Background Information on Martin Luther King Jr.

DO NOT WRITE ON THESE!!!

Martin Luther King Jr. was born on January 15, 1929, in Atlanta, Georgia.  Because Martin’s father, as well as his maternal grandfather, were Baptist preachers, Christianity played an important role in Martin’s life.  As a young boy, Martin read aloud from the Bible every day.  His grandmother often entertained him with Bible stories.  From an early age, the family expected Martin to follow his father and grandfather and become a preacher.  Consequently, after he attended college, Martin enrolled at Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania to study the ministry.

While he was at Crozer, King became familiar with the philosophy and teachings of the Mohandas Ghandi.  Ghandi had led India’s struggle to become independent of British rule.  Throughout his crusade, Ghandi had preached a message of love and nonviolent resistance, and he had won independence for India through peaceful acts of civil disobedience, not violent rebellion.  In Ghandi’s philosophy, King felt he had found the key to helping his won people overcome the racial injustices he saw in the United States.  As a young boy growing up in the South during the 1930s and 1940s, King witnessed racial prejudice first-hand.  By the time he graduated from Crozer as a minister in 1951, he knew that he wanted to spend his life fighting for civil rights and social justice for his fellow African Americans.

TAKE TIME TO ANSWER QUESTIONS 1-3 FROM THE INFORMATION ABOVE

In 1953, King married Coretta Scott, a music student he had met while he was studying for his doctoral degree.  They moved to Montgomery, Alabama, where King became a pastor of a black Baptist Church.  It was here that he began his struggle for civil rights.  In December 1955, an African-American woman named Rosa Parks was arrested for refusing to obey a city law that forced black people to give up their seats to white people on public buses.  In protest, King helped lead a black boycott of the city bus system.  During the boycott, blacks refused to ride the buses until the law was changed.  As the leader of the movement, King earned the hatred of many white people in town.  He was eventually arrested and thrown in jail, and his house was bombed.  Throughout the year-long boycott, he continued to urge his followers not to respond with violence to any threats or mistreatments they might receive.  Ultimately, the Rosa Parks case went before the Supreme Court.  In late 1956, the court ruled that the Montgomery law—as well as all the Alabama’s state laws on segregated busing—was unconstitutional, and ordered the city to integrate the buses.  King and his supporters had won an enormous victory in the fight for civil rights for African Americans.

TAKE TIME TO ANSWER QUESTIONS 4-6 FROM THE INFROMATION ABOVE

1n 1957, King and other black clergymen formed the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC).  The group’s aim was to spread and coordinate nonviolent civil rights protests across the South.  After moving back to Atlanta in late 1959, King set out on several campaigns to desegregate all-white establishments in Southern cities.

By 1963, the movement for civil rights had become very powerful.  Thousands of African Americans—and many sympathetic white people as well—had participated in sit-ins, marches, and other demonstrations demanding an end to segregation and other unfair racial practices.  However, King had become disappointed in ht lack of federal government support in the civil rights effort.  He became convinced that a massive action was needed to bring the cause to the attention of the whole nation.  He called for a “March on Washington.”  On August 23, 1963, more than 250,000 people attended a march and rally in the nation’s capital to show their support for civil rights.  At the rally, King gave the most memorable speech of his life.  In words that rang with spirit and forcefulness, he declared, “I have a dream today.”  His dream was that blacks and whites could live together in peace, and that African Americans would be able to fully participate in all aspects of American society without fear or prejudice.

For the next five years, Martin Luther King Jr. was the unquestionable leader of the civil rights movement in the United States.  In 1964, he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his work.  His activities brought about major changes in federal law, including passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  Yet for many African Americans who were still facing prejudice in their daily lives, progress was too slow.  Some African American leaders complained that King’s insistence on nonviolent protest, when protesters were often beaten and even killed, sent the wrong message to a mostly white America.  African Americans such as Malcolm X constantly criticized King for his nonviolent stance.  Still, through all this criticism, King never changed his views.  He maintained that the best—and the only—way to change was by peaceful means.

In April 1968, King was in Memphis, Tennessee, supporting a strike by black garbage workers.  On the night of April 4, King was shot as he stood on his hotel balcony.  He died a short time later at a local hospital.  Many people believe that his killer, a man named James Earl Ray, was hired by other people who wanted to see King dead.  That theory was never proven, and Ray was sent to prison for life.  Like his hero, Mohandas Ghandi, this man of nonviolence was struck down in ht most violent of ways.  And, just as with Ghandi, millions of people around the world mourned the death of Martin Luther King Jr..
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