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Martin Luther King, Jr.
Martin Luther King, Jr. (January 15, 1929 – April 4, 1968)
activist, humanitarian, and leader in the African-Ameri

He is best known for his role in the advancement of civ
civil disobedience based on his Christian beliefs.
He was born Michael King, but his father changed his n

reformer Martin Luther. A Baptist minister, King becam
in his career. He led the 1955 Montgomery Bus Boycott
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in 1

president. With the SCLC, King led an unsuccessful str
Albany, Georgia, in 1962, and organized nonviolent pro
Alabama, that attracted national attention following te
brutal police response. King also helped to organize th

Washington, where he delivered his “I Have a Dream” s
his reputation as one of the greatest orators in America
considered him a radical and made him an object of th

Investigation’s COINTELPRO for the rest of his life. FB
possible communist ties, recorded his extramarital liais

government officials, and on one occasion, mailed Kin
letter which he interpreted as an attempt to make him
On October 14, 1964, King received the Nobel Peace Pri

inequality through nonviolence. In 1965, he and the SC
Selma to Montgomery marches and the following year
north to Chicago to work on segregated housing. In the
expanded his focus to include poverty and the Vietnam

liberal allies with a 1967 speech titled “Beyond Vietnam
a national occupation of Washington, D.C., to be calle
Campaign, when he was assassinated on April 4 in Me

was followed by riots in many U.S. cities. Allegations th

convicted of killing King, had been framed or acted in c
agents persisted for decades after the shooting. The jur

Loyd Jowers to be complicit in a conspiracy against Kin
King was posthumously awarded the Presidential Meda

Congressional Gold Medal. Martin Luther King, Jr. Day

in numerous cities and states beginning in 1971, and as
1986. Hundreds of streets and a county in the U.S. have

A memorial statue on the National Mall was opened to
Early life and education

Martin Luther King, Jr. was born on January 15, 1929, in

Reverend Martin Luther King, Sr. and Alberta Williams
was “Michael King”.King’s father was also born Michae

both names on his own during a 1934 trip to Nazi Germ

Baptist World Alliance Congress in Berlin. It was durin
called Martin Luther King in honor of the great German

Martin, Jr., was a middle child, between an older sister,

younger brother, Alfred Daniel Williams King. King san
the 1939 Atlanta premiere of the movie Gone with the W

King was originally skeptical of many of Christianity’s c

he denied the bodily resurrection of Jesus during Sunda
he stated, “doubts began to spring forth unrelentingly”

concluded that the Bible has “many profound truths w

decided to enter the seminary.
Growing up in Atlanta, King attended Booker T. Washi

precocious student, he skipped both the ninth and the

Morehouse College at age fifteen without formally grad
1948, he graduated from Morehouse with a B.A. degree

Crozer Theological Seminary in Chester, Pennsylvania

with a B.Div. degree in 1951. King married Coretta Scot

lawn of her parents’ house in her hometown of Heiber
the parents of four children: Yolanda King, Martin Luth

King, and Bernice King. During their marriage, King lim

civil rights movement, and expected her to be a housew
Ideas, influences, and political stances
Religion

King became pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Chur
when he was twenty-five years old, in 1954. As a Christ

influence was Jesus Christ and the Christian gospels, w

always quote in his religious meetings, speeches at chu
discourses. King’s faith was strongly based in Jesus’ com

neighbor as yourself, loving God above all, and loving y

them and blessing them. His non-violent thought was
turn the other cheek in the Sermon on the Mount, and

the sword back into its place (Matthew 26:52). In his fa
Birmingham Jail, King urged action consistent with wh

“extremist” love, and also quoted numerous other Chri

was very usual for him. In his speech I’ve Been to the M
he just wanted to do God’s will.

Non-violence
Veteran African-American civil rights activist Bayard Ru

teachingsand Christian pacifism and applied them wit
Reconciliation in the 1940s. Rustin counseled King to d
principles of non-violence. Rustin served as King’s mai

throughout his early activism.
Inspired by Mahatma Gandhi’s success with non-viole
long time…wanted to take a trip to India”.With assista

the American Friends Service Committee, he was able
1959. The trip to India affected King, deepening his und
resistance and his commitment to America’s struggle f

address made during his final evening in India, King ref
I am more convinced than ever before that the method
the most potent weapon available to oppressed people
and human dignity”.

Bayard Rustin’s open homosexuality, support of demo
former ties to the Communist Party USA caused many
leaders to demand King distance himself from Rustin, w

However, King agreed that Rustin should be one of the
March on Washington.
King’s admiration of Gandhi’s non-violence did not dim

so far as to hold up his example when receiving the No
hailing the “successful precedent” of using non-violenc

Mohandas K. Gandhi to Challenge the might of the Bri
only with the weapons of truth, soul force, non-injury
Gandhi seemed to have influenced him with certain m

Gandhi himself had been influenced by The Kingdom o
nonviolent classic written by Christian anarchist Leo T
and Martin Luther King had read Tolstoy. King quoted

1959.
Another influence for King’s non-violent method was T
Disobedience, which King read in his student days infl

to cooperate with an evil system. He also was greatly in
Protestant theologians Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Till
Rauschenbusch’s Christianity and the Social Crisis. In

the concept of “agape” (the deepest form of Christian l
represented an influence of Paul Ramsey.
Politics

As the leader of the SCLC, King maintained a policy of
political party or candidate: “I feel someone must rema
alignment, so that he can look objectively at both parti

both—not the servant or master of either.” In a 1958 in
view that neither party was perfect, saying, “I don’t thi
party full of the almighty God nor is the Democratic pa

weaknesses … And I’m not inextricably bound to eithe
King critiqued both parties’ performance on promotin
Actually, the Negro has been betrayed by both the Rep

party. The Democrats have betrayed him by capitulatin
of the Southern Dixiecrats. The Republicans have betra
the blatant hypocrisy of reactionary right wing norther

coalition of southern Dixiecrats and right wing reaction
defeats every bill and every move towards liberal legisla
Although King never publicly supported a political par

in a letter to a civil rights supporter in October 1956 he
as to whether he would vote for Adlai Stevenson or Dw
the past I always voted the Democratic ticket.” In his a
in 1960 he privately voted for Democratic candidate Joh

Kennedy would make the best president. I never came
My father did, but I never made one.” King adds that he
exception to his non-endorsement policy for a second

President Kennedy lived, I would probably have endors
Compensation

King stated that black Americans, as well as other disad
be compensated for historical wrongs. In an interview
1965, he said that granting black Americans only equali

close the economic gap between them and whites. Kin
full restitution of wages lost to slavery, which he believ
a government compensatory program of $50 billion ov

disadvantaged groups.
He posited that “the money spent would be more than
benefits that would accrue to the nation through a spe

dropouts, family breakups, crime rates, illegitimacy, sw
other social evils”. He presented this idea as an applica
regarding settlement of unpaid labor, but clarified that

should not be spent exclusively on blacks. He stated, “I
disadvantaged of all races”.
Montgomery Bus Boycott, 1955

In March 1955, a fifteen-year-old school girl in Montgo
refused to give up her bus seat to a white man in comp
laws in the US South that enforced racial segregation. K

from the Birmingham African-American community th
because Colvin was pregnant and unmarried, E.D. Nixo
to wait for a better case to pursue.

On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks was arrested for refus
Montgomery Bus Boycott, urged and planned by Nixon
followed. The boycott lasted for 385 days, and the situa

King’s house was bombed. King was arrested during th
concluded with a United States District Court ruling in
racial segregation on all Montgomery public buses. Kin

transformed him into a national figure and the best-kn
rights movement.
March on Washington, 1963

King, representing the SCLC, was among the leaders o
rights organizations who were instrumental in the orga
Washington for Jobs and Freedom, which took place o

leaders and organizations comprising the Big Six were
National Association for the Advancement of Colored P
National Urban League; A. Philip Randolph, Brotherho

John Lewis, SNCC; and James L. Farmer, Jr. of the Con
The primary logistical and strategic organizer was King
For King, this role was another which courted controve
key figures who acceded to the wishes of President John
focus of the march. Kennedy initially opposed the mar

concerned it would negatively impact the drive for pas
However, the organizers were firm that the march wou

going forward, the Kennedys decided it was important
President Kennedy was concerned the turnout would b
Therefore, he enlisted the aid of additional church lead
help mobilize demonstrators for the cause.
The march originally was conceived as an event to dram
condition of blacks in the southern U.S. and an opport
concerns and grievances squarely before the seat of pow

Organizers intended to denounce the federal governme
the civil rights and physical safety of civil rights worker
group acquiesced to presidential pressure and influenc
took on a far less strident tone. As a result, some civil ri
an inaccurate, sanitized pageant of racial harmony; Ma
on Washington”, and the Nation of Islam forbade its m

march.
The march did, however, make specific demands: an e
public schools; meaningful civil rights legislation, inclu
discrimination in employment; protection of civil righ
brutality; a $2 minimum wage for all workers; and self-g
D.C., then governed by congressional committee. Desp

a resounding success. More than a quarter of a million
attended the event, sprawling from the steps of the Lin
National Mall and around the reflecting pool. At the tim
gathering of protesters in Washington, D.C.’s history.
King delivered a 17-minute speech, later known as “I H
speech’s most famous passage—in which he departed

possibly at the prompting of Mahalia Jackson, who sho
about the dream!”—King said:
I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face t
tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply roo
I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and
its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident: that

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia t
the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down
brotherhood.
I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississipp
heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppressio
oasis of freedom and justice.

I have a dream that my four little children will one day
will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the c

I have a dream today.
I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its
governor having his lips dripping with the words of int
one day right there in Alabama, little black boys and bla
hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters an
I have a dream today.

“I Have a Dream” came to be regarded as one of the fine
American oratory. The March, and especially King’s sp
at the top of the agenda of reformers in the United Stat
the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
The original, typewritten copy of the speech, including
notes on it, was discovered in 1984 to be in the hands o
African-American basketball coach of the University of

26, was standing near the podium, and immediately aft
asked King if he could have his copy of the speech. He
Opposition to the Vietnam War
In 1965 King began to publicly express doubts about th
1967 appearance at the New York City Riverside Church
his death—King delivered a speech titled “Beyond Viet

Silence”.He spoke strongly against the U.S.’s role in th
was in Vietnam “to occupy it as an American colony”[
government “the greatest purveyor of violence in the w
connected the war with economic injustice, arguing th
serious moral change:
Assassination and its aftermath

On March 29, 1968, King went to Memphis, Tennessee
sanitary public works employees, represented by AFSC
been on strike since March 12 for higher wages and bet
incident, black street repairmen received pay for two h
home because of bad weather, but white employees we
On April 3, King addressed a rally and delivered his “I’v

address at Mason Temple, the world headquarters of th
King’s flight to Memphis had been delayed by a bomb t
the close of the last speech of his career, in reference to
the following:
And then I got to Memphis. And some began to say the
threats that were out. What would happen to me from

brothers?
Well, I don’t know what will happen now. We’ve got so
it doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to th
mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Lon

not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s
go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve s
may not get there with you. But I want you to know ton
will get to the promised land. So I’m happy, tonight. I’

anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have see
the Lord.
King was booked in room 306 at the Lorraine Motel, ow
Memphis. Abernathy, who was present at the assassin
States House Select Committee on Assassinations that
stayed at room 306 at the Lorraine Motel so often it was
Abernathy suite”. According to Jesse Jackson, who was

the balcony before his assassination were spoken to m
scheduled to perform that night at an event King was a
you play ‘Take My Hand, Precious Lord’ in the meeting
Then, at 6:01 p.m., April 4, 1968, a shot rang out as King
second-floor balcony. The bullet entered through his ri
then traveled down his spinal cord before lodging in hi

the shot from inside the motel room and ran to the bal
floor. Jackson stated after the shooting that he cradled
the balcony, but this account was disputed by other co
later changed his statement to say that he had “reache
After emergency chest surgery, King was pronounced d
at 7:05 p.m.[164] According to biographer Taylor Branc

that though only 39 years old, he “had the heart of a 60
attributed to the stress of 13 years in the civil rights mo
Aftermath
The assassination led to a nationwide wave of race riot
Chicago, Baltimore, Louisville, Kansas City, and dozen
candidate Robert F. Kennedy was on his way to Indian

when he was informed of King’s death. He gave a short
supporters informing them of the tragedy and urging th
of non-violence. James Farmer, Jr. and other civil right
violent action, while the more militant Stokely Carmic
response. The city of Memphis quickly settled the strik
sanitation workers.

President Lyndon B. Johnson declared April 7 a nation
civil rights leader.[171] Vice President Hubert Humphre
behalf of the President, as there were fears that Johnson
protests and perhaps violence At his widow’s request,
Ebenezer Baptist Church was played at the funeral, a re
sermon, given on February 4, 1968. In that sermon, Kin

funeral no mention of his awards and honors be made,
tried to “feed the hungry”, “clothe the naked”, “be right

question”, and “love and serve humanity”. His good frie
favorite hymn, “Take My Hand, Precious Lord”, at the f
Two months after King’s death, escaped convict James
London Heathrow Airport while trying to leave the Un
Canadian passport in the name of Ramon George Sney
Rhodesia. Ray was quickly extradited to Tennessee and

He confessed to the assassination on March 10, 1969, th
confession three days later. On the advice of his attorn
guilty to avoid a trial conviction and thus the possibilit
penalty. He was sentenced to a 99-year prison term. Ra
in Montreal, Quebec, with the alias “Raoul” was involv
was the result of a conspiracy. He spent the remainder
unsuccessfully, to withdraw his guilty plea and secure t

Allegations of conspiracy
Ray’s lawyers maintained he was a scapegoat similar to
Kennedy assassin Lee Harvey Oswald is seen by conspi
claims used to support this assertion is that Ray’s confe
pressure, and he had been threatened with the death p
burglar, but he had no record of committing violent cri

Those suspecting a conspiracy in the assassination po
ballistics tests which proved that a rifle similar to Ray’s
had been the murder weapon, but did not prove that h
one used. Moreover, witnesses surrounding King at the
shot came from another location, from behind thick sh
house—which had been cut away in the days following

from the rooming house window.
In 1997, King’s son Dexter Scott King met with Ray, an
efforts to obtain a new trial. Two years later, Coretta Sc
with the rest of King’s family, won a wrongful death cla
“other unknown co-conspirators”. Jowers claimed to h
arrange King’s assassination. The jury of six whites and

guilty and that government agencies were party to the
Pepper represented the King family in the trial.
In 2000, the U.S. Department of Justice completed the
claims but did not find evidence to support allegations
investigation report recommended no further investiga
reliable facts are presented. In 2002, The New York Tim

minister, Rev. Ronald Denton Wilson, claimed his fath
James Earl Ray—assassinated Martin Luther King, Jr. H

thing; he thought Martin Luther King was connected w
wanted to get him out of the way.” Wilson provided no
claims.
King researchers David Garrow and Gerald Posner disag
Pepper’s claims that the government killed King. In 20
a book about the long investigation and trial, as well as

Earl Ray in his bid for a trial, laying out the evidence an
King’s friend and colleague, James Bevel, also disputed
alone, stating, “There is no way a ten-cent white boy co
million-dollar black man.”[ In 2004, Jesse Jackson state
The fact is there were saboteurs to disrupt the march. A
organization, we found a very key person who was on t

infiltration within, saboteurs from without and the pre
believe that James Earl Ray had the motive, the money
done it himself. Our government was very involved in s
think the escape route for James Earl Ray.
FBI and King’s personal life
FBI surveillance and wiretapping
FBI director J. Edgar Hoover personally ordered surveill

to undermine his power as a civil rights leader. Accordi
Committee, a 1975 investigation by the U.S. Congress,
his death in 1968, Martin Luther King, Jr. was the target
the Federal Bureau of Investigation to ‘neutralize’ him
leader.”
The Bureau received authorization to proceed with wir

General Robert F. Kennedy in the fall of 1963 and inform
Kennedy, both of whom unsuccessfully tried to persua
from Stanley Levison, a New York lawyer who had been
Party USA. Although Robert Kennedy only gave written
wiretapping of King’s phones “on a trial basis, for a mo
the clearance so his men were “unshackled” to look for

King’s life they deemed worthy. The Bureau placed wir
King’s home and office phones, and bugged King’s roo
across the country. In 1967, Hoover listed the SCLC as

group, with the instructions: “No opportunity should b
counterintelligence techniques the organizational and
leaderships of the groups … to insure the targeted grou
discredited.”
NSA monitoring of King’s communications
In a secret operation code-named “Minaret,” the Natio
monitored the communications of leading Americans,

criticized the U.S. war in Vietnam. A review by NSA of t
concluded that Minaret was “disreputable if not outrigh
Allegations of communism
For years, Hoover had been suspicious about potential
social movements such as labor unions and civil rights
track King in 1957, and the SCLC as it was established (
executive director until 1960). The investigations were

when the FBI learned that one of King’s most trusted a
lawyer Stanley Levison.
The FBI feared Levison was working as an “agent of infl
its own reports in 1963 that Levison had left the Party a
in business dealings with them. Another King lieutena
also linked to the Communist Party by sworn testimon
American Activities Committee (HUAC). However, by
acknowledged that it had not obtained any evidence th
were actually involved with any communist organizati
For his part, King adamantly denied having any conne
stating in a 1965 Playboy interview that “there are as m
freedom movement as there are Eskimos in Florida”. H
“following the path of appeasement of political power

concern for communist infiltration of the civil rights m
and abet the salacious claims of southern racists and th
elements”. Hoover did not believe King’s pledge of inn
that King was “the most notorious liar in the country”.
Dream” speech during the March on Washington on A
described King as “the most dangerous and effective Ne
alleged that he was “knowingly, willingly and regularly
guidance from communists”.
The attempt to prove that King was a communist was r
segregationists that blacks in the South were happy wi
stirred up by “communists” and “outside agitators”. Ho
movement arose from activism within the black comm

World War I. King said that “the Negro revolution is a g
the same womb that produces all massive social uphea
intolerable conditions and unendurable situations.”
Martin Luther King, Jr. Day
Beginning in 1971, cities such as Saint Louis, Missouri,
annual holidays to honor King. At the White House Ro
1983, President Ronald Reagan signed a bill creating a f
Observed for the first time on January 20, 1986, it is call
Day. Following President George H. W. Bush’s 1992 pro

observed on the third Monday of January each year, ne
birthday. On January 17, 2000, for the first time, Martin
officially observed in all fifty U.S. states. Arizona (1992)
Utah (2000) were the last three states to recognized the
celebrated the holiday at the same time but under the n
Awards and recognition

King was awarded at least fifty honorary degrees from c
October 14, 1964, King became the youngest recipient o
which was awarded to him for leading non-violent resi
the U.S. In 1965, he was awarded the American Libertie
Jewish Committee for his “exceptional advancement o
liberty”. In his acceptance remarks, King said, “Freedom
or you are not free.”
In 1957, he was awarded the Spingarn Medal from the N
won the Anisfield-Wolf Book Award for his book Stride
Montgomery Story. In 1966, the Planned Parenthood F

awarded King the Margaret Sanger Award for “his coura
and his lifelong dedication to the advancement of socia
dignity”. Also in 1966, King was elected as a fellow of th
and Sciences. In 1971 he was posthumously awarded a
Spoken Word Album for his Why I Oppose the War in V
In 1977, the Presidential Medal of Freedom was posthu
President Jimmy Carter. The citation read:
“Martin Luther King, Jr., was the conscience of his gen
great wall of segregation and saw that the power of love
the pain and exhaustion of his fight to fulfill the promi
our humblest citizens, he wrung his eloquent statemen
He made our nation stronger because he made it better
King and his wife were also awarded the Congressional

King was second in Gallup’s List of Most Widely Admir
Century. In 1963, he was named Time Person of the Ye
sixth in an online “Person of the Century” poll by the s
third in the Greatest American contest conducted by th
AOL.
More than 730 cities in the United States have streets n
County, Washington rededicated its name in his hono
logo to an image of his face in 2007. The city governme
Pennsylvania, is named in honor of King. King is remem
Episcopal Church in the United States of America (feas
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (feast day Jan

In 1980, the U.S. Department of the Interior designated
Atlanta and several nearby buildings the Martin Luther
Site. In 1996, Congress authorized the Alpha Phi Alpha

been a member, to establish a foundation to manage fu
national Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial on the Mall
was the first African American and the fourth non-pres
memorial in the National Mall area. The memorial ope
administered by the National Park Service. The address
Independence Avenue, S.W., commemorates the year
1964 became law.
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