struggle for democracy. He sought to inspire
continued commitment to the Union cause and to rally support for the arduous task of
rebuilding a fractured nation.

Deconstructing the Gettysburg Address: Key
Themes and ldeas

The Gettysburg Address, though brief, is rich with interconnected themes that resonate
deeply with American history and political thought. At its core, the speech is a meditation
on the founding principles of the United States and the ongoing struggle to realize them.
Lincoln begins by referencing the nation's founding, "Four score and seven years ago," a
direct nod to the Declaration of Independence and its assertion that "all men are created
equal." This establishes the enduring ideal that the Civil War is testing. Another central
theme is sacrifice. Lincoln emphasizes the immense cost of the war, noting that the soldiers
who fought and died at Gettysburg had "consecrated" the ground far more effectively than
any words could. He elevates their sacrifice, stating it is for the living to be dedicated to the
unfinished work for which they gave their last full measure of devotion.

A third crucial theme is the concept of popular sovereignty and the future of democracy.
Lincoln famously articulates the goal of ensuring that "government of the people, by the
people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth." This phrase encapsulates the
essence of American democracy and its vulnerability. The war, in Lincoln's framing, is a test
of whether a government founded on such principles can survive internal division. He calls
for a "new birth of freedom," suggesting that the war's outcome will determine not just the
fate of the Union but the very nature of freedom and equality in America. This implies a
broader, more inclusive definition of freedom that extends beyond the initial ideals of the
nation's founders, hinting at the eventual abolition of slavery and the promise of a more
perfect union.



Rhetorical Devices and Linguistic Analysis in the
Gettysburg Address

Lincoln's mastery of rhetoric is evident in every word of the Gettysburg Address. The
speech employs several powerful rhetorical devices that contribute to its lasting impact.
The opening phrase, "Four score and seven years ago," uses an archaic biblical cadence to
lend gravitas to the occasion and evoke a sense of historical continuity. The use of
anaphora, the repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive clauses, is
particularly effective. For instance, the repetition of "that" in the second paragraph ("that
we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—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") creates a powerful sense of determination
and purpose.

Lincoln also employs antithesis, the juxtaposition of contrasting ideas, to highlight the
stakes of the conflict. He contrasts the past of the nation's founding with the present
struggle and the future vision. The phrase "consecrated it, far beyond our poor power to
add or detract" uses a subtle humility that paradoxically elevates the soldiers' actions. The
cyclical structure of the speech, beginning with the past and moving to the future, creates a
sense of completeness and enduring relevance. His deliberate, measured pacing and the
profound simplicity of his language allow the profound ideas to shine through, making the
speech accessible and memorable. The carefully chosen vocabulary, such as "dedicate,"
"consecrate," and "hallow," imbues the speech with a solemn and reverent tone.

The Gettysburg Address and its Significance for
APUSH

For APUSH students, the Gettysburg Address is more than just a historical artifact; it's a
lens through which to understand critical aspects of the Civil War era and the development
of American identity. Its inclusion in the curriculum highlights the ideological underpinnings
of the Union cause. Students are expected to analyze how Lincoln's speech shifted the
narrative of the war from mere preservation of the Union to a fight for fundamental
democratic principles and human equality. Understanding the Gettysburg Address helps
APUSH candidates grasp the concept of "total war" and its impact on civilian morale and
national resolve, as well as the evolving meaning of freedom in the United States.

Furthermore, the speech provides a vital example of presidential leadership during a crisis.
APUSH students often study Lincoln's rhetorical strategies and his ability to articulate a
compelling vision for the nation during its darkest hour. Analyzing the Gettysburg Address
allows students to engage with primary source analysis, evaluating the author's purpose,
audience, and the historical context that shaped the document. It is also a key text for
understanding the concept of national memory and how historical events are
commemorated and reinterpreted over time. The speech's enduring influence on American
political discourse makes it a foundational document for comprehending the trajectory of
the nation.



The Enduring Legacy of the Gettysburg Address

The Gettysburg Address continues to hold immense significance in contemporary American
society. It serves as a touchstone for discussions about democracy, equality, and the
responsibilities of citizenship. The phrase "government of the people, by the people, for the
people" remains a powerful and concise definition of democratic governance, frequently
invoked in political discourse. The speech's call for a "new birth of freedom" is often
interpreted as a progressive vision, looking towards the expansion of rights and liberties for
all Americans.

The Gettysburg battlefield itself, transformed into a national cemetery and memorial,
stands as a tangible testament to the principles Lincoln articulated. The enduring impact of
the Gettysburg Address lies in its ability to capture the essence of the American
experiment: a nation constantly striving to live up to its founding ideals, even in the face of
profound challenges and sacrifices. Its concise eloquence and profound message ensure its
place not only in APUSH syllabi but also as a cornerstone of American civic identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the historical context of the Gettysburg
Address?

The Gettysburg Address was delivered by President Abraham Lincoln on November 19,
1863, during the American Civil War, four and a half months after the Union victory at the
Battle of Gettysburg. It was given at the dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery in
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, to honor the Union soldiers who died there.

What is the central theme or message of the
Gettysburg Address?

The central theme is the preservation of the United States as a nation dedicated to the
principle that 'all men are created equal.' Lincoln emphasizes that the Civil War is a test of
whether a nation conceived in liberty can endure, and he calls for renewed commitment to
the cause for which the soldiers sacrificed their lives.

How did the Gettysburg Address redefine the purpose
of the Civil War?
Lincoln shifted the focus from simply preserving the Union to a higher moral cause: the

realization of the Declaration of Independence's promise of equality. He framed the war as
a struggle for human freedom and a test of democratic principles for future generations.



What is the significance of Lincoln's reference to 'four

score and seven years ago'?
This phrase refers to the signing of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, establishing
the founding principles of the nation. By starting with this reference, Lincoln connects the

current struggle to the nation's origins and the ideals of liberty and equality upon which it
was built.

What does Lincoln mean by 'government of the people,
by the people, for the people'?

This iconic phrase encapsulates Lincoln's vision of American democracy. It asserts that
legitimate government derives its power from the consent of the governed ('of the people'),

is administered by elected representatives ('by the people'), and ultimately exists to serve
the interests and well-being of its citizens ('for the people’).

How did the audience and the press initially react to
the Gettysburg Address?

Initial reactions were mixed. Some recognized its profound eloquence and significance
immediately, while others, particularly in newspapers, were less impressed, with some even
dismissing it as unremarkable or too short. Over time, its impact and rhetorical power grew,
making it one of the most famous speeches in American history.

What is the lasting impact of the Gettysburg Address
on American identity?

The Gettysburg Address is considered a foundational text of American identity. It eloquently
articulated the nation's highest ideals and the sacrifices made to uphold them. It continues
to inspire Americans to strive for a more perfect union and to defend the principles of
liberty and equality.

How does the Gettysburg Address connect the Civil War
to the broader concept of democracy and human rights?

Lincoln elevates the Civil War beyond a mere sectional conflict, presenting it as a global
struggle for the viability of republican government and universal human rights. He suggests
that the outcome of the war will have implications for the future of democracy worldwide.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Gettysburg Address for APUSH, with descriptions:

1. And the War Came: The Civil War and Its Aftermath in the Border South
This book explores the complex experience of border states during the Civil War, a crucial
context for understanding Lincoln's address. It delves into the political divisions, societal



upheavals, and the personal stories of those caught between Union and Confederacy. By
examining the fragmented loyalties and ongoing struggles, the book highlights the stakes
involved in the Union's continued existence, a central theme of the Gettysburg Address.

2. A. Lincoln: The Great Emancipator

This biography provides a comprehensive look at Abraham Lincoln's life and presidency,
with significant focus on his wartime leadership. It details his evolving views on slavery and
the Union, culminating in the pivotal decisions that shaped the war's course. The book
offers insights into the intellectual and political climate that influenced Lincoln's carefully
crafted words at Gettysburg.

3. Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words That Remade America

This work directly analyzes the historical context, composition, and impact of the
Gettysburg Address itself. It unpacks the significance of Lincoln's speech in redefining the
purpose of the Civil War as a struggle for equality and democracy. The book examines how
the address shifted national memory and continues to resonate in American political
discourse.

4. The Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and American Slavery

This acclaimed book meticulously traces Lincoln's journey from a politician opposed to the
expansion of slavery to the president who ultimately abolished it. It investigates the moral,
political, and legal challenges he faced in navigating the issue of human bondage. The
narrative underscores how the fight against slavery became inextricably linked to the
preservation of the Union, a concept central to Lincoln's address.

5. Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era

This sweeping narrative offers a panoramic view of the American Civil War, covering its
political, social, and military dimensions. It provides essential background on the key
battles, leaders, and ideological conflicts that defined the era. The book's detailed account
of the Union cause's struggle sets the stage for understanding the profound meaning
Lincoln sought to convey at Gettysburg.

6. The Republic for Which It Stands: The United States During Reconstruction and the
Gilded Age, 1865-1896

While primarily focused on the post-war period, this book’s early chapters often touch upon
the enduring legacy of the Civil War and the principles fought for. It explores how the ideals
of Union and freedom, articulated by Lincoln at Gettysburg, were debated and contested in
the subsequent decades. The book helps contextualize the ongoing struggle to live up to
the promises of the war and the address.

7. This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War

This insightful study examines the immense human cost of the Civil War and how
Americans grappled with mass death. It explores the ways in which grief, remembrance,
and the search for meaning shaped public attitudes. The book’s focus on the profound
losses at battles like Gettysburg provides a poignant backdrop for Lincoln's dedication of
the battlefield cemetery.

8. The American Civil War: A Military History

This book offers a detailed account of the military campaigns and strategies employed by
both the Union and Confederate armies. It highlights the critical battles that determined the
war's outcome, including Gettysburg itself. Understanding the military realities and the



sacrifices made on the battlefield is crucial for appreciating the context of Lincoln's speech
as a commemoration of those efforts.

9. The Civil War and Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution

This work examines the Civil War not just as a military conflict, but as a fundamental
turning point in American history that sought to redefine the nation's identity. It delves into
the persistent challenges of achieving true equality and citizenship for all Americans. The
book helps demonstrate how the Gettysburg Address represented a pivotal moment in this
ongoing, unfinished revolutionary process.
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