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Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
Making History - Making News

L esson #1

Martin Luther King, . was born in Atlanta on
January 15, 1929 to Reverend and Mrs. Martin
Luther King, &. No one would have imagined at
the time that 55 years later a national holiday
would be proclaimed to celebrate this man and
his legacy. Dr. King died before the age of forty
but during his short public life he became known
throughout the world as a symbol of hope, asa
voice for justice and as a visionary leader.

Young Martin King was an advanced student.
Before the age of twenty he had graduated from
Morehouse College with a BA degree in
sociology, had been ordained as a Baptist
minister and chosen as assistant pastor to his
father at Ebenezer Church in Atlanta and had
enrolled in Crozer Theological Seminary. While
he was in seminary Martin was inspired by
sermons about the life and work of the Indian
nonviolence activist, Mohandas Gandhi. Gandhi
had pioneered the use of nonviolent direct action
techniques to pressure the British government to
grant independence to the people of India.
Through reading Gandhi he was further inspired
by Henry David Thoreau and his night in jail in
Massachusetts for refusing to pay taxes to support
the Mexican war and extend slavery.
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What media form is this and what

does it tell you about Dr. King's
tactics for social change?

In 1955 Martin King married Coretta Scott \
who became his lifelong partner in the movements
for social justice and peace. Two years later he
gained the title of ODr.KingOby earning a PhD from
Boston University. Dr. King® tireless studies, his
immersion in the church and his strong family
relations all prepared him for the next major event
in hislife, an event deeply connected to choices
made by the activist, Rosa Paks. In 1955 Mrs. Parks
had attended a leadership conference at the
Highlander Folk School in Tennessee. Highlander
was one of the very few placesin the South during
the 1950s where multiracial groups could share
education, meals and songs together, all in the
interest of social transformation. Mrs. Parks later
said of her time at Highlander that it was there she
"gained strength to persevere in my work for
freedom, not just for blacks but for all oppressed
people.”

(Shipp)

On December 1, 1955 Rosa Parks refused to give
up her seat on a Montgomery, Alabama busto a
White man as required by law in the segregated
city. She was arrested for her act of conscience.
Four days later Dr. King was elected to head the
new Montgomery Improvement Association, a
group devoted to challenging Montgomery(® Jm
Crow policies of racial division. At hisside was
Reverend Ralph Abernathy, who wasto remain a
close friend and ally of Martin@® in the coming years
of relentless struggle for human dignity.

Following Gandhi@® example and Dr. King@
leadership, the African American community in
Montgomery embarked on a year-long boycott of
Montgomery@ bus system, demanding that the city
end its policies of segregation on city transit. Using
Dr. King@® tactics of nonviolent direct action and
relying on mutual aid within the community the
movement was eventually successful in persuading
the Federal Courts and then the city to break the /

1 2010 - Project Look Sharp B Ithaca College D Ithaca City School District

39




MEDIA CONSTRUCTIONS OF MLK
LESSON 1

STUDENT READING
MAKING HISTORY-MAKING NEWS

the long tradition of segregation on public
transit. It was the first of many such battlesin
the years to come.

The Montgomery victory propelled Dr. King
into the national spotlight for the first time. In
1956 and 1957 he was pictured on the front
page of the New York Times and the cover of
Time magazine and he appeared on the
nationally televised interview program, Look
Here. While many people applauded Dr.
King@® efforts on behalf of justice and human
dignity there were others who made clear that
his efforts would be met with stiff resistance
by those opposed to change.

The opposition to Dr. King took many forms
in the early years. Vandals wrapped a chain
around the television transmission tower of
the local station in Alabama, depriving
viewersin 35 Alabama counties of the
opportunity to see the Look Here broadcast.
White Citizen® Council members published
pamphlets attacking Dr. King for his efforts to
help break the long-standing practices of
white supremacy. Some attacks were more
direct and personal in nature. In 1956 Dr.
King® home was bombed and in 1958 he was
stabbed and seriously injured. These efforts to
silence and discredit Dr. King continued into
the 1960s when the FBI, under orders from its
director J Edgar Hoover, began to illegally
wiretap Dr. King® conversations. Such efforts
continue today through the presence of such
Internet hate sites as Sormfront.

DAYTON'S
STRANGEST

MURDER CASE What message was

Je Magazine
giving about Dr.
King by titling this
cover article
“Alabama’s
Modern Moses”?

Although Dr. King was often portrayed as a
solitary leader the truth is that he most often
worked within the framework of organized
groups. In January, 1957 the Southern Christian
Leadership Council (SCLC)was formed at Dr.
King® Ebenezer Baptist Church. They selected Dr.
King as their first leader. Dr. King made efforts to
communicate his philosophy of nonviolence in
the service of justice by giving sermons, making
speeches and authoring books. Hisfirst book,
Sride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Sory,
was published in 1958. He followed this
publication with two other books released in
1963 and 1964, Srength to Love and Why We
Can® Wait.

In 1963 Dr. King traveled to Birmingham,
Alabama to join sit-in demonstrations to protest
segregated restaurants. During this protest he was
arrested and jailed. While in jail he responded to
a group of Christian ministers who wanted him to
set aside civil disobedience and let the courts
decide on how best to move integration forward.
Oletter From a Birmingham XilOis one of Dr.
King® most widely known essays. In it he defends
the use of nonviolent civil disobedience to
pressure the Southern authorities to release their
lock on power. He wrote, Ohjustice anywhere is
a threat to justice everywhereO (Oletter From a
Birmingham Jil085).

1963 was a pivotal year for Martin Luther King. In
addition to his book publications and his
Birmingham jailing and subsequent letter, he was
among the leaders of the massive March on
Washington for bobs and Freedom that August.
He gave perhaps the most famous speech of his
life there, the OIHave a DreamOspeech in which
he called on all people in the United Sates to
embrace a vision of justice and freedom.
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1964 became a year of great honors for
Martin Luther King, I.. In January Time
magazine honored him as Man of the Year,
and in December he was awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize. It was also a year of great success
as well as deep tragedy for the movement. In
July he attended President Jbhnson@® signing
of the Civil Rights Act at the White House.
The next month the bodies of civil rights
workers James Chaney, Andrew Goodman
and Michael Schwerner were found buried in
an earthen dam near Philadelphia,

Mi ssi ssippi.

There were some in the Freedom movement
who felt that nonviolence was a victim@ path
in the face of centuries of white brutality. One
such voice was that of Nation of Islam leader
Malcolm X. Martin and Malcolm met only
once but their respective legacies of
committed nonviolence and determined
resistance to oppression would fuel debate
and action by their movement heirs long after
their murders.

In 1965 Dr. King led a march from Selma to
Montgomery, Alabama following the (Bloody
SundayOattack of mounted police against
peaceful marchersin Selma. Public sympathy
for the demonstrators was sharpened when
television footage of such racist violence was
shown on the nightly news. In the face of

Why might
antiwar
activists have
used Dr. King’s
words and
image in this
2005 poster?

such outrages President bhnson decided to
present his Voting Rights Bill to Congress with the
movement slogan ONe Shall Overcome.O

In 1966 Dr. King made a difficult and important
decision. He decided to risk the relationship he
had worked hard to cultivate with President
Jhnson and others in the government by speaking
out publicly against the war in Vietham. In May he
issued a statement against the war and agreed to
serve as co-chair of the group, Clergy and Laymen
Concerned About Vietham. Many of hisalliesin
the civil rights movement and many more in the
media decried his antiwar remarks as damaging to
his credibility as a Odvil rights leader.O Dr. King
had decided that he could no longer accept such
restrictions. In a remarkable speech in April 1967
at New York@® Riverside Church entitled (Beyond
Vietnam DA Time to Break SlenceOhe made a
clear and compelling argument against the Vietnam
War and what he called the Owil tripletsOof racism,
militarism and materialism. From this point forward
in hisfinal year Dr. King pushed ever deeper in his
analysis of the roots of distress within the U.S.

In 1968 he published the last book to be released
during his lifetime. Where Do We Go From Here:
Chaos or Community is a powerful reflection on the
interconnected roots of these triplets. Dr. King
wrote:
The bombsin Vietnam explode at home;
they destroy the hopes and possibilities for
a decent AmericaE The curse of poverty
has no justification in our age. It is socially
as cruel and blind as the practice of
cannibalism at the dawn of tivilization,
when men ate each other because they had
not yet learned to take food from the soil or
to consume the abundant!animal life
around them. The time has come for usto
civilize ourselves by the total, direct and
immediate abolition of poverty. (King, A
Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings
and Speeches of Martin Luther King 617)

/
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In November 1967, in keeping with his
ongoing practice of blending theory with
practice, Dr. King announced that the SCLC
would begin a Poor People@® Campaign, a
multiracial effort to address the needs of those
living in poverty in the United Sates. He
invited poor people from around the country
to come to Washington in the spring of 1968
to press their demands for decent jobs and
humane living conditions.

It was this same conviction that led Dr. King
to join the final campaign of his short life. In
March 1968 he agreed to go to Memphis,
Tennessee to join striking sanitation workers
whose rallying cry was, Olam a man.OThey
demanded to be treated as such. The week
before his assassination Dr. King led 6,000
protesters on a march through the streets of
downtown Memphis. Unlike so many of his
previous efforts, however, this march
descended into violence, resulting in many
injuries and one death. In the aftermath of
this breakdown in nonviolent discipline
Martin Luther King shared with others
privately that he felt depressed because of his
inability to prevent violence on the march.

On April 3, 1968 Dr. King gave hisfinal
speech, known as his OMbuntaintopOspeech.
In this speech he urged the predominantly
African American listenersin Memphisto use
nonviolent action and economic power to
achieve their goals by means of boycotts and
Obak-insOto support Black American owned
banks. He concluded his remarks with these
prophetic words:

Like anybody, | would like to live a

long life. Longevity has its place. But

I'm not concerned about that now. |

just want to do God'swill. And He's

allowed me to go up to the mountain.

And I've looked over. And I've seen the

Promised Land. | may not get there with

you. But | want you to know tonight,

that we, as a people, will get to the

promised land!
K (OlSee the Promised LandO)

\

The day after these words Dr. Martin Luther King
J. was killed by a sniper@ bullet as he stood on
the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis.
The nation grieved and raged in the immediate
aftermath of his assassination. His widow,
Coretta Scott King founded the Martin Luther
King, I. Center for Nonviolent Social Change in
order to carry forward his work.

Fifteen years after his murder President Ronald
Reagan signed a law establishing a Federal
Holiday to honor Dr. King. Martin Luther King
Day came about through the dedicated work of
Coretta Scott King and others like the musician
Stevie Wonder whose hit song, OHapy BirthdayO
called for Oaworld party on the day you came to
be.O Forty years after Dr. King® death, on
November 4, 2008, Barack Obama was elected
president of the United States. Although King®3
dream of an end to war and poverty has not been
reached, the election of an African American
president marks one more step on the path
toward the realization of Dr. King@ vision.

What do the words “45 YEARS LATER...AT
LAST. August 28, 2008” refer to in this Chicago
un-Times snread?

Who gets to construct our contemporary image
of Dr. King? From whose point of view is King@
legacy defined? Which of Dr. King@ words,
ideas and messages are held up and which ones
are forgotten? These are some of the questions
we will explore as we analyze media
constructions of Martin Luther King, I..
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