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Intro 

 

Few lives in America’s history have affected our nation as did the life of Martin 

Luther King Jr.  Both the passion and the pathos of his life and mission for social equality 

in our nation were exemplary in that our nation has by far experienced many long – term 

changes as a result.  The “nose to the grindstone” efforts and fearless advances of the 

civil rights movement exemplify exactly what is needed for any true revolution: 

bloodshed.  There can be no such type of movement without the shedding of life.  There 

have been many revolutions in the past, and shall yet be revolutions to come, of all of 

them this is one thing that will remain true: There can be no revolution without death.   

Not only did Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. end up eventually and ultimately giving his life 

for the cause he knew God had called him to (The Furtherance of Civil Rights) but his 

life was a continuous daily death.  Through the laid down life of this example we can 

realize the truth of what he once said: 

“Somewhere we must come to see that human progress never rolls in on 

the wheels of inevitability. It comes through the tireless efforts and the 



 CIVIL RIGHTS REVOLUTIONARY 3 

persistent work of individuals who are willing to be co – workers with 

God.” (as cited in The Jesus Manifesto, 2000, Opening Quote Page) 

 

Influences 

 

Life and Upbringing 

 

 Of the life of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. we may speak of two types of influence:  

The influences upon his life and upbringing and subsequently his influence upon society.  

Born in Atlanta, Georgia, Michael Luther King (his name was later changed to Martin 

Luther King Jr.) spent the younger part of his life in the segregated schools of Georgia 

and finally graduated from high school at the age of fifteen.  His father and grandfather 

were both ministers at the Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta.  After graduating from 

high school Martin Luther went on to Morehouse College following in the steps of his 

father and grandfather and received his B.A. degree in sociology in 1948.  While at 

Morehouse he was mentored by Benjamin Mays, the school’s president, who was a civil 

rights leader and instrumentally became an influence upon the later years of Luther’s life. 

(The Nobel Foundation, 1964)  May’s “manner and bearing” (The African American 

Almanac, 7
th

 ed., Gale, 1997) was the means by which Martin Luther was convinced that 

entering into the ministry was the best possible route for him to take.  Thus, after 

graduating Morehouse College he attended Crozer Theological Seminary in 

Pennsylvania.  He graduated from Crozer with a Bachelor’s of Divinity as class president 

and valedictorian and later went on to Boston College to obtain a Ph.D. in Systematic 

Theology. (Wikipedia, 2006)  King was greatly influenced by Mahatma Gandhi’s form of 
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non-violent protest and adhered successfully to this principle in later years of the civil 

rights movement.   

 

Societal Influence    

 

 The many protests staged by King and the organization he formed, the SCLC 

(Southern Christian Leadership Conference), had great bearing on the societal change 

that occurred during the civil – rights movement.  The SCLC formed for King the basis 

for further civil rights advancements.  The non – violent protest he adopted from Gandhi 

and staged strategically brought out the true nature of the segregation laws of the south.  

One such dramatic example of this was the march on Birmingham.  The circumstances 

surrounding the day later known as “Bloody Sunday” is described in Wikipedia in this 

way: 

“King and SCLC, in partial collaboration with SNCC, then attempted to 

organize a march from Selma, to the state capital of Montgomery, for 

March 25, 1965.  The first attempt to march on March 7 was aborted due 

to mob and police violence against the demonstrators. This day since has 

become known as Bloody Sunday.  Bloody Sunday was a major turning 

point in the effort to gain public support for the Civil Rights Movement, 

the clearest demonstration up to that time of the dramatic potential of 

King's nonviolence strategy. King, however, was not present. After 

meeting with President John F. Kennedy, he had attempted to delay the 

march until March 8, but the march was carried out against his wishes and 

without his presence by local civil rights workers. The footage of the 
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police brutality against the protesters was broadcast extensively across the 

nation and aroused a national sense of public outrage.” (Wikipedia, 2006) 

This strategy of non – violence was used throughout the movement and with much 

success and the societal changes brought about have been long standing.  The first 

boycott staged, The Montgomery Bus Boycott, resulted in National Legislation enacted 

by the United States Supreme Court declaring unconstitutional the laws requiring 

segregation on buses. (The Nobel Foundation, 1964)   

 

Methodology 

 

 As described previously, Martin Luther King Jr. adopted the operational 

techniques from Mahatma Gandhi.  He took his ideals, however, from Christianity.  

There could be heard from him and seen in his life at any time the fiery words of the 

world’s greatest revolutionary, Jesus Christ.  The sense of outrage sparked in the heart of 

Americans as they witnessed the true nature of racism was the very catalyst of change. 

Though the revolution was carried out through non – violent demonstrations it was the 

nature of these non – violent acts that provoked and exposed the very heart of what was 

really going on in segregated areas of the south.  When given the opportunity the 

overflow of racial hatred could not contain itself.  In these instances the protestors were 

made to look even more harmless because they refused to counter – attack their assailants 

which made the attacks all the more outrageous. 
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Operational Paradigm 

 

 At first glance one might believe that Dr. King’s operational paradigm is one like 

the structural functional paradigm but from the life of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. right 

down to the protest staged at various places the major overshadowing paradigm is clearly 

the social-conflict paradigm. As stated in John J. Macionis’ 10
th

 Edition of Sociology, 

“The social-conflict paradigm is a framework for building theory that sees society as an 

arena of inequality that generates conflict and change.” (Sociology, 10
th
 ed., 2005, Pg. 

15)  How can this point possibly be missed?  The conflict generated by the non – violent 

protests were the sparks of what catalyzed the civil – rights movement.  Yes, the strategy 

was effective and brought about change.  Martin Luther could obviously see that what 

would ensue from the non – violent protest would be the demonstrations and possibly 

violent reactions of segregationist and thus chose this course.  He was, I’m sure very, 

aware of this possibility as the principles of operation he adopted were from a man who 

led a revolution of passive rebellion in India against Great Britain. At the same time he 

was very sensible and felt the responsibility of those whom he led and often walked in the 

front of the marches even in the light of threats upon his life. 

 

Relevancy to Sociology 

 

 In view of the light of the life of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. we can learn many 

things.  As we look back to the past we can see the great advancements there was brought 
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to society through the life of one who was not willing to hold onto his own life and live 

merely for himself.  We can see that if we can get for ourselves a view of the world that 

includes those who are downtrodden and a willingness to give our all to see change come 

then we can affect good for a society and even a nation.  We can look to the present and 

know that we do have a place in society and a voice if we choose to speak up and not 

merely silently submit and assent to evils that surround us now through silence. And we 

can see the relevancy of his work as it regards sociology for the future by adhering to 

those ideals that were struggled for and brought about by the blood, tears and prayers of 

others. 

 

Books/Works 

 

 Throughout his life Dr. Martin Luther King produced many works from sermons, 

to articles of written literature.  He also wrote several books of which are included: 

• Stride toward freedom; the Montgomery story (1958) 

• The Measure of a Man (1959) 

• Strength to Love (1963) 

• Why We Can't Wait (1964) 

• Where do we go from here: Chaos or community? (1967) 

• The Trumpet of Conscience (1968) 

• A Testament of Hope : The Essential Writings and Speeches of Martin Luther 

King, Jr. (1986) 
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• The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr. by Martin Luther King Jr. and 

Clayborne Carson (1998) 

(Wikipedia, 2006) 

 

 

Personal Thoughts/Conclusion 

 

 I’ve always known a little bit about Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and have admired 

him from a young age.  I did so only from an unfamiliar distance.  As I studied even a bit 

of the civil rights movement I could sense the gut level struggle of a people attempting to 

come against such a deeply rooted evil as racism.  Why again was the struggle so 

intense?  I believe, because of the simple fact that race is so natural and fundamental to 

who we are as human beings; it touches the roots of our natural life.  When traditions of 

racial supremacy have been held to for so long there will be strong resistance from those 

who cherish the dominant feeling when there is a  call for any type of mutual existence or 

equality.  I believe there were great strides taken for the betterment during the civil rights 

movement.  I, however, am not of the naiveté as to think racism done away with in 

society. Nor am I of the mind that there can be any sense of true racial harmony amongst 

mere men.  No, as stated before, racism is natural for fallen man.  There is really only one 

answer to racism – Christ.  When a person becomes born again by the Spirit of God they 

share in the death of Christ to everything merely earthly, gain a new life, and new family.  

Then and only then can they stand on the ground of racial harmony, that is, the mutual 

ground of being in Christ.   Then it can be said of them: 



 CIVIL RIGHTS REVOLUTIONARY 9 

“…There is no room for and there can be neither Greek nor Jew, 

circumcised nor uncircumcised, [nor difference between nations whether 

alien] barbarian or Scythians [who are the most savage of all] nor slave or 

free man: but Christ is all and in all [everything and everywhere, to all 

men, without distinction of person].” (Amplified Bible, The Apostle 

Paul’s Letter to the Colossians, Pg. 1393) 

 This study has intrigued me to study the life of this servant of God at a closer proximity.  

The fact that there is in his life a modern example of one who was willing to lay all down 

to complete the task that God had given him is inspiration.  Although I may not agree 

with every view that he held single-mindedly, I know that there will be things well worth 

the search in the further study of his life.  In the aspect of the monumental social change 

affected throughout his life there are few who have achieved the measure of things done 

in a similar way throughout history.  However, it is my conviction that what one man can 

do another man can do.  
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