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"ALWAYS MORE THAN A LABEL".

CORETTA SCOTT KING'S LIFE OF ACTIVISM

An interesting thing happened a few weeks into the Trump presidency
Attempting to read a 1986 letter by Coretta Scott King opposing the nomi—‘
nation of Jeff Sessions to a federal judgeship, Massacﬁ'usetts senator Eliza-
beth Warren was silenced by the Senate. According to Scott King, Sessions
had used “the awesome power of his office to chill the free exercise o%
the vote by black citizens® Citing these words and a rule that senators
Amust not impugn colleagues, Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConneIi
interrupted Warren, and Senate Republicans voted to prohibit her from
speaking for the remainder of debate on Sessions’s nomination for attor-
ney g@leraf. Leaving aside the differential and gendered treatment of War-
ren (Senator Tom Udall read Scott King’s entire letter into the record the
next day without censure), part of what was interesting about the episode
was how McConnell and his fellow Republicans recognized the power of
Coretta Scott King’s words. ) |

‘ Many expressed shock that Republican leaders would treat Scott King
like that. Former presidential candidate Bernie Sanders proclaimed on
the Senate tloor the next day, “The idea that a letter and a statement made
by Coretta Scott King, the widow of Martin Luther King Jr. ... could nof
be presented and spoken about here on the floor of the Senate is, to me
m.co,nlpre«hensible.”° But elevating her to some sort of sainthood as thé
widow of Martin Luther King, hast't necessarily meant Scott King has
been taken seriously as a political thinker in her own right. As horrify:
ing as it was, the censoring of Warren backhandedly acknowledged the
substance of Scott King’s letter—not to mention that it brought the letter
to the attention of millions more Americans than would have heard it if
Warren had simply read it on the Senate tloor.”

During her life, Coretta Scott King lamented how she was too often
seen but not heard, admired but not considered in her substance. I am
inade t(? sound like an attachment to a vacuum cleaner she explained

the wife of Martin, then the widow of Martin, all of which I was proud)
to be. But I was never just a wife, nor a widow. I was always more than a
label™ Her memorialization as wife and helpmate, and the correspondin;
backgrounding of her lifelong commitments, misses the wider critiqﬁé of
social injustice that underlay her life’s work. Not simply an accessory of
her husband’s, Coretta’s activism complemented and at times led Martin’s
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politics. Active in racial-justice politics and the peace movement before
marrying King, she spoke up earlier and more forcefully against American
involvement in Vietnam than her husband did, and her critique of Ameri-
can economics and war making continued for decades after his death. An
examination of her political commitments highlights the international di-
mensions of the Black freedom struggle and the long-standing commit-
ment to nonviolence, anticolonialism, and human rights around the world
held by her and many civil rights activists. And it returns a much fuller
and more militant picture of her husband’s activism to public view, par-
ticularly the ways Coretta Scott King helped shape his antipoverty work
and his opposition to the war in Vietnam,

Born on April 27, 1927, in Marion, Alabama, Coretta Scott graduated
valedictorian from Lincoln High School. Her childhood was marked by
racial violence: as a teenager, her home and her father’s sawmill were
burned down. Attending Antioch College, she became politically involved
in the campus NAACP, the Race Relations and Civil Liberties Commit-
tees, and various peace activities.” Majoring in music and elementary edu-
cation, she encountered discrimination at Antioch when the college sided
with the local school system’s decision not to allow her (or any Black per-
son) to student-teach in the city’s schools. “This . .. made me determined
to become more involved in addressing issues of social and political in-
justice”'” A strong supporter of racial progressive Henry Wallace’s 1948
third-party bid for the presidency, she attended the Progressive Party con-
vention, one of 150 Black people in attendance.

Anaccomplished singer, she earned a scholarship to the New England
Conservatory of Music, where she received her bachelor of music degree.
It was in Boston where she met Martin Luther King Jr., who was working
on his doctorate at Boston University. Scott, according to King biogra-
pher Clayborne Carson, “was more politically active at the time they met
than Martin was™"' Independent and “ferociously informal,” according to
James Baldwin, Scott worried about how “circumscribed” her life might
become if she married a pastor.?

Part of the attraction between Coretta and Martin was political, as let-
ters between the two of them reveal. While they were courting, Coretta
sent Martin a copy of Edward Bellamy’s socialist utopian novel, Look-
ing Backward, with the note: “I shall be interested to know your reac-
tions to Bellamy's predictions about our future” She later told Baldwin
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that her emerging relationship came to fee] “somehow, preordained” Ay 1
she made clear, “The media hever understood Martin so the Wl';l‘ TK
understand Coretta. I didi't learn my commitment from MaZtin wI-j?w‘r
converged at a certain time”!3 They married in June 1953, Coretta ; ‘C )‘Ut’t
that “obey” be removed from their wedding vows, T
I’n September 1954, they moved to Montgomery, where Martin h. 1
received his first pastorship at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church Mont1 N
ery Wc')uid be where Martin’s civil rights commitment first cau‘ ht ﬁ' tgo‘n']i
attention, when he emerged as the young leader and spoke@gxrnan(1 IfOl;d‘
Montgomery bus boycott. But Coretta played a decisive role tilere '1? }*;It
Seven weeks into the boycott, the Kings” house was bombed Core;t\' V'W i
ten-week-old baby daughter Yolanda were at home when thé bomb& e
off, bl.it they escaped uninjured. Terrified by this violence botﬁ M'Wét:'m
and Coretta’s fathers traveled to Montgomery to pressure tile famzl jim
at»leait ;jgt‘eft&l and baby Yolanda—to Jeave. Siae refused. As she expiline‘(z
Iﬁatel"', This w.as a very trying time, when everyone seemed frightened, |
zeahziad how important it was for me to stand with Martin. And the ‘
morning at breakfast he said, ‘Coretta, you have been g feéﬂ soldi I;’em
were the only one who stood with me”** Had Coretta ﬂinched\ in theil': n o
ment, th‘e trajectory of the bus boycott and the emerging civil right \ ]'O-
ment might have been very different. e
y »\/\;\;}?}e tlhe lMox;zgomery bus boycott is customarily seen as the advent
viartin Luther King’s leadership, Coretta + as vital to its :
“During the bus boycott I was testeg by fire andvll::z:ri:;lt(t)(;;t;eizzrg: n}“e’
I wa§ not a brezi@bie crystal figurine,” she said. “I found I beca;nen:t o
8erin a crisis”"* During the year of the boycott, their phone ran ;1 mf‘
sal?tly. with hate calls, and Coretta often had to answer thém S‘Legm;lic; -
quipping, My husband is asleep. . .. He told me to write tb‘t‘? name (;
number of anyone who called to threaten his life so that he could tam
the call and receive the threat in the morning when he wakes 're m'n
ol Kes up and is
Coref’ta Scott King’s peace activism and global vision continued afte
Fler marriage as well. In many ways, her commitments to global peace ‘ : kr
ing helped inspire Martin’, since he had not been active (mw ’tgese :@li
before Illiietillg her. In 1957, she was one of the founders of the C ()II;I;liii,
tee for a Sane Nuclear Policy. In 1958, Scott King spoke on her h;wb”u d
behalf at the Youth March for Integrated Schools, Drawing insp\ir;tilos
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from India’s march to the sea, led by Mohandas Gandhi, and from the
Underground Railroad, she praised the young people for “proving that the
so-called ‘silent generation’ is not so silent.” In 1959, she and her hushand
traveled to India for five weeks to learn from Gandhi’s work, meeting with
India’s prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, and dozens of local leaders and
activists. In 1962, she was a delegate for the Women'’s Strike for Peace to
the seventeen-nation Disarmament Conference in Geneva, Switzerland.!”
Joining the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, she
became even more vocal on peace issues as US involvement in Vietnam
escalated in the early 1960s.

With four kids, Scott King had to contend with her husband’s contra-
dictory beliefs on women’s roles—his appreciation of her politics and his
conviction that she should stay home to raise the children. Forced to scale
back her singing, she continued to do benefit concerts for the movement:
“I once told Martin that although I loved being his wife and a mother, if
that was all I did T would have gone crazy. I felt a calling on my life from
an early age.  knew I had something to contribute to the world”'®After he
received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, she stressed to him “the role you
must play in achieving world peace, and 1 will be so glad when the time
comes when you can assume that role”"” Following the award, she pressed
him to make the international dimension of the philosophy of nonvio-
lence more prominent; their belief in nonviolence and commitment to
human rights necessitated speaking out on global human rights as well
as domestic ones. The work and responsibility that came with the award
were clear to her: “I felt pride and joy and pain too, when I thought of the

added responsibilities my husband must bear and it was my burden too”*°

The death threats and continued harassment took their toll. In 1966,
she explained the effect of John F. Kennedy’s assassination to reporter
Trina Grillo: "It seemed worse than seeing a member of my own family dy-
ing ... a feeling of complete despair. After that, Malcolm X’s assassination
disturbed me more than anything else. I was depressed for several days.”*’

While her husband wavered in publicly speaking out against the Viet-
nam War, having been attacked severely for his early criticisms of US
military escalation, Coretta Scott King remained steadfast in her public
opposition to the war. In 1965, two years before her husband’s famous
sermon against the war at Riverside Church, she addressed an antiwar
rally at New York’s Madison Square Garden, the only woman to address
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the crowd. Late in 1965, when her husband backed out of an address to a
Washington, DC, peace rally, she kept her commitment to speak.*? Fol-
lowing her appearance, a reporter asked Martin if he had educated his wife
on these issues. He replied: “She educated me”?’

Coretta continued to push her husband to take a stronger public stand
against the war.** In April 1967, Martin Luther King made his public dec-
laration against the war at Riverside Church, decrying the resources be-
ing diverted from the War on Poverty to wage war in Vietnam, and the
deployment of Black soldiers to a conflict thousands of miles away when
their rights were not guaranteed athome—and was lambasted for it. When
Martin spoke in New York at the Spring Mobilization to End the War in
Vietnam, Coretta flew to San Francisco to speak at a peace demonstration
attended by sixty thousand. In January 1968, missing celebrations of her
husband’s birthday in Atlanta, she joined five thousand women in the Jea-
nette Rankin Brigade in Washington, DC, to protest the war, At the end
of March, she presided over a conference in Washington, DC, organized
by the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, where she
called for a cease-fire in Vietnam.?

Along with peace activism, issues of poverty and economic justice
motivated both Coretta and Martin. After her husband’s assassination in
Memphis, where he had gone to take part in a sanitation workers strike,
Coretta Scott King stepped in to fill the political void and lead the march
he was supposed to have headed. I gave a speech from the heart and some
people saw” me for the first time” she recalled.”® As historian Michael
Honey observes,

[Coretta and Martin’s] partnership came not only from personal love
but also from a joint political commitment. . .. True to the patriarchal
society in which they had been raised, Martin felt she should devote
herself primarily to making a home and raising the children. She did
that, but she did it in the context of two lives absolutely committed to
changing the world. . . . Now, as the King family reeled from tragedy,
Coretta began to demonstrate her own quietand steely commitment to
nonviolence.*’

Understanding the tremendous work to be done in the wake of Mar-
tin's assassination, she committed to carrying on the fight for racial and
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economic justice, making clear that this was how his death was to bc hon-
ored: “The day that Negro people and others in bondage are truly free, on
the day want is abolished, on the day wars are no more, on that day I know
my husband will rest in a long-deserved peace”?*

( Her leadership was not always recognized. According to biographer
Barbara Reynolds, after Martin’s assassination, “Many of the men told her
she should step aside, and let them run things” but she refused.?> Four
days after her husband’s assassination, she traveled to Memphis to i(ixlv
tinue the planned march on behalf of the striking workers, stressing, “Ev-
ery man deserves a right to a job or an income so that he can pursue lib?yty
life, and happiness.”* Indeed, Scott King was resolute that an appropriate
memorial for her husband’s death was to continue the struggle they had
both committed their lives to.

And for the next four decades, that is exactly what she did. On April
27, 1968, Coretta Scott King delivered a speech at an antiwar demonstra-
tion in Central Park that Martin was supposed to have given. She linked
her opposition to the war to antipoverty activism at home, draying out
what would be a persistent theme of hers on the multiple manifestations
of violence in American politics. She saw the war abroad and economic
injustice at home as “two sides of the same coin.”

Our policy at home is to try to solve social problems through military
means, just as we have done abroad. The bombs we drop on the people
of Vietﬁam continue to explode at home with all of their devastating
potential. There is no reason why a nation as rich as ours should be
blighted by poverty, disease and illiteracy. It is plain that we don’t care
about our poor people, except to exploit them as cheap labor and vic-
timize them through excessive rents and consumer prices.*!

She ended her speech with a call to the power of women to “heal the
broken community now so shattered by war and poverty and racism.”

Even though her husband had kept a distance from welfare rights,
Coretta linked the struggle for economic justice to the need for a real
safety net for poor families. She decried a proposal before Congress to
cut welfare benefits as misguided and un-American: “It forces mothers
to leave their children and accept work or training, leaving their children
to grow up in the streets as tomorrow’s social problems.” She called for a
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guaranteed annual income for all Americans as a moral imperative—and
encouraged people to join welfare mothers for Mother’s Day at the nation’s
capital to “call upon Congress to establish a guaranteed annual income
instead of these racist and archaic measures, these measures which dehuy-
manize God’s children and create more socia problems than they solve”*?

Coretta Scott King helped kick off the Poor People’s Campaign the
month after her husband’s death. Martin had been working to build a poor
people’s movement to descend on Washington and engage in massive civil
disobedience to make poor people unignorable and force Congress and
the president to action. But it was Coretta Scott King, Ralph Abernathy,
and a host of other antipoverty activists across the country who took up
the task of actually enacting the plans. On May 1, Scott King launched the
southern caravan of the Poor People’s Campaign from the balcony of the
Lorraine Motel in Memphis, singing “Sweet Little Jesus Boy.” She declared
her own dream, “where not some but all of God’s children have food,
where not some but all of God’s children have decent housing, where not
some but all of God’s children have a guaranteed annual income in keep-
ing with the principles of liberty and grace.”® Coretta Scott King’s dream
was not ephemeral but one rooted in economic justice. Her Christianity
was not an otherworldly religion but a living theology that understood Je-
sus as an advocate for the poor and oppressed.

On May 12, she joined seven thousand welfare recipients and their
allies from twenty cities at Cardozo High School in Washington, DC, to
decry the violence of poverty, call for the fulfillment of the spirit of the
original 1935 Social Security Act, and kick off the events in the city. The
next month, on Solidarity Day, June 19, 1968, in the midst of the Poor
People’s encampment on the National Mall, she gave a powerful speech
to fifty thousand people at the Lincoln Memorial calling on American
women to “unite and form a solid block of women power” to fight racism,
poverty, and war,**

The stand-by-your-man image of Coretta Scott King thus misses the
extended critique of injustice that underlined her political work before
and during her marriage, and long after her husband’s assassination, “|
am not a ceremonial symbol” Scott King made clear. “T am an activist. |
didn’t just emerge after Martin died—TI was always there and involved.”*
At both the Mother’s Day March and then again on Solidarity Day, she
criticized the hypocrisy of a society “where violence against poor people
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and minority groups is routine” She reminded the nation of its own acts
of violence: “Neglecting school children is violence. Punishing a nlofher
and her family is violence. . . . Ignoring medical needs is violence. Con-
tempt for poverty is violence. Even the lack of will power to help hux(n‘an»
ity is a sick and sinister form of violence”** Coretta re‘fra%ned the political
language of the time, foregrounding issues of economic violence that were
prevalent in American society. “More forcefully than her( hﬁusband bad
articulated,” King biographer Thomas Jackson explained, ‘Lorett}z},ﬁK{ng
connected poverty and policy neglect to systemic social violence.” §he
critiqued the stereotypes of poor Black women as lazy, loud, castratxng
figures as a way to further disfigure women who advocated for themselves
and their families and to take attention away from the structural cagses
of Black poverty. Indeed, Coretta Scott Kings analysis of poverty high-
lighted the intersections of race and gender that often kept Black women
poor and disregarded.

Heractivism did not simply uphold her husband’s legacy but expanded
it. Scott King understood the need for a unified Black. power a'nd, accord-
ing to historian Komozi Woodard, was a key driving force behind the 1972
National Black Political Convention in Gary, Indiana. She struggled with
being marginalized in SCLC, in part because she was a “strong woma‘n,
not one to be pushed aside. . . . Most thought that women shoulc.i stay in
the shadows; however I felt that as women, we had much to contribute. In
fact for the longest time, way before I married Martin, 1 had believed that
women should allow our essence and presence to shine, rather than letting
ourselves be buried or shunted to the sidelines”®

In a way similar to how she was treated in those years, thére has been
a tendency in popular histories of the movement to marginalize her work
and focus only on her efforts to preserve her husband’s legacy. E%ooks z:ﬂ‘
lude to the fact Coretta Scott King spoke at a rally against Nixon’s Family
Assistance Plan in 1972; attended the National Black Political Conven-
tion; and joined marchers in Boston in 1975 to support schos)l desegrega-
tion. In descriptions of those events, Scott King’s attendance is mentioned
but not elaborated on, as it would have been for other activists who were
keeping the kind of political schedule that she was and bmk‘hng the km((is

of connections between movements and issues that she did. %ndeed, in
1976, she told a friend, “Sometimes I wish I could get at least four hours

of sleep a day.”*”
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As historian David Stein documents, Scott King played a pivotal role
in the push for governmental guarantees relating to full employment in the
19708."" Alongside her commitment to welfare rights, Scott King stressed
unemployment as a crucial issue to be addressed: “if we could solve the
unemployment problem most of the social problems we have could be
solved. In fact, most of the social problems stem from unemployment”!
Guaranteed jobs, Scott King believed, was a way to link the needs of Black
and white workers, who were often pitted against each other. In 1974, she
founded the National Committee for Full Employment/Full Employment
Action Council, which, according to Stein, “was the energetic lobbying
force behind the Humphrey-Hawkins Full Ermnployment Act of 1978, The
law set the goal of getting the country down to 3% unemployment within
five years and attempted to hold the monetary policy of the Federal Re-
serve accountable to elected officials”*? Their efforts did not succeed.

In the 1980s, she took an active role in the anti-apartheid movement
and in 1984 was arrested outside the South African embassy. She traveled
to South Africa, and subsequently met with President Reagan to urge di-
vestment. To the end of her life, she continued her international peace
work. In the months leading up to the second Iraq War, Scott King came
out against the invasion: “A war with Iraq will increase anti-American
sentiment, create more terrorists, and drain as much as 200 billion tax-
payer dollars, which should be invested in human development here
in America*

She also became a vocal advocate of gay rights and a supporter of
same-sex marriage. In the late 1990s, despite criticisms from civil rights
leaders and her own children, she reminded the nation that “Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. said, Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere! [
appeal to everyone who believes in Martin Luther King Jr’s dream to make
room at the table of brotherhood and sisterhood for lesbian and gay peo-
ple”** Scott King saw the struggle for gay rights as intimately connected
to the one for racial justice and stood firm against those who would cast
the battle for gay rights as dishonoring the spirit of the civil rights move-
ment. In 2001, at the SCLC convention, she highlighted the threat of AIDS
as “one of the most deadly killers of African-Americans. And I think any-
one who sincerely cares about the future of black America had better be
speaking out”™** Decrying the dangers of legalized injustice, she opposed
a constitutional amendment banning same-sex marriage and reminded
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Americans that “gay and lesbian people have families, and their t:fxfz}iiies
should have legal protection, whether by marriage or civil unions.” |
Coretta Scott King's political commitments and activism around in-
ternational peace, economic justice, and human rights extenfied pastﬂ her
husband’s and far beyond the 1960s, yet many of the memorials cont}nue
to place her in Martin Luther King’s shadow. The er;\sgres of Coreftfx ?acf(it
Kings broader life and activism dovetail with public erasures of 'Bl&u
women's leadership at the time. While women took on key rolcs(m the
Black freedom struggle, there were numerous moments when their con-
tributions were marginalized. Scott King herself had noted these gender

inequalities in a 1966 article in New Lady:

Not enough attention has been focused on the roles played by \@ﬂ)@ﬂ
in the struggle. By and large, men have formed the leadership in the
civil rights struggle but there have been many women in leading roles
and many women in the backgroun d. Women have been the backbone
of the whole civil rights movement. ... Women have been the ones who
have made it possible for the movement to be a mass movement. In

i - o e SCANSE st
Montgomery, it was mostly women who rode the buses because mos
domestic workers were women. If a boycottis employed, women are the

sy 47
ones who must stop buying.

i i ighlighted a problem that had r rough the
In this 1966 piece, she highlighted a problem that had run th oug
movement: while women played crucial leadership and organizing roles
throughout, at points that leadership was denied or dismissed by men in
, 4
er words, it wasn't that women weren't leading, or-

the movement. In oth :
heir work wasn’t always recognized

ganizing, and strategizing; it was that t

or respected.





