Analysis of Nominal groups in I have a Dream speech

Consider the opening lines of Martin Luther King’s I have a dream speech:
I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration for freedom in the history of our nation.
Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their captivity.
But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years later, the Negro is still languished in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own land. And so we've come here today to dramatize a shameful condition.

It can be useful to make a table to help you identify and consider the power of King’s use of language in terms of his nouns and nominal groups. In small groups, fill in this table for King’s opening paragraphs. Discuss in your group how effectively his key nouns with their modifiers signal to his listeners how they should feel about what he is describing. Be ready to share your answers.
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We can also study King’s nominal groups even more closely using this chart looking at the next part of King’s speech. Once more in small groups, fill in this chart and note how these elements work to effectively expand King’s key nouns, further affecting how his audience might respond to his words.

In a sense we've come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, would be guaranteed the "unalienable Rights" of "Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note, insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back marked "insufficient funds."
But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. And so, we've come to cash this check, a check that will give us upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of justice. 
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Textual Organisation of I Have a Dream
Now let us look at the overall structure of King’s speech. His topic sentences can help you to determine this structure. Fill in this chart in small groups. Then discuss in your group how this structure might affect his audience’s response to his speech. Be ready to share your answers and thoughts with the rest of the class.
	Schematic structure
	Topic Sentence
	Content

	Opening 
	I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration for freedom in the history of our nation.
	Opening address to audience

	Preview
	Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation Proclamation.
	Setting historical context

	Argument
	But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free.
	Current state of Negro people

	Argument
	In a sense we've come to our nation's capital to cash a check.
	Introduction of check analogy

	Elaboration
	But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt.
	Continuation of analogy

	Argument
	We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of Now.
	Call for action now

	Elaboration
	It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment.
	Further reasons as to why action is needed now

	Qualification
	But there is something that I must say to my people, who stand on the warm threshold which leads into the palace of justice: In the process of gaining our rightful place, we must not be guilty of wrongful deeds. 
	Warning about dangers of protests descending into violence

	Elaboration
	The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community must not lead us to a distrust of all white people
	Acknowledgement of white people joining Negro struggle

	Argument
	There are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be satisfied?"
	Explanation of why the civil rights movement is needed

	Argument
	I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations.
	Acknowledgement of the recent suffering of Negro people

	Argument
	And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream.
	Turning from the negative to a positive message

	Elaboration
	I have a dream that one day…          6 variations
	Vision presented of a future of equality

	Explanation
	And this will be the day -- this will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with new meaning:
	Explanation of what is possible from a vision of hope

	Reiteration
	And so let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire.
	Call for freedom throughout America

	Conclusion
	And when this happens, when we allow freedom ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city…
	What will happen when this occurs
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