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Selma: A Dream Come True            
 

SIMRAN SRIVASTAVA
1 

     

ABSTRACT 
This article deals with the analysis of the movie, “Selma” which is a historical drama based 

on the march from Selma to Montgomery led by Martin Luther King Jr, to claim the voting 

rights guaranteed to the Black African-American Community, which they had been devoid 

of. The article delves into how the movie, inspired by the ideas of Liberty and Equality, 

revolves around the backdrop of the Civil Rights Movement particularly the Voting Rights. 

There have been many instances in the movie which describe the political ideology of 

Liberalism that inspired King to stand up for his community as they had been suppressed 

by the White Supremacy. Despite the declaration made in the American Constitution that 

“all men are equal”, King noticed the rampant segregation happening against the African-

Americans which secluded them from not only taking up government posts but also keeping 

them aloof from the Democratic Voting Process. Outraged but filled with determination, 

King led the historic march that successfully outlawed segregation, won equality in Voting 

Rights for all Black American citizens, and finally became a landmark event in American 

Civil Rights Movement. Thus, the article takes into consideration all these ideologies while 

reviewing the movie, “Selma” and links it with the political movies made by Martin Luther 

King Jr, in getting the Voting Rights Act of 1965 successfully passed. 

Keywords: Selma, Martin Luther King, Voting Rights, Liberty, Equality. 

  

I. INTRODUCTION  
“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”- Martin Luther King, Jr 

Martin Luther King Jr received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964 for his unceasing efforts to bring 

an end to Racial Prejudice. Segregation for the Blacks had ended but King knew they still had 

a daunting task as Blacks were denied of their basic fundamental right to vote.  

The American Declaration had declared that it gives liberty a practical shape where “all men 

are created equal” but despite this, King saw how the Black community were devoid of their 

basic fundamental right to post their votes and were subject to fear through outmoded 

regulation and intimidation. The movie Selma focuses on how all opportunities were snatched 

away from the Negro community only because of the colour of their skin and because of the 
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racial background to which they belonged. The Blacks faced discrimination in poll taxes and 

were victims of illogical qualification tests as depicted by the scene when Miss Sofia shows up 

at the voting bureau for the fourth time to give the test for the right which is granted to her, but 

she is wrongly denied of that right. This denial is disappointing and heartbreaking.  

Even the White House had different political aspirations and President Lyndon B Johnson 

sidelined the agenda of equality in voting to a secondary position. But King’s determination to 

free the Black community from the clutches of White supremacy because he believed that until 

Blacks do not get a chance of fair representation and elect their leaders, they will continue to 

be oppressed. King had made up his mind about the thought that “Freedom is never voluntarily 

given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.” 

Blacks faced with brutal violence and their prosecutors were left unpunished. We could see 

this when four anonymous girls were killed in a bomb blast while they were attending school 

only because they belonged to the Negro community. Hence, Civil Rights Movement spread 

in different directions and it took new shapes to disagree with tyranny and despotism.  

The Selma struggle thus played a major role in the successful passing of the Voting Rights Act. 

II. THE CONCEPT OF LIBERALISM 
Liberalism found methods to seek out ways to achieve a life worth living by keeping in mind 

the interests of all classes and communities irrespective of their race, colour, sex, or religion. 

This Civil Rights Movement depicted in the movie changed the climate of emotions and built 

confidence among the minority community to stand up for their rights and be vocal about 

achieving justice.2  

The rise of the new middle class fostered the development of liberal thoughts that were the 

result of growing scientific knowledge, the age of reformation and a change in the overall 

attitude of individuals dominated by self-thought. The focus was laid upon freeing man from 

the bondage that placed societal restrictions upon him which had to be abided by because of 

immense political pressure. Thus, man felt the need to liberate himself socially, economically 

as well as politically to deliver his immense potential. 

Martin Luther King Jr was fully determined to unshackle the Negro Community from the 

supremacy imposed upon by the White Americans. It seems, he believed in the notions put 

forth by John Locke, the Father of Modern Liberal Philosophy. Locke propounded that the 

 
2Lukes,S. M.. "Individualism." ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA, (January 14, 2020). https://www.britanni 

ca.com/topic/individualism.  
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sovereignty of the state should be limited and he favoured a constitutional government. Here, 

King rightly manifested that when a section of the community is barred from taking part in the 

constitutional process, then individuals cannot be said to be liberal. As Locke believes, King 

also expressed his desire for authority that it rested only upon the will of the people where 

everyone is equally given emphasis to take part in the democratic process. All individuals have 

rights granted to them by the state for the fact that they are humans thus no government can 

snatch away such rights. John Locke promoted the idea that political liberty forms a necessary 

condition to achieve any other form of liberty. It was believed that the state is an artificial organ 

created by the people by their own free will, so it places the sole responsibility on the 

government to look after the protection of individual rights. 

The state is regarded as the means to an end therefore as King also propounded in the movie 

“Selma” that the state has no supreme control over the life of its individuals, all should be 

treated equally. The State should focus on fulfilling the common interests of all its citizens 

taken in the view to be a society as a whole. These ideas helped evolve the concept of fair and 

free elections and the adult franchise where the authority to govern was completely vested in 

individuals selected by the people themselves.3 

The ideas of liberalism are visible as King believed that until Blacks are regarded as second-

class citizens and are denied their right to take part in the democratic process to choose their 

leaders, they will be continued to be oppressed by the government.  

III. HINTS OF INDIVIDUALISM IN THE MOVIE 
Individualism hints at the idea that the society and state are not individual factors, but they are 

natural constructs that make a culture self-sufficient. This ideology was adopted in America in 

the 19th and can be seen in 1928, America during the presidential campaign of Herbert Hoover 

who propagated the ideas of a limited government, equal opportunities to its citizens, and 

personal liberty. Thus, individualism has always been viewed as a choice and possession of 

every being.  

Martin Luther King in the movie ‘Selma” can be seen throwing light on the issue of segregation 

of the Black Community and demanding the fulfilment of their basic rights along with the 

stunted growth of that particular section of society. King’s continuous efforts were illuminated 

when he had several meetings with President Johnson regarding the passage of the Voting 

 
3 Johnson, Roderick J., "Contribution of Martin Luther to the concept of individual liberty and its antecedents" 

(1965). GRADUATE STUDENT THESES, DISSERTATIONS, & PROFESSIONAL PAPERS. 5597. 22nd 

March,2021 https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=6632&context=etd  
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Rights Act. ‘Selma” also brings into notice the political atmosphere and the gamesmanship that 

was needed on King’s part to bring the change in the status and prestige of the Black 

Community. The focus was also placed on how President Johnson only wanted to work on the 

agenda of removing poverty and had instances of clash of interests with King. Throughout the 

movie, we also witnessed the interpersonal relations of King with his fellow family members 

and his followers which give a complete picture of the idea of individualism. 

IV. RELATION BETWEEN EQUALITY AND LIBERTY 
Liberty and Equality go hand in hand and Liberty has no value without its counterpart, equality. 

There were political thinkers like de Tocqueville and Lord Acton who however disregarded 

this view. But eventually, as the modern belief developed, it was propagated that Liberty and 

Equality are not antagonistic but significant for the other’s progress in any society. 

Unrestrained liberty in any form leads to chaos and anarchy and will ultimately cause harm to 

others. When a society promises economic freedom, it is bound to give political freedom to its 

citizens as well. According to Pollard, “There is only one solution to the problem of liberty. It 

lies in equality.” 

To release the true potential of an individual, he must get full exposure to reveal the potentials 

of his personality. Segregation between the two is not possible as equality is not opposed to 

liberty and vice versa. As described by Herbert A. Dean, “Liberty and equality are not in 

conflict but are different facts of the same ideal.”4  

Martin Luther King Jr had the vision to completely quell the policies that worked on the 

discriminatory practices aimed solely against African Americans. Through his march to Selma, 

he gave it a new dimension and it took a life of its own. The march was successful in gathering 

hundreds of people and also aroused feelings of empathy in the White American population. 

The scope was also expanded beyond the Civil Rights of just African Americans to include the 

labour issues prevalent during that time. King had drawn inspiration from Bible and the 

American Declaration, raising his hopes to include harmony among all races and the prospect 

of equality in all spheres of life: "I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live 

out the true meaning of its creed: We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 

created equal. Now is the time to lift our nation from the quicksand of racial injustice to the 

solid rock of brotherhood. Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children." 

This speech which was delivered by Martin Luther King Jr garnered a lot of admiration from 

 
4 Pooja, “Relationship between Liberty and Equality” POLITICALSCIENCE NOTES, 23rd March,2021. 
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followers across America. Its success was visible when the rights legislation was passed which 

included the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and later the National Voting Rights Act of 1965. King 

had fulfilled his dream as through these legislations, segregation had legally come to an end.5  

The rough struggle which ultimately led to Equality among the masses was met with violence 

at every step. The March had claimed the lives of many infamous people and civil rights 

workers like James Chaney, Andrew Goodman to name a few, in the summer of June 1964. 

V. CONCLUSION 
The fight led by Martin Luther King Jr revealed the underlying issues pertaining about social 

inequality. King was inspired by the ideas of liberty and equality and was determined to 

dismantle the malignant effects of segregation from the American society. He believed that the 

State cannot achieve an all-powerful status because the people have the right to elect their 

leaders and be well represented in the democratic framework. According to him, the voices of 

people should not be oppressed because the American Declaration upholds this idea-" all men 

are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 

among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.” 

Since a liberal and equal polity promises an environment where no State Government is 

autocratic or despotic but aims for the betterment of the lives of its citizens to fulfil their 

“happiness”, King believed that when laws go against the moral conscience of an individual, 

he should refrain from following those unjust laws and stand up for his rights bestowed upon 

him- “There comes a time when a moral man can't obey a law which his conscience tells him 

is unjust.” Following his own belief, he stood up against the injustice faced by the Negro 

Community and won the battle against all odds. For his efforts, he was also awarded the Nobel 

Peace Prize in 1964.  

Throughout the movie, King’s resistance and credo of negotiation eventually paved the way 

for equality among all Americans. Through the horrific staging of protests and bloodshed, 

liberty to the Black community was finally awarded and King’s dream was fulfilled- “I look to 

a day when people will not be judged by the colour of their skin, but by the content of their 

character.”6 

***** 

 
5 Tolerance Project, “Martin Luther King, Jr: Fighting for equal rights in America.” 24th March, 2021. 

https://tolerance.tavaana.org/en/content/martin-luther-king-jr-fighting-equal-rights-america 
6 Fred Mazelis and Tom Mackaman, “The historical and political issues in Selma.” 24th March, 2021. 

https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2015/01/20/selm-j20.html 
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