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On January 20, 1961, John F. Kennedy seems most intent on impressing the idea of world peace onto the populace of the United States of America.  In fulfilling this vision, he states that he is willing to ‘pay any price… in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty’; namely, he intends to topple Communism at any price.  To accomplish this goal, he symbolically extends an olive branch to all the nations of the world, promising to welcome any poor nation, to support any ‘sister republic’, and to initiate peace talks with any opposing nation.  Kennedy pushes for peace by playing on the nuclear fears, and by portraying not only America but Americans themselves as the catalyst needed to establish amicable relations worldwide.

Kennedy most focuses his address on the duties of the American nation about halfway through his speech.  He opens with “And if a beachhead of cooperation may push back the jungle of suspicion, let both sides join in creating… a new world of law”.  Following this, Kennedy calls the Americans together to aid in instituting this ‘new world of law’. [see attached segment for section under analysis].  Firstly, he says that this is not an overnight change: the nation will struggle with this problem long after he has gone.  Kennedy even supposes that world peace is perhaps out of reach of eternity.  Nevertheless, he continues, the American people must try.  Stating that nearly every generation of Americans has come forth to assert peace, Kennedy declares that the “trumpet summons us again”, and that the Americans of 1961 should live up to the standards set by their predecessors.  He asks rhetorically, “Will you join in [this] historic effort?”  He then says that success will be the most triumphant moment for America, and that it is this country’s duty to fight for peace.  Setting up the closing of the speech, he gives the famous line, “And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country”.

One figure of speech in the aforementioned segment is the alliteration found in the second paragraph.  “All this will not be finished in the first 100 days. Nor will it be finished in the first 1,000 days, nor in the life of this Administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But let us begin.” – the polysyndeton in the repetition of ‘nor’ emphasizes the futility of establishing world peace.  But by emphasizing the impossible odds, Kennedy in fact highlights the triumph that will be felt when the goal is achieved.  So by eluding to this great notion of success, Kennedy is quite basically whetting the palates of the Americans, and preparing them for the next section of his speech, where he tells them that it is their duty to bring about this vision.

Kennedy further arouses the idea of American glory with the opening of the next section: “Now the trumpet summons us again”.  This metaphor is quite obvious, especially considering the rest of the paragraph.  Following this metaphor, Kennedy urges Americans to ‘bear arms’ of hope and goodwill against the real evils that plague the nations of the world: tyranny, poverty, disease, and war.  The trumpet works to enhance the imagery of the Americans raising up like soldiers to defeat the scourges of society.

Kennedy then capitalizes on the moment.  After rousing the audience with how the American people must be the ones to incite change, he asks them then and there: “Will you join in that historic effort?” he asks rhetorically.  The question is obviously not expecting an answer, but it is demanding a very dramatic pause in the speech, as each member of the audience digests the idea that they have an obligation to fulfill.  The question both emphasizes the point he just made, as well as sets up Kennedy’s next part.

In the next section Kennedy describes how Americans have a tradition of defending liberty – and how those receiving the speech have an obligation to continue that tradition.  But far from the dramatic, rallying voice of the last section, this part has a more solemn tone.  This is shown in the closing line of the segment: “…and the glow from that fire can truly light the world”.  The metaphor for Kennedy’s ‘energy, faith and devotion’ has an imagery of a warm, flickering fire, pouring the light of peace into all the dark corners of the world.  The fire is not out to consume, but illuminate – one might compare it to the image of a candlelight vigil, not a raging bonfire.  The figure of speech itself has a warmth about it that closes the somewhat reminiscent but quietly determined segment placidly but sternly.

Kennedy then gives the famous line: “And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country”, mirrored by “My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can do for the freedom of man”.  The first of these two lines displays a number of figures of speech: grammatically it displays symmetry, but in word order it displays something akin to a chiasmus (‘you’ & ’your country’).  Contextually is has something of an antithesis, contrasting two questions that, while using many of the same words, reflect a totally different meaning.  This duality and mirrored aspect of this line gives it an overt simplicity that hides the complex emotions relayed in its meaning.  The symmetry can also be attributed to its fame; it provides a ‘catchiness’ that makes the line easy to recall.  It’s position near the end of the speech also serves to emphasize the line as a summary of the speech: that Americans should not depend on the government to bring peace, but actively participate to bring it about.

The figures of speech in Kennedy’s inaugural provide drama, catch the listener’s attention and modify the flow of the speech.  Many of the figures of speech either open or close an idea or section of the speech, most notable being the rhetorical question.  By using figures to open segments, Kennedy grabs the listener.  The use of metaphors such as ‘now the trumpet summons us again’ elicit mental pictures that set the mood for the speech.  Rhetorical questions ( the ‘my fellow Americans….’ line has a rhetorical edge to it) provide dramatic pauses in the speech and emphasize the points of the speech.  By using figures of speech, Kennedy reinforces his points and provides an emotion that would be hard to arouse without the use of metaphors, polysyndeton and other figures of speech.
…And if a beachhead of cooperation may push back the jungle of suspicion, let both sides join in creating a new endeavor, not a new balance of power, but a new world of law, where the strong are just and the weak secure and the peace preserved.

  All this will not be finished in the first 100 days. Nor will it be finished in the first 1,000 days, nor in the life of this Administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But let us begin.

  In your hands, my fellow citizens, more than in mine, will rest the final success or failure of our course. Since this country was founded, each generation of Americans has been summoned to give testimony to its national loyalty. The graves of young Americans who answered the call to service surround the globe.

  Now the trumpet summons us again—not as a call to bear arms, though arms we need; not as a call to battle, though embattled we are—but a call to bear the burden of a long twilight struggle, year in and year out, "rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation"—a struggle against the common enemies of man: tyranny, poverty, disease, and war itself.

  Can we forge against these enemies a grand and global alliance, North and South, East and West, that can assure a more fruitful life for all mankind? Will you join in that historic effort?
  In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of defending freedom in its hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibility—I welcome it. I do not believe that any of us would exchange places with any other people or any other generation. The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this endeavor will light our country and all who serve it—and the glow from that fire can truly light the world.
  And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.

  My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can do for the freedom of man….

Source: www.bartleby.com/124/pres56.html

