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helped cement her legacy as an indomitable force in the
arena of global human and civil rights advocacy.

—Brenda D. Tindal
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Martin Luther King, Jr.
Activist and religious leader
Leader of the African American movement for civil
rights and legal equality in the United States, King was
known for his stirring speeches and his use of
nonviolent resistance to racial segregation and
discrimination.

Born: January 15, 1929; Atlanta, Georgia
Died: April 4, 1968; Memphis, Tennessee
Also known as: Michael Luther King, Jr. (birth

name)
Areas of achievement: Civil rights; Religion and

theology; Social issues

Early Life
Martin Luther King, Jr., was born January 15, 1929,
in Atlanta, Georgia, the son of a prominent minister
who soon became pastor of Atlanta’s Ebenezer Baptist
Church. His family was part of the African American
elite that lived and worked along Auburn Avenue in
Atlanta, and King’s early life was one of comparative
privilege and comfort. His father’s travel and study in
Germany resulted in King’s name being changed from
Michael to Martin Luther in 1934, in honor of the
founder of the Protestant Reformation. King earned a
bachelor of arts degree in sociology in 1948 from At-
lanta’s Morehouse College, a bachelor of divinity degree

from Crozier Seminary in 1951, and a Ph.D. from Boston
University in 1955. He married Coretta Scott on June 18,
1953, in Heiberger, Alabama. They had four children.
While King sang in a choral event that accompanied the
opening of Gone with the Wind—a film criticized for its
depictions of African Americans—in Atlanta in 1939, he
also refused to yield his seat on a bus in rural Georgia in
1944, until a teacher persuaded him to do so. His early
life seemed to have prepared him for a comfortable pas-
torate or a university teaching position, but he concluded
that he should pursue a vocation where he was most
needed.

Life’s Work
In 1954, King assumed the pastorate at the Dexter Ave-
nue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. The
church had historically catered to the African American
elite in Jim Crow Alabama. Almost immediately, King
urged his congregants to register to vote and to join
the National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP). In December, 1955, he became
president of the Montgomery Improvement Association,
which spearheaded a yearlong boycott of that city’s
buses to compel an end to segregated seating. After their
success in December, 1956, King and other leading
southern African American ministers established the
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Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in
1957. The Atlanta-based ministerial alliance helped or-
chestrate and support civil rights activism across the
South. In 1958, King published his first book, Stride To-
ward Freedom: The Montgomery Story, a memoir of the
bus boycott. In 1960, he became the associate pastor of
Ebenezer Baptist Church.

King believed that nonviolent protest would incite vi-
olent reaction by the South’s politicians and police, win-
ning the moral high ground for African Americans while
highlighting the pervasive racism of the region. Such
moral drama, he believed, might bring about important
external pressure on the South to grant full civil rights to
African Americans. King grounded his activism in his
personal faith, but he also drew heavily on philosopher
Reinhold Niebuhr’s ideas concerning the reality of evil
and the irony of racism in United States history, Ma-

hatma Gandhi’s belief in the power of passive resis-
tance, and Henry David Thoreau’s notion of civil disobe-
dience.

King’s evolving strategies to achieve political and so-
cial ends met with successes and failures. Attempting to
assist the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC) in registering African American voters in Al-
bany, Georgia, in 1961 and 1962, King went to jail rather
than pay a fine following his arrest. The Albany po-
lice chief, Laurie Pritchett, released King after three
days, responding to King’s nonviolent tactics with mod-
eration and denying King public martyrdom. In addi-
tion, the SCLC, NAACP, and SNCC became mired in ju-
risdictional disputes that undermined the movement’s
unity.

More successful was the SCLC-directed campaign in
Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963. There, Eugene “Bull”
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Martin Luther King, Jr., and Coretta Scott King in 1964. (Library of Congress)



Connor, the public safety commis-
sioner, had protesters doused by high-
pressure fire hoses and attacked by
police dogs, then arrested. Television
stations filmed these demonstrations,
recording images that were seared
into the national consciousness. King
was jailed again and wrote his Letter
from Birmingham City Jail (1963),
which justified his involvement as a
minister, a Christian, and a citizen in
protesting the race discrimination in
jobs and by law enforcement in Bir-
mingham. The city’s leaders, facing
the loss of business and a deluge of
negative publicity, agreed to end most
of their overt discrimination.

From August of 1963 through
March of 1965, King’s appeal to
Christian morality and a color-blind
application of the Constitution reached its zenith, attract-
ing support from whites in addition to African Ameri-
cans. King’s stirring “I Have a Dream” speech, delivered
from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial on August 28,
1963, as part of the massive March on Washington for
Jobs and Freedom, became the rhetorical high point of
the entire Civil Rights movement. King called for a
democracy based on character, rather than skin pigmen-
tation. In 1965, after the initial march from Selma to
Montgomery, Alabama, was violently halted by white
law-enforcement officials at the Edmund Pettus Bridge,
King participated in a second, successful march that in-
spired President Lyndon B. Johnson to push for and sign
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which outlawed discrimi-
natory voting practices in the South and gave the national
government the task of ensuring voting rights in states
where minorities had been historically excluded from the
democratic process. In 1964, King was awarded the No-
bel Peace Prize.

Three major events eroded the broad national support
for the Civil Rights movement. First, race riots in the
Watts section of Los Angeles in 1965 caused many white
observers to see African Americans as figures of lawless
violence, rather than long-suffering, nonviolent protest-
ers. The emergence of the Black Power movement aug-
mented this shift in perception. Second, the escalation of
the Vietnam War diverted national attention from prob-
lems at home to the Cold War abroad. Finally, in 1966,
King took his nonviolent resistance movement to Chi-
cago to crusade for economic justice, which he increas-

ingly portrayed as a root cause of African American
disempowerment, hopelessness, and anger among the
young. His movement, however, did not find unjust laws
that could be challenged morally in the streets and con-
stitutionally in the courts, and northern whites responded
to his marches with violence and vitriol eerily similar to
the violence in the South.

Increasingly, King came to see a connection between
the violence associated with the Vietnam War and the at-
tempts to maintain white supremacy at home. On April 4,
1967, he delivered a stirring address at New York’s
Riverside Church, making an explicit the connection
between domestic and imperialist violence and material-
ism, which reduced people to things. His criticism of
U.S. foreign policy drew a backlash from many of his
former supporters, including President Johnson, and
sharply divided the white liberal community.

The following year, King continued his crusade for
economic justice, which included a march on Washing-
ton and a demand for a bill of rights for America’s poor.
His ongoing focus on economic injustice led him to in-
tervene in a strike by sanitation workers in Memphis,
who protested their systematic dehumanization by mu-
nicipal managers. On April 4, 1968, he was assassinated
by James Earl Ray at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis,
Tennessee, after delivering his “Been to the Mountain-
top” address. In the wake of the assassination, riots
erupted in many U.S. cities. Ray was captured by agents
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation after a large man-
hunt.
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Montgomery Bus Boycott

Having endured discriminatory treatment on city buses in Montgomery, Al-
abama, for decades, African American citizens conducted a daylong bus boy-
cott on December 5, 1955, the day Rosa Parks was tried for failing to yield her
seat in accordance with the city’s segregation ordinance. At a mass meeting
that evening, Martin Luther King, Jr., was selected to head the organization that
would extend the boycott. At the time, King was selected because he had not
been a resident of Montgomery long enough to have made enemies in a city
whose African American leadership was divided against itself. As head of the
Montgomery Improvement Association, King came to national attention for
his charismatic speaking. He was arrested and his home firebombed by white
supremacists, but his organizational skills and belief that biblical teachings
supported African American claims to equal citizenship under the Constitu-
tion steeled the 385-day boycott. The protest led to the Supreme Court affirm-
ing a lower court decision that struck down the municipal bus segregation
ordinance. It also made King a national leader in the emerging Civil Rights
movement.



Significance
King was the foremost leader of the Civil Rights move-
ment, an eloquent and influential challenger of the na-
tional acquiescence to racism and inequality. His protest
campaigns led to major federal laws affecting voting
rights and housing. He became a symbol for diversity
and tolerance, and his emphasis on nonviolent civil dis-
obedience provided an example for generations of activ-
ists. Although he is best remembered for challenging ra-
cial discrimination, King’s concern went beyond civil
rights to include attacks on poverty at home and imperi-
alism abroad. The creation of a national holiday in his
honor, the first such holiday for an African American,
illustrated his status as a national icon, rather than solely
an African American one.

—Edward R. Crowther
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Eartha Kitt
Actor, singer, and dancer
One of few entertainers to be nominated for
Tony, Grammy, and Emmy awards, Kitt
performed extensively on Broadway and in
nightclubs and concerts; however, she is best
remembered for her sex-kitten image,
demonstrated in her hit “Santa Baby” (1953)
and as Catwoman (1967-1968) in the Batman
television series.

Born: January 17, 1927; North, South Carolina
Died: December 25, 2008; Weston, Connecticut
Also known as: Eartha Mae Kitt; Eartha Mae Keith

(birth name)
Areas of achievement: Dance; Film: acting;

Music: pop

Early Life
Few details about the early life of Eartha Mae Kitt (UR-
thuh) are known to be accurate. She was born Eartha Mae
Keith in 1927 in North, South Carolina. Kitt often said
that her family continually abandoned her because she
was a child of rape and multiracial (her white father
was of Germanic descent). After spending her first eight
years on a farm in the South, she was sent to New York
City to live with Mamie Kitt, who was probably her
biological mother. Periods of running away and home-
lessness as a teen took a toll on her formal education but
did not crush her intellectual curiosity. At fifteen, Kitt
(who had taken dance lessons) won an audition to join
the Katherine Dunham Company, a primarily African
American dance troupe that toured worldwide and re-
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