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Documenting JFK's Acceptance Speech: An Answer Key

John F. Kennedy's acceptance speech, delivered on July 15, 1960, at the Democratic National
Convention in Los Angeles, marked a pivotal moment in American political history. This speech not
only solidified his candidacy for the presidency but also set the tone for his campaign and the ideals
he would uphold during his time in office. In this article, we will explore the key themes, rhetorical
strategies, and historical context of JFK's acceptance speech, providing a comprehensive answer key
for those wishing to understand its significance.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate the impact of JFK's acceptance speech, it's essential to understand the historical
backdrop against which it was delivered.

The 1960 Presidential Election

- Political Landscape: The election was characterized by the Cold War tensions, civil rights
movements, and economic issues. Kennedy, a relatively young senator from Massachusetts, was
running against seasoned politicians, including the incumbent Vice President Richard Nixon.

- Cultural Climate: The 1960s represented a time of great change in America—socially, politically,
and economically. The civil rights movement was gaining momentum, and there was a growing
demand for a leader who could address these pressing issues.



JFK's Background

- Military Service: Kennedy's service in World War II played a significant role in shaping his
character and public image. His heroism was highlighted in his book, "Profiles in Courage," which
won the Pulitzer Prize.

- Political Experience: Prior to his presidential run, JFK served as a U.S. Congressman and then as a

Senator. His political career laid the groundwork for his understanding of domestic and foreign
issues.

Key Themes in JFK's Acceptance Speech

JFK's acceptance speech encompassed several key themes that resonated with the American public
and laid the foundation for his vision.

Unity and Cooperation

Kennedy emphasized the importance of unity among Americans. He called for cooperation across
party lines and between citizens to achieve common goals. This theme of unity was crucial in a time
when the nation was divided over civil rights and foreign policy.

- Quote: "The world is very different now. For man holds in his mortal hands the power to abolish all
forms of human poverty and all forms of human life."

Leadership and Responsibility

Kennedy articulated a vision of leadership defined by responsibility. He encouraged Americans to
take an active role in shaping their own future, highlighting the collective responsibility of citizens to
contribute to the nation's progress.

- Quote: "Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country."

Challenge and Change

Another significant theme was the acknowledgment of the challenges facing the nation, including
communism and nuclear threat. Kennedy's speech was a call to action for Americans to face these
challenges head-on.

- Quote: "We cannot negotiate with people who say what's mine is mine and what's yours is
negotiable."



Rhetorical Strategies

JFK's acceptance speech is renowned for its eloquent rhetoric and persuasive strategies.
Understanding these techniques can enhance one's appreciation of the speech's effectiveness.

Use of Parallelism

Kennedy frequently employed parallel structure to emphasize his points and create a rhythmic flow
to his speech. This technique helped reinforce key messages and made the speech more memorable.

- Example: The repeated structure in "Let both sides explore what problems unite us instead of
belaboring those problems which divide us."

Appeal to Emotion

Kennedy's speech appealed to the emotions of his audience. He invoked feelings of hope, patriotism,
and a sense of urgency, which resonated deeply with listeners.

- Example: His call to action in the "Ask not what your country can do for you" line inspired a
generation to engage in public service.

Imagery and Metaphor

Kennedy used vivid imagery and metaphor to paint a picture of the future he envisioned for America.
This created a compelling vision that encouraged listeners to imagine a better world.

- Example: His reference to "the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans"
symbolized change and hope.

Legacy of JFK's Acceptance Speech

The significance of JFK's acceptance speech extends far beyond the immediate political context of
1960. It has had a lasting impact on American political discourse and public service.

Inspiration for Future Generations

Kennedy's speech has continued to inspire generations of Americans to engage in civic duties and
public service. The call to action has become a mantra for many who seek to contribute positively to
society.



Influence on Political Rhetoric

JFK's eloquent style and themes have influenced political speechwriting and rhetoric in the decades
since. Many politicians have drawn inspiration from his ability to connect with audiences and
articulate a clear vision for the future.

Conclusion

Documenting JFK's acceptance speech is an essential task for understanding not only his presidency
but also the broader context of American history. The speech encapsulated the challenges of its time
while projecting an optimistic vision for the future. Through unity, leadership, and a call to action,
Kennedy galvanized a nation and inspired a generation to work towards a better America. As we
reflect on his words, we are reminded of the power of rhetoric and the importance of civic
engagement in shaping our collective destiny.

In summary, JFK's acceptance speech serves as a historical document that continues to resonate
with citizens today, challenging us to contribute to the greater good while navigating the
complexities of modern society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes of JFK's acceptance speech?

The main themes include unity, hope, and the call to action for Americans to contribute to the
nation's progress and face challenges together.

How did JFK address the issue of civil rights in his acceptance
speech?

JFK emphasized the importance of civil rights and equality, indicating his commitment to addressing
injustices and promoting equal opportunity for all Americans.

What rhetorical devices did JFK use in his acceptance speech?

JFK used various rhetorical devices, including repetition, parallelism, and emotional appeals to
inspire and motivate his audience.

What was JFK's stance on foreign policy in his acceptance
speech?

JFK outlined a vision for a strong and proactive foreign policy, stressing the need for diplomacy and
a commitment to fighting communism globally.



How did JFK's acceptance speech address the youth of
America?

JFK directly appealed to the youth by encouraging them to take an active role in shaping the future
and participating in public service.

What historical context influenced JFK's acceptance speech?

The speech was influenced by the Cold War tensions, the civil rights movement, and the economic
challenges of the early 1960s.

What call to action did JFK make in his acceptance speech?

JFK called on Americans to ask not what their country can do for them, but what they can do for
their country, emphasizing civic responsibility.

How did JFK's acceptance speech impact his presidency?

The speech set the tone for his presidency, establishing priorities for domestic and foreign policy
and resonating with a generation eager for change.

What was the audience's reaction to JFK's acceptance speech?

The audience reacted positively, with many feeling inspired and hopeful about JFK's vision for the
future of America.

What is a notable quote from JFK's acceptance speech?

A notable quote is, 'Let us never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate,’
highlighting his approach to diplomacy.
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