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Equality: A Subject that’s Appealing


The word equal means “the same as” or “evenly proportioned or balanced” (“Equal”). On March 15, 1965, Lyndon B. Johnson gave the speech “We Shall Overcome” which expresses the significance of overcoming discrimination against the American Negroes. Johnson appeals to logic, emotion by his word choice, authority, and his personal experience when speaking about the importance of equality.

Johnson appeals to logic in one particular aspect of his speech. He begins his speech talking about the reason why he is speaking that night. He talks about the importance of every American, religious or non- religious, black or white, democratic or republican, to bond together no matter what their differences may be. Logically, the nation, at the time of the speech, was separated into a variety of groups and did not even want to be near each other. He saw this as a reason to bring up the issue that would begin to challenge people to look beyond the outward appearance. He saw equality for everyone, including American Negroes. He saw a reason to move forward instead of rebelling against the idea of equal opportunities for everyone. He states if “we defeat every enemy, and should we double our wealth and conquer the stars, and still be unequal to this issue, then we will have failed as [people] and as a nation” (Johnson).  Why did Johnson build his audience up (“defeat every enemy”) just to tear them down (“failed as people”)? To show that his reasoning behind equality is serious and a nation without it is worthless. Appealing to logic was significant in the beginning of his speech to get the importance of being equal across.


In his speech, Johnson uses an emotional appeal with his word choices. The emotional aspect of his word choice begins before you even get to the body text. The title “We Shall Overcome” gives a glimpse of what is to come in the speech (Johnson). When the phrase “We Shall Overcome” is said one of the first ideas that appears in people’s heads is overcoming an obstacle. This phrase was included two more times in the speech to make people understand how powerful he believes in overcoming the specific issue that he is addressing. Johnson then goes onto describing what the average American Negroes goes through on a day to day basis. He uses words like “brutally assaulted” or “the cries of pain” to get across the punishment they get for “peacefully protesting” for their rights.  He uses “peacefully” to describe the protests because he wants the audience to see that they are getting punished for something that is not physically harming anyone. He adds that “equality depends, not on the force of arms or tear gas, but depends upon the force of moral right—not on recourse to violence but on respect for law and order” ( Johnson). Johnson includes the force of arms or tear gas to show that there were more extreme amounts of punishment taking place for “peacefully protesting”. Using the adverb morally brings in religion or the ‘right way’ of doing something which convicts them in a way that they feel guilty for their actions. Johnson convicts the audience with his word choice to make sure that as American citizens they see what is destroying their country.

His word choice also creates a picture in the audience’s minds about the American Negroes. He shows the audience that although they are the underdogs in this situation they have come out on top: “The real hero of this struggle is the American Negro. His actions and protests, his courage to risk safety, and even to risk his life, have awakened the conscience of this nation. His demonstrations have been designed to call attention to injustice, designed to provoke change; designed to stir reform. He has been called upon to make good the promise of America” (Johnson). He leaves the word “heroes” as vague as possible so the audience members can picture what they see as a hero and compare it to American Negroes. His meanings could range from someone that their sons/daughters look up to to someone that through every obstacle they never gave up. By using verbs like “call”, “provoke”, and “stir”, he does not just want the audience to hear what he is saying. He wants you to visualize what is happening by his descriptions and word choice.


As President of the United States, Johnson makes sure that if his name is mentioned that it is held to a high standard. He does so by using excellent word choice. First of all, he talks in third person to uplift himself. By using third person it allows him to not sound as conceited when he talks about himself. Also by saying ‘the president’ instead of ‘me’ or ‘I’ takes some of the focus and/or blame off him. He describes to the audience what kind of president he wants to be:

I want to be the president who educated young children to the wonders of their world. I want to be the President who helped to feed the hungry and to prepare them to be taxpayers instead of tax eaters. I want to be the President who helped the poor to find their own way and who protected the right of every citizen to vote in every election. I want to be the President who helped to end hatred among his fellow men and who promoted love among the people of all races, all regions and all parties. I want to be the President who helped to end war among the brothers of this earth. (Johnson)

By including, “I want” at the beginning of every sentence describes that he sees a desire, a need to make things equal for everyone. He uses verbs like “educated,” “prepare,” “helped” (three times), “vote,” “end,” and “promoted” to show he is trying in every aspect to better America.  He included phrases like “educate young children”, and “[protecting] the right of every citizen”, to incorporate all groups of America so everyone felt involved. Johnson uses certain parts of speech to make himself stand out to the American people. 


President Johnson appeals to authority by addressing the significance of equal voting rights. He uses the promise of the U. S Constitution as a reason to begin the journey to making voting equal. He quoted the Constitution by stating “that no person shall be kept from voting because of his race or his color” (Johnson). He wanted the American Negroes to be assured that although there have been promises in the past that have not been kept, he will do anything and everything to make it fair when it comes to voting.  He explained about how a bill will go to Congress and it will be reviewed by Republicans and Democrats. Johnson makes clear what the bill was about so there would be no confusion:

It will provide for citizens to be registered by officials of the United States Government, if the state officials refuse to register them. It will eliminate tedious, unnecessary lawsuits which delay the right to vote. Finally, this legislation will insure that properly registered individuals are not prohibited from voting. I will welcome the suggestions from all the members of Congress-- I have no doubt that I will get some-- on ways and means to strengthen this law and to make it effective. (Johnson)

He appeals to authority once again by allowing others to make suggestions on ways to “strengthen [the] law and make it effective”.  Johnson promised that there would be no further postponement of making this bill, a law. Making America a better place for everyone was part of his job as the President of the United States and he did not fail to make that point.


By sharing a personal experience of his own, the President appeals to emotions. President Johnson tells a story about his first job after getting out of college. He was a teacher in a small town and small school to a group of minority students. Understanding why people did not want to be near them or talk to them was hard for his students to comprehend. Johnson stated that “even in their youth the pain of prejudice” harmed them (Johnson). Johnson was emotionally laying out why he felt so strongly about equality. He used the harm and failure that his students felt as an example to show the audience that even at a young age you are harmed by discrimination. After not having taught for thirty-seven years, “it never occurred to [him] in [his] fondest dreams that [he] might have the chance to help the sons and daughters of those students, and to help people like them all over the country” (Johnson). He tells you this story because just as he did, he wants you to get emotionally involved with understanding the importance of equality. He wants you to feel for those students just as he did. He wants to show you that although he is only one person he can make a tremendous difference. Johnson included his teaching career as a way to show people that he was a normal person at one time too and to make sure they began to feel the hurt that is caused by the hatred of discrimination.


Speeches that make you want to get involved and help the cause are few and far between. From his word choice and explanations, most of the audience members began to look at equality with a whole new meaning. President Lyndon B. Johnson did not stop short of his goal. He made sure that equality was a top priority on his ‘to do’ list.
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