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Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is widely recognized as being the most important and 
charismatic U.S. civil rights leader of the 20th century. He led many of the major civil 
rights actions of the 1950s and 1960s, including the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott, the 
1963 desegregation actions in Birmingham, and the 1963 March on Washington. 
In 1964, King was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize; he was the youngest man ever to 
receive a Nobel Prize. He received many other honors and awards throughout his 
lifetime. Today, his birthday is recognized as a federal holiday that is observed by most 
states. 

As a result of the Civil Rights movement, legal segregation was ended and the 
economic position of black Americans was markedly improved. Much of the effective 
leadership of that movement is credited to Martin Luther King. 
Martin Luther King Jr. was born on January 15, 1929, in Atlanta, the son of 
Reverend Martin Luther King Sr., who was pastor of the influential Ebenezer Baptist 
Church. King Jr. attended Booker T. Washington High School, the first black public high 
school in Atlanta. He skipped the ninth and twelfth grades, and was only 15 when he 
entered Morehouse College in Atlanta. 
 

King was ordained as a minister in 1947 and graduated from Morehouse with a 
B.A. in sociology in 1948. He went on to earn a B.D. (bachelor of divinity) degree in 1951 
from Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania, where he was elected senior class 
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president and awarded a prize for "most outstanding student." King chose Boston 
University for his Ph.D. work, and while there, he met Coretta Scott, who was studying 
voice at the New England Conservatory of Music. They were soon married. 
He left B.U. in 1954, and went to preach at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in 
Montgomery, Alabama. This church already had a tradition of civil rights leadership 
under former pastor Vernon Johns. In 1955, King finished his thesis and received his 
doctoral degree. 

King had attended a sermon preached by Howard University president Mordecai 
Johnson on the subject of pacifist-activist Mohandas Gandhi, and this had inspired him 
to study Gandhi's words and actions. By this time, he had also read the works of a 
number of philosophers and theologians, such as Reinhold Niebuhr and Martin Buber, 
which were leading him to formulate his own personal philosophy of nonviolence. 
The opportunity to put both his ideas and his leadership to the test came in late 1955. In 
December of that year, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus to a 
white person. She was arrested and taken to jail. Parks, King, and other leaders decided 
that this might be the occasion to end the segregation on Montgomery buses. They 
called a boycott that lasted for a year, and which finally resulted in ending the "white-
only" sections of Montgomery buses—and ultimately all public transportation in the 
country. 

This nonviolent political action brought King national recognition and made him 
one of the most powerful and effective leaders of the Civil Rights movement, while he 
was still only in his mid-twenties. It also brought danger: In January 1956, his home was 
bombed. 

King's next move was to organize the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC), a church-based civil rights group. He continued to speak at civil 
rights demonstrations and to organize activities. He also faced continued violence, 
stabbings, beatings, and arrests. 
In 1959, King left Montgomery to work with his father at Ebenezer Baptist Church in 
Atlanta. By 1960, his ideas on nonviolence were a major influence in the Civil Rights 
movement. 

In December 1961, King was invited to Albany, Georgia, to head a campaign 
against segregation. King was in the forefront of five mass marches on city hall, which 
resulted in the arrests of over 700 demonstrators. The Albany movement continued into 
1962, and in late July, King himself was jailed there. By August, almost a thousand 
people had been arrested in Albany. 

But the Albany movement did not end segregation there, and finally King 
withdrew. He had learned from the experience, though, and improved his strategy by 
the time he began the next campaign in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963. King and his 
colleagues reasoned that if they could end segregation in a big city like Birmingham, the 
rest of the South would have to follow. 

Day after day, demonstrators pressed on with their sit-ins and protests, only to be 
met with the fire hoses and police dogs of Sheriff Eugene "Bull" Connor, a militant 

http://online.infobase.com/HRC/Search/Details/162208?q=%22King%20Martin%20Luther%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%22
http://online.infobase.com/HRC/Search/Details/162208?q=%22King%20Martin%20Luther%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%22
http://online.infobase.com/HRC/Search/Details/162208?q=%22King%20Martin%20Luther%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%22
http://online.infobase.com/HRC/Search/Details/162208?q=%22King%20Martin%20Luther%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%22
http://online.infobase.com/HRC/Search/Details/162208?q=%22King%20Martin%20Luther%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%22
http://online.infobase.com/HRC/Search/Details/162208?q=%22King%20Martin%20Luther%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%22
http://online.infobase.com/HRC/Search/Details/162208?q=%22King%20Martin%20Luther%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%20Jr%22%20OR%20%22Martin%20Luther%20King%22


segregationist. It looked as if the situation would be a standoff, with Connor ultimately 
wearing down the demonstrators. Then King decided to send in the schoolchildren and 
high school students of Birmingham. These young people joined the front lines of the 
demonstrators—only to meet the same violent treatment from police. 
The nation was outraged, and President Kennedy sent a representative to aid in the 
negotiations. Finally, Birmingham political leaders and the leaders of the protest agreed 
to a desegregation plan. 
 

This success attracted other leaders to help King in organizing the extraordinary 
1963 March on Washington, the largest demonstration of its time. Some 250,000 
people—60,000 of them white—marched to Washington to push for civil rights 
legislation. It was at the end of this march, in front of the Lincoln Memorial, that King 
made his famous "I Have a Dream" speech. 

In 1964, President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act, which provided for 
integrated public accommodations and forbade employment discrimination. Soon 
afterward, the focus of civil rights activity moved north, with riots breaking out in black 
areas of many major cities. King traveled to all the "trouble spots," although he was not 
always welcome. 
 

In 1965, King helped to lead a march that contributed to the passage of the 
1965 Voting Rights Act, a key step in guaranteeing southern African Americans access to 
political participation. King went north, then returned to the South in 1966, when the 
shooting of black leader James Meredith disrupted a voter-registration march between 
Memphis, Tennessee, and Jackson, Mississippi. King helped to start the march again, 
which lasted a total of three weeks and ended with a rally of 30,000 people in Jackson. 
During this march, leader Stokely Carmichael developed the phrase "black power." 
Although King would not accept it until 1968, this phrase and concept had an enormous 
influence on African Americans throughout the 1960s and 1970s. 
In 1966, King voiced his opposition to the Vietnam War. It was a major step: Black 
leaders had intentionally avoided criticism of U.S. foreign policy, dwelling instead on 
civil rights. King made efforts to unite the antiwar and Civil Rights movements, and 
strongly suggested that money spent on the military could be used better to fight poverty 
at home. He also linked the injustice of racism with the causes of war. 
King was seeking a coalition of black and white people in 1968, when he called for a 
Poor People's March on Washington. This was his attempt to broaden the Civil Rights 
movement to include the goals of bringing about economic justice and ending the 
Vietnam War. While organizing this march, however, he made a ill-fated stop in 
Memphis to help local striking sanitation workers. There, on the 4th of April, at age 39, 
he was assassinated by a man later identified as James Earl Ray. 

King's death resulted in riots and disorder in more than 120 U.S. cities. 
Eventually it inspired and helped to bring about the development of social programs and 
other progressive moves to honor the leader and further his civil rights work. Many 
years after his death, the FBI admitted to a full-fledged, six-year campaign to harass and 
discredit King. 
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