
I am happy to join 
with you today in what will 
go down in history as the 
greatest demonstration for 
freedom in the history of 
our nation.

Five score years ago, a 
great American, in whose 

symbolic shadow we stand, 
signed the Emancipation 
Proclamation. This mo-
mentous decree came as a 
great beacon light of hope 
to millions of Negro slaves 
who had been seared in the 
flames of withering injus-

tice. It came as a joyous day-
break to end the long night 
of captivity.

But one hundred years 
later, we must face the trag-
ic fact that the Negro is still 
not free. One hundred years 
later, the life of the Ne-
gro is still sadly crippled by 
the manacles of segrega-
tion and the chains of dis-
crimination. One hundred 
years later, the Negro lives 
on a lonely island of poverty 
in the midst of a vast ocean 
of material prosperity. One 
hundred years later, the Ne-
gro is still languishing in the 
corners of American society 
and finds himself an exile 
in his own land. So we have 
come here today to drama-
tize an appalling condition.

In a sense we have 
come to our nation’s capi-
tal to cash a check. When 
the architects of our re-
public wrote the magnifi-
cent words of the Consti-
tution 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 
would be guaranteed the in-
alienable rights of life, lib-
erty, and the pursuit of hap-
piness. 

It is obvious today that 
America has defaulted on 
this promissory note inso-
far as her citizens of color 
are concerned. Instead of 
honoring this sacred ob-
ligation, America has giv-
en the Negro people a bad 
check which has come back 
marked “insufficient funds.” 
But we refuse to believe that 
the bank of justice is bank-
rupt. We refuse to believe 
that there are insufficient 
funds in the great vaults 

of opportunity of this na-
tion. So we have come to 
cash this check – a check 
that will give us, upon de-
mand, the riches of free-
dom and the security of 
justice. We have also come 
to this hallowed spot to re-
mind America of the fierce 
urgency of now. This is no 
time to engage in the luxury 
of cooling off or to take the 
tranquilizing drug of grad-
ualism. Now is the time to 
rise from the dark and des-
olate valley of segregation 
to the sunlit path of racial 
justice. Now is the time to 
open the doors of opportu-
nity to all of God’s children. 
Now is the time to lift our 
nation from the quicksands 
of racial injustice to the sol-
id rock of brotherhood.

It would be fatal for the 
nation to overlook the ur-
gency of the moment and 
to underestimate the deter-
mination of the Negro. This 
sweltering summer of the 
Negro’s legitimate discon-
tent will not pass until there 
is an invigorating autumn of 
freedom and equality. Nine-
teen sixty-three is not an 
end, but a beginning. Those 
who hope that the Negro 
needed to blow off steam 
and will now be content 
will have a rude awakening 
if the nation returns to busi-
ness as usual. There will be 
neither rest nor tranquility 
in America until the Negro 
is granted his citizenship 
rights. The whirlwinds of 
revolt will continue to shake 
the foundations of our na-
tion until the bright day of 
justice emerges.

But there is something 
that I must say to my peo-
ple who stand on the warm 
threshold which leads into 

the palace of justice. In 
the process of gaining our 
rightful place we must not 
be guilty of wrongful deeds. 
Let us not seek to satisfy 
our thirst for freedom by 
drinking from the cup of 
bitterness and hatred.

We must forever con-
duct our struggle on the 
high plane of dignity and 
discipline. We must not al-
low our creative protest to 
degenerate into physical 
violence. Again and again 
we must rise to the majes-
tic heights of meeting phys-
ical force with soul force. 
The marvelous new mili-
tancy which has engulfed 
the Negro community must 
not lead us to distrust of all 
white people, for many of 
our white brothers, as evi-
denced by their presence 
here today, have come to 
realize that their destiny is 
tied up with our destiny and 
their freedom is inextricably 
bound to our freedom. We 
cannot walk alone.

And as we walk, we 
must make the pledge that 
we shall 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 sat-
isfied as long as our bodies, 
heavy with the fatigue of 
travel, cannot gain lodging 
in the motels of the high-
ways and the hotels of the 
cities. We cannot be sat-
isfied as long as the Ne-
gro’s basic mobility is from 
a smaller ghetto to a larger 
one. We can never be sat-
isfied as long as a Negro 
in Mississippi cannot vote 
and a Negro in New York 
believes he has nothing for 
which to vote. No, no, we 

are not satisfied, and we will 
not be satisfied until justice 
rolls down like waters and 
righteousness like a mighty 
stream.

I am not unmindful 
that some of you have come 
here out of great trials and 
tribulations. Some of you 
have come fresh from nar-
row cells. Some of you have 
come from areas where your 
quest for freedom left you 
battered by the storms of 
persecution and staggered 
by the winds of police bru-
tality. You have been the 
veterans of creative suffer-
ing. Continue to work with 
the faith that unearned suf-
fering is redemptive.

Go back to Mississip-
pi, go back to Alabama, go 
back to Georgia, go back to 
Louisiana, go back to the 
slums and ghettos of our 
northern cities, knowing 
that somehow this situation 
can and will be changed. 
Let us not wallow in the 
valley of despair.

I say to you today, my 
friends, that in spite of the 
difficulties and frustrations 
of the moment, I still have 
a dream. It is a dream deep-
ly rooted in the American 
dream.

I have a dream that, 
one day, this nation will 
rise up and live out the true 
meaning of its creed: “We 
hold these truths to be self-
evident: that all men are 
created equal.”

I have a dream that, 
one day, on the red hills of 
Georgia the sons of for-
mer slaves and the sons of 
former slave owners will be 
able to sit down together at 
a table of brotherhood.
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A tireless advocate for civil rights, 
Martin Luther King, Jr. served as an 
inspiration and an agent of change for 
our country and the entire world with 
his dedication to achieving equality for 
all people through nonviolent protest. 
We honor his dedication, his vision, 
his contributions and his legacy, as he 
continues to inspire new generations 
with words and actions.

Commissioner 
Alexander H. Smith

and family

We can all honor and uphold Dr. King’s 
legacy through community service. 
On MLK Day and every day, let us all 
remember that change starts with us.

As we commemorate the legacy of the 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 

let’s remember:

“Life’s most persistent 
and urgent question is, 
‘What are you doing for 
others?’” -MLK
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