
rfk speech on mlk assassination
rfk speech on mlk assassination represents one of the most poignant and memorable moments in
American history. Delivered by Robert F. Kennedy on April 4, 1968, shortly after the tragic
assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., this speech captured the nation's grief while calling for
unity and peace. RFK’s address not only conveyed sorrow but also emphasized the importance of
compassion and understanding amidst turmoil. His words resonated deeply across the country,
helping to soothe tensions during a period marked by widespread unrest. This article explores the
context, content, and impact of RFK’s speech on MLK assassination, highlighting its historical
significance and legacy. Readers will gain insight into the heartfelt message delivered and why it
remains a powerful example of leadership in crisis.
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Historical Context of RFK's Speech

The assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968, shocked the United States and the
world. King was a prominent leader of the civil rights movement, advocating for racial equality and
nonviolent protest. His death threatened to ignite widespread violence and civil unrest. At that
moment, Robert F. Kennedy, then a U.S. Senator and presidential candidate, was campaigning in
Indianapolis, Indiana. Learning of King’s assassination, RFK chose to address a predominantly African
American crowd, delivering a spontaneous and emotionally charged speech that contrasted with the
raw anger seen in many other cities. The speech served as a plea for peace and understanding during
a deeply volatile period in American history.

Political and Social Climate in 1968

The late 1960s were marked by social upheaval, including the civil rights struggle, anti-Vietnam War
protests, and racial tensions. The assassination of MLK was not only a personal tragedy but also a
potential catalyst for widespread violence. Cities across the nation experienced riots, looting, and
protests. RFK’s speech came amid this backdrop, aimed at calming fears and encouraging
compassion rather than retaliation.



RFK’s Personal Connection to MLK

Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. shared a commitment to civil rights and social justice,
although their approaches occasionally differed. RFK had worked to support civil rights legislation and
had previously met with King to discuss progress and challenges. This personal connection added a
layer of sincerity and urgency to Kennedy’s speech, making it resonate on a more profound level with
his audience.

Content and Themes of the Speech

RFK’s speech on MLK assassination was notable for its empathy, humility, and call for unity. He began
by acknowledging the shock and grief felt by the nation and shared the news of King’s death with a
sense of deep sorrow. Rather than inciting anger or violence, Kennedy appealed to the crowd’s shared
humanity and faith, urging them to respond with love and compassion.

Expression of Grief and Shock

Kennedy openly expressed his own anguish, recounting his recent experience of hearing that his own
brother, President John F. Kennedy, had been assassinated. This personal disclosure helped bridge the
gap between himself and the audience, creating a sense of collective mourning.

Call for Compassion and Peace

Rather than fueling anger, RFK asked the crowd to imagine the pain of the assassin’s family and to
reject hatred. He emphasized that responding to violence with violence would only perpetuate a cycle
of suffering. His message was rooted in the belief that healing and progress come through
understanding and forgiveness.

Religious and Moral Appeals

Throughout the speech, Kennedy referenced religious themes and moral principles, invoking the
teachings of various faiths to support his argument for peace and unity. This approach aimed to
transcend racial and social divisions, promoting a universal message of brotherhood and empathy.

Immediate Public Reaction

The speech was received with stunned silence initially, followed by a powerful emotional response.
The crowd, which could have reacted with anger or violence, instead embraced Kennedy’s message of



peace. This reaction contrasted sharply with the violent riots erupting in other cities across the
country.

Impact in Indianapolis

Indianapolis remained notably calm on the night of King’s assassination, a testament to the
effectiveness of RFK’s speech. Law enforcement officials and community leaders credited the address
with preventing potential unrest. Kennedy’s presence and words helped channel grief into reflection
rather than rage.

National and Media Response

While RFK’s speech was delivered in a local setting, it quickly gained national attention. Media outlets
praised the senator’s courage and eloquence, highlighting the speech as an example of leadership
during crisis. It served as a counterpoint to the chaos unfolding in other parts of the country.

Legacy and Influence of RFK’s Address

RFK’s speech on MLK assassination remains a powerful example of rhetoric used to unite rather than
divide. It is studied in political science, history, and communication courses as a masterful response
to tragedy. The speech has inspired subsequent leaders to address moments of national crisis with
empathy and moral clarity.

Influence on Political Discourse

The speech set a precedent for how political figures can address violence and social unrest
constructively. It demonstrated the power of humility, shared grief, and moral appeals in calming
tensions and fostering dialogue.

Commemoration and Remembrance

RFK’s speech is often recalled during anniversaries of MLK’s assassination and in discussions of civil
rights history. It serves as a reminder of the challenges faced during the 1960s and the enduring need
for compassionate leadership.



Key Quotes and Their Significance

The speech contains several memorable lines that encapsulate its message and emotional power.
These quotes continue to be cited for their eloquence and depth.

"What we need in the United States is not division; what we need in the United1.
States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence or
lawlessness." This statement underscores Kennedy’s plea for unity and peace.

"I have some very sad news for all of you, and I think sad news for all of our fellow2.
citizens, and people who love peace all over the world." This opening line sets the tone
of shared grief and compassion.

"My favorite poet was Aeschylus, who once wrote3.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main message of RFK's speech after Martin
Luther King Jr.'s assassination?

RFK's speech emphasized unity, peace, and non-violence, urging Americans to reject hatred and
seek justice through compassion rather than revenge.

When and where did RFK deliver his speech following
MLK's assassination?

RFK delivered his speech on April 4, 1968, in Indianapolis, Indiana, just hours after hearing
about Martin Luther King Jr.'s assassination.

How did RFK's speech impact the city of Indianapolis after
MLK's death?

RFK's calming and empathetic speech is credited with helping to prevent riots and violence in
Indianapolis, unlike many other cities that experienced unrest.



What personal connection did RFK mention in his speech
about MLK's assassination?

RFK referenced the recent assassination of his own brother, President John F. Kennedy, drawing
parallels to the pain and loss felt by the nation.

Why is RFK's speech on MLK's assassination considered
historically significant?

The speech is seen as a powerful moment of leadership and empathy during a time of national
crisis, highlighting the potential for healing and peaceful progress amid tragedy.

Additional Resources

1. “The Last Speech: RFK's Address on MLK’s Assassination”
This book offers a detailed analysis of Robert F. Kennedy’s impromptu speech delivered on the
night Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated. It explores the emotional and political impact of
the speech, highlighting RFK’s ability to unite a grieving nation. The author provides historical
context and examines how the speech influenced subsequent civil rights movements.

2. “A Voice for Peace: Robert Kennedy and the Legacy of Martin Luther King Jr.”
Focusing on the intersection of Robert Kennedy’s political career and Martin Luther King Jr.’s
civil rights activism, this book delves into the significance of RFK’s speech following King’s
death. It discusses how Kennedy’s words helped soothe a nation on the brink of unrest and
reinforced the ideals of nonviolence and justice. The narrative includes personal anecdotes and
historical insights.

3. “When America Wept: RFK’s Speech and the Aftermath of MLK’s Assassination”
This work examines the immediate aftermath of Martin Luther King Jr.'s assassination through
the lens of Robert F. Kennedy’s heartfelt speech. It highlights the social turmoil and racial
tensions of the time, and how Kennedy’s message offered hope and healing. The book also
reviews media reactions and public responses to the tragedy and speech.

4. “Words That Moved a Nation: The Power of RFK’s Speech on MLK’s Death”
An exploration of the rhetoric and emotional resonance of Robert F. Kennedy’s speech after the
assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. The author analyzes the speech’s structure, language,
and delivery, showing how it galvanized a divided country. This book is an insightful resource
for students of political communication and history.

5. “Brother to Brother: Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr.’s Shared Vision”
This biography-style book connects the lives and missions of Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther
King Jr., focusing heavily on the moment of Kennedy’s speech after King’s assassination. It
explores their shared commitment to civil rights and social justice. The narrative highlights how



Kennedy’s speech reflected his respect and solidarity with King’s legacy.

6. “A Night of Sorrow and Hope: RFK’s Speech at the Crossroads of History”
Detailing the night Robert F. Kennedy spoke to a crowd after MLK’s assassination, this book
captures the emotional gravity of that historic moment. It situates the speech within the
broader civil rights movement and the political climate of 1968. Through eyewitness accounts
and archival materials, readers gain a vivid picture of the event’s significance.

7. “Healing a Divided Nation: The Impact of RFK’s Eulogy for Martin Luther King Jr.”
This book explores how RFK’s speech served as a catalyst for national healing during one of
America’s darkest hours. It examines the themes of empathy, unity, and justice in Kennedy’s
words and their role in calming racial tensions. The author also discusses the speech’s long-
term influence on American political discourse.

8. “The Compassionate Campaigner: Robert Kennedy’s Response to MLK’s Assassination”
Highlighting Robert Kennedy’s empathetic leadership style, this book focuses on his response to
the tragedy of Martin Luther King Jr.’s death. It analyzes the speech as a demonstration of
Kennedy’s ability to connect with diverse audiences. The text also covers the broader
implications for the 1968 presidential campaign and civil rights advocacy.

9. “Echoes of Mercy: The Enduring Legacy of RFK’s Speech on Martin Luther King Jr.”
This book traces the lasting influence of Robert F. Kennedy’s speech in American culture and
politics. It discusses how the speech has been remembered, referenced, and taught over the
decades as a model of compassion and moral leadership. The author reflects on the continuing
relevance of Kennedy’s message in contemporary struggles for equality.
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