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MEETING IN A BOX

MISCONCEPTION: Dr. King believed in colorblindness. 
FACT CHECK: This misconception often makes Dr. King 
more palatable to mainstream society. Dr. King’s famous 
quote, “I have a dream that my four little 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” has been misinterpreted to oppose affirma-
tive action. However, Dr. King knew the issue of race in  
society was complex. In 1968 when he spoke to the strik-
ing Memphis sanitation workers, he said, “When there is 
vast unemployment and underemployment in the black 
community, they call it a social problem. When there is 
vast unemployment and underemployment in the white 
community, they call it a depression.”

Sources: Washington Post; CNN

MISCONCEPTION: Dr. King’s advocacy is far-removed 
from current Black Lives Matter causes that focus on  
police brutality.
FACT CHECK: Mass incarceration and police brutality 
were also issues during the 1960s civil rights movement.  
As evidenced by the Montgomery, Selma and Birming-
ham protests where police brutalized demonstrators, 
systemic abuse of Black people was an issue King also 
focused on. During the eulogy of Jimmie Lee Jackson 
who was killed by an Alabama state trooper in 1965, Dr. 
King said, “A state trooper pointed the gun, but he did 
not act alone. He was murdered by the brutality of every 
sheriff who practices lawlessness in the name of law. He 
was murdered by the irresponsibility of every politician, 
from governors on down, who has fed his constituents 
the stale bread of hatred and the spoiled meat of racism.”MISCONCEPTION: Dr. King only focused on racism and 

segregation in the South.  
FACT CHECK: Dr. King is best known for his work prior to 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, but for the years after the 
passage up until his death, Dr. King led movements that 
focused on racial economic inequality, labor rights and 
anti- Vietnam War activism. 

MISCONCEPTION: Without Dr. King, the Civil Rights Move-
ment would not have happened.
FACT CHECK: Dr. King was just one of many fig-
ures — men and women, peaceful and radical — 
that led the Civil Rights Movement. Female activ-
ists like Ella Baker, Daisy Bates, Joanne Grant, Fannie 
Lou Hamer and Septima Clark are often forgotten 
about, while those like  Jesse Jackson, Al Sharpton, 
Malcom X and James Forman are criticized and viewed   
as angry or militant. Attributing the Civil Rights Move-
ment to one man ignores the contributions of men 
and women with diverse ideologies who have played  
key roles.

MISCONCEPTION: Dr. King’s movement was 100% inclu-
sive.
FACT CHECK: Dr. King’s leadership was an important cat-
alyst, but  civil rights activists would grow to be more 
inclusive of people of different genders and sexualities 
with time. 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is a figure central to American civil rights history, but many still 
misunderstand his ideologies and how they relate to civil rights and resistance today. 

Here, we debunk some commonly-held misconceptions about Dr. King. 

MISCONCEPTION: Dr. King and Black Power movement 
leader, Malcom X were ideological opposites.
FACT CHECK: Dr. King studied and preached peace-
ful protest, but deradicalizing Dr. King is anoth-
er way to simplify his views. Malcom X advocat-
ed for armed rebellion in the North, but Dr. King,  
as his career progressed, advocated as well for a  
“radical revolution of values.” In 1964, Malcom X broke  
with the Nation of Islam and joined Dr. King’s Selma  
campaign in 1965. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/five-myths-about-martin-luther-king/2016/01/15/4094b44a-ba62-11e5-829c-26ffb874a18d_story.html
https://www.cnn.com/2016/01/15/us/mlk-myths/index.html

