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“Speech in American Culture,” Spring 2016, updated Spring 2018, M. Ritchie 

 
Overview 
This assignment explores how sentiment algorithms are changing the landscape of rhetoric and 
rhetorical analysis. For this assignment, students filter sections of Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or 
the Bullet” speech delivered April 12, 1964 through IBM Watson’s Tone Analyzer. Students 
then break out into groups to look at the results of the tone analysis. The class comes back 
together to discuss with the instructor the limitations and affordances of computational rhetoric. 
The full text of Malcolm X’s version of the speech is available here. 
 
If time permits, the instructor can create a more multimodal session by having students listen to 
the voice of Malcolm X deliver the speech, along with the laughter and applause from the 
audience. Students can then consider how sound impinges on perceived tone. Full audio. 
 
For deeper inquiry about “tone policing” and the implications of algorithmic rhetoric, the 
instructor can discuss how IBM partners with DARPA to apply algorithms to vet immigrants. 
 
Learning Objectives 

1. Understand the affordances and limitations of algorithms 
2. Question how we code language for feelings 
3. Challenge tone policing 
4. Create and conduct sentiment analysis of rhetorical texts 

 
Instructor Preparation 

1. Queue up IBM Watson’s Tone Analyzer. 
2. Queue up audio of the speech. 
3. Before class, print handouts that break down the tone analysis sentence-by-sentence for 

groups to use. 
4. Before class, research how the Tone Analyzer works, providing students with a 

breakdown of what each sentiment means to the software. There are a few ways of doing 
this: show a video of how Watson works, from IBM; and/or briefly chat with one of 
IBM’s sentiment bots, the Food Coach. 

 
Student Preparation 

1. Before class, closely read the full text of Malcolm X speech: available here. Pay attention 
to tone. 

 
Lesson Plan 
The instructor facilitates a rigorous and open discussion with the class. To do so, the instructor 
might consider the following discussion questions: 

• What is tone? 
o What is tone according to Roderick Hart’s Political Tone? 

• What tone do you interpret from reading the speech? What tonal words come to mind? 
• Does this imagined tone correlate to that produced by Watson? 
• How does Watson limit our concept of tone? How does it enable it? 



• How is tone racialized? 
• Where do our understandings of X’s tone derive from, historically and culturally? 
• What is tone policing? When does it happen and why?  

 
Here are small screenshots of the context and discussion set-up: 
 

   

  
 
Assessment 
This assignment counts towards an overall participation grade. For portfolio-style works, an 
instructor can consider assigning a larger project where they choose a rhetorical text to do a 
sentiment analysis. This would be a great way of teaching a more in-depth unit on pathos in the 
context of algorithmic communication. 
  
 


