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Martin Luther King, Junior (sometimes referred to 

as MLK) was a famous civil rights activist, who 

fought tirelessly for equal rights for Black people 

in the United States of America in the 1950s and 

1960s. He is best known for his “I have a dream” 

speech. 

Martin’s Early Life

Martin Luther King, Jr. was born on 15th January 1929 in Atlanta, Georgia in the 

United States of America. Both of his parents were African American. At birth, he 

was named Michael King, but his father changed his name to Martin Luther King, Jr. 

when he was five years old.

He was a very intelligent young man and he was moved up two grades during high 

school. At fifteen, he started his college education at Morehouse College studying 

sociology. He later achieved a divinity degree and a doctor's degree in theology from 

Boston University.

Civil rights movement

Martin Luther King, Jr. led the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1956 – this was a civil 

rights movement sparked by Rosa Parks’ arrest in December 1955 when she refused 

to give up her seat on a bus to a white man. During the boycott, which lasted a 

year, Martin was arrested and his house was bombed. None of this deterred Martin 

and eventually there was no segregation on the Montgomery buses.

He led many other non-violent protests to raise awareness of his desire to have 

equal rights for all people regardless of the colour of their skin. He dreamed America 
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and the rest of the world could become a colour blind society, where race would not 

impact on a person's civil rights and their daily lived experience. 

His pivotal speech

In 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. helped to organise the famous ‘March on 

Washington’. Over 250,000 people joined in this march hoping their action would 

bring about real change in society and end segregation in schools; police abuse and 

discrimination. During this march, Martin gave his now world-famous ‘I have a 

dream’ speech, which is considered one of the most inspirational and recognised  

speeches in history. This speech and his relentless campaigning contributed to Martin 

Luther King, Jr. being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964 - at the time, he was 

the youngest person to receive this award.

An untimely death

Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated on 4th April 1968 in Memphis, Tennessee 

while standing on the balcony of his hotel (where the day earlier he had delivered a 

speech). He was shot by James Earl Ray.

A lasting legacy

Martin Luther King, Jr. is considered one of the world’s most famous civil rights 

leaders and continues to inspire many people today. In the United States of America, 

there are many statues in his honour and roads named after him. He received both 

the Congressional Gold Medal and the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Now in the 

21st century, he is still considered to be one of the greatest orators and he continues 

to inspire people to campaign for equal rights globally.
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