
Tvumpet of Conscience: Martin Luther KingJr. 

For most African Americans, the Depression had been an unmitigated calamity. A n  im- 
poverished group to begin with, African Americans, especially southern sharecroppers, 
suffered worse than any other minority. World War II, however, offered Afn'can Ameri- 
cans relief, and they made considerable progress during the conflict. The war accelerated 
their exodus to the North, as southern blacks sought employment in war-related industry 
there. Atfirst, white employers reftrsed to hire African American workers, and the Roo- 
sevelt administration did little to stop such discrimination until A. Philip Randolph - 
the celebrated Afrian American labor leader- threatened to lead a massive protest 
march. Roosevelt responded uith an executive order that prohibited racial discrimination 
in defense plants and government agencies alike. By the close o f  1944, 2 million 
African American men and women were working in shipyards, aircraft factories, steel 
mills, and other defense plants. At the same time, almost 1 million Afrian Americans 
served in the United States armed forces - half o f  them overseas in segregated outfits. 
By war's end, however, some of the army bases at home were partly integrated, and 
African American sailors were serving on ships with whites. 

Alas, Afn'can American soldiers and sailors who fought in a war against Nazi racists 
returned home to confront massive racial discrimination against them, especially in segre- 
gated Dixie. Many of those veterans joined the National Association for the Advance- 
ment o f  Colored People (NAACP) ,  which now had chapters across the South, and be- 
came civil rights activists. In the postwar years, President Hany Truman proved to be 
sympathetic to the plight o f  African Americans and did much to help them: he estah- 
lished a special committee on civil rights, which worked out an agenda for attacking seg- 
regation that continued for two decades. Truman also issued an executive order that 



ended segregation in the armed forces. Ironically, the military would become the most in- 
tegrated institution in the United States. 

The  N A A C P ,  meanwhile, continued to battle segregation in case-by-case litigation 
in the federal courts and marked hard-earned victories against southern white primaries 
and segregated law schools in the border states. In May 1954,  the N A A C P  Lrgal De- 
fense Fund won its most spectacular triumph before the United States Supreme Court. 
In Brown v.  Board of Education of Topeka, the High Court outlawed segregation 
in public schools, thus reversing the doctrine of "separate but equalJJ that had prevailed 
since Plessy v .  Ferguson j jy -e ight  years earlier. Said the Court: "Separate educa- 
tional facilities are inherently unequal" and created "a feeling of inferiority'' in African 
American students "that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be 
undone. " In one historic blow, the Supreme Court smashed the whole legal superstruc- 
ture for the idea ofracial separateness, knocking down a centuvy and a halfofdevious ra- 
tionalizations in defense of the doctrine that African Americans must be kept apart be- 
cause they were inferior. 

But the white South obstructed the school decision at evevy turn. The  Alabama legisla- 
ture "nullijied" the Court decision, vowing to preserve white supremacy come what may. 
Fievy crosses burned against Texas and Florida skies, and random Klan terrorism broke 
out against African Americans in many parts of Dixie. Faced with stflening white resis- 
tance, the Supreme Court did not order immediate compliance with the Brown decision 
and called instead for desegregation ofpublic schools "with all deliberate speed. " But the 
Court offired no guidelines and set no timetable. In 1956, more than one hundred 
southern members of Congress signed a "manijesto" that damned the Court decision and 
summoned the white South to defy it to the bitter end. Mustering its own legalforces, white 
ogicialdom promised to tie up the Brown decision in "a centuvy oflitigation. " 

For African Americans, the road t o h e d o m ' s  land was elusive indeed. Most African 
Americans in the South languished in searing poverty and a rigid racial caste system that 
relegated them to the gutters ofsouthern society and kept them awayfrom the polls and 
out ofpolitics. 

H o w  did Afn'can Americans feel about segregation? Wha t  did they say alone amon2 
themselves? "Lawd, man!" an elevator operator once told an African American writer. 
"Ef it wuzn ' t  fer them polices n' them 01' lynch-mobs, there wouldn't be nothin' but 
uproar down here. " 

In 1955, African Americans in the South created an uproar despite the police and the 
lynchings. That was the year ofthe Montgomevy bus boycott, an event that launched the 
nonviolent civil rights protest movement of the 1950s and 1960s.  Many people rose to 
prominence in the movement, but Martin Luther KingJr. became its most popular and 
most eloquent spokesman. In this selection, you will walk with King from his birth in 
Atlanta and his intellectual odyssey in college to the great and impassioned days of the 



civil rights rrlovcrrlent in the 1960s. As  you ponder Kin'q's life atld signijcance, consider 
what writer-historian Gar91 Wills said @f Kit% in The Kennedy Imprisonment 
(1982), "While Washiv~gton's 'best and brightest' worked us into T~ietnarr~," Wills 
wrote, "atz obsctrre army of virtue arose in the South arld took the lon,qer spiritual trip 
inside a public bathroom or toward thcfront o f a  bus. King rallied the strength ofbroker1 
finen and won~c~rl], transmuttng an rmpos~d squalor tnto the beo~rty cfchosen sufferrng. 
No one did i t for hzsfollowers. T h ~ y  dtd ~ t f ; ~ r  tfrerr~selves. Yet, in helptrrg them, he ex- 
ercised real power, achieved ihat~qes that dwarf the moon shot as an 4mer1i-dn arhteve- 
mPnt. The 'Kennedy era ' was really the aTc of Dr. King. " 

GLOSSARY 

BLACK POWER In 1966, angry, disaffected 
young militants in the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Congress 
of Racial Equality (CORE) turned away from 
llonviolence and racial integration; inspired by the 
earlier teachings of Malcolm X, a famous black 
Muslim, they started advocating Black Power - the 
need for African A~nericarls to organize themselves 
and consolidate their econon~ic and political 
resources - as well as black separatism and even 
violent resistance. 

CIVIL RIGHTS ACT OF 1964 Outlawed 
segregated public acco~nrnodations - the goal of 
King's civil rights campaign in Birmingham. 

CONGFLESS OF RACIAL EQUALITY 
(CORE) Founded in 1942, it staged sit-ins and 
applied Gandhian direct-action techniques to the 
American scene; in 1961, under the leadership of 
James Farmer, C O R E  sponsored the freedoin rides 
to call attention to segregated busing fac~lities in the 
South, and the federal government responded by 
desegregating interstate bus stations. 

GANDHI, MOHANDAS The Father of modern 
India whose teachings on nonviolent resistance and 
love for the oppressor profoundly influenced King. 

MONTGOMERY BUS BOYCOTT (1 955- 
1956) King rose to prominence as leader of this 
protest demonstration against segregated seating on 
Montgon~ery city buses; the Supreme Court finally 
nullified the Alabama laws that enforced the 
practice. 

RAY, JAMES EARL King's assassin and a petty 
crook; subsequent evidence linked Ray to two 
white men in the St. Louis area who had offered 
"hit" money for King's life. 

SOUTHERN CHRISTIAN LEADERSHIP 
CONFERENCE (SCLC) King's civil rights 
organization, which worked through African 
American churches to effect social and political 
change. 

STUDENT NONVIOLENT COORDINATING 
COMMITTEE (SNCC) Established with King's 
help in 1960, SNCC organized sit-ins and voter- 
registration drives in segregated Dixie; many of ~ t s  
leaders were jealous of King, calling him "De Lawd." 

VOTING RIGHTS ACT O F  1965 Passed in 
C O N N O R ,  EUGENE "BULL" City police response to the Selilla campaign, the nleasure 
comn~issioner who gained worldwide notoriety outlawed barriers to voting by African Americans 
when he turned firehoses and police dogs on King's and authorized the attorney general to supervise 
followers during the Birmingham demonstrations in federal elections in seven southern states where 
1963. African Americans were kept off the voting rolls. 
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e was M.L. to his parents, Martin to his 
wife and friends, Doc to his aides, Rev- 
erend to his male parishioners, Little Lord 

Jesus to adoring churchwomen, De Lawd to his 
young critics in the Student Nonviolent Coordinat- 
ing Committee, and Martin Luther King, Jr., to the 
world. At his pulpit or a public rostrum, he seemed 
too small for his inconlparable oratory and interna- 
tional fame as a civil rights leader and spokesman for 
world peace. He stood only five feet seven, and had 
round cheeks, a trim mustache, and sad, glistening 
eyes- eyes that revealed both his inner strength and 
his vulnerability. 

He was born in Atlanta on January 15, 1929, and 
grew up in the relative comfort of the black middle 
class. Thus he never suffered the want and privation 
that plagued the majority of American blacks of his 
time. His father, a gmff, self-made man, was pastor 
of Ebenezer Baptist Church and an outspoken nlenl- 
ber of Atlanta's black leadership. M.L. joined his fa- 
ther's church when he was five and came to regard it 
as his second home. The church defined his world, 
gave it order and balance, taught him how to "get 
along with people." Here M.L. knew who he was 
- "Reverend King's boy," somebody special. 

At home, his parents and maternal grandmother 
reinforced his self-esteem, praising him for his pre- 
cocious ways, telling him repeatedly that he was 
somebody. By age five, he spoke like an adult and had 
such a prodigious memory that he could recite 
whole Biblical passages and entire hymns without a 
mistake. He was acutely sensitive, too, so much so 
that he worried about all the blacks he saw in At- 
lanta's breadlines during the Depression, fearful that 
their children did not have enough to eat. When his , 
niakrnal grandmother died, twelve-year-old M.L. 

From "Ttumpet of Con\clence," by Stephen B. Oates. In A m e n -  
caw H ~ s t o r y  Illrtstrated (April 1988), 18-27, 52. Reprinted through 
courtesy of Cowles Magaz~ncs, publishcr of A m e n r a n  History 
Illustrated. 

thought it was his fault. Without telling anyone, he 
had slipped away from home to watch a parade, only 
to find out when he returned that she had died. He 
was terrified that God had taken her away as punish- 
ment for his "sin." Guilt-stricken, he tried to kill 
himself by leaping out of his second-story window. 

He had a great deal of anger in him. Growing up 
a black in segregated Atlanta, he felt the full range of 
southern racial discrimination. He discovered that he 
had to attend separate, inferior schools, which he 
sailed through with a nlodicum of effort, skipping 
grades as he went. He found out that he-a 
preacher's boy -could not sit at lunch counters in 
Atlanta's dowiltown stores. He had to drink froin a 
"colored" water fountain, relieve himself in a rancid 
"colored" restroom, and ride a rickety "colored" el- 
evator. If he rode a city bus, he had to sit in the back 
as though he were contaminated. If he wanted to see 
a movie in a downtown theater, he had to enter 
through a side door and sit in the "colored" section 
in the balcony. He  discovered that whites referred to 
blacks as "boys" and "girls" regardless of age. He  saw 
"WHITES ONLY" signs staring back at hiin in the 
windows of barber shops and all the good restaurants 
and hotels, at the YMCA, the city parks, golf 
courses, swimming pools, and in the waiting roonls 
of the train and bus stations. He learned that there 
were even white and black sections of the city and 
that he resided in "nigger town." 

Segregation caused a tension in the boy, a tension 
between his parents' injunction ("Remember, you 
are somebody") and a system that constantly de- 
meaned and insulted him. He  struggled with the 
pain and rage he felt when a white woman in a 
downtown store slapped him and called him "a little 
nigger" . . . when a bus driver called him "a black 
son-of-a-bitch" and made him surrender his seat to a 
white . . . when he stood on the very spot in Atlanta 
where whites had lynched a black mail . . . when he 
witnessed nightriding Klansmen beating blacks in the 
streets. How, he asked defiantly, could he heed the 
Christian injunction and love a race of people who 



F R O M  T H E  C I V I L  R I G H T S  M O V E M E N T  T O  V I E T N A M  

hated him? In retaliation, he determined "to hate 
every white person." 

Yes, he was angry. In sandlot games, he competed 
so fiercely that friends could not tell whether he was 
playing or fighting. He had his share of playground 
combat, too, and could outwrestle any of his peers. 
He even rebelled against his father, vowing never to 
become a preacher like him. Yet he liked the way 
Daddy King stood up to whites: he told them never 
to call him a boy and vowed to fight this system 
until he died. 

Still, there was another side to M.L., a calmer, 
sensuous side. He played the violin, enjoyed opera, 
and relished soul food - frizd chicken, cornbread, 
and collard greens with ham hocks and bacon drip- 
pings. By his mid-teens, his voice was the most 
tnenlorable thing about him. It had changed into a 
rich and resonant baritone that commanded atten- 
tion whenever he held forth. A natty dresser, nick- 
named "Tweed" because of his fondness for tweed 
suits, he became a connoisseur of lovely young 
women. His little brother A.D. remembered how 
Martin "kept flitting from chick to chick" and was 
'2ust about the best jitterbug in town." 

At age fifteen, he entered Morehouse College in 
Atlanta, wanting somehow to help his people. He 
thought about beconling a lawyer and even prac- 
ticed giving trial speeches before a mirror in his 
room. But thanks largely to Morehouse President 
Benjamin Mays, who showed him that the ministry 
could be a respectable forum for ideas, even for so- 
cial protest, King decided to hecome a Baptist 
preacher after all. By the time he was ordained in 
1947, his resentment toward whites had softened 
some, thanks to positive contact with white students 
on an intercollegiate council. But he hated his segre- 
gated world more than ever. 

Once he had his bachelor's degree, he went north 
to study at Crozrr Seminary near Philadelphia. In 
this nlostly white school, with its polished comdors 
and quiet solemnity, King continued to ponder the 

plight of blacks in America. How, by what method 
and means, were blacks to improve their lot in a 
white-dominated country? His study of history, es- 
pecially of Nat Turner's slave insurrection, con- 
vinced him that it was suicidal for a minority to 
strike back against a heavily armed majority. For 
him, voluntary segregation was equally unacceptable, 
as was accoinmodation to the status quo. King shud- 
dered at such negative approaches to the race prob- 
lem. How indeed were blacks to combat discrimina- 
tion in a country ruled by the white majority? 

As some other blacks had done, he found his an- 
swer in the teachings of Mohandas Gandhi - for 
young King, the discovery had the force of a con- 
version experience. Nonviolent resistance, Gandhi 
taught, meant noncooperation with evil, an idea he 
got from Henry David Thoreau's essay "On Civil 
Disobedience." In India, Gandhi gave Thoreau's 
theory practical application in the form of strikes, 
boycotts, and protest marches, all conducted nonvio- 
lently and all predicated on love for the oppressor 
and a belief in divine justice. In gaining Indian inde- 
pendence, Gandhi sought not to defeat the British, 
but to redeem then1 through love, so as to avoid a 
legacy of bitterness. Gandhi's term for this - Satya- 
graha - reconciled love and force in a single, power- 
ful concept. 

As King discovered from his studies, Gandhi had 
embraced nonviolence in part to subdue his own vi- 
olent nature. This was a profound revelation for 
King, who had felt much hatred in his life, especially 
toward whites. Now Gandhi showed him a means of 
harnessing his anger and channeling it into a positive 
and creative force for social change. 

At this juncture, King found mostly theoretical 
satisfaction in Gandhian nonviolence; he had no 
plans to become a reformer in the segregated South. 
Indeed, he seemed destined to a life of the mind, not 
of social protest. In 1951, he graduated from Crozer 
and went on to earn a Ph.D. in theology from 
Boston University, where his adviser pronounced 
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A pensive King stands beside a portrait of Mohatld(l.i Gandhi,  
tht. Indian spiritual and political 1eadc.r. ':4r Kit12 iiiscovered~from 
his studies, Gandhi had embraced noti~~iolence it1 part to subdue 
his L I I I W  violent nature. This was a prqfound revelatiotlior King, 
who h61d -felt much hatred in his I l f e ,  especially toward iuhites. 
N o w  Garrdhi showed him a nlcans of harrressing his anger mid 
chanrrelirg it into a positivc ~ t l d  creative-force-for social changc." 
(Bob Fitch/Blark Star) 

him "a scholar's scholar" of great intellectual poten- 
tial. By 1955, a year after the school desegregation 
decision, King had married conlely Coretta Scott 
arid assumed the pastorship of Dexter Aver~ue Bap- 
tist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. Immensely 
happy in the world of ideas, he hoped eventually to 
teach theology at a major university or seminary. 

But, as King liked to say, the Zeigeist, or spirit of 
the age, had other plans for hitn. In December 1955, 
Montgomery blacks launched a boycott of the city's 
segregated buses and chose the articulate twenty-six- 
year-old minister as their spokesman. As it turned 

out, he was unusually well prepared to assume the 
kind of leadership thrust on him. Drawing on 
Gandhi's teachings and exanlple, plus the tenets of 
his own Christian faith, King directed a nonviolent 
boycott designed both to end an injustice and re- 
deem his white adversaries through love. When he 
exhorted blacks to love their enemies, King did not 
mean to love then1 as friends or intimates. No, he 
said, he mennt a disinterested love in all humankind, 
a love that saw the neighbor in everyone it met, a 
love that sought to restore the beloved community. 
Such love not only avoided the internal violence of 
the spirit, but severed the external chain of hatred 
that only produced more hatred in an endless spiral. 
If American blacks could break the chain of hatred, 
King said, true brotherhood could begn. Then pos- 
terity would have to say that there had lived a race of 
people, of black people, who "injected a new mean- 
ing into the veins of history and civilization." 

During the boycott King imparted his philosophy 
at twice-weekly mass meetings in the black 
churches, where overflow crowds clapped and cried 
as his nlellifluous voice swept over them. In these 
mass meetings King discovered his extraordinary 
power as an orator. His rich religous imagery 
reached deep into the black psyche, for religion had 
been the black people's main source of strength and 
survival since slavery days. His delivery was "like a 
narrative poem," said a woman journalist who heard 
him. His voice had such depths of sincerity and em- 
pathy that it could "chann your heart right out of 
your body." Because he appealed to the best in his 
people, articulating their deepest hurts and aspira- 
tions, black folk began to idolize him; he was their 
Gandhi. 

Under his leadership, they stood up to white 
Montgomery in a remarkable display of solidarity. 
Pitted against an obdurate city government that 
blamed the boycott on Comn~unist agitators and re- 
sorted to psycholog~cal and legal warfare to break it, 
the blacks stayed off the buses month after month, 
and walked or rode in a black-operated carpool. 
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When an elderly wornan refused the offer of a ride, 
King asked her, "But don't your feet hurt?" "Yes," 
she replied, "my feet is tired but niy soul is rested." 
For King, her irrepressible spirit was proof that "a 
new Negro" was emerging in the South, a Negro 
with "a new sense of dignity and destiny." 

That "new Negro" menaced white supremacists, 
especially the Ku Klux Klan, and they persecuted 
King with a vengeance. They made obscene phone 
calls to his hoine, sent hi111 abusive, sickening letters, 
and once even dynamited the front of his house. 
Nobody was hurt, but King, fearing a race war, had 
to dissuade angry blacks frorn violent retaliation. Fi- 
nally, or1 November 13, 1956, the U.S. Supreme 
Court nullified the Alabama laws that enforced seg- 
regated buses, and handed King and his boycotters a 
resounding moral victory. Their protest had cap- 
tured the imagination of progressive people all over 
the world and marked the beginning of a southern 
black movement that would shake the segregated 
South to its foundations. At the forefront of that 
niovenlent was a new organization, the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), which 
King and other black ministers formed in 1957, with 
King serving as its president and guiding spirit. Op- 
erating through the southern black church, SCLC 
sought to enlist the black niasses in the freedom 
struggle by expanding "the Montgomery way" 
across the South. 

The "Miracle of Montgomery" changed King's 
life, catapulting hinl illto international prominence as 
an inspiring new moral voice for civil rights. Across 
the country, blacks and whites alike wrote him let- 
ters of encouragement; Time magazine pictured him 
on its cover; the National Association for the Ad- 
vancement of Colored People (NAACP) and scores 
of church and civic organizations vied for his services 
as a speaker. "I am really disturbed how Fast all this 
has happened to me," King told his wife. "People 
will expect me to perform ~iiiracles for the rest of nly 
life." 

But fame had its evil side, too. When King visited 
New York in 1958, a deranged black woman stabbed 
hi111 in the chest with a letter opener. The weapon was 
lodged so close to King's aorta, the main artery from 
the heart, that he would have died had he sneezed. T o  
extract the blade, an interracial surgical team had to 
reriiove a rib and part of his breastbone; in a burst of 
inspiration, the lead surgeon made the incision over 
King's heart in the shape of a cross. 

That he had not died convinced King that God 
was preparing hirn for some larger work in the seg- 
regated South. T o  gain perspective on what was 
happening there, he made a pilgrimage to India to 
visit Gandhi's shrine and the sites of his "War for In- 
dependence." He returned horrle with an even 
deeper comtrlitment to nonviolence and a vow to be 
more humble and ascetic like Gandhi. Yet he was a 
man of manifold contradictions, this American 
Gandhi. While renouncing material things and giv- 
ing nearly all of his extensive honorariums to SCLC, 
he liked posh hotels and zesty meals with wine, and 
he was always in~inaculately dressed in a gray or 
black suit, white shirt, and tie. While caring passion- 
ately for the poor, the downtrodden, and the disin- 
herited, he had a fascination with men of afluence 
and enjoyed the company of wealthy SCLC bene- 
factors. While trurilpeting the glories of nonviolence 
and rede~nptive love, he could feel the most terrible 
anger when whites murdered a black or bombed a 
black church; he could contemplate giving up, turn- 
ing America over to the haters of both races, only to 
dedicate himself anew to his nonviolent faith and his 
detennination to redeem his country. 

In 1960, he moved his family to Atlanta so that he 
could devote himself fulltime to SCLC, which was 
trying to register black voters for the upcoming fed- 
eral elections. That same year, southern black stu- 
dents launched the sit-in nlovernent against segre- 
gated lunch counters, and King not only helped 
then1 form the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
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Committee (SNCC) but raised money on their be- 
half. In October he even joined a sit-in protest at an 
Atlanta department store and went to jail with sev- 
eral stude~zts on a trespassing charge. Like Thoreau, 
King considered jail "a badge of hoiior." To  redeem 
the nation and arouse the conscience of the oppo- 
iient, King explained, you go to jail and stay there. 
"You have broken a law which is out of line with 
the inoral law and you are willing to suffer the con- 
sequences by serving the tirrie." 

He did not reckon. however, on the tyranny of 
racist officials, who clamped him in a malevolent 
state penitentiary, in a cell for hardened criniinals. 
But state authorities released hinl when Democratic 
presidential noniinee John F. Kennedy and his 
brother Rohert interceded on King's behalf. Ac- 
cording to many analysts, the episode won critical 
black votes for Kennedy and gave him the election 
in November. For King, the election demonstrated 
what he had long said: that one of the niost signifi- 
cant steps a black could take was the short walk to 
the voting booth. 

The trouble was that nlost blacks in Dixie, espe- 
cially in the Deep South, could not vote even if they 
so desired. For decades, state and local authorities 
had kept the niass of black folk off the voting rolls by 
a welter of deviou? obstacles and outright intin~ida- 
tion. Through 1961 and 1962, King exhorted Presi- 
dent Kennedy to sponsor tough new civil rights leg- 
islation that would enfranchise southern blacks and 
end segregated public acconin~odations as well. 
When Kennedy shied away from a strong civil rights 
comtnitment, King and his lieutenants took matters 
into their own hands, orchestrating a series of south- 
ern demonstrations to show the world the brutality 
of segregation. At the same time, King stumped the 
country, drawing on all his powers of oratory to en- 
list the black masses and win white opinion to his 
cause. 

Everywhere he went his message was the same. 
Tlrc civil ryhts  issue, he said, is an eternal n~oral  issrre 

that wrll ileterrnrne thc rrlie~tlny of our natron and orrr lr~orld 
As rue Aeek olrr f i l l 1  r{q/lt(, wt h t ~ p e  to redeem tlze ~ o u l  if 

our coirrrtry For ~t rs orrr ~orrntry, too, arid we  cvlll cvrw orrr 
freedowr berarr~e the sacred her~tage ofArrzenca aarrlf the eter- 
nal ulrll of God  are embodled rn orrr ecliorng dcr~ands .  W e  
do not rrrtcnd to humrlrate the tr~lrrtc~ man ,  brrr to tvrrz hrm 
over t h r ~ ) ~ y / z  the ~ t reng th  qf our /i?r~t' U/ trmate/y ,  luc are 
trylrrf to free all of uc tn  Amenco-  Negroes from the 
bond? of cqregatron and shame, wlrrtes fvom the bondc o f  
brgotry andfear 

W e  stand today hctlc~ccn ttrlo t~~orldc - the dylng old 
order and the emc;qrr;y nctrl 14'1tlr men qf 111-tor11 greetrr~q 
tltrs rlzarge ~ A J I ~ / I  mec  cf vrolerr~r, of rnteryosrttor~ and riul- 
l$ratlon, some of r r ,  may  'set beaten Some of 11s tnay 
eve11 get kllled B u t  4 you are rut dolrln In a nrorjcment 
desxned to save the soul o f a  natron, no other death iorrlrrlf 
be more redenlptrrjc W e  must  realrze that ~lrarrqc doe( trot 
roll l r t  "on the rrdteels of rwevztabrlty," but lor?les throuqh 
ctr~i~qqle. So "let r r ,  be those creatrvc drsst rlier\ who wtll 
call olrr beloved rrcztlorr to a lr~gher destrny, to a rretAJ 
platcau of cornpasslotl, to a more noble expre\Arori of 
hurnarlenecs. " 

That message worked llke lnaglc among Atner- 
ica's long-suffenng black5 Across the South, across 
Amenca, they rose In unpre~edented numbers to 
march and demonstrate wlth Martin Luther King 
His s~ngular achievenlent was that he brought the 
black inasws into the freedom struggle for the first 
time He r~llled the strength of broken men and 
women, helplng thein overcome a hfetlme of fear 
and feelings of inferiority After segregation had 
taught them all them llves that they were nobody, 
Klng taught them that they were cornrbody Becau5e 
he made them believe In thnllselve? and In "the 
beauty of chosen suffer~ng," he taught them how to 
straighten their back5 ("a man can't nde you unlers 
your back 15 bent") and confront those who op- 
presed them Through the technique of nonviolent 
resistance, he furnished theti1 something no previous 
black leader had been able to provlde. He showed 
them a way of cor~trolling their pent-up anger, as he 
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had controlled his own. and using it to bring about 
constructive change. 

The mass demonstrations King and SCLC choreo- 
graphed in the South produced the strongest civil 
rights legislation in American history. This was the 
goal of King's rrlajor southern campaigns from 1963 to 
1965. He would single out some notoriously segre- 
gated city with white officials prone to violence, mo- 
bilize the local blacks with songs, scripture readings, 
and rousing oratory in black churches, and then lead 
them on protest marches conspicuous for their grace 
and moral purpose. Then he and his aides would esca- 
late the marches, irlcrease their demands, even fill up 
the jails, until they brought about a moment of "cre- 
ative tension," when whites would either agree to ne- 
gotiate or resort to violence. If they did the latter, 
King would thus expose the brutality inherent in seg- 
regation and . . . stab the national conscience so 
[much] that the federal government would be forced 
to intervene with corrective measures. 

The technique succeeded brilliantly in Birming- 
ham, Alabama, in 1963. Here Police Commissioner 
Eugene "Bull" Connor, in full view of reporters and 
television cameras, turned firehoses and police dogs 
on the tnarchil~g protesters. Revolted by such 
ghastly scenes, stricken by King's own searching elo- 
quence and the bravery of his unarmed followers, 
Washington eventually produced the 1964 Civil 
Rights Act, which desegregated public facilities - 
the thing King had demanded all along fro111 Binn- 
ingham. Across the South, the "WHITES ONLY" signs 
that had hurt and enraged him since boyhood now 
carrle down. 

Although SNCC and others complained that King 
had a Messiah complex and was trying to monopo- 
lize the civil rights movement, his technique worked 
with equal success in Selma, Alabama, in 1965. 
Building on a local movement there, King and his 
staff launched a drive to gain southern blacks the un- 
obstructed right to vote. The violence he exposed in 
Selma-the beating of black nlarchers by state 

troopers and deputized possemen, the killing of a 
young black deacon and a white Unitarian minister 
-horrified the country. When King called for sup- 
port, thousands of ministers, rabbis, priests, nuns, 
students, lay leaders, and ordinary people - black 
and white alike - rushed to Selma from all over the 
country and stood with King in the name of human 
liberty. Never in the history of the movement had so 
many people of all faiths and classes come to the 
southern battleground. The Selnia cariipaigrl culmi- 
nated in a dramatic march over the JetTerson Davis 
Highway to the state capital of Montgomery. Along 
the way, inlpoverished local blacks stared incredu- 
lously at the marching, sinpng, flag waving spectacle 
moving by. When the column reached one dusty 
crossroads, an elderly black woman ran out from a 
group of old folk, kissed King breathlessly, and ran 
back crying, "I done kissed him! The Martin Luther 
King! I done kissed the Martin Luther King!" 

In Montgomery, first capital and much-heralded 
"cradle" of the Confederacy, King led an interracial 
throng of 25,000 -the largest civil rights demon- 
stration the South had ever witnessed-up Dexter 
Avenue with banners waving overhead. The pageant 
was as ironic as it was extraordinary, for it was up 
Dexter Avenue that Jefferson Davis's first inaugural 
parade had marched, and [it was] in the portico of 
the capitol [that] Davis had taken his oath of off~ce as 
president of the slave-based Confederacy. Now, in 
the spring of 1965, Alabama blacks - niost of then1 
descendants of slaves - stood massed at the same 
statehouse, singing a new rendition of "We Shall 
Overcome," the anthem of the civil rights move- 
ment. They sang, "Deep in my heart, I do believe, 
W e  have overcome - today. " 

Then, watched by a cordon of state troopers and 
the statue ofJefferson Davis himself, King mounted a 
trailer. His vast audlence listened, transfixed, as his 
words rolled and thundered over the loudspeaker: 
"My people, my people listen. The battle is in our 
hands.. . . We must come to see that the end we 
seek is a society at peace with itself, a society that can 
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live with its conscience. That day will be a day not 
of the white inan, not of the black man. That will be 
the day of  nlan as man." And that day was not long 
in coming, King said, whereupon he launched into 
the immortal refrains of "The Battle Hymn of  the 
Republic," crying out, "Our God is marching on! 
Glory, glory hallelujah!" 

Aroused by the events in  Alabama, Washington 
produced the 1905 Voting Kights Act, which out- 
lawed iinpedinients to black voting and empowered 
the attorney general to supervise federal elections in 
seven southern states where blacks were kept off the 
rolls. At the time, political analysts almost unani- 
mously attributed the act to  King's Selnia canipaign. 
Once  federal exanliners were supervising voter regis- 
tration in all troublesonle southern areas, blacks were 
able to get o n  the rolls and vote by the hundreds of 
thousands, permanently altering the pattern of  south- 
ern and national politics. 

In the end, the powerful civil rights legslation 
generated by King and his tramping legons wiped 
out  statutory racisnl in Anlerica and realized at least 
the social and political promise of emancipation a 
century before. Hut King was under no illusion that 
legislation alorle could bring o n  the brave new 
Ainerica he so ardently chatlipioned. Yes, he said, 
laws and their v i g o r o ~ ~ s  entbrcenlent were tlecessary 
to  regulate destructive habits and actions, and to pro- 
tect blacks and their rights. But laws could not  elimi- 
nate the "fears, prejudice, pride, and irrationality" 
that were barriers to a truly integrated society, to 
peaceful intergroup and interpersonal living. Such a 
society could be achieved only when people ac- 
cepted that inner, invisible law that etched o n  their 
hearts the conviction "that all men are brothers and 
that love is mankind's most potent weapon for per- 
sonal and social transfornration. True  integration will 
be achieved by true neighbors w h o  are willingly 
obedient to  unenforceable obligations." 

Even so. the Selina campaign was the movenien t '~  
finest hour, and the Voting Rights Act the high 
point of  a broad civil rights coalitioil that included 

the federal governnlent, various white groups, and 
all the other civil rights orgariizations in addition to  
SCLC. King himself had best expressed the spirit and 
aspirations of that coalition when, or1 August 28, 
1963, standing before the Lincoln Menlorial, he 
electrified an interracial crowd of  250,000 with per- 
haps his greatest speech, "I Have a Dream," in 
which he described in rhythnlic, hypnotic cadences 
his vision of an integrated America. Because of his 
achievements and moral vision, he won the 1964 
Nobel Peace Prize, at thirty-four the youngest recip- 
ient in Nobel history. 

Still, King paid a high price for his faine and his 
cause. H e  suffered from stoiiiachaches and insoinnia, 
and even felt guilty about all the tributes he received, 
all the popularity he enjoyed. Born in relative inate- 
rial conifort and given a superior education, he did 
not think he had earned the right to lead the impov- 
erished black masses. H e  coniplained, too, that he n o  
longer had a personal self and that sometimes h e  did 
not recognize the Martin Luther King people talked 
about. Lonely, away from home for protracted peri- 
ods, beset with temptation, he slept with other 
women, for some of whom he had real feeling. His 
sexual tratlrgressions only added to his guilt, for he 
knew h e  was imperiling his cause and hurting hiiii- 
self and those he loved. 

Alas for King, FBI Director J.  Edgar Hoover 
found out  about the black leader's infidelities. The  
director already abhorred King, certain that Com- 
munist spies influenced him and masterminded his 
den~onstrations. Hoover did not  think blacks capa- 
ble of  organizing such things, so Conlniunists had 
to be behind them and King as well. As it turned 
out,  a lawyer in King's inner circle and a inan in 
SCLC'? N e w  York office did have Coinmunist 
backgrounds, a fact that only reinforced Hoover's 
suspicions about King. Under Hoover's orders, FBI 
agents coilducted a ruthless crusade to destroy 
King's reputation and drive hiin broken and huinil- 
iated from public life. Hoover's nlen tapped King's 
phones alid bugged his hotel rooms; they cornpiled 
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a prurient monograph about his private life and 
showed it to various editors, public officials, and 
religous and civic leaders; they spread the word, 
Hoover's word, that King was not only a repro- 
bate but a dangerous subversive with Communist 
associations. 

King was scandalized and frightened by the FBI's 
revelations of his extramarital affairs. Luckily for 
him, no editor, not even a racist one in the South, 
would touch the FBI's salacious materials. Public of- 
ficials such as Robert Kennedy were shocked, but 
argued that King's personal life did not affect his 
probity as a civil rights leader. Many blacks, too, de- 
clared that what he did in private was his own busi- 
ness. Even so, King vowed to refrain from further af- 
fairs - only to succumb again to his own human 
frailties. 

As for the Commuriist charge, King retorted that 
he did not need any Russians to tell hirn when 
sonleone was standing on his neck; he could figure 
that out by himself. T o  mollift. his political friends, 
however, King did banish from SCLC the two men 
with Cotllmunist backgrounds (later he resumed his 
ties with the lawyer, a loyal friend, and let Hoover 
be daiiined). He also denounced Communisn~ in no 
uncertain t e m x  It was, he believed, profoundly and 
furldarnentally evil, an atheistic doctrine no true 
Christian could ever embrace. He hated the dictator- 
ial Soviet state, too, whose "crippling totalitarian- 
ism" subordinated everything - religion, art, music, 
science, and the individual-to its terrible yoke. 
True, Communism started with men like Karl Marx 
who were "aflame with a passion for social justice." 
Yet King faulted Marx for rejecting God and the 
spiritual in human life. "The great weakness in Karl 
Marx is right here," King once told his sta& and he 
went on to describe his ideal Christian commori- 
wealth in Hegelian terms: "Capitalisrn fails to realize 
that life is social. Marxism fails to realize that life is 
individual. Truth is found neither in the rugged in- 
dividualism of capitalism nor in the impersonal col- 

lectivism of Communism. The kingdom of God is 
found in a synthesis that combines the truths of these 
two opposites. Now there is where I leave brother 
Marx and move on toward the kingdom." 

But how to move on after Selnia was a perplexing 
question King never successfully answered. After the 
devastating Watts riot in August 1965, he took his 
movement into the racially troubled urban North, 
seeking to help the suffering black poor in the ghet- 
tos. In 1966, over the fierce opposition of some of 
his own staff, he launched a campaign to end the 
black slums in Chicago and forestall rioting there. 
But the campaign foundered because King seerned 
unable to devise a coherent anti-slum strateby, be- 
cause Mayor Richard Daley and his black acolytes 
opposed hit11 bitterly, and because white America 
did not seem to care. King did lead open-housing 
marches into segregated neighborhoods in Chicago, 
only to encounter furious mobs who waved Nazi 
bannerr, threw bottles and bricks, and screamed, 
"We hate niggers!" "Kill the niggers!" "We want 
Martin Luther Coon!" King was shocked. "I've been 
in many demonstrations all across the South," he 
told reporters, "but I can say that I have never seen 
- even in Mississippi and Alabama - mobs as hos- 
tile and as hate-filled as I've seen in Chicago." Al- 
though King prevented a major riot there and wrung 
important concessions froni City Hall, the slums re- 
mained, as wretched and seemingly unsolvable as 
ever. 

That same year, angry young militants in SNCC 
and the Congress of Kacial Equality (CORE) re- 
nounced King's teachings - they were sick and tired 
of "De Lawd" telling them to love white people and 
work for integration. Now they advocated "Black 
Power," black separatism, even violent resistance to 
liberate blackr in America. SNCC even banished 
whites from its ranks and went on to drop "tlonvio- 
lent" from its rlarne and to lobby against civil rights 
legislation. 
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Black Power repelled the older, more conserva- 
tive black organizations such as the NAACP and the 
Urban League, and fragmented the civil rights 
movetnent beyond repair. I n g ,  too, argued that 
black separatism was chimerical, even suicidal, and 
that nonviolence remained the only workable way 
for black people. "Darkness cannot drive out dark- 
ness," he reasoned: "only light can do that. Hate 
cannot drive out hate: only love can do that." If 
every other black in America turned to violence, 
King warned, then he would still remain the lone 
voice preaching that it was wrong. Nor was SCLC 
going to reject whites as SNCC had done. "There 
have been too many hymns of hope," King said, 
"too many anthems of expectation, too many deaths, 
too many dark days of standing over graves of those 
who fought for integration for us to turn back now. 
W e  must still sing 'Black and White Together, W e  
Shall Overconle. "' 

In 1967, King hiniself broke with the older black 
organizations over the ever-widening war in Viet- 
nam. He had first objected to American escalation in 
the summer of 1965, arguing that the Nobrl Peace 
Prize and his role as a Christian minister compelled 
him to speak out for peace. Two years later, with al- 
most a half-million Americans - a disproportionate 
number of them poor blacks - fighting in Vietnam, 
King devoted whole speeches to America's "im- 
moral" war against a tiny country on the other side 
of the globe. His stance provoked a fusillade of criti- 
cism from all directions -fro111 the NAACP, the 
Urban League, white and black political leaders, 
Ner~~swerk, Lfe, Tiiiic, and the New York Tirnes, all 
telling him to stick to civil rights. Such criticism hurt 
him deeply. When he read the Tin~cYs editorial 
against him, he broke down and cried. But he did 
not back down. "I've fought too long and too hard 
now against segregated accommodations to end up 
segregating my moral concerns," he told his critics. 
"Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice every- 
where." 

That summer, with the ghettos ablaze with riots, 
King warned that American cities would explode if 
funds used for war purposes were not diverted to 
emergency antipoverty programs. By then, the John- 
son administration, determined to gain a military 
victory in Vietnam, had written King off as an anti- 
war agtator, and was now cooperating with the FBI 
in its efforts to defame him. 

The fall of 1967 was a terrible time for King, the 
lowest ebb in his civil rights career. Everybody 
seemed to be attacking him - young black militants 
for his stubborn adherence to nonviolence, moderate 
and conservative blacks, labor leaders, liberal white 
politicians, the White House, and the FBI for his 
stand on Vietnam. Two years had passed since King 
had produced a nonviolent victory, and contribu- 
tions to SCLC had fallen off sharply. Black spokes- 
man Adam Clayton Powell, who had once called 
King the greatest Negro in America, now derided 
hill1 as Martin Loser I n g .  The incessant attacks 
began to irritate him, creating such anxiety and de- 
pression that his friends worried about his emotional 
health. 

Worse still, the country seemed dangerously po- 
larized. O n  one side, backlashi~~g whites argued that 
the ghetto explosions had "cremated" nonviolence 
and that white people had better arm themselves 
against black rioters. O n  the other side, angry blacks 
urged their people to "kill the Honkies" and burn 
the cities down. ALI around King, the country was 
coming apart in a cacophony of hate and reaction. 
Had Arnerica lost the will and moral power to save 
itself? he wondered. There was such rage in the 
ghetto and such bigotry anlong whites that he feared 
a race war was about to break out. He felt he had to 
do something to pull America back from the brink. 
He and his staff had to mount a new campaign that 
would halt the drift to violence in the black world 
and combat stiffening white resistance, a nonviolent 
action that would "transnlute the deep rage of the 
ghetto into a constructive and creative force." 
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Out of his deliberations sprang a bold and daring 
project called the poor people's campaign. The master 
plan, worked out by February 1968, called for SCLC 
to bring an interracial anny of poor people to Wash- 
ington, D.C., to dramatize poverty before the federal 
goverIlment. For King, just turned thirty-nine, the 
time had come to employ civil disobedience against 
the national government itself. Ultimately, he was 
projecting a genuine class movement that he hoped 
would bring about meaningful changes in American 
society- changes that would redistribute economic 
and political power and end poverty, racism. "the 
madness of militarisn~," and war. 

I11 the inidst of his preparations, King went to 
Memphis, Tennessee, to help black sanitation work- 
ers there who were striking for the right to unionize. 
O n  the night of April 3, with a storm thundering 
outside, he told a black audience that he had been to 
the rnountaintop and had seen what lay ahead. "I 
may not get there with you. But I want you to 
know tonight that we as a people ~ r ~ i l l  get to the 
prorrlised land." 

The next afternoon, when King stepped out on 
the balcony of the Lorraine Motel, an escaped white 
convict named James Earl Ray, stationed in a nearby 
building, took aim with a high-powered rifle and 
blasted King into eternity. Subsequent evidence 
linked Ray to white men in the St. Louis area who 
had offered "hit" money for King's life. 

For weeks after the shooting, King's stricken 
country convulsed in grief, contrition, and rage. 
While there werethose who cheered his death, the 
New York Tirnes called it a disaster to the nation, the 
Lor?dot~ Times an enornlous loss to the world. In 
Tanzania, Reverend Trevor Huddlestotl, expelled 
froin South Africa for standing against apartheid, de- 
clared King's death the greatest single tragedy since 
the assassination of Gandhi in 1948, and said it chal- 
lenged the con~placency of the Christian Church all 
over the globe. 

011 April 9, with 120 million Americans watching 

on television, thousands of mourners -black and 
white alike - gathered in Atlanta for the funeral of a 
man who had never given up his dream of creating 
a symphony of brotherhood 011 these shores. As a 
black man born and raised in segregation, he had had 
every reason to hate America and to grow up 
preaching cynicism and retaliation. Instead, he had 
loved the coutltry passionately and had sung of her 
pron~ise and glory more eloquently than anyone of 
his generation. 

They buried him in Atlanta's South View Ceme- 
tery, then blooming with dogwood and fresh grekn 
boughs of spring. O n  his crypt, hewn into the mar- 
ble, were the words of an old Negro spiritual he had 
often quoted: "Free at Last, Free at Last, Thank God 
Almighty I'm Free at Last." 

1 Martin Luther King Jr. was an angry young man 
who hated the segregated world of the American 
South and the injustices he saw inflicted on African 
Americans all over the nation. In adulthood, he came 
to feel that anger offered no solution to the problems 
that he and other African Anlericails f~ced.  What 
made hiin change his mind? What were the roots of 
the philosophy that he adopted and used to lead the 
civil rights rnovement of the 1950s and 1960s! How 
did King give African Anlericans a sense of self-worth 
2nd the tools to achieve their aims? 
2 What were SNCC and SCLC? How did these 
organizations differ frorn each other? In what ways 
were they alike? What changes took place in SNCC 
after the mid-1960s? How did Black Power differ 
froin the civil rights nlovernent under King? 
3 What were the two nlajor accomplish~llents of 
the civil rights move~nent in the mid-196Os? What 
specific actions did King and his followers undertake 
to influence public opinion and effect legislative 
change, and at what cost? 
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4 Describe the internal and external difficulties that 5 Why do you think Americans were receptive to 
beset King and the civil rights movement in the late King's pacifist message and nonviolent approach in 
1960s. How did King defuse charges that he was a the 1960s? Do  you think similar tactics would be ef- 
Communist? How did he react to the FBI crusade fective against oppression in a country such as the 
against him? To  white and black backlashes? To the People's Republic of China? 
attacks on his policies that seemed to come from all 
sides? What did his support of the anti-Vietnam War 
movement cost him? 


