Commentary on “I Have a Dream”

Background

Martin Luther King, Jr. was born in Atlanta in 1929 and was educated at Morehouse College (B.A.), Crozer Theological seminary (B.D.), and Boston University (Ph.D.). Following in the footsteps of his father and grandfather, he was ordained as a Baptist minister. In addition to his ministerial duties, he became active in the 1950s in the struggle to end discrimination against African- Americans. In those days, many parts of the country, especially the South, had separate schools for whites and blacks, separate water fountains, separate restrooms. Many restaurants and motels denied access to African- Americans—a humiliating frustration for travelers.

In 1954 Dr. King became pastor of a Baptist church in Montgomery, Alabama, and in 1955- 56 he led a successful boycott against the city’s segregated bus lines. His tactic of using passive resistance (modeled after Gandhi’s nonviolent crusade to free India from British rule) brought him national attention. He founded and worked through the Southern Christian Leadership Conference to campaign for desegregation throughout the nation. He paid a high price for his leadership: he was arrested and jailed frequently, he was beaten, his home was bombed, and he was subjected to death threats and assassination attempts.

During these civil rights struggles, there were hundreds of other men and women who did what Dr. King did: they preached, they went to jail, they suffered physical attacks. Out of all these people, Dr. King was seen by the nation as the movement’s leader—as “media magnet and a superstar,” in the words of literary critic Keith D. Miller.

Why Dr. King? “The answer to this question,” says Miller, “can be stated in a 


single word: language. King’s unmatched words galvanized blacks and changed the minds of moderate and uncommitted whites…only King could convince middle-of-the-road whites about the meaning of the revolutionary events they were witnessing on their television screens.”

Columnist William Safire of the New York Times says, “Dr. King was the most significant black leader since Frederick Douglass and, like Douglass, owed much of his preeminence to the ability to write with power (as in his 1963 ‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail’) and to speak with passion.” While many of his writings and speeches are still studied today, no piece has attracted more attention than the “I Have a Dream” speech, delivered on August 28, 1963, to over 200,000 people who had traveled to the nation’s capital for a peaceful demonstration to demand equal rights for blacks. Historian Diane Ravitch says, “Dr. King’s soaring eloquence and his conscious fusing of religious rhetoric and familiar patriotic symbols conveyed a prophetic and uplifting sense of a world that might yet be. The speech quickly entered the American language and national consciousness as a pithy evocation of the goals of the civil rights movement.”

The electrifying language—still capable, decades later, of tingling the spine and quickening the heart—is the main reason for the speech’s continuing popularity. Unlike most speeches, it is as thrilling to read as to listen to. In a prose anthology containing the speech, Professor Annette T. Rottenberg tells students: “This stirring exhortation …rings out like a church bell with rhythm, imagery, joy, hope, and deep conviction. Don’t just read the words—listen to the music!”
Setting

The setting for the speech was magnificent, and appropriately rich with patriotic symbols. The heart of the nation’s capital is the Mall, a broad expanse of grass and trees stretching 2.25 miles from the Capitol (home of the U.S. Congress) westward to the Lincoln Memorial. In between these two landmarks is the Washington Monument, immediately north of which is the White House. Dr. King stood on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, and looked out at the crowd that had gathered on both sides of the Reflecting Pool, a long rectangle of water that reflected the Washington Monument to Dr. King’s eyes. The crowd, from its vantage point, had a view of Dr. King underneath the magisterial statue of Abraham Lincoln, the Great Emancipator.

Audience

Dr. King had two audiences, both of which he kept in mind:

· The more than 200,000 marchers in front of him, including an estimated 40,000 whites, whose presence he noted (paragraph 9).

· The millions who were watching on television (beginning at about 3:30 p.m.). The three major networks—ABC, CBS, and NBC—had preempted afternoon soap operas to televise the speech live.

Purposes

From reading the speech and knowing the circumstances surrounding the March on Washington, we can see that Dr. King had many purposes.

· To commemorate the 100th anniversary of the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation by Abraham Lincoln (it was fitting that the speech was delivered on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial)

· To put pressure on Congress to pass a civil rights bill outlawing discrimination in restaurants, bus stations, and motels (the bill had been proposed two months earlier by President Kennedy but its passage by Congress was uncertain)

· To inform white listeners of the continuing denial of full rights for blacks and to make them vicariously feel the emotional and physical pain experienced by blacks

· To persuade American citizens that the American Dream—liberty and justice for all—can become a reality

· To give solace and hope to blacks who felt despair over their plight

· To inspire blacks (and their white allies) to continue struggling for equal rights

· To persuade civil rights campaigners to persist in their crusade without resorting to hatred and violence

Was the speech successful in reaching its goals? Judging by the roar of approval from the audience, one can say that Dr. King succeeded in one of his immediate goals—bolstering the spirits of the people who had marched on Washington. As for long-term impact, the speech has been viewed by many observers as the most important single event in the civil rights struggles of the 1960s, helping to persuade the white majority to grant equal rights to all Americans. “The televised address did more to advance the cause of civil rights than did any other speech or demonstration,” says Safire. One of the short-term goals was met the following summer when the Civil Rights Bill was passed by Congress and signed into law on July 2, 1964.
Rhetorical Techniques

The speech is a rich feast of oratorical strategies and stylistic devices, including the following:

Organization. The speech has a three-part structure. Dr. King begins with a look at the past (slavery), dwells on the present (discrimination and violence), and then closes with a vision of the future (his dream of freedom for all Americans). Using the past-present-future organizational pattern is a brilliant literary device because it repeats the structure that Abraham Lincoln used in the Gettysburg Address. Thus Dr. King underscores the historical parallels: Lincoln stood at a national place of honor (the Gettysburg battlefield) to inspire the Union to press forward in its quest to end slavery so that “this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom.” Dr. King is standing at a national place of honor—the Lincoln Memorial—to inspire the nation to finish the task of liberation that Lincoln had begun. (Incidentally, Dr. King creates parallels with the Gettysburg Address throughout his speech; for example, Lincoln began by saying, “Four score and seven years ago…” Dr. King begins his second paragraph with “Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation Proclamation.”)

Opener. The first paragraph conveys Dr. King’s appreciation to the marchers for coming to Washington for “the greatest demonstration for freedom in the history of our nation.” Although the paragraph strikes some students as rather ordinary, it serves the valuable purpose of letting the audience get into the flow of the speech.

Building credibility. Before he stepped to the platform, Dr. King had a tremendously high level of credibility with his black listeners. They knew that he was trustworthy, and that his dedication to the cause was deep and abiding. They knew that he had been beaten and jailed for his beliefs, yet courageously continued to preach a message of hope and love instead of despair and hate. With these listeners, it was unnecessary to spend any part of the speech in building credibility. Many whites, on the other hand, viewed the civil rights movement with suspicion, fearful that it could rouse blacks to violence and anarchy. It was important, therefore, for Dr. King to reveal his reasonableness to the millions of whites listening to him on TV. He needed to show that he was not a demagogue fomenting hatred and bloodshed. In paragraph 8, he demonstrates his reasonableness by insisting that the civil rights movement must not “degenerate into physical violence,” and by noting, in paragraph 9, that the destinies of white and black Americans are inextricably tied together—“we cannot walk alone.”

Appeals to Authority. Dr. King heightens his persuasiveness by basing his case on the revered documents of American history—The Emancipation Proclamation (paragraph 2), the Constitution (paragraph 4), and the Declaration of Independence (paragraph 4)—and on the lyrics of the patriotic song “My Country ‘Tis of Thee” (paragraph 23). While appealing to Americans’ professed love of liberty and justice, he also bases his case on what he believes is the will of God. He mentions the word “faith” four times in paragraph 21, and he speaks several times of “all of God’s children” (paragraphs 6, 22, and 27). Many of his most eloquent passages are paraphrases of Scripture (for instance, paragraph 20 echoes Isaiah 40:4), a fact well known to the many listeners who were well-versed in the Bible.

Imagery. Some of the most powerful parts of the speech are word pictures that are vividly painted. Here are just a few samples.

· “The Emancipation Proclamation…came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves, who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice” (paragraph 2).

· “The life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination” (paragraph 3).

· “The Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity” (paragraph 3).
· “Now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of segregation to the sunlit path of racial justice” (paragraph 6).

· “Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred” (paragraph 8).

· “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” (paragraph 15).

Alliteration. Repeating the same consonant sound can make a phrase memorable, as when Dr. King envisions his children not being judged “by the color of their skin but by the content of their character” (paragraph 16). He also speaks of “the dark and desolate valley of segregation” (paragraph 6), “dignity and discipline” (paragraph 8), and the “mighty mountains” of New York (paragraph 24).

Repetition. Dramatically repeating words or phrases is one of the most powerful tools of oratory. In paragraph 3, Dr. King uses the phrase “one hundred years later” four times. In paragraph 6, speaking of “the fierce urgency of now,” he begins four straight sentences with “now.” In paragraph 10, he says the word “satisfied” eight times. In paragraph 12, his exhortation “go back” is spoken six times (in paragraphs 13-20). The word “faith” is mentioned four times in paragraph 21. The plea to “let freedom ring” is voiced ten times (paragraphs 23-27).

Parallel Structure. Using parallel grammatical forms, such as a series of infinitives or prepositional phrases, enhances clarity and helps make a sentence memorable. In paragraph 21, Dr. King uses a series of infinitive phrases: “to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together.”

Sentence Variety. A medley of long sentences interspersed with short sentences is more pleasing to the ear than a string of long sentences or a string of short sentences. Paragraphs 16 through 20 show a nice balance.

Analogy. An analogy is a comparison that clarifies or explains one thing by likening it to something more familiar. Paragraphs 4 and 5 create an analogy between a bad check (one that comes back marked “insufficient funds”) and the denial of freedom to blacks who were promised by the nation’s sacred documents “the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness.”

Example. For the benefit of white listeners, Dr. King cites some specific examples of discrimination: “We can never be satisfied as long as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the motels of the highways and the hotels of the cities…. We can never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of their selfhood and robbed of their dignity by signs stating ‘For Whites Only.’ We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote” (paragraph 10).

Inspiring Conclusion. Safire comments: “On occasion, a speaker can take the audience to the mountaintop and point to his vision of America. In his unforgettable peroration, Dr. King took the ‘Let freedom ring’ phrase from his recitation of the patriotic “My Country ‘Tis of Thee’ lyric, took it up to the mountain ranges of five specific states, and capped it with the words from the Negro spiritual, familiar only to the audience at the Mall, but soon familiar to all Americans, ‘Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!’”
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