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T
he history of the Civil Rights Movement 
is also the biography of Martin Luther 
King Jr. King was a leader at every major 
protest, from the inception of the civil 
rights campaign for legal equality in the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955 to the Poor 
People’s Campaign of 1968, which marked civil 
rights’ turn towards social and economic issues. 
King’s ‘I Have A Dream’ speech, delivered in 1963 
at the March on Washington, defined the Civil 
Rights Movement’s struggle and its inspirations, 
the twinned promises of the Sermon on the Mount 
and the American Constitution. Nor, following 
his murder in April 1968, could the Civil Rights 
Movement find a leader to replace King’s moral 
authority and popular appeal.

Yet the biography of Martin Luther 
King Jr is more than the history of 
the Civil Rights Movement. King 
was a brilliant but troubled man 
— a preacher’s son with doubts 
about Christ, and a family man 
drawn to adulterous affairs. 
King was born Michael King 
on 15 January 1929 in Atlanta, 
Georgia. His father, also Michael 
King, was a Baptist pastor. When 
Michael Jr was two, Michael Sr 
became leader of the Ebenezer Baptist 
Church, a prominent black church in 
Atlanta. In 1934, after attending the Fifth Baptist 
World Alliance Congress in Berlin, Michael King Sr 
changed his and his son’s forenames in honour of 
the Protestant reformer Martin Luther.

Along with his father’s name, Martin Luther 
King Jr inherited both his father’s commitment to 
communal leadership through the black church, 
and also his related commitment to civil rights. 
Martin Luther King Sr was a lifelong campaigner 
against Jim Crow laws. He had campaigned 
for equal pay for black teachers, and boycotted 
Atlanta’s bus system because of attacks on black 
passengers. He was prominent in the Atlanta 

chapter of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and 
would eventually rise to its leadership.

As a boy, Martin Luther King Jr saw how the 
churches were the moral leaders of Atlanta’s black 
community. He also witnessed first-hand his 
father’s refusal to accept racism. When father and 
son were sitting in a shoe store, they were asked to 
move to the rear of the store. King Sr preferred to 
walk out. “I don’t care how long I have to live under 
this system,” Martin Jr heard his father say, “I will 
never accept it.” When a white policeman called 
King Sr “boy”, the pastor gestured to Martin Jr and 
replied, “This is a boy. I’m a man. Until you call me 
one, I will not listen.”

King Sr was unrelenting in his determination 
to make a man of his young son. He 

sent Martin to do field work, so that 
he would understand something 

of the suffering of his ancestors. 
He beat Martin Jr until the age 
of 15, and expected his son to 
follow him into the ministry. 
Martin Jr was a child chorister 
at Ebenezer Baptist Church, 

and his mother, Alberta, was 
the organist. But Martin Jr, as he 

later admitted, had profound doubts 
about Christian doctrine; at 13, he 

denied the Resurrection of Jesus during a 
Sunday School class.

Still, Martin Jr possessed the moral impulse that 
made a preacher, and the rhetorical ability that 
made a preacher a communal leader; at high school, 
Martin Jr was a winning debater. He was also 
intelligent enough to skip two of the four grades of 
high school, and enter Atlanta’s historically black 
Morehouse College at 15. Leaving Morehouse in 
1947 at the age of 18 with a degree in sociology, 
Martin Jr decided to train for the ministry at Crozer 
Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania. 

At Morehouse, King had fallen in love with a 
white student, but friends had convinced him 

The long, hard road that led Martin Luther King Jr 
from the segregated South to ‘I Have a Dream’ and 

the March on Washington

Building a dream:  
The rise of MLK

 MLK 
and George 

Washington are the 
only two Americans 

whose birthdays 
are now national 

holidays

A Change Is Gonna Come

AHB1944.rise_of_MLK.indd   48 09/02/2018   13:43

49

“I have a dream 
that one day this 
nation will rise up 
and live out the 
true meaning of 
its creed”

Building a dream: The rise of MLK

In 1958, King 
nearly died after 

being stabbed in the 
chest during a book 

reading by a mentally 
ill black woman

Washington DC, 28 August 1963: 
Martin Luther King Jr delivers 
the ‘I Have A Dream’ speech

AHB1944.rise_of_MLK.indd   49 09/02/2018   13:43

118

T
hroughout the 1950s and early 1960s 
the Civil Rights Movement made huge 
strides towards racial equality, and yet 
by the mid 1960s black people across the 
country still felt excluded from meaningful 

influence. Millions were debarred from political 
representation as well as quality education and 
employment opportunities. A middle-class lifestyle 
seemed a million miles away. The American 
Dream was not their reality. Frustrated with the 
status quo, many turned to ‘Black Power’.

This term has a long history, and a variety 
of definitions, though it took on a very specific 
meaning when evolving into a public slogan 
during the March Against Fear in June 1966. 

James Meredith, the first African American to gain 
admission to the University of Mississippi and a 
man Martin Luther King Jr described as a hero of 
the Civil Rights Movement, began a solitary march 
from Memphis, Tennessee, to Jackson, Mississippi, 
in a bid to encourage black American voter 
registration. Two others marched with him.

On the second day of the march a white sniper 
called James Aubrey Norvell opened fire and hit 
Meredith in the shoulder. Outraged, members of 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, 
the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC) rallied behind Meredith’s cause and the 
likes of King, Stokely Carmichael and Floyd 

McKissick were joined by hundreds more as they 
completed the march. 

And it was during this march, after he was 
arrested and held in jail for six hours, that Stokely 
Carmichael stirred up a crowd in Greenwood, 
Mississippi, declaring, “We want Black Power!”. 
This was the first time this phrase had been 
engaged as a public rallying call, its use by 
Carmichael a battle cry for violent resistance to 
white oppression. It chimed with many. “When 
you talk about Black Power you talk about 
bringing this country to its knees any time it 
messes with the black man,” Carmichael said later.

Initially, the SNCC and CORE had been strong 
exponents of nonviolent resistance, though 

Despite the progress made by the Civil Rights Movement, many 
black Americans still felt disenfranchised, leading to the rise of 

Black Power groups – most notably the revolutionary Black Panthers
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At the 
1968 Olympics, 

medallists Tommie 
Smith and John Carlos 

raised their arms in 
the Black Power 

salute

many of their members felt that the times were 
changing. And when Carmichael succeeded 
to the chairmanship of the SNCC prior to the 
Meredith march, he advocated change. It appears 
that he had only ever regarded nonviolence as a 
temporary measure, not a key tenet of his belief. 
His move towards a call for armed resistance 
caused King much concern. 

King believed that “the slogan was an unwise 
choice” and he tried to dilute its provocativeness, 
writing that “the Negro is powerless” and should 
therefore seek “to amass political and economic 
power to reach his legitimate goals”. Carmichael, 
however, disagreed, and with both the SNCC 
and CORE repudiating nonviolence, huge 

ruptures emerged within the Civil Rights 
Movement. Like King, organisations 
such as the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference and 
the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored 
People rejected Black Power 
and violent protest.

On the other side, dozens of 
different organisations sprung 
up in support of Black Power, 
though neither Carmichael nor 
any other Black Power proponents 
offered a coherent and organised route 
to achieving its goals. Many young blacks 

knew that they wanted to mobilise and to 
fight for their rights but they saw no 

structured solutions. How would 
they mobilise? What exactly 

should they do? 
Into this void stepped Huey 

Newton and Bobby Seale. In 
October 1966, just four months 
after the Meredith march 

and Carmichael’s provocative 
speech, Newton and Seale 

formed the Black Panther Party 
for Self-Defense. The pair had 

come together years earlier in the 
Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM), a 
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Birth of the
New Civil Rights

Movement
Black Lives Matter has sparked the spirit of protest against the racism 

faced by African Americans and black people across the globe. The 
new struggle mixes civil rights and the politics of Black Power

T
rayvon Martin was only 17 when he was 
killed walking back from the shops. His 
killer, George Zimmerman, followed him 
because he looked ‘suspicious’, provoked a 
confrontation and then shot the unarmed 

teenager to death. But police had to be pressured 
into arresting him, weeks after the event, because 
they believed he acted in self-defence. The 
eventual trial stirred all the stereotypes of the 
‘black super human menace’, and Zimmerman 
was ultimately acquitted. On hearing the verdict, 
activist Alicia Garza wrote a Facebook post in 

dismay, which ended with the words “Our Lives 
Matter”. Her friend Patrisse Cullors took this 
phrase and created the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, 
which spread as quickly as the pain from the 
verdict. The killing of an unarmed black teenager 
ignited the spirit of protest not for the first or last 
time in American history.

Emmett Till had a profound impact on the 
Civil Rights Movement without ever marching, 
protesting or making a speech. As a 14 year old 
visiting family in Mississippi, he was lynched by 
a racist mob for ‘disrespecting’ a white woman. 

His mother, Mamie Till, insisted the mutilated 
body of her child was displayed in an open casket 
at the funeral. The image sent shivers down 
the collective spine of America and galvanised 
support for the Civil Rights Movement. It is a sad 
testament to just how little has changed that 60 
years later it was the killing of a black teenager 
that awoke the masses.  

#BlackLivesMatter was sparked by the killing 
of Trayvon Martin but found its platform when 
unarmed teenager Michael Brown was shot dead 
by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri on 9 

Legacy
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August 2014. Protests erupted in Ferguson, whose 
population was two-thirds African American, 
while its police force had only three black officers 
in total. Michael Brown’s killing was the straw 
that broke the camel’s back in police-community 
relations and major periods of unrest broke 
out in the city through the remainder of 2014 
and into 2015. Stories of police brutality, racism 
and the targeting of African Americans were 
a reminder that many of the same problems 
that existed in the original civil rights struggle 
persist in contemporary America. The original 

movement may have outlawed discrimination 
and segregation, while securing voting rights for 
African Americans, but it had not guaranteed 
equality before the law or her officers. Tamir 
Rice, Eric Garner, Philando Castile and Korryn 
Gaines represent just a fraction of those killed 
by the police that are testament to the most 
fundamental form of racial injustice.

Since emancipation from slavery, African 
Americans have been victims of the criminal 
justice system. One of the ways that free black 
labour was retained in the South was to put 

prison chain gangs to work. African Americans 
were subject to incarceration for fines and 
minor offences to ensure they would populate 
the chain gangs. Though being victimised by 
the prison system is not new; between 1980 
and 2012 there was a 222 per cent increase in 
the incarceration rate in America. The war on 
crack cocaine was a major factor in this steep 
rise, and hugely disproportionately put African 
Americans into prison. Almost a million African 
Americans spend time in prison each year, and 
it is estimated that there are more black men 
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