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Dr. Hardy Fredricksmeyer

The Rhetoric of MLK in his “I Have a Dream” Speech
“Rhetoric is the art of enchanting the soul with words [logoi].” (Plato, Rhetoric)

A. Rhetorical factors
(1) Location: the Lincoln Memorial

(2) Audience: blacks steeped in Afro-baptist oratory, sympathetic whites

(3) Personality: gravitas
(4) Delivery: deep timbre, rhythm/pacing, stress, enunciation

(5) Sources: eloquent, integral to American political and religious vocabulary, gravitas
Gettysburg Address (The second line of King’s speech reads—“Five score years ago, 
a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation.”)
See also under allusions

(6) Length: concise: ca. 17 minutes

(7) Structure: simple-2 halves, with themed paragraphs

(8) Allusions
Emancipation Proclamation (EP)
Old and New Testaments (OT, NT) 

National Anthem (NA)
US Declaration of Independence (USDI)

(9) Rhetorical devices and strategies-

Alliteration (AL)

Assonance (AS)

Chiasmus (C)

Biblical language and imagery (timelessness, truthfulness) (B)

Framing (F)

Geographically significant references (G)

Metaphor (M)

Personalized voice (P) 

Repetition (R), including anaphora (A)

Susurration (S)
B. Analyze second half of MLK’s speech: identify elements of categories 8 and 9 above-
(1) First half of speech stresses the racial dystopia of America, a “dark and desolate valley of segregation” with “quicksands of racial injustice.”
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(2) Second half paints the dream (I have a dream …), excerpt (under 3 minutes)—
“… I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up (compare with second to last stanza) 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 slaveowners 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 desert state sweltering with the heat of injustice and 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 the state of Alabama, whose governor's lips are presently dripping with the words of interposition and nullification, will be transformed into a situation where little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls and walk together as sisters and brothers. 

I have a dream today. 

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, and rough places will be made plains, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together.
This will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with a new meaning "My country 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrim's pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring." 

And if America is to be a great nation this must come true. So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania.
Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado. 

Let freedom ring from the curvaceous peaks of California.
But not only that — let freedom ring from Stone Mountain in Georgia. 

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee. 

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. From every mountainside, let freedom ring.
When we let freedom ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, 
Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!”
