American Rhetoric

Which Speech is Most Successful in Achieving Its Aims?


Malcolm X: ‘The Ballot or the Bullet’
Occupation: Civil rights activist
Place: Detroit, Michigan
Date: Apr. 12, 1964
Audience: Both black and white Americans
During a speech at King Solomon Baptist Church in Detroit in 1964, Malcolm X chided the “March on Washington,” calling the participants “chumps,” and said America was a colonial empire.  The speech promoted the end to racial injustice...by one means or another.
“Why does it look like it might be the year of the ballot or the bullet? Because Negroes have listened to the trickery and the lies and the false promises of the white man now for too long, and they’re fed up. They’ve become disenchanted. They’ve become disillusioned. They’ve become dissatisfied. And all of this has built up frustrations in the black community that makes the black community throughout America today more explosive than all of the atomic bombs the Russians can ever invent. Whenever you got a racial powder keg sitting in your lap, you’re in more trouble than if you had an atomic powder keg sitting in your lap. When a racial powder keg goes off, it doesn’t care who it knocks out the way. Understand this, it’s dangerous.”
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Martin Luther King Jr.: "I’ve Been to the Mountaintop"
Occupation: Civil rights leader
Place: Memphis, Tennessee
Date: Apr. 3, 1968
Audience:  Other clergymen in the church, black and white audience in support of King's effort to end the violence aimed at the movement for equal  rights

Martin Luther King Jr. made his last speech at Bishop Charles Mason Temple Church of God in Memphis, Tennessee, the night before he was assassinated. He was in the city to express his solidarity with sanitation workers striking for higher pay. King always lived with the threat of assassination, and he talked about it privately and alluded to it in many of his speeches.  
“We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it really doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the promised land! So I’m happy, tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!”
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Barack Obama: Inaugural address
Occupation: President of the United States
Place: Washington, D.C.
Date: January 20, 2009
Audience:  Through television, the entire world.

President Barack Obama became the first person of color to hold the highest office in the land. His election marked a momentous occasion, one many had hoped for but few believed they would live to see. In his first address as commander in chief, Obama struck an optimistic tone for the future of America and race relations therein.

“For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and non-believers. We are shaped by every language and culture, drawn from every end of this Earth; and because we have tasted the bitter swill of civil war and segregation, and emerged from that dark chapter stronger and more united, we cannot help but believe that the old hatreds shall someday pass; that the lines of tribe shall soon dissolve; that as the world grows smaller, our common humanity shall reveal itself; and that America must play its role in ushering in a new era of peace.”

