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Rhetorical Analysis of Martin Luther King Jr.’s "I Have a Dream" Speech 

On August 28, 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his iconic "I Have a Dream" speech 

during the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Speaking to a crowd of over 250,000 

people, King advocated for civil rights, justice, and equality for African Americans. His speech 

remains one of the most powerful rhetorical pieces in American history due to his masterful use 

of ethos, pathos, and logos. Through these rhetorical strategies, King not only inspired his 

audience but also solidified his message as a cornerstone of the civil rights movement. 

Establishing Credibility: Ethos 

King establishes his credibility (ethos) through his role as a leader in the civil rights movement 

and his references to historical and religious figures. By invoking the Declaration of 

Independence and the Emancipation Proclamation, he aligns himself with foundational American 

values. He states, "Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand 

today, signed the Emancipation Proclamation." By linking his speech to Abraham Lincoln’s 

legacy, King presents himself as a continuation of a righteous struggle. Furthermore, his 

background as a Baptist minister strengthens his moral authority, allowing his words to resonate 

deeply with a largely religious audience. Through these elements, King builds trust with his 

listeners and solidifies his position as a credible leader. 

Appealing to Emotion: Pathos 
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Pathos plays a central role in King’s speech, as he evokes strong emotions through vivid imagery 

and repetition. One of the most memorable lines of the speech is, "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." This personal appeal to his own children’s future tugs 

at the heartstrings of parents and families, making the injustices of racism feel immediate and 

personal. Additionally, his use of biblical references and spiritual language, such as "justice rolls 

down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream," reinforces a sense of moral urgency. 

By using emotionally charged language, King unites his audience under a shared sense of 

injustice and hope. 

Logical Argument: Logos 

King’s speech is also structured around logical reasoning (logos) to reinforce the necessity of 

civil rights reform. He uses historical context to highlight the failure of American society to 

uphold its promises. For instance, he states, "America has given the Negro people a bad check, a 

check which has come back marked ‘insufficient funds.’" This metaphor logically illustrates the 

betrayal of African Americans, who were promised freedom and equality but continue to suffer 

discrimination. Additionally, King appeals to practicality by emphasizing nonviolent protest as 

the most effective path forward, urging his audience not to "seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom 

by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred." By presenting a reasoned and strategic 

approach, he strengthens his call for justice in a way that resonates with both activists and 

skeptics. 

2025 Copyright ©, EssayPro ® All rights reserved 
DISCLAIMER: This sample is for reference purposes only. Unauthorized reproduction, 
distribution, or submission as original work is strictly prohibited. 



Ess
ay

Pro 
®

 
The Power of Repetition and Parallelism 

Another key rhetorical device in King’s speech is repetition, which reinforces his message and 

enhances its memorability. The phrase "I have a dream" is repeated eight times, each time 

followed by a vision of racial harmony and justice. This technique not only emphasizes his 

vision but also builds a rhythmic momentum that energizes the audience. Additionally, King 

employs parallelism in phrases such as "Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New 

York! Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania!" This structured 

repetition creates a poetic effect, making his words both powerful and easy to recall. Through 

these stylistic choices, King ensures that his message remains impactful long after the speech 

ends. 

Conclusion: A Timeless Call for Justice 

Martin Luther King Jr.’s "I Have a Dream" speech is a masterclass in rhetorical effectiveness. By 

weaving together ethos, pathos, and logos, he crafts a compelling argument for racial equality 

and justice. His credibility as a leader, his ability to stir deep emotions, and his logical appeal to 

American ideals make the speech one of the most influential in history. Even decades later, 

King’s words continue to inspire movements for justice, proving that rhetoric has the power to 

shape societies and drive change. His dream was not just his own, but a collective vision that still 

resonates in the pursuit of equality today. 
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