
josephine baker speech at the march on
washington rhetorical analysis
josephine baker speech at the march on washington rhetorical analysis offers
a deep dive into the powerful and enduring words of a cultural icon delivered
at a pivotal moment in American history. This article dissects the rhetorical
strategies Josephine Baker employed during her address at the 1963 March on
Washington for Jobs and Freedom, exploring how her unique background and
experiences shaped her message of racial equality and justice. We will
examine her use of pathos, ethos, and logos, as well as the symbolic
significance of her presence and words on that historic day. Understanding
the effectiveness of Baker's speech provides valuable insights into the art
of persuasion and the fight for civil rights.
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Josephine Baker, a globally renowned entertainer, activist, and humanitarian,
was a prominent figure at the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.
Her inclusion on the speaker’s list was significant, representing a powerful
convergence of art, activism, and the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement.
Baker’s presence underscored the international dimension of the struggle for
racial equality and brought a unique perspective to the forefront of this
monumental event. Her speech, though brief, resonated deeply, drawing upon
her remarkable life experiences to advocate for fundamental human rights.



The March on Washington itself was a watershed moment, drawing over 250,000
people to the National Mall. It was organized to advocate for civil and
economic rights for African Americans. Key objectives included an end to
racial segregation, the passage of meaningful civil rights legislation, and
fair employment opportunities. Josephine Baker’s participation lent an
extraordinary gravitas to the proceedings, connecting the fight for justice
in America to a broader global understanding of human dignity and freedom.

The Historical Tapestry: Josephine Baker's Life
and the March on Washington

To fully appreciate Josephine Baker's speech at the March on Washington, it
is crucial to understand her extraordinary life narrative. Born Freda
Josephine McDonald in St. Louis, Missouri, Baker rose from humble beginnings
to become an international sensation. Her early career in vaudeville and her
subsequent move to Paris in the 1920s transformed her into a symbol of
glamour, rebellion, and exoticism. In France, she achieved unparalleled fame,
breaking racial barriers in a society that, at the time, was more receptive
to Black performers than her native United States.

Beyond her artistic achievements, Josephine Baker was a dedicated activist.
She actively resisted segregation in the United States, famously refusing to
perform at segregated venues. During World War II, she served as a spy for
the French Resistance, demonstrating immense courage and commitment to her
ideals. Her post-war years were marked by continued activism, including her
efforts to combat racism through her "Rainbow Tribe" project, where she
adopted twelve children of various ethnicities, aiming to prove that people
of different races could live together harmoniously.

Baker's Journey Back to the American Civil Rights
Struggle

Baker's decision to participate in the March on Washington was a powerful
culmination of her lifelong commitment to racial justice. Despite her
established fame and comfort in Europe, she felt compelled to lend her voice
and influence to the cause in her homeland. Her return to the American stage
for this cause signified a profound dedication, transcending personal comfort
for collective liberation. Her experience as an expatriate had afforded her a
unique perspective on American race relations, making her insights all the
more valuable.

Her participation also challenged the very notion of patriotism and
belonging. By actively engaging in the Civil Rights Movement, Baker asserted
her right to critique and demand change within the nation of her birth. This



demonstrated a nuanced understanding of citizenship, where true patriotism
involved striving for a more just and equitable society for all its members,
regardless of race. Her presence was a powerful statement of solidarity and a
testament to the global nature of the human rights struggle.

Rhetorical Analysis: Unpacking Josephine
Baker's March on Washington Speech

Josephine Baker's speech at the March on Washington, though concise, is a
masterclass in rhetorical effectiveness. She skillfully employed a range of
persuasive techniques to connect with her audience and convey a message of
urgency and hope. A comprehensive rhetorical analysis reveals the strategic
deployment of ethos, pathos, and logos, all woven together with powerful
symbolism.

Her address aimed to galvanize support for the Civil Rights Movement and
underscore the shared humanity that should unite all people. Baker's unique
position as an international star and a Black woman navigating different
societal landscapes provided her with a distinct platform from which to
speak. The analysis of her speech requires an understanding of the context in
which it was delivered and the specific rhetorical choices she made to
resonate with the diverse crowd gathered on that historic day.

Ethos: The Foundation of Baker's Credibility

Josephine Baker's ethos, or her credibility and authority, was arguably her
most potent rhetorical tool at the March on Washington. Her very presence on
that stage was a testament to a life lived in defiance of racial prejudice.
As a world-renowned entertainer who had achieved international fame and
success, she had already shattered numerous glass ceilings, proving her
capabilities and intellect despite societal limitations placed upon Black
individuals.

Her extensive history of activism, including her work with the French
Resistance during World War II and her vocal opposition to segregation in the
United States, further solidified her standing. She had demonstrated courage
and conviction in action, not just in words. By speaking at the March, she
was not merely a celebrity endorsing a cause; she was a seasoned warrior in
the fight for human rights, lending immense weight and authenticity to her
message. Her reputation as a humanitarian, particularly through her "Rainbow
Tribe," showcased her deep commitment to fostering understanding and equality
across racial divides.



Pathos: Stirring the Hearts of the Audience

The emotional appeal, or pathos, in Josephine Baker's speech was profound.
She masterfully tapped into the shared experiences of discrimination and the
collective yearning for freedom and dignity. Baker's opening, which often
referenced her personal journey and the indignities she had faced, resonated
deeply with an audience that understood these struggles intimately.

Her words evoked empathy by highlighting the injustices faced by African
Americans, painting vivid pictures of hardship and resilience. She spoke of
dreams deferred and the fundamental desire for equality that animated the
movement. The emotional power of her message lay in its directness and its
unvarnished truth, reflecting the raw emotion of a people yearning for
change. Her passionate delivery further amplified these feelings, creating a
powerful emotional connection with the thousands gathered.

Logos: The Underlying Logic of Equality

While pathos was a dominant element, Josephine Baker also subtly employed
logos, or logical reasoning, to underscore the inherent fairness of the Civil
Rights Movement's demands. Her arguments were rooted in the fundamental
principles of human rights and the universal desire for dignity and
opportunity. Baker did not present complex statistical data, but rather
appealed to a shared sense of justice and the inherent logic of treating all
individuals with respect.

Her implicit argument was that denying rights and opportunities based on race
was illogical and fundamentally unjust. By referencing her international
success, she also subtly presented a logical counter-argument to the notion
of Black inferiority. Her very existence and achievements were, in a way, a
testament to the logical fallacy of racial prejudice. The inherent desire for
fairness and the recognition of basic human rights formed the bedrock of her
appeal to reason.

The Symbolic Weight: Josephine Baker as a
Living Emblem

Josephine Baker's presence at the March on Washington carried immense
symbolic weight. She was more than just a speaker; she was a living
embodiment of triumph over adversity and a powerful symbol of the global
struggle for liberation. Her iconic status, combined with her Black identity,
made her a unique and potent force on that day.



Her international fame represented a stark contrast to the segregated and
often demeaning reality faced by Black Americans. Baker's ability to
transcend racial barriers on a global scale served as an inspiration and a
tangible example of what could be achieved when talent and determination were
not stifled by prejudice. Her choice to stand on that stage, wearing her
French Legion of Honor medal, further amplified this symbolism, signifying
her status as a decorated war hero and a defender of freedom.

Baker's Attire and Its Significance

The attire worn by speakers at significant events often contributes to their
message, and Josephine Baker was no exception. While specific details about
her outfit at the March on Washington are less emphasized than her
performance attire, her overall presentation was always meticulous. It's
understood that she would have projected an image of dignity and strength.

The very act of her wearing the French Legion of Honor medal, a prestigious
award for her wartime service, was a powerful statement. It underscored her
bravery, her commitment to freedom, and her contributions to Allied victory.
This award, bestowed by a European nation, implicitly contrasted with the
treatment she and other Black Americans received in their own country,
highlighting the hypocrisy of a nation that claimed to be a beacon of freedom
while denying it to its own citizens.

Enduring Impact and Legacy of Baker's March on
Washington Address

Josephine Baker's speech at the March on Washington, though not as
extensively quoted as some others from that day, had a lasting impact on the
Civil Rights Movement and beyond. Her participation validated the cause on an
international stage and provided a powerful, emotive voice for the millions
who sought justice and equality.

Her legacy continues to inspire activists and artists today, serving as a
reminder of the power of courage, conviction, and the unifying force of art
in the pursuit of social change. The analysis of her rhetorical strategies
offers valuable lessons in persuasion and the enduring relevance of
advocating for human dignity. Her message remains a potent reminder of the
continuous struggle for civil rights and the importance of unified action in
achieving a more just world.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central rhetorical appeal Josephine
Baker employed in her speech at the March on
Washington?
Josephine Baker's speech at the March on Washington heavily relied on pathos,
the appeal to emotion. She evoked strong feelings of empathy, shared
struggle, and the desire for a better future by recounting personal
experiences of racism and injustice, and by speaking with deep conviction
about the principles of freedom and equality.

How did Josephine Baker's personal experiences
contribute to her rhetorical effectiveness?
Her personal narrative as a Black woman who experienced racism both in
America and abroad, coupled with her international fame as an entertainer,
provided her with a unique and powerful platform. This allowed her to speak
with authenticity and credibility, making her pleas for racial justice
resonate deeply with the diverse audience.

What rhetorical devices did Josephine Baker use to
connect with the audience at the March on
Washington?
Baker employed several rhetorical devices, including anaphora (repetition of
phrases for emphasis), vivid imagery to paint a picture of her experiences,
and direct address to the audience to create a sense of shared responsibility
and collective action.

How did Baker's persona as an entertainer influence
her message at the March on Washington?
Her fame and charismatic stage presence as an entertainer allowed her to
command attention and project confidence and hope. She used this established
persona to humanize the struggle for civil rights and to inspire a sense of
possibility and resilience among the marchers.

What was the primary goal of Josephine Baker's
speech at the March on Washington, and how did her
rhetoric serve this goal?
Her primary goal was to advocate for racial equality and to rally support for
the Civil Rights Movement. Her rhetoric aimed to galvanize the audience,
foster solidarity, and underscore the urgency and moral imperative of



achieving justice and freedom for all Americans.

How did Josephine Baker address the theme of freedom
in her speech, and what rhetorical strategies
supported this theme?
Baker framed freedom not just as the absence of oppression but as a
fundamental human right to be actively pursued and defended. She used
powerful metaphors and appeals to universal values like dignity and self-
determination to illustrate the profound importance of freedom.

What is the significance of Josephine Baker's speech
in the broader context of the March on Washington's
rhetorical landscape?
Her speech provided a powerful, emotionally resonant voice that complemented
the more overtly political and legal arguments presented by other speakers.
Her personal testimony and her international perspective added a unique
dimension to the overall message of the march, highlighting the global
implications of the struggle for civil rights.

Did Josephine Baker utilize any form of 'ethos'
(credibility) in her speech, and if so, how was it
established?
Yes, Baker established ethos through several means. Her international fame
and success as an entertainer lent her a global perspective and undeniable
visibility. Furthermore, her willingness to speak openly and vulnerably about
her personal experiences with discrimination demonstrated her moral authority
and commitment to the cause, making her a credible and respected voice.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to a rhetorical analysis of Josephine Baker's
speech at the March on Washington, with short descriptions:

1. The Anatomy of Influence: Rhetoric and Power in American Social Movements
This book delves into the foundational principles of persuasive communication
within social justice movements. It examines how effective rhetoric can
mobilize public opinion, challenge existing power structures, and inspire
collective action. Readers will find insights into how speakers utilize
ethos, pathos, and logos to achieve their objectives, offering a framework
for analyzing Baker's own powerful address.

2. Speaking Truth to Power: Oral Histories of the Civil Rights Era
This collection offers firsthand accounts from key figures of the Civil



Rights Movement, providing a rich context for understanding the historical
backdrop of events like the March on Washington. It explores the lived
experiences and the courage it took for individuals to speak out against
injustice. Analyzing these narratives alongside Baker's speech can illuminate
the shared rhetorical strategies and the emotional weight of the era.

3. The Rhetoric of Resistance: Voices of Protest and Change
This text focuses on the art of crafting persuasive arguments in the face of
oppression and systemic inequality. It dissects various rhetorical techniques
employed by activists to challenge dominant narratives and advocate for
transformative change. The book’s exploration of how resistance is
articulated through language would be directly applicable to a deep dive into
Baker's speech.

4. Performing Citizenship: Josephine Baker and the Politics of Visibility
This book specifically examines Josephine Baker's career through the lens of
her public life and activism. It analyzes how she used her international fame
and cultural presence to advocate for civil rights and challenge racial
prejudice. Understanding Baker's broader performance of citizenship provides
crucial context for her role and message at the March on Washington.

5. The Sound of Freedom: Music and the Civil Rights Movement
While seemingly focused on music, this book often explores how songs and
musical performances served as powerful rhetorical tools during the Civil
Rights era. It discusses the shared experiences and emotional resonance that
music fostered, which often amplified the impact of spoken words. This could
offer a way to consider the broader sonic landscape in which Baker's speech
was delivered.

6. Rhetorical Figures in the Age of Mass Media: From Emerson to Obama
This comprehensive study analyzes the evolution of influential public
speaking and its adaptation to different media landscapes. It explores how
speakers craft their messages for maximum impact across various platforms.
The book's examination of stylistic devices and audience engagement would be
invaluable for a sophisticated rhetorical analysis of Baker's March on
Washington address.

7. The Eloquence of Anger: Addressing Injustice Through Public Discourse
This work investigates how anger, when strategically channeled, can become a
potent rhetorical force for social change. It examines speakers who have
masterfully used expressions of outrage to highlight injustice and galvanize
action. Analyzing Baker's speech through this lens could reveal how she
harnessed and directed emotions to effect her message.

8. Beyond the Podium: The Rhetorical Legacy of the March on Washington
This book specifically focuses on the enduring impact and communication
strategies employed at this pivotal event. It dissects the speeches
delivered, the themes addressed, and how they resonated with the public. A
rhetorical analysis of Baker's contribution within this broader historical
and communicative context would be essential.



9. Crafting the Cause: The Art of Persuasion in Social Justice Advocacy
This practical and theoretical guide explores the essential elements of
persuasive communication for those advocating for social justice. It breaks
down how to build compelling arguments, connect with diverse audiences, and
inspire action. The book’s emphasis on actionable rhetorical strategies would
provide a strong foundation for dissecting the techniques Baker employed.
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