
John Lewis was born in 1940 outside Troy, Alabama, into a world that tried to teach Black 
children that white authority was permanent. His parents, Eddie and Willie Mae Lewis, 
had escaped sharecropping by saving enough money to purchase a farm, but owning 
land did not free the family from Jim Crow. They still lived under segregated schools, 
restricted voting, racial humiliation, and the threat of violence. Lewis was one of ten 
children, and everybody worked. 

As a boy, he wanted to become a preacher. He practiced sermons in front of the family’s 
chickens, baptizing them and trying to save their souls. The story sounds humorous, but 
something serious was developing. Lewis was teaching himself how to speak, hold an 
audience, care for vulnerable creatures, and remain calm when nobody seemed 
interested in listening. Before he had a platform, he practiced as though his voice already 
mattered. 

He saw the unfairness around him early. The school bus carrying white children passed 
his family’s farm while Black children attended poorly funded schools. The roads, 
buildings, books, and opportunities told him that white children’s development mattered 
more. When Lewis asked questions, adults sometimes warned him not to cause trouble. 
His parents were not weak. They understood that white people could take a Black 
family’s land, employment, credit, safety, or life. Survival had taught them caution. 

Lewis heard Martin Luther King Jr. preaching on the radio and discovered a different kind 
of Christian leadership. King was not teaching Black people merely to endure injustice 
until heaven. He argued that Christian faith required confronting injustice on Earth. Lewis 
began connecting the Gospel with social action: love did not mean cooperating with evil, 
and peace did not mean remaining silent while someone abused you. 

In 1957, Lewis wanted to attend the all-white Troy State College, now Troy University. The 
school would not admit him because he was Black. Lewis wrote to King, who invited him 
to Montgomery and discussed the possibility of challenging the school. A lawsuit could 
have placed the Lewis family’s farm and safety at risk. His parents were frightened, and 
the case did not move forward. Lewis had courage, but he was still a teenager whose 
decisions affected an entire family. 

He instead attended American Baptist Theological Seminary in Nashville and later 
studied at Fisk University. Nashville changed him because he met students who were 
also tired of segregation. More importantly, he met Reverend James Lawson, who taught 
workshops on nonviolent resistance. 

Nonviolence was not simply refusing to hit somebody. The students rehearsed what 
would happen when white people cursed them, poured food over them, spit on them, 
struck them, or dragged them from their seats. Volunteers played the attackers so 
participants could practice controlling their reactions. They studied how to protect their 
heads, remain together, refuse retaliation, and keep the purpose of the protest visible. 



This preparation corrects a common misunderstanding about Lewis. He was not 
naturally fearless. He trained himself to function while afraid. Nonviolence required him 
to feel anger without allowing an attacker to control what he did with it. Anybody can 
appear peaceful when nobody is attacking. Lewis practiced remaining disciplined while 
another person tried to injure and humiliate him. 

In 1960, Lewis joined the Nashville sit-ins. Black students entered segregated 
department-store lunch counters, requested service, and remained seated after 
employees refused them. White mobs insulted and attacked them. Police officers often 
arrested the students instead of the attackers. Lewis was arrested, jailed, and beaten, but 
he returned. 

The sit-ins worked because they connected morality with economics. Black residents 
spent money in downtown stores but could not eat at the stores’ counters. Students 
protested inside while community members reduced their shopping outside. Segregation 
became expensive. Nashville eventually began desegregating its lunch counters, proving 
that disciplined young people could change a city without waiting for established leaders 
to give them permission. 

Lewis helped build the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, known as SNCC. 
The organization was important because young activists did not want to function merely 
as junior members of older civil-rights groups. SNCC placed organizers inside rural 
communities, helped Black residents register to vote, and developed leadership among 
people whom national organizations sometimes overlooked. Its workers faced sheriffs, 
jailers, plantation owners, employers, and violent white citizens who knew exactly where 
they lived. 

In 1961, Lewis joined the Freedom Rides. The Supreme Court had ruled segregation in 
interstate travel unconstitutional, but Southern bus stations continued separating 
passengers by race. The Freedom Riders rode buses through the South to force the 
federal government to enforce its own law. 

This was not a symbolic bus trip. Riders expected beatings and possible death. In Rock 
Hill, South Carolina, Lewis was attacked when he attempted to enter a white waiting 
room. Other Freedom Riders were beaten in Birmingham and Montgomery, and a bus 
was firebombed near Anniston, Alabama. Police protection was absent or deliberately 
delayed. 

Lewis kept going because he understood that a constitutional right means little when 
nobody is willing to test it. The federal government preferred order and gradual change. 
The riders created a situation in which officials had to choose between enforcing federal 
law and allowing racist mobs to overrule the Constitution. 

In 1963, Lewis became chairman of SNCC at only twenty-three years old. He joined King, 
A. Philip Randolph, James Farmer, Roy Wilkins, Whitney Young, and other leaders 



organizing the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Lewis was the youngest 
member of the group commonly called the “Big Six,” but he was not present as a youth 
representative added for appearance. He represented organizers who had been arrested, 
beaten, and abandoned in the most dangerous parts of the South. 

Lewis prepared a speech sharply criticizing President John F. Kennedy’s proposed 
civil-rights legislation. SNCC believed the proposal was too weak to protect Black people 
being denied voting rights and attacked by police. Lewis intended to say that the 
movement could not give Kennedy’s administration credit for progress while activists 
were being jailed and murdered. 

Older leaders, religious officials, and march organizers pressured him to change parts of 
the speech. They feared his language would offend the White House, divide the coalition, 
and make the march appear threatening. A compromise version was completed shortly 
before he spoke. 

This moment is often softened because people want the March on Washington to look 
completely united. It was not. The organizations agreed on major goals but disagreed 
about urgency, strategy, political relationships, and how directly to criticize the 
government. Lewis accepted the edits because he did not want to destroy the coalition, 
but the original speech reveals how angry and dissatisfied young organizers really were. 
SNCC Digital Gateway 

Lewis’ willingness to compromise did not mean he had become comfortable. He still told 
the nation that Black citizens could not wait patiently while violence and poverty 
continued. His speech stood beside King’s more famous address as a reminder that the 
march concerned jobs, wages, voting rights, police violence, and federal 
enforcement—not only a general dream of racial friendship. 

SNCC workers then carried the struggle deeper into Mississippi and Alabama. They 
registered voters, taught in Freedom Schools, and challenged all-white political 
structures. Black residents could be fired, evicted, denied credit, assaulted, or murdered 
for attempting to vote. The organizers did not enter helpless communities and save them. 
Local Black residents had been resisting for years. SNCC helped connect their courage 
to a broader movement. 

Selma, Alabama, became a central battleground because local officials had kept almost 
all eligible Black citizens from registering. Applicants faced impossible tests, limited 
registration hours, intimidation, and economic retaliation. The movement organized 
marches demanding federal voting protections. 

After Alabama state trooper James Bonard Fowler shot activist Jimmie Lee Jackson 
during a protest in nearby Marion, organizers planned a march from Selma to the state 
capital in Montgomery. On March 7, 1965, Lewis and Hosea Williams led roughly six 
hundred marchers toward the Edmund Pettus Bridge. 

https://snccdigital.org/events/march-on-washington/


Lewis knew violence was possible. He carried supplies because he expected arrest. He 
did not know whether he would return home. 

When the marchers crossed the bridge, they encountered Alabama state troopers and 
other officers blocking the highway. The authorities ordered them to turn around. Before 
the marchers had a meaningful opportunity to respond, officers advanced with clubs, 
tear gas, and mounted forces. They struck people who were kneeling, praying, fleeing, or 
attempting to protect one another. 

An officer fractured Lewis’ skull. He later said that he believed he was going to die. Blood 
ran down his head, but he still tried to speak after escaping the bridge. Fifty-eight people 
received hospital treatment. Television cameras carried the attack into American homes, 
making it harder for the country to pretend that Black citizens simply needed to be more 
patient. National Archives 

The day became known as Bloody Sunday. President Lyndon Johnson soon addressed 
Congress and demanded voting-rights legislation. The Voting Rights Act became law in 
August 1965. Lewis’ blood did not magically create the law; local activists, voting 
campaigns, lawsuits, organizing, and earlier sacrifices had built the pressure. Bloody 
Sunday gave that pressure a national image the government could no longer easily 
ignore. 

Lewis should not be remembered as someone who enjoyed suffering. He did not 
consider getting beaten the goal. The goal was to expose a system that depended on 
violence while claiming to maintain law and order. The marchers forced Alabama officials 
to reveal what they were prepared to do to prevent Black citizens from voting. 

By 1966, SNCC was changing. Many organizers had watched friends murdered, seen 
federal officials fail them, and grown frustrated with interracial coalitions dominated by 
white money or older leadership. Stokely Carmichael defeated Lewis for the 
chairmanship, and SNCC moved toward Black Power and away from its earlier 
commitment to interracial nonviolence. 

Lewis’ removal was painful. It also exposes a division that polished civil-rights stories 
often hide. Some younger organizers believed Lewis had become too moderate and too 
closely connected to King and the liberal establishment. Lewis believed disciplined 
nonviolence and interracial democracy remained the strongest path forward. Carmichael 
and others believed Black communities needed independent power and could not 
endlessly absorb violence to awaken white consciences. 

Both positions came from real experience. Lewis had been beaten enough to understand 
the cost of nonviolence. Carmichael had seen enough betrayal to question whether moral 
appeals could defeat organized power. Lewis lost the organizational fight, but he did not 
abandon his convictions. 

https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/eyewitness/html.php?section=2


After leaving SNCC, Lewis continued working on voting and community organization. He 
eventually led the Voter Education Project, which helped register millions of Southern 
voters. This stage received less attention than Bloody Sunday because it involved 
administration, fundraising, staffing, and steady community work. Yet converting protest 
victories into lasting political power required exactly that kind of labor. 

Lewis entered government because he understood that marching could force open a 
door, but laws, budgets, elections, and public institutions determined what happened 
afterward. He worked in President Jimmy Carter’s administration, joined the Atlanta City 
Council, and then ran for Congress. 

His 1986 congressional campaign against Julian Bond was bitter. Bond was not a 
segregationist or an enemy of civil rights; he was Lewis’ former SNCC colleague and 
another major movement figure. Lewis challenged Bond to take a drug test amid 
accusations surrounding Bond’s personal life. Bond refused, arguing that the demand 
was degrading and politically manipulative. The campaign damaged their friendship and 
divided parts of Atlanta’s Black political community. 

That race matters because it prevents us from turning Lewis into a flawless monument. 
He was capable of hardball politics and could wound an old friend while pursuing office. 
Moral courage in one part of life does not make every later decision pure. Lewis won 
partly by presenting himself as the movement worker who had physically occupied the 
front lines, and he received strong support from white Atlanta voters. He defeated Bond 
in the runoff and entered Congress in 1987. 

Lewis represented much of Atlanta for seventeen terms. He became known as the 
“conscience of Congress,” but his work involved more than speeches and memories of 
Selma. He served on the powerful Ways and Means Committee, opposed the Gulf War 
and Iraq War, criticized trade agreements he believed harmed workers, fought welfare 
cuts, supported national health care, defended LGBTQ rights, and kept voting rights at 
the center of his work. The official House history records more than forty arrests during 
his early movement years and a congressional career lasting from 1987 until 2020. U.S. 
House of Representatives 

One of his greatest legislative achievements was helping establish the National Museum 
of African American History and Culture. Lewis introduced and supported museum 
legislation repeatedly for years. The effort required patience very different from a sit-in. 
He had to build congressional support, negotiate details, accept delays, and return after 
failure. The bill authorizing the museum passed in 2003, and the museum opened on the 
National Mall in 2016. Lewis had spent about fifteen years pushing the project through 
Congress. Smithsonian Institution 

The museum represented something deeper than constructing a building. The United 
States had placed monuments to presidents, wars, and national power across 
Washington while treating Black history as a separate subject. Lewis fought to put Black 

https://history.house.gov/People/Detail/16948
https://history.house.gov/People/Detail/16948
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/smithsonian-scholars-reflect-legacy-civil-rights-icon-john-lewis-180975320/


history on the National Mall because slavery, Reconstruction, segregation, resistance, 
music, military service, science, business, art, and civil rights are not side stories. They 
are American history. 

Lewis also led lawmakers on annual pilgrimages to Selma. Republicans and Democrats 
crossed the bridge with him and heard directly from movement veterans. These events 
could become ceremonial, and ceremony does not guarantee political action. A politician 
could honor Lewis in Selma and later support policies Lewis opposed. Lewis 
nevertheless believed personal contact with history could soften people enough to make 
future cooperation possible. 

His idea of reconciliation was sometimes misunderstood. Forgiveness did not mean 
pretending the attack never happened. Years after the Freedom Rides, Elwin Wilson, a 
former Klansman who had beaten Lewis in Rock Hill, apologized to him. Lewis forgave 
him, and the two appeared together publicly. Lewis believed people could change, but he 
never argued that repentance erased the need to change laws and institutions. 

“Good trouble” became the phrase most closely associated with him. After his death, 
companies, politicians, and organizations repeated it so often that it risked becoming 
harmless. Lewis did not mean posting a slogan while remaining comfortable. Good 
trouble meant deliberately interrupting an unjust arrangement and accepting 
consequences. It meant being strategic enough that the disturbance revealed a moral 
problem instead of becoming chaos without direction. 

In 2016, Lewis led a sit-in on the House floor demanding action on gun legislation. The 
older congressman returned to the method he had used as a student. The issue and 
location had changed, but the principle remained: when ordinary procedure protected 
inaction, he was willing to interrupt the procedure. 

Lewis was a committed Democrat, not a neutral national grandfather floating above 
politics. He opposed policies and presidents, made partisan choices, endorsed 
candidates, and sometimes used his movement history as political authority. His critics 
could reasonably question particular votes, alliances, or compromises. Respecting his 
sacrifice does not require surrendering the right to examine his record. 

His greatest consistency was his belief that voting was almost sacred. That language 
came from someone who had seen people beaten, fired, evicted, and murdered for 
seeking a ballot. Lewis did not treat voting as the complete definition of citizenship. He 
had used boycotts, marches, sit-ins, civil disobedience, organizing, lawsuits, and 
legislation. He understood voting as one instrument of power that had to work alongside 
organized public pressure. 

In December 2019, Lewis announced that he had stage-four pancreatic cancer. He 
continued working while receiving treatment. During the nationwide protests following 
the killing of George Floyd in 2020, he made one of his final public appearances at Black 



Lives Matter Plaza in Washington. His body was failing, but he wanted to see another 
generation occupying public space and demanding that the country change. 

John Lewis died on July 17, 2020, at eighty years old. His body was carried once more 
across the Edmund Pettus Bridge. The boy who had been rejected by an Alabama college 
lay in state in the United States Capitol after serving more than three decades in 
Congress. 

His life does not teach that history naturally improves. Nothing about the lunch counters, 
Freedom Rides, voting campaigns, Bloody Sunday, or museum happened naturally. 
People studied the system, organized communities, trained themselves, raised money, 
returned after failure, and placed their bodies where the country could no longer ignore 
them. 

Lewis’ courage was not loud aggression. It was controlled commitment. He could be 
frightened without becoming frozen, angry without becoming reckless, wounded without 
surrendering his purpose, and disappointed without quitting the work. He was not 
perfect, and perfection would make him useless as a teacher. His life matters because he 
was a human being who repeatedly chose discipline when fear, bitterness, ambition, and 
exhaustion gave him easier options. 

 


