Session |. Rethinking the Civil Rights M ovement

Session | will explore current thinking on the Civil Rights Movement, its origins, its reach
throughout the country, and its visionary purpose that extended far beyond the legal gains. We
will discuss how viewing the movement in this way shows us what everyday people can achieve,
the forces with which they have to contend, and what remains to be done.
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* Theoharis, Jeanne, A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses and Misuses of Civil
Rights History, Boston: Beacon Press, 2018. ix-xviii.

* Lewis, Earl, “Civil Rights and the Changing World: How history was made and how it's being
written,” Humanities, January/February 2013. 1-7.
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* King, Martin Luther, Jr., ”Beyond Vietnam,” April 4, 1967, Speech given at Riverside Church,
New York, N.Y. 1-3.
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* Hall, Jacqueline Dowd, "What are the legacies of the Civil Rights Movement?’ The Gilder
Lehrman Institute, 2012. https://vimeo.com/39462515

* Interview with Nelson Peery on his book Black Radical: The Education of an American
Revolutionary, New Press, 2007. https://www.youtube.com/watchv=S33j7Y drCOc
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Earl Lewis, “ Civil Rights and the Changing World How History was Made and How it's
Being Written,” Humanities, January/February 2013

Longtime socia and civil rights activist, educator, and propagator of nonviolence Bernard

L afayette has told me more than once that professional historians, while getting the main story
correct, miss part of the essence of what occurred during the American civil rights movement.
In their concern for social movements (and their associated theories about those movements),
showdown encounters with intransigent southern hardliners, charismatic leaders and iconic
events, they fail to recognize the importance of strategy. To Dr. Lafayette, the story of the
modern civil rights movement in the United States is about how the famous and the unknown
systematically dismantled the edifice of segregation through dogged action and concerted
strategy. He insists that while spontaneous actions may have prompted afew telling momentsin
the years after World War 11, in most cases those who acted did so in a planned, orchestrated
fashion. Even if every actor did not take part in the planning, the sit-ins, demonstrations,
marches, and other engagements, the outcomes reflected long, quiet work before their more
recognizable public displays.t

Lafayette, in hiscritique, called on historians and other scholars to rethink the ways they write
about the great American story of democracy-making at home after World War I1. And, indeed,
especialy in the past twenty years, scholars and journalists have found ways in books, articles,
and multimedia presentations to tell an increasingly complicated story about the descendants of
enslaved people and their alies. In the process, we have not only learned about the heroines and
heroes who burst onto the international stage a decade after the end of the war, but we have also
peered into organizations and institutions to discover the importance of coordinated sustained
action, and have met average citizens who wanted nothing more than to be treated equally and
fairly at home, after helping end Hitler s tyrannical reign abroad. In time, we came to learn that
the battle for civil rights cannot be so easily limited to 1954 through 1968, the period usually
heralded as the civil rights era.2 As historian Jacquelyn Dowd Hall maintained, mindful of
scholarship that grew in volume and importance in the 1990s and early 2000s, there was along
civil rights history in the United States, with its culminating summation of activism moving to
center stage in the 1950s and ‘ 60s. And while critics have debated the exact periodization, few
disagree with the conclusion that the pursuit of civil rights parallels the entire history of racial
subjugation and the struggle for opportunity in the United States.3

Yet for al of the powerful work that has been produced since the late 1960s, often lost in the
narrative arc is the broader context that gave form to the events of postwar America. If we need
to understand civil rights actors as strategists, we also need to be mindful of them as citizens of a
changing world. From biography to case study, from grand synthetic histories to monographs,
more and more studies have hinted at a people tied to others seeking relief from social and
cultural domination based on color and national origin. On the global stage thisemerged asa
story in large measure about colonia and decolonizing efforts. What linked the global and the
local was a prevailing sense by those who chose to act that they could be the archiects of their
destinies. This profound sense of being able to change the world accelerated after World Wer |1,
even though earlier antecedents prefigured what was to follow.4

This essay centers on three interconnected themes. It accepts L afayette’s challenge and describes
civil rights actors asintellectual strategists. It distinguishes between the modern civil rights era
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and the history of civil rightsin American history, which has alonger timeline. And it seeks to
remind all that the modern era dovetailed with significant societal changes, including elsewhere
in the world. Thus, we have the thesis of civil rights and the changing world.

Scholarship on the civil rights era began with afocus on leaders and institutions or organizations
they headed. Among the first accounts was David Levering Lewis's biography of Martin Luther
King Jr.2 Lewis, who earned a Pulitzer for histowering biography of W.E.B. DuBois, crafted the
first notable biography of King, which appeared in 1970. Imperfect and somewhat hagiographic
by later standards, the biography nonetheless told the remarkable story of ayoung man who
dared believe he could join with others to change the world by holding America and its citizens
to the highest ideals. Born into the secure comfort of a middle-class black family in pre-World
War 11 Atlanta, King wrestled with life choices before deciding to follow his grandfather and
father into the ministry. Unlike them, he would marry a developing fondness for intellectual
pursuits with his sense of call, ultimately earning a PhD from Boston University and pastoring a
church in Montgomery, Alabama. There the confluence of homegrown social activism, dense
institutional networks linked to black churches, mobilized working-class blacks willing to
sacrifice, and middle-class blacks willing to render assistance, plus a dynamic and educated
young preacher gave rise to a new moment in American history. In Lewis's account, it was
King's brilliant command of language, cultivated belief in nonviolence, and untiring
commitment to improve America and the world that kept him trudging on, even when tired.

Charismatic leadership undoubtedly played a significant role in how many saw and understood
the era. But later biographies of King and others revealed men and women of their times who
could not escape the vicissitudes of the human condition. They quarreled, sniped and cajoled,
they told lies about and to one another, they succumbed to temptations, and they also challenged
the nation to find its better self. All were children of Jim Crow America, whether they grew up in
the South, North, Midwest, or West. They all found themselves shaped by color in an age when
some immigrants were made white, and most newcomers learned that anything was preferable to
being called black.6

A magisterial accounting of the systematic and methodical fight for inclusion in the age of race-
making came in the form of the 1976 book by Richard Kluger, eloquently called Smple Justice.”
While other early works would capture the actors behind the creation of CORE (Congress of
Racial Equality) and SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee), Kluger outlinesin
careful detail the people who brought us the Brown decision.g The actors are men and women,
children and the old, black, white, and other, learned and uneducated. They exist across time,
because the events that led up to Brown occurred across multiple generations. In his rendering,
the struggle for equality for blacks in America began early on, when the first Africans were
indentured in colonial Virginia. From indentureship to slavery to emancipation to segregation,
new eras demanded new approaches, tactics, and strategies.

At the core of Kluger’s narrative is the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, or NAACP, and the lawyers who crafted a strategy for attacking the efficacy of
segregation in public education. And | would add that equally important are the average citizens
who joined them in the fights. While scholars have previously contrasted the more gradual
approach stemming from precedent-based litigation with the direct action flowing from sit-ins,
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marches, boycotts, and rallies, a close reading of the historical record reveals this to be too
limited a view of the dynamics of change over time. Both legal agitation and social activism
threatened the status quo; more important, segregation would never have ended without work on
al fronts.

Consider for amoment the story of Harry and Liza Briggs. Harry grew up in Clarendon County,
South Carolina. Excluding afew yearsin the navy, he spent his entire life in Clarendon.
According to accounts, he knew everyone there and they all knew him. He also knew things were
not equal, and he took a stand and endured the consequences. Briggs's challenge of segregation
in public schooling in South Carolina became a part of the bundle of cases we recall today as
Brown. But before the Supreme Court ruled in Brown (known as Brown | and Il because of
decisionsin 1954 and 1955), families such as the Briggses had to decide if and when to stand up.
Years later Harry Briggs would recall:

“We figured anything to better the children’s condition was worthwhile. There didn’t seem to be
much danger to it. But after the petition was signed, | knew it was different. The white folks got
kind of sour. They asked me to take my name off the petition. My boss, he said did | know what |
wasdoin’ and | said, ’I’m doin’ it for the benefit of my children.” He didn’t say nothin’ back. But
then later—it was the day before Christmas—he gave me a carton of cigarettes and then he let
me go. He said, Harry | want me aboy—and | can pay him less than you.2”

Both Harry and hiswife, Liza, suffered job loss and other reprisals, and although blacks greatly
outnumbered whitesin Clarendon county in 1950, they were not yet prepared to wage an
economic boycott of white stores. Most were too timid. The Briggses, nonetheless, decided to
hold the course and sacrifice jobs, stability, and security so that their child had a better chance of
gaining aquality education and a more prosperous future in America. Their willingness to fight
should be viewed as courageous action, enabled in part by the concerted efforts of alegion of
lawyers with names such as Houston, Hastie, Marshall, Robinson, Greenberg, and Carter and by
achanging world characterized by the fight for freedom from subjugation.

While the Briggses were part of a campaign to end segregation in public schooling, occasionally,
the course of history was changed by individuals who ssimply wished to be left alone to pursue
the life they sought for themselves. A few short years after Brown |1 called for public schoolsin
Virginia and the nation to be desegregated “with all deliberate speed,” Mildred Jeter, who was
black, and Richard Loving, who was white, married in Washington, D.C. It was 1958, and across
Virginia cities and districts shuttered schoolhouses to avoid integration, with some barring public
attendance for nearly a decade. When Mildred and Richard returned to Virginiato reside, they
found themselves in local court for violating the state’s prohibition on interracial marriage. As
the NEH-supported documentary on the Loving case indicates, the couple simply sought to
practice a punishable form of family values: They sought to honor their love through marriage, a
right the Supreme Court affirmed in 1967.10

Scholarship in the seventies gave way to more deeply researched and theorized accounts during
the eighties, nineties, and early 2000s. Sociologist Aldon Morris jumpstarted this effort with his
highly influential study, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities
Organizing for Change (1986). Beginning with the bus boycotts in Baton Rouge in 1953 rather
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than those in Montgomery in 1954-55, Morris argues that protest had taken root in black
communities over many years. It was not that black people had previously simply tolerated
oppression. Rather, the modern civil rights struggle marked the first time everyday men, women,
and children organized to disrupt the smooth operations of white southerners, their businesses,
and institutions.1t

A decade later the historical sociologist Charles Payne moved the argument again. In I’ ve Got the
Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Sruggle, Payne
reminds readers of the depths of this organizing impulse in black communities. Giving credit for
theinsight to Bob Moses, whose organizational skills helped give form to the Freedom Summer
campaign of 1964, Payne distinguishes between a mobilizing tradition and an organizing
tradition. The former entails highly visible sit-ins, marches, and boycotts of relatively short
duration, designed to galvanize public sentiment against segregation in all of itsforms. By
contrast, the organizing tradition sought to promote the “long-term devel opment of leadership in
ordinary men and women,” atradition best exemplified by the work of Ella Baker and Septima
Clark, Payne writes.12

Nearly two decades of scholarship have shown how textured was the organizing tradition that ran
in black communities throughout the South. Working-class blacks in Birmingham, Norfolk, and
beyond refused to surrender seats to whites on aregular basis during World Wer I1. In rura
locales, co-ops had been formed and blacks had organized to promote economic and social
empowerment, long before college students descended on Mississippi en masse in the summer of
1964.13

Others have echoed Payne’s framing to varying degreesin their more recent works. In her award-
winning biography of Ella Baker, Barbara Ransby tells us at the outset, “Ella Baker was
concerned with the plight of African Americans, but she was also passionately committed to a
broader humanitarian struggle for a better world.” Over the course of alifetime she belonged to
more than thirty organizations fighting for that better world, embracing the white left and the
black community at the same time. She fought for Puerto Rican independence, against apartheid,
for women’'srights, and for democratic justice on many levels. As she sought to instill in others
the power to shape their world, she emerged over and over again as an intellectual, one cognizant
of the international currents and crosscurrents, and one who believed people, irrespective of
education and learning, could help produce a more just world.14

If the participants can be seen as strategists, they can also be seen asintellectuals, despite their
differing levels of education. Ransby portrays Baker as an “organic” intellectual who read Freire
and understood Gramsci but learned mostly from professors of practice on the streets and
byways of America.l> Her age-wise contemporary, Fannie Lou Hamer, at the outset traveled in
less sophisticated circles than Baker but represented another example of such an intellectual. A
repeated participant in the Regional Council of Negro Leadership, Hamer not only registered to
vote when doing so invited injury, she managed to survive the physical extremes of southern
racism to house students who came to Mississippi to promote change and to challenge leadersin
the Democratic party. The credentials committee of the Democratic party had to decide which
delegation to seat in 1964, the Mississippi Freedom Democratic party delegates or those
representing the traditional party. Hamer addressed the group, nearly in tears, and said, " All of
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thisis on account we want to register, to become first-class citizens, and if the Freedom
Democratic party is not seated now, | question America, isthisAmerica, . . . where we have to
sleep with our telephones off the hooks because our lives be threatened daily because we want to
live as decent human beings, in America?” 16 By framing her question as a question about the
integrity of America, and its promise of justice for al, Hamer demonstrated the intellectual work
that went into organizing for change.

A number of local community studies augment biographical accounts, illustrating an important
historiographical fact: For all of the thousands of African Americans who migrated out of the
South during two important twentieth-century waves, more stayed put.L? Through the violence
that could rob ateenage visitor named Emmett Till of hislife, aviolence that was adaily
constant, they understood that Frederick Douglass was indeed correct, and power would never
concede anything without afight, it never had and never would. Notwithstanding that daily
reality of racial tyranny, they believed that home was worth fighting for and they resolved to
fight for change there. John Dittmer ’s prize-winning account of local people in Mississippi who
long struggled for civil rightsis one such study. It recounts the stories of returning Gls, who
joined forces through arange of organizations with othersto fight for the right to vote, among
other rights. Some, such as Medgar Evers, become well known in martyrdom; scores, however,
went about the job of fighting for change, working with alies when feasible, demonstrating a
willingness to confront violence with armed resistance, when required, and embracing non-
violence, when practical. These local studies paint a more textured reality, one that complicates
the prevailing master narrative of the battle for civil rights as ssmply a nonviolent affair until the
radicalization of SNCC and the emergence of Black Power.18

If anything, Black Power reflected the emergence of alatent sentiment in the battle for civil
rights that animated a range of social groups over the course of the twentieth century. The
Garvey Movement of the 1910s and early 1920s, for example, professed a steadfast commitment
to black empowerment through economic independence. The Nation of Islam appealed to a
similar impulse. With their own creation narrative, economic enterprises, religious centers, and
iconic figures, the Nation found converts al over America, including one Malcolm Little, known
more broadly as Malcolm X. But, as much as anything, the Nation offered a recipe for socia
reintegration for many discarded by the dominant society, and the prospect of doing so without
reliance on white society. The Prophet Elijah Muhammad, the titular head of the Nation of Islam,
appeal ed to many because he offered an answer to a vexing question: Was there a place for mein
America? He answered yes, of course, but one you must define. The Black Panther party, on the
other hand, asserted itself as aviable political force in numerous cities across the nation—and
adopted a style, with oversized afros, bandoliers, and heated rhetoric that made them targets of
the authorities and symbols of a brash independence in many black communities. Beyond style
was substance and a community action plan that sought to improve basic conditions in many
urban black neighborhoods. For all of the bravado, one should not forget the Panthers sought to
change America and not separate from it. Some black nationalist groups that came of age during
the period recommended separation.12

If civil rights figuresin general frightened the state and law enforcement leaders, proponents of
Black Power terrified them. Police departments, often in tandem with the FBI, orchestrated
massive disinformation campaigns, disruptions, and other tactics aimed at sowing discord. At
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times the tactics became personal, such as when J. Edgar Hoover and Robert Kennedy authorized
spying on Martin Luther King Jr. On other occasions, investigations turned lethal, as we now
know from details about shootouts with the Panthersin Los Angeles, Oakland, and Chicago.2

To fully comprehend both Black Power and the civil rights movement, we now know we have to
move outside the South. When Lyndon Johnson endorsed affirmative action and Richard Nixon
expanded it during their respective presidencies, white backlash, always a part of postwar
American life, intensified. Calls for busing, black political ascendancy, and deindustrialization
conspired to accelerate white flight from a number of core urban areas, aiding the Republican
party’s southern strategy and reminding us that de facto segregation could be as deleterious as de
jure segregation. In fact, anumber of scholars argue that the political realignment and the
collapse of the New Deal coalition emanated from the battle for civil rightsin the North.2L

The history books are written about those who claim center stage, even if only for a moment, to
change the world in some fashion. Less is known and written about ordinary men and women
who simply went about the art of living. They got up each day, went to work, attended school or
completed assignments, aware of the changes around them, but a step or two from the main
action. It isacommon joke, after all, that more people remember participating in civil rights
events than photos, interviews, and other sources can reliably document. In the end, it was a
movement many wished they hadn’t missed.

New scholarship does, however, offer a glimpse into the social milieu activists and nonactivists
came to inhabit. Music trends shifted from blues and jazz to rhythm-and-blues. Detroit became
Motown, and an industry brought into the spotlight a new generation of artists whose rhythms,
words, styles, and performances made a broad cross section of Americans move to a new beat.
And just as the songs of the civil rights movement spoke to aspirations and longings for change,
R& B partnered with rock and folk music to give a pulse to an era, fusing social change with
generally urban realities. Some songs spoke of love and loss, others addressed the day’s
contradiction, such aslife asa“ball of confusion,” while others simply proclaimed, “I’m black
and I’'m proud.” Among the changes stemming from civil rights activities was the emergence of a
new generation of entertainment giants, and, for the first time, a small group of black music
moguls.22

If through the 1950s, radio had been used in support of the dominant social lesson plan
predicated on black social inferiority, television cameto realize it could not hide the real and
varied black America from viewers.23 Images of fire hoses, rabid crowds, and peaceful marchers;
confrontations and intransigent politicians; assertive youths and rainbow coalitions all told a far
more powerful story about the change gripping America. Of course, the entertainment space
through much of thefifties, sixties, and early seventies on television still reflected prevailing

attitudes, but without question the modern civil rights movement and television grew up together.
24

Finally, scholarship since the early 1990s reminds us that civil rights participants embraced the
larger world. Of course, the story of Gandhi and King iswell rehearsed in the literature, as too
are the trips of Malcolm X to Mecca. We are now coming to understand that student activists
studied the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and conferred with African leaders who
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assumed positions of prominence following independence from European power. (After al,
several of those leaders had attended historically black colleges and universities in the United
States.) When some activists ran afoul of the United States government, they found safe haven in
Cuba, China, and elsewhere. Just as their intellectual forebears, who at one time had gone to the
USSR to gain a perspective on America, men and women of the civil rights era understood that
the changes were not limited to laws and mores in America, or the changing pace of technology;
they comprehended a shift in the geopolitical map, and sought to ground their local
understanding in aglobal context. Over time, they came to see themselves as part of an African
diaspora.2>

This expansion in the literature offers great promise. More work is still to be done on those who
never demonstrated or protested but still supported civil rights and social change. Aswell, we
need a deeper understanding of why the period of broad-based affirmative action (1970-1978)
was half aslong as the period of “all deliberate speed” (1955-1970). Indeed, communities,
processes, the interplay between average citizens and elites, and new claims on the civil rights
legacies all demand added attention.

Still, in the past three decades a remarkably human portrait of social change has taken form. The
change has not always been linear or progressive. What has emerged is a series of connected
stories about a changing world and the people who attempted to shape it on behalf of social
justice.

Note: For reasons of space the footnotes are not included. If you would like them, email me at
brooke@gocatgo.com.
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King [1]

King Encyclopedia, Martin Luther King, “Beyond Vietnam,” Speech, April 4, 1967.
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/encycl opedia/beyond-vietnam

On 4 April 1967 Martin Luther King delivered his seminal speech at Riverside Church condemning the
Vietnam War. Declaring “my conscience leaves me no other choice,” King described the war’s del eterious
effects on both America's poor and Viethamese peasants and insisted that it was morally imperative for
the United States to take radical stepsto halt the war through nonviolent means (King, “Beyond

Vietnam,” 139).

King's anti-war sentiments emerged publicly for the first timein March 1965, when King declared that
“millions of dollars can be spent every day to hold troops in South Viet Nam and our country cannot
protect the rights of Negroesin Selma’ (King, 9 March 1965). King told reporters on Face the Nation that
asaminister he had “a prophetic function” and as “one greatly concerned about the need for peace in our
world and the survival of mankind, | must continue to take a stand on thisissue” (King, 29 August 1965).
In aversion of the “ Transformed Nonconformist” sermon given in January 1966 at Ebenezer Baptist
Church, King voiced his own opposition to the Vietnam War, describing American aggression as a
violation of the 1954 GenevaAccord that promised self-determination.

In early 1967 King stepped up his anti-war proclamations, giving similar speechesin Los Angeles and
Chicago. The Los Angeles speech, called “ The Casualties of the War in Vietnam,” stressed the history of
the conflict and argued that American power should be “ harnessed to the service of peace and human
beings, not an inhumane power [unleashed] against defenseless people” (King, 25 February 1967).

On 4 April, accompanied by Amherst College Professor Henry Commager, Union Theological Seminary
President John Bennett, and Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, at an event sponsored by Clergy and
Laymen Concerned about Vietnam, King spoke to over 3,000 at New York’s Riverside Church. The
speech was drafted from a collection of volunteers, including Spelman professor Vincent Harding and
Wesleyan professor John Maguire. King's address emphasized his responsibility to the American people
and explained that conversations with young black men in the ghettos reinforced his own commitment to
nonviolence.

King followed with an historical sketch outlining Vietnam's devastation at the hands of “deadly Western
arrogance,” noting, “we are on the side of the wealthy, and the secure, while we create a hell for the poor”
(King, “Beyond Vietnam,” 146; 153). To change course, King suggested afive point outline for stopping
the war, which included a call for aunilateral ceasefire. To King, however, the Vietham War was only the
most pressing symptom of American colonialism worldwide. King claimed that America made “ peaceful
revolution impossible by refusing to give up the privileges and the pleasures that come from the immense
profits of overseas investments’ (King, “Beyond Vietnam,” 157). King urged instead “aradical revolution
of values’ emphasizing love and justice rather than economic nationalism (King, “Beyond Vietnam,”
157).

The immediate response to King's speech was largely negative. Both the Washington Post and New York
Times published editorials criticizing the speech, with the Post noting that King's speech had “diminished
his usefulness to his cause, to his country, and to his people” through asimplistic and flawed view of the
situation (“A Tragedy,” 6 April 1967). Similarly, both the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People and Ralph Bunche accused King of linking two disparate issues, Vietnam and civil rights.
Despite public criticism, King continued to attack the Vietham War on both moral and economic grounds.
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King, Martin Luther, Jr., ”Beyond Vietnam,” (excerpt) April 4, 1967, Riverside Church,
New York, N.Y.

(The whole speech is available at https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/
beyond-vietnam)

.... Thewar in Vietnam is but a symptom of afar deeper malady within the American spirit, and
if we ignore this sobering reality [applause], and if we ignore this sobering reality, we will find
ourselves organizing “clergy and laymen concerned” committees for the next generation. They
will be concerned about Guatemala and Peru. They will be concerned about Thailand and
Cambodia. They will be concerned about M ozambique and South Africa. We will be marching
for these and a dozen other names and attending rallies without end unless there is a significant
and profound change in American life and policy. [sustained applause] So such thoughts take us
beyond Vietnam, but not beyond our calling as sons of the living God.

In 1957 a sensitive American official overseas said that it seemed to him that our nation was on
the wrong side of aworld revolution. During the past ten years we have seen emerge a pattern of
suppression which has now justified the presence of U.S. military advisorsin Venezuela. This
need to maintain social stability for our investments accounts for the counterrevolutionary action
of American forcesin Guatemala. It tells why American helicopters are being used against
guerrillas in Cambodia and why American napalm and Green Beret forces have aready been
active against rebels in Peru.

It is with such activity that the words of the late John F. Kennedy come back to haunt us. Five
years ago he said, “Those who make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution
inevitable.” [applause] Increasingly, by choice or by accident, thisis the role our nation has
taken, the role of those who make peaceful revolution impossible by refusing to give up the
privileges and the pleasures that come from the immense profits of overseas investments. | am
convinced that if we are to get on to the right side of the world revolution, we as a nation must
undergo aradical revolution of values. We must rapidly begin [applause], we must rapidly begin
the shift from a thing-oriented society to a person-oriented society. When machines and
computers, profit motives and property rights, are considered more important than people, the
giant triplets of racism, extreme materialism, and militarism are incapable of being conquered.

A true revolution of values will soon cause us to question the fairness and justice of many of our
past and present policies. On the one hand we are called to play the Good Samaritan on life's
roadside, but that will be only aninitial act. One day we must come to see that the whole Jericho
Road must be transformed so that men and women will not be constantly beaten and robbed as
they make their journey on life’'s highway. True compassion is more than flinging acoin to a
beggar. It comes to see than an edifice which produces beggars needs restructuring. [applause]

A true revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty and wealth.
With righteous indignation, it will look across the seas and see individual capitalists of the West
investing huge sums of money in Asia, Africa, and South America, only to take the profits out
with no concern for the social betterment of the countries, and say, “Thisisnot just.” It will look
at our aliance with the landed gentry of South Americaand say, “Thisisnot just.” The Western
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arrogance of feeling that it has everything to teach others and nothing to learn from them is not
just.

A true revolution of values will lay hand on the world order and say of war, “ Thisway of settling
differencesisnot just.” This business of burning human beings with napalm, of filling our
nation’s homes with orphans and widows, of injecting poisonous drugs of hate into the veins of
peoples normally humane, of sending men home from dark and bloody battlefields physically
handicapped and psychologically deranged, cannot be reconciled with wisdom, justice, and love.
A nation that continues year after year to spend more money on military defense than on
programs of socia uplift is approaching spiritual death. [sustained applause]

America, the richest and most powerful nation in the world, can well lead the way in this
revolution of values. There is nothing except a tragic death wish to prevent us from reordering
our priorities so that the pursuit of peace will take precedence over the pursuit of war. Thereis
nothing to keep us from molding a recalcitrant status quo with bruised hands until we have
fashioned it into a brotherhood.

Thiskind of positive revolution of valuesis our best defense against communism. [applause]
War is not the answer. Communism will never be defeated by the use of atomic bombs or nuclear
weapons. Let us not join those who shout war and, through their misguided passions, urge the
United States to relinquish its participation in the United Nations. These are days which demand
wise restraint and calm reasonabl eness. We must not engage in a negative anticommunism, but
rather in a positive thrust for democracy [applause], realizing that our greatest defense against
communism is to take offensive action in behalf of justice. We must with positive action seek to
remove those conditions of poverty, insecurity, and injustice, which are the fertile soil in which
the seed of communism grows and devel ops.

These are revolutionary times. All over the globe men are revolting against old systems of
exploitation and oppression, and out of the wounds of afrail world, new systems of justice and
equality are being born. The shirtless and barefoot people of the land are rising up as never
before. The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light. We in the West must support
these revolutions.

It isasad fact that because of comfort, complacency, a morbid fear of communism, and our
proneness to adjust to injustice, the Western nations that initiated so much of the revolutionary
spirit of the modern world have now become the arch antirevolutionaries. This has driven many
to feel that only Marxism has arevolutionary spirit. Therefore, communism is ajudgment against
our failure to make democracy real and follow through on the revolutions that we initiated. Our
only hope today liesin our ability to recapture the revolutionary spirit and go out into a
sometimes hostile world declaring eternal hostility to poverty, racism, and militarism. With this
powerful commitment we shall boldly challenge the status quo and unjust mores, and thereby
speed the day when “every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill shall be made
low [Audience:] (Yes); the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places plain.”



King, Beyond Vietham 3

A genuine revolution of values meansin the final analysis that our loyalties must become
ecumenical rather than sectional. Every nation must now develop an overriding loyalty to
mankind as awholein order to preserve the best in their individual societies.

.... We are now faced with the fact, my friends, that tomorrow is today. We are confronted with
the fierce urgency of now. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is such athing
as being too late. Procrastination is still the thief of time. Life often leaves us standing bare,
naked, and dejected with alost opportunity. The tide in the affairs of men does not remain at
flood—it ebbs. We may cry out desperately for time to pause in her passage, but time is adamant
to every plea and rushes on. Over the bleached bones and jumbled residues of numerous
civilizations are written the pathetic words, “ Too late.” Thereisan invisible book of life that
faithfully records our vigilance or our neglect. Omar Khayyam is right: “ The moving finger
writes, and having writ moves on.”

We dtill have a choice today: nonviolent coexistence or violent coannihilation. We must move
past indecision to action. We must find new ways to speak for peace in Vietnam and justice
throughout the devel oping world, aworld that borders on our doors. If we do not act, we shall
surely be dragged down the long, dark, and shameful corridors of time reserved for those who
possess power without compassion, might without morality, and strength without sight.

Now let us begin. Now let us rededicate ourselves to the long and bitter, but beautiful, struggle
for anew world. Thisisthe calling of the sons of God, and our brothers wait eagerly for our
response. Shall we say the odds are too great? Shall we tell them the struggle is too hard? Will
our message be that the forces of American life militate against their arrival as full men, and we
send our deepest regrets? Or will there be another message—of longing, of hope, of solidarity
with their yearnings, of commitment to their cause, whatever the cost? The choiceis ours, and
though we might prefer it otherwise, we must choose in this crucial moment of human history.

....And if wewill only make the right choice, we will be able to transform this pending cosmic
elegy into a creative psam of peace. If we will make the right choice, we will be ableto
transform the jangling discords of our world into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. If we
will but make the right choice, we will be able to speed up the day, al over Americaand all over
the world, when justice will roll down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.
[sustained applause]
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