Martin Luther King Junior Video Notes

· 1955-1968 Civil Rights leader for blacks in America

· “You are God’s children…from a base black to a troubled white is significant on God’s keyboard.”

· Slavery was abolished in 1863, but segregation remained until the middle of the 20th century.

· Bigotry and racism were everywhere, but especially prevalent in the south.  Blacks in the south couldn’t go to the same cinemas, restaurants or bus shelters as whites; and had to sit in the back of the bus.  Males were called “boy” or “nigger” frequently.

· Segregation went largely unchallenged until 1955, when in Montgomery, Alabama Luther King emerged as an inspirational leader.  However, he didn’t originally want to be a leader.  He chose Montgomery over Atlanta (Georgia) because he thought it would be a quiet town where he could finish his Ph.D dissertation in peace.

· The week after he finished his dissertation, Rosa Parks (a seamstress who was just plain tired) sat down in the front of a bus.  King became leader of the Montgomery Improvement League.

· Montgomery city-wide bus boycott.  50,000 blacks demanded that segregation end in a bus boycott – refusing to ride buses until their demands were met.  People had not acted in groups like this before.

· In Montgomery, whites retaliated.  King’s house was bombed; but he urged his followers not to retaliate.  This was important, because he had only to ask for violent retaliation and his whole cause could have been lost.

· Buses were empty for 15 months.  Eventually the courts decided that the bus segregation laws were unconstitutional.  However, these legal edicts were not always followed.  Minds and hearts needed to change – but they were not ready.

· There were many peaceful protests, which were met with violence.  King thought that the violence came from hatred and that the hatred sprang from fear.  King used to say that the “sickness needed to be exposed to the sunlight, so it can be healed”; and that the people needed to be ready a “season of suffering.” for By this he meant that the ugliness needed to be brought out before it could be overturned.

· King represented the teachings of Jesus; most of what he taught and believed came from the New Testament.  But King put the thoughts into action.

· 1962 Albany, Georgia; hundreds of ministers were arrested in a march, the purpose of which was to pray to God for an end to segregation.

· King’s efforts were supported by President Kennedy in Washington DC who wanted the powers that be in Albany to sit down with the black groups and sort something out, because his government was itself trying to be progressive.

· King thought that Presidents Kennedy and Johnson were trying to do the right thing, but that circumstances weren’t right.  Kennedy thought the time wasn’t right and (sadly) that blacks almost needed to suffer even more, until people’s hearts were engaged with their plight.

· In 1963 in Birmingham, Alabama, a peaceful demonstration turned to the worst violence yet seen by the civil rights movement – 5000 marchers were arrested, including Dr. King.

· From his cell in an Alabama gaol, King wrote: “We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.  We have no alternative but to prepare for direct action.”

· In Spring 1963, Kennedy felt that the country had been moved, so he went to Congress to call for a sweeping overhaul in the Civil Rights Act.

· In August 1963 (three months after the protest), with Kennedy’s Civil Rights Bill before Congress, King took his movement to Washington.  250,000 citizens marched and King delivered his famous “I have a dream speech.”

· “We hold these truths to be self-evident.  That all men are created equal.  I have a dream that my four little 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…There will come a day when all men…will be able to join hands and sing… ‘Free at last, free at last, thank God almighty, we are free at last.’”

· In November 1963 President Kennedy was assassinated.

· In 1964 Congress and President Johnson joined forces to outlaw discrimination and force the desegregation of public facilities.  It was designed to ‘eliminate the last vestiges of injustice in our beloved country’ (President Johnson)

· Later in 1964 King became the youngest recipient of the Nobel Prize for Peace

· “I accept the Nobel Prize for Peace at a time when 22, 000, 000 negroes in the United States are engaged in a creative battle to end the long night of racial injustice…”  King, according to his wife, felt that his struggles had been vindicated and that things might get easier, but it was not to be.

· King then turned his attention to trying to get blacks the one basic right still denied them – the right to vote. Up until this point King had mainly focused on issues of human dignity (such as riding buses etc.) but in 1964 in the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party and in 1965 in Selma the focus of the movement turned to political aims.

· “I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of being exploited.  I’m tired of being used by somebody else.  I believe that in a massive chorus we can all sing together ‘We are tired.  We are tired of being thrown over in the worst homes.  We are tired of getting the worst jobs.  We are tired of having the worst schools.’  The way you are going to change these things will be to go all out to get the right to vote.”

· The campaign to register black voters centred around Mississippi and Alabama but gained national attention in Selma, Alabama.  There, peaceful protestors marched and were brutally beaten by police.  Around the world people gathered to express grief and anger at what had happened in Selma.  30,000 demonstrators travelled to Selma to walk with King on a 5-day, 54 mile march from Selma to Montgomery (the state capital).  

· This culminated in August 1965 when President Johnson signed the bill reaffirming the black citizens’ right to vote.

· Frederick Douglas had said (a hundred years before) “The struggle for freedom in America is a struggle to save black men’s bodies and white men’s souls.”  King updated this: “Black and white together.  We all have problems as long as we are existing in this unequal relationship.”

· King then turned his attention to the poverty that many blacks lived in – even in the north there was discrimination in schools and in workplaces.

· In the summer of 1966 rioting broke out in urban areas in the north.  King brought his non-violent movement to Chicago.

· “We come bearing a message.  We come bearing a message that Chicago can change; and we are going to change it non-violently…”

· But it was in Chicago, in white suburbs and black slums (as well as other urban centres in the north) that King’s non-violent message met its greatest challenge.  Other black leaders began to question the effectiveness of non-violence.

· In 1967 King linked a third moral issue to those of racism and poverty – the war in Vietnam.  

· “I speak out against this war because I am disappointed with America.  There can be no great disappointment where there is no great love.  I am disappointed with our failure to deal positively and forthrightly with the triple evils of racism, economic exploitation and militarism.”

· As the war escalated and King became more convinced that America should not be involved, he had to weigh his involvement with it against his loyalty to the civil rights movement.  His outspoken attacks against America’s involvement lost him the support of President Johnson’s administration and further damaged his leadership within the civil rights movement.

· In spring 1968 his plans for a poor people’s march on Washington were interrupted by a trip to Memphis, Tennessee, in support of striking city sanitation workers.

· On April 4th of 1968, King was assassinated.  He was 39.  

· He thought you could change the world not by violence, but because you believed strongly and thought that love was better than hate; that peace was better than war.
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