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…W
e were taking the black young men 
who had been crippled by our society 
and sending them 8,000 miles away to 
guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia 
which they had not found in Southwest 

Georgia and East Harlem. So we have been repeatedly faced 
with the cruel irony of watching Negro and white boys on 
TV screens as they kill and die together for a nation that has 
been unable to seat them together in the same schools. So 
we watch them in brutal solidarity burning the huts of a poor 
village, but we realize that they would hardly live on the same 
block in Chicago. I could not be silent in the face of such 
cruel manipulation of the poor.

As I have walked among the desperate, rejected and angry 
young men, I have told them that Molotov cocktails and rifles 

would not solve their problems. I have tried to offer them 
my deepest compassion while maintaining my conviction 
that social change comes most meaningfully through non-
violent action. But they asked, and rightly so, “What about 
Vietnam?” They asked if our own nation wasn’t using massive 
doses of violence to solve its problems, to bring about the 
changes it wanted. Their questions hit home, and I knew that 
I could never again raise my voice against the violence of the 
oppressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly 
to the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today: my 
own government. For the sake of those boys, for the sake of 
this government, for the sake of the hundreds of thousands 
trembling under our violence, I cannot be silent.

— Excerpted from the “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break 
Silence” speech on April 4, 1967



Howard Manly

No real telling when Dr. 
Martin Luther King 
Jr. began his public 
opposition to the Viet-

nam War.
For Dr. King, joining the peace 

movement was tantamount to 
walking a political tightrope. On 
one hand, the civil rights move-
ment had a great supporter in Pres-
ident Lyndon Baines Johnson, who 
signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 
But LBJ was also at the heart of the 
escalation of the war in Vietnam, 
and many believed Dr. King’s anti-
war statements could and would be 
used against the civil rights move-
ment.

But Dr. King — who in 1964 re-
ceived the Nobel Peace Prize — was 
a preacher at heart, and he saw the 
same moral issues in the Mekong 
Delta as he did in the Deep South.

By March 1965, his opposition 
started slowly leaking out. After 

delivering a speech at Howard Uni-
versity, Dr. King answered a few 
questions and told reporters that 
the war in Vietnam was “accom-
plishing nothing.” Dr. King also 
called for a negotiated peace settle-
ment.

A month later, just four days 
after LBJ signed the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965, Dr. King, head of the 
Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC), announced 
that he was launching his own peace 
mission. King urged leaders of all of 
the nations involved in the war, in-
cluding LBJ and North Vietnam’s 
Ho Chi Minh, to start serious ne-
gotiations.

Despite threats of funding cuts 
by SCLC donors, King still was de-
termined to have his say on the war. 
During the August 1965 annual 
SCLC convention, Dr. King called 
for a halt to bombing in North 
Vietnam, and urged that the United 
Nations be empowered to mediate 
the conflict.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (third from right) leads a march against 
the Vietnam conflict during a parade on State Street in Chicago 
on March 25, 1967. Joining King and the other protesters is leg-

endary pediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock (tall, white-haired man 
with glasses), who also served as co-chairman of the National 
Committee for Sane Nuclear Policy. (AP photo) March, continued to page �

Dr. King’s march for peace
The call for nonviolence started in the Deep South 

and ended in Vietnam
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“What is required,” he told the 
crowd, “is a small first step that may 
establish a new spirit of mutual con-
fidence … a step capable of break-
ing the cycle of mistrust, violence 
and war.”

Given the racial climate of the 
day, coupled with the mass oppo-
sition to President Johnson’s Viet-
nam policies, Dr. King expected to 
be criticized.

“At times you do things to satisfy 
your conscience,” he told a friend 
in a conversation taped by the FBI 
at the time, “and they may be alto-
gether unrealistic or worn tactically, 
but you feel better. I will get a lot of 
criticism and I know it can hurt the 
SCLC.”

But, he insisted, “I can no longer 
be cautious about this matter. I feel 
so deep in my heart that we are so 
wrong in this country. The time 
has come for real prophecy in this 
country and I’m willing to go that 
road.”

That road triggered all sorts 
of damnations from members of 
Congress and other critics — many 
of whom, both white and black, 
argued that his opposition to the 
war would threaten progress in the 
civil rights struggle. What Dr. King 
didn’t expect was the depth of John-
son’s conniving.

According to Stewart Burns’ 
book, “To the Mountaintop,” John-
son had Dr. King briefed by United 
Nations Ambassador Arthur Gold-
berg, who told King that peace 
was near. Interactions with other 
Johnson minions were not so rosy 

and, in fact, left Dr. King with the 
distinct impression that he should 
know his place — and that wasn’t in 
Vietnam.

“They told me that I wasn’t an 
expert in foreign affairs, and they 
were all experts,” Dr. King told the 
late journalist David Halberstam in 
an interview that appeared in Harp-
er’s magazine in 1967. “… [They 
told me that] I knew only civil rights 
and I should stick to that.”

Dr. King would later tell friends 
that he didn’t mind critics disagree-
ing with him, but that they should 

at least respect his right to have an 
opinion.

In a September 1965 telephone 
call, also recorded by the FBI, Dr. 
King talked about being on the 
verge of a nervous breakdown.

“The press is being stacked 
against me,” he complained. 
“They accuse me of being power 
drunk and that I feel that I can do 
anything because I got the Nobel 
Peace Prize and it went to my head. 
I really don’t have the strength to 
fight this issue and keep my civil 
rights fight going. They have all 

the news media and TV and I just 
don’t have the strength to fight all 
these things. The deeper you get 
involved, the deeper you have to 
go, and I’m already overloaded and 
almost emotionally fatigued. I think 
we have to admit that I am going 
too far.”

They dropped the protest and 
the war continued to escalate. Peace 
talks were just that — talk. The 
number of U.S. troops in Vietnam 
increased from about 17,000 in 
1964 to about 130,000 in 1965. By 
1966, the force was up to 317,000 

troops. In 1967, Johnson had nearly 
452,000 soldiers on the ground, 
and the number reached its highest 
point in 1968 at 537,000.

Despite those incredible num-
bers, the groundswell of opposition 
was equally as strong, as antiwar 
demonstrations spread across the 
country. According to Halbers-
tam, some of Dr. King’s brightest 
lieutenants were pulled away from 
the civil rights movement to the 
peace movement, a drain that un-
derscored the war’s sinister effect 

march
continued from page �

President Lyndon B. Johnson (right) talks with civil rights leaders 
in his White House office in Washington, D.C. The black leaders 
are (from left): Roy Wilkins, executive secretary of the NAACP; 

James Farmer, national director of the Congress of Racial 
Equality; Dr. King; and Whitney Young, executive director of the 
National Urban League. (AP photo)

March, continued to page 10

“I can no longer be 
cautious about this 

matter. I feel so deep 
in my heart that we 
are so wrong in this 
country. The time 
has come for real 
prophecy in this 
country and I’m 
willing to go that 

road.”
— Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

EDITOR’S NOTE: The following 
is excerpted text from Dr. King’s April 
4, 1967, address at Riverside Church 
in New York City, delivered to mem-
bers of the group Clergy and Laymen 
Concerned About Vietnam.

I come to this magnificent house 
of worship tonight because my con-
science leaves me no other choice. 
I join you in this meeting because I 
am in deepest agreement with the 
aims and work of the organization 
which has brought us together, 
Clergy and Laymen Concerned 
About Vietnam. The recent state-
ments of your executive committee 
are the sentiments of my own heart, 
and I found myself in full accord 
when I read its opening lines: “A 
time comes when silence is be-
trayal.” That time has come for us 
in relation to Vietnam.

The truth of these words is 
beyond doubt, but the mission to 
which they call us is a most difficult 
one. Even when pressed by the de-
mands of inner truth, men do not 
easily assume the task of opposing 
their government’s policy, especially 
in time of war. Nor does the human 
spirit move without great difficulty 
against all the apathy of conformist 
thought within one’s own bosom 
and in the surrounding world. 
Moreover, when the issues at hand 
seem as perplexing as they often do 

in the case of this dreadful conflict, 
we are always on the verge of being 
mesmerized by uncertainty. But we 
must move on.

Some of us who have already 
begun to break the silence of the 
night have found that the calling to 
speak is often a vocation of agony, 
but we must speak. We must speak 
with all the humility that is appro-
priate to our limited vision, but we 
must speak. And we must rejoice as 
well, for surely this is the first time 
in our nation’s history that a signifi-
cant number of its religious leaders 
have chosen to move beyond the 
prophesying of smooth patriotism 
to the high grounds of a firm dis-
sent based upon the mandates of 
conscience and the reading of his-
tory. Perhaps a new spirit is rising 
among us. If it is, let us trace its 
movement, and pray that our own 
inner being may be sensitive to its 
guidance. For we are deeply in need 
of a new way beyond the darkness 
that seems so close around us.

Over the past two years, as I have 
moved to break the betrayal of my 
own silences and to speak from the 
burnings of my own heart, as I have 
called for radical departures from 
the destruction of Vietnam, many 
persons have questioned me about 
the wisdom of my path. At the heart 
of their concerns, this query has 
often loomed large and loud: “Why 
are you speaking about the war, 
Dr. King? Why are you joining the 

voices of dissent?”
“Peace and civil rights don’t 

mix,” they say.
“Aren’t you hurting the cause of 

your people?” they ask.
I come to this platform tonight 

to make a passionate plea to my be-
loved nation. 

There is, at the outset, a very ob-
vious and almost facile connection 
between the war in Vietnam and 
the struggle I and others have been 

waging in America. A few years ago, 
there was a shining moment in that 
struggle. It seemed as if there was a 
real promise of hope for the poor, 
both black and white, through the 
poverty program. There were ex-
periments, hopes, new beginnings. 
Then came the buildup in Vietnam, 
and I watched this program broken 
and eviscerated as if it were some 
idle political plaything of a society 
gone mad on war. And I knew that 
America would never invest the 
necessary funds or energies in reha-
bilitation of its poor so long as ad-
ventures like Vietnam continued to 
draw men and skills and money like 
some demonic, destructive suction 
tube. So I was increasingly com-
pelled to see the war as an enemy of 
the poor, and to attack it as such.

Now, it should be incandes-
cently clear that no one who has 
any concern for the integrity and 
life of America today can ignore 
the present war. If America’s soul 
becomes totally poisoned, part of 
the autopsy must read “Vietnam.” 
It can never be saved so long as it 
destroys the deepest hopes of men 
the world over. So it is that those 
of us who are yet determined that 

“America will be” are led down the 
path of protest and dissent, working 
for the health of our land.

And as I ponder the madness of 
Vietnam and search within myself 
for ways to understand and respond 
in compassion, my mind goes con-
stantly to the people of that penin-
sula. I speak now not of the soldiers 
of each side, not of the ideologies 
of the Liberation Front, not of the 
junta in Saigon, but simply of the 
people who have been living under 
the curse of war for almost three 
continuous decades now. I think 
of them, too, because it is clear to 
me that there will be no meaningful 
solution there until some attempt is 
made to know them and hear their 
broken cries.

They must see Americans as 
strange liberators. The Vietnam-
ese people proclaimed their own 
independence in 1954 — in 1945, 
rather — after a combined French 
and Japanese occupation and 
before the communist revolution 
in China. They were led by Ho Chi 
Minh. Even though they quoted 
the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence in their own document 

Beyond Vietnam:
A Time to Break Silence

Silence, continued to page �

Wounded American paratroopers are helped by fellow soldiers to 
reach a medical evacuation helicopter on Oct. 5, 1965, during 
the Vietnam War. Paratroopers of the 173rd Airborne Brigade’s 

First Battalion suffered many casualties in the clash with Viet 
Cong guerrillas in the jungle of South Vietnam’s “D” Zone, 25 
miles northeast of Saigon. (AP photo)

An infantryman from the U.S. 25th Division rushes to find cover behind some bushes as 
he comes under sniper fire near the village of Rach Kien, 20 miles southeast of Saigon 
in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta, in 1967 during the Vietnam War. (AP photo)
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of freedom, we refused to recog-
nize them. Instead, we decided to 
support France in its re-conquest 
of her former colony. Our govern-
ment felt then that the Vietnamese 
people were not ready for inde-
pendence, and we again fell victim 
to the deadly Western arrogance 
that has poisoned the international 
atmosphere for so long. With that 
tragic decision, we rejected a revo-
lutionary government seeking self-
determination and a government 
that had been established not by 
China — for whom the Vietnamese 
have no great love — but by clearly 
indigenous forces that included 
some communists. For the peas-
ants this new government meant 
real land reform, one of the most 
important needs in their lives.

For nine years following 1945, 
we denied the people of Vietnam 
the right of independence. For nine 
years, we vigorously supported the 
French in their abortive effort to re-
colonize Vietnam. Before the end 
of the war, we were meeting 80 per-
cent of the French war costs. Even 
before the French were defeated at 
Dien Bien Phu, they began to de-
spair of their reckless action, but 
we did not. We encouraged them 
with our huge financial and military 
supplies to continue the war even 
after they had lost the will. Soon 
we would be paying almost the full 
costs of this tragic attempt at re-
colonization.

After the French were defeated, 
it looked as if independence and 
land reform would come again 

through the Geneva Agreement. 
But instead there came the United 
States, determined that Ho should 
not unify the temporarily divided 
nation, and the peasants watched 
again as we supported one of the 
most vicious modern dictators, 
our chosen man, Premier Diem. 
The peasants watched and cringed 
as Diem ruthlessly rooted out all 
opposition, supported their extor-
tionist landlords and refused even 
to discuss re-unification with the 
North. The peasants watched as all 

of this was presided over by United 
States influence and then by in-
creasing numbers of United States 
troops who came to help quell the 
insurgency that Diem’s methods 
had aroused. When Diem was over-
thrown they may have been happy, 
but the long line of military dicta-
tors seemed to offer no real change, 
especially in terms of their need for 
land and peace.

The only change came from 
America as we increased our troop 
commitments in support of gov-

ernments which were singularly 
corrupt, inept and without popular 
support. All the while, the people 
read our leaflets and received the 
regular promises of peace and de-
mocracy and land reform. Now 
they languish under our bombs and 
consider us, not their fellow Viet-
namese, the real enemy. They move 
sadly and apathetically as we herd 
them off the land of their fathers 
into concentration camps where 
minimal social needs are rarely met. 
They know they must move on or 

be destroyed by our bombs.
So they go, primarily women 

and children and the aged. They 
watch as we poison their water, as 
we kill a million acres of their crops. 
They must weep as the bulldozers 
roar through their areas, preparing 
to destroy the precious trees. They 
wander into the hospitals with at 
least 20 casualties from American 
firepower for one Vietcong-in-
flicted injury. So far we may have 
killed a million of them, mostly chil-
dren. They wander into the towns 
and see thousands of the children, 
homeless, without clothes, running 
in packs on the streets like animals. 
They see the children degraded by 
our soldiers as they beg for food. 
They see the children selling their 
sisters to our soldiers, soliciting for 
their mothers.

What do the peasants think as 
we ally ourselves with the landlords 
and as we refuse to put any action 
into our many words concerning 
land reform? What do they think 
as we test out our latest weapons 
on them, just as the Germans tested 
out new medicine and new tor-
tures in the concentration camps 
of Europe? Where are the roots of 
the independent Vietnam we claim 
to be building? Is it among these 
voiceless ones?

We have destroyed their two 
most cherished institutions: the 
family and the village. We have de-
stroyed their land and their crops. 
We have cooperated in the crushing 
of the nation’s only noncommunist 
revolutionary political force, the 
unified Buddhist Church. We have 
supported the enemies of the peas-
ants of Saigon. We have corrupted 

Silence, continued to page 6

silence
continued from page 4

A 17-year-old black civil rights demonstrator, defying a 
Birmingham, Ala., anti-parade ordinance, is held by a police 
officer and attacked by a police dog outside the Jockey Boy 
Restaurant on May 3, 1963. On the afternoon of May 4, 1963, 

during a meeting at the White House with members of a political 
group, President John F. Kennedy discussed this photo, which 
had appeared on the front page of that day’s edition of The New 
York Times. (AP photo/Bill Hudson)
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their women and children and 
killed their men.

Now there is little left to build 
on, save bitterness. Soon the only 
solid physical foundations remain-
ing will be found at our military 
bases and in the concrete of the 
concentration camps we call “for-
tified hamlets.” The peasants may 
well wonder if we plan to build our 
new Vietnam on such grounds as 
these. Could we blame them for 
such thoughts? We must speak for 
them and raise the questions they 
cannot raise. These, too, are our 
brothers.

Perhaps a more difficult, but no 
less necessary, task is to speak for 
those who have been designated as 
our enemies. What of the National 
Liberation Front, that strangely 
anonymous group we call “VC” or 
“communists”? What must they 
think of the United States of Amer-
ica when they realize that we per-
mitted the repression and cruelty of 
Diem, which helped to bring them 
into being as a resistance group in 
the South? What do they think of 
our condoning the violence which 
led to their own taking up of arms? 
How can they believe in our integ-
rity when now we speak of “aggres-
sion from the North” as if there 
were nothing more essential to the 
war? How can they trust us when 
now we charge them with violence 
after the murderous reign of Diem 
and charge them with violence 
while we pour every new weapon 
of death into their land? Surely we 
must understand their feelings, 
even if we do not condone their ac-
tions. Surely we must see that the 
men we supported pressed them to 
their violence. Surely we must see 
that our own computerized plans 
of destruction simply dwarf their 

greatest acts.
How do they judge us when our 

officials know that their member-
ship is less than 25 percent commu-
nist, and yet insist on giving them 
the blanket name? What must they 
be thinking when they know that 
we are aware of their control of 
major sections of Vietnam, and yet 
we appear ready to allow national 
elections in which this highly orga-
nized political parallel government 
will not have a part? They ask how 
we can speak of free elections when 
the Saigon press is censored and 
controlled by the military junta. 

And they are surely right to wonder 
what kind of new government we 
plan to help form without them, 
the only party in real touch with the 
peasants. They question our politi-
cal goals and they deny the reality of 
a peace settlement from which they 
will be excluded. Their questions 
are frighteningly relevant. Is our 
nation planning to build on politi-
cal myth again, and then shore it up 
upon the power of a new violence?

Here is the true meaning and 
value of compassion and nonvio-
lence: when it helps us to see the 
enemy’s point of view, to hear his 

questions, to know his assessment 
of ourselves. For from his view, 
we may indeed see the basic weak-
nesses of our own condition and, 
if we are mature, we may learn and 
grow and profit from the wisdom of 
the brothers who are called the op-
position.

So, too, with Hanoi. In the 
North, where our bombs now 
pummel the land and our mines 
endanger the waterways, we are 
met by a deep but understandable 
mistrust. To speak for them is to 
explain this lack of confidence in 
Western words, and especially their 
distrust of American intentions 
now. In Hanoi are the men who led 
the nation to independence against 
the Japanese and the French, the 
men who sought membership in 
the French Commonwealth and 
were betrayed by the weakness of 
Paris and the willfulness of the co-
lonial armies. It was they who led 
a second struggle against French 
domination at tremendous costs, 
and then were persuaded to give up 
the land they controlled between 
the thirteenth and seventeenth 
parallel as a temporary measure at 
Geneva. After 1954, they watched 
us conspire with Diem to prevent 
elections which could have surely 
brought Ho Chi Minh to power 
over a united Vietnam, and they re-
alized they had been betrayed again. 
When we ask why they do not leap 
to negotiate, these things must be 
remembered.

Also, it must be clear that the 
leaders of Hanoi considered the 
presence of American troops in 
support of the Diem regime to have 
been the initial military breach of 
the Geneva Agreement concern-
ing foreign troops. They remind 
us that they did not begin to send 
troops in large numbers and even 
supplies into the South until Amer-
ican forces had moved into the tens 
of thousands.

Hanoi remembers how our 
leaders refused to tell us the truth 
about the earlier North Vietnam-
ese overtures for peace, how the 
president claimed that none ex-
isted when they had clearly been 
made. Ho Chi Minh has watched 
as America has spoken of peace and 
built up its forces, and now he has 
surely heard the increasing inter-
national rumors of American plans 

for an invasion of the North. He 
knows the bombing and shelling 
and mining we are doing are part 
of traditional pre-invasion strategy. 
Perhaps only his sense of humor 
and of irony can save him when he 
hears the most powerful nation of 
the world speaking of aggression 
as it drops thousands of bombs on 
a poor, weak nation more than 800, 
or rather, 8,000 miles away from its 
shores.

At this point I should make it 
clear that while I have tried in these 
last few minutes to give a voice to 
the voiceless in Vietnam and to un-
derstand the arguments of those 
who are called “enemy,” I am as 
deeply concerned about our own 
troops there as anything else. For it 
occurs to me that what we are sub-
mitting them to in Vietnam is not 
simply the brutalizing process that 
goes on in any war where armies 
face each other and seek to destroy. 
We are adding cynicism to the pro-
cess of death, for they must know 
after a short period there that none 
of the things we claim to be fighting 
for are really involved. Before long 
they must know that their govern-
ment has sent them into a struggle 
among Vietnamese, and the more 
sophisticated surely realize that we 
are on the side of the wealthy and 
the secure, while we create a hell 
for the poor.

Somehow this madness must 
cease. We must stop now. I speak 
as a child of God and brother to 
the suffering poor of Vietnam. I 
speak for those whose land is being 
laid waste, whose homes are being 
destroyed, whose culture is being 
subverted. I speak for the poor of 
America who are paying the double 
price of smashed hopes at home, 
and dealt death and corruption in 
Vietnam. I speak as a citizen of the 
world, for the world as it stands 
aghast at the path we have taken. 
I speak as one who loves America, 
to the leaders of our own nation: 
The great initiative in this war is 
ours; the initiative to stop it must 
be ours.

Now, there is something se-
ductively tempting about stopping 
there and sending us all off on what 
in some circles has become a popu-
lar crusade against the war in Viet-
nam. I say we must enter that strug-

silence
continued from page �

With a few salvaged belongings in the background, a Vietnamese woman carries a baby 
and pulls her daughter away as their home erupts in flames in July 1963. The woman 
and children may have been left behind so as not to slow other villagers as they made 
their escape into the jungle. (AP photo/Horst Faas)

Silence, continued to page 7
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gle, but I wish to go on now to say 
something even more disturbing.

The war in Vietnam is but a 
symptom of a far deeper malady 
within the American spirit, and if 
we ignore this sobering reality [ap-
plause] … and if we ignore this so-
bering reality, we will find ourselves 
organizing “clergy and laymen con-
cerned” committees for the next 
generation. They will be concerned 
about Guatemala and Peru. They 
will be concerned about Thailand 
and Cambodia. They will be con-
cerned about Mozambique 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 pro-
found change in American life and 
policy. [sustained applause]

In 1957, a sensitive American 
official overseas said that it seemed 
to him that our nation was on the 
wrong side of a world revolution. 
During the past 10 years, we have 
seen emerge a pattern of suppres-
sion which has now justified the 
presence of U.S. military advisors 
in Venezuela. This need to maintain 
social stability for our investments 
accounts for the counter-revolu-
tionary action of American forces in 
Guatemala. It tells why American 
helicopters are being used against 
guerrillas in Cambodia and why 
American napalm and Green Beret 
forces have already been active 

against rebels in 
Peru.

It is with such 
activity in mind 
that the words of 
the late John F. 
Kennedy come 
back to haunt us. 
Five years ago, 
he said, “Those 
who make peace-
ful revolution im-
possible will make 
violent revolution 
inevitable.” [ap-
plause] Increas-
ingly, by choice 
or by accident, 
this is the role our 
nation has taken, 
the role of those 
who make peace-
ful revolution 
impossible by re-
fusing to give up 
the privileges and 
the pleasures that 

come from the immense profits of 
overseas investments. 

I am convinced that if we are to 
get on the right side of the world 
revolution, we as a nation must un-
dergo a radical 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 fair-
ness 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 an initial 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 a coin to a beggar. It 
comes to see that an edifice which 
produces beggars needs restructur-
ing. [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. 
There is nothing to keep us from 

molding a recalcitrant status quo 
with bruised hands until we have 
fashioned it into a brotherhood.

This kind of positive revolution 
of values is 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 pas-
sions, urge the United States to 
relinquish its participation in the 
United Nations. These are days 
which demand wise restraint and 
calm reasonableness. We must not 
engage in a negative anti-commu-
nism, 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, insecu-
rity and injustice, which are the fer-
tile soil in which the seed of com-
munism grows and develops.

These are revolutionary times. 
All over the globe, men are revolt-
ing against old systems of exploi-
tation and oppression, and out of 
the wounds of a frail world, new 
systems of justice and equality are 
being born. The shirtless and bare-
foot 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 is a sad fact that because of 
comfort, complacency, a morbid 
fear of communism and our prone-
ness to adjust to injustice, the West-
ern nations that initiated so much 
of the revolutionary spirit of the 
modern world have now become 
the arch anti-revolutionaries. This 
has driven many to feel that only 
Marxism has a revolutionary spirit. 
Therefore, communism is a judg-
ment against our failure to make 
democracy real and follow through 
on the revolutions that we initiated.

Our only hope today lies in 
our ability to recapture the revo-
lutionary spirit and go out into a 
sometimes-hostile world declaring 
eternal hostility to poverty, racism 
and militarism. With this power-
ful 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.”

A genuine revolution of values 
means in the final analysis that our 
loyalties must become ecumenical 
rather than sectional. Every nation 
must now develop an overriding 
loyalty to mankind as a whole in 
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 a thing as being too late. 
Procrastination is still the thief of 
time. Life often leaves us standing 
bare, naked and dejected with a lost 
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.” There is an in-
visible book of life that faithfully re-
cords our vigilance or our neglect. 

We still have a choice today: 
nonviolent coexistence or violent 
co-annihilation. We must move 
past indecision to action. We must 
find new ways to speak for peace in 
Vietnam and justice throughout the 
developing world, a world that bor-
ders on our doors. If we do not act, 
we shall surely be dragged down 
the long, dark and shameful corri-
dors of time reserved for those who 
possess power without compas-
sion, might without morality, and 
strength without sight.

Now let us begin. Now let us re-
dedicate ourselves to the long and 
bitter, but beautiful, struggle for a 
new world. 

silence
continued from page 6

Black U.S. Marine artillerymen greet each other in passing with the clenched first symbolizing black power at the large base at Con 
Thien, south of the demilitarized zone in Vietnam in December 1968 during the Vietnam War. (AP photo)

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. speaks to a crowd of 125,000 
Vietnam War protestors in front of the United Nations during a 
peace parade in New York City on April 15, 1967. As he lead 
the protesters, King voiced a repeated command to “stop the 
bombing.” (AP photo)
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1929
- Born at noon on Jan. 15 to the 

Rev. and Mrs. Martin Luther King 
Sr. of 501 Auburn Avenue N.E. in 
Atlanta.

1944
- Graduates from Booker T. 

Washington High School and is 
admitted to Morehouse College at 
age 15.

1948
- Graduates from Morehouse 

College and enters Crozer Theo-
logical Seminary.

- Ordained to the Baptist minis-
try on Feb. 25 at age 19.

1951
- Enters Boston University for 

graduate studies.

1953
- Marries Coretta Scott and set-

tles in Montgomery, Ala.

1955
- Receives Ph.D. in systematic 

theology from Boston University 
on June 5. Dissertation title: “A 
Comparison of God in the Think-
ing of Paul Tillich and Henry 
Wiseman.”

- Joins the bus boycott after Rosa 
Parks was arrested on Dec. 1.

- On Dec. 5, he is elected presi-
dent of the Montgomery Improve-
ment Association, making him the 
official spokesman for the boycott.

1956
- On Nov. 13, the U.S. Supreme 

Court rules that bus segregation is 
illegal, ensuring victory for the boy-
cott.

1957
- King forms the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC) to fight segregation and 
achieve civil rights.

- On May 17, King speaks to a 
crowd of 15,000 in Washington, 
D.C.

1958
- The U.S. Congress passes the 

first Civil Rights Act since recon-
struction.

- King’s first book, “Stride 
Toward Freedom,” is published.

- In Harlem for a speaking en-
gagement, King is nearly killed 
when stabbed by an assailant.

- Meets with President Eisen-
hower along with Roy Wilkins, A. 
Philip Randolph and Lester Grange 
to discuss problems affecting black 

Americans.

1959
- Visits India to study Mohandas 

Gandhi’s philosophy of nonvio-
lence.

- Resigns from his role as pastor 
of the Dexter Avenue Baptist 
Church in Montgomery to concen-
trate on civil rights full time.

- Moves to Atlanta to direct the 
activities of the SCLC.

1960
- Becomes co-pastor, with his 

father, at the Ebenezer Baptist 
Church in Atlanta.

- Lunch counter sit-ins begin in 
Greensboro, N.C.

- In Atlanta, King is arrested 
during a sit-in while waiting to be 
served at a restaurant. He is sen-
tenced to four months in jail, but 
after intervention by John Ken-
nedy and Robert Kennedy, he is 
released.

- The Student Nonviolent Co-
ordinating Committee (SNCC) is 
founded to coordinate protests at 
Shaw University, Raleigh, N.C.

1961
- On a Greyhound bus, the Con-

gress on Racial Equality (CORE) 
begins the first “Freedom Ride” 
through the South after the Su-
preme Court outlaws segregation 
in interstate transportation.

- In November, the Interstate 
Commerce Commission bans seg-
regation in interstate travel due 
to work of King and the Freedom 
Riders.

1962
- During the unsuccessful 

Albany, Ga., movement, King is ar-
rested on July 27 and jailed. 

1963
- On Good Friday, April 12, 

King is arrested with Ralph Ab-
ernathy by Police Commissioner 
Eugene “Bull” Connor for demon-
strating without a permit.

- The following day, the Bir-
mingham campaign is launched. 
This would prove to be the turning 
point in the war to end segregation 
in the South.

- During the 11 days he spent in 
jail, King writes his famous “Letter 
from Birmingham Jail.”

Martin Luther King Jr.
Chronology

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. signed this copy of the Jan. 3, 1964, edition of Time maga-
zine, which named him as Man of the Year. (AP photo/Gerald Herbert)

Chronology, continued to page 9
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- On May 10, the Birmingham 
agreement is announced; stores, 
restaurants and schools will be de-
segregated, hiring of blacks will be 
implemented, and charges will be 
dropped.

- On June 23, King leads 
125,000 people on a Freedom Walk 
in Detroit.

- The March on Washing-
ton, held Aug. 28, is the largest 
civil rights demonstration in his-
tory, with nearly 250,000 people 
in attendance. At the march, King 
makes his famous “I Have a Dream” 
speech.

- On Nov. 22, President Ken-
nedy is assassinated.

1964
- On Jan. 3, King appears on the 

cover of Time magazine as its Man 
of the Year.

- King attends the signing cer-
emony of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 at the White House on July 2.

- During the summer, King ex-
periences his first hurtful rejection 
by black people when he is stoned 
by black Muslims in Harlem.

- King is awarded the Nobel 

Peace Prize on Dec. 10. At age 35, 
he is the youngest person to receive 
the award. 

1965
- On Feb. 2, King is arrested in 

Selma, Ala., during a voting rights 
demonstration. 

- After President Johnson signs 
the Voting Rights Act into law, 
King turns his attention to socio-
economic problems.

1966
- On Jan. 22, King moves into a 

Chicago slum tenement to attract 
attention to the living conditions of 
the poor.

- In June, King and others begin 
the March Against Fear through 
the South.

- On July 10, King initiates a 
campaign to end 
discrimination 
in housing, em-
ployment and 
schools in Chi-
cago.

1967
- In January, 

King writes his 
book, “Where 
Do We Go From 
Here: Chaos or 
Community?” 
while in Jamaica.

- On March 
12, Alabama is 
ordered to de-
segregate  a l l 
public schools.

- On March 
25, King attacks 
the government’s 
Vietnam policy 
in a speech at the 
Chicago Coli-
seum.

- On April 4, King delivers his 
“Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break 
Silence” address at the Riverside 
Church in New York City.

- One black student is killed 
during a May 10-11 riot on the 
campus of all-black Jackson State 
College in Jackson, Miss.

- On July 6, the Justice Depart-
ment reports that more than 50 
percent of all eligible black voters 
are registered in Mississippi, Geor-

gia, Alabama, 
Louisiana and 
South Caro-
lina.

- Twenty-
three people 
die and 725 are 
injured in riots 
in  Newark , 
N.J., that last 
from July 12-
17.

-  F o r t y -
three die and 
324 are injured 
during the July 
23-30 Detroit 
riots — the 
worst of the 
century.

- On July 26, black leaders King, 
Randolph, Wilkins and Whitney 
Young appeal for an end to the 
Detroit riots, which they say “have 
proved ineffective and damaging to 
the civil rights cause and the entire 
nation.”

 - On Oct. 30, the Supreme 
Court upholds the contempt-of-
court convictions of King and 
seven other black leaders who led 
the 1963 marches in Birmingham. 
King and his aides enter jail to serve 
four-day sentences.

- On Nov. 27, King announces 
the formation by SCLC of a Poor 
People’s Campaign, with the aim of 
representing the problems of both 
poor blacks and whites.

1968
- King announces that the Poor 

People’s Campaign will culminate 
in a March on Washington, de-
manding a $12 billion Economic 
Bill of Rights that guarantees em-
ployment to the able-bodied, in-
comes to those unable to work, and 
an end to housing discrimination.

- King marches in support of 
sanitation workers on strike in 
Memphis, Tenn. 

- On March 28, King leads a 

march that turns violent, the first 
time this has happened during one 
of his events 

- On April 3, King delivers the 
“I’ve Been to the Mountaintop” 
speech at Mason Temple in Mem-
phis.

- At sunset on April 4, Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. is fatally 
shot while standing on the balcony 
of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, 
Tenn. There are riots and distur-
bances in 130 American cities that 
culminate in 20,000 arrests. 

- King’s April 9 funeral is an in-
ternational event.

- Within a week of King’s assas-
sination, Congress passes the fed-
eral Fair Housing Act. 

1986
- On Nov. 2, a national holiday 

is proclaimed in King’s honor.

A brace of plow mules drawing the farm wagon bearing the mahogany casket of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
moves along the funeral procession route in Atlanta on April 9, 1968. The Rev. Jesse Jackson (top left) and 
Andrew Young, at the left corner of the casket, are among the host of mourners. (AP photo)

Coretta Scott King, widow of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., embrac-
es singer Stevie Wonder during a celebration on the steps of the 
U.S. Capitol Building on Nov. 3, 1986, after President Ronald 
Reagan signed a bill making the civil rights leader’s birthday, 
Jan. 15, a national holiday. (AP photo/Ron Edmonds)

chronology
continued from page �
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— “taking all the time, money, 
energy and resources of America 
away from its ghetto problems and 
focusing them thousands of miles 
away on a war the wisdom of which 
he doubted in the first place.”

At best, King was a reluctant war 
protestor, but protest he did.

Part of his rationale for opposi-
tion stemmed from a January 1967 
occurrence at the airport in Atlanta, 
where he purchased a magazine 
that showed graphic photographs 
of Vietnamese women holding 
their dead babies, killed by U.S. 
troops and napalm bombs.

An even more poignant point 
was made two years earlier, when a 
Buddhist monk wrote King a letter 
in 1965 in which he tried to explain 
why his brother monks were setting 
themselves on fire to protest the 
war. The monk, Thich Nhat Hanh, 
pleaded with King to oppose the 
war loudly.

“The Vietnamese monk,” wrote 
Hanh, “by burning himself, says 
with all his strength and determina-
tion that he can endure the great-
est sufferings to protect his people. 
The importance is not to take one’s 
life, but to burn. What he really 
aims at is the expression of his will 
and determination, not death. To 
express will by burning oneself, 
therefore, is not to commit an act of 
destruction, but to perform an act 
of construction, i.e., to suffer and 
die for the sake of one’s people.”

Hanh continued: “I am sure that 
since you have been engaged in one 
of the hardest struggles for equality 
and human rights, you are among 
those who understand fully, and 
who share with all their hearts, the 
indescribable suffering of the Viet-
namese people.

“The world’s greatest human-
ists would not remain silent,” Hanh 
wrote. “You yourself cannot remain 
silent. You cannot be silent since 
you have already been in action and 
you are in action because in you, 
God is in action too.”

King led his first anti-war march 
in Chicago on March 25, 1967, and 
blurred the lines between injustice 
at home and abroad.

“The bombs in Vietnam ex-
plode at home,” he declared, “they 
destroy the dream and possibility 
for a decent America.”

By 1967, King had become the 
country’s most prominent opponent 
of the Vietnam War, and a staunch 
critic of overall U.S. foreign policy, 
which he deemed militaristic. In 
his “Beyond Vietnam” speech de-
livered at New York’s Riverside 

Church on April 4, 1967 — a year 
to the day before he was murdered 
— King called the United States 
“the greatest purveyor of violence 
in the world today.”

 If the speech cleared Dr. King’s 
conscience, it rankled those of 
the media and other critics, who 
dumped all sorts of venom on him.

Time magazine called the speech 
“demagogic slander that sounded 
like a script for Radio Hanoi.” The 
Washington Post declared two days 
after the speech that King’s “sheer 
inventions of unsupported fantasy” 
caused “grave injury to those who 
are his natural allies.”

“Many who have listened to him 
with respect will never again accord 
him the same confidence,” the Post 
wrote. “He has diminished his use-
fulness to his cause, to his country 

and to his people. And that is a great 
tragedy.”

Life magazine was even worse. 
“In linking the civil rights move-
ment with total opposition to our 
position in Vietnam,” Life editori-
alized, “[King] comes close to be-
traying the cause for which he has 
worked so long. He goes beyond 
his personal right to dissent when 
he connects progress in civil rights 
here with a proposal that amounts 
to abject surrender in Vietnam …”

The mainstream media drowned 
out the black press and even liberal 
black columnists were opposed to 
King’s outspokenness on Vietnam. 
In a Reader’s Digest article, black 
columnist Carl Rowan, the former 
director of the U.S. Information 
Agency, condemned King’s “tragic 
decision” to oppose the war and 

blamed King’s hubris and his com-
munist ties. The NAACP also gave 
King the cold shoulder.

King marched on. Two weeks 
after his Riverside speech, on April 
15, 1967, King led 10,000 demon-
strators on an antiwar march to the 
United Nations. He continued his 
opposition until his assassination 
on April 4, 1968.

In his final Sunday sermon, de-
livered at the National Cathedral in 
Washington, D.C., on March 31, 
1968, King said that he was “con-
vinced that [Vietnam] is one of the 
most unjust wars that has ever been 
fought in the history of the world.”

Whether everyone understood 
Dr. King’s opposition to the war at 
the time didn’t really matter to one 
of his most trusted advisers — his 
father, the Rev. Martin Luther 
King Sr.

“A lot of people don’t under-
stand what he’s doing and don’t like 
it, and I tell them he has to do these 
things, things that aren’t popular,” 
Daddy King told Halberstam. 
“Prophets are like that, they have 
special roles. Martin is just a 20th-
century prophet.”

march
continued from page �

Quang Duc, a Buddhist monk, burns himself to death on a 
Saigon street on June 11, 1963, to protest the alleged persecu-
tion of Buddhists by the South Vietnamese government. In a 
1965 letter entreating Dr. King to voice his opposition to the 

war, Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh explained that his breth-
ren set themselves on fire in protest as an expression of their 
willingness “to suffer and die for the sake of one’s people.” (AP 
photo/Malcolm Browne)

“The bombs in 
Vietnam explode 
at home ... they 

destroy the dream 
and possibility for a 
decent America.”
— Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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Charles J. Ogletree Jr.

There are times in life 
when individuals have 
to step outside their 
comfort zone to deal 

with issues of great significance and 
concern. Expressing firm opinions 
on moral issues, even when they 
generate an enormous amount of 
controversy and opposition, marks 
one of the most difficult challenges 
that a leader must face. Dr. King 
was a master at getting down to the 
moral foundations of problems di-
viding America in the 20th century 
— and he did so on many occasions, 
with great clarity of vision.

While most people describe 
Dr. King’s Aug. 28, 1963, “I Have 
a Dream” speech during the March 
on Washington as his greatest, 
I think such a conclusion misses 
some important decisions made by 
Dr. King after 1963. Perhaps his 
most significant and least appreci-
ated address occurred in New York 
City at the Riverside Church on 
April 4, 1967. By the time Dr. King 
arrived at the Riverside Church, 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act had been 
passed. The 1965 Voting Rights Act 
had been adopted. He had marched 
with workers throughout America 
in the North and the South fighting 
against racial segregation. He had 
won the Nobel Peace Prize for his 
leadership of the civil rights move-
ment.

And yet, despite King’s great 
successes, he was far from finished 
in pushing issues of moral con-
sciousness. Indeed, when King took 
the podium at Riverside Church, he 
had a message that was deeply divi-
sive, hopelessly controversial and 
in direct conflict with what many 
national political leaders hoped 
he would say. He talked about the 
Vietnam War in clear and unequiv-
ocal terms.

Talking about the Vietnam 
War was not an easy thing to do. 
Thousands of African Americans 
were drafted to participate in the 
war. The mounting casualties of 
all Americans captured enormous 
attention in the news. It was a co-
lossal distraction for President 
Lyndon Baines Johnson, and deeply 
impacted his ability to seek and re-
ceive the nomination for a second 
term. Moreover, the war ultimately 
provided the pathway for Richard 
Nixon to be elected president in 
1968.

When Dr. King gave his historic 
address at Riverside to a cross-sec-
tion of those opposing the war, he 
understood that it was a difficult 
thing to do and that it was deeply 
divisive. Nevertheless, he felt com-
pelled by conscience to do it.

His words are as powerful today 
as they were 40 years ago: “Some 
of us who have already begun to 
break the silence of the night have 
found that the calling to speak is 
often a vocation of agony, but we 
must speak. We must speak with 
all the humility that is appropriate 
to our limited vision, but we must 

speak. And we must rejoice as well, 
for surely this is the first time in our 
nation’s history that a significant 
number of its religious leaders have 
chosen to move beyond the proph-
esying of smooth patriotism to the 
high grounds of a firm dissent based 
upon the mandates of conscience 
and the reading of history. Perhaps 
a new spirit is rising among us.”

For King, opposing the war was 
a way to press for nonviolent solu-
tions to conflict in a time of milita-
rism and violence. He viewed those 
we were fighting as human beings 
deserving of respect, not simply 
as enemies. He realized that the 
forces of peace and hope were more 
powerful than the forces of war and 
destruction. His goals were clear. 
He argued that we should end the 
bombing in South Vietnam and de-
clare a unilateral ceasefire to create 
a spirit of negotiation. He insisted 
that we remove our troops from 
Vietnam in accordance with the 
1954 Geneva Agreement. He ad-
vised young men who were drafted 
in the service to enter as conscien-
tious objectors. He classified that as 
an honorable and just thing to do. 
He urged clergy to become consci-
entious objectors as well, as a way of 
avoiding participating in an unjust 
war.

King’s clairvoyant voice forced 
us to see the war as reflective of a set 
of values that were neither demo-
cratic nor just. He understood the 
urgency to end the war in Vietnam 
and the wide-ranging implications 
for the world if it were prolonged. 
To make that clear, he stated: “We 
are now faced with the fact that to-
morrow is today. We are confronted 
with the fierce urgency of now. In 
this unfolding conundrum of life 
and history, there is such a thing 
as being too late. Procrastination 
is still the thief of time. Life often 
leaves us standing bare, naked and 
dejected with a lost opportunity. 
The ‘tide in the affairs of men’ does 
not remain at the flood; it ebbs. We 
may cry out desperately for time 

to pause in her passage, but time is 
deaf to every plea and rushes on.”

He went further to say: “We 
must move past indecision to 
action. We must find new ways to 
speak for peace in Vietnam and 
justice throughout the developing 

world — a world 
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 pos-
sess power without 
compassion, might 
without morality, 
and strength with-
out sight.”

Dr. King noted 
the hypocrisy of a 
country that en-
gaged in a war to 
protect freedom 
and democracy 
in a foreign land 
while freedom and 
democracy eluded 
many of its citizens. 
Dr. King could not 
have been more 
eloquent or pro-

found when he stated: “[W]e have 
been repeatedly faced with the 
cruel irony of watching Negro and 
white boys on TV screens as they 
kill and die together for a nation 
that has been unable to seat them 
together in the same schools. And 

so we watch them in brutal solidar-
ity burning the huts of a poor vil-
lage, but we realize that they would 
hardly live on the same block in 
Chicago.”

Dr. King was roundly criticized 
throughout the country for his re-
marks. Life magazine labeled his 
speech “a demagogic slander that 
sounded like a script for Radio 
Hanoi.” Despite these criticisms, his 
commitment to conscious resistance 
to war resonated in a way that ulti-
mately led the United States govern-
ment to withdraw from Vietnam.

In 1963, Dr. King had a dream 
of an America that would accept all 
its citizens and judge them by the 
content of their character and not 
the color of their skin. In 1967, he 
urged us to promote peace, not war. 
In 2008, it is our time to heed Dr. 
King’s dream and his plea for peace. 
He left us a message ahead of its 
time, one that continues to point 
the way to democracy and justice 
throughout the world.

Charles J. Ogletree Jr. is the Jesse 
Climenko Professor of Law at Harvard 
University and the executive director 
of the Charles Hamilton Houston In-
stitute for Race & Justice at Harvard 
Law School.

The conscience of the King

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. appears in deep thought at a press conference in Atlanta on April 25, 1967. At the 
conference, King announced that he would not be a candidate for the presidency of the United States and 
predicted that black and white students will go to jail rather than fight in the Vietnam conflict. (AP photo)
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