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AS w¢e appI'O aCh the Martin Luther King holiday, we are called to examine and celebrate the

ideas that Dr. King so passionately pursued. Often when we look back at a historical figure, it is easy to view

his/her life, struggles, and accomplishments as isolated events that have little to do with our lives today. In this

lesson, we will focus on Dr. King’s messages of equality / respect for others, citizenship and the strategy of non-

violence. We will then ask whether Dr. King’s message offers any insight to the challenges we face today.

Part I: Equality & Respect for Others

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. grew up as the son and
grandson of Baptist ministers. Dr. King said that it was
the good influence of his family and religion that helped
shape his views and character. His parents taught him
that he should not hate anyone, and that it was his duty
as a Christian to love everyone-even those who treated
him poorly.

Martin became a Baptist minister and strongly believed
that every human being is created equally in the eyes of
God. This idea that every person has value is the basis of
the value of respect for others - defined as showing full
appreciation for the worth and dignity of others. In re-
specting others we also acknowledge that every person has
equal rights. Dr. King’s belief in equality is clearly stated in
his “I Have a Dream” speech delivered in Washington DC
on August, 28, 1963 to an audience of over 250,000 people.
In the speech Dr. King stated: “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...I have a dream that my four
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.”

President John E. Kennedy also worked for equality for all
Americans and in a nationally televised speech to the na-
tion on June 11, 1963 stated: “We are confronted primarily
with a moral issue. It is as old as the Scriptures and as clear
as the American Constitution. The heart of the question

is whether all Americans are to be afforded equal rights
and equal opportunities; whether we are going to treat our
fellow Americans as we want to be treated (the Golden
Rule)...Those who do nothing are inviting shame as well
as violence. Those who act boldly are recognizing right as
well as reality”

Part II: Achieving the Dream
Through Non-Violence

In working toward the goals of equality and justice for
all Americans, Dr. King was committed to a strategy of

non-violent direct action. Dr. King advocated protest
actions such as mass marches, sit-ins, and prayer pil-
grimages. These strategies demanded great discipline
on the part of the protesters in resisting violence.
Other civil rights leaders did not share Dr. King’s in-
sistence on non-violence in all situations. Stokely Car-
michael of the Black Panthers, for instance, advocated
self-defense when one was “backed into a corner”.
Most people instinctively would defend themselves
from harm as Mr. Carmichael advocated.

To appreciate the power and discipline required of non-
violent protest, let’s go back in time to March 7, 1965 to
the march Dr. King helped organize from Selma to Mont-
gomery, Alabama. The march was organized to bring to
the nation’s attention the lack of voting rights for the black
people of Alabama. Try to imagine yourself as one of the
marchers. As you are marching peacefully, you see in the
distance a line of policeman on horseback. Approaching
the police line you become tense, wondering if they will
allow you to continue the march or if you will be arrested.
The police order you to leave. Then, the police viciously
attack you and fellow marchers with clubs, whips, and
tear gas. Suffering through such a savage attack, many of
us would likely feel the temptation to strike back. Could
you have restrained yourself from fighting back? This
march was nationally televised and the American people
were truly shocked seeing fellow Americans beaten and
whipped while marching peacefully.

It took tremendous leadership on the part of Dr. King,
and discipline and courage on the part of the marchers
to not respond with violence. Only on the third attempt
did the marchers finally succeed in peacefully march-
ing from Selma to Montgomery. The discipline of the
marchers in remaining non-violent in the face of brutal
attacks was very important in rallying public support
throughout America for the civil rights movement.

Dr. King defended non-violent protest as being more
practical and effective than the use of violence. King
pointed out that those against racial equality would
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likely win a conflict based on violence given that they
had more money, could buy more guns, and were in
positions of power to arrest the protesters. Another rea-
son that Dr. King advocated non-violent direct action
was that if the civil rights movement became violent, it
would likely not change men’s hearts and minds.

“Violence as way of achieving racial justice is both
impractical and immoral. It is impractical because it

is a descending spiral ending in destruction for all. It

is immoral because it seeks to humiliate the opponent
rather than win his understanding; it seeks to annihilate
rather than to convert. Violence is immoral because

it thrives on hatred rather than love.” In contrast Dr.
King promoted non-violence as “a powerful and just
weapon...which cuts without wounding and ennobles
the man who wields it. It is a sword that heals.”

In addition to the Christian religion, Dr. King’s views on
non-violence as a strategy were also shaped by Mahatma
Gandhi. Gandbhi led the people of India in the 1940’s in
their successful fight for independence from England. The
experiences of Gandhi and the people of India taught Dr.
King the power of persistent, non-violent protest in orga-
nizing and unifying the people of India. “Within his own
century the non-violent ethic of Gandhi and his followers
had muzzled the guns of the British Empire in India and
freed more than 350 million people from colonialism.”

Dr. King also showed great respect for the law, even
when the law worked against the goals of the civil rights
movement. Many times local and state officials would
tell Dr. King that he and his peaceful protesters would
go to jail if they would not leave immediately. King
accepted the consequences and went to jail. “In no
sense do I advocate evading or defying the law....That
would lead to anarchy. An individual who breaks a law
that his conscience tell him is unjust, and who willingly
accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order to arouse
the conscience of the community over its injustice, is
in reality expressing the highest respect for the law.”
Here Dr. King expresses one of the highest demands

of citizenship - to work to change laws that are unjust
through peaceful means.

Parallels To Our World Today

The dream that Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. so passionately
pursued - respect for others, equality, citizenship, and the
strategy of non-violence still speaks to us today. Through-
out the world people suffer discrimination based on their
ethnicity, religious beliefs, and color of their skin. Terrorists

throughout the world are today targeting civilians on the
basis of their nationality and religion. In our discussion
questions, we will discuss specific situations in our own
lives and in the world where Dr. King’s message may apply.
In many ways the goals of Dr. King’s speech have been
achieved; however, throughout the world there is much
work to be done. l

Vocabulary

Anarchy — Absence of government; the state of society where
there is no law or supreme power; a state of lawlessness;
political confusion.

Citizenship — The status of a citizen with respect to his duties,
rights, and privileges; having the desire to make his state/
country a better place.

Civilian — A person that is not an active member of the military
or police.

Courage — The capacity to meet danger without giving way to
fear; to have the courage of one’s convictions; to be willing to
put one’s opinions into practice.

Discipline — Controlled behavior resulting from training;
self-control to produce a specific character or pattern of
behavior, especially training that produces moral or mental
improvement.

Ennobles — To make spiritually, intellectually, or morally
elevated.

Moral — Relating to principles of right and wrong; conforming
to standards of what is right or just in behavior especially
relating to one’s character.

Respect For Others — Defined as showing full appreciation
for the worth and dignity of others. One way to live this out
is the Golden Rule: doing unto others as you would want
done unto you.
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Teacher’s Guide

Virtue In Action

Dr. King’s Message of Equality, Respect for Others, Citizenship and Non-Violence Transcends Time and Culture

Lesson Goals

O Help students understand Dr. King’s
message of respect for others, equality,
and citizenship

O Help students understand and value
the strategy of non-violence

[J Develop greater appreciation and
understanding of the sacrifices,
courage, and discipline required
of participants in the civil rights
movement

OJ Foster the practice of applying
concepts and principles throughout
different time periods and to
different cultures

This lesson is organized into 2 parts
Each part addresses on or more of
the goals above, and includes reading,
reflection, journal writing and/or
circle discussions. Optional learning
extension activities are provided after
Part II.

FOSTERING CITIZENSHIP THROUGH CHARACTER EDUCATION

Part I: Respecting Others
Day 1, Activity 1 Read together Part I of the student text.
Activity 2: Conduct a Circle Discussion

“We have learned in the lesson that the value of respecting others involves fully
realizing and acknowledging the value and worth of other people. In our
community here at school and in our wider culture, what factors do we use in
determining our view of others?” Teacher should write responses on the board.

If needed, potential teacher prompts:
- how smart someone is
- ethnic background / nationality
- athletic ability
- humor
- are they kind and considerate to others
- how someone looks, not just skin color - attractive vs. not

Activity 3: Journal Writing

Looking over our list, have we individually or as a group, let some of these factors
become too important in how we view others and our respect for others? In your
journal write a specific statement on how you can improve your own responses to
other people and show them respect. An example may be, ‘I will focus less on others
appearance and focus more on their positive qualities.

Activity 4: Small Group Discussion

Break the class up into groups of 4 or 5 and have each group answer the following
questions:

1. Over the past several months, what statements or actions in the news either affirm
or undermine the value of respect for others?
If needed, potential teacher prompts:
- Osama bin Laden and other terrorists targeting civilians based on their nationality
- America’s leaders calling on Americans to respect Muslims, and Islam as a religion

2. Has America achieved Dr. King’s dream of equal rights for all Americans?
Encourage students to be specific about equal rights as enumerated in law.

Has America achieved Dr. King’s dream of a culture where we are not “judged by
the color of their (our) skin, but by the content of their (our) character?”



Part II: Putting Ourselves in Dr.
King’'s Time and Applying Dr. King'’s
Message to Today’s World

Day 2 (and 3), Activity 1 Read together Part
II of the student text.

Activity 2: Conduct Circle
Discussions

1. Imagine that in the march from Selma to Montgomery
the marchers responded to the violence of the police with
violence. The day after the police attack, the marchers
return the second day with guns. As the police begin
beating the marchers they defend themselves by shooting
at the police. People are killed on each side. Let’s walk
through this hypothetical situation step by step, and try
to evaluate what might be the reactions of the police and
government to the violence, and the counter-reaction of
the movement. How would this cycle of violence end?

If the Civil Rights movement had resorted to violence,
how might this have affected the outcome? Would the
use of violence have helped or hurt the ability of the
movement to achieve its goals?

2. If you lived in a country where your rights were denied
by the government, would you advocate violent or
non-violent strategies to try and change the laws or the
government? Encourage students to defend their position
with specific reasons.

3. The terrorist attacks of September11th have triggered a
cycle of violence where America has responded with a
war on the Taliban and al Qaeda. What are some non-
violent actions that Americans can and may have taken
in responding to the attacks and the wider threat of
terrorism?

If needed, potential teacher prompts:

- charitable endeavors to address poverty in the Middle
East

- President’s request for $1.00 from each child for the
children of Afghanistan

- efforts to promote education in the Middle East

- American government promoting democracy and
economic freedom in the Middle East

4. Is America’s war on the Taliban and al-Qaeda the correct
response, or is a non-violent response advisable? What
are the differences in considering the strategy to change
the laws within a country, versus the strategy to counter a
threat from a foreign nation or terrorist group?

Activity 3: Journal Writing

The work of Dr. King highlights the value of citizenship in
having the desire to make his country a better place. Write
in your journal what part of American life or the law can
be improved, and where you would like to work to make a
difference. Then write out a plan for how you would like
to work for change. Strategies can be as simple as writing
letters or as ambitious as organizing a movement.

Extended Learning Activities

1. As a class, watch the segment of the PBS video-Eye on the
Prize-which details the march from Selma to Montgomery
and the debate on non-violence within the civil rights
movement.

2. Divide the class into groups of 3 or 4, and ask each
group to research the following aspects of the civil rights
movement and discrimination against black Americans.
Ask each group to present a 10 minute review on one of
the following issues:

- Laws preventing black people in America from voting,
including as late as the

early 1960’s (such as Jim Crow laws; white primaries;
literacy tax; poll tax)

- Equality laws enacted as a result of the civil rights
movement (Civil Rights Act of 1957; the 24th
Amendment ratified in 1964; Civil Rights act of 1964;
Voting Rights Act of 1965)

- Major protests of the civil rights movement
(Montgomery Bus Boycott 1955-6; Little Rock Central
High School 1957; Watts Racial Riots)

3. Discuss what countries and/or terrorist movements have
in recent times enacted violence against civilians due to
their nationality, religion etc. Some examples are listed
below:

- al Qaeda targeting Americans

- Middle Eastern terrorist groups targeting Jews

- Basque terrorists in Spain targeting Spanish civilians

- IRA targeting English citizens and Northern Ireland
Protestants

- Serbian government under Milosevic persecuting
Bosnian Muslims

- Government of Sudan persecuting Christians

4. Constitutional Focus: Have students do a research
project on one of the aspects of the Constitution related
to equality: The Preamble to the Constitution; the Bill
of Rights; 13th Amendment; 14th Amendment; 15th
Amendment; 24th Amendment.

5. View Dr. King's speeches from Media Player.
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