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Martin Luther King Jr. 

(1929–1968) 

"I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a 

nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin, 

but by the content of their character." 

—Martin Luther King Jr., Speech at Civil Rights March on 

Washington [August 28, 1963] 

Martin Luther King Jr. gave the nationwide civil rights movement 

a charismatic leader to inspire and direct the fight for equality in 

the 1950s and 1960s. 

Early Years 

King's father was a Baptist minister. King entered college when 

he was 15 under a special program. He received his Ph.D. from 

Boston University in 1955. He returned to the South and, following in his father's 

footsteps, became pastor of a Baptist church in Montgomery, Alabama. 

A Leader Emerges 

About a year after King moved to Montgomery, the city's small civil rights group decided to 
challenge the segregation in Montgomery's bus system. In 1955, Rosa Parks, a black 

woman, was arrested when she refused to give up her seat on the bus to a white 

passenger. The young minister, King, became the leader of the successful Montgomery 
bus boycott. His inspiring speeches soon drew national attention. King organized the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and began addressing civil rights groups 

around the country. 

Achievements 

King believed strongly in nonviolent protest. In 1960, he led such a protest to integrate a 

lunch counter in Atlanta, Georgia. He led another protest against segregation at lunch 
counters and in hiring practices in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963. On both occasions, King 

was jailed for his protests, which only increased his support around the country. Later in 

1963, King helped to organize the March on Washington. The march was supported by 

200,000 people and took place on August 28, 1963. King gave his famous "I have a 

dream" speech for the crowd. The massive display of support helped to pass the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964. Another protest that King led in Selma, Alabama, to push for a federal 

voting rights law helped to pass the Voting Rights Act of 1965. However, King began to 
lose support of people who wanted to use stronger methods to force things to change

faster. 

Death and Legacy 

On April 3, 1968, in a speech in Memphis, Tennessee, Martin Luther King told

"I've seen the promised land. I may not get there with you, but… we as a people will get 

to the promised land…." His words were prophetic. The next day, King was shot and killed 

by a sniper. The country mourned his loss, but his legacy of inspiration lives on today.
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