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Dr. Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. delivers a speech in Montgomery, 
Alabama in 1965.

King Defined by Rousing Speeches, Letters
His words 
continue to have 

relevance today
by beverly Corbell

The PorTland observer

Though he wrote five books 
and delivered up to 450 speech-

es a year, Dr. Rev. Martin Luther 

King Jr. is often defined by his 
most famous speech, “I Have a 
Dream” delivered at the Lincoln 

Memorial during the 1963 March 

on Washington, and his “Letter 

from a Birmingham Jail” written 

in the same year.  

The words of America’s fore-

most civil rights leader stirred 

great emotions across the country 

and the world at the time, and are 

still so relevant even today. An ex-

cerpt from the “I Have a Dream” 
speech illustrates his command-

ing use of language to illustrate 

the racial divides and the hopes 

for progress, ending with its most 

well-known passage.

“In a sense we have come to 

our nation’s capital to cash a 

check. When the architects of our 

republic wrote the magnificent 
words of the Constitution and 

the Declaration of Independence, 

they were signing a promissory 

note to which every American 

was to fall heir. This note was a 

promise that all men, yes, black 

men as well as white men, would 

be guaranteed the unalienable 

rights of life, liberty, and the pur-

suit of happiness.

“As we walk, we must make 

the pledge that we shall al-

ways march ahead. We cannot 

turn back. There are those who 

are asking the devotees of civil 

rights, “When will you be satis-

fied?” We can never be satisfied 
as long as the Negro is the victim 

of the unspeakable horrors of po-

lice brutality. 

“I have a dream that my four 

little children will one day live in 

a nation where they will not be 

judged by the color of their skin 

but by the content of their char-

acter.”
His “Letter from a Birming-

ham Jail” is also relevant, espe-

cially when we consider the last 

year’s student-led Climate Strike 

demonstrations and the earlier 

Women’s March.

“We know through painful ex-

perience that freedom is never 

voluntarily given by the oppres-

sor; it must be demanded by the 

oppressed. Frankly, I have yet to 

engage in a direct action cam-

paign that was ‘well timed’ in 

the view of those who have not 

suffered unduly from the disease 

of segregation. For years now I 

have heard the word “Wait!” It 


