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Two Minutes That Changed the World

	A speech can ignite passion, define a country, inspire a movement, and encourage heroes to sacrifice their lives for the good of others and the protection of their country. The Civil War was filled with people and moments that defined America. It is said the United States went from a collection of states to one united country. Of all of these people and all of these events Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address is one of the most consequential speeches of not only the Civil War but in American history. To better understand the significance of his momentous speech one must first understand the context in which it was given. 
	Lincoln was a soft spoken man from Illinois but was well known for his oratory abilities. As a lawyer, congressman, and President of the United States giving speeches was part of the job. During his political campaigns he had to gain voters and as a political representative he had to explain his views on legislation and policy. Lincoln had to be good at giving informative and inspiring speeches. This was magnified during the Civil War as Lincoln played the most crucial role of them all, commander and chief of the military as President of the United States. In this role he had to inspire a nation to make massive sacrifices to the nation could endure and the sin of slavery could be ended once and for all. The Civil War saw brother pitted against brother, neighbor against neighbor, and countless Americans killing each other at massive battles like the one at Gettysburg. Many people could not understand why and many began to lose faith in the war, lose hope the war could be one, and begin to grow weary of fighting. On November 19, 1863 people gathered at the new national cemetery for the soldiers who died at the Battle of Gettysburg. Lincoln was asked to give an address or speech at the dedication.
	In his less than two minute speech Lincoln saw an opportunity to define why America was created, define the purpose of the war, redefine the war as a moral crusade against slavery, and challenged people to continue fighting for the ideals country was founded on during the Civil War and years to come. His speech begins by telling the story of America being created under the idea of liberty and that “all men are created equal.” (Gettysburg Address, 1863) Lincoln argues the reason the country was created was to create a nation of liberty and equality for all people. He continued that the country was now in the midst of a civil war that was “testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.” (Gettysburg Address, 1863) Lincoln defined the war as one to preserve a nation created under the ideas of liberty and equality for all. Lincoln then describes the reason so many died not only at Gettysburg but the entire Civil War. He describes their sacrifice as the “last full measure of devotion” and that they died so that the nation “shall have a new birth of freedom” for those enslaved people across the United States and that the “government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth” to ensure the preservation of our country (Gettysburg Address, 1863) His speech is not only one to honor those who died but a challenge to all Americans to not allow the “brave men, living and dead, who struggled here” to “have died in vain“ but rather for Americans to “take increased devotion” and continue the fight. (Gettysburg Address, 1863) In three short paragraphs Lincoln honored those who died, inspired a nation to keep fighting, and redefined the reasons for this epic battle and Civil War.
	Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address did not just impact the Civil War but has gone down as one of the most consequential speeches in American history. Initially many people were surprised at the brevity of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and some even felt that his speech lacked passion. Lincoln himself worried that he didn’t do a good job and that he underperformed. Others felt that Lincoln's speech was incredible and moving. (The Gettysburg Address, University of Florida) Before Lincoln spoke Edward Everet, former dean of Harvard University gave a two hour speech. Everet believed Lincoln’s speech was perfect saying “I wish that I could flatter myself that I had come as near to the central idea of the occasion in two hours as you did in two minutes.” (Gettysburg Address, National Geographic). Many people became inspired to enlist in the Union army, give money to support the war effort, and vote for Lincoln in next year's presidential election. Lincoln’s speech is now considered one of the greatest speeches in history. National Geographic called it “one of the most powerful statements in the English language” and a near perfect “expression of freedom and liberty in any language.” (Gettysburg Address, National Geographic) To this day his words and ideas are used by politicians, civil activists, and people across the world. 
	President Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address was his most important contribution to the Civil War. His speech was not a celebration of a Union victory but a dedication of a new cemetery honoring those who gave their lives so the “the nation might live.” (Gettysburg Address, 1863) His speech redefined the Civil War as not only one to preserve the country but also to give a new birth of freedom to enslaved people. He challenged Americans to keep fighting not only during the Civil War but for all time to preserve the nation's most important values of liberty and equality. In less than two minutes, in three short paragraphs, Lincoln accomplished more than he knew on November 19, 1863 and to this day the United States of America is being shaped by his words. 






Bibliography

Lincoln, Abraham, 1809-1865. The Gettysburg Address and Other Speeches. New York :Penguin Books, 1995.

National Geographic Society. “Gettysburg Address.” National Geographic Society, March 13, 2020. https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/gettysburg-address/. 

Santamaria-Wheeler, Lourdes. “University of Florida.” Civil War Legacies : The Gettysburg Address. Accessed February 24, 2021. https://exhibits.uflib.ufl.edu/civilwar/gettysburg.html. 
