
 

 

Home > Blog > Rhetorical Analysis Essay > Rhetorical Analysis Essay Example 

Title: A Rhetorical Analysis of Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" Speech 

Introduction 

Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" speech, delivered on August 28, 1963, during the March on 

Washington for Jobs and Freedom, is a seminal moment in American history. Dr. King's eloquent address 

exemplifies the power of rhetoric in inspiring social change. This rhetorical analysis explores the 

strategies employed by Dr. King, demonstrating how he effectively employed ethos, pathos, logos, 

repetition, and allusion to convey his message of hope, unity, and racial equality. 

Body 

1. Ethos: Establishing Credibility 

Martin Luther King Jr. begins his speech by evoking the ethos, or credibility, of the American Founding 

Fathers and the principles of freedom and equality enshrined in the nation's founding documents. He 

aligns himself with these ideals, emphasizing his deep roots in American society. By referencing the 

Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, King appeals to the shared values of his audience, 

making them more receptive to his message. 

2. Pathos: Emotional Appeal 

Dr. King's speech is replete with emotional appeals that resonate deeply with his audience. He uses 

vivid, emotionally charged language to describe the injustices faced by African Americans, invoking 

sympathy and empathy. Phrases like "sweltering with the heat of injustice" and "crippled by the 

manacles of segregation" create a vivid picture of suffering that elicits an emotional response from the 

listeners. 

3. Logos: Logical Argumentation 

Amid the emotional appeals, King incorporates logical argumentation to support his claims. He presents 

a series of compelling reasons why the civil rights movement is both necessary and just. He highlights 

the economic disparities faced by African Americans, citing statistics and evidence to bolster his 

arguments. By appealing to logic, he persuades his audience that change is not only desirable but also 

rational. 

4. Repetition: Emphasizing Key Ideas 

One of the most famous aspects of King's speech is his use of repetition. The refrain, "I have a dream," is 

used throughout the speech to reinforce the central message of hope and a better future. This 

repetition not only creates a rhythmic cadence but also reinforces the speech's central theme, making it 

memorable. 

5. Allusion: Drawing on Cultural References 

Dr. King employs allusions to draw on cultural and historical references. He alludes to Abraham Lincoln's 

Emancipation Proclamation and the Gettysburg Address, positioning the civil rights movement as the 

next chapter in the ongoing struggle for equality. These allusions resonate with his audience's 

knowledge of American history and imbue his speech with a sense of historical continuity. 
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Conclusion 

Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" speech is a masterpiece of persuasive rhetoric. Through the 

skillful use of ethos, pathos, logos, repetition, and allusion, King effectively conveyed his message of 

hope, unity, and racial equality. His speech not only captivated his audience but also played a pivotal 

role in advancing the civil rights movement and inspiring generations to come. Dr. King's eloquence and 

vision continue to serve as a timeless reminder of the power of persuasive communication in effecting 

social change. 


