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Many of the leaders of the August 28, 1963, March on Washington link arms during
the walk to the Lincoln Memaorial for the major afternoon rally. Those in the front
rank include National Catholic Interracial Council executive director Mathew
Ahmann (in bow tie), CORE's Floyd McKissick, Martin Luther King, Jr, trade union
leader Cleveland Robinson, Rabbi Joachim Prine of the American Jewish Congress,
civil rights lawyer Joseph Rauh (in bow tic), Whitney Young, executive dircctor of
the National Urban League, NAACP exccutive secretary Roy Wilkins, and Brother-
hood of Sleeping Car Porters president A. Philip Randolph, the moving force
behind the 1963 March. The participants’ placards reflect how the explicit goals of

the March gave jobs and employment as high a priority as the passage of federal civil

rights legislaton. (Beltmann Newsphotos)
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“I Have a Dream” Speech

Commentary by David J. Garrow

M:Jnin Luther King, Jr.'s, “l Have a Dream” speech at the August 28, 1963,
March on Washington was one of the greatest orations in American history and
one of the most notable highlights of the civil rights movement of the 19505
and 19605, Heard by over 200,000 people gathered near the Lincoln Memorial
that warm summer day and by millions more on television and radio, King's
speech conveyed the moral power of the movement’s cause to an international
audience and confronted white America with the undeniable justice of black
citizens” demands for an end w racial segregation and discrimination.

King was only thirty-four yvears old when he gave that address, a still youth-
ful Baptist minister who, as the eldest son of a wellto-do Atlanta clergyman,
had grown up in the black Southern Baptist tradition. King had graduated from
a trio of notable schools: Atlanta's Morehouse College, one of America's best-
regarcled black institutions, Crozer Theological Seminary, and Boston Univer-
sity, where he received a doctorate in systematic theology. Long before he had
finished his education, King knew that he wanted to serve as a pastor in the
south. In 1954 he became minister of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in
Montgomery, Alabama, a well-to-do church in the rigidly segregated city that
proudly styled itself “the cradle of the Confederacy”

New Lo town, new to his job, and with his wife Coretta expecting their first
child, King took only a modest role in black civic affairs until December 1955,
when Mrs. Rosa Parks was arrested for refusing to surrender her seat to a white
man on a segregated city bus, King's colleagues drafied him as spokesman for
the Monigomery Improvement Association, the new organization set up 1o
oversee the black boyveot of Montgomery's segregated bus line, King's gift for
powerful Biblical oratory made him a public figure as the black community's
vear-long protest became a national and international news story.

Berween 1957 and 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr, emerged as the foremost
spokesman for black Americans in their renewed struggle to obtain their full
constitutional rights. Kings 1960 arrest for sitting-in at a segregated Atlanta
lunchroom, his prominent role in sustaining the 1961 Freedom Rides, and his
involvement in the 1961-62 demonstrations in Albany, Georgia, placed him in
the nation's headlines and reinforced his role as the most visible representi-
tive of black southerners’ increasing civil rights activism.

Farly in 1963 King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC), the region-wide organization he had founded in 1957, launched a ma-
jor protest campaign in Birmingham, Alabama, where public safety commis-
sioner Eugene "Bull” Connor had already become famous for his rough tactics
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against black demonstrators. Together with long-time Birmingham activist Rev-
erend Fred Shuttlesworth, King's SCLC staff organized a month-long series of
si-ins and protest marches. Graphic news photos of Connor's men using po-
lice dogs and high-powered fire hoses against peaceful demonstrators created
a national outrage and stimulated even hesitant supporters of civil rights, like
President John Kennedy and Anorney General Robert Kennedy, to call for
white concessions to SCLC's demands for desegregation.

The Birmingham protests made civil rights a prominent national issue. Sym-
pathy demonstrations took place in cities across the country as civil rights ac-
tivists promised to intensify their nonviolent attack on segregation. Several of
King's aides talked of staging a major demonstration in the nation's capital, an
idea already proposed by A. Philip Randolph, president of the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters and the Negro American Labor Council. The dean of
America’s black leaders, Randolph in 1941 had successfully used the threat of
a massive march on Washington o pressure President Franklin D. Roosevelt
into issuing an executive order banning racial discrimination by government
defense contractors. Randolph's purpose in calling for a 1963 march on Wash-
ingron was to highlight pervasive black unemployment and call attention to the
need for greater economic justice in American life. Before the protests in Bir-
mingham, black leaders had shown little interest in his proposal. In early June,
however, as King and others began to arficulate the need for comprehensive
federal legislation to eliminate racial discrimination, Randolph’s plans for a
march and SCLC's idea of a massive civil rights demonstration were combined.
A "March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom™ was scheduled for late August.

The violence in Birmingham and the national indignation it aroused also
had a powerful effect on John and Robert Kennedy. Although they had, in the
first two years of the Kennedy administration, been reluctant to propose any
meaningful civil rights legislation to a disinterested Congress, they now rec-
ognized that Birmingham had changed the political climate, They also realized,
for the first time, that racial discrimination was a moral issue that America had
to confront and resolve. In mid-June President Kennedy went on national tel-
evision 1o announce his intention to ask Congress for a far-reaching civil rights
hill. Kennedy and his aides worried, however, that the upcoming march on
Washington would hinder rather than help congressional passage of that bill,
King, Randolph, and others were summoned to the White House and asked o
cancel the demonstration. They refused. Popular support for the march in-
creased throughout the summer as a talented team of movement organizers,
headed by long-time Randolph aide Bayard Rustin, made plans for the nation-
wide move on Washington. They anticipated more than 100,000 participants.

By mid-July the Kennedy administration, faced with the fact that the march
was going to take place whether it wanted it to or not, endorsed the demon-
stration. Still hoping to avoid any damage to the civil rights bill's uncertain
congressional fate, the Kennedys shifted to a strategy of trying to moderate the
march’s political one, Middle-ofthe-road civil rights leaders such as Roy Wil-
kins, executive secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACE), and Whithey Young, exeeutive divector of the Na-
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tional Urban League, stressed that the primary purpose of the l'rmrlch Wik 1o
rally support for Kennedy's civil rights bill, not Randolph's economic agenda,
The addition of four white cosponsors—United Auto Workers l’remd‘enr Walter
Reuther, Protestant notable Reverend Eugene Carson Blake, Jewish leader
Rabbi Joachim Prinz, and Catholic layman Mathew Ahmann—ito thk_‘: ﬁ!x-r_ﬂran
black leadership also gave the march a more moderate and legislauwf: orien-
tation. What had started out as a protest against federal government inaction
on civil rights was looking more and more like a celebration of the move-
ment’s growth and Kennedy's congressional initiative. :

In the weeks leading up to the August 28 event, the march leaders decided
10 focus their efforts on a mass rally and program at the Lincoln Memuorial
rather than on any Capitol Hill protests. Each of the ten leaders would address
the crowd. Popular entertainers and other celebrities would also appear on
the podium. Some female activists complained prit'ati:lly about the absence of
any woman from the list of speakers, but a more s€rious dispute broke out
when Kennedy aides and supporters got a look at the advance text n\mf Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) chairman John Lewis's speech,
which blasted the Kennedy administration for its tardy and incomplete SUPRAIS
of the civil rights movement. Throughout the night of August 27 and into the
morning of the 28th, as other plans fell into place, the march leaders argued
with Lewis and his SNCC colleagues about toning down the speech. Only mo-
ments before the actual program began was a final accord reached. _

Martin Luther King, Jr, did not Anish preparing his advance lf-‘(tllll'l'fll the
early morning hours of August 28, What he wanted, King twld a Fr1:=_-|“1d, wWas
something short and straightforward, “sort of a Getysburg address. _W‘_t'lﬂn
typed up double-spaced on legal-size paper for mimeographing and distribu-
tion to reporters, it came to only three pages. (W’lth_ ten speakers, everyone
had been instructed to keep his remarks brief.) King's speech was sn:hgdule_:.l
last, at the climax of the program. Long before he moved forward with his
prepared text in hand, it had become clear that the massive rally was a pow-
erful and joyous success. Official estimates numbered the crowd at over
200,000, the largest single gathering in American history. :

Master of ceremonies A. Philip Randolph introduced King as “the morgl
leader of our nation.” King began with his untitled, advance text, following it
closely as he made reference to Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation leﬂf““{mﬂ
and to the promises of the Declaration of Independence and the Gﬂﬂtftlllltlflﬂr
all of which, he noted, remained unfulfilled for black mnericar:ﬁ. E.[:fe*dklﬂ.i{
metaphorically, King compared those promises to a “bad check which the
United States now had to make good on. Using one of his favorite thetorical
devices, King reiterated that “Now is the time” for America to live up “{ lll“ﬁ‘
commitments. Linking the goal of racial equality to the language of traditional
American patriotism, King underlined the necessity of nonviolence Elﬂfi Tl‘lil"-lL‘IHl
cooperation in the civil rights struggle and cited some of the discriminatory
evils that federal legislation could eliminate. Then, after quoting the prophet
Amos on justice and righteousness and emphasizing his own conviction that
unmerited suffering was redemptive, King was close to the end of his prepared







