


� Martin Luther King, Jr.- Born January 15, 1929, Atlanta, Georgia, U.S. - Died April 
4, 1968, Memphis, Tennessee

� Original name Michael Luther King, Jr. Baptist minister and social activist who led 
the Civil rights movement in the U S from the mid-1950s until his death by 
assassination in 1968.

� Fundamental role in mvt’s  to  end legal segregation of African Americans in the 
South and other parts of the U S. South and other parts of the U S. 

� National influence  through the organization of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference, promoting nonviolent tactics such as the massive March on 
Washington (1963) to achieve civil rights. 

� Was awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1964.

� Comfortable middle-class family background- College-educated parents

� Tradition of the Southern black ministry: both his father and maternal grandfather  
Baptist preachers. 

� Solid education and  loving  family.

� Experienced  the prejudices then common in the South.



� In 1944, at age 15, King entered Morehouse College in Atlanta under a special wartime 
program intended to boost enrollment by admitting promising high-school students like 
King. Before beginning college, however, King spent the summer on a tobacco farm in 
Connecticut; first  stay away from home and his first substantial experience of race 
relations outside the segregated South. 

� Shocked by how peacefully the races mixed in the North. “Negroes and whites go [to] 
the same church,” he noted in a letter to his parents. “I never [thought] that a person of 
my race could eat anywhere.” 

� Deepened his growing hatred of racial segregation.
At Morehouse, in his senior year decided to  enter the ministry .� At Morehouse, in his senior year decided to  enter the ministry .

� Influence from the college president, Benjamin Mays, a social gospel activist whose rich 
oratory and progressive ideas had left an indelible imprint on King’s father

� Mays accused the black community of complacency in the face of oppression
� King graduated from Morehouse in 1948.
� 3 next years at a Theological Seminary in Chester, Pennsylvania.
� Discovered Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence.
� Renowned for his oratorical skills, King was elected president of one of the seminar’s  

student bodies, which was composed almost exclusively of white students. 







� After the second world war :

� Many Black veterans who had fought for democracy in Europe were appalled 
to see that the situation had not changed for black people in America.

� Truman had met Black leaders  : 

� � outlawed discrimination  in federal employees hiring

� � put an end to segregation in the armed forces

� Enforcement of these measures � �Much too slow� Enforcement of these measures � �Much too slow

� In sports :

� In the 30’s and 40’s many important figures for the black communit( Jackie 
Robinson, first black player in the baseball major league

� In schools : 

� Not unconstitutional to have separate schools as long as they  were equal :

� Equality not respected : In some southern towns, white schools would get 80 
to 85 % of the financial allocations

� In 1954 : « separate but equal » became unconstitutional (Supreme Court)

� Strong opposition from  many people in southern states 



� 1955 : Montgommery, Alabama, Rosa Parks arrested for refusing 
to give up  her seat to a white man

� Start of the Montgommery Bus boycott

� Martin Luther King emerged as a leader during that period 

Intervention from the Supreme Court : segregation on city buses � Intervention from the Supreme Court : segregation on city buses 
became unconstitutional 

� 1957: Little Rock, Arkansas, under armed guards, a small number 
of black students were able to attend a high school

� Similar events became common in sight of the early sixties.



� What happened?

� 4 little black girls prepared their Sunday School lesson 
in the basement of the church

� A bomb had been placed there by a segregationist.

Same day, angry blacks rioted and the civil authorities � Same day, angry blacks rioted and the civil authorities 
responded with great violence        other young blacks 
were killed by the police or by civilians

� About 50 bombings occurred in the same town at that 
period.

� Town nicknamed : Bombingham



� Month of high tensions in town after a federal court ordered its schools to 
be integrated

� Governor George  Wallace  defied this order  + incited his followers to do 
the same

� encouraged the bombers to act

� Black leaders and moderate whites had tried to prepare their 
communities for the mixing of races 

� In the end, schools were desegregated                 Angered  segregationists

� Bombing of the Baptist church +  famous  demonstrations  had a strong 
impact, increased support for the Civil Rights cause  

� Contributed to the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the 
Voting right of 1965, and the death of segregation in the south



� After the incident involving Rosa Parks, activists formed a 
movement to boycott the transportation system.

� King chosen as  their leader.
� In his first speech to the group as its president, King declared:
� We have no alternative but to protest. For many years we have 

shown an amazing patience. We have sometimes given our white 
brothers the feeling that we liked the way we were being treated. brothers the feeling that we liked the way we were being treated. 
But we come here tonight to be saved from that patience that 
makes us patient with anything less than freedom and justice.

� New voice in the US, a skillful rhetoric, an inspiring personality, 
and in time a dynamic new doctrine of civil struggle.

� King's home was dynamited and his family's safety threatened, 
he continued to fight for the boycott until.

� 1 year later, the city's buses were desegregated.



� Need for a mass movement to capitalize on the successful Montgomery 
action, King organized The Southern Christian Leadership Conference  
(SCLC). 

� Useful  network to act in the south
� + national platform from which to speak.
� Food For Thought :
� Feb 1959  : met India's PM Jawaharlal Nehru/ discussions with followers of 

Gandhi about the  concept of peaceful noncompliance Gandhi about the  concept of peaceful noncompliance 
� For him nonviolent resistance was the + powerful weapon available to 

oppressed people in their struggle for freedom. 
� Africa . (struggle against colonialism) 
� Television to nationalize and internationalize the struggle for civil rights, 
� and his tactics of active nonviolence (sit-ins, protest marches) were supported 

by many blacks and liberal whites everywhere in the country.
� Managed to get support from the administrations of Presidents Kennedy and 

Lyndon B. Johnson. 
� But there were also notable failures, in , Georgia (1961–62), when King and 

his followers did not manage to get  desegregation  for public parks and other 
facilities.



� 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.

� King's famous I Have A Dream speech : he emphasized his faith 
that all men, someday, would be brothers.that all men, someday, would be brothers.

� the Nobel Prize for Peace in Oslo, Norway, in December 1964. “I 
accept this award today with an abiding faith in America and an 
audacious faith in the future of mankind,” said King in his 
acceptance speech. “I refuse to accept the idea that the ‘isness' of 
man's present nature makes him morally incapable of reaching 
up for the eternal ‘oughtness' that forever confronts him.”

�



� Challenged by impatient activists

� Tired of marching and living under threat, 
going to prison

� Hoping to establish a mvt of the poor of the � Hoping to establish a mvt of the poor of the 
world

� was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee, April 
4, 1968. Age 39

�


