
“I have a Dream” Background: 
  
1962 - African American radical Malcolm X became national minister of the Nation of Islam. He rejected 
the nonviolent civil-rights movement and integration and became a champion of African American 
separatism and black pride. At one point he stated that equal rights should be secured "by any means 
necessary," a position he later revised. 
 
In June, 1963, Alabama Gov. George Wallace stood at the door of Foster Auditorium at the University of 
Alabama in a symbolic attempt to block two black students, Vivian Malone and James Hood, from 
enrolling at the school. 
 
It was the same year that civil rights marchers had been turned back with police dogs and fire hoses in 
Birmingham, Ala. The year began with Wallace vowing "segregation now, segregation tomorrow and 
segregation forever" in his inaugural speech. 
 
During his campaign, Wallace talked of physically putting himself between the schoolhouse door and 
any attempt to integrate Alabama's all-white public schools. So when a federal judge ordered Malone 
and Hood be admitted to the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa that summer, Wallace had the perfect 
opportunity to fulfill his pledge.  President Kennedy federalized the Alabama National Guard to help 
with the crisis. Ultimately, Wallace stepped aside and the two students were allowed to register for 
classes. 
 
On June 11, 1963, President John F. Kennedy made a nationally televised address calling for a drive for 
more civil rights. That same night, NAACP leader Medgar Evers was murdered in Mississippi. Marches 
had been proposed before the Kennedy speech and Evers’ killing, but the events forced the issue. 
Kennedy met with civil rights leaders and signaled his approval publicly in July when he was assured it 
would be a peaceful event. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. was a leader in the Civil Rights Movement, a drive to get more equal treatment 
for all Americans, not just white Americans. The official event where he spoke was called the “March on 
Washington for Jobs and Freedom,” a gathering of more than 250,000 people in the nation’s capital. The 
March was not universally supported by activists. One prominent objector was Malcolm X. The 
organizers also didn’t agree on all the issues, but they did agree that blacks and whites should march 
together at the event. Another prominent objector was South Carolina Senator Strom Thurmond. 

On August 28, 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. delivered his famous "I Have a Dream" Speech in the shadow 
of the Lincoln Memorial, the monument honoring President Abraham Lincoln, who issued the 
Emancipation Proclamation freeing slaves in the Southern states. The speech was carried on radio and 
was reprinted in newspapers and magazines all over the United States and the world. 
 
The 1950s, 1960s and 1970s were tremendously difficult times for African-Americans. They were not 
treated like white Americans simply because of their skin color and the laws protected the bad 
treatment they got. Laws requiring "separate" hotels, restaurants, schools, and even drinking fountains 
were common in many states. 

In this historic speech, King said he had a dream that white and black children would one day walk hand 
in hand and that one day sons of former slaves and sons of former slave owners would be able to agree 
to live together peacefully. 


