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Questions to Consider. Of the seven reasons King gave for deciding 

to ‘break silence’ over Vietnam, which—as measurable by the rank 

and emphasis he gave them and by his rhetorical style—seem to have 

mattered most to him? Note how King inveighed first against racial 

injustice, then against violence, and finally against both issues. Was 

he right to link the two so cloz2ly? Would any perceptive critic of 

> injustice have done so, oF did this reflect King’s particular way of 

seeing things and his personal experience in the civil rights movement? 

Many historians believe this speech marked a sharp political shift by 

King away from the struggle for civil rights and toward a broader 

struggle for economic justice and social transformation. Is there evi- 

dence for this interpretation in the speech? Why do you suppose King 

waited until 1967 to launch a public attack on American policy in 

Vietnam? Why was he careful to call his silence, rather than his attack, 

a ‘‘betrayal’’? 

—_@— 

A Time to Break Silence (1967) 

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. 

I come to this magnificent house of worship tonight because my conscience 

leaves me no other choice. I join with you in this meeting because | am in 

deepest agreement with the aims and work of the organization which has 

brought us together: Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnarn. The 

recent statement 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 betrayal.” That time has come for us in 

relation to Vietnam. . . . 

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? And when i hear them, though I often understand the 

source of their concern, I am nevertheless greatly saddened, for such ques- 

tions mean that the inquirers have not really known me, my commitment 

or my calling. Indeed, their questions suggest that they do not know the 

world in which they live. 

From Freedomways (Spring 1967), 103-117. Reprinted by permission of Joan Daves Agency. 
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In the light of such tragic misunderstanding, I deem it of signal impor- 

tance to try to state clearly, and I trust concisely, why | believe that the 

path from Dexter Avenue Baptist Church—the church in Montgomery, 

Alabama, where I began my pastorate—leads clearly to this sanctuary 

tonight. . 

Since I am a preacher by trade, I suppose it is nc surprising that I have 

seven major reasons for bringing Vietnam into the field of my moral vision. 

There is at the outset a very obvious 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 experiments, hopes, 

new beginnings. Then came the build-up in Vietnam and | watched the 

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 rehabilitation of its poor so long as 

adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and money like 

some demonic destructive suction tube. So I was increasingly compelled 

to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such. 

Perhaps the more tragic recognition of reality took place when it became 

clear to me that the war was doing far more than devastating the hopes 

of the poor at home. It was sending their sons and their brothers and their 

husbands to fight and to die in extraordinarily high proportions relative 

to the rest of the population. We 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 South- 

west 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 never live on the 

same block in Detroit. I could not be silent in the face of such cruel ma- 

nipulation of the poor. 
My third reason moves to an even deeper level of awareness, for it 

grows out of my experience in the ghettos of the north over the last three 

years—especially the last three summers. 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. | have tried to offer 

them my deepest compassion while maintaining my conviction that social 

change comes most meaningfully through nonviolent 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 

wae a ee re Re rr



220 Chapter 6 * Protracted Conflict 

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. 

For those who ask the question, “Aren’t you a Civil Rights leader?” and 

thereby mean to exclute me from the movement for peace, I have this 

further answer. In 1957 when a group of us formed the Southern —hristian 

Leadership Conference, we chose as our motto: “To save the soul of Amer- 

ica.” We were convinced that we could not limit our vision to certain rights 

for black people, but instead affirmed the conviction that America would 

never be free or saved from itself unless the descendants of its slaves were 

loosed completely from the shackles they stilP wear. In a way we were 

agreeing with Langston Hughes, that black bard of Harlem, who had wntt- 

ten earlier: 

O, yes 
I say it plain, 
America never was America to me, 

And yet I swear this oath— 
America will be! 

Now, it should be incandescently 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. 
As if the weight of such a commitment to the life and health of America 

were not enough, another burden of responsibility was placed upon me 

in 1964; and I cannot forget that the Nobel Prize for Peace was also a 

commission—a commission to work harder than I had ever worked before 

for “the brotherhood of man.” This is a calling that takes me beyond 

national allegiances, but even if it were not present I would yet have to 

live with the meaning of my commitment to the ministry of Jesus Christ. 

To me the relationship of this ministry to the making of peace is so obvious 

that I sometimes marvel at those who ask me why I am speaking against 

the war. Could it be that they do not know that the good news was meant 

for all men—for Communists and capitalists, for their children and ours, 

for black and for white, for revolutionary and conservative? Have they 

forgotten that my ministry is in obedience to the one who loved his enemies 

so fully that he died for them? What can I say to the “Viet Cong” or to 

Castro or to Mao as a faithful minister of this one? Can I threaten them 

with death or must I not share with them my life? 

1. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates incorporated. Copyright 1938 by Langs- 

ton Hughes. Copyright renewed 1965 by Langston Hughes.
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Finally, as I try to delineate for you and for myself the road that leads 

from Montgomery to this place I would have offered all that was most 

valid if I simply said that I must be true to my conviction that I share with 

all men the calling to be a son © the Living God. Beyond the calling of 

race or nation or creed is this vocation of sonship and brotherhood, and 

because I believe that the Father is deeply concerned especially for his 

suffering and helpless and outcast children, I come tonight to speak for 

them. ... 

And as I ponder the madness of Vietnam and search within myself for 

ways to understand and respond to compassion my mind goes constantly 

to the people of that peninsula. I speak now not of the soldiers of each 

side, 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 languish under our bombs and consider us—not their fellow Vi- 

etnamese—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 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 destrov the precious trees. They wander into the hospitals, with at least 

twenty casualties from American firepower for one “Viet Cong’’-inflicted 

injury. So far we may have killed a million of them—mostly children. They 

wander into the towns and see thousands of the children, homeless, with- 

out 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 chil- 

dren 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 tortures 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 destroyed their land and their crops. We have co- 

operated in the crushing of the nation’s only non-communist revolutionary 

political force—the unified Buddhist Church. We have supported the ene- 

mies of the peasants of Saigon. We have corrupted their women and chil- 

dren and killed their men. What liberators!. . . 

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 on Vietnam and to understand 

the arguments of those who are called enemy, I am as deeply concerned 
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about our own troops there as anything else. For it occurs to me that what 

we are submitting 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 process of death, for they must know after 

a short period there that none of the things we c.aim to be fighting for are 

really involved. Before long they must know that their government 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 death and cor- 

ruption 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 an American to the 

leaders of my own nation. The great initiative in this war is ours. The 

initiative to stop it must be ours. . . . 

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 ten years we have seen emerge a pattern of suppression which now 

has justified the presence of U.S. military “advisers” in Venezuela. This 

need to maintain social stability for our investments accounts for the coun- 

terrevolutionary action of American forces in Guatemala. It tells why Amer- 

ican helicopters are being used against guerrillas in Colombia 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 peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution 

inevitable.” 
Increasingly, by choice or by accident, this is the role our nation has 

taken—the role of those who make peaceful revolution impossible by re- 

fusing to give up the privileges and the pleasures that come from the 

immense profits of overseas investment. 

I am convinced that if we are to get on the right side of the world 

revolution, we as a nation must undergo a radical revolution of values. 

We must rapidly begin the shift from a “thing-oriented” society to a “per- 

son-oriented” society. When machines and computers, profit motives and 

property rights are considered more important than people, the giant tri- 

plets of racism, 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 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 
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beaten and robbed as they make their journey on Life’s highway. True 
compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar; it is not haphazard 
and superficial. It comes to see that an edifice which produces beggars 
needs restructuring. 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 countiies, and 
sav: ‘This is not just.’’ It will look at our alliance with the landed gentry 
of Latin America and say: ‘This is not just.” The Western 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 hands on the world 
order and say of war: ‘This way of settling differences is not just.”’ 

Now let us begin. Now let us rededicate ourselves to the long and 
bitter—but beautiful—struggle for a new world. This is the 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 com- 
mitment to their cause, whatever the cost? The choice is ours, and though 
we might prefer it otherwise we must choose in this crucial moment of 
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