
speeches by abraham lincoln
speeches by abraham lincoln stand as some of the most influential and enduring orations in
American history. Renowned for their eloquence, moral clarity, and political insight, Lincoln’s
speeches reflect the turbulent era of the Civil War and the evolving ideals of the United States. This
article explores key speeches delivered by Abraham Lincoln, examining their historical context,
themes, and lasting significance. From the Gettysburg Address to the Second Inaugural Address,
these speeches reveal Lincoln’s vision for unity, equality, and democracy. Understanding these
speeches provides valuable insight into Lincoln’s leadership and the foundational values of the
nation. The following sections will delve into the major speeches, their content, and their impact on
American society and history.
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Legacy of Lincoln’s Speeches

Gettysburg Address
The Gettysburg Address, delivered on November 19, 1863, is perhaps the most famous of speeches
by Abraham Lincoln. Delivered at the dedication of the Soldiers’ National Cemetery in Gettysburg,
Pennsylvania, this brief but powerful speech redefined the purpose of the Civil War. In just over two
minutes, Lincoln emphasized the principles of human equality as stated in the Declaration of
Independence and called for a “new birth of freedom” to ensure that democracy would endure.

Historical Context
The Gettysburg Address was delivered four and a half months after the Battle of Gettysburg, a
turning point in the Civil War with massive casualties on both sides. The Union victory at Gettysburg
halted the Confederate invasion of the North, but the cost was staggering. Lincoln’s speech sought
to honor the fallen soldiers while inspiring the living to continue the struggle for the Union and the
ideals it represented.

Key Themes and Impact
Lincoln’s address focused on unity, sacrifice, and democracy. He famously declared that the nation



was “conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” The
speech helped transform the war from a fight to preserve the Union into a moral crusade for
freedom and equality. Its brevity and profound message have cemented it as a cornerstone of
American political rhetoric.

Emancipation Proclamation Speech
One of the most transformative moments in speeches by Abraham Lincoln was the announcement
and defense of the Emancipation Proclamation. Issued on January 1, 1863, this executive order
declared the freedom of all enslaved people in Confederate-held territory. Lincoln’s speeches around
this proclamation articulated his commitment to ending slavery and reshaping the nation’s moral
landscape.

Purpose and Content
The Emancipation Proclamation did not immediately free all enslaved individuals but was a strategic
war measure aimed at weakening the Confederacy. Lincoln’s speeches explained the necessity of
this action, linking the abolition of slavery to the preservation of the Union and the promotion of
justice. He framed emancipation as both a military tactic and a step toward fulfilling America’s
founding ideals.

Reaction and Significance
Reactions to the Emancipation Proclamation were mixed. While abolitionists celebrated it as a
monumental step toward freedom, critics in the border states and among some Northerners feared
its social and political implications. Despite controversy, Lincoln’s speeches helped solidify the moral
cause of the Union and paved the way for the eventual abolition of slavery nationwide.

Second Inaugural Address
Delivered on March 4, 1865, Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address is considered one of the most
profound speeches by Abraham Lincoln. Coming near the end of the Civil War, it reflected on the
causes of the conflict and expressed a vision for healing and reconciliation. Unlike many political
speeches, it combined humility, moral reflection, and a call for national unity.

Reflections on the Civil War
In this address, Lincoln acknowledged the shared guilt of both North and South in the institution of
slavery, describing the war as divine punishment for the nation’s sins. He avoided triumphalism,
instead emphasizing compassion and forgiveness. His famous words, “With malice toward none; with
charity for all,” encapsulated his desire for a peaceful reconstruction of the United States.



Legacy of the Address
The Second Inaugural Address has been praised for its tone of reconciliation and its deep moral
insight. It set the tone for post-war America and influenced future generations’ understanding of
leadership during times of crisis. This speech exemplifies how Lincoln’s oratory combined political
acumen with profound ethical considerations.

House Divided Speech
The “House Divided” speech, delivered on June 16, 1858, in Springfield, Illinois, marked a pivotal
moment in Lincoln’s political career. This speech was given upon accepting the Republican Party’s
nomination for U.S. Senate and laid out his views on the irreconcilability of slavery with the nation’s
future. It is one of the earliest of speeches by Abraham Lincoln that clearly articulated his opposition
to the expansion of slavery.

Message and Impact
Lincoln famously declared, “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” warning that the country
could not endure permanently half slave and half free. The speech underscored the moral and
political urgency of confronting slavery’s expansion. It gained national attention and set the stage
for Lincoln’s debates with Stephen A. Douglas.

Role in Lincoln’s Rise
This speech helped define Lincoln’s identity as a leader committed to stopping the spread of slavery,
positioning him as a key figure in the emerging Republican Party. Though he lost the Senate race,
the speech elevated his profile and laid the groundwork for his eventual presidential nomination.

Cooper Union Address
Delivered on February 27, 1860, at Cooper Union in New York City, this address is widely regarded
as a masterpiece of Lincoln’s early rhetoric. The speech was instrumental in boosting his national
reputation and securing the Republican nomination for president later that year. It focused on the
issue of slavery and the constitutional arguments surrounding it.

Arguments and Style
In the Cooper Union Address, Lincoln systematically argued against the expansion of slavery using
historical and legal evidence. His logical, reasoned approach appealed to moderate Northerners and
showcased his skills as a debater and thinker. The speech combined moral conviction with pragmatic
politics, emphasizing the need for a peaceful solution.



Significance in Lincoln’s Career
The speech marked Lincoln’s emergence as a national political figure and helped dispel doubts
about his suitability for higher office. It was praised by influential newspapers and politicians,
significantly increasing his visibility and support within the Republican Party.

Legacy of Lincoln’s Speeches
Speeches by Abraham Lincoln continue to resonate due to their timeless themes of liberty, equality,
and national unity. His oratory shaped public opinion during one of the most critical periods in
American history and helped define the nation’s identity. Beyond their historical importance,
Lincoln’s speeches serve as models of concise, powerful, and morally grounded rhetoric.

Enduring Influence
Lincoln’s speeches have inspired countless political leaders, activists, and citizens worldwide. They
are studied in schools, cited in political discourse, and commemorated in national ceremonies. His
ability to articulate complex ideas with clarity and compassion remains a benchmark for effective
leadership communication.

Key Characteristics

Conciseness: Many of Lincoln’s speeches are noted for their brevity and focus.

Moral Clarity: He consistently linked political issues to ethical principles.

Inclusive Vision: Lincoln emphasized unity and reconciliation even in division.

Historical Awareness: His speeches often referenced foundational American documents.

Emotional Resonance: They appealed to both the intellect and the heart of listeners.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some of the most famous speeches delivered by
Abraham Lincoln?
Some of Abraham Lincoln's most famous speeches include the Gettysburg Address, the
Emancipation Proclamation speech, and his Second Inaugural Address.



Why is the Gettysburg Address considered one of the greatest
speeches in American history?
The Gettysburg Address is considered one of the greatest speeches because of its brevity, powerful
message on human equality, and its reaffirmation of the principles of liberty and democracy during
the Civil War.

What was the main message of Abraham Lincoln's
Emancipation Proclamation speech?
The main message of the Emancipation Proclamation speech was to declare the freedom of all
enslaved people in the Confederate states, making the abolition of slavery a central goal of the Civil
War.

How did Abraham Lincoln's speeches impact the course of the
American Civil War?
Lincoln's speeches helped unify the Northern states, inspired the Union cause, clarified the purpose
of the war, and bolstered morale by emphasizing themes of liberty, equality, and national unity.

What themes are commonly found in Abraham Lincoln's
speeches?
Common themes in Lincoln's speeches include freedom, equality, national unity, democracy,
perseverance, and the moral imperative to end slavery.

Where can one find the full texts of Abraham Lincoln's
speeches?
Full texts of Abraham Lincoln's speeches can be found in historical archives, the Library of Congress
website, the National Archives, and dedicated Lincoln historical societies and educational websites.

Additional Resources
1. Lincoln: Speeches and Writings 1832-1858
This book is a comprehensive collection of Abraham Lincoln's early speeches and writings before his
presidency. It provides insight into his evolving political philosophy and rhetorical style. Readers can
trace Lincoln’s development as an orator and leader during a critical period in American history.

2. The Gettysburg Address: Speech, Context, and Legacy
Focusing exclusively on one of Lincoln’s most famous speeches, this book explores the historical
context, content, and lasting impact of the Gettysburg Address. It analyzes the speech’s brevity and
power in reshaping the nation's ideals during the Civil War. The book also includes interpretations
from historians and Lincoln scholars.

3. Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address: A Call for Unity



This volume examines Lincoln’s second inaugural speech delivered in 1865, highlighting its themes
of reconciliation and healing. The book delves into how Lincoln sought to bring a fractured nation
back together after years of civil conflict. It also discusses the speech’s philosophical and moral
dimensions.

4. Lincoln at Cooper Union: The Speech that Made a President
Detailing the significance of Lincoln’s Cooper Union address in 1860, this book shows how the
speech elevated Lincoln’s national reputation. It provides historical background on the political
climate and analyzes Lincoln’s persuasive techniques. The book underscores the speech’s role in
propelling Lincoln toward the presidency.

5. Speeches and Letters of Abraham Lincoln
A classic compilation, this book brings together many of Lincoln’s most important speeches
alongside his personal letters. It offers a well-rounded perspective on Lincoln’s thoughts and
leadership during pivotal moments. The collection is valuable for understanding both his public and
private voice.

6. Lincoln’s War Speeches
This book gathers Lincoln’s speeches made during the Civil War, showcasing his efforts to justify the
Union cause and maintain morale. It highlights key addresses that defined the conflict’s purpose and
Lincoln’s vision for the nation’s future. Readers gain insight into how Lincoln communicated during
one of America’s darkest times.

7. Abraham Lincoln: The Man Behind the Speech
This biographical work examines the personal and political experiences that shaped Lincoln’s
oratory. It connects his life story with the themes found in his speeches, revealing the man behind
the powerful words. The book helps readers appreciate the character and circumstances influencing
Lincoln’s rhetoric.

8. The Emancipation Proclamation and Lincoln’s Speeches on Slavery
Focusing on Lincoln’s stance on slavery, this book analyzes his speeches and the Emancipation
Proclamation’s text. It discusses Lincoln’s evolving views and how he used rhetoric to navigate
complex political and moral challenges. The book situates these speeches within the broader
abolitionist movement.

9. Lincoln’s Last Speeches: Hope and Legacy
This book covers the final speeches delivered by Lincoln before his assassination in 1865. It explores
themes of hope, peace, and the future of the United States. The text provides a poignant reflection
on Lincoln’s vision and the enduring power of his words at a crucial historical moment.
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