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Editor’s Foreword

The last decade of the century is a good moment to look back at some of the dominating individuals who have shaped the modern
         world. Makers of the Twentieth Century is a series of short biographical reassessments, written by specialists but aimed at a wide general audience. We hope that
         they will be useful to sixth-formers and students seeking a brief introduction to a new subject; but also to the ordinary
         reader looking for the minimum she or he needs to know of the life and legacy of the century’s key figures, in a form that
         can be absorbed in a single sitting. At the same time we hope that the interpretations, based on the latest research – even
         where there is not space to display it – will be of sufficient interest to command the attention of other specialists.

The series will eventually cover all the outstanding heroes and villains of the century. They can, as a sort of party game,
         be sorted into three – or perhaps four – types. Some can be classed primarily as national leaders, who either restored the
         failing destinies of old nations (de Gaulle, Adenauer, Kemal Atatürk) or created new ones out of the collapse of the European
         empires (Nkrumah, Jinnah). Others were national leaders first of all, but made a still greater impact on the international
         stage (Franklin Roosevelt, Willy Brandt, Jan Smuts). A further category were not heads of government at all, but achieved worldwide resonance as the embodiments of powerful ideas (Trotsky, Martin Luther King). The great tyrants, however,
         (Hitler, Stalin, Mao Zedong) are not easily contained in any category but transcend them all.

The series, too, aims to leap categories, attempting to place each subject in a double focus, both in relation to the domestic
         politics of his or her own country and as an actor on the world stage – whether as builder or destroyer, role model or prophet.
         One consequence of the communications revolution in this century has been that the charismatic leaders of quite small countries
         (Castro, Ho Chi Minh, Gadaffi) can command a following well beyond the frontiers of their national constituency.

At the centre of each volume stands the individual: of course biography can be a distorting mirror, exaggerating the influence
         of human agency on vast impersonal events; yet unquestionably there are, as Shakespeare’s Brutus observed, tides in the affairs
         of men ‘which, taken at the flood, lead on to fortune’. At critical moments the course of history can be diverted, channelled
         or simply ridden by individuals who by luck, ruthlessness or destiny are able to impose their personality, for good or ill,
         upon their times. Who can doubt that Lenin and Hitler, Mao and Gorbachev – to name but four – have decisively, at least for
         a time, bent the history of our epoch to their will? These, with men and women from every major country in the world, are
         the Makers of the Twentieth Century.

John Campbell
London, 1990





      
Chronology





	1929:

	King born on 15 January, in Atlanta, Georgia.




	1944:

	Enters Morehouse College, Atlanta.
Supreme Court declares ‘white primary’ elections unconstitutional in Smith v. Allwright.




	1947:

	King becomes assistant pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church.




	1948:

	Graduates from Morehouse College and enters Crozer Theological Seminary, in Chester, Pennsylvania.




	1951:

	Graduates from Crozer and enters Boston University.




	1953:

	Marries Coretta Scott.




	1954:

	Becomes pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, Montgomery, Alabama.




	 

	Supreme Court declares segregated public schools unconstitutional in Brown v. Board of Education.




	1955:

	Receives PhD from Boston University.




	 

	Montgomery bus boycott begins on 5 December. King elected president of Montgomery Improvement Association.




	1956:

	Montgomery bus boycott ends on 20 December.




	1957:

	Southern Christian Leadership Conference organized.




	 

	President Eisenhower uses troops to enforce school desegregation in Little Rock, Arkansas.




	1958:

	King publishes Stride Toward Freedom. Survives knife attack by insane women.




	
1959:


	Visits India and meets Nehru.




	1960:

	Student ‘sit-in’ movement begins. King jailed after sit-in in Atlanta.




	1961:

	‘Freedom Rides’ lead to desegregation of interstate travel.




	 

	King arrested in Albany, Georgia, on 16 December.




	1962:

	King arrested twice more in Albany, but campaign ends in failure.




	1963:

	Leads demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama, 3 April-10 May.




	 

	Delivers ‘I Have A Dream’ speech at March on Washington.




	 

	John F. Kennedy assassinated on 22 November.




	1964:

	Leads campaign in St Augustine, Florida.




	 

	Civil Rights Act passed.




	 

	Publicly attacked by J. Edgar Hoover.




	 

	Awarded Nobel Peace Prize.




	1965:

	Leads campaign in Selma, Alabama.




	 

	Voting Rights Act passed.




	 

	Riot in Watts, Los Angeles, 11-16 August.




	1966:

	King leads campaign in Chicago, Illinois.




	 

	Becomes embroiled in controversy over ‘Black




	 

	Power’ during march in Mississippi.




	 

	Riots in Chicago and Cleveland.




	1967:

	King denounces war in Vietnam and joins peace demonstrations.




	 

	Riots in Newark, Detroit and elsewhere.




	 

	King announces plans for ‘Poor People’s Campaign’.




	1968:

	Leads march in Memphis, Tennessee, in support of striking garbage workers which ends in disorder.




	 

	President Johnson announces he will not stand for re-election.




	 

	King assassinated in Memphis on 4 April.




	 

	Buried in Atlanta, Georgia, on 9 April.




	1983:

	Congress votes to make King’s birthday a national holiday, beginning in 1986.









Abbreviations





	CIO

	Congress of Industrial Organizations (federation of industrial trade unions formed in 1935)




	CORE

	Congress of Racial Equality




	FBI

	Federal Bureau of Investigation




	FOR

	Fellowship of Reconciliation




	MIA

	Montgomery Improvement Association




	NAACP

	National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People




	NBC

	National Baptist Convention




	SCLC

	Southern Christian Leadership Conference




	SNCC

	Student Non-violent Co-ordinating Committee





NB: The terms ‘black’ and ‘Negro’ are used interchangeably in the text so as to refer to both current usage (black) and that
         of King’s own lifetime (Negro). The shift from ‘Negro’ to ‘black’ started in 1966 and was virtually complete by about 1970.
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Martin Luther King Jr was born on 15 January 1929, in Atlanta, Georgia. On 4 April 1968, a white assassin, for reasons still
         obscure, killed him in Memphis, Tennessee. Only thirty-nine when he died, King’s public career spanned less than thirteen
         years. During the period 1955-1968, however, King became the most popular and effective leader of the civil rights movement
         in America, and also, on the international stage, a forceful and eloquent proponent of non-violence. Showered with awards
         and prizes, including the Nobel Peace Prize, King attained a position of prestige and influence unprecedented for an American
         black. Moreover, he still casts a shadow from beyond the grave. His assassination transformed him into a martyr and in 1983
         Congress confirmed his status as an American icon by adding his birthday to the list of national holidays, placing King in
         the same league as George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. Nearly a quarter of a century after his death, King’s name and image
         are ubiquitous. Thousands of streets, schools and public buildings commemorate his memory. His portrait adorns the homes of
         millions of black Americans.

      
Such recognition, however, obscures another fact about King’s life and symbolism: a hero to blacks, King incurred the hatred
         of a great many whites. Whites in the South had few good words for King while he lived and shed no tears for him when he died.
         Fighting to preserve a racially segregated society based on the principle of white supremacy, they mobilized the full resources
         of the state in an effort to silence him and crush the civil rights movement. Although finally compelled through federal law
         to dismantle the structure of white supremacy, their acceptance of desegregation never amounted to more than reluctant acquiescence.
         Few acknowledged the justice of King’s cause or the legitimacy of his methods; many openly gloated over his death.

Whites in the northern states were more divided in their attitudes. Many – they were often described as ‘white liberals’ –
         disapproved of the South’s open racism and assisted the civil rights movement with money, moral support and political pressure.
         Some of King’s most ardent admirers could be found in the white churches and universities of the North. For other whites,
         however, King’s insistence upon racial integration evoked varying degrees of unease and hostility. The ‘ethnics’ of the northern
         cities – the descendants of poverty-stricken immigrants who had clawed their way up in the most difficult circumstances –
         were not inclined to sympathize with the Negro. They regarded blacks as a threat to their jobs, schools, communities and physical
         safety. When King took his movement to Chicago in 1966 he encountered unyielding resistance and naked prejudice.

The federal government reflected these conflicting feelings. Outwardly, it sympathized with black aspirations for equality
         and treated King with respect. Yet Washington did little to aid the civil rights movement until pressure compelled it to act,
         and the government viewed King with profound suspicion. Presidents Kennedy and Johnson disliked and distrusted him. The head
         of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, regarded him as a threat to national security. Even the Supreme Court, the branch of government most sympathetic
         to the civil rights movement, disapproved of King’s methods and compelled him to serve time in a Birmingham, Alabama, jail.
         After his death, many Congressmen bitterly opposed proposals to honour his memory with a national holiday. The recognition
         accorded King, in life and death, had to be wrested from a reluctant and at times hostile white majority. It measured the
         collective progress of American blacks.

In 1929, the year of King’s birth, blacks possessed little wealth and less power. The abolition of slavery in 1865 had made
         the Negro legally free, but Emancipation led to shattered hopes and cruel disappointments. Reconstruction, the Republican
         party’s experiment in political and civil equality, failed ingloriously as white Southerners used all the means at their command,
         including violence and terrorism, to re-establish their dominance over the ex-slaves. In 1877, tiring of the struggle and
         persuaded that the ideal of racial equality flew in the face of the Negro’s ‘innate’ inferiority, the Republicans abandoned
         Reconstruction, leaving the fate of the freedmen in the hands of their former masters.

Between the end of the nineteenth century and the First World War, Southern whites perfected a racial caste system designed
         to keep the black population in a position of permanent inferiority. Blacks were disfranchised and stripped of all political
         influence. A complex of segregation laws drew a rigid ‘colour line’ between the races, assigning the Negro to a separate and
         inferior position. Whites reinforced the caste system by outlawing miscegenation (inter-racial marriage and inter-racial sex)
         and defining as ‘Negro’ a person with one Negro great-grandparent or, in the case of several states, any Negro ancestry whatever.
         Negro schools were rudimentary or non-existent, and the few Negro colleges offered a diet of ‘industrial education’ designed
         to keep blacks in menial, domestic and agricultural occupations. ‘Educate a nigger’, the white saying went, ‘and spoil a good field hand.’

The desire to maintain an abundant supply of cheap and pliant black labour lay at the heart of white supremacy. Despite some
         movement from farm to city, most blacks remained in the old plantation areas of the South’s ‘Black Belt’, a giant arc of tobacco,
         cotton and rice-producing land stretching from Virginia to Texas, which still constituted the backbone of the southern economy.
         Few blacks owned land: most worked as ‘share-croppers’, farming a portion of the landlord’s plantation. Share-cropping enabled
         blacks to farm as family units but offered them little real independence or prospect of economic betterment. They remained
         landless labourers, paid in kind rather than cash. Living conditions were wretched, often worse than under slavery. In parts
         of the South share-cropping merged imperceptibly into the illegal but widespread practice of peonage, or debt slavery. Buttressing
         white supremacy were a double standard of justice, a penal system of mediaeval brutality, and an unwritten rule that permitted
         and even encouraged ‘private’ violence against blacks. The black corpse dangling from a tree provided the starkest symbol
         of Southern racism. Between 1900 and 1929 whites lynched 1,641 blacks, often in public ceremonies of revolting sadism.

Looking back on his childhood, Martin Luther King Jr recalled a loving family, a close-knit community, and a church that functioned
         as a second home. This idyllic picture seems in jarring contrast to the realities of Negro life in the 1930s and 1940s. Despite
         its comparative youth and reputation for economic progressivism, Atlanta, Georgia, was as rigidly segregated as any Southern
         city and, in some respects, more racist than most. In 1906 Negroes in Atlanta suffered an outbreak of white mob violence in
         one of the South’s worst race riots. Atlanta also had the dubious honour of being birthplace and headquarters of the modern Ku Klux Klan.

Yet King’s memory of a happy childhood did not stray far from the truth. In common with other Southern cities, Atlanta’s black
         population included a small but prosperous upper class which contrived to insulate itself from the harsher edges of white
         supremacy. This ‘black bourgeoisie’ was partly a product of racial segregation, for the imposition of a strict ‘colour line’
         had encouraged blacks to turn in on themselves, and segregated black neighbourhoods required black entrepreneurs and professionals.
         Atlanta’s Negro community boasted thriving businesses, impressive churches, superior colleges, a radio station, a daily newspaper
         and a rich social network of clubs and organizations. Born into Atlanta’s black elite, King always remembered his family and
         community as sources of emotional strength and stability. ‘This was a wholesome community,’ he insisted. ‘Crime was at a minimum
         … and most of our neighbours were deeply religious.’ King never experienced economic hardship and his father, a prominent
         and well-to-do clergyman, tried to shield his family from the more humiliating aspects of segregation.

Martin Luther King Sr – ‘Daddy’ King – was a towering figure in the young King’s life and a major influence in shaping his
         personality. First and foremost, the elder King connected Martin Jr to the church, the oldest and most influential black institution.
         Born in rural Georgia to a family of share-croppers, Daddy King had moved to Atlanta and in 1926 married the daughter of A.D.
         Williams, pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church and a respected black civic leader. In 1931, upon the Reverend Williams’s death,
         the elder King inherited the church, which had been established in the 1880s and recently rebuilt. Situated on Auburn Avenue,
         the main thoroughfare of the Negro business district, Ebenezer was a substantial if plain brick structure that came to boast
         a congregation several thousand strong. For the young King, Ebenezer united family and community and provided a secure and clearly defined world; the son and grandson of Baptist
         ministers, the church was in his blood. ‘I have never experienced the so called “crisis moment”,’ he recalled when a divinity
         student. ‘Conversion for me has been the gradual intaking of the whole ideals set forth in my family and my environment, and
         I must admit that this intaking has been largely unconscious.’ A man with deep roots and a strong sense of cultural identity,
         King’s knowledge and love of the black church placed him at the heart of Atlanta’s black community.

King’s father also provided young Martin with a strong role model. Daddy King was a stern disciplinarian with a volcanic temper,
         imposing his patriarchal authority with the aid of frequently administered corporal punishment. Although Christine, the eldest
         sibling, seems to have escaped physical chastisement, the two sons, Martin and Alfred Daniel, endured the sting of the switch
         until their mid-teens. Yet throughout his life Martin exhibited unabashed respect and affection for his father, eventually
         joining him as co-pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church. In a revealing essay written when he was about twenty, King praised his
         father as a ‘real father’ – someone who ‘always put his family first’. Glossing over the fact that Daddy King had married
         into wealth, Martin stressed the elder King’s capacity for hard work and frugality. ‘He never wastes his money at the expense
         of his family,’ King wrote. ‘He has always had sense enough not to live beyond his means.’ And despite his father’s harsh
         discipline, King dwelt on the warm, intimate relationships within the King household. He had been especially fond of his maternal
         grandmother.

It would be easy to dismiss these comments as defensive and misleading, coloured by nostalgia for a happy childhood that never
         was. Moreover, King offered this assessment while a student at a largely white theological seminary. But the question of accuracy is less important than that of King’s abiding impressions. And it is not difficult
         to see why he should be impressed and even awed by a man like Martin Luther King Sr. At a time when whites viewed Negroes
         as feckless and improvident, Daddy King was the epitome of bourgeois virtue. During a period of economic depression when black
         families were disintegrating under the stress of poverty, he not merely kept his family together but provided for all their
         needs. In an age when whites viewed ‘Niggertowns’ as hell-holes of vice and social disorganization, Daddy King’s church stood
         like an anchor in a stable and respectable community. And in a dominant culture that stereotyped the Negro as a childish,
         sycophantic clown, King’s father prided himself as being the equal of any white person, and addressed whites with blunt candour.
         In short, Martin Luther King Sr was a living contradiction of all that whites expected Negroes to be. No wonder Martin was
         proud of him and took the beatings in his stride. ‘I guess the influence of my father had a great deal to do with my going
         into the ministry,’ he confessed. ‘My admiration for him was the great moving factor; he set forth a noble example I didn’t
         mind following.’

Gradually, almost imperceptibly, King moved out of his father’s shadow and established his intellectual and emotional independence.
         His ‘adolescent identity crisis’ entailed no spectacular act of overt rebellion: it was an extended period of doubt and questioning.
         The process included rejection of some of his father’s values. Although proud of Daddy King’s worldly success, King came to
         question the acquisitive individualism that characterized Atlanta’s black upper class. Growing up in the depths of the Great
         Depression, the young boy witnessed harrowing scenes of physical and mental suffering. He asked his parents about the bread
         lines, but the answers, it seems, did not satisfy him. ‘I could never get out of my mind the economic insecurity of many of
         my playmates and the tragic poverty of those living around me.’ Later, as a college student, vacation jobs brought him into contact with
         white workers, making him realize ‘that the poor white was exploited just as much as the Negro’. By the late 1940s King had
         become convinced that rank injustice lurked within the American economic system, and in a student essay spoke of his ‘anti-capitalistic
         feelings’. Years later, Daddy King recalled political arguments: ‘There were some sharp exchanges; I may even have raised
         my voice a few times.’ In contrast to his father, who accumulated extensive business interests, King exhibited little interest
         in acquiring wealth.

King’s ideological growth also caused him to question the church. Daddy King automatically assumed that both his sons would
         enter the ministry and that the elder would eventually succeed to the pastorate of Ebenezer. At about the age of twelve, however,
         Martin began to profess doubts about religion, and when he entered Atlanta’s Morehouse College at the age of fifteen he toyed
         with the idea of a career in law or medicine. As biographer Stephen Oates has argued, on one level King was rebelling in ‘subtle,
         indirect ways’ against his father. On another level, however, King’s growing social awareness and intellectual maturity made
         it quite natural for him to query the church, especially the conservative, fundamentalist Negro Baptist church. While black
         ministers were influential figures, they did not, by and large, take the lead in challenging the racial caste system. Indeed,
         African-American intellectuals were lambasting the church for encouraging blacks to accept the status quo and find solace
         in emotional mumbo-jumbo. In the radical 1930s and early 1940s, politically conscious blacks placed their hopes for change
         in the labour movement and left-wing politics. Many scorned ministers as parasitic ‘Uncle Toms’ who collaborated with the
         white oppressors. The young King – in his own words ‘the questioning and precocious type’ – found fundamentalist theology
         intellectually barren and the unabashed emotionalism of the Baptist services disquieting.

It was at Morehouse College that King’s inherited religious beliefs acquired the kind of philosophical and theological content
         that enabled him to conquer his doubts about the ministry. Founded by the white Baptist church shortly after the Civil War,
         Morehouse shone like a beacon of academic excellence among the segregated Negro colleges of the South, nurturing a potent
         combination of moral integrity, intellectual enquiry and civic responsibility. The Morehouse ethos bore the impress of the
         college president, Dr Benjamin Mays, a remarkable man who influenced generations of black students. Mays was an outspoken
         critic of the obscurantism, over-emotionalism, and poor training of most black pastors. In an important sociological study
         of the Negro church, he lamented the fact that even in the depths of the Depression few clergymen referred to social and economic
         issues, relying instead on rambling, illogical ‘shouting’ sermons that dwelt almost exclusively on the life hereafter. If
         the church were to retain its status as the cornerstone of Negro life, Mays insisted, it needed educated ministers who would
         adapt the Christian message to modern realities, addressing the worldly concerns of ordinary blacks.1 George D. Kelsey, professor of religion, likewise hammered home the need for a socially relevant, intellectually coherent
         ministry. ‘The shackles of fundamentalism were removed from my body,’ King recalled.

In a sense, Mays and Kelsey merely confirmed what King had already learned from his father. Daddy King took a broad view of
         his pastoral role, regarding himself as a leader of Atlanta’s black community. He helped to organize voter registration drives,
         sat on the board of Morehouse College and involved himself in the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People
         (NAACP), the nation’s leading civil rights organization. While no radical, he rejected the divide between religion and politics. His father gave King an appreciation of the struggles
         of earlier generations of Negroes. He saw a basic continuity in black history and refused to join in the fashionable denunciations
         of past leaders such as Booker T. Washington.

At the age of nineteen, recently ordained and with a degree in sociology from Morehouse, King began three years of study at
         Crozer Theological Seminary in Chester, Pennsylvania, leading to a BA in Divinity. Here, he gave a radical edge to the values
         imparted by Mays and Kelsey by absorbing the evangelical liberalism of Dr George W. Davis, who introduced King to the ideas
         of Walter Rauschenbusch, the principal exponent of the early twentieth-century ‘Social Gospel’ movement. An outspoken critic
         of industrial capitalism, Rauschenbusch urged the church to confront social evil and work towards a kind of Christian socialism,
         striving for a ‘Kingdom of God’ on earth in which a regenerated humanity would live in unity and love, ‘according to the will
         of God’.

King’s study of Marx also struck a sympathetic chord. Untouched by the revisionism of the Frankfurt school and echoing the
         text-book definitions of the day, King deplored Marxism for substituting materialism in place of religious and spiritual values,
         and for utilizing ruthless methods that led to ‘strangulating totalitarianism’. Even so, he applauded Marx for exposing the
         injustices of capitalism, promoting class consciousness among the workers and challenging the complacency of the Christian
         churches. In spite of the developing Cold War, which discouraged criticism of free enterprise, King became convinced that
         capitalism had ‘failed to meet the needs of the masses’ and had ‘outlived its usefulness’.

During his final year at Crozer, however, King’s belief that the ethics of Christianity could be applied to the betterment
         of mankind took a philosophical battering when he read the Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, whose writings reflected the disillusionment with Victorian liberalism so common after the carnage of the Great War.

In his seminal work Moral Man and Immoral Society, published in 1932, Niebuhr dismissed the notion that ethics and reason could promote a higher social morality. Individuals
         might have the capacity for moral improvement, but social groups – particularly classes and nations – developed powerful ideologies
         that magnified man’s natural egoism, hypocrisy and capacity for self-deception. Moral choices were always ambiguous and at
         best pointed to the lesser of two evils. Utopian schemes for perfecting human society were doomed to failure and might even
         displace current evils with worse ones. World peace, for example, depended upon a balance of power, not pious hopes of international
         co-operation. By the same token, it was futile for oppressed groups to appeal to the reason or altruism of ruling elites:
         imperialism, territorial aggression and class exploitation could only be combated by means of force, whether in the form of
         revolution, political power or war – even the nonviolence of a Gandhi embodied coercion. Niebuhr’s was a powerful analysis,
         perfectly attuned to the age of ideology, and rendered prophetic by the failure of the League of Nations, the horrors of Hitler
         and Stalin, and the emergence of the Cold War. In the late 1940s Niebuhr, a former pacifist, became a leading advocate of
         resistance to Soviet expansionism.

Merely an average student at Morehouse, King blossomed at Crozer, graduating in 1951 at the top of his class. At Boston University,
         studying for a doctorate in the School of Theology, he continued to ponder Niebuhr’s emphasis on the enduring reality of sin,
         society’s endless capacity to rationalize sinful acts and the impossibility of moral certainty. As he delved more deeply into
         modern philosophy and theology, King tried to reconcile Niebuhr’s critique of liberalism with his own optimistic view of human nature and abhorrence of war and social injustice. To some extent he simply sidestepped Niebuhr’s
         hard questions, misusing the Hegelian dialectic to affirm his ‘both-and’ mentality, which consistently sought to reconcile
         schools of thought that were on their face mutually exclusive.2

Above all, King developed a conception of God that confirmed his optimism about human progress. As a young student at Crozer,
         King attributed this optimistic outlook to a happy childhood. ‘It is quite easy for me to think of a God of love mainly because
         I grew up in a family where love was central and where loving relationships were ever present.’ Later, influenced by his teachers
         at Boston University, he endowed this view with intellectual substance through the philosophy of personalism. God was not
         a philosophical abstraction or a desperate affirmation of the unknowable, but a ‘personal spirit, who in love creates, sustains,
         and orders all’. Through religious faith man could become God’s coworker, subordinating his innate evil and reinforcing what
         was best in human personality. King thought Niebuhr’s view of human nature too pessimistic, underestimating the human potential
         for moral improvement.

King left university convinced that Christian love had the potential to transform society. Nevertheless, Niebuhr had made
         him sceptical of pacifism, convincing him of the absolute necessity for coercion to restrain evil and combat oppression. King
         realized that blacks in the United States were so heavily outnumbered that violence was suicidal, but he remained unpersuaded
         of the relevance of Gandhian non-violence, despite the fact that Niebuhr himself had argued that ‘non-violence is a particularly
         strategic instrument for an oppressed group which is hopelessly in the minority’.

In later years, King referred to his Protestant namesake with great pride. Yet the young Martin Luther King Jr was no rebel:
         on the contrary, in many ways he seemed thoroughly conventional. Accepting discipline and authority had never been a problem for him. Dutiful son, assiduous
         scholar, model student, jovial companion, he moved through school and college with consummate ease. The Bohemian lifestyle
         exerted no appeal, and he embraced the bourgeois conventions of the time. King ‘likes good clothes,’ his earliest biographer
         noted, ‘a suite at the Waldorf, dinner at Sardi’s, plane trips, long-distance telephone calls and money in the bank.’ His
         attitude to women would nowadays be termed sexist; even at the time it would be considered conservative. He made it crystal
         clear to his bride-to-be, Coretta Scott, that he was looking for a pastor’s wife and that she must abandon her plans for a
         singing career. In King’s eyes, the woman’s place was most definitely in the home and her primary role was that of wife and
         mother.

King’s conformity to middle-class values reflected more than family background or the social mores of the time. In his punctilious
         manners and exaggerated concern over personal appearance, for example, the smartly dressed young man displayed not merely
         vanity but also a determined attempt to dispel the notion that blacks were always late, usually grinning, and invariably dirty.
         ‘I was well aware of the typical white stereotype’, he admitted, ‘and for a while I was terribly conscious of trying to avoid
         identification with it.’ Later, in his first book, he urged blacks not to let the side down by giving grist to the racist
         mill: ‘Our crime rate is far too high. Our level of cleanliness is far too low …. We are too often loud and boisterous, and
         spend far too much on drink. Even the most poverty-stricken among us can purchase a ten-cent bar of soap.’ In the presence
         of whites King displayed, unless he knew them well, studied seriousness and solemn reserve.

Nor was King in any sense a political activist, despite his dissent from capitalist orthodoxy. Slightly too young to be part
         of the generation politicized by the Southern Negro Youth Congress, he arrived at Crozer when the surge of left-wing radicalism associated with the New Deal and World War
         Two was already in retreat, and the intolerant conservatism of Cold War anti-communism now set the tone of public life. But
         King’s abstention from politics stemmed more from temperament than lack of opportunity. He enjoyed his leisure time and student
         activism held no attraction. He did not feel moved to protest against Jim Crow*, McCarthyism or the Korean War. Above all, perhaps, King lacked the sense of burning injustice that makes political radicals.
         Of course, he harboured deep anger over racial discrimination and, as a youth, had been ‘determined to hate every white person’.
         Friendships with white students, however, enabled him to conquer this hatred and put racism in perspective. Life had been
         good to him – when he graduated from Crozer his parents gave him a new Chevrolet – and while he had not taken life easily,
         neither had he made it more difficult for himself.

In his choice of bride and selection of pastorate, King finally established his independence from Daddy King. Yet he did it
         in such a way as to mollify his father. He knew that it was idle to engage him in argument and that he could best get his
         way by keeping quiet. Introducing Coretta to his parents for the first time, for example, he sat through an appalling display
         of bad manners by his father without saying a word. As Coretta put it many years later, ‘He was amazingly respectful, thoughtful
         and considerate of Daddy King’s feelings.’ For all their differences, the son retained, in his own words, ‘that admiration
         for a real father’. There was, some observers thought, a competitive edge to the relationship. Daddy King, an established
         and respected figure, seemed to think that his son might be content to play second fiddle to him as co-pastor of Ebenezer.
         King, for his part, was determined to be his own man and to equal his father’s success.



OEBPS/images/9780349140131.jpg
THE MAKERS
OF THE 20TH
CENTURY:
MARTIN LUTHER
KING

Adam Fairclough






