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Comparative Rhetorical Analysis of Martin Luther King Jr.

and Malcolm X

Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X were two prominentfigures in the Civil Rights
Movement during the 1960s. While both advocated for the'rights of African Americans,
they employed distinct rhetorical strategies to convey their messages. This comparative
rhetorical analysis will examine the persuasive techniques used\by'Martin Luther King Jr.
and Malcolm X, focusing on their use of ethos, pathos, and logos,ias well as their
differing tones and approaches.

Ethos

Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X both established their credibility using different
approaches. King, as a Baptist minister and civil.rights leader, used his moral authority
and religious background to build ethos. In his “I'Have a Dream" speech, he frequently
cited the Bible and referred to the FoundingsFathers, aligning his cause with established
moral principles and American ideals. By doing so, he appealed to a broad, diverse
audience, emphasizing unity.

In contrast, Malcolm X, an advocate for,Black'nationalism, relied on his personal
transformation from a criminal to a devout Muslim as a source of ethos. He spoke from
the perspective of someone who had experienced systemic oppression and violence,
making him relatable to many within'the African American community. While his ethos
was more polarizing, it resonated,deeply with those who shared his experiences and
frustrations.

Pathos

Both leaders effectively employed pathos to evoke strong emotional responses from
their audiences. Martin'Luther King Jr.'s speeches were known for their inspirational and
optimistic tone. He used vivid metaphors and powerful imagery to create a vision of a
better future, where people of all races could coexist harmoniously. King's "l Have a
Dream" speech, with its references to children holding hands and freedom ringing from

mountaintops, stirred hope and unity.
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Malcolm X, on the other hand, often used anger and indignation to mobilize his
audience. His speeches conveyed the pain and frustration of African Americans who had
suffered from systemic racism and violence. By tapping into these emotions, Malcolm X
motivated people to take action. His famous phrase, "by any means necessary,"
encapsulated his uncompromising stance and appealed to those who believed in radical
change.

Logos

Both leaders also used logos, or logical appeals, in their rheteric. Martin Luther King Jr.
often employed deductive reasoning, emphasizing the logical inconsistencies of
segregation and discrimination. He argued that such practices contradicted the
principles of liberty and justice enshrined in the Constitution. This logical approach
made his message accessible to a wide audience.

Malcolm X used historical and statistical data to support his arguments. He highlighted
the harsh realities of racial inequality, such as high'unemployment rates and unequal
access to education. By presenting these facts, he aimed to convince his audience of the
urgent need for change.

Tone and Approach

The tone and approach of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X were markedly different.
King advocated for nonviolent resistance and unity, emphasizing peaceful protest and
civil disobedience. His approach sought to create a sense of moral superiority and
justice.

Malcolm X, in contrast, promotéed,a more militant stance. He advocated self-defense and
a separation of African Americans from the dominant white culture. His approach was
confrontational and unapologetic, reflecting his belief in the necessity of radical change.

Conclusion:

Martin Luther King Jr. and"Malcolm X, though both pivotal figures in the Civil Rights
Movement, employed-distinct rhetorical strategies to convey their messages. King used
ethos based on his moral authority, while Malcolm X's ethos came from his personal
transformation. King appealed to pathos through optimism and hope, while Malcolm X
harnessed anger and frustration. Both leaders used logos effectively, with King
emphasizing logical inconsistencies and Malcolm X using data and historical evidence.



Their differing tones and approaches set them apart. King advocated for nonviolent
resistance and unity, while Malcolm X promoted a more militant stance and separatism.
These contrasting strategies allowed them to connect with different segments of the
African American community and beyond, contributing to the multifaceted nature of the
Civil Rights Movement.



