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THE PAPERS OF MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. Volume One: Called to Serve,
January 1929-June 1951. Senior editor, Clayborne Carson. Volume editors, Ralph E.
Luker and Penny A. Russell. Illustrated. 484 pp. Berkeley: University of California
Press. $35.

SINCE making headlines in 1990 with the announcement that Martin Luther
King Jr. had plagiarized part of his doctoral dissertation, Clayborne Carson, the
senior editor of "The Papers of Martin Luther King, Jr." -- an anticipated 14-volume
edition of King's writings -- has continued, with his team of editors, to compile,
identify, date and order a vast collection of documents related to King. This work is
important, for Mr. Carson and his associates will eventually print hundreds of
unpublished manuscripts concerning King. (The most important will probably be
King's unpublished sermons, which often reveal his thought much more directly
than do his popular essays and books, many of which were ghostwritten.)
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Sponsored by Stanford University, Emory University and the Martin Luther
King Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change, the King Papers Project has been
assisted by the King family, including King's widow, Coretta Scott King, and his
sister, Christine King Farris. With funds from Federal agencies and major
foundations, the project is one of the largest scholarly undertakings in the
humanities.

But this first volume -- entitled "Called to Serve" and covering the years from
King's birth through his graduation from Crozer Theological Seminary in
Pennsylvania -- is quite uneven.

The cataloguing and annotation of documents by Mr. Carson and the volume's
two co-editors, Ralph E. Luker and Penny A. Russell, are painstaking and
impressive. Their introductory essay provides valuable new information about King's
great-grandfather, the slave preacher Willis Williams, and King's grandfather, the
Rev. A. D. Williams. The editors tell us much more than we knew previously about A.
D. Williams's leadership in both local and national affairs of the National Baptist
Convention and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.
In addition, Mr. Carson, a professor of history at Stanford University, Mr. Luker, an
associate professor of history at Antioch College, and Ms. Russell, a fellow at the
Carter G. Woodson Institute for Afro-American and African Studies at the University
of Virginia, include significant, previously undisclosed letters that King wrote to his
parents during his childhood and adolescence. They have also discovered a little-
known letter that the teen-age King mailed to The Atlanta Constitution in 1946 to
protest segregation.

YET the editors do not satisfactorily frame either these important materials or
the remaining papers, the bulk of which are essays that King wrote while attending
Crozer Seminary. They fail to grasp the far-reaching implications of James H. Cone's
pivotal 1984 essay on King. Challenging the generally accepted view that King's ideas
developed at Crozer and, later, at Boston University, Mr. Cone, a professor at Union
Theological Seminary, argued that the black church -- not white thinkers --
decisively shaped King's religion, oratory and politics.

At times the editors seem to embrace Mr. Cone's argument. Yet they provide few
clues about the language and thought of King's grandfather or of his father, the Rev.
Martin Luther King Sr., and others in and around his boyhood church.4
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Unfortunately, Mr. Carson, Mr. Luker and Ms. Russell chose not to publish
three extremely rare addresses that they uncovered: a 1919 speech by A. D. Williams
to the national convention of the N.A.A.C.P. and two early-1940's speeches by King
Sr. (In a brief, tantalizing quotation included in the introduction, King Sr. sounds
remarkably as his son did 20 years later.) And one wonders why the editors failed to
interview elderly pillars of King Sr.'s congregation or to investigate William Holmes
Borders, a prominent pastor whose sermons King Jr. heard a block away from his
father's church.

Rather than concentrate on King's African-American roots, the editors print
approximately 230 pages of thoroughly mediocre essays that King wrote as a
seminarian. These dutiful reports address ancient Hittite and Eleusinian mystery
cults, the Cybele-Attis myth, Mahayana Buddhism and other equally arcane topics
that, one suspects, were no less esoteric to King himself. (Sadly, although King often
preached on weekends during his seminary years, these early sermons do not
survive. Nor do significant materials from his homiletics classes, which introduced
him to published sermons by whites that he later mined for his own preaching.)

Viewing King's essays as "reliable expressions of his theological opinions," the
editors treat them as diarylike revelations of his private thoughts and intellectual
development. Reading these papers, one does occasionally sense an eager young
mind grappling with religious issues. But nobody should assume that the essays are
straightforward representations of King's convictions. Instead, he usually comes
across as a student astutely currying favor with his professors by telling them exactly
what they want to hear; his extremely broad articles do little more than summarize
secondary sources. On only a few occasions did he marshal a substantive argument.
And, as the editors carefully document, in all of the scholarly papers he plagiarized
passages -- often entire paragraphs -- from his sources.

King plagiarized for three reasons -- none of which excuse his academic
misconduct. First, as the King biographer David Garrow suggests, he probably felt
insecure and alien in the environment of a white seminary.

Second, his professors consistently rewarded his papers with high grades. None
of them seem to have noticed his plagiarism, not even when -- more than once -- he
reviewed a single book by lifting long sentences from the very work he was assigned
to review.4
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Third, King's heritage shaped his use of sources. The mature King's fiery yet
magisterial language was forged in the mighty furnace of the black folk pulpit of his
father and grandfather, the highly oral tradition begun by slaves. Treating language
as a communal treasure, not private property, folk preachers gained authority by
identifying themselves with well-known, sanctified messages. Only in the world of
print, not the folk pulpit, do words become commodities that are copyrighted,
owned, packaged and sold.

None of King's formal training overturned his original sense of language as
shared wealth. Throughout his entire public career, he borrowed extensively and
without acknowledgment from the sermons of Harry Emerson Fosdick and other,
mainly white, preachers (and from Harris Wofford, now a United States Senator,
who was an associate of King's). For his published and unpublished sermons King
incorporated titles, biblical passages, themes, metaphors, analogies, illustrations,
literary quotations and whole paragraphs from sources he never mentioned. He
borrowed from the same unacknowledged texts for a multitude of speeches, essays
and books, including "I Have a Dream" and "Letter From Birmingham Jail."

Not only did the mature King defy the conception of words hallowed by print
cultures; he also rejected many of his professors' convictions, including several he
expressed in these essays. He ignored his supposed mentors' division of
Protestantism into liberal and fundamentalist camps. He violated their notion that
Christians must probe ancient mystery religions in order to understand Jesus Christ.
He repudiated their assumption that biblical episodes occurred only in the dim past,
championing instead the slaves' view of the Exodus as an event that recurs through
history.

King triumphed, I would argue, because he adapted the tenets, procedures and
hopes of the African-American church. For him, seizing and alchemizing white
sermons meant translating the black demand for equality into an idiom that white
people would finally accept. In this way, he developed into something quite beyond
the ken of his professors and beyond the contentions of his own student essays. He
became the greatest folk preacher of all.
A version of this biography; review appears in print on March 15, 1992, on Page 7007013 of the National
edition with the headline: The Roots of the Dream.
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