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Passing the Torch: Gandhi to King
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Text Structure Name: _______________________ Date: ______________980L

1. It started as an average Sunday. By 
the end of the day, however, one of history’s 
most important civil rights leaders had left a 
lasting mark on another. That morning in 1950, 
21-year-old seminary student Martin Luther 
King, Jr. attended a lecture. It was about the 
life and teachings of the late Indian leader 
Mohandas K. Gandhi. “I had heard of Gandhi,” 
King said later, “[but his] message was so 
profound and electrifying that I left the 
meeting and bought a half-dozen books on 
Gandhi’s life and works.” A seed had been 
planted. King went on to play a role in 
American history that was very similar to the 
role Gandhi played in Indian history. 
2. There was a significant difference 
between the historical situations that faced the

Mohandas Gandhi 
in 1931

two men. Gandhi’s India was ruled by the British Empire from 1858 until 
1947. His challenge was to free a majority race from the oppression of a 
minority race. In contrast, King sought to free a minority race from the 
oppression of a majority race. “Gandhi was a big dark elephant sitting on

Martin Luther 
King, Jr. in 1964

a little white mouse,” said Malcolm X, another 
African-American leader. “King is a little black 
mouse sitting on top of a big white elephant.”
3. Nevertheless, Gandhi and King both 
used the strategy of nonviolent resistance. 
There were many Indians in Gandhi’s day who 
wanted to go to war against the British. 
Instead, Gandhi led nonviolent boycotts, 
strikes, and protest marches. For example, in 
1930, he led 60,000 Indians to the country’s 
coast in order to collect salt from the sea in 
defiance of British law. The Indians were 
beaten and arrested, but the protest attracted 
worldwide sympathy that helped to bring about 
political independence. King resolved to take 
the same approach. Some of his marches, like
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the one in Selma, Alabama in 1965, 
resulted in brutal treatment from 
local white governments. King and 
his followers “turned the other 
cheek”, as Jesus taught. Both King 
and Gandhi believed that hatred 
could only be defeated by love. 
4. Sadly, both leaders lost 
their lives standing up for their 
beliefs. On January 30, 1948, 
Gandhi was shot and killed. The 
assassin was a Hindu nationalist 
who believed that Gandhi had been 
too willing to negotiate with 
Muslims. A little over 20 years later 
on April 3, 1968, King seemed to 
predict his own death from the 
pulpit. “I've seen the Promised 
Land,” he preached. “I may not
get there with you. But I want you 
to know tonight, that we, as a 
people, will get to the Promised 
Land.” The next day, he was 
assassinated.
5. That Sunday lecture in 
1950 was in some ways a passing of 
the torch from the leader of the 
Indian cause to the leader of the 
African-American cause. Gandhi had 
died only two years before. By then, 
he had secured self-government for 
the Indian people. It was almost as 
though Gandhi’s spirit spoke to King 
that Sunday morning, inspiring him 
to use nonviolence to bring an end 
to many discriminatory practices in 
the United States.

King speaks during the March on 
Washington in 1963.

Gandhi collects salt during 
the Salt March.
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Answer the following questions. Underline the text evidence in the 
color indicated. 

1. What is the purpose of the final sentence of Paragraph 1?

“King went on to play a role in American history that was very similar 
to the role Gandhi played in Indian history.”

a. It sets up a chronological history of civil rights movements 
around the world.

b. It sets up an argument about which civil rights leader played 
the most important role.

c. It sets up a comparison between the lives and approaches of 
two civil rights leaders.

d. It sets up a discussion of possible solutions for civil rights 
tensions between races.

2. Paragraph 3 begins with “Nevertheless” in order to transition from 
what?

a. violence to nonviolence
b. differences to similarities
c. history to strategy
d. oppression to freedom

3. How does the quote from Malcolm X in paragraph 2 contribute to 
the development of the author’s ideas?
_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________
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4. The author uses Gandhi’s march in 1930 and King’s march in 1965 
as which of the following?

a. examples of common strategies used by both leaders
b. evidence that both leaders lost their lives for their beliefs
c. details in the lives of both leaders that are presented in order
d. flashbacks to earlier periods in the histories of both leaders

5. How does the author connect the ideas in the last paragraph to the 
ideas in the first paragraph? Use evidence from the text to support 
your answer. 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________
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