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

Literary Analysis: Persuasive Speech

A persuasive speech is a speech that tries to convince listeners to think or act in a certain way. Persuasive speeches may appeal to reason or emotion or both. In order to engage the audience, speakers often include rhetorical devices, special patterns of words and ideas that create emphasis and stir emotion in the audience. Common rhetorical devices include the following:

• Parallelism: repeating a grammatical structure or arrangement of words to create a sense of rhythm and momentum

• Restatement: expressing the same idea in different words to clarify and stress key points

• Repetition: expressing different ideas using the same words or images in order to reinforce concepts and unify the speech

DIRECTIONS: Read each of the following passages from King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. On the lines provided, identify the rhetorical device or devices in each passage. (You may find more than one rhetorical device.) Then briefly explain your answer by citing the words and phrases that exemplify the device.

1. But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly 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.

Rhetorical Device(s):

Explanation:

2. When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men . . . would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

Rhetorical Device(s):

Explanation:

3. It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check; a check which has come back marked “insufficient funds.”

Rhetorical Device(s):

Explanation:
