figurative language in the gettysburg
address

Figurative language in the Gettysburg Address plays a pivotal role in enhancing the
emotional and rhetorical power of Abraham Lincoln's speech delivered on November 19,
1863. This address, given during the American Civil War at the dedication of the Soldiers'
National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, is not only a profound reflection on the
sacrifices made by soldiers but also a powerful call to action for the nation. By employing
various forms of figurative language, Lincoln was able to convey complex ideas and evoke
deep emotions, making his message resonate with listeners and readers alike. In this
article, we will explore the various types of figurative language used in the Gettysburg
Address, their significance, and how they contribute to the overall impact of the speech.

Types of Figurative Language in the Gettysburg
Address

1. Metaphor

Metaphors are one of the most prominent forms of figurative language in the Gettysburg
Address. By comparing two unlike things without using "like" or "as," Lincoln was able to
create vivid imagery and convey deeper meanings.

- The "new birth of freedom": Lincoln refers to the Civil War as a transformative period for
the nation, suggesting that the conflict is not just about preserving the Union but also
about creating a new understanding of freedom. This metaphor implies that freedom is
something that can be reborn or renewed, indicating the potential for growth and change
within the country.

- "Government of the people, by the people, for the people": This famous phrase serves as
a metaphor for democracy itself. It encapsulates the essence of the American political
system, suggesting that the government is not an entity separate from the citizens but
rather a collective representation of their will.

2. Alliteration

Alliteration, the repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words, adds a musical
quality to Lincoln's speech, making it more memorable and impactful.

- "We cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we cannot hallow this ground": The
repetition of the "c" sound in this phrase emphasizes the solemnity of the occasion. It
underscores the idea that the ground has already been hallowed by the sacrifices of the
soldiers who fought there, making it a sacred space.



- "A new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are
created equal": The repetition of the "n" sound creates a rhythm that draws attention to
the key concepts of nationhood, liberty, and equality. This rhythmic quality enhances the
speech's emotional appeal.

3. Parallelism

Parallelism involves the use of similar grammatical structures in a series of phrases or
sentences. This technique helps to create balance and rhythm in the speech, making it
more persuasive.

- "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": The use of parallel structure in this phrase
emphasizes Lincoln's call to action. It highlights the importance of honoring the sacrifices
of the fallen soldiers by ensuring that their deaths lead to a renewed commitment to
freedom.

- "We are met on a great battle-field of that war": The repetition of "we are met" places
emphasis on collective identity and shared purpose, uniting the audience in their common
cause.

4. Personification

Personification involves giving human qualities to non-human entities, which can help
convey complex ideas in a relatable manner.

- "The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here": This statement
personifies the world as having the ability to "note" and "remember." By suggesting that
the world will not pay attention to the words spoken at Gettysburg, Lincoln is highlighting
the enduring significance of the actions taken by the soldiers, which ultimately
overshadow mere words.

- "It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they
who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced": In this instance, Lincoln personifies the
concept of dedication. By stating that it is the living who must be dedicated to the cause,
he emphasizes the responsibility that falls on the current generation to honor the legacy of
those who fought.

5. Imagery

Imagery involves the use of descriptive language that appeals to the senses, helping to
create vivid mental pictures for the audience.

- "This nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom": This imagery evokes a sense
of hope and renewal. The idea of a "new birth" conjures images of rebirth and growth,



suggesting that the nation can rise from the ashes of conflict to embrace a brighter future.

- "A great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so
dedicated, can long endure": The imagery of a "great civil war" evokes the intensity and
struggle of the conflict. It paints a picture of a nation at a crossroads, facing a critical test
of its ideals and values.

Significance of Figurative Language in the
Gettysburg Address

The use of figurative language in the Gettysburg Address serves several important
functions that contribute to the speech's enduring power and relevance.

1. Emotional Resonance

Figurative language allows Lincoln to tap into the emotions of his audience. By using
metaphors and imagery, he evokes feelings of sorrow, hope, and determination. The
emotional weight of phrases like "new birth of freedom" resonates deeply, encouraging
listeners to reflect on the sacrifices made by soldiers and the ideals they fought for.

2. Persuasive Rhetoric

The rhetorical devices employed in the Gettysburg Address enhance Lincoln's persuasive
appeal. By using parallelism and alliteration, he creates a rhythm that captivates the
audience's attention and reinforces his message. The repetition of key phrases ensures
that the core concepts of democracy, freedom, and equality remain at the forefront of the
audience's mind.

3. Unity and Collective Identity

Lincoln's use of figurative language fosters a sense of unity among his audience. By
emphasizing shared values and collective responsibility through personification and
parallelism, he encourages listeners to see themselves as part of a larger cause. This sense
of collective identity is crucial for rallying support for the Union's efforts in the Civil War.

4. Timeless Relevance

The figurative language in the Gettysburg Address transcends its historical context,
making it relevant to contemporary audiences. The themes of liberty, equality, and
national unity continue to resonate today, and the poetic quality of Lincoln's language



ensures that his message endures across generations.

Conclusion

In conclusion, figurative language in the Gettysburg Address is a vital component of
Abraham Lincoln's eloquent expression of national ideals and the sacrifices of those who
fought for them. Through the use of metaphors, alliteration, parallelism, personification,
and vivid imagery, Lincoln crafts a speech that is not only memorable but also deeply
moving. The emotional resonance, persuasive rhetoric, sense of unity, and timeless
relevance of the address all stem from its rich use of figurative language. As we reflect on
the words spoken at Gettysburg, we are reminded of the enduring power of language to
inspire, unite, and call us to action in the pursuit of a more just and equitable society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What types of figurative language are present in the
Gettysburg Address?

The Gettysburg Address contains several types of figurative language, including
metaphors, alliteration, and parallelism, which enhance its emotional and rhetorical
impact.

How does Lincoln use metaphors in the Gettysburg
Address?

Lincoln uses metaphors to convey complex ideas, such as referring to the Civil War as a
'test' of the nation's commitment to democracy, suggesting that the outcome will
determine the nation's future.

What role does parallelism play in the Gettysburg
Address?

Parallelism in the Gettysburg Address creates rhythm and emphasizes key ideas,
particularly in phrases like 'that we here highly resolve' which reinforces the commitment
to the principles of liberty and equality.

Can you identify an example of alliteration in the
Gettysburg Address?

An example of alliteration in the Gettysburg Address is the phrase 'dedicate a portion of
that field,' where the repetition of the 'd' sound adds a lyrical quality to the speech.



How does the use of personification enhance the
message of the Gettysburg Address?

Personification is used when Lincoln speaks of the 'new birth of freedom,' suggesting that
freedom itself can be reborn, which emphasizes the hope and renewal following the
sacrifices made in battle.

What effect does Lincoln achieve through the use of
rhetorical questions in the Gettysburg Address?

Rhetorical questions in the Gettysburg Address engage the audience and provoke thought,
emphasizing the urgency of the message and the seriousness of the sacrifices made for
freedom.

How does the imagery in the Gettysburg Address
contribute to its overall impact?

Imagery in the Gettysburg Address, such as 'the great battlefield' and 'the unfinished
work,' evokes strong visual and emotional responses, helping listeners to connect deeply
with the themes of sacrifice and dedication.

What is the significance of the phrase 'government of
the people, by the people, for the people' in terms of
figurative language?

This phrase employs anaphora, repeating 'the people' to emphasize democratic ideals and
collective ownership of government, reinforcing the central message of the nation's
purpose.

In what way does Lincoln's use of figurative language
reflect the historical context of the Gettysburg Address?

Lincoln's use of figurative language reflects the turmoil of the Civil War, aiming to unify a
divided nation by appealing to shared values and the sacrifices made for freedom and
equality.
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