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Barack Obama’s speech commemorating the legacy of Rosa Parks stands as a significant moment in

American history, encapsulating themes of courage, justice, and the ongoing struggle for civil rights.

Delivered on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Obama's remarks

not only honored Parks' contributions but also served as a reflection on the broader civil rights

movement. This article provides a detailed rhetorical analysis of Obama's speech, examining its

structure, rhetorical devices, and the overall impact on the audience.

Context of the Speech

To fully appreciate Obama's rhetorical choices, it is essential to understand the context in which the

speech was delivered.



Historical Significance

- Rosa Parks' Impact: Rosa Parks is often referred to as the "mother of the civil rights movement." Her

refusal to give up her seat to a white passenger on December 1, 1955, sparked the Montgomery Bus

Boycott, a pivotal event in the fight for racial equality.

- 50th Anniversary: The speech was delivered in 2005, marking half a century since the boycott and

highlighting the ongoing relevance of the struggles faced by African Americans.

- Cultural Moment: The event brought together civil rights leaders, politicians, and citizens,

emphasizing the collective memory of the movement.

Structure of the Speech

Obama’s speech follows a clear and logical structure, allowing him to effectively convey his message.

Introduction

In the opening, Obama sets the tone by directly referencing Rosa Parks. He frames her act of defiance

as a critical moment in history, establishing the emotional weight of the occasion. By mentioning her

name, he creates an immediate connection between the audience and the subject matter.

Body

- Narrative Framework: Obama employs a narrative approach, recounting the story of Parks’

courageous act and the subsequent boycott. This storytelling element makes the history relatable and

impactful, encouraging the audience to connect emotionally with the figures involved.

- Historical Context: He provides context about the racial injustices of the time, thereby situating Parks’

actions within a broader struggle. This technique not only informs the audience but also emphasizes



the courage required to challenge systemic oppression.

- Call to Action: Obama shifts from historical reflection to contemporary implications, urging the

audience to continue the fight for justice and equality. This transition is crucial, as it transforms the

speech from a mere commemoration into a rallying cry for ongoing activism.

Conclusion

In closing, Obama reiterates the significance of Parks’ legacy, emphasizing that her actions continue to

inspire new generations. He reinforces the idea that the struggle for civil rights is not complete, urging

listeners to honor Parks’ memory by engaging in the fight for justice.

Rhetorical Devices

Obama employs a variety of rhetorical devices to enhance his message and engage his audience.

Ethos, Pathos, and Logos

- Ethos (Credibility): As a prominent political figure and future President, Obama establishes his

credibility by acknowledging the contributions of civil rights leaders, including Parks. He connects his

own journey to theirs, enhancing his authority to speak on the subject.

- Pathos (Emotional Appeal): Obama evokes strong emotions by sharing personal anecdotes and

stories of struggle and triumph. For instance, he illustrates the fear and determination of those who

participated in the bus boycott, creating an emotional connection with the audience.

- Logos (Logical Appeal): By providing historical facts and statistics about racial inequality, Obama

appeals to the audience's sense of reason. He presents a logical argument for the necessity of

continued activism, underscoring the relevance of Parks' legacy.



Imagery and Symbolism

- Vivid Imagery: Obama uses descriptive language to paint a picture of the conditions faced by African

Americans in the 1950s. Phrases that describe the segregated buses and the oppressive atmosphere

of the time help the audience visualize the struggle.

- Symbolic References: Parks’ act of sitting down on the bus becomes a powerful symbol of

resistance. Obama reinforces this symbolism by discussing the broader implications of her actions,

portraying them as a catalyst for change.

Repetition and Parallelism

- Repetition: Throughout the speech, Obama repeats key phrases and ideas, reinforcing his main

points and creating a rhythmic quality that resonates with the audience.

- Parallelism: The use of parallel structure in his sentences enhances the clarity and impact of his

message. For example, when he lists the qualities of Rosa Parks—courage, dignity, and

determination—he creates a memorable and persuasive argument.

Impact on the Audience

Obama’s speech had a profound impact on the audience, shaping their understanding of Rosa Parks

and the civil rights movement.

Emotional Resonance

Many in the audience were moved to tears, reflecting the powerful emotional connection established

through Obama's storytelling. His ability to convey the fear, hope, and determination of those who

fought for civil rights resonated deeply with listeners.



Inspirational Tone

The speech inspired many to reflect on their own roles in the ongoing struggle for justice. By invoking

Parks’ legacy, Obama encouraged individuals to take action in their communities, fostering a sense of

responsibility and empowerment.

Legacy and Relevance

- Cultural Reflection: Obama's speech served as a reminder of the progress made since Parks’ time

while highlighting the work that remains. This dual focus on historical achievement and contemporary

challenges provided a comprehensive view of the civil rights movement's legacy.

- Ongoing Activism: The call to action resonated with activists and community leaders, encouraging

them to continue the fight for equality. The speech helped to galvanize efforts toward social justice,

making it a pivotal moment in the ongoing narrative of civil rights.

Conclusion

In summary, Barack Obama’s speech commemorating Rosa Parks is a masterful blend of historical

reflection, emotional appeal, and a call to action. Through his use of rhetorical devices such as ethos,

pathos, and logos, he effectively honors Parks’ legacy while inspiring the audience to continue the fight

for justice and equality. By situating Parks’ actions within a broader narrative of civil rights, Obama not

only commemorates a pivotal moment in history but also emphasizes its ongoing relevance. As we

reflect on this speech, it is clear that Parks’ legacy lives on through the continued struggle for civil

rights, and Obama’s words serve as a powerful reminder of the courage required to effect change.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main theme of Barack Obama's speech regarding Rosa

Parks?

The main theme of Obama's speech was the importance of courage and resilience in the fight for civil

rights, exemplified by Rosa Parks' refusal to give up her seat.

How did Obama use rhetorical devices in his speech about Rosa

Parks?

Obama employed rhetorical devices such as anaphora, parallelism, and emotional appeals to

emphasize the significance of Parks' actions and their impact on the civil rights movement.

What historical context did Obama provide in his speech about Rosa

Parks?

Obama provided context about the Jim Crow laws and the systemic racism that Parks confronted,

illustrating the broader struggles for equality and justice during her time.

Which rhetorical strategies did Obama utilize to connect with his

audience?

Obama used personal anecdotes, inclusive language, and calls to action to engage his audience and

create a sense of shared responsibility in continuing the fight for justice.

In what ways did Obama highlight Rosa Parks' legacy in his speech?

Obama highlighted Parks' legacy by discussing her courage as a catalyst for change and her role in

inspiring future generations to stand up against injustice.



How did Obama address the challenges faced by the civil rights

movement in his speech?

Obama acknowledged the ongoing challenges of racism and inequality, urging listeners to recognize

that the fight for civil rights is still relevant and requires continued commitment.

What emotional appeal did Obama make in his speech regarding Rosa

Parks?

Obama appealed to the emotions of his audience by recounting the struggles and sacrifices of those

who fought for civil rights, invoking feelings of admiration and a sense of urgency to act.

How did Obama's speech about Rosa Parks reflect his own political

philosophy?

Obama's speech reflected his philosophy of hope and progress, emphasizing that change is possible

through collective action and the belief in the inherent dignity of all individuals.

What role did storytelling play in Obama's speech about Rosa Parks?

Storytelling played a crucial role in Obama's speech, as he used narratives about Parks and other civil

rights leaders to humanize historical events and inspire his audience.

What was the audience's response to Obama's speech about Rosa

Parks?

The audience responded with appreciation and reflection, acknowledging the relevance of Parks' story

and the ongoing struggle for equality and justice in society.
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