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A Lasting Legacy
I

magine not being allowed to drink from a water
fountain because of your skin color. Picture having to
enter or exit buildings through a separate door because
of what you look like. These situations are forms of
racism. Racism is a type of discrimination. It occurs
when people believe they are better than others because
of their skin color or ancestry. Racism takes many forms,
and it exists all around the world.
Racism has existed in the United States for hundreds of
years, but from 1955 to 1968, one man fought so hard
against racism that we still celebrate him today.

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
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Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was born on January 15, 1929,
in Atlanta, Georgia. Growing up, Dr. King experienced
many of the effects of racism. He became a minister and
eventually an important leader in the American Civil
Rights movement. This movement was made up of
people of all races who were upset with the way African
Americans were being treated.
Dr. King is an inspiration to many people. He saw that
African Americans were being treated unfairly and
he worked hard to do something about it. Dr. King
delivered powerful speeches that encouraged activists
to make a difference using peaceful forms of protest.
Although his life was cut short, Dr. King made great
progress in advancing civil rights in the United States.
Each year, on the third Monday in January, Americans
honor Dr. King and his accomplishments.
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A Long History …
T

o fully understand and appreciate Dr. King’s legacy, it
helps to look at some of the events that led up to his era.
A few hundred years ago, Europeans started arriving
in the Americas, where they created colonies and
settlements. Some colonists started large farms called
plantations, which needed many workers. At this time,
people of color did not have the same rights as white
people. Millions of Africans were captured and taken to
many different places, including the United States and
Canada, where they were sold and enslaved.
Enslaved people in the United States were often forced to
work on plantations. They did not have easy lives. Often,
they were not treated like human beings. Many died
because of how they were treated.
Ships, such as the one shown here, took captured
Africans to another country. The Africans were
forced to stay belowdecks during these voyages.
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The Beginnings of Change
Eventually, the laws in the United States began to
change. In 1863, President Abraham Lincoln issued the
Emancipation Proclamation. It helped free enslaved
people in certain states but did not end slavery. In 1865,
the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was
passed. This amendment legally put an end to slavery
in the United States.
Although slavery had become illegal in the United
States, life for African Americans was still extremely
difficult. Many people still held racist beliefs that
caused them to discriminate against African Americans.
Black people did not have the same rights
or privileges as white people. This
treatment lasted for decades.

Today, many people celebrate
Juneteenth, or Freedom Day,
on June 19. On that day in 1865,
enslaved people in Texas were
told they were free.
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Segregation
Beginning in the late 1870s, some parts of the United
States had a set of laws called Jim Crow laws. These laws
encouraged segregation. For example, black children
were not allowed to go to school with white children.
Black people were told to step out of the way for white
people on sidewalks. There were laws about restaurants,
buses, toilet facilities, parks, and hospitals. There
was even a law that said black people could not play
checkers with white people.

Jim Crow laws affected many
aspects of everyday life,
including movie theaters.
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Jim Crow laws made life very hard for African Americans
in the United States. The Fourteenth Amendment of
1868 had made African Americans U.S. citizens, and
according to the law, they should have had equal rights
as white people. Over the next several decades, African
Americans fought to be treated equally. Dr. King played
a key role in advancing this struggle.

In 1870, African Americans were given the
right to vote, but for almost 100 years, several
states passed laws to stop them from voting.
Aaron Henry, shown here, was a Civil Rights
leader who worked hard to address this issue.
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Dr. King’s Dream
D

uring the 1950s and 1960s, many activists joined
the Civil Rights movement. This was a movement that
used nonviolent means to protest against discrimination
and segregation. The Civil Rights movement, which
was led by Dr. King, achieved many breakthroughs in
equal-rights legislation. These laws helped change how
African Americans were treated.
One of the most significant moments in the Civil
Rights movement was the March on Washington for
Jobs and Freedom. On August 28, 1963, Dr. King led
the March on Washington. At the end of the march,
he delivered his most famous speech to the more than
200,000 people gathered on the Washington Mall.
Millions more were watching the event on television.

Dr. King
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The march was one of the largest rallies for human
rights in U.S. history. Marching on Washington, D.C., in
such great numbers meant that the government could
not ignore Dr. King’s message. Many of the people at
the march were demanding full civil, political, and
economic rights for African Americans. The majority of
the demands were for African Americans to have equal
access to public places, housing, education, and jobs.
Dr. King was the last speaker of the day. His speech was
called I Have a Dream. In the speech, he said, “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.” Dr. King
hoped that his dream would someday become real.
Dr. King and other leaders march in
Washington, D.C., in August 1963.
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The year after Dr. King gave his speech, the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 was signed. This act made segregation in
public places illegal. It also made all discrimination
illegal, regardless of whether it was based on race, skin
color, religion, sex, or national origin. According to
writer Michiko Kakutani, “Dr. King’s speech was … a
testament to the transformative powers of one man
and the magic of his words.”

President Lyndon B. Johnson
signs the 1964 Civil Rights Act
as Dr. King and others look on.
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The Inside Story
Dr. King’s I Have a Dream speech has become
an iconic moment that defined the Civil Rights
movement. However, at the March on Washington,
his remarks were not having the same impact of some
of his previous speeches. When he was about halfway
through his prepared speech, something happened.
Gospel singer Mahalia Jackson shouted from the
podium, “Tell ’em about the ‘Dream,’ Martin!”
At that moment, Dr. King pushed his prepared speech
to the side and began to improvise. The style of his
speech began to resemble a sermon. This was similar
to an approach Dr. King had used in the past. Parts of
the speech included a call-and-response technique in
which the crowd interacted with Dr. King. Although
Dr. King was speaking at the end of what had been a
hot and tiring day for many, the crowd was energized
by his words. Social critic James Baldwin later wrote
that when you watched King, you could feel “the
passion of the people flowing up to him.”
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Movement Milestones
I

n addition to the 1963 March on Washington, Dr. King
influenced several other significant moments in the
American Civil Rights movement.

The Montgomery Bus Boycott
In 1955, Dr. King helped lead the Montgomery Bus
Boycott. The boycott was started in reaction to
the arrest of an African American woman named
Rosa Parks. At the time, local laws required African
Americans to sit at the back of the bus. White people sat
at the front of the bus. However, if there were no seats at
the front, African Americans were required to give up
their seats to white people. Rosa Parks was arrested
because she refused to give her seat to a white passenger
on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama.
The bus boycott lasted
from December 5, 1955,
to December 20, 1956.

Rosa Parks
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Parks was not the first African American to refuse
to give up her seat, but Civil Rights leaders saw an
opportunity. They used her arrest as a way to bring
attention to segregation laws. Many African Americans
joined the boycott by refusing to ride the public buses
in Montgomery. The boycott was supposed to last only
one day, but it was so successful that Civil Rights leaders
decided to extend it indefinitely. The Montgomery
Improvement Association (MIA) was formed to help
support the boycott. Dr. King was elected president of the
association. More than 40,000 people participated in the
boycott during the time that it lasted. Their efforts were
met with opposition and intimidation. Dr. King’s home
was even bombed. The boycott gained national attention,
and Dr. King became well known. It finally ended when
the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that segregation on public
buses was not allowed.

The National Civil Rights Museum
located in Memphis, Tennessee, features
a sculpture of Rosa Parks inside a bus.
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The Little Rock Nine
In 1957, a group of nine African American students
in Little Rock, Arkansas, enrolled in an all-white high
school. On the first day of school, September 4, 1957,
a mob of angry people had gathered in protest. The
governor had even deployed the military to prevent
the nine students from entering the school. However,
on September 23, the students were allowed to enter
the school. This made the mob angrier. As president
of the MIA, Dr. King wrote to President Dwight
Eisenhower to ask him to take a stand and resolve
the situation. Eisenhower sent soldiers to Little Rock.
These soldiers remained there for the rest of the
school year to protect the students.

A memorial made up of life-sized
statues of the Little Rock Nine
can be found on the grounds
of the Arkansas State Capitol.
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The Greensboro Sit-In
On February 1, 1960, four African American students
engaged in a protest inspired by the nonviolent
practices of Dr. King. The carefully planned protest took
place at a segregated department store lunch counter
in Greensboro, North Carolina. The students protested
by sitting in the “whites only” section and trying to
politely order food. The lunch counter manager called
the police, but there was nothing that they could do
because the four students had not done anything
wrong. The students had alerted the media beforehand,
which meant that a photo of the sit-in made it into the
newspapers. This helped inspire additional sit-ins across
the country. Many businesses were forced to change
their policies.

A Greensboro sit-in display can be
found at the DuSable Museum of
African
American History in Chicago.
486483808.jpg
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The Selma March
The historic voting rights march from Selma, Alabama,
to the state capital of Montgomery was an important
event in the Civil Rights movement. Although the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 had recently been passed, the
battle against inequality was far from over. The Civil
Rights Act did not allow race-based discrimination in
voting. However, it was still very difficult for African
Americans to register to vote — especially in southern
states. When they did try to register to vote, they would
face many obstacles. These could range from threats of
violence to an intentionally complicated registration
process. Some African Americans were asked to
take extremely unfair literacy tests that were next to
impossible to complete successfully.
At this time, only about 2 percent of the African
American voting population was registered. When
activists demonstrated against this injustice, they were
assaulted and arrested by local police. Tensions reached
a critical level when a young demonstrator named
Jimmie Lee Jackson was killed by a police officer.

18
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Civil Rights leaders wanted to march from Selma to
Montgomery, Alabama, to raise awareness of Jackson’s
death. There were actually three Selma marches, two
of which were led by Dr. King. The first march, which
was led by John Lewis, began on March 7, 1965, but it
was met with violence from local authorities. Much of
this violence was televised. This event became known as
Bloody Sunday. It caused a huge upswing of support for
the Civil Rights movement.

The Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma,
Alabama, was the site of the Bloody
Sunday conflict. In 2013, it was
named a National Historic Landmark.
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Dr. King urged people to restart the Selma March, and
he led it himself on March 9, 1965. It did not get very
far before the marchers were met with police officers
blocking their progress. Dr. King led the marchers
in prayer before turning back. By now, the marches
had attracted global attention.
On March 15, 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson
announced his support for a law that would remove
voting restrictions. He also sent 2,000 soldiers and 1,800
members of the National Guard to protect the marchers.
This time, the marchers started on March 21, 1965. They
made the roughly 50-mile journey in five days, arriving
in Montgomery on March 25. Once in Montgomery,
Dr. King delivered what became known as his “How
Long, Not Long” speech. In the speech, he emphasized
that although it might seem impossible, racial prejudice
would someday be eliminated. A few months later,
the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was passed. This made
obstacles such as literacy tests illegal, and it made it
much easier for African Americans to vote.

By the time the Selma March neared
Montgomery, the number of participants
had grown to about 25,000.
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John Lewis
John Lewis, who was a teenager during the
Montgomery Bus Boycott, was eager to join Dr. King
and the Civil Rights movement. Lewis became an
active participant in nonviolent sit-ins designed to
draw attention to the injustice of segregation laws.
Lewis also took part in the Freedom Rides of 1961.
At that time, it was technically legal for black people
and white people to ride the same bus in Alabama,
but this law was not enforced. Lewis and other
activists rode buses all across Alabama and other
southern states. They wanted to expose the fact that
people, including the police, were ignoring the laws.
The riders were frequently attacked and arrested,
but this did not stop them.
Lewis played a major role in the
Selma March. Lewis was also an
important part of the March
on Washington. Today, he is
known as a major civil rights
leader and is a member of the
U.S. House of Representatives.

In 2013, John Lewis attended
the fiftieth anniversary of the
March on Washington.
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Martin Luther
King, Jr. Day
D

r. King is remembered as one of the world’s greatest
leaders. One of the reasons he was a great leader was
that he encouraged nonviolent activism. He worked
hard to improve other people’s lives and to make sure
everyone is treated equally. Each year, on the third
Monday in January, Martin Luther King, Jr. Day is
celebrated. On this day, people all across the United
States celebrate Dr. King’s legacy. They remember his
contributions to racial justice and equality.
People celebrate Martin Luther King, Jr. Day in many
ways. Several cities have marches or parades. There are
also events that have live music or readings of Dr. King’s
speeches. For many people, Martin Luther King, Jr. Day
is a day to volunteer to help others.

In 1983, President Ronald Reagan signed
legislation to create a federal holiday
celebrating Dr. King.

22

PSS_G5_NA16_LR_AL_9781486925742.indd 22

2018-04-18 3:10 PM

Coretta Scott King, the wife of Dr. King, said that Martin
Luther King, Jr. Day needed to be more than just a
celebration. She said that we should use this day to
remember Dr. King’s message of love and forgiveness.
It is a day when we can care for, feed, and serve people
in need. She also wants people to use the day as a
chance to teach others about nonviolence.
Martin Luther King, Jr. Day reminds us to help build a
better world by serving others and standing up for what
is right. Think about what you can do to help improve
someone’s life. You do not have to make a big impact;
even the smallest of gestures can make a difference.

On Martin Luther King, Jr. Day in 2017,
President Barack Obama helped paint a
mural at a shelter in Washington, D.C.
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More Than Words
M

artin Luther King, Jr. influenced many people
during his lifetime and in the years that followed.
Learn more about the man and his legacy in these
quotations from presidents over the years.

“Dr. King’s dream is our dream. It
is the American Dream. It’s the
promise stitched into the fabric of
our Nation, etched into the hearts
of our people, and written into the
soul of humankind.”
— Donald Trump, 2018

“A foot soldier for justice and a giant of the
Civil Rights movement, Dr. King lifted the
quiet hopes of our Nation with the powers
of his voice and pen.”
— Barack Obama, 2017
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“Some figures in history, renowned in
their day, grow smaller with the passing
of time. The man from Atlanta, Georgia,
only grows larger with the years. America
is a better place because he was here,
and we will honor his name forever.”
— George W. Bush, 2002

“We must have the faith and wisdom that
Dr. King preached and the convictions he lived
by if we are to make this a time for healing and
progress — and each of us must play a role.”
— Bill Clinton, 1996

“He was a force against evil. His life was
a metaphor for courage. His goal was an
America where equality and opportunity could
coexist and where goodness could prevail.”
— George H. W. Bush, 1990

“America is a more democratic nation, a
more just nation, a more peaceful nation
because Martin Luther King, Jr. became [its]
preeminent nonviolent commander.”
— Ronald Reagan, 1983
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A Leader Lives On
I

n April 1968, Dr. King was in Memphis, Tennessee, to
support a group of African American workers who were
on strike. On April 4, Dr. King was shot while he was
on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel. He died shortly
afterward. People around the world were shocked by the
news of Dr. King’s death. Riots broke out in many cities,
including Chicago, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C.
In some cities, the National Guard was called in to help
calm things down.

The National Civil Rights Museum
was built around the former Lorraine
Motel. A wreath marks the site
where Dr. King was assassinated.
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Although it has been several decades since Dr. King’s
death, he is still an inspiration to many. Dr. King
experienced racism firsthand, and he saw how it was
affecting communities across the United States. He saw
how people were being treated unfairly, and he worked
tirelessly to make a difference. After the assassination
of Dr. King, Senator Robert F. Kennedy said, “Martin
Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice
for his fellow human beings, and he died because of
that effort.”
Using nonviolence, love, and tolerance, Martin
Luther King, Jr. was able to get laws changed so that
African American people could be given the rights they
deserved. In his book Strength to Love, Dr. King wrote,
“Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do
that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.”
There are many reasons to celebrate the progress that
has been made in the struggle for equal rights. But there
is still work to do. Are you willing to stand up for others
the way that Dr. King did?

The Martin Luther King, Jr.
Memorial is located in
Washington, D.C. The address
is 1964 Independence Avenue,
S.W., in recognition of the year
that the Civil Rights Act of 1964
became law.
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Glossary
American Civil Rights
movement: the organized
efforts of a group of people in
the United States who worked
for equal rights during the
1950s and 1960s
boycott: a protest in
which people refuse to do
something, such as buying
certain products or using
certain services
discrimination: the unfair
and unequal treatment of
people based on things such
as their race or skin color

improvise: to perform
without preparation
preeminent: having the
utmost importance
segregation: the act of
keeping certain groups of
people separate from one
another based on race
testament: a statement or
act that offers proof
tolerance: the act of
acceptance

iconic: well-known
and admired
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THINK ABOUT IT
1. Use a cause and effect graphic organizer to describe
some of the milestones of the Civil Rights movement.
Explain why the event happened (the cause) and what
happened (the effect).
Cause

Effect

2. Why do you think Martin Luther King, Jr. was able
to accomplish so much during his brief career? Use
evidence from the book to support your answer.

CITIZENSHIP IN ACTION
More than 50 years after his death, the words and actions
of Dr. King continue to inspire people around the world.
He faced many obstacles yet continued to stand up for
what he believed in.

Your Turn!
Think of what you could do to keep Dr. King’s legacy alive.
Could your classmates help you make it happen? Could
community leaders help you out? What actions could you
take to start your own movement?
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