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Last year’s reckoning against systemic racism and its impact on the lives of Black Americans forced many 

in the U.S. to face painful realities about the state of civil rights in this nation. But will this moment lead to 

lasting change or merely fade away? 

Few people are better positioned to answer this question than Dr. Bernice A King. As the youngest 

daughter of Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King, she argues that the success of the Civil Rights 

movement her parents led was largely because it embraced clear goals.  

King, 57, runs The King Center, an organization founded by her mother to advance her parents’ legacy of 

Kingian Nonviolence, which Bernice has rebranded as Nonviolence365. I sat down with her in late January 

to get her perspective on this unique moment in American history. 

Edited excerpts:  

Caroline Fairchild: Prior to this summer, where would you say we were, as 

a country, when it comes to openly talking about racism? 

Bernice King: There are three words that come to mind. One, timid, afraid to have those conversations. Two, 

I would say indifferent, because so many people have seen it in such a narrow context. A lot of people have 

confined racism to bad actors, and a few bad actors on top of that, and it's so much bigger and broader. It's 

really about the systemic issues that you're talking about in our society.  

I guess the last word would be we were in denial that there was any problem at all. I think when President 

Obama was elected, there was this whole belief that we had moved into a post-racial society. What really 

kind of started changing people's minds slowly was when President Trump was elected and some of the 

things that started happening under his administration related to Black people, but it seemed like it was 

spread out regardless of race. It kind of shrouded the race issue, and in a way, I think it helped to galvanize 

people beyond their particular group or identity or culture and realize that, “Hey, we're living in a world 

where these issues that people face are not just issues for a particular group.” As daddy said, "Injustice 

anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere," that we are facing it all together, and that these are the issues 

that we have to combine our efforts to address. 

The other thing I want to bring out is that before the pandemic, I didn't hear any conversations from the 

white community about white privilege. That was just foreign language. I didn't see any efforts by people in 

the white community to say, "Hey, not only do we need to address white privilege, we've got to commit 

ourselves to eradicating systemic racism." The pandemic, combined with slowing down and being able to 

witness what happened to George Floyd, really just unleashed a whole new revolution around the issue of 

race and poverty. The triple evils that my father talks about: race, poverty, and militaries. 

CF: How did you react to this shift we saw over the summer?  

BK: I've always kind of sensed that something of that magnitude would happen because all the signs just 

seemed to be there for me in our nation. Just being in the Black community, being privy to how people are 

feeling, knowing the long history, knowing the things that my father wrote about, and talked about, and that 

if certain things didn't happen, we would kind of see this powder keg of sorts. It was not shocking, just 

disturbing. Disturbing that we still don't seem to get it as a nation. Because of that, an entire world now cried 

out.  

The spread of the Black Lives Matter notion around the world was really, I never expected to see the 

magnitude of that, that kind of reckoning point for the world, that this is something. Black Lives Matter is 

not just a passing phrase or a passing slogan or a hashtag. It is real. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/bernice-a-king-93a06470/


CF: When you think back to the movement that your parents championed, 

what do you think gave it its staying power? 

 

BK: It’s first and foremost the philosophy and strategy of nonviolence. When you're talking about social 

change, you're talking about how to respond to it. You have two choices. You respond nonviolently or you 

respond violently. Violence never brings about any kind of lasting solutions. In fact, it creates more difficult 

and complex problems and leaves in its wake other things that you have to now figure out how to clean up 

and everything. Nonviolence just opens up the door to greater opportunities, and growth, and progress, and it 

uplifts people.  

The second thing is that word strategy. They were not just standing up for what they felt was right or 

standing against things they saw [as] wrong. They had a plan and a strategy for addressing those things. It 

may have started out as this moment, just all of the pieces were in place at the proper time with Rosa Parks 

actively refusing to give up her seat, with Dr. King now in Montgomery, with people being kind of 

exasperated with the way they were being treated. 

All of the stars aligned, and this movement emerged, but as it got going, it really was the 
strategy and the planning that gave it the momentum.  

The Civil Rights Act, The Voting Rights Act and later The Fair Housing Act — all of those were part of a 

greater plan and strategy that they had. They organized around the notion of eradicating segregation in the 

South. They moved in a focused manner. 

 



CF: What would you say is different about the movement taking shape 

today? 

BK: I don't see the strategy, and planning, and the organization. Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

(SLC) was an organization that was founded by 100, predominantly, pastors. They all undergirded and 

supported the efforts in various ways ... as they moved from place to place. They didn't always do it solely 

as SCLC. They did it in affiliation.  

Everybody wants to do something. Everybody wants to make a difference. Everybody wants to change the 

world. I think what's happening is, in the midst of all of that, some of the energies are butting heads. There's 

... a subtle competitiveness. In some kind of way, that has to be organized. Daddy said it best. He said, "Our 

nettlesome task is to discover how to organize our strength into compelling power." A lot of times because 

we're very passionate, we get stuck on passion instead of strength.  

There are different things that are needed when you're talking about change. Understanding the depth of the 

issue, everything that is around the issue, being able to understand that, and then educating enough people so 

that when they get involved, they're coming into it well-informed and also understand what their role can be. 

That seems to be missing a lot, so we got a lot of different fragmented pieces and parts operating.  

CF: Could the business community help provide strategic direction for 

today’s movement? If so, how?  

BK: What I would caution against is merely focusing on the outside and not addressing the inside. If you 

look within the ranks, there's a lot of inequity in corporate America. I just read about my Spellman sister 

Roz [Rosalind Brewer], to become the first Black woman in a minute [to lead a large U.S. company]. Which 

is a shame that we have very few Black women, and there are very few women period, in those positions, 

but it's changing. It's going to change. It's inevitable because I think the window and the door is now open, 

but it's going to take some concerted, intentional effort internally to make changes. I hate to say it this way, 

but it's going to be like ‘just do it.’ I'm afraid that if we try to analyze too much, we won't do it. 

 



The other thing that I think is so important with corporate America is that internal work of creating equity. 

I'm afraid that, as we keep moving forward, we're going to make the same mistake we did in the past, which 

is we rolled out affirmative action, and white women benefited at a rate that Black people didn't benefit at 

all. I mean it was minuscule, so it didn't work for the Black community. As we move forward ... how do you 

make sure we still don't have Blacks lingering behind in this process? That's going to take some real work 

and some consideration. 

CF: Do you believe corporate America has what it takes to address this 

problem? 

BK: I believe corporate America can be the people who save the soul of America. We are talking about 

saving the soul of America, and everybody's looking toward the government, and President Biden, and Vice 

President Harris to do the magical work of bringing this country together and putting all kinds of policies in 

place. Policies mean nothing if there's no commitment, and there's no follow-through and no accountability.  

Corporate America consists of all of us. We're their patrons. We're their customers. They have a 

responsibility to humanity, not just as a corporate citizen and an entity that has the right and the free market 

enterprise to make money, but also a role and responsibility to invest in the people and invest in the uplifting 

of that and the fairness of society. Corporations have the capacity to literally come up with an agenda… It’s 

not Pepsi versus Coke. This is the time now where competitiveness has to be put aside. This is the time 

where they need to come together in this critical area. I don't know what that takes, but it's different than 

what we're accustomed to because we're competitors, but I just encourage that we do away with 

competitiveness when we're talking about this social impact. 

CF: When you think about the fight for racial justice in the U.S., are you 

optimistic? 

BK: I definitely am optimistic. I've never seen as many hearts and hands engaged. When I say hearts and 

hands, I'm speaking across communities. The movement in the '50s and '60s was predominantly Black. 

There were others involved, of course, very supported by the Jewish communities, some whites, perhaps a 

few Asians and Latinas, but it was a small, small number.  

Today, it's very multicultural, extremely multicultural. The fact that more and more multicultural efforts 

have joined alliances with each other, it gives me hope. Before Trayvon [Martin died] and even a little bit 

after Trayvon, there was such an indifference and apathy among young people as a whole.  

Now, they understand what my mother said, "Struggle is a never-ending process. Freedom is never really 

won. You earn it and win it in every generation." In other words, your generation is not exempt. You're not 

entitled to just sit and enjoy the fruits of the labours or the sacrifice of those that came behind. 
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