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LETTER FROM BIRMINGHAM JAIL (APRIL 16, 1963) 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 
20 pages 

“I HAVE A DREAM” SPEECH (AUGUST 28, 1963) 
Martin Luther King, Jr.  
6 pages 

Grade level: 9th-12th 
26 pages (total) 
Recommended hours: 2-3 

This guide includes the following elements: 

● A brief biography of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

● The Civil Rights movement and King’s involvement 

● A chronology of key events 

● Questions for the teacher to use in leading discussions and for writing 
assignments on both texts 

BIOGRAPHY OF MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., 1929-1968 

Born in Atlanta, Georgia, on January 15, 1929, as Michael King, Jr., he was son to Baptist 
pastor Michael King, Sr., and Alberta Williams King. His father later changed his name 
and his son’s to Martin Luther after the leading figure of the Reformation. His father 
was fiercely opposed to segregation, a conviction born from his personal experience as a 
black American and as a Christian who believed all forms of racism were against God’s 
will. This was a belief in which the son was immersed from a young age.  

King began his public school education at age five. He attended Booker T. Washington 
High School where he showed much promise, even skipping ninth and eleventh grades 
and entering Morehouse College at the age of fifteen. After receiving his degree in 
sociology in 1948, King attended Crozer Theological Seminary and graduated as 
valedictorian in 1951. It was during his final year at seminary that King began to see his 
Christian faith as a foundation for arguing for the justice he envisioned. King went on to 
engage in doctoral studies at Boston University. There, he met Coretta Scott. The two 
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were married in 1953 and would go on to build a family of four children. In 1954, King 
became a Baptist pastor in Alabama while still working toward his doctorate, which he 
earned in 1955 at age twenty-five. It was after that year that he commenced his crusade 
as an outspoken leader of the civil rights movement.  

CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT AND KING’S WRITING 

The civil rights movement took place primarily during the 1950s and ‘60s as Americans, 
both black and white, organized for action against racial discrimination. It was a 
response to deeply rooted prejudice and legalized segregation that had been established 
after the Civil War, in spite of the fact that the North had won the war and the nation 
had abolished slavery. With the passage of the 13th Amendment in 1865, the practice of 
slavery was outlawed in the United States; yet, the sentiments undergirding it 
remained, made sharper by the ravages the Civil War brought to the South. Under the 
law, blacks were allowed to live freely and to hold jobs, even public offices. Moreover, 
the 14th Amendment granted blacks equal treatment under the law, and the 15th 
Amendment granted the right to vote to black men. Still, racism against black 
Americans settled deeper with the passage of the Jim Crow laws in the last decades of 
the nineteenth century. With these laws, segregation was institutionalized: Blacks were 
prohibited from using the same schools, motels, restaurants, public fountains, restrooms 
and general public accommodations, and, in some cases, they were even prohibited 
from living in the same neighborhoods as whites. Combined with the prohibition on 
interracial marriage, segregation established a wall between black and white 
Americans, leaving the former with their freedom but few of the rights and privileges 
enjoyed by the latter. Although the Jim Crow laws were primarily passed in the South, 
black Americans faced similar treatment in many northern states. During the first half 
of the twentieth century, some amount of progress towards equality was made, but 
segregation laws remained. The decades following World War II witnessed the birth of 
the civil rights movement as many Americans took a stand against the entrenched 
injustices of racism and segregation. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., quickly rose to prominence in this movement. Two of his most 
prominent and noted contributions are his Letter from Birmingham Jail and his “I Have 
a Dream” Speech, both from 1963 and covered together here in one guide.  

King was a master rhetorician. Students should come to see how King utilizes formative 
historical sources to make his case and how he crafts his text with compelling 
arguments and striking imagery. On that first point, it is very helpful for students to 
carefully examine the sources King utilizes, all of which are indicative of a classically 
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educated mind, a mind that is keenly attuned to the history and culture that are distinct 
to blacks in America and, at the same time, to the deep sources that feed and shape the 
legal and political order that all Americans can claim as their inheritance. For example, 
although he was an American Baptist preacher, in his letter from jail, he taps the 
teaching of medieval theologians—Saints Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas— 
especially their teaching on the moral foundations of justice in the natural law. Similarly, 
he invokes the thought of the twentieth-century Jewish writer, Martin Buber, for his 
emphasis on the humanity of each individual. Although he was a southern American 
black, keenly aware of the painful history that blacks experienced here for more than 
two centuries, King invokes the principles of the American founding in his speech, 
specifically as those principles are articulated in the Declaration of Independence and 
the United States Constitution. He reestablishes those same principles as normative for 
the civil rights movement and for the country as it moves away from segregation; and 
he does so, quite remarkably, in spite of the fact that the principal author of each of 
those founding documents (Jefferson and Madison, respectively) was a slaveholder. As 
his two works make clear, King believed that the principles of universal equality and 
justice that the founders established are intended for all Americans. Now, in the vision 
that King presents, the founders’ promise should finally be fulfilled, thereby 
establishing a renewal of the American republic and, as Lincoln envisioned at 
Gettysburg, a “new birth of freedom.”  

BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

The Letter from Birmingham Jail is twenty pages long; the “I Have a Dream” Speech is 
six pages. A discussion of both together could be completed in approximately two to 
three hours, provided the students have read both documents before the discussion. 

This guide is intended to help the teacher in two principal ways: to provide the 
necessary background information students will need to know before reading the texts 
and to provide a complete set of questions by which the teacher can guide students 
through discussion of the texts. 

Before digging into the documents, it will be helpful for the students to have a clear 
understanding of the timeline of events leading up to the birth of the civil rights 
movement and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s time as its leader. The brief Chronology of 
Events included below covers the major events pertinent to the movement from the 
Emancipation Proclamation through King’s assassination.  
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CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS 

January 1, 1863 

While the Civil War was still raging, President Abraham Lincoln issued The 
Emancipation Proclamation, declaring that all slaves in the rebellious states be freed. 
This freedom did not extend to the slave states that remained neutral in the conflict, i.e., 
the border states. It was also conditional on the Union forces winning the war. Because 
of these reasons, the Proclamation had little impact on the actual practice of slavery, but 
it officially stated that the institution of slavery was at stake in the Civil War.  

January 31, 1865 

A few months before the Civil War ended, the 13th Amendment to the Constitution was 
passed, outlawing the practice of slavery and involuntary servitude throughout the 
United States. 

July 9, 1868  

Three years after the Civil War ended, the 14th Amendment to the Constitution was 
passed, granting citizenship to all people born or naturalized in the United States. This 
granted citizenship to all former slaves and gave them the right to due process and 
equal treatment under the law. 

February 3, 1870 

The 15th Amendment to the Constitution was passed, granting all male citizens the 
right to vote, no matter their race, color, or former state of servitude. This granted 
former male slaves the right to vote in theory but not fully in practice. Many obstacles 
to their vote remained through literacy tests and other Jim Crow laws.  

1877 - 1965 

The Jim Crow laws dominated the South during this period. Initially, these were the 
state and local laws aimed at excluding recently freed slaves from society. They 
included segregation laws, laws about where and for how much black people could 
work, and laws to prohibit blacks from exercising their rights to vote. Jim Crow laws 
spread throughout the South during the Reconstruction Era, segregating everything 
possible and preventing black people from assuming an equal place in society, despite 
their newly legalized free status.  
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May 18, 1896 

On this day, Plessy v. Ferguson was decided. This case ruled that segregation of public 
facilities was legal and would be permitted if the facilities were “separate but equal.”  

June 25, 1941 

After many black protesters threatened to march on Washington, D.C., President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt issued Executive Order #8802, stating that it was illegal to 
discriminate based on race in the defense industry. It was not a law, but it was one of the 
first steps taken towards equal opportunity in employment.  

July 26, 1948 

After WWII, President Harry Truman issued Executive Order #9981, ending segregation 
in the United States Armed Forces. 

May 17, 1954 

On this day, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka was decided. This case ruled that 
segregation be outlawed in all public schools. Among other things, it also mandated the 
integration of schools through busing: that is, school districts were required to transport 
students across geographic lines in order to create racially diverse student bodies in 
their schools. However, segregation continued to take place in other non-public schools.  

December 1, 1955 

Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat to a white man after being ordered to do so while 
riding a bus in Montgomery, Alabama. This act of defiance sparked a boycott of 
Alabama buses and inspired those involved in the growing civil rights movement.  

January 10-11, 1957 

On these days, sixty black pastors and civil rights leaders met together in Atlanta, 
Georgia, to discuss how to move forward in peacefully protesting segregation and other 
forms of discrimination. Martin Luther King, Jr., was among them. At this meeting, 
King and his collaborators created the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC), which became one of the leading organizations in the civil rights movement. 
King was its first president. 
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September 4, 1957 

After the Brown v. Board of Education decision, segregation in public schools was 
prohibited, but it took years for the schools to actually become integrated. In an effort to 
spur this integration, a high school in Arkansas asked for students from the local all-
black school to attend their previously all-white school. On September 4, on the first day 
of classes, nine students volunteered. They were known afterwards as the “Little Rock 
Nine.” They were met with a shouting, violent mob. Eventually, President Eisenhower 
had to intervene and send federal troops to escort these students to school to protect 
them from violence. These students continued to face discrimination as they attended 
the formerly segregated school, but this event was an important step forward in trying 
to end segregation by drawing attention to desegregation.  

September 9, 1957 

On this day, President Eisenhower signed into law the Civil Rights Act of 1957. This act 
was an attempt to diffuse some of the racial tension boiling over in the South and to 
show the President’s support for the civil rights movement. It stated that anyone who 
tried to prevent someone else from voting could be federally prosecuted, and it 
instigated a federal investigation into voter fraud. This was a step forward in providing 
voter protection for black Americans since they were, by a range of means, being 
prevented from doing so despite the 15th Amendment.  

February 1,  1960 

By this time, although progress had been made towards integration, many areas of life 
were still segregated. In February of 1960, black college students refused to leave a 
whites-only counter at a grocery store. They waited, stating that they would not leave 
unless they were first served. In the following days, others joined in their protest, and a 
boycott of all segregated counters in the grocery store was launched. Eventually, the 
original students were served, and their actions inspired peaceful demonstrations of 
protest against discrimination and segregation across the entire country. This also led to 
the founding of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, which was formed to 
help students become involved in the growing civil rights movement. 

August 28, 1963 

Martin Luther King, Jr., along with other prominent leaders in the civil rights 
movement, organized The March on Washington, which took place on this date. There 
were approximately 250,000 attendees, both black and white. They peacefully marched 
on the country’s capital, advocating for civil rights, specifically legislation to move that 

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                                                                                                           6



effort forward. It was at this gathering that Martin Luther King, Jr., gave his famous “I 
Have a Dream” speech.  

July 2, 1964 

Seven years after the first Civil Rights Act, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed a 
second one. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was first drafted by President Kennedy prior to 
his assassination; it was then signed into law by his successor President Johnson. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., was present at the signing of this bill that enabled federal authorities to 
enforce desegregation of public facilities; the bill also limited the use of literacy tests for 
voting. 

October 14, 1964 

On this day, Martin Luther King, Jr., was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his work in 
the civil rights movement, specifically his peaceful protests and meetings with political 
leaders that led to action in the form of legislation that put an end to discriminatory 
practices and segregation. 

March 7, 1965 

This day is known as “Bloody Sunday.” It was on this day that six hundred peaceful 
protesters marched from Selma, Alabama, to Montgomery, Alabama, to protest the 
death of a black civil rights leader. The marchers called on the government to more 
effectively enforce the 15th Amendment. These protesters were met by the Alabama 
state police and were beaten and tear-gassed as they refused to step down. Many of the 
protesters were hospitalized that day, and many involved in the civil rights movement 
wanted to respond to this event with counter-violence. Martin Luther King, Jr., was the 
leader that urged restraint and an adherence to peaceful protests only.  

August 6, 1965 

Just a year after the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Congress and President Johnson took the 
law a step further and signed the Voting Rights Act. This law finally put an end to all 
voter literacy tests by banning them entirely and by placing federal examiners in some 
voting districts to ensure that this ban was upheld. Poll taxes were another part of the 
Jim Crow laws that attempted to exclude blacks (black males only at the time) from 
voting, so the Voting Rights Act also gave the Attorney General the power to contest 
these various poll taxes, state by state. The following year, poll taxes were officially 
outlawed in Harper v. Virginia State Board of Elections. 
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April 4, 1968 

Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated on this day at 6:01 pm. He was standing on 
the second floor balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee, when he was 
shot to death by James Earl Ray. Despite King’s fervent dedication to peaceful protest, 
his death was followed by looting and riots.  
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LETTER FROM BIRMINGHAM JAIL (APRIL 16, 1963) 

Martin Luther King Jr., was jailed numerous times during his years as a leader in the 
civil rights movement. In 1963 he was jailed following the Birmingham Campaign, 
which began on April 3 and was designed to counter racial segregation with multiple, 
peaceful demonstrations, including marches and sit-ins. One of the primary organizers 
of this campaign was the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, a group headed by 
Martin Luther King, Jr.  He was arrested along with other leaders and marchers, having 
announced that they would refuse to follow the orders of a circuit judge who forbade 
any form of protest. King was incarcerated in Birmingham Jail from which he penned 
his famous letter. He wrote it in response to a newspaper article written by eight white 
pastors, criticizing King for the way he went about his work and insisting that he 
should fight these battles in court rather than through demonstrations. King wrote his 
response letter on the edges of a copy of the newspaper edition where the article 
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appeared and on scraps of paper smuggled to him in his jail cell. It would later be 
published and widely circulated.  

REFERENCES TO THE TEXT 

All of the questions that follow, with the exception of the final one, are tied to specific 
pages in the letter. The specific edition is found at the link noted below.  The page 1

numbers are meant to aid the teacher, not the students. Furthermore, these questions 
should not be distributed to the students; rather, they should only be asked within the 
context of a discussion.  

Question #25 below may be used for a general discussion or a writing assignment. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. What are the specific concerns of the pastors to which King is responding (1)?  

2. How does King liken himself to the Apostle Paul and to medieval prophets? What 
does that comparison lend to the importance of his work? How does it frame where 
he is and why he is there (2)?  

3. In perhaps one of the most oft-quoted lines from this letter, King states, “Injustice 
anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” What does that mean? Is it true? How 
so? Can you think of examples of this claim in history? If true, how does King’s idea 
reflect on how the pastors have interpreted the events that form the backdrop to 
King’s arrest and jail sentence (2)?  

4. What are the four basic steps of nonviolent campaigns that King outlines? How does 
he believe he has followed these four steps? Why are they important? What 
specifically does he mean by the “self-purification” step? What does that look like? 
Why is that important (3-4)?  

5. What is he talking about when he discusses the word “tension”? What is the good 
kind of tension to which he is referring? Again, he likens his effort to that of a great 
historical figure—this time, Socrates. What is King making clear with that 
comparison (4)? 

 https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/letter-birmingham-jail1
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6. King maintains that, generally speaking, groups are more prone to immorality than 
individuals. Does this seem to be true? Why or why not, particularly in light of 
segregation (5)? 

7. What is the crux of King’s argument for the urgency of action (5-6)? 

8. How does progress toward independence among developing countries reflect on 
America with its continued segregation (6)?  

9. What is the persuasive force of King’s examples—the concrete examples of racism 
and of segregation in particular (6-7)?  

10. According to King, what do Saint Augustine, Saint Thomas Aquinas, and Martin 
Buber teach us about the nature of law and about the responsibility of those who live 
under the law? How is it, according to his understanding of these sources, that 
citizens might even be justified in disobeying the law (7-8)? 

11. How is King’s position on law distinguishable from anarchy (8-9)?  

12. He names several biblical and historical examples of civil disobedience. What 
insight, what authority, do they lend to King’s own actions (9)? 

13. How does King use the terms “legal” and “illegal” to help build his case? What 
striking historical examples does he invoke where those terms are used corruptly 
(9)? 

14. What are the two “confessions” that he makes in this letter or, in other terms, the 
two disappointments he holds over two primary groups? What do they mean, and 
why are they important? When he is discussing the first of these, he discusses the 
“myth of time.” What does that mean? What is he talking about? Does what he says 
about it seem true to you? What are the two sides that he mentions as opposing each 
other but to neither of which he himself belongs? Why is he not part of either of 
these opposing groups (9-10)? 

15. How are his actions and those of the movement’s defensible even though they 
precipitate violence? In other words, does the responsibility for the violence fall 
primarily on practitioners of civil disobedience like King or on those who respond to 
the disobedience violently? Do his critics have a point on this matter? Or does King’s 
case disprove their position (10-11)? 

16. What is the correction King makes on the common, and what seems to be a corrupt 
or misconceived, use of “time” in the debate over what to do in the face of 
segregation? What parties use time in ways that King finds objectionable (11-12)? 
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17. How does King distinguish the movement he is leading from the forces of 
“bitterness and hatred” at work in America? According to King, what exactly does it 
mean for black Americans to follow the force of love, especially in the way they see 
their white oppressors (11-12)? 

18. What does he mean when he refers to the “birthright of freedom”? What is the 
importance of the language he chooses to talk about this idea? How is it related to 
the language of “discontent” that King uses in the same section of the letter (12)? 

19. Does King consider himself an extremist? What historical figures does he invoke in 
order to address the charge of extremism? What do you think of his account of 
extremism? Does the label “extremist” fit the historical figures he names (12-13)? 

20. How does King talk about the church? What does he say is the malady plaguing the 
church that he sees in his own time? What are the dangerous consequences of that 
malady? What does he believe is the church’s role in society? Is that description 
consistent with what you know about church and state in American or European 
history—or the history of the church elsewhere in the world? Name some historical 
examples we might explore under King’s account of the church’s role in society 
(14-16).  

21. At one point, King says “There can be no deep disappointment where there is not 
deep love.” What does he mean? How is that position indicative of King’s overall 
approach in the letter (16)?  

22. Why is King confident that the civil rights movement will achieve its goals, even if it 
has to do so without the support of the church? What does be mean when he says 
that “the goal of America is freedom”? What is the impact of the historical note he 
makes that blacks were here in America long before Jefferson wrote the Declaration 
of Independence? Where does King hear in his own time the “sacred heritage of our 
nation” and “the eternal will of God”? Given the answers to the two previous 
questions, what are we to think, then, of the civil rights movement (17-18)?  

23. King levels a final criticism against the pastors to whom he addresses his letter. 
What is it? How have the pastors failed to see reality, according to King? What are 
the specific details that make their misreading rather stark (18)?  

24. King makes a final contrast between how the civil rights movement acts and how 
the civil authorities sometimes act against the movement. The contrast has to do 
with ends and means. What is the contrast? Does the contrast he uses strengthen his 
case? Explain your answer (19).  
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25. General discussion question or essay assignment: Taking the whole letter into 
account, how does King appeal to the readers? What language does he use to appeal 
to both logic and to emotion? Has he fully responded to the arguments of the pastors 
in their article and effectively defended his own methods? 
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“I HAVE A DREAM” SPEECH (AUGUST 28, 1963) 

Martin Luther King, Jr., gave his most famous speech, now known as the “I Have a 
Dream” Speech, in the summer of 1963. He delivered it from the steps of the Lincoln 
Memorial in Washington, D.C., one hundred years after Abraham Lincoln both signed 
the Emancipation Proclamation and delivered his most famous speech, the Gettysburg 
Address. King overtly invokes the first event in the second sentence of his address. With 
the opening words that precede that line, ”Five score years ago,” he not only lays out 
the chronological connection between the Proclamation and the ongoing struggle 
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represented by the March on Washington, he also clearly invokes Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
opener, “Four score and seven years ago,” which took Lincoln’s audience back to the 
Declaration of Independence and the founders’ struggle for freedom under the moral 
impulse of certain self-evident truths—the first among them, “that all men are created 
equal.” 

At the 1963 speech, the crowd of approximately 250,000 was gathered together for the 
March on Washington, a peaceful protest advocating further legislation to end 
segregation and discrimination. At this point King was well known as the leader of the 
civil rights movement. His letter from jail had been penned and widely distributed just 
a few months earlier. Now, this speech would significantly confirm his place alongside 
the very leader he invoked so powerfully and before whose image he addressed the 
crowd and the nation that day. So would his untimely assassination a few years later. 

BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

Before the students read and discuss the speech, they should read King’s Letter from 
Birmingham Jail. They should also revisit Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address.   

REFERENCES TO THE TEXT 

The following are useful questions to lead students in a discussion of King’s speech. All 
of the questions, with the exception of the final one, are tied to specific pages. The 
edition referenced here is found at the link noted below.  The corresponding page 2

numbers are included at the end of each question or set of questions. Again, these 
questions are meant to aid the teacher, not the students. The questions should not be 
distributed to the students; rather, they should only be asked within the context of a 
discussion. Notice that some of these questions direct the reader to the specific 
rhetorical elements King employs.  

Question #17 below may be used for a general discussion or a writing assignment. 

1. King opens with a prediction. What is it? Did his prediction prove true (1)? 

2. King measures the occasion by “Five score years ago,” which equals one hundred 
years or a century. Where does that five score take his audience—that is, to what 
person and set of events? What is the significance of that directive? How does it 
parallel Lincoln’s speech at Gettysburg, specifically Lincoln’s opening line? And 

 https://www.archives.gov/files/press/exhibits/dream-speech.pdf2
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how does that imagery lend significance and authority to what King is saying? Note 
where King stood when he gave his speech (1). 

3. Now, a century later, what is the state of blacks in America? How, in fact, does King 
transition from invoking Lincoln and the Emancipation Proclamation to his litany of 
concerns? What specific word or words does he use to indicate that the effort begun 
with the Proclamation is far from over (1)? 

4. Note the rhythm of this paragraph in which King takes measure of things “one 
hundred years later.” How does the thrice repeated use of “still” give structure and a 
kind of rhythm to that paragraph? What is the impact of that rhythm (1)? 

5. King utilizes a metaphor taken from financial transactions—the image of a 
“promissory note.” Why that metaphor? What weight does it lend to the case he is 
making? Why is it particularly apt in a speech that has slavery in its historical 
background (1-2)? 

6. As he completes his assessment of the debt owed blacks in America, he uses the 
word “now” four times in four sentences in a row. What is the impact of that 
repeated use of “now” (2)? 

7. What does King say is the mission of the gathering that he is addressing? How does 
he describe the situation of black people in America? What stands out to you in the 
language he chooses? Again, how is the charge he makes to his audience framed in 
terms of the past, the present and the future? Note the invocation of Shakespeare in 
the line regarding the “summer” of “discontent” (2-3).   3

8. What warnings does King issue to his audience and to America? How are the 
warnings tied to actions he counsels to take or not to take (2-3)?  

9. King says that white Americans “have come to realize that their freedom is 
inextricably bound to our freedom.” What does this mean? That is, how are they 
“inextricably bound” (3)? 

10. Repeatedly, the first person plural and the words “can” and “cannot” are paired 
together. What effect does this achieve in the speech? How does he build this section 
to the dramatic climax capped with King’s use of two similes, “until justice rolls 
down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream” (3-4)?  

11. Following that climax, King shifts to listing of several kinds of suffering, no doubt 
experienced by members of the audience. What effect does that list achieve? What, 

 See Richard III, Act I, Scene 13
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then, does King say specifically to the suffering? That is, what does he encourage 
them to do (4)?  

12. Towards the end of his speech, King uses the now famous “I have a dream” phrase 
repeatedly. What effect does he achieve in using that specific language and in 
repeating it? How does King make it a dream that, while pointedly personal for him 
and while clearly responsive to his fellow blacks who have suffered in America, is 
still a distinctively American dream (4-5)? 

13. Also, towards the end of the speech, King quotes the opening lines of the American 
anthem, “My Country ‘Tis of Thee.” Historically, the song would have been entirely 
familiar to the audience as one of America’s great anthems. Its melody is the same as 
Britain’s national anthem, “God Save the King” and, thus, has perhaps even broader 
historical significance. He continues, “if America is to be a great nation, 
this” (referring to the lyrics of the American anthem he quotes) “must become true.” 
What does he mean? What exactly must become true (5)? 

14. How does the litany of freedom that brings the speech to its conclusion focus our 
minds? In particular, what metaphor is repeated again and again? What geographic 
imagery does King present? How do both exemplify and complete his point that the 
promise of the founding can be fulfilled for all Americans but especially for those 
from whom it has been withheld in significant measure (5-6)? 

15. “My Country ‘Tis of Thee” is the penultimate source cited by King. The ultimate 
source, as he puts it, are “the words of the old Negro spiritual” known as “Free at 
Last.” He quotes a line from the hymn, placing it as the last line of the last paragraph 
of his speech. In that paragraph, how does he complete the litany of freedom that 
preceded it? In other words, having turned our eyes to every region of the country, 
to every kind of mountaintop, he now turns to another expression of the whole, 
various but unified face of America. What is that expression? How is it an 
appropriate final expression? How does it cut to the very heart of both the problem 
with segregation and the solution that integration holds out (6)? 

16. While King’s vision is of whites and blacks, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and 
Catholics, forging a newfound unity built around a renewed conviction regarding 
human equality and its foundation in our shared status as “all of God’s children,” 
how is it particularly meaningful and even powerful that he ends with words that 
are distinctively from the heart of black American life—namely, the words from the 
spiritual, “Free at Last” (6)? 

17. General discussion question or essay assignment: Compare the speech to the letter 
King wrote from the Birmingham jail. How are they alike? How are they dissimilar? 
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Taken together, how do the two documents form a vision for justice that is both 
historical and visionary?
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