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American Dream Speeches: Defend, Challenge, Qualify 
 

Before Reading: 
 
When responding to a writer’s argument, there are three major options: defend, challenge, or qualify. 
 

 What do I do? Sentence starters 

Defend ● Support the writer’s argument by  
1. Confirming the logic of his/her reasoning 
2. Providing additional examples to 

illustrate writer’s claims 
3. Restating the writer’s original claim 

● __________’s claim that 
________________ accurately 
reflects reality because 
_____________. 

● ___________, _________, and 
_________ confirm 
_________’s assertion that 
_______________ because 
___________________. 

Challenge ● Critique the writer’s argument by  
1. Questioning the logic of his/her 

reasoning 
2. Providing examples that go against the 

writer’s claims 
3. Writing a counter-claim 

● __________’s claim that 
________________ does not 
hold true because 
_____________. 

● The fact that ___________ is 
the case calls _________’s 
claim that __________ into 
question because __________.  

Qualify ● Improve the writer’s argument by 
1. Confirming the logic of the writer’s 

argument for most cases  
2. Providing examples that show the limits 

of the writer’s argument in some cases 
3. Re-wording the original claim to make it 

more specific and precise 

● ________’s claim is generally 
legitimate; however, 
__________ shows the 
argument does not apply in all 
cases. 

● Rather than (original claim), 
the argument that ________ is 
more accurate because 
_______________. 



Practice: Defend, challenge, AND qualify the statement below using the provided sentence starters. 
 

"America is best described by one word, freedom." -- President Dwight D. Eisenhower 
 

1. Defend-- 
 
 
 

2. Challenge-- 
 
 
 

3. Qualify-- 
 
 
 
 
During Reading: Annotate for the way each speaker defines the American Dream. 
 
Excerpt from “I Have a Dream” - Martin Luther King, Jr.  
Given at March on Washington in front of 250,000 people 
August 28, 1963 
 
And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted 
in the American dream. 
 
I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these truths 
to be self-evident, that all men are created equal." 
 
I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave 
owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. 
 
I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering 
with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of 
their skin but by the content of their character. 

I have a dream today! 

I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping 
with the words of "interposition" and "nullification" -- one day right there in Alabama little black boys and black 
girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. 

I have a dream today! 

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough 
places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight; "and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed 
and all flesh shall see it together." 

This is our hope, and this is the faith that I go back to the South with. 



With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith, we will be able 
to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith, we will 
be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom 
together, knowing that we will be free one day. 

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: 

My country 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing.  
Land where my fathers died, land of the Pilgrim's pride,  
From every mountainside, let freedom ring! 

And if America is to be a great nation, this must become true. 
And so let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. 
Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. 
Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania. 
Let freedom ring from the snow-capped Rockies of Colorado. 
Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California. 
But not only that: 
Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia. 
Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee. 
Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. 

From every mountainside, let freedom ring. 

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, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black men and white men, 
Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro 
spiritual: 

Free at last! Free at last! 
 
Thank God Almighty, we are free at last! 
 

1. Summarize this speech’s perspective on the American Dream in 1-2 sentences in the space below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. Defend, challenge, or qualify the speech’s perspective on the American Dream. Include examples. (3-4 

sentences.) 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 



Excerpt from “The Ballot or The Bullet” - Malcolm X 
Given at Congress for Racial Equality in Cleveland, Ohio 
April 3, 1964 
 
I'm not a politician, not even a student of politics; in fact, I'm not a student of much of anything. I'm not a Democrat. 
I'm not a Republican, and I don't even consider myself an American. If you and I were Americans, there'd be no 
problem. Those Honkies that just got off the boat, they're already Americans; Polacks are already Americans; the 
Italian refugees are already Americans. Everything that came out of Europe, every blue-eyed thing, is already an 
American. And as long as you and I have been over here, we aren't Americans yet. 
 
Well, I am one who doesn't believe in deluding myself. I'm not going to sit at your table and watch you eat, with 
nothing on my plate, and call myself a diner. Sitting at the table doesn't make you a diner, unless you eat some of 
what's on that plate. Being here in America doesn't make you an American. Being born here in America doesn't make 
you an American. Why, if birth made you American, you wouldn't need any legislation; you wouldn't need any 
amendments to the Constitution; you wouldn't be faced with civil-rights filibustering in Washington, D.C., right now. 
They don't have to pass civil-rights legislation to make a Polack an American. 
 
No, I'm not an American. I'm one of the 22 million black people who are the victims of Americanism. One of the 22 
million black people who are the victims of democracy, nothing but disguised hypocrisy. So, I'm not standing here 
speaking to you as an American, or a patriot, or a flag-saluter, or a flag-waver -- no, not I. I'm speaking as a victim of 
this American system. And I see America through the eyes of the victim. I don't see any American dream; I see an 
American nightmare. 
 
When you expand the civil-rights struggle to the level of human rights, you can then take the case of the black man in 
this country before the nations in the UN. You can take it before the General Assembly. You can take Uncle Sam before 
a world court. But the only level you can do it on is the level of human rights. Civil rights keeps you under his 
restrictions, under his jurisdiction. Civil rights keeps you in his pocket. Civil rights means you're asking Uncle Sam to 
treat you right. Human rights are something you were born with. Human rights are your God-given rights. Human 
rights are the rights that are recognized by all nations of this earth. And any time any one violates your human rights, 
you can take them to the world court. 
 
Uncle Sam's hands are dripping with blood, dripping with the blood of the black man in this country. He's the earth's 
number-one hypocrite. He has the audacity -- yes, he has -- imagine him posing as the leader of the free world. The 
free world! And you over here singing "We Shall Overcome." Expand the civil-rights struggle to the level of human 
rights. Take it into the United Nations, where our African brothers can throw their weight on our side, where our 
Asian brothers can throw their weight on our side, where our Latin-American brothers can throw their weight on our 
side, and where 800 million Chinamen are sitting there waiting to throw their weight on our side. 
 
Let the world know how bloody his hands are. Let the world know the hypocrisy that's practiced over here. Let it be the 
ballot or the bullet. Let him know that it must be the ballot or the bullet. 
 
 

3. Summarize this speech’s perspective on the American Dream in 1-2 sentences in the space below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



4. Defend, challenge, or qualify the speech’s perspective on the American Dream. Include examples. (3-4 
sentences.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Excerpt from Address to the Commonwealth Club of California - Cesar Chavez, leader of 
United  
Farm Workers 
Given at Commonwealth Club of California, San Francisco 
November 9, 1984 
 
 
All my life, I have been driven by one dream, one goal, one vision: To overthrow a farm labor 
system in this nation which treats farm workers as if they were not important human beings.  
 
Farm workers are not agricultural implements. They are not beasts of burden--to be used and 
discarded.  
 
That dream was born in my youth. It was nurtured in my early days of organizing. It has 
flourished. It has been attacked.  
 
I'm not very different from anyone else who has ever tried to accomplish something with his life. 
My motivation comes from my personal life--from watching what my mother and father went 
through when I was growing up; from what we experienced as migrant farm workers in 
California.  
 
That dream, that vision, grew from my own experience with racism, with hope, with the desire to 
be treated fairly and to see my people treated as human beings and not as chattel.  
 
It grew from anger and rage--emotions I felt 40 years ago when people of my color were denied 
the right to see a movie or eat at a restuarant in many parts of California.  
 
It grew from the frustration and humiliation I felt as a boy who couldn't understand how the 
growers could abuse and exploit farm workers when there were so many of us and so few of 
them.  
 
Later, in the '50s, I experienced a different kind of exploitation. In San Jose, in Los Angeles and in
other urban communities, we--the Mexican American people--were dominated by a majority that
was Anglo.  
 
I began to realize what other minority people had discovered: That the only answer--the only 
hope--was in organizing. More of us had to become citizens. We had to register to vote. And 
people like me had to develop the skills it would take to organize, to educate, to help empower the
Chicano people.  



 
I spent many years--before we founded the union--learning how to work with people.  
 
We experienced some successes in voter registration, in politics, in battling racial 
discrimination--successes in an era when Black Americans were just beginning to assert their 
civil rights and when political awareness among Hispanics was almost non-existent.  
 
But deep in my heart, I knew I could never be happy unless I tried organizing the farm workers. I 
didn't know if I would succeed. But I had to try. 
 
All Hispanics--urban and rural, young and old--are connected to the farm workers' experience. 
We had all lived through the fields--or our parents had. We shared that common humiliation.  
 
How could we progress as a people, even if we lived in the cities, while the farm workers--men 
and women of our color--were condemned to a life without pride?  
 
How could we progress as a people while the farm workers--who symbolized our history in this 
land--were denied self-respect?  
 
How could our people believe that their children could become lawyers and doctors and judges 
and business people while this shame, this injustice was permitted to continue?  
 
I am told, these days, why farm workers should be discouraged and pessimistic: The Republicans 
control the governor's office and the White House. They say there is a conservative trend in the 
nation.  
 
Yet we are filled with hope and encouragement. We have looked into the future and the future is 
ours!  
 
Once social change begins, it cannot be reversed.  
 
You cannot uneducate the person who has learned to read. You cannot humiliate the person who 
feels pride. You cannot oppress the people who are not afraid anymore.  
 
Like the other immigrant groups, the day will come when we win the economic and political 
rewards which are in keeping with our numbers in society. The day will come when the 
politicians do the right thing by our people out of political necessity and not out of charity or 
idealism.  
 
That day may not come this year. That day may not come during this decade. But it will come, 
someday!  
 
And when that day comes, we shall see the fulfillment of that passage from the Book of Matthew 
in the New Testament, "That the last shall be first and the first shall be last."  
 
And on that day, our nation shall fulfill its creed--and that fulfillment shall enrich us all.  
 
Thank you very much. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

5. Summarize this speech’s perspective on the American Dream in 1-2 sentences in the space below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
6. Defend, challenge, or qualify the speech’s perspective on the American Dream. Include examples. (3-4 

sentences.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Writing Task: Which speech most closely aligns with your own understanding of the American Dream? Why? Explain 
with examples (5-6 sentences). 
 
 


