
What do historians think about Martin Luther King? 
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Source A: adapted from 

History Learning Site 

‘Rosa Parks was arrested for 

not giving up her seat on a 

segregated bus on 1 

December 1955. A one-day 

bus boycott was organised 

for 5 December. A group 

called the Montgomery 

Improvement Association 

(MIA) had organised the 

initial boycott. They later 

voted Martin Luther King to 

be their president.’ 

‘Martin Luther King, Jr. remains arguably the most recognisable 

African American figure in world history. First thrust into the 

international spotlight courtesy of his leadership of a boycott of the 

public bus system in Montgomery, Alabama, where he was pastor of a 

local church, King became the lightning rod for the Civil Rights 

Movement that emerged in the wake of the successful boycott. During 

the 1960s he gave innumerable speeches characterised by oratorical 

genius, led a succession of mass marches in the heart of segregated 

America and helped to reconstruct American race relations before his 

assassination in 1968. Ever since Montgomery he has attracted the 

attention of biographers and historians keen to understand what made 

him such a magnetic and inspirational leader and what made the story 

of the Civil Rights Movement so compelling.’ 

Dr. Joe Street (www.history.ac.uk/reviews/review/460) 

Source C: from the New York 

Times obituary of MLK, 1968 

‘To many millions of American 

Negroes, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. was the prophet of their 

crusade for racial equality. He was 

their voice of anguish, their 

eloquence in humiliation, their 

battle cry for human dignity. He 

forged for them the weapons of 

nonviolence that withstood and 

blunted the ferocity of segregation.’ 

 

 

Source D: transcript of the ‘I have a Dream’ speech given at the 

Lincoln Memorial after the March on Washington in 1963 

‘Let us not wallow in the valley of despair, I say to you today, my 

friends. And so even though we face the difficulties of today and 

tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the 

American dream. I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up 

and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these truths to be 

self-evident, that all men are created equal.”’ 

Source E: a quote from Malcolm X 

in 1964 

‘He got the peace prize, we got the 

problem ... If I'm following a 

general, and he's leading me into a 

battle, and the enemy tends to give 

him rewards, or awards, I get 

suspicious of him. Especially if he 

gets a peace award before the war 

is over.’ 

Source B: Martin Luther King 

on the ‘March against fear’ 

demonstration in Memphis, 8 

June 1966 

 

1. What does Joe Street think about Martin Luther King? 

2. Underline any words or phrases that support your summary of Joe Street’s ideas. 

3. Read through all of the sources around the edge. Use a green pen to draw arrows to show evidence that corroborates Street’s interpretation. 

Use a red pen to draw arrows to show evidence that challenges Street’s interpretation. 

4. How convincing is Joe Street’s interpretation? Explain your opinion. 
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