
Four Score And Seven Years Ago

Understanding the Significance of "Four Score
and Seven Years Ago"

Four score and seven years ago is a phrase that has resonated deeply within American
history and rhetoric. It marks the opening of one of the most famous speeches ever
delivered—the Gettysburg Address by President Abraham Lincoln. To truly grasp the
importance of this phrase, it’s essential to explore its historical context, linguistic roots,
and lasting impact on American culture and discourse.

The Origin and Meaning of "Four Score and Seven
Years Ago"

Breaking Down the Phrase

The phrase "four score and seven years ago" is an old-fashioned way of referring to a
specific number of years. To understand it:

- "Score": An archaic term meaning 20 years.
- "Four score": 4 times 20, which equals 80 years.
- "And seven years": Adding an additional 7 years.



Therefore:

- Four score and seven years ago = 80 + 7 = 87 years ago.

This phrasing was common in 19th-century English and was often used by Abraham
Lincoln, who was well-versed in the literary styles of his time.

Historical Context of the Phrase

Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg Address on November 19, 1863, during the American
Civil War. At that time, the nation was embroiled in a brutal conflict over slavery, states’
rights, and national unity.

Using "four score and seven years ago," Lincoln was referencing the founding of the
United States approximately 87 years earlier, in 1776, the year of the Declaration of
Independence. This poetic and formal language served to evoke a sense of history,
tradition, and the enduring principles upon which the nation was built.

The Role of the Gettysburg Address in American
History

Overview of the Address

The Gettysburg Address is considered one of the greatest speeches in American history.
Lincoln delivered it at the dedication of the Soldiers’ National Cemetery in Gettysburg,
Pennsylvania, after the pivotal Battle of Gettysburg.

Key themes include:

- The preservation of the Union
- The principles of liberty and equality
- The sacrifices made by soldiers
- The importance of a "new birth of freedom"

Impact of the Speech

The speech, though only about two minutes long, profoundly shaped American identity. Its
concise language, exemplified by the opening phrase, encapsulated the nation’s ideals and
reinforced the moral purpose of the Civil War.

- It redefined the Civil War as a struggle not just for union, but for a new birth of freedom.
- It emphasized national unity and the importance of honoring fallen soldiers.



- Its rhetoric continues to influence American political discourse.

Historical Significance of the Phrase and Speech

Historical Timeline

| Year | Event |
|--------|-----------------------------------------------------|
| 1776 | Declaration of Independence signed |
| 1787 | U.S. Constitution drafted and ratified |
| 1863 | Lincoln delivers the Gettysburg Address |
| 1865 | End of the Civil War and abolition of slavery |

Lincoln’s reference to "four score and seven years ago" situates the Civil War within the
broader arc of American history, connecting the present struggle to the nation’s founding
principles.

Legacy of the Phrase

Today, the phrase is often quoted to evoke a sense of historical gravitas, patriotism, and
the importance of remembering the nation’s roots. Its poetic rhythm and historical
resonance make it memorable and impactful.

- It symbolizes reverence for the founding era.
- It underscores the importance of historical memory.
- It continues to be referenced in speeches, writings, and cultural contexts.

The Linguistic and Literary Aspects of the Phrase

Why Lincoln Chose This Style

Lincoln’s use of archaic language like "score" was a deliberate rhetorical device:

- To evoke the grandeur and formality of the occasion.
- To connect the current generation with the founding fathers.
- To lend authority and weight to his message.



Literary Devices in the Gettysburg Address

The speech employs several rhetorical devices:

- Parallelism: "Four score and seven years ago" creates rhythm.
- Alliteration: Repetition of consonant sounds enhances memorability.
- Antithesis: Contrasting ideas like "a new birth of freedom" with the sacrifices made.
- Anaphora: Repetition of phrases to emphasize key points.

Modern Usage and Cultural Impact

In Popular Culture

The phrase "four score and seven years ago" has seeped into popular culture, often used
to evoke solemnity, respect, or historical gravitas.

Examples include:

- Literary references in books and articles.
- Political speeches referencing Lincoln’s style.
- Educational materials teaching American history.

In Education and Historical Discourse

Educators frequently highlight the phrase when teaching about the Civil War, Lincoln, or
American history, emphasizing its poetic qualities and historical significance.

Modern Interpretations and Relevance

While the phrase itself is archaic, its underlying themes remain relevant:

- The importance of remembering history.
- The enduring principles of liberty and equality.
- The need to honor those who sacrificed for national unity.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of "Four Score
and Seven Years Ago"

The phrase "four score and seven years ago" encapsulates a pivotal moment in American



history—a call to remember the nation’s founding ideals amid the turmoil of civil conflict.
Lincoln’s masterful use of language not only commemorated the sacrifices of soldiers but
also reaffirmed the core values upon which the United States was built.

Today, more than 150 years after the Gettysburg Address, this phrase continues to
symbolize the importance of history, patriotism, and the enduring spirit of a nation
committed to liberty and equality. Whether quoted in speeches, literature, or educational
contexts, "four score and seven years ago" remains a powerful reminder of the nation’s
origins and its ongoing journey toward a more perfect union.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the phrase 'Four score and
seven years ago' in American history?
It marks the opening line of Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address, referring to the 87
years since the Declaration of Independence in 1776, setting the tone for honoring the
nation's founding principles.

Why did Abraham Lincoln choose the phrase 'Four score
and seven years ago' in his speech?
Lincoln used this phrase to evoke a sense of history and gravity, emphasizing the long-
standing ideals of liberty and equality upon which the nation was built.

What does the term 'score' mean in the phrase 'Four
score and seven years ago'?
A 'score' is a period of 20 years, so 'four score' equals 80 years, and adding seven years
totals 87 years.

How does the phrase 'Four score and seven years ago'
relate to the context of the Civil War?
Lincoln referenced this period to connect the founding of the nation with the ongoing
struggle, emphasizing the importance of preserving the ideals of equality and democracy
during the Civil War.

Is the phrase 'Four score and seven years ago' still
relevant today?
Yes, it remains a powerful rhetorical device that emphasizes historical continuity and the
enduring importance of foundational American values.

Are there modern equivalents to the phrase 'Four score



and seven years ago' in political speeches?
While less common, speakers sometimes use similar historical references or poetic
language to evoke patriotism and reflect on history's lessons.

How has the phrase 'Four score and seven years ago'
influenced American political rhetoric?
It has become an iconic phrase symbolizing reverence for history and the founding
principles of the United States, inspiring generations of speeches and writings.

Can understanding the phrase 'Four score and seven
years ago' enhance our appreciation of Lincoln's
Gettysburg Address?
Absolutely; knowing its meaning helps us grasp the speech's depth, historical context, and
Lincoln's call for national unity and remembrance.
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