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M  ost discussions of the 
civil rights movement 
focus on distant places 
like Birmingham, 

Montgomery, and Selma. While the 
struggles for equality in these southern 
cities are legendary, they may have 
turned out differently if it were not for 
some very important historical events 
much closer to home. The Delaware 
Valley played an often-overlooked role 
in forming the leaders and ideas that 
fueled the civil rights movement. In 
particular, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
experiences in the Philadelphia area 
enabled him to become regarded by 
many as the most inspiring leader of the 
20th century.

In 1951, Dr. King graduated first 
in his class at Crozer Theological 
Seminary in Delaware County. Dr. 
King was attracted to the school for 
its unorthodox, non-denominational 
reputation and was one of only 11 
African Americans in his class. He was 
elected student body president in 1950 
and delivered the valedictory address at 
commencement in May 1951.

While at Crozer, King was introduced 
to the concept of Gandhian non-violence 
as a potential method of social and legal 
change. It is perhaps difficult today to 
appreciate how radical and new these ideas 
were in the early 1950s. Civil disobedience 
has a long American tradition dating back 
to the American colonists through Thoreau, 
but King was arguably the first American 
to inspire a mass movement focused on the 
principle of non-violence. 

King was first exposed to Gandhi’s 
ideas at a 1950 lecture at the Fellowship 
House of Philadelphia given by Mordecai 
Johnson, then president of Howard 
University. By all accounts, this was a 
transformative moment that helped propel 
Dr. King’s work for the remainder of his 
life. The Fellowship House was located 
on Brown Street and unfortunately is no 
longer in existence. Some accounts hold 
that King first learned about Gandhi at a 

lecture at the First Unitarian Church on 
Chestnut Street, but this does not seem to 
be verified. In addition, King drew a great 
influence from Reverend J. Pius Barbour of 
the Calvary Baptist Church in Chester. 

While studying at Crozer, King also 
took philosophy classes at the University 
of Pennsylvania. For a period of time, King 
stayed at 753 Walnut Street in Camden, 
New Jersey. During this time, King and 
another student were refused service at 
a bar in Maple Shade, New Jersey. Some 
maintain this incident helped ignite King’s 
passion for civil rights. Just four short years 
after leaving Crozer Theological Seminary, 
Dr. King rose to national prominence 
during the Montgomery Bus Boycott.

King would return to the Philadelphia 
area regularly during his successful 
leadership of non-violent movements 
throughout the Deep South. After he 
won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, Dr. 
King immediately visited the Calvary 
Baptist Church in Chester. Perhaps most 
significantly, King returned in January 
and August of 1965 on speaking tours 

during the height of the Selma movement. 
During this period, he spoke at venues 
ranging from universities to street corners, 
including Villanova University, Temple 
University, Girard College, the corner of 
39th and Lancaster and the corner of 13th 
and Fitzwater Street. 

During Dr. King’s 1965 visit, he 
advocated for the integration of Girard 
College. Dr. King called the walls of 
Girard College, “a kind of Berlin Wall to 
keep the colored children of God out” and 
“symbolic of a tragic evil in our nation” in 
“the city that has been known as the cradle 
of liberty.” Girard College was eventually 
integrated in 1968. This visit saw Dr. King 
making common cause with local civil 
rights legend Cecil B. Moore, after Moore 
had allegedly expressed skepticism about 
King’s approach. At the 39th and Lancaster 
rally, Dr. King spoke about the importance 
of retaining personal dignity and self-
respect and urged, “black men and white 
men must learn to live together in this 
nation as brothers.”

In a 1967 visit to Philadelphia, Dr. King 
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made a surprise visit to Barratt Junior High 
School on Wharton Street. This impromptu 
20-minute speech has recently resurfaced 
online, garnering millions of views. This 
has become known as the “What is Your 
Life’s Blueprint?” or alternatively as 
the “Street Sweeper” speech. Dr. King 
eloquently and passionately advocated for 
young people to always have “a deep belief 
in your own dignity,” focus on education, 
and achieve excellence in everything, even 
if that’s sweeping streets. He implored 
young people to not allow anyone to “pull 
you so low as to make you hate them.” 
He said all Americans, regardless of age, 
have a responsibility to make their nation 
“a better place in which to live” and to 
struggle for freedom and justice. He 
concluded by suggesting non-violence as 
the only method to build a better society 
while simultaneously protecting life and 
property. This speech ended with his 
famous words, “if you can’t run walk, if 
you can’t walk, crawl. But by all means, 
keep moving.”

Dr. King’s last trip to Philadelphia was 
in February 1968, when he was advocating 
against the Vietnam War. He developed 
laryngitis on this visit and received 
treatment by well-known Philadelphia 
doctor and African American leader Walter 
P. Lomax Jr. Just two short months later, 

Dr. King was assassinated in Memphis.
Today, many feel that Dr. King’s vision 

of non-violence and equality seems to be 
slipping away. Americans are divided, and 
our leaders spend more time calling each 
other names on Twitter than thinking deeply 
about ideas like freedom, non-violence, 
and reconciliation. Against this backdrop, 
it’s easy to understand why Dr. King has 
been elevated to such a lofty summit in the 
American psyche. It’s difficult for us today 
to imagine such a positive and inspirational 
leader.

However, a national holiday and 
a postage stamp are not sufficient to 
understand the legacy of Dr. King. It’s 
more important to appreciate Dr. King’s 
philosophy on a deeper level than from a 
few quotes from his most famous speeches. 
There has never been a more important 
time to stop and reflect on the significance 
of his ideas.

Dr. King’s ultimate vision was 
to develop a “Beloved Community” 
which rejected violence and hatred. He 
articulated the “Triple Evils” of poverty, 
racism,and militarism. To fight these evils, 
he developed the “Six Principles of Non-
Violence.” These are:

1. Non-violence is a way of life for 
courageous people.

2. Non-violence seeks to win friendship 
and understanding.
3. Non-violence seeks to defeat injustice 
not people. 
4. Non-violence holds that suffering can 
educate and transform.
5. Non-violence chooses love instead of 
hate.
6. Non-violence believes that the universe 
is on the side of justice.

To put these six powerful principles 
of non-violence into action, Dr. King also 
developed six steps of non-violent social 
change. These are:

1. Information gathering
2. Education
3. Personal commitment 
4. Discussion/negotiation
5. Direct action
6. Reconciliation

Dr. King’s vision went much, much 
deeper than his unforgettable oratory. 
This is yet another sense in which he is 
almost totally unlike any national leader 
today. Instead of calling people names, he 
strove for friendship, understanding, and 
reconciliation. It’s easy to forget the extent 
to which his approach was criticized by all 
sides, even during the zenith of his success. 
Reconciliation is difficult. It requires 
humility, sympathy and forgiveness. 
Reconciliation stands in stark contrast to 
the perpetual animosity dominating the 
American discourse about legal equality in 
the 21st century. Freedom does not have to 
be a zero-sum game. 

If we want to truly celebrate Dr. 
King’s legacy, we should do more than 
memorize a few quotes. We should 
educate ourselves about his life and his 
principles in order to incorporate these 
values into our everyday lives. 

Philadelphia has a proud tradition as 
a city where important new ideas about 
law, freedom, and equality are developed. 
No other city in America, or the world, 
can claim our unique historical legacy. 
Let’s work together to continue this great 
tradition in the 21st century.

Patrick McKnight is a law clerk at Wilson 
Elser LLP.
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