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Martin Luther King Jr
1. Martin Luther King’s Leadership
(i) King as a speaker  

From his training as a Baptist minister, King was as an accomplished speaker, who used the cadences of the Bible and prayer books.  King was also telegenic, and a very accomplished communicator with white as well as black audiences. 

(ii) King as an organiser 

King was much more than a figurehead, and he played a decisive role in the organisation of the Southern Christian Leadership Council.  King led from the front in the southern demonstrations of 1960-1965. 

(iii) King’s courage 

Martin Luther King repeatedly put himself in positions of danger. He was repeatedly arrested and survived the first attempt on his life in 1958. 

2. The Beliefs of Martin Luther King 
(i) Faith and Justice  

King’s religious faith was at the core of his campaigning. He argued that the campaign for Civil Rights was the fulfilment of God’s will. 

(ii) Belief in the USA 

King believed that the governmental and legal systems of the USA could deliver full rights to Black Americans, provided that the necessary political will existed. 

(iii) Non-Violence 

King regarded non-violence as essential. It allowed Black Americans to maintain the moral high ground in the face of violence from Southern police authorities and state governments. It was also for the public face of the demonstrations, which were broadcast on global television. Finally, it was intended to remove any taint of subversion against the State, which was a major concern during the Cold War. (However, J. Edgar Hoover, Director of the FBI, regarded King as a communist revolutionary.) 

3. The Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

The foundation of the SCLC helped to place King at the head of the Civil Rights movement.  He also became a figure of international significance, appearing on British television (1959) and visiting India. 

4. The Montgomery and Albany Campaigns, 1960-2

(i) The Montgomery Bus Boycott 

This began on 5 December 1955, five days after Rosa Parks, an NAACP member, had been forcibly removed from a whites-only seat on a segregated bus. When the boycott started, the leading figures in the movement were Ralph Abernathy and Bayard Rustin, both leading members of the NAACP. The lawyer Thurgood Marshall (later a Supreme Court Justice) also played a prominent role. 

Although King was a relatively minor figure at this time, his role in the bus boycott made him more famous than the other leaders. 

· The boycott lasted for a year from December 1955.  It involved the use of shared cars to enable the poorer blacks to get to work while boycotting the state bus company. 

· In June 1956 a Federal District Panel ruled that bus segregation was unconstitutional, a verdict that was later confirmed on 13 November 1956 in the Supreme Court verdict Bowder vs. Gayle.  (Gayle was the mayor of Montgomery.) 

· Widespread media coverage of the bus boycott helped to make King a figure of national political prominence. 

(ii) The Albany Campaign 

· In 1960 King spoke at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina, where sit-in protests were organised by the Student Non-violent Co-ordinating Committee. 

In 1961 another campaign over educational segregation began when James Meredith was denied access to the University of Mississippi by Governor Barnett.  Although Meredith did succeed in gaining entry, there was considerable violence surrounding his entry to the university, and there was no real desegregation.  King described this as “tokenism” and regarded the campaign has having failed. 
· In December 1961 King intervened in a campaign in Albany, Georgia, where freedom riders from the SNCC were arrested.  King and Ralph Abernathy spoke in support of the demonstrators, and were briefly arrested.  

Governor Laurie Prichett was a skilled opponent of King, and did not make the same mistakes as some of the other Southern political leaders who reacted with extreme violence.  Pritchett responded in a moderate way by releasing King soon after his arrest.  In August 1962 King left Albany, having failed to secure desegregation of public facilities. 

(iii) The significance of King’s Campaigns in Montgomery (Alabama) and in Albany (North Carolina)    

· It showed the power of well-organised demonstrations to effect real change. 

· It helped to make the cause of Black Civil rights truly international. 

· It forced the Federal government to address the abuses of civil rights in the Southern states.

5. The Birmingham (Alabama) campaign, 1963
(i) Background 

Birmingham was one of the most segregated cities in the American south, and it touched all aspects of life – including transport, education and sport. The campaign commenced on 3 April 1963, and included sit-ins and boycotts of segregated shops. 

· As before , the protests were to be entirely peaceful, and the motto adopted was “not one hair of one head of one person should be harmed.”
(ii) Arrests and confrontation 

· Between 3-9 April 1963 large numbers of the marchers and sit-in demonstrators were arrested on the orders of Police Chief Eugene Connor. 

· On 10 April 1963 Chief Connor banned all further marches, and two days later (12 May) King was arrested for breaching this. 

· During this time King wrote his famous defence of non-violence civil disobedience “Letter from a Birmingham jail.” King was released on 20 April. 

By early May the demonstrations involved large numbers of young teenagers recruited by the SCLC leader, James Bevel.  
(iii) The murder of William Moore 

On 21 April a white Tennessean, William Moore, who had joined a “freedom walk” was shot and killed, most probably at the hands of white supremacists.  This contributed to increased tension. 
(iv) Violence on the streets of Birmingham 

On 2 May 1963 the first demonstration using large numbers of young teenagers was held. The following day Police Chief Connor used police dogs and high-pressure hoses to disperse the demonstrators. 

CONSEQUENCES: Scenes of policemen beating children were broadcast around the world, and this resulted in public outrage in large parts of the USA. 

(v) Federal intervention in Birmingham
President J. F. Kennedy’s response to the events in Birmingham was “Bull Connor has done more for civil rights than anyone else.”

· 4 May 1963 President Kennedy sent Assistant Attorney General Burke Marshall  to attempt to defuse the situation in Birmingham. 

Marshall drew up an agreement between the SCLC, the state government, and the business community. 

· The terms of the agreement: 

· Within 90 days large department stores were to be desegregated. 

· Discrimination in black employment was to be ended.  

· Demonstrators were to be released from jail. 

· Limitations of the agreement: 

· No mention was made of schools and public areas. 

· Monitoring of improved opportunities for Black Americans in employment proved to be very difficult. 

Over all, the real value of the Birmingham campaign lay in the moral victory attained by King and the SCLC in the face of extreme violence from the local police. 

· Furthermore, President Kennedy had shown a new interest in Civil Rights that had not been apparent when he was first elected. 

6. The March on Washington and the “I have a dream” speech 
(i) Background
On 28 August 1963 250,000 people marched peacefully to the Lincoln Memorial in Washington DC. It was co-ordinated by CORE and the NAACP, and was led by King, Philip Randolph, Roy Wilkins and Bayard Rustin. 

President Kennedy had doubts about the march, fearing that it might lead to violence, but was reassured by King and the other leaders. 

(ii) Purposes of the Washington demonstration 

· Randolph and Rustin wanted the demonstration to include demands for economic emancipation of black people. 

· King wanted the emphasis to be primarily on political liberation and, especially, the passage of a new Civil Rights act that enforced federal law. King’s views prevailed on the day. 

In his opening speech, Philip Randolph said: 

· “Fellow Americans, we are gathered here in the largest demonstration in the history of our nation … We are the advanced guard of a massive moral revolution for jobs and freedom.” 
John Lewis, leader of the SNCC, said: 

· “By the force of our demands, our determination and our numbers, we shall splinter the segregated South into a thousand pieces, and put them back together in the image of God and Democracy.”

King said:  

· “ I have a dream that my four children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the colour of their skin but by the content of their character.” 

(iii) The Impact of the Washington Demonstration 

· Three weeks after the Washington march, on 15 September 1963, a bomb killed four girls at the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama. 

7. The Selma Demonstrations, 1965  

The passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act led King and the other leaders of the SCLC to see if it could be applied in the most segregated parts of the South. 
· Between January and March 1965 King led demonstrations in Selma, Alabama. This culminated in the 25,000 person march to Montgomery. 
RESULTS: The racist police chief Jim Clark helped the cause of the demonstrators by his abusive and violent response to the demonstrations. 
· In 1965 the Voting Rights Act was passed, which provided for the enforcement of Black voting rights. 
8. King in the north, 1965-7
In 1965-6 King turned the emphasis of his campaign to the north. This posed many challenges, as the black populations in the north were more concerned with social and economic issues such as the quality of housing. Also, their objectives were more diverse, compared with those of the Black in the south, for whom political emancipation was a straightforward and unifying goal. 
(i) Chicago  
· In 1966 King criticised Mayor Richard Daley of Chicago for the poor quality of housing endured by the 800,000 black Americans in the city. 

· The result was mixed, as Mayor Daley made vague promises, which he later broke. 
(ii) The Poor People’s Campaign 
In 1967 King launched the Poor People’s Campaign.  This represented a change in the emphasis of his campaigning, reflecting his increased involvement in social issues in the north. 

The plan was to march from Mississippi to Washington to “confront the power structure”, but it was postponed until 1968, by which time King had been assassinated. 

· The radical tone of King’s rhetoric on social justice further raised suspicions in the more conservative parts of the USA that King was influenced by Communism. 
9. King and Vietnam
· In April 1967 King spoke out against the Vietnam War, arguing that it was unjust and barbaric. 
Result: this further alienated him from conservative Americans, and also from President Johnson, for whom the war was becoming the main pre-occupation of his government. 

10. Assassination  
King’s leadership of the Civil Rights movement from the front meant that he was very vulnerable to attack. He had accumulated many enemies, not least the FBI Director, J. Edgar Hoover, who regarded him as a Communist and a subversive. He had King’s telephones tapped, and used evidence of his marital infidelities to damage his character. 
· On 4 April 1968 King was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee. 
Evaluation of the significance of Martin Luther King in the Civil Rights’ Movement
	The early phase 1950s and 1960s
King had become the public face of the Civil Rights movement for black and white Americans alike. His skills as a communicator, combined with his advocacy of immediate but non-violent actions, convinced many Americans of the justice of his cause. 
His use of his Christian faith as the basis for his campaigning reassured many of the more conservative Americans that he was not a subversive. 
The Montgomery Bus boycott revealed the quality of King’s organisational skills and personal charisma. 
The Washington march of August 1963, and the famous “I have a dream speech”, were the high points of the campaigning of the early 1960s. 

· The Civil Rights Act (1964) and the Voting Rights Act (1965), delivered much of what King and the SCLC had been demanding. 


	· Although the demonstrations made media headlines, in many cases desegregation was not immediate, and southern blacks were often left economically marginalised. 

· In towns such as Albany there was serious white resistance to desegregation. 
· King and the SCLC had major disagreements with the Student Non-Violent Co-ordinating Committee (SNCC), which accused him of being too cautious and accepting of pressure from the Federal government.  The SNCC also felt that King and the SCLC interfered with their demonstrations.



	1965-1968
From 1965 King altered the emphasis of his campaigning towards social and economic justice, and he also spoke out on the Vietnam War. 
During this time the SNCC became more radical, demanding Federal action on discrimination in a range of areas such as employment, housing etc … 


	King’s non-violent demonstration in Chicago against poor housing aroused very violent opposition from local whites in 1966.

His speeches against Vietnam in 1967 were seen as disloyal by some white Americans. 

By 1966 many Black Americans had turned to  the radical message of the Black Power movement. 
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