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OE X C E R P T S  T O  W R I T E  A B O U T

Influential Speeches
“The Gettysburg Address”
by Abraham Lincoln

Four score 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.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so 
conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battle-field 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 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—and that government of the people, by the people, for the 
people, shall not perish from the earth.

	� Compare this speech to the beginning of the next. What do they have in common?  
What events are they each referring to?

“I Have a Dream” Speech
by Martin Luther King, Jr.

I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest 
demonstration for freedom in the history of our nation.

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today 
signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon 
light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering 
injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their captivity. 

But one hundred years later the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later the life of 
the Negro is still badly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of 
discrimination. One hundred years later the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in 
the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years later the Negro is 
still languishing in the corners of American society and finds himself in exile in his own 
land. And so we’ve come here today to dramatize a shameful condition. . . .
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And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. 
It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream.

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its 
creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.”

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and 
the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of 
brotherhood.

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the 
heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis 
of freedom and justice.

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not 
be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.

I have a dream today!

I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor 
having his lips dripping with the words of “interposition” and “nullification”—one day 
right there in Alabama little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little 
white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.

I have a dream today!

	� How did events of this time affect what Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote in this speech? Highlight 
evidence of this. How did events affect him? How did this speech affect events?

Note: Martin Luther King, Jr.’s speech has been studied and celebrated since the moment he uttered it on August 28, 1963, when he 
stood before thousands who’d marched on Washington, D.C., to demand civil rights and the end of racism in America. It’s a powerful 
speech, and it draws its potency from prior speeches, sermons, the Bible, and lyrics from spirituals, to name a few. Play an audio 
recording to hear King’s amazing skills as an orator. In this excerpt, you might have students organized in different groups, each with a 
different colored highlighter pen, and have one group highlight words associated with light and heat and posit their effect, jotting in 
the margin; have another group do the same with images of people coming together; another, highlight use of repetition; another 
group, highlight and consider specific places and people; another to highlight words relating to time. Join together as a whole class 
and co-create an anchor chart of how each of these elements contributes to the overall meaning and effect of the speech.
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