
The 15 Year Battle for Martin Luther
King Jr. Day

On November 2, 1983, President Ronald Reagan signed the King Holiday
Bill into law, designating the third Monday in January a federal holiday in
observance of civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. The legislation
to recognize Martin Luther King Jr. Day was first introduced just four days
after his assassination on April 4, 1968. Still, it would take 15 years of
persistence by civil rights activists for the holiday to be approved by the
federal government and an additional 17 years for it to be recognized in all
50 states. Today, it is the only federal holiday designated as a national day
of service to encourage all Americans to volunteer and improve their
communities.

King Day rituals began in Atlanta, with commemorative services held on
January 15 at Ebenezer Baptist Church, which both Coretta Scott King and
Ralph Abernathy attended. These events served as a template for federal
holiday ceremonies. The day began with Martin Luther King III placing a
wreath at his father’s grave, followed by notable speakers. The congregation
sang “We Shall Overcome,” people drove cars with headlights on, and a



Black state senator introduced a King holiday bill for Georgia. Many of these
activities became rituals on subsequent commemorations in Atlanta.
 
Despite the national fervor inspired by King's death, the bill to create a
holiday in his honor languished for years with limited congressional support.
However, Democratic Michigan Congressman John Conyers, who first
proposed the bill on April 8, 1968 after receiving approval from Coretta Scott
King, was not deterred. He continued to reintroduce the legislation every year
with the support of the Congressional Black Caucus, which Conyers found
helpful.

To me, [King] is the outstanding international leader of the 20th
century without ever holding office. What he did — I doubt anyone
else could have done. 

                                                              Rep. John Conyers (D-Mich.)
 
January 18, 2015 In 1979, on the 50th anniversary of King’s birth, the bill
finally came to a vote in the House. However, even with a petition of 300,000
signatures in support, the backing of President Jimmy Carter, and
testimonials from Mrs. King, the bill still was rejected by five votes in the
House. Republican Missouri Congressman Gene Taylor led the opposition,
which cited the costs of an additional federal holiday, and traditions that
exclude private citizens from receiving recognition with public holidays
named in their honor.
 
Even though it failed to pass in the House, public support for the bill
continued to grow, in no small part due to musician Stevie Wonder. The
Motown singer and songwriter’s 1980 album “Hotter Than July” featured the
song “Happy Birthday,” which served as an ode to King's vision and a rallying
cry for recognition of his achievements with a national holiday.
 
Wonder continued to spread his message with regular
appearances alongside Coretta Scott King at rallies. 
 
He also capped a four-month tour with a benefit concert on the National Mall,
where King delivered his famous “I have a Dream” speech 18 years earlier.
 

https://nmaahc.si.edu/blog-post/mourning-death-martin-luther-king-jr


When the bill again made it to the house floor in 1983, fifteen years after
King’s murder, support was overwhelming. Working together, Coretta Scott
King, the Congressional Black Caucus, and Stevie Wonder amassed a six
million signature petition in favor of the holiday. 
 
The bill easily passed in the House with a vote of 338 to 90. However, when
the bill moved onto the Senate, Republican North Carolina Senator Jesse
Helms attempted to dismiss the legislation by submitting documents
alleging that the civil rights leader harbored ties to the communist party.
 
Outraged by the personal attack on King's character, Democratic New York
Congressman Daniel Patrick Moynihan threw the more than 300-page binder
to the ground and stomped on what he described as a "packet of filth." After
two days of debate, the bill passed in the Senate and President Ronald
Reagan reluctantly agreed to sign it into law. 
 
In 1984, Congress established the Martin Luther King Jr. Federal Holiday
Commission to coordinate the inaugural observance of King Day and plan its
celebrations. Coretta Scott King, who originally proposed its creation, served
as chair of the commission, which included members of Congress,
presidential appointees, and prominent leaders from the business, labor,
religious, civil rights, and entertainment sectors. The commission was
charged with creating new traditions for the holiday. Mrs. King was among
numerous holiday activists who aimed to center the observance on Dr. King's
philosophy of nonviolence, while President Ronald Reagan’s appointees
sought to emphasize themes such as respect for the Constitution,
Christianity, and individual rights. 
 
Over time, the commission's influence waned as Reagan appointed Black
conservatives to counter Black liberals within the organization. Coretta Scott
King withdrew from public life. The commission ultimately disbanded in 1996
after King’s second son, Dexter, monetized his father’s intellectual property
and attacked the commission for using his father’s words, image, and
likeness.
 
Despite the holiday’s federal recognition, statewide observance of Martin
Luther King Jr. Day is far from uniform. Some states include additional
holidays, which are celebrated concurrently with Martin Luther King Jr. Day.



Arizona and New Hampshire, for example, celebrate “Civil Rights Day” and
Wyoming celebrates “Wyoming Equality Day.” 
 
Other states, like Alabama and Mississippi, have combined the King holiday
with “Robert E. Lee Day” to honor the birthday of Confederate General
Robert E. Lee, who was born on January 19. However, Martin Luther King
Day has been recognized in all 50 states since early 2000.
 
On August 23, 1994, the King Holiday and Service Act was signed into law
by President Bill Clinton. Inspired by King’s life of service, Congressman
John Lewis and former Senator Harris Wofford proposed the legislation to
encourage Americans to find common causes and methods of improving
their communities. 
 
In honor of Congressman Lewis’ initiative to make the Martin Luther King Jr.
holiday “a day on, not a day off,” the National Museum of African American
History and Culture has organized donation drives and partnered with
supporters to provide music, film screenings, and interactive activities to the
public. 
 
If you are interested in giving back to your community this year, we
encourage you to explore the National Museum of African American History
and Culture website for volunteer opportunities or participate in the
transcription of the Freedmen’s Bureau papers.
 
 
From The Smithsonian: National Museum of African American History and
Culture
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