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~ Showdown forNonv_ioIenCé

Dr. King had already been assassinated by James Earl Ray in Memphis) Ten-
nessee, on 4 April 1968 when this article appeared. The worst period of tacial
rioting in U.S. history erupted. This article prophesied that these riots would oc-
cur because “America is reaping the harvest of hate and shame Pplanted th Tugh

generations of educational denial, political disfranchisement and economic ex-
ploitation of its black population.” ) ' |
|

The policy of the federal government is to play russian roulette with ri-
ots; it is prepared to gamble with another summer of disaster. Despite two
consecutive summers of violence, not a single basic cause of riots has been
corrected. All of the misery that stoked the flames of rage and rebellion
remains undiminished. With unemployment, intolerable housing and dis-

ministration still tinker with trivial, halfhearted measures.
Yet only a few years ago, there was discernible, if limited, progress
through nonviolence. Each year, a wholesome, vibrant Negro self-confi-
dence was taking shape. The fact is inescapable that the tactic of no nvio-
lence, which had then dominated the thinking of the civil rights move-
ment, has in the last two years not been playing its transforming role.
Nonviolence was a creative doctrine in the South because it check Eﬁted
the rabid segregationists who were thirsting for an opportunity to bys—
ically crush Negroes. Nonviolent direct action enabled the Negro to
take to the streets in active protest, -but it muzzied the guns o the
oppressor because even he could not shoot down in dayligh;t unarmed
men, women and children, This is the reason there was less loss of 1ife in
ten years of southern protest than in ten days of northern riots. Q
Today, the northern cities have taken on the conditions we faced in
the South. Police, national guard and other armed bodies are fever shly
preparing for repression. They can be curbed not by unorganized re-
sort to force by desperate Negroes but only by a massive wave of mili
tant nonviolence. Nonviolence was never more relevant as an effe q
tactic than today for the North. It also may be the instrument Of'?ur
national salvation. : . L
I agree with the President’s National Advisory Commission on @Lvil
Disorders that our nation is splitting into two hostile societies and that

d

the chief destructive'cutting edge is white racism, We need, above iali,
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criminatory education a scourge in Negro ghettos, Congress and the ad--
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~effective means to force Congress to act resolutely—but means that do
-notinvolve the use of violence. For us in the Southern Christian Leader-
»ship Conference, violence is not only morally repugnant, it is pragmati-
cally barren. We feel there is an alternative both to violence and to use-
+less timid supplications for justice, We cannot condone either riots or
‘the equivalent evil of passivity. And we know that nonviolent militant
raction in Selma and Birmingham awakened the conscience of white
America and brought a moribund, insensitive Congress to life,

The time has come for a return to mass nonviolént protest. Accord-
ingly, we are planning a series of such demonstrations this spring and
summer, to begin in Washington, D.C. They will have Negro and white
participation, and they will seek to benefit the poor of both races.

We will call on the government to adopt the measures recommended.

- by its own commission. To avoid, in the commission’s words, the tragedy
-of “continued polarization of the American community and ultimately
: - the destruction of basic democratic values,” we must have “national ac-
. tion——compassionate, massive and sustained, backed by the rescurces of
the most powerful and the richest nation on earth.” '

The demonstrations we have planned are of deep concerii to me, and
I want to spell out at length what we will do, try to do, and believe in. My
staff and I have worked three months on the planning. We believe that
if this campaign succeeds, nonviolence will once again be the dominant
instrument for social change—and jobs and income will be put in the
hands of the tormented poor. If it fails, nonviolence will be discredited,
and the country may be plunged into holocaust—a tragedy deepened by
the awareness that it was avoidable.

We are taking action after sober reflection. We have learned from bit-
ter experience that our government does not correct a race problem un-
til it is confronted directly and dramatically, We also know, as official
Washington may not, that the flash point of Negro rage is close at hand.

Our Washington demonstration will resemble Birmingham and Sel-
ma in duration. It will be more than a one-day protest—it can persist for
two or three months. In the earlier Alabama actions, we set no time lim-
its. We simply said we were going to struggle there until we got a re-
sponse from the nation on the issues involved. We are saying the same

- -thing about Washington. This will be an attempt to bring a kind of Sel-
ma-like movement, Birmingham-like movement, into being, substan-
tially around the economic issues. Just as we dealt with the social prob-
lem of segregation through massive demonstrations, and we dealt with
‘the political problem-—the denial of the right to vote—through massive
. demonstrations, we are now trying to deal with the economic prob-
lems—the right to live, to have a job and income—through massive
protest. It will be a Selma-like movernent on economic issues,
We remember that when we began direct action in Birmingham and
-Seima, there was a thunderous chorus that sought to discourage us. Yet
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today, our achievements in these cities and the reforms that radiated
from them are hailed with pride by all.

We've selected fifteen areas—ten cities and five rural districts—{from
which we have recruited our initial cadre. We will have two hundred
poor people from each area. That would be about three thousand to get

' the protests gomg and set the pattern. They are important, parucularly
in terms of maintaining nonviolence. They are being tramed in this dis-
“cipline now, :

In areas where we are recruiting, we are also stimulating activities in
conjunction with the Washington protest. We are planning to have
some of these people march to Washington. We may have half|the group
from Mississippi, for example, go to Washington and begin the protest
there, while the other half begins walking. They would flow across the
South, joining the Alabama group, the Georgia group, rtght on up

through South and North Carolina and Virginia. We hope that the

sound and sight of 2 growmg mass of poor people walking sioWEy toward
Washington will have a positive, dramatic effect on Congress.

Once demonstrations start, we feel, there will be spontanecus sup-
porting actzvzty taking place across the country. This has usually hap-
pened in campaigns like this, and I think it will again. I think peopie will
start moving. The reasons we didn’t choose California and other areas
out West are distance and the problem of transporting marchers that
far. But part of our strategy is to have spontaneous demonstrauons take
place on the West Coast:

A nationwide nonviolent movement is very ;mportant We icnow from

past experience that Congress and the president won’t do anythmg until |

you develop a movement around which people of goodwill can find a
way to put pressure on them, because it reaily means breaking that co-
alition in Congress. It’s stilla coalition-dorhinated, rural-dominated, ba-
sically southern Congress. There are Southerners there with committee
chairmanships, and they are going to stand in the way of progress as
long as they can. They get enough right-wing midwestern of northern
‘Republicans to go along with them.

This really means making the movement powerful enough dramauc
enough, morally appealing enough, so that people of gopdwill, the
churches, labor, liberals, intellectuals, students, poor people ithemselves
begin to put pressure on congressmen to- ‘the point that they can no
longer elude our demands.

Qur idea is to dramatize the whole economic problem of the poor. We
feel there’s a great deal that we need to do to appeal to Congress itself.
‘The early demonstrations will be more geared toward educdtiona! pur-
poses—to educate the nation on the nature of the problem and the cru-
cial aspects of it, the tragic conditions that we confront in the ghettos,

After that, if we haven’t gotten a response from Congress, we will

branch out. And we are honest enough to feel that we aren’t going to

i
i
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get any instantaneous results from Congress, knowing its recalcitrant

- nature on this issue, and knowing that so many resources and energies

are being used in Vietnam rather than on the domestic situation. So we
don’t have any illusions about moving Congress in two or three weeks.

‘But we do feel that, by starting in Washington, centering on Congress

and departments of the governmem we will be able to do a real educa-
tional job.,

We call our demonstration a campalgn for jobs and income because

~we feel that the economic question is the most crucial that black people,

and poor people generaliy, are confronting, There is a literal depression

" in the Negro commumty When you have mass unemployment in the

Negro commumty, it’s called a social problem when you have mass un-

employment in the white community, it’s called a depression. The fact

is, there is a major depression in the Negro community The unemploy-
ment rate is extremely high, and among Negro youth, it goes up as high
as forty percent in some cities. ‘
- We need an economic bill of rights. This would guarantee a job to all
people who want to work and are able to work. It would also guarantee

~an income for all who are not able to work. Some people are too young,

some are too old, some are physically disabled, and yet in order to live,
they need income.- It would mean creating certain public-service jobs,
but that could be done in a few weeks. A program that would really deal
with jobs could minimize—I don’t say stop—the number of riots that
could take place this summer.

Our whole campaign, therefore, will center on the job question, with
other demands, like housing, that are closely tied to it. We feel that
much more building of housing for low-income people should be done.
On the educational front, the ghetto schools are in bad shape in terms
of quality, and we feel that a program should be developed to spend at
least a thousand dollars per pupil. Often, they are so far behind that

they need more and speciai attention, the best quality education that

can be given.
These problems, of course, are overshadowed by the Vietnam war.

We'll focus on the domestic problems, but it’s inevitable that we've got

to bring out the question of the tragic mix-up in priorities. We are
spendmg all of this money for death and destruction, and not nearly
enough money for life and constructive development. It's inevitable
that the question of the war will come up in this campaign. We hear all
this talk about our ability to afford guns and butter, but we have come to
see that this is a myth, that when a nation becomes involved in this kind
of war, when the guns of war become a national obsession, social needs

‘inevitably suffer, And we hope that as a result of our trymg to dramatize

this and getting thousands and thousands of people moving around this
issue, that our government will be forced to reevaluate its policy abroad
in order to deal with the domestic situation.
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-The American people are more sensitive than Congress, A Louis
Harris poll has revealed that fifty-six percent of the peop}é feel that
some kind of program should come into being to provide jobs/to all who
want to work. We had the WPA when the nation was on the verge of
bankruptcy; we should be.able to do something when we're sick with
wealth. That poll also showed that fifty-seven percent of the people felt
the slums should be eradicated and the communities rebuilt by those
who live in them, which would be a massive job program. 1

We need to put pressure on Congress to get things done. We will do
this with First Amendment activity. If Congress is unresponsive, we’ll
have to escalate in order to keep the issue alive and before it. This ac-
tion may take on disruptive dimensions, but not violent in tl'{e sense of
destroying life or property: it will be militant. nonviolence, ;

We really feel that riots tend to intensify the fears of the white major-
ity while relieving its guilt, and so open the door to greater repression,
- We've seen no changes in Watts, no structural changes have taken place
as the result of riots. We are trying to find an alternative that will force
people to confront issues without destroying life or property. We plan to
build a shantytown in Washington, patterned after the bonus marches
of the thirties, to dramatize how many people have to live in slums in
our nation. But essentially, this will be just like our other nonviolent
demonstrations. We are not going to tolerate violence. And we are mak-

ing it very clear that the demonstrators who are not prepared to be non-

violent should not participate in this. For the past six weeks, |we’ve had
workshops on nonviolence with the people who will be going to Wash-
ington. They will continue through the spring. These people will form
a core of the demonstration and will later be the marshals in the pro-
tests. They will be participating themselves in the early stages, but after
two.or three weeks, when we will begin to call larger numbers in, they
will be the marshals, the ones who will control and discipline all of the
demonstrations. ' : o ;

We pian to have a march for those who can spend only a day or two in
Washington, and that will be toward the culminating point of the cam-
paign. I hope this will be a time when white people will rejoin the ranks
of the movement. :

Demonstrations have served as unifying forces in the movernent; they
have brought blacks and whites together in very practical situations,
where philosophically they may have been arguing about Black Power.

It’s a strange thing how demonstrations tend to solve problems. The -

other thing is that it's little known that crime rates go down| in almost
every community where you have demonstrations. In Montgomery, Ala-
bama, when we had a bus boycott, the crime rate in the Negro commu-

nity went down sixty-five percent for a whole year. Anytime we've had’

demonstrations in a community, people have found a way to slough off
their self-hatred, and they have had a channel to express their longings
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anda way to fight nonviolently—to get at the power structure, to know

you're doing something, so you don’t have to be violent to do it.
We need this movement. We need it 1o bring about a new kind of to-

‘getherness between blacks and whites. We need it to bring allies togeth-

er and to bring the coalition of conscience together. :

A good number of white people have given up on integration too.
There are a lot of “White Power” advocates, and 1 find that people do
tend to despair and engage in debates when nothing is going on. But
when action is taking place, when there are demonstrations, they have a
quality about them that leads to a unity you don’t achieve at other times.

I think we have come to the point where there is no longer a choice
now between nonviolence and riots. It must be milizant, massive nonvio-
lence, or riots, The discontent is so deep, the anger so ingrained, the
despair, the restlessness so wide, that something has to be brought into
being to serve as a channel through which these deep emotional feel-
ings, these deep angry feelings, can be funneled. There has to be an out-

let, and 1 see this campaign as a way to transmute the inchoate rage of

the ghetto into a constructive and creative channel. It becomes an out-
let for anger. ’

Even if I didn’t deal with the moral dimensions and question of vio-
lence versus nonviolence, from a practical point of view, I don’t see riots
working. But I am convinced that if rioting continues, it will strengthen
the right wing of the country, and we’ll end up with a kind of right-wing -
takeover in the cities and a Fascist development, which will be terribly
injurious to the whole nation. I don’t think America can stand another
summer of Detroit-like riots without a development that could destroy
the soul of the nation, and even the democratic possibilities of the
nation.

I'm committed to nonviolence absolutely. I'm just not going to kill

' anybody, whether it’s in Vietnam or here. ['m not going to burn dong
- any building. If nonviolent protest fails this summer, I will continue to

preach it and teach it, and we at the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference will still do this. I plan to stand by nonviolence because I
have found it to be a philosophy of life that regulates not only my deal-
ings in the struggle for racial justice but also-my dealings with people,
with my own self. I will still'be faithful to nonviolence.

But I'm frank enough to admit that if our nonviolent campaign
doesn’t generate some progress, people are just going.to engage in
more violent activity, and the discussion of guerrilla warfare will be
more extensive, -

In any event, we will not have been the ones who will have failed. We
will place the problems of the poor at the seat of government of the
wealthiest ‘nation in the history of mankind. If that power refuses to ac-
knowledge its debt to the poor, it will have failed to live up to its prom-
ise to insure “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’ to its citizens.



[AY) /7 FHILUMUEHY i
\

If this society fails, I fear that we will learn very shortly that famsm isa
sickness unto death.

- We welcome help from all civil rights organizations. There must be a
diversified approach to the problem, and I think both the NAACP and
the Urban League play a significant role. I also feel that GORE and
SNCC have played very significant roles. I think SNCC’s recent conclu-
sions are unfortunate. We have not given up on integration. We still be-
lieve in black.and white together. Some of the Black Power groups have
temporarily given up on integration. We have not. So maybe we are the
bridge, in the middle, reaching across and connecmng both sides.

‘The fact is, we have not had any insurrection in the United|States be-
cause an insurrection is planned, organized, violent rebellion| What we
have had is 2 kind of spontaneous explosion of anger. The fact is, people
who riot don’t want to riot. A study was made recently by some profes-
sors at Wayne State University. They interviewed several hundred peo-
ple who participated in the riot last summer in Detroit, and a _Ihajority

of these people said they felt that my approach to the problem—non- :

violence—was the best and most effective.

1 don’t believe there has been a massive turn to violence. Even the
. riots have had an element of nonviolence to persons. But foria rare ex-
ception, they haven’t killed any white people, and Negroes could, if

they wished, kill by the hundreds. That would be insurrectiof:. But the .

amazing thmg is that the Negro has vented his anger on property, not
persons, even in the emotional turbulence of riots.

But I'm convinced that if something isn’t done to deal with the very
harsh and real economic problems of the ghetto, the talk of guerrilia

warfare is going to become much more real. The nation has not yet rec- .

ognized the seriousness of it. Congress hasn’t been willing to do any-
thing about it, and this is what we’re trying to face this spring. As com-
mitted as [ am to nonviolence, I have to face this fact: if we do not geta
positive response in Washington, many more Negroes will begin to
think and act in violent terms.

I.hope, instead, that what comes out of these nonviolent demonstra- .
tions will be an economic bill of rights for the disadvantaged, requiring

about ten or twelve billion dollars. I hope that a specific number of jobs
is set forth, that a program will emerge to abolish unemployment, and
that there will be another program to supplement the income of those

whose earnings are below the poverty level. These would bé measures.

of success in our campaign.

It may well be that all we'll get out of Washmgton is to keep Congress
from getting worse. The problem is to stop it from movmgrﬁ)ackward
We started out with a poverty bill at 2.4 billion dollars, and now it’s back

to 1.8 billion. We have a welfare program that’s dehumamzmg, and.

then Congress adds a Social Security amendment that will bar E:terally
thousands of children from any welfare. Model cities startéd out; it's
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een cut back. Rent subsidy, an excellent program for the poor, cut ’
own to nothing. It may be that because of these demonstrations, we
ill at least be able to hold on to some of the things we have.

There is an Old Testament prophecy of the “‘sins of the Fathers being

visited upon the third and fourth generations.” Nothing could be more

applicable to our situation. America is reaping the harvest of hate and
hame planted through generations of educational denial, political dis-
ranchisement and economic exploitation of its black population. Now,
lmost a century removed from slavery, we find the heritage of oppres-
ion and racism erupting in our cities, with volcanic lava of bitterness
nd frustration pouring down our avenues.

Black Americans have been patient people, and perhaps they could

continue patient with but a modicum of hope; but everywhere, “'time is

inding up,” in the words of one of our spirituals, “'corruption in the

land, people take your stand; time is winding up.” In spite of years of

ational progress, the plight of the poor is worsening. Jobs are on the
ecline as a result of technological change, schools North and South are

“proving themselves more and more inadequate to the task of providing.

dequate education and thereby entrance into the mainstream of the so-

. ciety. Medical care is virtually out of reach of millions of black and white

oor. They are aware of the great advances of medical science—heart

‘transplants, miracle drugs—but their children still die of preventable
diseases, and even suffer brain damage due to protein dehciency.

In Mississippi, children are actually starving, while large landowners

have placed their land in the soil bank and receive millions of dollars

annually not to plant food and cotton. No provision is made for the life
and survival of the hundreds of thousands of sharecroppers who now
have no work and no food. Driven off the land, they are forced into tent
cities and ghettos of the North, for our Congress is determined not to
stifle the initiative of the poor {though they clamor for jobs) through
welfare handouts. Handouts to the rich are given more sophisticated
nomenclature such as parity, subsidies and incentives to industry.
"White America has allowed itself to be indifferent to race prejudice
and economic denial. It has treated them as superficial blemishes, but
now awakes to the horrifying reality of a potentially fatal disease. The
urban outbreaks are ‘‘a fire bell in the night,” clamorously warning that
the seams of our entire social order are weakening under strains of
neglect.

The American people are infected with racism—that is the peril.
P"aradoxically, they are also infected with democratic ideals—that is the
hope. While doing wrong, they have the potential to do right. But they
do not have a millennium to make changes. Nor have they a choice of
continuing in the old way. The future they are asked to inaugurate is
not so unpalatable that it justifies the evils that beset the nation. To end
poverty, to extirpate prejudice, to free a tormented conscience, to make
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a tomorrow of justice, fair play and creativity—all these are worthy of

the American ideal. = _
We have, through massive nonviolent action, an opportunity ta

avoid

a national disaster and create a new spirit of class and racial harmony.
We can write another luminous moral chapter in American history. All

of us are on trial in this troubled hour, but time still permits us tc
the future with a clear conscience. ‘

Look 32 (16 April 1968): 23-25. .
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