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2 A Tribute to
Martin Luther King, Jr.

David J. Garrow

I think it is particularly apt to reflect on King's message and the les-
sons we can draw from his life in light of how the organizers of this
conference have used the "Oream and Reality" title. There is nothing
that Dr. King himself would want us ko appreciate more, after his death,
than the Fact that many of the goals that he struggled for, in fact most
of the goals that he talked about following 1965, have not been achisved
and, indeed, in some respects, have not even been advanced.

Reflecting on Dr. King and his legacy, I wish ko stcess two polnts.
First, I want to examine briefly Dr. King's emotional evoluticn and his
own undeestanding of the role he played during the years between 1955 and
1968 when he devoted his life to the Civil Rights Movement. Second, I
want to address his political evolution, the increasingly radical evolu-
tion in his views and hopes for dmerican society that Dr. King underwent
in the final vears of his life.

To grasp Dr. King's understanding of his own life is to appreciate
that King thought of himself as first and foremost a minister, a pastor.
¥Younger people today, in particular, only see images of King from bele-
vision news clips that show him as a person giving speeches and leading
marches, which do not highlight his Eundemental attachment to the minis-
try and his fundamental roots in the church. Appreciating the central-
ity of religion and the church for Tr. King is crucial if we are to make
sense of the very selfless way, the very humble way, he devoted himself
and made himself of service bto the movement.

Almost without exception, the pecple closest to Dr. King always want
Lo point out ko those of us who are younger that he was very self effa-
zing, nonegotistical, and at times ewven shy. Dr. Eing was someone who
had no desire, no need, to be a public figure or a celsbrity, He was not
someone who enjoyed being in the limelight. Especially when one looks
hack at the beginning in Montgomery, the start of the boyoott there, and
the very crucial role that women—the black professional women's group in
Montgomery--actually played in getting the boyeott onder way, one can ap-
preciate even bakter how King was chosen as the spokesperson, as the
president of the Montgomery Improvement Association, not through any ini-
Liative, or desire or self-promoting on his own part; he was very much
drafted for that job and drafted in part because his colleagues recog-
niged, @wven then, what a very special speaking ability, what a special
ability to articulate the cause of black freedom Dr. King possessed. We
must keep in mind as well with reference to Montgomery just how young Or.
King was at that time--he was only twenty-six--when he was drafted for
that position; he was only thirty-nine at the time he was killed.

What one particularly sees in that early part of the Monbgomery
boycott is Dr. King somewhat painfully making a commitment of service ko
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the movement, realizing that this was a calling that he was belng asked
ko take, This was a commitment and really a self-sacrifice that he was
being asked to make, and it was one that he was initially a little bit
hesitant about accepting. Dr. King in later years very often stressed to
friends and acquaintances that he would have besn guite happy simply to
he a pastor; and 5o when he made that decision early in Montgomery that
the movement leadership role to which he was called was something that he
was golng to accept. he made that decision to go forward out of a
fundamentally religious and Faith-oriented belief that this is what God
and Jesus were asking him to do. One must appreciate how King understood
his acceptance of that role in terms of religicus faith and calling Lf we
are really to appreciate the way in which he went forward with his
leadership throughout the late 19505 and 1960s.

In terms of that calling and that kasic sense of mission that was
really at the core of Dr. Eing's life and being, I think one as well has
te underline {and this is a polnt that Vinecent Harding and James Cone
have emphasized as much as I believe 1 have} that we need to ses Dr. Eing
as a product of the Black Church. ©me sees this, I think, most clearly
and most impressively when one has the chance to lock at his semmans,
both the early sermons in Montgomary and those from the later years, the
years after 1960, especially his sermons from his home church, Ebenezer
Baptist Church in Atlanta. When one looks at those sermons rather than
at the more public, formal speeches to nocthern audiences or labor
groups, one really comes away realizing that the Bible and the church
heritage are the most important sources Erom which Dr. King spoke. &nd
although I'1l touch on it only wery briefly here, when one looks at his
aarlisst statements and speeches during the Montgomery boycott, Kirg is
not talking so much about Gandhi or Thoreau or reflecting the influence
of what he resd in graduate school {which has been the emphasis of much
of the academic literature in trying to explain the influences on Dr.
¥ing), but rather what cne sees as the real sources of his thought and
heliefs ls the Bible. He talked about nonviolence and about love Erom
day one in Montgomery, but he kalked about them in terms of the teachings
of Jesus, and he talked about them in tems of Bible stories. Both in
the context of the roots of King's thought as well as in the context of
what motivated, what drove this man, I think we have to stress that
cankrality of religious roobs and Faith if we are to appreciate what he
was about.

one of the ircnies, perhaps one of the most striking of all the
ironies of the FBL wire tap transcripts of hundreds of Or. King's phone
cormversakions with his friends ard advisors (preserved for us and now re—
leased under the Freedom of Information Act), from the years 1962 and
after is that those transcripts give a more immediate, a more powerful
sense of how devoted, how tough, how salf-critical King was about his own
responsibilities and his role, than perhaps any other source we have or
emuld have. Wnat one sees in those telephone transcripts, and more
public statements as well, is a real deepening and strengthening of Dr.
King's understanding of his calling to be of service. We see that even
though he very consclously did not want ko be on the public stage 365
days a year, he nonetheless increasingly came to an acceptance, at Limes
a somewhat begrudging acceptance., that this was not a commitment nf five
years or ben years that would at some point end and allow him to go back
to a quieter, less public life, but that this was a lifetime commitment,
something that would end only with his death.

Where one sees, I think, the greatest strengbthening of that
commltment on Dr. King's part is right after the Hobel Peace Prize
announcement and award in 1964, That honor, like all the many
othar public honors that were bestowed upon Dr. King during the 1960s,
had for King the most immedlate lmpact af making him redouble his feel-
{nge af commltment and, particularly in the wake of the Hobel Prize, en—
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couraged him to adopt an increasingly prophetic unders i

first responsibility was to speak the trulﬂ'-fhpreach the tt;ungh :.u;:‘egﬂ;a;ﬂzz
of what the personal consequences for himself or the financial consequer—
ces for his organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
might be. If one looks at this carefully and thoughtfully one sees ar;l
iﬁgrzzsr;rgﬂﬂ ﬁi’faagx?;-'ls: E{mgthi;:; mﬁr&ars after 1963 and 1964, a man

izes ponsibili speak
t_rul;h'l%mn o oy P the res ibility to the
i ere iz a quality of amnesia now, about which Vincen i
written wery m-:rirgly in several different contexts, w‘maretir:la:g ldrg hrgi
fully remember just how much criticism, how much unpopularity Dr. King
encountered during those final two or three years of his life. It is in
this regard that I want to discuss King's politiecal evolution across the
years towards a much more radical set of goals and understanding of
American society after 1965. Many people boday have simply the image of
Dr. King from the "I Have a Dream” speech, the speech from the 1963 March
on Washington, and that speech gives a wery incomplote understanding of
what Eing was about. When one locks at the Dr. King of the Monktgemery
boycott of 1955 and 1956, one sees somecne who s extremely opblnlstio
about America as a society and about the White South and whibe soul
ners' willingness to change. Even in the first week there in |
ery, King, Reverend Ralph Abernathy, Mrs. JoAnn Hoblnecn, sl o
the local leadership had a very naive hope thab the o
Wit Mot

a four- or five-day endeavor, that white officials and
would recognize the justice of the black communiby's
g{:mdﬂ alter tm_iﬁabieatim practices that had
as a considerable surprise to King and tha llack
that White Montgomery had no interest in meaningful negotintione or mak
ing any sort of concessions. That exparience wam lllYlv the [lret atep
for Dr. King on the road towards an increasingly rea intic and, in the
end, at times, pessimistic attitude toward American soclety and partiou=
larly toward White Mmerica's interest and willingness towards making
ggﬂ:g:s;f Enal h;s ta m&iiarline aave;;l times, however, that over the
ourse welve years & Was a ual bu
smnlflcajl:lgtﬁ evolution on Dr. King's g;art.. BTSSRI R S
In 0, for example, with regard to the presidential e
story t{mat I believe many people know fairly mll—pabout J%th drdmﬂgﬂbei?'g
Kennedy's phone calls on the occasion of Dr. King's jailing down in
Reidsville prison in South Georgia during the 1960 campaign——during that
campaign and even after the Kennedy administration teck office in 1961,
King had a tremendous optimism about what the Eennedy brothers could and
would do, what sort of a difference active presidential leadership on
behalf of Civil Rights--in contrast to the Eisenhower years——could make
igr Black Mmerica. But the period from 1961 through to the early part of
63 ended up being for Ring a rather disillusicning experience. He, and
other people in the movement, came to realize more and more during those
two years that the Kennedy administration was mot going to take the
initiative, was not going to push for meaningful civil rights change,
notwithstanding all of the 1960 campaign promises and rhetoric in that
di-:e-v:tlcn.1 It was only when the movement took the initiative, the very
direct massive initiative, of organizing the demcnstrations in Birmingham
in May of 1963, that things began to change. Then the Kennedy brothers
cane to the realization that civil rights was not going to remain quietly
on the back burmer, that this was an issue that they were going to have
ko tackle and going to have to pursue whether they wanted to or not, or
whether their sometime scuthern alliss in Congress wanted them to tackle
it or not.. Bgain nowadays many pecple perhaps have some amnesia in this
regard in not fully appreclating how pointedly critical Dr. Eing was of
the HKennedy administration during 1962 and 1963 and how grudging and
relatively late the Kennedy brothers' support for or enthusiasm for civil
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rights actually was during that period.

Now, the peak years, or the "glory years" of the movemsnt, as I
think some people would call them, came between 1963 and 1965. Those
years were highlighted by the tangible accomplishments of the 1964 Civil
Rights Act and 1965 Woting Rights Act. Those accomplishments as of 1965
locked to King and looked to many other people in the movement as perhaps
20 percent of what the movement had been seeking in the esarly 1960s. I
think it is quite fair to say that in that context of 1964 and 1965 there
was a tremendous initial sense of accomplishment, of wvictory., But I
think most of us cften tend to forget or underappreciate what a really
disillusioning period King and other people, particularly people in SNCC,
went through in the wake of those legislative victories, when the aware—
ness began to grow more and more strongly thab simply that sort of for-
mal, legal anti-segregation, anti-discrimination legislation was not go-
ing to have anywhere near as transforming an impact upon the South, upen
the conditions of black people's lives in the South, as King and most
other pecple in the movement had presumed or had thought up until that
time. I believe that this slowly smerging disillusion lies at the crux
of the very significant evolution which Dr. King and others began to un-
dergo in that 1965-1966 period. It was the success of those legislative
victories, the abolition of formmal segration and legal, statutory dis-
crimination, that allowed King and cthers to realize that the real roots
of black oppression were much more fundamentally economic than segrega-
tionist. And what one repeatedly sees time after time, almost day after
day, in those final three and a half years of Dr. King's life is his
focusing upon econocmic change and economic issues--jobs, housing, and the
quality of urban schooling. Focusing upon those sorts of issues and the
clags implications of those issues was the next agenda, the much tougher
agenda that the movement had to pursue.

I mentioned earlier that if one locks at King simply in the light of
the "1 Have a Dream® speech of 1963, one gets a very incomplete substan-
Live appreciation of what King was about. More pointedly, ome of King's
most regular closing lines or percrations in his speeches from 1966 on
was that the dream he had had in 1963 had turned into a nightmare. This
is essentially an exact quote of samething that he used not once or twice
but several dozen times. Not only is that specific line something that
one rarely, if ever, sees in television newsresl excerpts nowadays, but I
think that we also see wvery little evidence or very few reminders of that
wvery challenging economic agenda that Kimg was talking about in those
final three years. What Eing had in mind by 1967 and 1968 when he was
putting bogether the Poor People'’s Campaign was a very explicitly redis-
tributive economic agenda for the United States. I think that the degree
to which he believed that the country regquired massive economic change in
terms of fighting poverty, in terms of what the society was required to
do for what we now term the underclass, required that issues be articula-
ted in class terms if we were ko create a truly just and meaningfully
equal society. Those sorts of calls and those sorts of demands that Dr.
King was articulating in that final year are something about which many
people today are not reminded and with which they are not confronted.

By 1967 King's language sometimes was so strong that especially in
private, he was describing himself as a socialist, as a democratic
gsocialist, as what interpretively one could most accurately call a
Christian Socialist. But what one sees as well in King's statements and
semmons from that final year and a half, is someons who is a much more
oritical, much more pessimistic, judge of American socilety than the man
who started in Montgomery twelve years earlier. Where one sees this most
strongly is in King's comments about White America. There is very little
of the earlier optimism and hopefulness concerning people's willingness
to initiakte change, if aimply the justice requirements of a situation are
apelled out to thoem. There is 1ittle if any of the optimism that one can
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@asily see in the King of 1956-1957.

Now similarly, during those final two or three years, one sees this

much more critical attitude of King towards American society in his com—
ments about America's involvement in Vietnam and about America's behavior
in the world more generally. Tt comes through most clearly in King's
willingness to take on the Vietnam issue at a time when opposition to the
war was not at all popular, and I think that's a point that really needs
underlining because we tend to compact, T think, and perhaps read hack
into the context of 1966 or 1967, the relative popularity that opposition
to the war had by the Nixon years. When King first spoke out strongly
ajainst the Vietnam war, he was dencunced not only by the New York Times,
Lhe Washington Post, and other major white media, but he also was criti-
clzed by civil rights leaders and civil rights organizaticns. OFf all the
contemporansous editorial comments about King and the war, very few were
supportive. Only two or three upheld both the fairness of King's state-
ments about the war and his right as a civil rights leader to speak out
on the issue of the war.
. King's strength and willimgness ko take on the war, to take on an
issue that he knew full well would make him distinctly less popular, was
a willingness that stemmed quite directly from the prophetic, almost
self-sacrificing understanding of hiz role that had been growing since
Lhe early stages in Montgomery. It had been strengthensd particularly
in the international context by the Hobel Prize, for to King the hobal
Prize, even more than his many other awards, could not be accepted aimpl
as praise for what he had done before, but was instead really a :‘m{
of his basic calling, and so it created within King an intensified sense
of obligation to continue to live up to that immense responsibility,

In closing, whakt one soes in the Dr. King of 1968 is a quite mature

and fully developed acceptance that he was going to give hiz 1ife for the
movement, a fuller acceptance of what had been a wvery realistic day-to-
day awareness reaching back all the way to 1956 when the pattern of daily
death threats had first emerged. One also sees in the Dr. King of 1968
someong who is setting ocut very strongly a political agenda for change in
Mmerica that went far, far beyond what the mowvement had pursued and had
accomplished in the 1964-1965 period.
) Finally, what most deserves underlining and conscious appreciation
is that what King was talking about in that final year or two in terms of
Lhe economic change that our society reguires were changss and goals that
wiz have not achieved in the years since his death. Perhaps even more
pointedly, as one can see in the recent work of William J. Wilson and
other pecple who have been looking at the growing bifurcation that has
ocourred in Black America over these last twenty years, our record since
the time of Dr. King's death has not only been a record of little prog-
ress on the issues that he was addressing but has in some respects been a
record of retrogression since that time. Hence in appreciating Dr. King
and in appreciating his legacy for us today, we cannot allow curselves to
simply think of Dr. King as a successful reformer for whom the 1964 and
1965 Acts were the major accomplistments, but we must appreciats very
forthrightly that Dr. King's agenda and legacy are very much unfulfilled
and speak very dirsctly to the issues and challenges that remain before
us even today.




