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Road to MLK Day was sometimes

Recognition came nearly
20 years after his death

Eric Lagatta
USA TODAY

Martin Luther King Jr. may now be a
nationally revered civil rights icon
whose legacy is celebrated every Janu-
ary, but the road to name a federal holi-
day in his honor was not an easy one.

King, who spent the last years of his
life advocating for nonviolent action
against racial inequality in the United
States, sparked a national movement
and earned himself the Nobel Peace
Prize in 1964.

Despite his accolades, it wasn't until
nearly 20 years after his assassination
in 1968 that Martin Luther King Jr. Day
became federally recognized in 1986.
And it was even longer until all 50 states
recognized the holiday by 2000.

When is Martin
Luther King Jr. Day?

On the third Monday of every Janu-
ary, the federal government shuts down
for the day to honor King.

The Baptist minister first came to na-
tional prominence during the 1955
Montgomery bus boycott in Alabama.
King would go on to become one of the
most prominent figures in the Civil
Rights Movement, founding the South-
ern Christian Leadership Conference in
1957 and leading the 1963 March on
Washington.

The holiday in his honor is timed to
honor King’s birthday, though it rarely
falls on that actual day because of the
Uniform Monday Holiday Act, which
former President Lyndon B. Johnson
signed into law in 1968.

The date of King’s birth in 1929 was
Jan. 15, which in fact happens to be the
day that MLK Day will be celebrated this
year.

What is the meaning of MLK Day?

King advocated for civil disobedience
and nonviolent methods to push back
against racism and segregation.

MLK Day was designated as a nation-
al day of service in which all Americans
are encouraged to volunteer to improve
their communities, according to the
Smithsonian National Museum of Afri-
can American History & Culture.

Across the nation, cities and local
communities will host ceremonies and
volunteer events on Monday.

Nationally, the King Center in Atlanta
is hosting a variety of events through
Monday to commemorate King and
honor those who embody the principles
for which he stood. The NAACP will also
host its annual King Day at the Dome
event, which Vice President Kamala
Harris is scheduled to headline.

How did MLK Day become
a federal holiday?

The campaign for a federal holiday in
King’s honor began four days after he
was assassinated on April 4,1968.

James Earl Ray confessed to shooting
King and was sentenced to 99 years in
prison. King’s killing sent shock waves
through America and is still regarded as
alandmark event in U.S. history.

But despite the national fervor in-
spired by the death of the leader who
was instrumental in the passage of the
Civil Rights Act in 1964, legislation to
honor him languished for years, accord-
ing to the National Constitution Center.

Undeterred by the lack of political
support, Rep. John Conyers, D-Mich.,
reintroduced the legislation every year
with the backing of the Congressional
Black Caucus, which he helped found. It
wasn't until 15 years after King’s death
that civil rights activists finally suc-
ceeded in making Martin Luther King Jr.
Day a nationally observed holiday.

On Nov. 2, 1983, President Ronald
Reagan signed a bill making the third
Mondav in Januarv a federal holidav in
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MLK Day events in Rochester

The Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. made many connections in Rochester
throughout his life. During his visits, residents would gather in crowds to
hear his powerful speeches, and following the 1964 race unrest, King spoke
on the violence and discrimination that occurred that day.

“The president of the United States, the mayors of New York City and Roch-
ester and the governors and mayors of every city and state throughout our
country have a responsibility to see that millions of black Americans acquire
an ever-increasing amount of justice,” said King. “In short, we must be as
concerned about getting rid of the environmental conditions that cause the
riots as we are in condemning the violence.”

On the day of his funeral, over 2,000 residents marched on Clarissa Street in
honor of his legacy. Now, the Rochester community joins people around the
nation to celebrate and remember him as an activist, speaker, and beloved
figure in the Black community. — Genae Shields, Rochester Democrat and

Chronicle

Monday, Jan. 15

The Greater Rochester Martin
Luther King Jr. Commission will be
hosting an event with the Eastman
School of Music at 26 Gibbs St. in
downtown Rochester. There will be
performances by local artists and
the Martin Luther King Jr. Choir.

e Time: 9 to 10:30 a.m.

e Guests unable to attend in person
can view the live stream at esm
.rochester.edu/live/kodak/

For those looking to attend an event
later in the afternoon, the Rochester
Museum & Science Center at 657
East Ave. will be paying tribute to
King’s life and work with a series of
family-friendly activities:

o MLK and Changemakers: Make
buttons and patches with quotes
from King using the RMSC
Glowforge Laser!

e In His Words (11 a.m. to 3 p.m.):
Listen and watch important and
notable speeches by King in the
Bausch Auditorium.

e Storytime (12:30 p.m., 1:30 p.m.,
2:30 p.m.): Listen to stories about
activists and trailblazers that
changed the world!

Learn more at
allevents.in/ mobile/ amp-event
.php?event_id=200025965754729

Friday, Jan. 19

Author and journalist Rachel Swarns
will be delivering the 2024 Martin
Luther King Jr. Commemorative
Address at the University of
Rochester. Swarns has been
ajournalist for 22 years as a
contributing writer for The New York
Times. Attendees will also be able to
purchase her latest book, “The 272:
The Families Who Were Enslaved and
Sold to Build the American Catholic
Church.” It was named one of the
best books of 2023 by The New
Yorker, the Washington Post and

the New York Times Book Review.

e Time: 6 to 7:30 p.m.

o To register: 2024_mlk_address
.eventbrite.com/

Tuesday, Jan. 30

For 42 years the Rochester Institute
of Technology has been celebrating
the impact of King with its Expres-
sions of King’s Legacy programming.
This year, Ibram X. Kendi will be the
keynote speaker. Kendi is a profes-
sor, activist and author of five No. 1
New York Times bestsellers, includ-
ing “How to Be an Antiracist,” “Anti-
racist Baby” and “Stamped: Racism,
Antiracism, and You,” co-authored by
Jason Reynolds. Learn more about
Kendi at prhspeakers.com. The event
is free and open to the public, how-
ever, due to a larger interest in the
programming, new registrations are
only open to RIT employees and
students.

e Time: Noon to 2 p.m.

o To register: rit.edu/diversity/
expressions
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observance of King’s legacy. The holiday
was first observed on Jan. 20, 1986.

How did Stevie Wonder help?

Years before Reagan signed the bill,
the legislation failed in the House in
1979 even as President Jimmy Carter
called on Congress to pass it.

Following the bill’s defeat, musician
Stevie Wonder released his song “Hap-
py Birthday,” an ode to King’s vision that
galvanized public support for the holi-
day by recognizing his many achieve-
ments, according to the King Center.

Wonder didn’t stop there: The Mo-
town singer made regular appearances
alongside King's widow, Coretta Scott
King, at rallies. Wonder capped a four-
month tour with a benefit concert on the
National Mall, where 18 years earlier
King delivered his famous “I have a
Dream” speech.

When the bill again made it to the
House floor in 1983, Coretta Scott King
and Wonder delivered a petition with 6
million signatures in favor of the holiday
to the speaker. The bill easily passed in
the House by a vote of 338-90.

At the Senate level, Republican Sen.
Jesse Helms attempts to accuse King of
being a communist didn’t derail its mo-
mentum, and it passed in the Senate be-
fore heading to Reagan’s desk, accord-
ing to the Smithsonian.

When did all 50 states
recognize MLK Day?

By this time, 17 states had already en-
acted King holidays of their own, the
Smithsonian said.

Other states, though, were resistant
to the idea of honoring King by name.
Instead, they observed holidays with al-
ternative names. Arizona and New
Hampshire, for example, celebrated
“Civil Rights Day,” while Wyoming cele-
brated “Wyoming Equality Day,” accord-
ing to the Smithsonian.

It wasn't until 2000 that MLK Day
was officially observed in all 50 states
for the first time.
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