
  The Gettysburg Address: the Declaration of Independence’s call for equality becomes the 

charge of each succeeding generation 

  

President Lincoln gave a short dedicatory speech at the Gettysburg National Cemetery 

on November 19, 1863 in which he reconceptualized the Declaration of Independence as a living 

text of principles for each generation to strive toward fulfilling. In so doing he also dated the 

nation’s founding to 1776 rather than 1787.  He first struck upon the idea of the Declaration of 

Independence as a theme for his speech when he realized that the rebel army at Gettysburg had 

been defeated on the anniversary of the Declaration of Independence’s signing.   

In Lincoln’s succinct and evocative speech, the Declaration emerges as a statement of 

our essential character as a nation rather than simply a statement of principles applicable to 

events of 1776.  Lincoln transmits Jefferson’s language to us, committing each generation to an 

enduring struggle to fulfill the “proposition that all men are created equal.”  It is this 

conceptualization of the Declaration of Independence that has been passed down to us.  For 

example, President Obama in his January 2010 State of the Union speech referred to “the 

promise enshrined in our Constitution: the notion that we're all created equal.” 

Lincoln’s speech is compelling in part because it is filled with Biblical cadences and 

references as he links the country’s past, present, and future to enduring aspirations for liberty-

enhancing government and a quest for equality.  Lincoln, somewhat ironically, did not focus on 

the battle, the war, or even the cemetery that he was there to dedicate, referring to them only in 

passing in the course of speaking more generally to the Northern public about the fundamental 

purpose of the war.   Contrary to a popular myth, the speech was appreciated by observers at the 

time as a splendid speech.   

  

Gettysburg Address 

Delivered Nov. 19, 1863 

 

Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, 

conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.1 Now we are 

engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation or any nation so conceived2 and so 

dedicated can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of that war. We have come to 

dedicate a portion of that field as a final resting-place for those who here gave their lives that that 

nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. But in a larger sense, 

we cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow this ground. The brave men, living 

                                                           
1 So Lincoln puts the Declaration and assertion that all men are created equal at the very heart of the Revolution and 

he dates the nation’s creation to 1776 rather than 1787.  You will recall that the states opposed a union of states at 

the time.  Abolitionists had been making arguments that the Declaration of Independence’s principles animated the 

Constitution.  Why would they have done this?      
2 Lincoln also referred to the nation in living terms by using “brought forth,” “conceived,” “birth,” and “perish.”  

Some commentators at the time criticized Lincoln for his “obstetric allusion.” 



and dead who struggled here have consecrated it far above our poor power to add or detract. The 

world will little note nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did 

here. 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. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great 

task remaining before us--that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause 

for which they gave the last full measure of devotion--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,3 and 

that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth. 

                                                           
3 Notice that Lincoln refers to a “new birth of freedom” as emerging from the conflict.  What relationship do you 

think that this short statement has with the Declaration of Independence? Observers at the time thought that Lincoln 

was referring to the Civil War as being a war to end slavery.  His supporters applauded this; his detractors derided 

him for claiming a cause that was novel.  For them his duty was to defend the government and laws of the country, 

not to claim some new purpose as the driving force behind waging the war.   



 


