
Abraham Lincoln Speeches And Writings

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Siena & Hezekiah • Knowledge is power. •
Page 1

Abraham Lincoln Speeches And Writings

Introduction: The
Unparalleled Legacy of
Lincoln’s Words

Abraham  Lincoln’s  speeches  and
writings  remain  among  the  most
studied, quoted, and revered works in
American  history.  From  the  solemn
cadence of the Gettysburg Address to
the  profound  moral  clarity  of  the
Second  Inaugural,  Lincoln’s  words
shaped a nation in crisis and continue
to  inspire  generations.  As  president
during  the  Civil  War,  he  wielded
language  not  merely  as  a  tool  of
governance but  as a weapon against
d i v i s i o n  a n d  i n j u s t i c e .  H i s
writings—ranging  from  formal  state
papers  to  personal  letters—reveal  a
leader  of  deep  thought ,  moral
conviction,  and  rhetorical  brilliance.
Understanding  Abraham  Lincoln
speeches and writings is essential to
grasping how a self-educated frontier
lawyer became the voice of a reunited
America. This article explores the key
works, literary qualities, and enduring
influence  of  Lincoln’s  oratory  and
prose, offering a comprehensive look at
why his words still resonate.

Early Life and Influences
on Lincoln’s Style

Self-Education and the Power
of the Written Word

Abraham  Lincoln’s  formal  education
w a s  s c a n t — b a r e l y  a  y e a r  o f

schooling—yet  he  developed  an
insatiable  appetite  for  reading.  He
devoured  the  King  James  Bible,
Shakespeare’s plays, and classic works
of law and history. The Bible’s poetic
paral lel ism  and  Shakespeare’s
dramatic structure left indelible marks
on his prose. Lincoln’s early efforts as a
writer began with hand-copied poems
and letters, honing a style that would
later  combine  legal  precision  with
emot iona l  depth .  H is  f ront ier
upbringing  taught  him  the  value  of
clear, direct communication; in a world
of  few  books  and  many  listeners,
spoken  and  written  words  carried
immense  weight.

Early Political Writings and
Legal Advocacy

Before reaching the presidency, Lincoln
crafted numerous political statements,
legal briefs, and public letters. His 1838
address to the Young Men’s Lyceum of
Springfield,  “The  Perpetuation  of  Our
Political  Institutions,”  showcased  his
early  concern  for  mob  rule  and
democratic  stability.  During his  years
as  an  Illinois  legislator  and  lawyer,
Lincoln  wrote  extensively  on  internal
improvements,  banking,  and  the
expansion  of  slavery.  These  early
works  demonstrate  a  mind  grappling
with  the  tension  between  individual
liberty  and  national  unity—a  theme
that  would  dominate  h is  la ter
Abraham  Lincoln  speeches  and
writings.



Foundational Speeches:
Defining a Presidency

The “House Divided” Speech
(1858)

In  his  acceptance  of  the  Republican
nomination  for  U.S.  Senate,  Lincoln
delivered  what  many  consider  his  first
major  national  address.  The  “House
Divided”  speech  used  the  biblical
metaphor  from  Matthew  12:25:  “A
house  divided  against  itself  cannot
stand.” Lincoln argued that the nation
could  not  endure  permanently  half
slave and half free. The speech was a
masterclass  in  logical  progression,
moving from the immediate danger of
the Dred Scott decision to the ultimate
reckoning the nation faced. Though he
lost  the  Senate  race  to  Stephen
Douglas, the speech propelled Lincoln
onto  the  national  stage  and  set  the
moral  tone  for  h is  subsequent
campaigns.

The Cooper Union Address
(1860)

In  February 1860,  Lincoln traveled to
New York  to  speak at  Cooper  Union.
This  address  was  meticulously
researched—Lincoln  spent  months
combing through historical  records to
demonstrate that the Founding Fathers
had  cons is tent ly  opposed  the
expansion of slavery. The speech was a
measured, legalistic argument, free of
the  emotional  flourishes  of  the  “House
Divided” address. Yet its power lay in
its unassailable logic. The Cooper Union
Address convinced Eastern intellectuals
and influential Republicans that Lincoln
was no backwoods orator but a sharp
constitutional  thinker.  That  speech
directly contributed to his nomination

for president.

The First Inaugural Address
(1861)

With  the  Union  on  the  br ink  of
dissolution,  Lincoln  used  his  first
inaugural  to  appeal  for  peace  while
affirming  the  national  government’s
authority.  He famously said,  “We are
not  enemies,  but  friends.  Though
passion may have strained, it must not
break  our  bonds  of  affection.”  The
speech mixed conciliation with resolve,
closing with a poetic plea—the “mystic
chords  of  memory”  stretching  from
every  battlefield  and  patriot  grave  to
t h e  U n i o n .  T h i s  a d d r e s s  i s  a
cornerstone  of  Abraham  Lincoln
speeches and writings, showing how
he  could  blend  empathy  with  firmness
during a national emergency.

The Gettysburg Address
(1863): A Revolution in
Prose

Perhaps  the  most  celebrated  of  all
Abraham  Lincoln  speeches  and
writings,  the  Gettysburg  Address  is
remarkably  short—only  272  words.  It
was delivered at the dedication of the
Soldiers’  National  Cemetery  on
November  19,  1863.  Lincoln  redefined
the  purpose  of  the  war:  no  longer
simply  a  fight  to  preserve  the  Union,
but  a  s t rugg le  to  ensure  tha t
“government  of  the  people,  by  the
people, for the people, shall not perish
from  the  earth.”  The  speech  is  a
masterpiece  of  compression.  Every
phrase carries weight, from “four score
and seven years ago” to “the last full
measure  of  devotion.”  Its  rhetorical
devices—inversion,  parallelism,  and
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b i b l i c a l  c a d e n c e — m a k e  i t
u n f o r g e t t a b l e .  T h e  A d d r e s s
transformed American national identity
and set a standard for public oratory
that has never been surpassed.

The Second Inaugural
Address (1865): With
Malice Toward None

As  the  Civil  War  drew  to  a  close,
Lincoln delivered his second inaugural
on  March  4,  1865.  The  tone  was
somber, spiritual, and deeply reflective.
Lincoln did not claim Union victory but
rather suggested that both sides had
sinned  and  that  the  war  might  be
divine  punishment.  The  unforgettable
closing—“With  malice  toward  none,
wi th  char i ty  fo r  a l l ”—la id  the
foundation  for  Reconstruction  and
reconciliation.  This  speech  is  often
cited  as  Lincoln’s  most  profound
philosophical  statement.  Its  use  of
biblical allusion (“the judgments of the
L o r d  a r e  t r u e  a n d  r i g h t e o u s
altogether”) and its humility in the face
of  immense  suffering  elevate  it  to  the
highest ranks of American literature.

Writings Beyond the
Speeches: Letters, Orders,
and Proclamations

Private Letters to Generals
and Citizens

Lincoln  wrote  countless  letters  as
commander-in-chief.  His  letters  to
General Ulysses S. Grant are models of
concise military counsel. In one famous
note, he wrote: “Hold on with a bulldog
grip, and chew and choke as much as
poss ib le .”  To  Genera l  George

McClellan, Lincoln expressed frustration
in measured but clear terms. Perhaps
the most poignant private letter is the
“Bixby Letter,” written to a mother who
supposedly lost five sons in battle. (The
authorship  is  debated,  but  Lincoln’s
spirit is present.) In it, he writes, “I feel
how weak and fruitless  must  be any
words of mine which should attempt to
beguile you from the grief of a loss so
overwhelming.”  Such  letters  reveal
Lincoln’s compassion and his ability to
wield language as a healer as well as a
leader.

The Emancipation
Proclamation (1863)

As a legal document, the Emancipation
Proclamation  is  often  derided  as  dry
and  limited—it  freed  slaves  only  in
states still in rebellion. Yet as a political
a n d  m o r a l  s t a t e m e n t ,  i t  w a s
revolutionary. Lincoln carefully crafted
the  language  to  fit  his  constitutional
war  powers,  but  the  effect  was
unmistakable:  the  Union  now  fought
expl ic i t ly  against  s lavery.  The
Proclamation  paved  the  way  for  the
13th Amendment. Its formal structure
and  deliberate  phrasing  underscore
Lincoln’s  mastery  of  legal  writing,
proving that even in state papers, his
Abraham  Lincoln  speeches  and
writings  could  reshape  history.

The Message to Congress
(December 1862)

In  his  annual  message  to  Congress,
Lincoln  argued  for  compensated
emancipation  and  colonization.  This
lengthy document showed his evolving
thinking.  He wrote,  “We can succeed
only by concert. It is not ‘can any of us
imagine  better?’  but  ‘can  we  all  do
better?’”  The  speech  is  less  known



than  his  inaugural  addresses,  but  it
demonstrates his ability to use clear,
logical  prose to  persuade a  skeptical
legislature.

Literary Qualities That
Endure

Biblical Rhythm and Poetic
Cadence

Lincoln’s style is often called “biblical”
not because of overt religious content
but because of its rhythm. He favored
short  words,  parallel  clauses,  and  a
sentence  structure  that  builds  to  a
climax.  For  example,  the  Gettysburg
Address opens with a reference to the
past,  moves  to  the  present  struggle,
and  concludes  with  a  call  to  future
action. This three-part structure (past,
present,  future)  is  a  hallmark  of
effective  rhetoric.  The  use  of  “we
c a n n o t  d e d i c a t e ,  w e  c a n n o t
consecrate,  we  cannot  hallow”  is  an
anaphora  that  creates  a  hypnotic
rhythm—a  technique  Lincoln  learned
f r o m  t h e  B i b l e ’ s  P s a l m  6 8  o r
Ecclesiastes.

Clarity and Logic

Despite  his  poetic  flourishes,  Lincoln
prized  clarity  above  all.  His  legal
training taught him to define terms and
avoid ambiguity. In speeches like the
Cooper Union Address, every assertion
is backed by evidence. He rarely used
ornate  vocabulary;  instead  he  chose
the  simplest  word  that  conveyed  his
meaning.  This  combination  of  clarity
and  emot ion  makes  h is  works
accessible to readers of all eras.

Moral Consistency and
Humility

One  of  the  most  striking  aspects  of
Abraham  Lincoln  speeches  and
writings  is  their  moral  evolution.
Lincoln was not born an abolitionist; his
early  statements  on  slavery  were
moderate.  Yet  his  writings  show  a
growing conviction that slavery was a
moral  wrong  that  required  national
action. The Second Inaugural reveals a
leader  who  does  not  claim  certainty
about God’s will but instead expresses
humi l i t y .  Th i s  w i l l i ngness  to
acknowledge  doubt  paradoxically
strengthens  his  moral  authority.

Impact on American
Political Rhetoric

Lincoln’s  influence  is  immeasurable.
Every  modern  president  who  uses  a
simple, declarative style or invokes the
nation’s  founding  principles  owes  a
debt to Lincoln. Martin Luther King Jr.
borrowed  Lincoln’s  imagery  and
cadence  in  his  “I  Have  a  Dream”
speech. The phrase “of the people, by
the people, for the people” appears in
constitutions  around  the  world.
Lincoln’s letters and speeches continue
to  be  taught  in  schools,  studied  in
universities,  and  quoted  in  political
debates.  His  ability  to  speak to  both
the intellect and the heart remains the
gold standard for public address.

Key Speeches and Writings at
a Glance

House Divided Speech (1858)
– Biblical metaphor for national
crisis.
Cooper Union Address (1860) –
Historical evidence against
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slavery expansion.
First Inaugural (1861) – Appeal
for unity and restraint.
Gettysburg Address (1863) –
Redefinition of the war’s purpose.
Second Inaugural (1865) – Call
for reconciliation and humility.
Emancipation Proclamation
(1863) – Legal and moral turning
point.
Letters to Generals (various) –
Tactical clarity and compassion.
Bixby Letter (1864) –
Consolation in brief, powerful
words.

Conclusion: Why Lincoln’s
Words Remain Vital

In  an  age of  sound bites  and digital

brevity,  the  depth  of  Abraham
Lincoln  speeches  and  writings
offers  a  corrective.  Lincoln  did  not
speak  to  fill  time;  he  spoke  to  change
minds  and move hearts.  His  writings
reveal  a  leader  who  understood  that
language is a moral act—that how we
say  something  matters  as  much  as
what we say. From the bleak winter of
the Civil War to the hopeful spring of
reconciliation, Lincoln used his pen and
his voice to navigate the gravest crisis
in  American  history.  Today,  as  we
confront our own divisions,  his words
remind us that clarity, compassion, and
conviction  are  not  contradictions  but
companions.  To  read  Lincoln  is  to
engage  with  the  best  of  American
character:  imperfect,  striving,  and
endlessly  hopeful.


