
Martin Luther King Jr. was one of the most influential U.S. civil rights leaders of the 20th century. In honor 

of his birthday, we’ve chosen 5 quotes from his speeches and letters that still resonate with us today. 
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Freedom is never voluntarily granted by the oppressor. 

It must be demanded by the oppressed. 

Chicago Freedom Movement Rally Speech, July 10, 1966

“
”

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of 

great trials and tribulations. Some of you have come fresh from 

narrow jail 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 brutality. You have been the 

veterans of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith 

that unearned suffering is redemptive…. Let us not wallow in 

the valley of despair.

“I Have a Dream” Address, August 28, 1963

“

”

You may well ask: ‘Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches, and so 

forth? Isn't negotiation a better path?’ You are quite right in calling 

for negotiation. Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct action. Nonviolent 

direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension 

that a community which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced 

to confront the issue. It seeks so to dramatize the issue that it can no 

longer be ignored.

"Letter from Birmingham Jail," written April 12–20, 1963

“

”

Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an 

inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever 

affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the 

narrow, provincial ‘outside agitator’ idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States

can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its bounds.

"Letter from Birmingham Jail," written April 12–20, 1963

“

”

...the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.

Selma March Address, March 25, 1965                                      
“ ”

Interested in seeing the original sources these quotes came from? 

Find them in Infobase’s African-American History database.
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