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			Martin Luther King, Jr.


			Key information


			

					
Born: 15 January 1929 in Atlanta (USA).


					
Died: 4 April 1968 in Memphis (USA).


					
Main achievement: his role in the emancipation of African-Americans and in raising awareness of the racial problem in the United States.


			


			Introduction


			On 4 November 2008, the United States turned an important and unexpected page in its history: Barack Obama (born in 1961) was elected president, becoming the first African-American to hold the nation’s highest office. His victory showed how far the country had come from the time when black and white Americans sat in separate parts of buses and the Ku Klux Klan campaigned for a white nation. Obama’s election followed a fight for civil rights and racial equality that had been ongoing since the early 20th century, and in which Martin Luther King, Jr. played a key role.


			King, a pastor in a church in Montgomery, Alabama, led a movement which sought to fight against all the forms of racial segregation that had been practised in the USA since the end of the 19th century. He was a gifted speaker, and rallied crowds around speeches advocating peaceful resistance to injustice. A philosopher of non-violence, he played a crucial role in raising awareness of the racial problem in the United States and in moving towards emancipation for African-Americans. He was a very active public figure and received the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize for his activism on behalf of the victims of discrimination. In spite of his many victories, his failures showed that the road to equality was still long. 


			Like all emblematic figures, King had his share of enemies. While his premature death in 1968 was mourned around the world and sparked riots in several American cities, it also lent him a mythical aura, making him one of the most iconic figures of the 20th century.


		




		

			Biography
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			Portrait of Martin Luther King, Jr. by Betsy Graves Reyneau.


			A family of pastors


			Martin Luther King, Jr. was born Michael King, Jr. on 15 January 1929 in Atlanta, Georgia, the youngest of three children in a comfortable middle-class family. In 1932, his father, Martin Luther King, Sr. (1899-1984), became pastor of the Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, where his mother, Alberta Williams (1904-1974) was the organist. The King family lived in a well-to-do black neighbourhood and provided their children with a positive cultural environment and a solid education based on evangelical morality.


			Having skipped two years at school, at the age of 15 King enrolled at Morehouse College, Atlanta, a university reserved for black men. He graduated with a BA in Sociology in 1948. Although initially he had not been much inclined towards religion, he ended up opting for a career in the Church – much to the amusement of his closest friends, who found the news hard to believe. King then embarked on a degree in theology at Crozer Theological Seminary, Pennsylvania, which he completed in 1951. 


			King’s studies turned him into a diligent and hardworking student, as he wanted to match, and even surpass, his white classmates. His ideas were influenced by varied reading, from Gandhi (Indian nationalist and religious preacher, 1869-1948) to American Protestant theologians such as Reinhold Niebhur (1892-1971) and Walter Raushenbusch (1861-1918). From the first, he took the doctrine of non-violence: according to Gandhi, pacifism is a fight of love against evil, and it is better to endure violence from others than to inflict it on them. The two other thinkers led him to reflect on the role of the Church in the establishment of social justice and conclude that Christian principles must be applied to social problems. King then decided to embark on a doctorate in theology at the University of Boston and, in 1955, he presented a thesis on man’s relationship with God. In the meantime, he had married the teacher and singer Coretta Scott (1927-2006) in 1953, with whom he would have four children: Yolanda (1955-2007), Martin Luther King III (born in 1957), Dexter Scott (born in 1961) and Bernice (born in 1963).


			Martin Luther King, Jr. and non-violent protest


			Although his middle-class background meant that he never suffered from poverty, King had first-hand experience of discrimination and could not ignore the fate of black Americans at a time when racial segregation was legally authorised in the Southern states of the USA.


			After becoming a pastor in a parish in Montgomery in 1954, he led a widespread bus boycott in the city for more than a year (1955-1956), which began after Rosa Parks (1913-2005) was arrested for refusing to give up her seat for a white passenger. The Supreme Court ruling against segregation on public transport was the first victory in a long fight.


			The following year, King founded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, a Christian organisation tasked with coordinating the activities of members of the clergy in the South who were campaigning for racial equality. King, who was considered to be the spokesperson for the black community and was increasingly popular, was active in a wide range of campaigns, from the student movement in Albany to the protests in Birmingham, Alabama, not to mention the talks he gave across the country. His aim was to make everyone aware of the racial segregation at work in many states and to peacefully fight to end it. In August 1963, in Washington, D.C., he delivered his famous “I Have a Dream” speech, which advocated solidarity between all communities, whatever the colour of their skin.
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			King at a demonstration in August 1963. 


			The following year was King’s most successful: not only did the American president Lyndon B. Johnson (1908-1973) pass the Civil Rights Act, which condemned discrimination based on race, skin colour, religion, sex or nationality, but King was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his non-violent action in support of civil rights.


			However, there was still much work to be done with regard to racial equality, especially as King’s peaceful rhetoric was gradually superseded by the more radical and violent ideas that were appearing in the poorer African-American communities in the Northern states of the USA. As riots broke out in a number of ghettos, causing the Civil Rights Movement to lose the support of white liberals, King’s opposition to the Vietnam War (1954-1975) further isolated him. On 4 April 1968, while he was in Memphis, Tennessee, to support striking black sanitation workers, King was assassinated by James Earl Ray (1928-1998), a militant supporter of segregation. This premature death contributed to the development of a mythical aura surrounding King, who came to symbolise a fight that never gave in to violence.
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