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Textual Analysis of Martin Luther King’s Speech “I Have a Dream”


The speech under analysis is “I have a dream”, historic speech by Martin Luther King Jr. on August 28, 1963 at the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. In the speech King called upon Americans to understand the nation’s unfairness and the discrimination that black people were forced to face. King spoke not only about the problems evident in America but also he tried to urge the citizens to come out against racial prejudices and make amends for this unfairness. He attempted to rouse Americans to work for equal rights for all people in the society. So, the theme of the present research work is the factors that made Martin Luther King’s speech “I have a dreem” so effective that it turned the speech into one of the most significant  turning points and greatly influenced the fight for equal rights process.


To evaluate the speech and it’s impact one should examine it’s background. King’s speech took place during a March on Washington before which King together with other members of civil rights organizations struggled for society with equal rights for all people, including black Americans. After the demonstration and the speech some federal acts were accepted and a substantial reform were adopted, so it is clear that the speech is one of the most important breaks in the fight for civil rights. Carolyn Calloway-Thomas and John Louis Lucaites write that “few speeches have so excited the public and moved so quickly into our national consciousness as Martin Luther King Jr.’s ‘I Have a Dream’”( Calloway-Thomas and Lucaites). 

The audiences involved both black and white people. According to Drew Hansen “police would estimate the crowd size at 210,000 people, but several reporters the next day would place the figure closer to a quarter million”(Hansen), so for many people it had to be a significant event. 


The effectiveness of the speech depended not only on the tone of the speaker, his vocal variety, pace and presentation, but also on literature tools and technique. In the “I have a dream” speech abundance of metaphors can be observed, especially in it’s first part. When King says about “Emancipation Proclamation” and its impact, he compares the Proclamation with a great beacon light of hope and with a joyous daybreak that came after years of oppression. Here he opposes light and dark metaphors. The phrase “a great beacon light of hope” is a contrast to “long night of captivity.” Here the author uses a contrast to intensify the importance of the Emancipation Proclamation for Negro slaves. The other case of contrasting metaphors is observed when King says ““now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of segregation to the sunlit path of racial justice”(King). Here “dark and desolate valley” is opposed to “sunlit path of racial justice” and can be observed as an attempt to make the audience think over which path is more desirable. 


Besides metaphors an interesting case of word order variation can be found in King’s speech. The phrase “Let us not wallow in the valley of despair, I say to you today, my friends” in conventional word order will look as “I say to you today my friends, let us not wallow.” The purpose of changing the order of the words is to intensify the statement and to foreground the main thesis “Let us not wallow.” 


The most obvious literature technique that can be found in the speech is the usage of parallel structure. They are visible at the grammatical level and include the conclusive part of the speech. Firstly we should mention the phrase “I have a dream that one day”, which opens six paragraphs and is used in order to make an intensification and give the speech the rhetoric effect. It is likewise used in the paragraph “This is the faith with which I return to the South. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day.”(King ). The repetition of word combination “with this faith” represent some kind of prayer and that can be easily explained by necessity to touch the listeners emotionally. The necessity to call people upon an idea of equality and freedom is represented by the fivefold repetition of “Let freedom ring from…” that sound not only as an appeal, but more as a slogan. 


Another important literature technique also used to mark out significant ideas is the length variation of sentence and paragraph and it is also present in King’s speech. When King expresses the idea that black people still have to trust white people because the destinies of all people are tied together, and confirms it saying that a lot of  white people are present , so they are thinking the same way, he uses short sentence “We cannot walk alone” after two rather long sentences. Then he says another long sentence, in which he expresses the idea that all people must have the same goal and strive for it together, and then - one more short sentence “We cannot turn back”. This method is used to change the rhythm and concentrate the attention on the idea as well as add the urge to the speech.


So, as conclusion to the analysis it must be said that the effectiveness of Martin Luther King’s speech depended on the combination of such things as the usage of different literature techniques, presentation, tone, rhythm and the fact that he spoke from his heart. That is why the speech touched a millions of people around the world. According to James Echols, Martin Luther King is still recognized as one of the greatest citizens of U.S.A, whose name “has become synonymous with faith, love, justice, compassion, sacrifice” (Echols). 
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