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Self-Evaluation: This was the first time I have analyzed somebody’s speech. I believe the assignment helped me to see what kind of rhetorical tools Obama used to give this successful speech. This will change the way I read texts or listen to speeches from now on. I will also utilize these rhetorical tools in my own writing to influence the reader better. Before, I would think that just including some facts in my argument would help me convince my reader. However, I realized that emotional examples are as powerful as facts. I think this assignment improved me as a writer.

An Inspirational Speech by Obama on his Inaugural Address

On January 20, 2009 President Barack Obama became the 44th president of the United States. Obama immediately gave his inaugural address after taking the oath of office. The inaugural address of incoming presidents is always important, and this year was no different. As evidenced by lines such as, “every so often, the oath is taken amidst gathering clouds and raging storms,” one can see that Obama’s speech (2009), was given during turbulent times (which at this point still remain turbulent). This speech was essential for Obama to show that he was up to the task of being president during these times. As a result, Obama needed to comfort his audience, and establish his personal strength, so that he could start his presidency on a strong note. Considering these factors, President Obama was successful in giving his speech because he established his strength and instilled hope in the American people by arousing patriotic feelings and voicing strong convictions. 

In order to fully recognize the success and importance of this speech, it is necessary to understand who Barack Obama is and who his audience was. I will first speak about who Obama is. Obama was born in Hawaii to a Caucasian mother and an African American father from Kenya, and he grew up in both Hawaii and Indonesia. After high school, he first moved to California, and then to New York City where he earned a B.A. in political science. He furthered his education even more as he was accepted to Harvard law school and earned a law degree (Juris Doctor magna cum laude) according to Wikipedia (2009). After all his schooling, Obama served in several political offices including the Illinois State Senate and the U.S. Senate. All of this culminated in Obama being elected as the first African American president. 
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Figure 1. Image of the Obama inauguration from Wikipedia

The audience for Obama’s speech must also be considered. Obama’s audience was very broad. It included not only the people of the United States, but also in a general sense, all the people of the world. An example of how Obama (2009) extended his speech to people outside of the United States can be seen when he stated, “To the Muslim world, we seek a new way forward, based on mutual interest and mutual respect.” It is important to note that the audience of a speech is largely defined by the times that they are going through. For the Americans that heard the speech, most lives were defined by financial worries and uneasiness due to a tumbling economy. Furthermore, on a larger scale, both Americans and people around the world were concerned about the two wars that are being fought by the United States.
 
Obama used a combination of different appeals to make his speech effective.  He began by firmly establishing his ethos and personal strength. One way in which he did this was by showing that he was interested in having a strong relationship between the people and the government. This can be seen as Obama (2009) talks about how those in government will be held accountable “to spend wisely, reform bad habits and do our business in the light of day -because only then can we restore the vital trust between a people and their government.” He further established his ethos by acknowledging the troubles of the American people (the economy, foreign wars, etc…). Additionally, Obama (2009) established strength by letting the rest of the world know that “for those who seek to advance their aims by inducing terror and slaughtering innocents, we say to you now that our spirit is stronger and cannot be broken; you cannot outlast us, and we will defeat you.” 

There are several portions of the text where Obama used logos to increase the effectiveness of his speech. He did not try to avoid bringing up the difficult tasks that lay ahead in his future, but rather confronted them. Throughout the speech, Obama identified many different problems he must confront. Multiple examples can be found in the early part of the speech. An example of this is when he said, “Our nation is at war, against a far-reaching network of violence and hatred” (Obama, 2009). Another example is when he said, “Our health care is too costly; our schools fail too many; and each day brings further evidence that the ways we use energy strengthen our adversaries and threaten our planet” (Obama 2009). These examples illustrate how Obama used logos in his argument and even though he did not offer many explicit solutions to the problems he suggested, he was still able to increase the effectiveness of his speech by using them. He did this by building confidence in the audience that he would both tackle these problems and that he would better them. 


Obama expanded the audience’s confidence in him by developing his strength through the use of ethos as previously mentioned, but also through his use of pathos. He aroused many emotions in the audience, the most notable which were hope and optimism. He not only raised hope in the audience that the problems facing America would be solved, but that he would be at the forefront working to solve them. Statements such as “Today, I say to you that the challenges we face are real. They are serious and they are many. They will not be met easily or in a short span of time. But know this, America - they will be met.” (Obama, 2009) are prime examples of how Obama instilled this hope in the audience. In addition, Obama also awakened patriotic feelings in many people by saying things such as, “We remain the most prosperous, powerful nation on Earth,” and “we remember with humble gratitude those brave Americans who, at this very hour, patrol far-off deserts and distant mountains” (Obama 2009).

With at least a basic understanding of the audience of Barack Obama’s speech and an understanding of the man himself, it is possible to see how Obama’s inaugural speech was successful. He spoke to an audience that in many cases felt cut off from the government and filled with some aspect of hopelessness due to a failing economy and multiple wars being fought, along with other social problems. Obama was able to use a combination of different appeals in an attempt to eliminate this hopelessness and make people feel more connected to their own government. As a result, the blend of patriotic feelings that Obama stirred in the audience, and the strength he established, enabled him to effectively instill hope in his audience.
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