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There has been … a Negro revolt in every decade of this century. Each revolt 

failed, only to emerge in the next decade on a higher level of development.  

 
Lerone  Bennett 

 
Researching the life of Martin Luther King is a daunting task. He has become a cottage 
industry for publishing companies and Google searches bring up thousands of articles 
about his life and legacy. Broadly speaking, writers on King focus on the intellectual and 
spiritual roots of his philosophy of nonviolence and his impact on the African American 
civil rights movement.  Contemporary writers on King are hard-pressed to develop 
content that provides an unseen unique perspective on his life.  However, I will make a 
modest attempt to present another view of the influences on King in the context of his 
cultural milieu. In the process I would like to provide a partial answer to the query posed 
in our program suggesting that nonviolence “seems to have lost momentum in the latter 
half of the 20th century and the beginning of this century.”  My effort is not to 
counterpose existing analyses of the influences on King but to suggest that his influences 
were more complex than conventional wisdom suggest.  
 
Martin Luther King came of age during a dynamic period of social upheaval that included 
the Great Depression, the rise of fascism and communism, and a war that encompassed 
most of the world. As in the First World War, the World War II armistice led many 
people—particularly the world’s oppressed—to seek and find new ideas and methods to 
pursue their liberation. For many, the example of Mahatma Gandhi provided a viable 
pedagogy for challenging the “powerful”.   In the US African Americans came up with 
the concept of the “double V”:  victory against racism abroad and victory against racism 
at home. Although not couched in explicitly nonviolent philosophy, the labor sits-ins, sit-
down strikes and boycotts of the 1930s proved that mass action could be effective.  Using 
Gandhi’s approach of passive resistance, many budding social activists began to build on 
the legacy of the US labor movement by adopting Gandhi’s nonviolent teachings and 
methods. 
 
From the inception of Gandhi’s philosophy of Satyagraha, African Americans were 
attracted to Gandhi’s work.  Indian National Congress expatriates in the US often spoke 
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on the campuses of historically African American colleges including Morehouse College, 
Spelman College, Tuskegee University and Howard University.  Articles about Gandhi’s 
struggles and his messages to “The Negroes of America” were printed in African 
American newspapers and magazines and were discussed from the pulpit of many 
churches. In 1936, African American theologians went to India and met with Gandhi. In 
1938 a delegation of African American students had a study tour of Mysore province.  
Joining the international celebration of Indian independence, Howard University 
President Mordecai Johnson and Morehouse University President Benjamin Mays led an 
African American delegation to India in 1947. 
 
One of the first attempts to incorporate Gandhi’s lessons into the African American 
context occurred when Howard University students Ruth Powell, Marianne Musgrave 
and Juanita Morrow, tried to get service at the counter of a Washington, DC, coffee shop 
in January 1943. The owner called the police, who told the waitress to serve the three 
women. The waitress served them, but then overcharged them. Upon refusing to pay the 
padded bill, the trio was arrested.  As a response to this incident, working with the 
university chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) the students formed a Civil Rights Committee. The Committee’s first public 
action was to organize a group of students to protest at restaurants on the urban campus. 
On April 17 they went to the Little Palace Cafeteria, where they were refused service. 
Their reaction was to sit at the tables and read their textbooks. Another group of students 
picketed outside. The owner’s response was to close the restaurant after the police 
refused to arrest the protesters. The protest continued for several days, eventually 
culminating in the integration of the restaurant when the owner was compelled to serve 
all people regardless of race.  
 
Building on this success, in 1944 the students again mounted a protest against racial 
segregation, this time choosing a 24-hour restaurant located near an area frequented by 
African American government workers. Using similar tactics to those used in 1943, the 
students won another victory, when the corporate headquarters of the establishment 
ordered the store to serve the students.  However, the store later reneged on the 
commitment and reinstituted segregated policies. Law student Pauli Murray, who had 
been an advisor to the students, found an 1872 statute that prohibited racial 
discrimination by public establishments. She found that in subsequent codifications of 
local statutes this law had been omitted, but not repealed. Nevertheless, she was unable to 
mount support to challenge the law.  
 
It fell to the legendary Mary Church Terrell, African American feminist and civil rights 
leader and a founder of the National Association of Colored Women, to take up this legal 
challenge. Terrell had organized picket lines against Washington, DC, restaurants and 
ultimately chaired the Coordinating Committee for the Enforcement of the DC Anti- 
Discrimination Laws. After frequent refusals of service by the same restaurant, a law suit, 
District of Columbia v John R. Thompson, Inc., led to the US Supreme Court’s ruling that 
the act of 1872 had not been repealed by subsequent legislation, and that failure to 
enforce a law does not render the law invalid. The decision came down only in 1953, nine 
years after the initial sit-in at the restaurant. 
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A couple of years before these events in DC, in 1941, James Farmer and George Houser 
were denied service at a Chicago coffee shop. They responded by organizing small 
demonstrations which succeeded in integrating the eatery. Their efforts led to the 
formation of the Committee on Racial Equality.  Both men had come out of the 
Methodist church, which had been deeply influenced by the pacifism of the 30’s, and 
were studying to become Methodist ministers.  In addition, both men had been 
conscientious objectors during WWII.  They belonged to a group within the Fellowship 
of Reconciliation (FOR) that was committed to applying Gandhian techniques of 
Satyagraha to challenge legal racism in the US. This group was an outgrowth of “peace 
teams” organized by the FOR’s executive director A. J. Muster, who was moving beyond 
philosophical discussions of nonviolence to experimenting with direct action for social 
change. 
 
As one founder of the later Congress of Racial Equality noted, “the 1930’s was the 
pacifist era and the trend in pacifist Christian circles was on nonviolence as an alternative 
to violence.” The peace teams or cells discussed and debated the content of articles and 
books such as Henry David Thoreau’s Civil Disobedience, and Krishnalal Shridharani’s 
War Without Violence, a description of Gandhi’s philosophy and methods. They 
brainstormed on its application to the US racial crisis. Using Gandhi’s ashrams as an 
example, the group established Fellowship House, an interracial men’s cooperative to 
challenge the racist housing policy in the area around the University of Chicago.  
 
By the summer of 1942, the Committee on Racial Equality was renamed the Congress of 
Racial Equality (CORE).  The entire interracial racial group of founders of CORE were 
Gandhian pacifists, three of them having served jail terms as conscientious objectors. 
They rooted CORE in Gandhian nonviolence and interracial action. Their organizational 
literature stated that direct action should include a spirit of good will toward the 
discriminator, a frame of mind whose purpose was to change both his actions and his 
attitudes.  In addition, building on Gandhi’s teachings, they would begin a protest by 
trying to negotiate, then moving on to making public witness. Next came picketing, 
strikes, boycotts, and sit-downs.  Before demonstrating, they would perform rites of 
prayer and fasting to purify themselves of their own guilt arising from their previous 
failure to resist evil practices. They stressed behaving in a manner devoid of malice and 
in a “spirit of good will and creative reconciliation.”  CORE’s loosely affiliated branches 
began challenging segregation in public accommodations and housing with moderate 
success.  
 
In 1946, the US Supreme Court ruled in an NAACP case called Morgan v Virginia that 
state laws requiring separate facilities imposed an unconstitutional hardship on interstate 
commerce.  Predating Rosa Parks by a decade, the case arose out of Irene Morgan’s 
refusal to give up her seat on a Greyhound bus in Virginia in 1944.   
 
Testing the decision, James Farmer, George Houser and Bayard Rustin, a life long 
pacifist who had been imprisoned for two years for draft refusal, initiated the Journey of 
Reconciliation, which predated the more famous 1960s Freedom Rides by 13 years.  
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Working with FOR, CORE organized a 16-person integrated group to take a two-week 
bus trip to see if they could travel through Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and 
Kentucky without incident. A two-day course was developed in which the group received 
training in nonviolent philosophy and techniques.  They engaged in role-playing, acting 
out overt nonviolent responses to abusive behavior by segregationists—including the 
police—and bus drivers. After an uneventful trip through Northern Virginia, the group 
encountered violence and arrest in North Carolina.  After a number of incidents in several 
cities, including 12 arrests and a physical attack upon white CORE member James Peck, 
the Journey came to its end having achieved no changes in the southern transportation 
authorities’ lack of compliance with the Morgan ruling.  However, this effort was a 
harbinger for the Freedom Rides of the 1960s.  
 
In 1941, African American labor leader Asa Phillip Randolph proposed a March on 
Washington Movement (MOWM) to protest the segregation of the armed forces and to 
fight for equal opportunity in the defense industries.  The MOWM was modeled on the 
example of Gandhi’s movement in India. Randolph called for 100,000 people to march 
on Washington to achieve these aims. Although falling short of many of their goals—
they failed in their attempts to integrate the anti-fascist armed forces—the MOWM was 
able to persuade US President Franklin Roosevelt to create a Fair Employment Practices 
Commission.  
 
During this period, the philosophy of nonviolence had a small, elite following and had 
minimum impact on large numbers of people, particularly working class people. Its 
adherents were generally college educated and middle class. Although it never actually 
engaged in a march on Washington—this would occur 22 years later—Randolph’s 
MOWM was the first time in the US that large numbers of working class people were 
being asked to join in a nonviolent protest action.  It is not insignificant that Randolph 
was the founder and director of the Pullman Car Porters, an all African-American labor 
union.   
 
In 1948, in Des Moines, Iowa, anticipating the sit-ins of the 60’s, Edna Griffin, John 
Bibbs, and Leonard Hudson were informed by Maurice Katz, owner of Katz Drug Store, 
that the store did not “serve coloreds.”  In addition to filing a lawsuit against the drug 
store, Griffin organized sit-ins and pickets outside of the store. A former student at Fisk 
University in Nashville, Tennessee, Griffin had been involved in protesting Mussolini’s 
invasion of Ethiopia, and had been arrested when she marched with striking teachers. 
After four trials, Katz was convicted of violating the 1884 Civil Rights Act making it 
illegal to discriminate in public accommodations. He was fined $50 and subsequently lost 
an appeal to the Iowa Supreme Court.  
 
It was in the context of this social and political activism of the 40’s and 50’s that Martin 
Luther King joined in and subsequently led the Montgomery Bus Boycott.  King had 
studied under the dynamic president of Morehouse College, Dr. Benjamin Mays, who 
taught that the Gospel of Jesus provided the framework for oppressed people to address 
their grievances to the powerful. King’s first intellectual contact with the theory of 
nonviolence was Henry David Thoreau’s essay Civil Disobedience.  This led King to a 



 5 

life-long philosophical quest to develop and refine a philosophy of social change 
consistent with his Christian faith.  
 
King’s Christian roots led him to reject the “humanist atheism of Karl Marx because 
Marx taught that man could save himself and society without any divine power.”  King 
wrote that “man cannot save himself, for man is not the measure of all things and 
humanity is not God. Bound by the chains of his own sin and finiteness, man needs a 
Savior.”  However, one of King’s teachers at Crozer Theological Seminary, which King 
attended from 1948-1951, said that King “believed Marx had analyzed the economic side 
of capitalism right and that there was a need for a social order that was not predicated on 
exploitation, prejudice, and poverty.”  
 
King was able to bring his concerns for economic justice in line with his Christian 
philosophy and beliefs through his readings of progressive Protestant theologians. They 
included Walter Rauschenbusch’s 1907 book, Christianity and the Social Order, and 
Reinhold Niebuhr’s, Moral Man and Immoral Society.  King later wrote that, “Niebuhr 
helped me to recognize the complexity of man’s social involvement and the glaring 
reality of collective evil.”    
 
However, it was not until his later days at Crozer Theological Seminary in Chester, PA, 
that King began to consider nonviolence as a viable alternative for African Americans.  
This occurred when King heard May’s protégé and president of Howard University, 
Mordecai Johnson, speak in 1950.  As noted above, both Mays and Johnson had traveled 
to India to celebrate Indian independence in 1947.  During his lecture Johnson discussed 
Gandhi in the context of the US racial problem and suggested that Satyagraha could be a 
model for a social movement in the US.  King was reminded that Dr. Mays had said that 
“if the Gospel of Jesus Christ cannot solve the race problem, Christianity is doomed”.  
 
The Johnson lecture led King to do extensive study of Gandhi’s movement and writings. 
King later wrote that it was Gandhi who convinced him that nonviolent social protest 
could dismantle segregation in the US.  King also was influenced by African American 
theologian Howard Thurman, who in his 1949 book Jesus and the Disinherited explains 
that “the basic fact is that Christianity as it was born in the mind of this Jewish thinker 
appears as a technique of survival for the oppressed.”   In addition, Thurman added: “The 
striking similarity between the social position of Jesus in Palestine and that of the vast 
majority of American Negroes is obvious to anyone who long tarries over the facts.”  
 
Moving beyond his initial understanding of nonviolence as merely a tactic, King began to 
travel on the road that led to understanding nonviolence as a method of self purification 
and spiritual growth. However, as we will see this afternoon, it took the crucible of 
struggle before King was able to reach Satyagraha and become committed to nonviolence 
as a way of life. 
 
Perhaps because I have always felt that pacifism is not passive, I suggest that it is 
important to view nonviolence not only through historically unique people such as 
Gandhi and King. I would argue that viewing nonviolent activism solely through this 
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prism, rather than inspiring people has the opposite effect. Most chroniclers of King’s life 
tend to address his influences solely through his readings of philosophy and seldom draw 
upon the examples of the embryonic nonviolent movement of the 40’s. The impact of 
this, I would argue, is to make many people feel that the methods of King and Gandhi are 
inaccessible. Moreover, many people feel that such towering figures are essential for a 
nonviolent struggle to succeed. An example of this can be seen in the Roma human rights 
movement in Central Europe and the Balkans.  There are many examples of racial 
discrimination in public accommodations that could be addressed by Roma and non-
Roma activists by using the philosophy and tactics of nonviolence. However, many Roma 
and Roma advocates often say that what Roma need is a Martin Luther King to lead such 
an effort, not realizing that they have the power to do it themselves.   
 
While we teach about the philosophies of these historic icons, this is a small example—
we should also stress that there have been many practitioners of nonviolence who have 
lived lives not much different from those of other ordinary people. I suggest that this 
would embolden others to further explore the methods of Gandhi and King. Those of us 
working on nonviolence throughout the world, and particularly in the US, are often told 
that nonviolence died with King. It is only when the history of nonviolence is told not 
just through the lives of its most famous innovators and practitioners, but also through the 
many unknown nonviolent foot soldiers of the past, that nonviolence will have currency 
in future movements for social change.  
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