ABSTRACT
Freedom in the Thought and Work of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
Erik Steven Emblem, Jr., Ph.D.

Mentor: Daniel P. Payne, Ph.D.

The purpose of this dissertation is to discover Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s
interpretation of freedom. King’s life was dedicated to a pursuit of freedom for African
Americans, the poor, and unfree people around the world. This dissertation takes a
comprehensive approach to answering the question: What did King envision when he
spoke of freedom? To answer that research question I address King’s interpretation of
freedom; the significance of freedom to him; and how he hope to apply freedom in the
sociopolitical world? The answers to these questions are sought through the
interpretation, and analysis of King’s beliefs as presented in his writings. This
dissertation asserts that King’s interpretation of freedom is that people possess the innate
ability to decide who they are and how they will be and that each person has the right to
actualize her/his will in the phenomenal world. Important to his idea of freedom are
some of the components included in the Human Development and Capabilities
Approach—especially the conviction that people have the innate right to both substantive
and instrumental freedoms. This dissertation argues that King’s idea of freedom was

rooted in his experience as an American, an African American and Black Christian; his



commitment to the ideas of Christian personalism; his belief that a good state will both
protect and provide freedom; and that the moral law of God is on the side of freedom.
Questions for further consideration arise out of this dissertation. Is King’s dream too
utopian? Is he attempting to overcome the harsh reality that one’s existence is a struggle
against the forces that are beyond human capability (e.g., Is he in a way denying death?).
Another question that arises from this dissertation addresses the matter of a transcendent
moral code. If King’s interpretation of freedom is rooted in God’s law, who is the human
arbiter of God’s law? With the growth of secularism in the United States and closeting of
religious dialogue in the public square, is it possible to realize King’s dream? These are
important questions; however, they do not diminish from King’s interpretation of

freedom and the value he placed on realizing freedom in the world.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

When African Americans returned from World War I after fighting for the basic
rights of humanity in Europe, they hoped to enjoy those same basic freedoms at home.
They were disheartened when they realized that although the threats to freedom in
Europe had been thwarted, the enemies of freedom in the United States still flourished.
The lessons learned by African American veterans of World War I were also learned by
African American armed service members who returned from defeating the Axis powers
of World War II—the American government used its resources to defend freedom around
the world but was unwilling to use its resources to defend freedom at home. While
thousands of African Americans armed service members risked their lives for freedom’s
sake, many African Americans refused to go to war and instead fought for their freedoms
at home. Among these American civil rights fighters was Bayard Rustin, a gay African
American socialist and pacifist who endured time in the penitentiary and risked his life
for the sake of freedom. Rustin was one of the first civil rights workers to embrace the
Gandhian methods of nonviolent resistance which led to a call for him to provide some
assistance to a young Baptist pastor who was leading the bus boycott in Montgomery,
Alabama. Rustin’s assistance was invaluable to Martin Luther King, Jr.’s success in
leading the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Rustin grew up a pacifist and eventually
embraced Gandhian methods of transforming social order, but more important to Rustin
than peace was freedom. He explained his stance this way: “I’m a pacifist to this extent:

I believe that the first and more important thing we can do is to discover the means of



defending freedom that men can use....There is something which is more valuable to
people than peace. And that is freedom.””

Rustin’s stance was the position taken by Rosa Parks, Edgar Nixon, Jo Ann
Robinson, and Martin Luther King, Jr. during the Montgomery Bus Boycott. King wrote
about the successful boycott in his book Stride Toward Freedom.> The people who
attended the rallies and mass meetings of the American Civil Rights Movement of the
1950s and 1960s sang songs and shouted chants that focused on freedom. In 1964
students from across the United States penetrated the state of Mississippi to register
African Americans on the voting rolls during Freedom Summer. The African American
led Civil Rights Movement was disturbing the peace for the sake of freedom. Freedom
was the goal. How was the desired end defined? How did Martin Luther King, Jr. know
when that goal was reached? This dissertation answers the question: When King spoke
of freedom, what did he envision? King’s writings, speeches, and work in the Civil
Rights Movement divulge the answer to the question. In this dissertation one not only
finds an explanation of King’s understanding of freedom, but also a summary of the
meaning of freedom in the history of the African American community as voiced by
some of its most prominent members. This dissertation holds that King believed that in
the United States—in the Land of the Free—Americans created the conditions for
unfreedom to violate true freedom. It also helps to bring definition to the dream that

King spoke about on the Washington Mall in 1963; it presents the motivation behind

! Jervis Anderson, Bayard Rustin: Troubles I've Seen (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1998), 292.

* Martin Luther King, Jr., Stride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story (San Francisco: Harper
Collins, 1992).



King’s involvement in the freedom movement; and it contends that King was convinced
that freedom—true freedom, at least—must be realized in the sociopolitical world.

The genesis of this dissertation rests on my fundamental belief that people possess
an innate yearning and ability to be free and participate in a free society; that Christianity
teaches that people are free creatures of value; and that the amended American
constitution promotes freedom for all its citizens. Furthermore, Martin Luther King, Jr.
was a person whose rhetoric is worth considering when analyzing the ideal of freedom.

In spite of the unfreedom that engulfed the African American community in the twentieth
century, King believed that real freedom could be realized in this world. King provides a
somber critique of the two greatest institutions in the West—the Church and the State—

and a stunning challenge for these institutions to make good on their proposed promises.

Literature Review

In an essay published in 1965, August Meier challenges the idea that King was
the leader of the Civil Rights Movement.” Meier writes about the perfunctory character
of King’s suffering for the cause and the inconsistencies between King’s message of
radical change and acceptance of inconsequential compromises. He also argues that the
greatest gains made for the cause of civil rights were achieved not through the direct
efforts of the SCLC but by the work of the NAACP, CORE, and SNCC. While doubting
King wielded much power in the Civil Rights Movement, Meier argues that King’s great
contribution came through his ability to synthesize the messages of the radical and
conservative strands of the Civil Rights Movement and communicate that synthesis to

white America.

? August Meier, “On the Role of Martin Luther King” in New Politics 4, no. 1 (Winter, 1965), 1-8.



David L. Lewis wrote an exceptional biography of King’s life.* Beginning with
King’s birth in Atlanta and ending with King’s assassination in Memphis, Lewis
described the life and work of MLK and he did so with the critical eye of an intellectual
African American man. Lewis boldly addressed many of the issues overlooked by other
King biographers. He wrote about King’s intellectual acumen, his penchant for
womanizing, the violence of King’s nonviolent resistance, and the failures of some of the
campaigns. To be fair, Lewis also stressed King’s rhetorical brilliance, his bold public
moral stances, and his ability to lead people to action. Lewis’s critique, while sometimes
condescending in tone, helps make this biography unique.

David Garrow wrote three books about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the
American Civil Rights Movement. In the first book, Garrow described the events that
provided progressive members of Congress the opportunity to pass the Voting Rights Act
of 1965.° He presented evidence to show how Jim Crow laws and practices in the
southern United States violated the civil rights of African American citizens—in
particular they violated their right to vote. He argued that the federal government did
nothing to alleviate the oppression of African Americans because of complacency and the
power southern Representatives and Senators in Washington D.C. He convincingly
concluded that it took news cameras capturing the footage of violent confrontations
between angry whites and passive blacks to provoke national leaders to enact legislation

to protect the rights of African Americans to vote.

* David L. Lewis, King: A Critical Biography (New York: Praeger Press, 1970).

> David J. Garrow, Protest at Selma: Marting Luther King, Jr., and the Voting Rights Act of 1965
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1978).



In his second book about King, Garrow told the story of the almost unfettered
power of the FBI under the leadership of J. Edgar Hoover and how the Director wielded
that power over Martin Luther King, J r.° Garrow scrutinized the lack of oversight
provided by the Kennedy and Johnson administrations over Hoover and the FBI who
used tactics that violated the civil rights of Americans to gather information, and he made
a persuasive argument for the complicity of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations in
the FBI’s “war” against King. He reasoned that Hoover went after King, with the
approval of the Justice Department, for three reasons: King’s relationship with Stanley
Levison; King’s personal improprieties; and the radical politics King espoused over the
last few years of his life. The value of this book lies in its description of how a federal
governmental organization, given minimal oversight, might run roughshod over the
citizens it swore to protect.

In John J. Ansbro’s book on Martin Luther King, Jr., he focused his attention on
the influences that led King to his nonviolent commitment and how he used nonviolent
tactics to bring about the civil social change he desired.” Ansbro argued that the
Christian concept of agape love and Mahatma Gandhi’s practice of agape through
nonviolent resistance in both South Africa and India served as the foundation for King’s
own commitment to nonviolence as a way of life and as a guide for his involvement in
the civil rights movement. Ansbro gave a detailed description of the theological, social,
and philosophical influences that convinced King of the ultimate importance of the ideal
of agape. He further summarized King’s critiques of other African American responses to

% David J. Garrow, The FBI and Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: W. W. Norton and Company,
1981).

" John J. Ansbro, Martin Luther King, Jr.: Nonviolent Strategies and Tactics for Social Change
(Lanham, MD: Madison Books, 1982).



the evil of racism in the United States. Ansbro helps us better understand King’s
commitment to Gandhi’s political satyagraha in the American Civil Rights movement
and why King had to involve himself in the fight against injustice in America and around
the world.

C. Eric Lincoln, compiled a number of essays in his book from authors personally
affected by King and his influence in American and on the Civil Rights Movement.® The
essays, presented in biographical sequence, contain commentary, analysis, and
interpretation of the importance of those events to King, to the African American
community, to civil rights in America, to what it means to be an American, and to what it
means to be a citizen of the world. While one cannot assign to the book a particular
thesis, the essays do reveal the character, complexity, and contributions of the man,
Martin Luther King, Jr.

Frederick L. Downing makes King’s pilgrimage of faith the focal point of his
work.” He notes the significant influences on King’s faith: his family, the Black church,
his education, his teachers, his experiences as a civil rights leader, and his maturation as a
person. He uses various tools to analyze the psychology of King’s faith and notes the
changes that drove King’s faith trajectory to expand to become a faith focused on
universal fraternity.

Garrow won the Pulitzer Prize for his third work on King.'® In this thorough and

stimulating work, Garrow details the work of King and the Southern Christian Leadership

¥ C. Eric Lincoln, Martin Luther King, Jr: A Profile (New York: Macmillan, 1984).

? Frederick L. Downing, To See the Promised Land: The Faith Pilgrimage of Martin Luther King,
Jr. (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1986).

1 David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1986).



Conference (SCLC) in the American Civil Rights Movement. He covers the intricate
details of the history of the SCLC from its infancy in Montgomery, through its highs and
lows in the 1960s, to the loss of its leader in Memphis. While Garrow’s book covers the
same subject as Adam Fairclough’s does, Garrow presents a more in depth look at each
campaign, the zeitgeist surrounding the Civil Rights Movement, and at the indiscretions
of the members of the SCLC. While Fairclough admittedly avoided the religious aspect
of the SCLC, Garrow emphasized its spiritual motivations.

In To Redeem the Soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership
Conference & Martin Luther King, Jr., Adam Fairclough describes the “inner dynamics”
of the SCLC and how its leaders “evolved and executed their strategic plans” in the major
campaigns of the Civil Rights Movement in the United States.'' He suggested that too
much attention and attribution has been given to King and not enough attention and
appreciation has been given to other members of the SCLC and to the covert northerners
who created the SCLC. He did not discount the importance of King to the SCLC; he only
wanted to temper it by revealing the contributions of the group and its members to the
cause. He focuses on the rational machinations of the SCLC leadership, believing that it
was their reasoning that overcame the vitriol of their opponents. Fairclough teaches us
that King’s leadership in the Civil Rights movement depended on the contributions of the
overt and covert members of the SCLC.

In October of 1986, scholars met in Washington D.C. at a conference titled,
“Martin Luther King, Jr.: the Leader and the Legacy,” to discuss the American memory

of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. In September of 1987, the Journal of American History

"' Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America: The Southern Leadership Conference &
Martin Luther King, Jr. (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1987).



published five essays that originated from the conference. In the first essay, David J.
Garrow focused the attention of his essay, “Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Spirit of
Leadership,” on the spiritual experience that King had on January 27, 1956, during the
Montgomery Bus Boycott.'> Garrow tells the story of how King heard God’s call that
night to stand for justice and to have confidence in knowing that God would be with him
as he fought. Garrow claims that it was this experience that invigorated King to
transform the culture and politics of the United States. In “Martin Luther King, Jr.:
Charismatic Leadership in a Mass Struggle,” Clayborne Carson challenges the mythology
of King and provides a more substantive explanation of King’s contribution to the Civil
Rights Movement."> Carson argues that it was the combination of King’s entrenchment
in the African American church and his high academic acumen that made King a valuable
asset in the battle for the realization of African American rights. James H. Cone, in
“Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Third World,” chose to focus on the significance of
King’s work in the colonized countries of the world and the influence of liberation
movements around the world on King’s work.'* Cone suggests that King’s message gave
hope to the citizens of third world nations and that the revolutions taking place around the
world helped to stabilize King when his efforts did not bring about the transformational
results he desired. The move for freedom, Cone writes, is a global movement of all the

oppressed people of the world. In “Beyond Amnesia: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the

2 David J. Garrow, "Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Spirit of Leadership," in Journal of
American History 74, no. 2 (1987): 438-447.

" Clayborne Carson, "Martin Luther King, Jr.: Charismatic Leadership in a Mass Struggle," in
Journal of American History 74, no. 2 (1987): 448-454.

' James H. Cone, "Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Third World" in Journal of American History
74, no. 2 (1987): 455-467.



Future of America,” Vincent Gordon Harding challenges historians to remind America of
the radical message of King."> Harding fears that the national honors bestowed on King
(i.e., Martin Luther King Day) have neutered the message of King. He believes that if
America wants to honor King, it must take up his fight to unify a divided country by
challenging its economic system and weakening its hawkish military; it must enact
difficult measures to uplift the forsaken poor; and must respect the dignity of every
human being by standing up for the rights of people of the world. The final essay from
the roundtable is “Martin Luther King, Jr.: Charisma and Leadership,” by Nathan Irvin
Huggins.'® Huggins addresses the complexities that surround the study of King: how do
scholars handle his mythological status and how do they rationalize his commitment to
his religious traditions and values? Huggins concludes that while King has been
esteemed too highly, King is a person worthy of attention because of his vital
contributions to the civil rights struggle.

The ultimate work on the subject of Martin Luther King, Jr. is Taylor Branch’s
colossal three-volume creation, America in the King Years."” In these well-researched
books, Branch tells the multi-faceted stories of the life and work of King, the American
Civil Rights Movement, the inner workings of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations,
the Black Power movement, the Vietnam War, and the entrenched power of southern

bigots. In each volume, Branch interweaves these stories into one incredible narrative

'* Vincent Gordon Harding, "Beyond Amnesia: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Future of
America," in Journal of American History 74, no. 2 (1987): 468-476.

'® Nathan Irvin Huggins, "Martin Luther King, Jr.: Charisma and Leadership," in Journal of
American History 74, no. 2 (1987): 477-481.

'" Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years 1954-63 (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1988); Pillar of Fire: America in the King Years, 1963-65 (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1998); At Canaan's Edge: America in the King Years, 1965-68 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2006).



that not only tells the history of the United States from 1954 to 1968, but also places the
reader in the middle of events as they take place—one almost feels like a voyeur. He
does not apply any cosmetics to the portraits he paints of King, the Civil Rights
Movement, the racists, the progressives, or the other major characters in the story. This
voluminous anthology may intimidate some prospective readers, and sections of volumes
two and three make for tedious reading, but any serious student of King, or the other
subject matter previously mentioned, cannot overlook this incredible exposition.

James A. Colaiaco highlights the non-violent strategies taught and practiced by
King and his Southern Christian Leadership Conference during the preeminent
campaigns of the American Civil Rights Movement.'® Colaiaco argues that while King
was a product of the zeitgeist of the Civil Right era, the Civil Rights movement would
not have accomplished what it did without King’s leadership in nonviolent resistance. He
also argues that the lessons learned from Gandhi were indispensable to King’s successful
leadership of the movement and that advances were made for the cause of civil rights
because of the peaceful, yet active, resistance to injustice. While Colaiaco opines that
King’s dream is still a dream, he argues that King’s radical involvement in the strides
toward freedom serve as an inspiration for continued involvement in the struggle.

In what may be the definitive single-volume biography of Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Stephen B. Oates provided the reader with a thorough, yet un-cumbersome, insight into
the short life and work of the most publicly important Civil Rights leader.” Beginning
with King’s early life in Atlanta, Oates wrote about how family members, college

' James A. Colaiaco, Martin Luther King, Jr.: Apostle of Militant Nonviolence (New York: St.
Martin's Press, 1988).

'% Stephen B. Oates, Let the Trumpet Sound: A Life of Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Harper
Perennial, 1994).
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professors, theologians and professors, and personal confidants influenced King and
guided him in his leadership of the SCLC and the Civil Rights Movement in general. He
gave an astute description throughout the book of the complex relationship King had with
the white political establishment in the South and at the federal level. He also spoke to
the important matter of King’s “troubled soul” as he struggled to meet his personal
expectations and the expectations of others. Oates gives us a complete biographical view
of MLK’’s life.

Brian Ward and Tony Badger, two British scholars, edited a book of essays that
challenge the common insights and analysis of Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights
Movement.*’ In the four general subject areas addressed, the reader learns about the
important contributions of civil rights leaders and campaigns that immediately preceded
King’s leadership in Montgomery; about the general orientations, successes, and failures
of progressive whites in the South and their counterparts in the black community; about
general American cultural phenomena and events that prepared a national audience to
receive the message of King and the Civil Rights Movement; and about the British
response to King and the American Civil Rights Movement. While these essays provide
“important new insights into the origins, development, representations and international
ramifications of the civil rights movement” (2), they more importantly show the
complexity of the civil rights movement and the inadequacy of attempting to limit the

movement to King, the SCLC, SNCC, CORE, Malcolm X, and other American icons.

2% Brian Ward and Tony Badger,eds., The Making of Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights
Movement (New York: New York University Press, 1996).
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Clayborne Carson edited the posthumous “autobiography” of Martin Luther King,
Jr.2! In this book, Carson gathered the writings, speeches, and interviews of King and
edited them into a cogent rendering of King’s life in King’s own words. This volume
provides a unique, yet relatively uncritical, interpretation of the events surrounding
King’s life and the Civil Rights Movement. Throughout the entire work, one senses the
deep, spiritual commitment King had to the non-violent, revolutionary movement to
bring about racial and economic equity reformation in the United States and even the
world. What one does not get in the work is a look into the private life of King or a
critique of some of King’s questionable decisions and actions. This autobiography is an
insightful resource.

Gerald D. McKnight tells the story of King’s final campaign—The Poor People’s
Campaign—and Hoover’s FBI’s campaign to defeat King.?* In his intriguing work,
McKnight explains why and describes how King began to transform his tactics from
early legal reform to more revolutionary activity. He also reveals how an unfettered FBI
encouraged southern segregationalist and northern moderate members of Congress to
oppose and obstruct the Poor People’s Campaign. McKnight argues that the battle that
surrounded the Poor People’s Campaign was one that pitted citizens against their

government more dramatically than any of King’s other ventures.

*! Martin Luther King, Jr., The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr. ed. Clayborne Carson,
(New York: Warner Books, 1998).

22 Gerald D. McKnight, The Last Crusade: Martin Luther King, Jr., the FBI, and the Poor
People’s Campaign (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1998).
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S. Jonathan Bass tells the story of the religious leaders King addressed in his
renowned “Letter from Birmingham Jail.”* Bass gave an overview of the events
surrounding King’s production and distribution of this important documentation. The
greatest contribution of this book to the study of King and the Civil Rights Movement is
its presentation of the stories of the seven Christian and one Jewish minister addressed by
King. Bass shared the biographies of these eight men, the relationship these men had
with each other and with their congregations, the attitudes these men held regarding the
matters of segregation and integration, and the consequences they faced as a result of the
letter. The work sympathizes with the plight of these men caught in the complexities of
their time and in so doing showed the convoluted position of many moderate, southern
religious leaders.

In contrast to Downing’s work, Michael G. Long endeavors to take a look at
King’s political evolution.”* Long takes an in-depth look at the events taking place in
King’s personal life and the knowledge he gains from his academic career and experience
in the civil rights movement and provides an analysis of how these factors influence his
understanding of the state and the state’s role in either denying freedoms or protecting
and providing freedoms. Long pays special attention to the influence of King’s religious
beliefs on his attitudes toward the state and suggests that King saw the state as a

necessary evil.

2 S, Jonathan Bass, Blessed are the Peacemakers: Martin Luther King, Jr., Eight White Leaders,
and the "Letter from Birmingham Jail" (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2001).

* Michael G. Long, Against Us, But For Us: Martin Luther King, Jr. and the State (Macon, GA:
Mercer University Press, 2002).
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Lewis Baldwin edited a compilation of essays dealing with a variety of aspects
from King’s political belief system.” In the book Baldwin, Rufus Burrow, Barbara
Holmes, and Susan Winfield discuss King’s ideas regarding religion, American
democracy, the rule of law, the need for political change, and personalism. This book
provides very good summaries of important ideas espoused by King and the influences
that helped him develop his views on the roles that the state and church in the United
States play in meeting the needs and protecting the rights of the people.

In his book about King’s involvement in and leadership of the Civil Rights
Movement, Stewart Burns addressed the question of what inspired King to dedicate his
life to the movement.*® He suggested that the decision to give his life to the cause came
one night as King encountered God in the kitchen of his house in Montgomery in the
winter of 1956. Burns argues that it was King’s belief that God called him and enabled
him to be the leader of the Civil Rights Movement—a movement to save the United
States from itself. Using Christian imagery, Burns proposed that King saw the Civil
Rights Movement as the cross God called him to bear. This divine call mandated that
King attempt to make the teachings of Christian scripture realized in the world.
Therefore, he fought for the government to recognize the equality of all races; to provide
relief for the poor; and to end war and rumors of war. Burns does not gloss over King’s
personal failures, nor does he fail to acknowledge the considerable successes of King’s

overall work.

* Lewis V. Baldwin, ed., The Legacy of Martin Luther King, Jr.: The Boundaries of Law, Politics
and Religion (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002).

26 Stewart Burns, To the Mountaintop: Martin Luther King, Jr.'s Sacred Mission to Save America
1955-1968 (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 2004).

14



Marshall Frady’s biography gives us a national reporter’s honest and up-close
look at King that includes his personal imperfections and his interpersonal
complications.”” This biography is about MLK the man more than about the Civil Rights
Movement. Frady puts the reader in the room with King as he shares King’s fluctuating,
almost manic/depressive, emotions during the Civil Rights Movement’s advances,
withdrawals, and standstills. He helps the reader better understand the weight King felt
as the leader of a movement to redeem America’s soul.

An important work that distinguishes itself from the rest of this large field is God
and Human Dignity: The Personalism, Theology, and Ethics of Martin Luther King, Jr.
written by Rufus Burrow.?® In this work Burrow writes about the influence of Christian
personalism and the traditions of the black church in the life and work of King. Burrow
argues that King was convinced that the person was primary, that freedom was
inalienable, that morality was essentially objective as its source was God, and that
morality was constantly challenged by the subjective, free will of individuals.
Furthermore, when objective morality was upended by subjective free will, reasonable
people could not help but stand up against the injustice. Burrow presents both King’s
optimism and pessimism regarding the ultimate actualization of freedom in the face of
segregation, poverty, and militarism. This work is important as it reminds people of
King’s belief in an objective God and goodness that permeates the universe and King’s
conviction that the fight for justice would eventually result in victory. The weakness of

Burrow’s work is its failure to address the subjective nature of an individual’s

" Marshall Frady, Martin Luther King, Jr.: A Life (New York: Penguin Books, 2002).

8 Rufus Burrow, Jr., God and Human Dignity: The Personalism, Theology, and Ethics of Martin
Luther King, Jr. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2000).
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interpretation of objective morality and its lack of attention to the roles of institutions in
the actualization of freedom in society.

In his book about Martin Luther King, Jr., Thomas F. Jackson, argues that King
equated civil rights with economic rights.”> While others argue that King eventually
focused on economic justice, Jackson contends that economic justice was central to
King’s struggle for justice from the very beginning. He cogently presents the case that
King’s roots in the social gospel of the black Baptist church, his education in liberal
white schools, and his relationships with unions and democratic socialists solidified his
commitment to guaranteed employment, elimination of classes, and the suspension of
economic imperialism around the world. According to Jackson, King understood that
civil rights depended on economic equality.

King: Pilgrimage to the Mountaintop, is a critical biography in which Harvard
Sitkoff, focuses on the empowering and sustaining influence of the African American
church on King’s role as the symbolic leader of the Civil Rights Movement.”® The most
important contribution made by Sitkoff to the study of King is the demythologizing of the
Civil Rights leader. Sitkoff details the contributions of other important Civil Rights
actors (e.g., E. D. Nixon, Bayard Rustin, Ella Baker, and Jim Lawson); the frustration
that King’s contemporaries had with his haphazard leadership style; the incongruences
and consequences of King’s infidelities; King’s bouts with deep despair; and King’s goal

to radically reconstruct the United States. While Sitkoff recognizes King’s flaws, he also

** Thomas F. Jackson, From Civil Rights to Human Rights: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the
Struggle for Economic Justice (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007)

%% Harvard Sitkoff, King: Pilgrimage to the Mountaintop (New York: Hill and Wang, 2008).

16



acknowledges that the Civil Rights Movement would have suffered without King’s

contributions to the cause.

My Contribution

The preceding authors provide excellent research regarding King’s life, the Civil
Rights Movement, the FBI, the United States during the life of King (including the
Eisenhower, Kennedy and Johnson administrations), and insightful analyses of King’s
philosophical and theological nuances that is greatly appreciated. This dissertation offers
the reader additional insight that not only will help them better understand Martin Luther
King, Jr., but shed light on the value of freedom and the importance of persons and
institutions working together to accomplish what is best for humankind. This
dissertation’s contribution to these important matters is a direct focus on freedom in the
thought of Dr. King. Other scholars address the topics of King and freedom as parts of
works dealing with issues of rights, religion, the state, and sociopolitical conditions
around the world. This dissertation makes freedom the focal point—that focus is what

distinguishes it from those endeavors that came before this work.

Methodology
To achieve the stated goals, this dissertation will present the work, the writings
and the rhetoric of Martin Luther King, Jr., and provide an analysis and interpretation of
their meaning—it is both an exegesis and an analysis of mostly primary sources. While
this dissertation does not challenge the originality of King’s work, there is an
understanding that the authenticity of some these works is suspect. Michael Long, and

others, are probably correct in stating that while King may have had assistance in
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preparing his writings and speeches, “all material published under his name, reflects his
point of view.”' You will find in this dissertation a comparison of the American ideal of
freedom with the reality of unfreedom experienced by African Americans; a
consideration of the expectations of important voices from African American history; an
analysis of King’s idea of freedom through a rubric of some nineteenth, twentieth, and
even twenty-first century thinkers; the influence of experience, family, community,
personalism, Gandhi, and the civil rights movement on King’s interpretation of freedom;
and a deliberation of the role of persons and institutions in creating conditions of

unfreedom and freedom.

Chapters and Their Focus

Chapter two summarizes the development of the ideal of freedom from the Civil
War period through the 1950s. In this chapter you will read about some of the ideas
about freedom from abolitionists, African Americans, women, and a variety of other
minority groups. Chapter two especially focuses on the idea of freedom in the lives of
African Americans from the years leading up to emancipation, through Reconstruction
and the Harlem Renaissance, and into the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s.

Chapter three contains a description and analysis of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s
depiction of freedom in his writings, sermons, and speeches. It presents King’s ideas
about the unalienable, existential freedom found in every person (i.e., personality) and
King’s quest to see that freedom actualized in the real lives of all Americans. The
chapter argues that King believed freedom was the innate human quality to determine

who one was and the right to act accordingly. It also contains a discussion of the

31
Long, xx.
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similarities between King’s interpretation of freedom and the ideas of freedom in the
Human Development and Capabilities Approach. This chapter explains why King saw
segregation, discrimination, and capitalism affronts to freedom and it also considers the
causes and implications of the obstructionism brought about by those who saw the sit-ins,
marches, and prayer vigils as revolutionary provocations that disturbed peaceful race
relations and threatened to destroy the fabric of the United States. It also presents King’s
argument about why America needed the kind of agitation he and others in the Civil
Rights Movement used to challenge the status quo.

Chapter four examines the inspiration behind Martin Luther King, Jr.’s,
willingness to risk his life to achieve the goal of actualized freedom. It gives special
attention to King’s role as a Christian pastor, his understanding of Christian praxis rooted
in agape, and to his commitment to the philosophy of Christian personalism. It also
thinks through why King’s rejected pure positivism and accepted the Social Gospel’s tie
to the eternal. Chapter four ponders the dissonance in King’s belief system about innate
human goodness and the natural propensity for people to sin. It considers the place of the
Christian church in advancing and obstructing freedom in the United States and the
lessons King believed the church could learn from the critique proffered by Communism.
It also considers King’s understanding of the sin of unfreedom and the possibility of
redemption found in following transcendent moral values.

Chapter five shares my interpretation of what the socio-political world would look
like to Martin Luther King, Jr. King dreamt of a world where freedom was actualized for
all persons—he called the fulfillment of his dream the “Beloved Community.” Chapter

five discusses King’s appeal for “justice, fair play, and equality” as substantiation of
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freedom and reflects on the transcendent nature of morality and how a democratic state
committed to those values could overcome the conditions of unfreedom to create a world
where persons would experience freedom. It considers the influence of the Hebrew
prophets, Jesus Christ and Gandhi to King’s fight for freedom and presents King’s
argument for the realization of the Beloved Kingdom in the here and now instead of in
the great by-and-by. This chapter contends that King argues for positive freedoms to
have the priority over negative freedoms—the general will is more important than the
particular will. Furthermore, it contemplates King’s unrealized dream of the “Poor
People’s Campaign,” in which he had hoped to reshape the American economic system
into a more equitable and socialist system in which the government guaranteed every
citizen the basic necessities of life (e.g. the substantive freedom to enjoy a living wage,
food, healthcare, a quality education, and living quarters).

This dissertation concludes in chapter six with a presentation of my original
research question and provides answers and assessments of Dr. Martin Luther King’s

interpretation of freedom and the possibilities of its actualization.

Conclusion
This dissertation analyzes Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s interpretation of freedom.
In the process of answering the research question, it considers King’s roll in the Civil
Rights Movement during the 1950s and 1960s; it gives a brief history of freedom in
America and what a variety of African American leaders sought in their struggle to obtain
freedom; it presents King’s own thoughts on freedom and why he chose to work in the
freedom movement as a pastor; and it gives King’s description of a free society. In my

analysis of King’s ideal freedom I argue that he was convinced that the state and the
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church have a real responsibility to meet the real needs of people and to protect a
fundamental human right to freedom—to be able to determine who they are and act
accordingly.

There are two requirements for freedom to be realized in the phenomenal world:
people must enjoy both instrumental freedoms and substantive freedoms. To meet the
requirements of freedom—to fulfill the basic needs that allow people to experience
freedom—individual liberty may need to be restricted for the common good. The
restrictions King calls for are not nebulous restrictions based on independent human
ideas, but are restrictions rooted in the moral laws of God. This dissertation gives the
reader the opportunity to focus on the meaning and value of freedom for the individual
and for the community.

This dissertation provides a substantive resource for future research concerning
freedom, the role of the people in creating freedom, the role of the church in holding the
state morally responsible, and the role of the state in protecting and providing real
freedom for people around the world. This dissertation makes a substantive contribution

to the study of Martin Luther King, Jr., and to the study and praxis of freedom.
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CHAPTER TWO

Definitions of Freedom

Introduction

The Civil Rights Movement was a movement driven by the ideal of freedom.
Freedom songs filled meeting halls. Freedom riders challenged segregation in interstate
travel. Freedom Summer, 1964, brought progressive college students into Mississippi to
educate citizens about their civil liberties, civil rights, and civic responsibility. Martin
Luther King, Jr. ended his most enduring speech with the words, “let freedom ring.”
Freedom! Freedom! Freedom! “Freedom” was the goal, but what was freedom?

This chapter considers slavery and freedom and what freedom meant to some
African American leaders who preceded Martin Luther King, Jr. This chapter will serve
as a comparison to the interpretation of freedom espoused by King and as an example of

the role that people play in creating conditions of unfreedom and freedom.

Freedom and Slavery
In 1828, Noah Webster defined freedom as “a state of exemption from the power
or control of another.” Americans believed that this “state of exemption” was a
fundamental and inalienable human right. Yet many people in the Unites States lived
under the authority of political, social, religious, and economic systems in which they had
no voice. White, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant men with economic means and property

appointed themselves as the keepers of the gates to the various degrees of freedom. In

! Eric Foner, The Story of American Freedom (New York: W.W. Norton, 1998), 60.
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the early nineteenth century, states began to expand voting rights to all Anglo men
without regard of their economic status. All others were under their control and
therefore, according to Webster and the spirit of the age, not free. This de jure denial of
freedom for women and for men of color did not go unnoticed by the violated. Their
lives were vivid representations of the great American hypocrisy, and while they were
denied the right to participate as full citizens and deprived of all the guarantees of the Bill
of Rights, they still dreamed about freedom. They dreamed about freedom not only
because of the human yearning to be free, but also because of the rhetoric of freedom that
permeated the country from the podium and the pulpit. The equality of citizenship
allowed common people to have a greater influence on the churches in the United States
than they had in Europe, and the American spirit of democracy inspired the content of the
sermons in the United States in such a way that men and women, both white and black,
believed freedom was their right.” The ideal of freedom gave people hope and it also fed
the fires of dissatisfaction that burned in the souls of the oppressed.

Rising out of the natural yearnings of the soul came the call and campaign to
rectify the violations against the American promise of freedom to all people. Women’s

rights groups rose up to ensure that women were treated as people and not as the

? Nathan Hatch claims that Methodists and Baptists in the late eighteenth century “embraced
slaves as brothers and sisters...” He goes on to quote from an anonymous slave, “I had recently joined the
Methodist Church and from the sermon I heard, I felt that God had made all men free and equal, and that I
ought not be a slave.” He also points out three ways in which popular religion in America “articulated a
profoundly democratic spirit” that generated a spirit of equality. (1) “They denied the age-old distinction
that set the clergy apart as a separate order of men and they refused to defer to learned theologians and
traditional orthodoxies.” (2) “These movements empowered ordinary people by taking their deepest
spiritual impulses at face value rather than subjecting them to the scrutiny of orthodox doctrine and the
frowns of respectable clergymen.” (3) “Religious outsiders, flushed with confidence about their prospects,
had little sense of their limitations. They dreamed that a new age of religious and social harmony would
naturally spring out of their efforts to overthrow coercive and authoritarian structures.” Nathan O. Hatch,
The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989), 102 and 9f.
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possessions of the men in their lives.> As the government began to recognize and then
protect the personhood of women, many women expected to fully participate in a free
America and began the long process of working to gain their suffrage. Abolitionists,
both men and women, spoke out against slavery and, according to Eric Foner, “invented
the concept of equality before the law regardless of race.”™ Slave owners and other
proponents of slavery scoffed at the idea of racial equality and argued that one facet of
their freedom included the responsibility to supervise those (i.e., women, children, and
African Americans) incapable of handling personal freedom. Preachers in the South
became the megaphones of slave owners using scriptural inferences to establish that
African Americans were destined for and blessed through slavery.” In the North, African
Americans were considered a lesser species of human and largely segregated from white

society. Slaves, abolitionists, and many women, disagreed with the premise that certain

? One hears the desire of women for men to respect them as persons early in American history.
Abigail Adams reminds John Adams to remember the personhood of women at the Philadelphia
Constitutional Convention. She wrote, “I would desire that you would remember the ladies and be more
generous and favorable to them than your ancestors...If particular care and attention is not paid to the
ladies, we are determined to foment a rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we
have no voice or representation.” John and Abigail Adams, “Women in the New Nation” from The Letters
of John and Abigail Adams, (Start Publishing LLC, 2012), First Start Publishing eBook edition, Location
3172. Susan Juster suggests that the roots of this idea of equality between the sexes may have its roots in
early American revivalism. She argues that newly converted individuals entered into a /iminal state where
“all rules have been overturned” and where the new believer “experience[s] a profound sense of freedom
from social conventions and indeed from society itself.” New converts in the evangelical churches became
part of a kind of androgynous community of believers in which even men accepted the role of virgin, bride,
and mother. Juster believes the liminal aspect of early evangelicalism was shunned as evangelicals became
accepted by more mainstream America. Susan Juster, Disorderly Women: Sexual Politics &
Evangelicalism in Revolutionary New England (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994), 19; 51; and 6-
7.

* Ibid., 87

> Benjamin Palmer voiced these sentiments in a speech delivered on a day of fasting and prayer in
the Confederate States. He stated, “From first to last, their (slaves from the tribe of Ham) mental and moral
characteristics, together with the guidance of Providence, have marked them for servitude; while their
comparative advance in civilization and their participation in the blessings of salvation, have ever been
suspended upon this decreed connexion [sic] with Japhet and with Shem.” Benjamin M. Palmer, “National
Responsibility Before God,” in God'’s New Israel: Religious Interpretations of American Destiny
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1971), 179f.
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people were unqualified to act as fully human and agreed with Frederick Douglass’s
belief that the United States had enslaved the doctrine of freedom in the bonds of race
and ethnicity—certainly women added the bonds of sex and gender.’

The Constitution of the United States of America and the amendments made in its
“Bill of Rights,” did not directly address the oppression of slavery. As a matter of fact,
the Constitution endorsed the oppressive claim that African Americans were less than
human with its “three-fifths compromise” and the government agreed not to address the
matter of slave trade and fugitive slave laws for at least twenty years after its ratification.
Abolitionists argued that equality before the law reached back to the claim in the
Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal.” The problem for
abolitionists was that many Americans used the spurious claims of racists to validate the
argument that African Americans were a less developed human species than were
Caucasians.” Abolitionists had to fight against the mindset that not all men were created
equal, because, if all men, even African American men, were human then all men must

be equal, too.® If they are equal, then the guarantees of the Bill of Rights must apply to

6 Foner, 108.

" Thomas Gossett, in his book Race: The History of an Idea in America, reports Thomas
Jefferson’s hypothesis regarding racist science as presented in Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia. Gossett
quotes Jefferson’s conclusion, “I advance it, therefore, as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether
originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstance, are inferior to the whites in the
endowment both of body and of mind.” Thomas F. Gossett, Race: The History of an Idea in America (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1963, 1997), 44.

¥ Stephen Gould notes that in a letter written to Henri Gregoire, Thomas Jefferson believed that
even if African Americans were inferior to White Americans, they deserved the same freedoms. Jefferson
wrote, “Whatever be their degree of talents, it is no measure of their rights.” In a section of the letter not
used by Gould, Jefferson further stated that African Americans, “are gaining daily in the opinions of
nations, and hopeful advances are making towards their re—establishment on an equal footing with the
other colors of the human family.” Stephen J. Gould, “American Polygeny and Craniometry Before
Darwin: Blacks and Indians as Separate, Inferior Species,” in The “Racial ”Economy of Science: Toward a
Democratic Future, ed. Sandra Harding (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1993), 85. Thomas
Jefferson, “Letter to Henri Gregoire,” http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=460
(accessed January 12, 2013)
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them as they apply to any man who was a citizen of the United States. They further
claimed that the government could not legally—much less morally—deny those rights to
African Americans and that the government must use its authority and executive power to
guarantee that African Americans enjoyed those rights by protecting them from
violations and prosecuting violators. The abolitionists called on the state to act as a
harbinger of virtue and liberty. Southerners saw the abolitionist position as a mutant
evolution that threatened the—their—ideal of American freedom.’

Southerners believed that the matter of slavery was not a federal issue, but a state
issue and as such, any interference by the federal government obstructed the free market
and violated the principles of federalism and the individual rights of southerners. The
Republican Party disagreed. The Republicans believed that slavery hampered economic
growth and the personal prosperity of a majority of Americans. Abolitionists pushed the
Republicans to include an anti-slavery plank as a part of their political platform and
helped the new party increase its political power in northern state houses and in
Washington, D.C. Progressives in Massachusetts successfully lobbied the state
legislature to enact a ban on segregation in public education in 1855.'° In the Missouri
Compromise, the national Congress created laws that barred slavery in the new territories

of the West. Even though the Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854) had made slavery a state’s

? Michael Fellman presents the views of northerners and southerners during the settling of
Nebraska and Kansas. He writes that southerners that that anti-slavery northerners were not interested in
freedom, but in “stealing, running off and hiding runaway negroes...[and] taking to their own bed...a
stinking negro wench.“ Fellman suggests that southerners believed “northerners sought to reverse the
entire moral and social order, to enshrine the low and debase the high.” Michael Fellman, “Rehearsal for
the Civil War: Antislavery and Proslavery at the Fighting Point in Kansas, 1854-1856,” in Antislavery
Reconsidered: New Perspectives on the Abolitionists, eds. Lewis Perry and Michael Fellman (Baton Rouge,
LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1979), 300.

' Michael J. Klarman, Unfinished Business: Racial Equality in American History (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2007), 39.
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issue and United States Supreme Court invalidated the Missouri Compromise and
strengthened the cause of slavery in its Dred Scott (1857) decision, the political tandem
of abolitionists and Republicans threatened southern freedom. Agitated southern
demagogues convinced the populace that secession was necessary to secure their
inalienable liberties. While the abolition of slavery was not the primary motivation for
northerners to support the federal attempt to preserve the Union through a civil war,
northerners eventually came to realize that the liberty they lo