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QUOTE UNQUOTE
Like her husband, Michelle Obama is known for having a brilliant way with words.  

For proof, take a look at five of  her most powerful speeches. 

By Evette Dionne

O r i g i n a l l y  p u b l i s h e d  o n  t e e n v o g u e . c o m ,  N o v e m b e r  2 7,  2 0 1 6

uring her time as First Lady, Michelle 
Obama has captivated audiences 
with her speeches. She has spo-
ken about her experience as a black 
woman competing in the very white 
field of academia and has not been 

afraid to call out Donald Trump’s sexist comments. While 
campaigning for Hillary Clinton in New Hampshire, 

D Michelle pointed out how this election cycle is differ-
ent. She said, “This is not normal. This is not politics 
as usual.” Michelle later added about Trump’s sexist 
rhetoric, “It has shaken me to my core in a way that I 
couldn’t have predicted.”

Michelle Obama is a genius speaker in her own right. 
Like Barack, she knows how to engage an audience 
with a mixture of sharp intelligence and accessibility.  

“All of us [are] driven by 
a simple belief that the 
world as it is just won’t 

do—that we have an 
obligation to fight for the 

world as it should be.”

She’s blessed stages from Greensboro, North Carolina, 
to  Qatar with grace and confidence. In honor of her last 
days in the White House, here are five of her most impact-
ful speeches.

Michelle reminisces about growing up  
on the South Side of Chicago
Democratic National Convention 
Denver, August 25, 2008 
We knew a lot about the Obamas before they arrived  
at the Democratic National Convention, ready to become 
the first black couple to earn the nomination of a major 
party. We knew about their two daughters, their political 
aspirations, and their whirlwind romance and marriage. 
But this speech specifically introduced us to Michelle. 
It’s significant because it positioned her as a woman who 
wanted to change the world. “All of us [are] driven by a 
simple belief that the world as it is just won’t do—that 
we have an obligation to fight for the world as it should 
be,” she said.

Michelle discusses the legacy of Maya Angelou
Maya Angelou memorial service
Winston-Salem, North Carolina, June 7, 2014
Maya Angelou’s death rocked the world—and moved 
 Michelle to speak at her memorial service. She spoke 
about Maya’s work influencing her as a black girl being 
raised in Chicago. This proved to be the first time 
Michelle directly evoked her black womanhood. In 
that speech, Michelle said Maya’s poem “Phenomenal 
Woman” “spoke to the essence of black women.” “As a 
young woman, I needed that message,” she said. “As 
a child, my first doll was Malibu Barbie. That was the 
standard for perfection. That was what the world told 
me to aspire to. But then I discovered Maya Angelou, 
and her words lifted me right out of my own little head.”

Michelle talks about her role as First Lady
Democratic National Convention
Charlotte, North Carolina, September 4, 2012
Michelle’s 2012 DNC speech positioned her as a First 
Lady on a mission. She chronicled her and Barack’s lives 
before entering politics. Most importantly, she delivered 
a line that’s been circulating in politics ever since: “I have 
seen firsthand that being president doesn’t change who 
you are—it reveals who you are.”

Michelle stresses the importance of  
women’s rights
International Women’s Day
Washington, D.C., March 8, 2016
Michelle celebrated the first anniversary of her Let 
Girls Learn initiative by speaking at an International 
Women’s Day conference. This speech was impactful 
because she framed it around why fighting for women’s 
rights is important. “These issues aren’t settled,” she 
said. “These freedoms that we take for granted aren’t 
guaranteed in stone. And they certainly didn’t just come 
down to us as a gift from the heavens. No, these rights 
were secured through long, hard battles waged by women 
and men who marched, and protested, and made their 
voices heard in courtrooms and boardrooms and voting 
booths and the halls of Congress.”

Michelle speaks about the importance  
of education
City College of New York commencement address
New York City, June 3, 2016
In this speech, her final commencement address, 
Michelle leveled zingers at Donald Trump but also spit 
an important line that has echoed throughout the entire 
campaign: “It’s the story that I witness every single day 
when I wake up in a house that was built by slaves and I 
watch my daughters—two beautiful black young women—
head off to school, waving goodbye to their father, the 
president of the United States, the son of a man from 
Kenya who came here to America—to America for the 
same reasons as many of you: To get an education and 
improve his prospects in life.”  
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