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A Change Is Gonna Come

Building a dream: The rise of MLK

Building a dream:

Say It Loud…

The rise of MLK
The long, hard road that led Martin Luther King Jr
from the segregated South to ‘I Have a Dream’ and
the March on Washington
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Birth of the new Civil Rights Movement
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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

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.

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
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Black Power, Black Panthers

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

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
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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

knew that they wanted to mobilise and to
ruptures emerged within the Civil Rights
fight for their rights but they saw no
Movement. Like King, organisations
structured solutions. How would
such as the Southern Christian
they mobilise? What exactly
Leadership Conference and
At the
should they do?
the National Association for
1968 Olympics,
Into this void stepped Huey
the Advancement of Colored
medallists Tommie
Newton and Bobby Seale. In
People rejected Black Power
Smith and John Carlos
October 1966, just four months
and violent protest.
after the Meredith march
On the other side, dozens of
raised their arms in
and Carmichael’s provocative
different organisations sprung
the Black Power
speech, Newton and Seale
up in support of Black Power,
salute
formed the Black Panther Party
though neither Carmichael nor
for Self-Defense. The pair had
any other Black Power proponents
come together years earlier in the
offered a coherent and organised route
Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM), a
to achieving its goals. Many young blacks
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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
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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

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
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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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