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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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