







Praise for the First Edition

“Because of the outstanding quality of this book, I have selected it as required reading in my course on Dr. King’s life and thought. It is destined to establish the standard for all future research concerning King’s intellectual development. Professor Ansbro has anchored himself among the unquestioned authorities on the theistic personalistic idealism undergirding the theologies and philosophies that provided inspiration and direction for King’s civil and human rights struggle. As the first professional philosopher to analyze the strategies and tactics of King’s philosophy of nonviolent resistance and to critique nearly one hundred of his critics, Professor Ansbro reveals the comprehensive internal consistency of King’s thought and the grand vision of the twentieth-century ecumenical prophet. The entire book corrects serious misinterpretations advanced by single-perspective scholars and gives a more varied and in-depth analysis than those provided by previous critics. This clearly written treatise will undoubtedly become the official study documenting and appraising King’s thinking.”

Rev. Lawrence E. Carter
Dean of the Chapel, Morehouse College

“This book is a magnificent achievement in presenting and interpreting America’s greatest exponent of the philosophy and practice of creative dissent in the form of nonviolence. Thoroughly researched, technically competent, brilliantly analyzed, Professor Ansbro has produced the definitive account of the making and development of King’s Personalism and the ethical elements in his religious philosophy.

“The major contemporary criticisms of King’s leadership are noted and compared with his normative standpoint. Ansbro’s presentation of both the sources of King’s Personalism and nonviolence, on the one hand, and the systematic coherence of his thought and strategy, on the other hand, make this work a major contribution to its field. Because of its format and systematic treatment, the book lends itself to classroom use, to research, as well as to the interests of the general reader.”

Walter G. Muelder
Dean Emeritus, Boston University School of Theology

“Professor Ansbro has written a first-rate guide that is a ‘must’ for future scholars interested in the intellectual and spiritual formation of Martin Luther King.”

Rev. William Sloane Coffin, Jr.
former Senior Minister, The Riverside Church, New York City

“This is a truly remarkable study of the development of Dr. King’s belief in the theory of nonviolent struggle for social change and his practical use of nonviolent action in the quest for social justice.

“The careful, balanced, and thoroughly documented analysis of the major influences in the intellectual maturation of Dr. King’s faith provides a valuable survey of the history and philosophy of nonviolence in the exciting context of ideas being tested in tension. The reader, conditioned by the noble simplicity of the marches, songs, and sermons repeated in the popular portrayals of the man, is powerfully reminded that Martin Luther King, Jr., was a deeply learned and sophisticated scholar who, as a man of action, made choices in consultation with the recorded wisdom of the past and the learned counsel of the present.”

Ramsey Clark
former Attorney General of the United States

“Characterized by insight and commendable fullness, this book is a very important contribution to our understanding of King and of the nature of the movement he founded. Professor Ansbro has made a careful study of King’s books, his doctoral dissertation, unpublished sermons, and graduate term papers; has interviewed King’s teachers, associates, and other King scholars; and has read the range of commentary and/or criticism of King by Americans of every variety: white, black; legalistic, moral; reactionary, progressive.

“King’s theory of nonviolence, his civil rights actions, his Vietnam stance, his commitment to the amelioration of poverty all emerge at a level of grandeur far beyond that perceived by most observers of his work. This book, more than any other King study, shows his uniqueness in the history of the twentieth century.”

Richard A. Long
Director of African-American Studies, Atlanta University

“This book is an important exposition of the thought of Martin Luther King, Jr. It is comprehensive, well-documented, and clearly written. It provides a fascinating account of the quite varied influences that formed King’s mind. The subject is illumined by presentations of the contrasts between King and other civil rights leaders. I am impressed in a new way by the intellectual substance and the inner consistency of the systematic thought on which his great prophetic leadership was based.”

John C. Bennett
President Emeritus, Union Theological Seminary

“This work is an excellent, comprehensive analysis of the sources and criticisms of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s philosophy of nonviolent resistance.”

Julian Bond
Chairman of the Board, NAACP

“A masterful study by an extraordinary professor, John Ansbro.”

Cardinal John O’Connor

“Ansbro has given us a carefully considered, clearly written, and systematic analysis of King’s thought. . . . He has done us all a service with this research and writing.”

The Journal of Southern History

“Ansbro’s excellent study is an invaluable contribution as intellectual biography, as social history, as theological education, but chiefly it is a systematic study of moral philosophy. . . . It is probably the best single book that convincingly demonstrates that moral philosophy done on a theological basis is a potent reality in twentieth century life.”

The New Scholasticism

“This book is a well written and thoroughly researched account of King’s views on nonviolent resistance and the influences that shaped his mind. . . . It would serve as an excellent source for courses of an applied nature in Afro-American Studies, Social and Political Philosophy, Political Science, and Sociology.”

Teaching Philosophy

“Ansbro’s book is an odyssey of ideas. . . . It is very rewarding to follow him for the hidden gold he has uncovered.”

Philosophical Studies (Ireland)

“Unlike a number of other scholars, Ansbro is not satisfied with a mere listing of the various sources of King’s thought, but he attempts an analysis of the sources themselves. . . . What emerges is a well-researched work that leaves no stone unturned in getting at King’s philosophy of nonviolence. This is an important and necessary book for anyone wishing to teach King’s thought.”

The Journal of Religion

“An unusual and valuable study of the mind of King.”

American Journal of Theology & Philosophy

“This book comes closest to being the definitive work on King as philosopher and theologian.”

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Ansbro’s study is essential for anyone seeking to understand the sources and resources the intellectually eclectic King brought to the social upheavals of the 1960s.”

United Press International

“One of the greatest services done Dr. King has been performed by John J. Ansbro in his painstakingly thorough answer to Martin’s critics in his new book. . . . King appears to be intellectually and spiritually more mature than his critics, while Ansbro has projected himself as the foremost Kingian scholar in print. He even indicates in a few places how King might has strengthened his case.”

National Baptist Voice

“Biographies often resemble scavenger hunts, but seldom end by providing a full picture of their subject. John Ansbro corrects that mistake with this book.”

America

“What an extraordinary piece of scholarship is here!”

Transnational Perspectives

“Like the Porsche 928 sports car, there is nothing else in its class and ‘nothing even comes close.’ ”

The Christian Century

“To understand the nature of King’s challenge to American society requires a comprehensive and systematic examination of his strategy of nonviolence.”

“The author states and fulfills that requirement in this detailed study . . . . Ansbro has thoroughly researched his subject and documents his argument extensively.”

Quaker Life

“John Ansbro has provided an invaluable resource in his well-researched and thoughtfully synthesized volume.”

Christianity and Crisis

“This work not only traces the evolution of King’s philosophy; it also defines the scope of his courage, a courage born out of human love. Ansbro’s work is comprehensive, scholarly, insightful, and, most importantly, compassionate. The depth of his research does justice to the depth of King’s spirit.”

The Black Collegian

“This reviewer felt moved, at times awed, excited, inspired, but also depressed and saddened that the world lost a man of such beauty.”
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Volunteers in the Birmingham Movement signed a Commitment Card that read in part:

I HEREBY PLEDGE MYSELF—MY PERSON AND BODY—TO THE NONVIOLENT MOVEMENT. THEREFORE I WILL KEEP THE FOLLOWING TEN COMMANDMENTS:

1. MEDITATE daily on the teachings and life of Jesus.

2. REMEMBER always that the nonviolent movement in Birmingham seeks justice and reconciliation—not victory.

3. WALK and TALK in the manner of love, for God is love.

4. PRAY daily to be used by God in order that all men might be free.

5. SACRIFICE personal wishes in order that all men might be free.

6. OBSERVE with both friend and foe the ordinary rules of courtesy.

7. SEEK to perform regular service for others and for the world.

8. REFRAIN from the violence of fist, tongue, or heart.

9. STRIVE to be in good spiritual and bodily health.

10. FOLLOW the directions of the movement and of the captain on a demonstration.


We feel that we are the conscience of America. We are its troubled soul. We will continue to insist that right be done because both God’s Will and the heritage of our nation speak through our echoing demands.

—Martin Luther King, Jr., August 5, 1962

Martin Luther King, Jr. was the conscience of his generation. A Southerner, a black man, he gazed upon the great wall of segregation and saw that the power of love could bring it down.

From the pain and exhaustion of his fight to free all people from the bondage of separation and injustice, he wrung his eloquent statement of his dream of what America could be.

He helped us overcome our ignorance of one another. He spoke out against a war he felt was unjust as he had spoken out against laws that were unfair.

He made our nation stronger because he made it better. Honored by kings, he continued to his last days to strive for a world where the poorest and humblest among us could enjoy the fulfillment of the promises of our founding fathers.

His life informed us, his dreams sustain us yet.

—Citation of the posthumous award of the
Presidential Medal of Freedom to Dr. King, July 4, 1977.
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Preface

Because of the nonviolent methods of his protests and the scope and depth of his active moral concern, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. occupies a unique position in the history of creative dissent in the United States. Inspired by a vision of the persistent demands of the moral law for human rights, he raised his prophetic voice against the evils of racism, economic exploitation, militarism, violence, and materialism. While he challenged these fundamental evils, he preached and practiced an understanding goodwill toward those who opposed his efforts, and with a majestic altruism he labored and suffered for their transformation. Using methods as diverse as the prayer vigil and mass civil disobedience, he sought to arouse the conscience of the nation to return to the sublime principles proclaimed in the Declaration of Independence and to establish the conditions that would enable every citizen to develop a life consistent with the claims of universal justice and with the sacredness of the human person.

To understand the nature of King’s challenge to American society requires a comprehensive and systematic examination of his strategy of nonviolence. In attempting such an examination, this work emphasizes central insights from ancient, medieval, modern, and contemporary thinkers who moved him to construct his own strategy. Studies of his strategy by historians, political scientists, sociologists, and journalists have not explained the doctrines of these thinkers, but have only repeated his usually brief references to them. A few studies by theologians have described the influence of Mahatma Gandhi and theologians such as Walter Rauschenbusch and Reinhold Niebuhr on King, but they have not adequately detailed his extensive dependence on Personalism, which he identified as his own philosophical position and as the source of the metaphysical bases of his idea of a personal God and of his conviction about the dignity and worth of human personality. Nor have these studies by theologians explored his acknowledged debt to a number of philosophers for some of the guiding principles of his nonviolent resistance. In his courses at Morehouse College, Crozer Theological Seminary, the University of Pennsylvania, Boston University, and Harvard University, he read the works of philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas, Kant, Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche. This work is based on the conviction that there can be no understanding of the foundation, direction, and power of King’s strategy of nonviolent resistance without an exploration of these sources of his thought.

This work will also examine King’s critiques of the programs for social change by Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. DuBois, Marcus Garvey, Stokely Carmichael, Elijah Muhammad, and Malcolm X. Since King was convinced that oppressed people have a moral obligation to resist non violently the evil system that dehumanizes them, he thought it necessary to criticize the inadequacy of these programs either for refusing to resist or for resorting to morally unacceptable means of resistance. Studies on him have not presented any detailed analysis of these critiques, but such an analysis is necessary for a more precise perception of the nature and goals of his resistance to collective evil.

There have been many critics of King’s strategy and direct actions for social change. Most of their criticisms have focused on some doctrine or tactic without even attempting to determine how that doctrine or tactic related to the main principles and objectives of his central strategy of nonviolent resistance. This work will seek to examine the validity of these criticisms by viewing them within the context of the central strategy that gave unity and purpose to his crusades. It would seem that King, who identified with Hegel’s insight that “Truth is the totality,” deserves a comprehensive evaluation.

A few comments about some terms used in this work seem necessary. I have used both of the terms “blacks” and “Negroes” because King and some other thinkers used both of them. King’s frequent use of the term “Negroes” derived in part from his opposition to black separatism. I have also retained his references to the Negro male. Then too, almost without exception, the many thinkers who influenced King regularly used the terms “man,” “he,” “men,” and “mankind.” In general, King followed this usage. In presenting their positions, I have used the terms “the individual,” “the person,” “people,” “human beings,” “humanity,” and “human nature,” but only where it could be done without interrupting the flow of the arguments and without contradicting their doctrines. Some of these thinkers were not egalitarians. While King tended to adhere to traditional terminology in his references to human nature, he was keenly aware of the many creative contributions of women to the Nonviolent Movement. Moreover, his struggle for the equality of all persons helped contribute to the direction and momentum of the Feminist Movement.

I wish to express my gratitude to Mrs. Coretta Scott King for her warm encouragement and recommendations. In the course of my research I interviewed King’s colleagues in the Nonviolent Movement, his professors, and scholars specializing in his life and thought. I am deeply indebted to the Reverend Ralph Abernathy, the Reverend Dr. Wyatt Tee Walker, the Reverend Bernard Lee, and the Reverend Hosea Williams for interviews that proved to be inspirational. I express my gratitude especially to Dr. L. Harold DeWolf, dean emeritus of Wesley Theological Seminary, who was King’s mentor at Boston University and who continued to assist and advise him during his crusades. I am also grateful for interviews with Professor Peter Bertocci and Dr. Walter Muelder, dean emeritus of Boston University, Professor Kenneth Smith of Colgate Rochester Divinity School-Bexley Hall-Crozer Theological Seminary, and Professor Morton Enslin, both of whom taught King at Crozer, Clinton Powers, former administrative vice-president of Crozer, Dr. Benjamin Mays, Dr. Brails-ford Brazeal, dean emeritus of Morehouse College, Professor George Kelsey, who taught King at Morehouse, Dean Willis Hubert and Dr. Melvin Watson of Morehouse, Dr. Robert Green, dean of the College of Urban Development at Michigan State University and former educational director of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, Dr. Kenneth Clark, Julian Bond, Ramsey Clark, Harry Wachtel, a former vice-president and attorney for the Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change, the Reverend Calvin Morris, the former executive director of the Center, Dr. Richard Long, director of Afro-American Studies at Atlanta University, and the Reverend George Thomas of the Interdenominational Theological Center for the Religious Heritage of the Black World.

I am indebted also to Mrs. Minnie Clayton, former librarian of the Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change, for her invaluable assistance in locating source material, Dr. Howard Gottlieb, chief of the Special Collections Division of the Mugar Memorial Library of Boston University, and Charles Niles, his assistant, for their kindness during my research on the King Collection, the staff of the library of the Boston University School of Theology for their assistance with the Faculty Papers, the staff of the Zion Research Library of Boston, the staff of the Atlanta Public Library for their help with the Samuel Williams Collection, the staff of the Trevor Arnet Library that services Morehouse College, Morris Brown College, Clark College, Spelman College, and Atlanta University, and the staff of the library of the Interdenominational Theological Center.

I am especially indebted to the officers of the Ford Foundation for providing me with the “travel and study grant” that made this work possible.


Introduction to the Madison Books Edition

Before exploring the sources of King’s thought, it is useful to review his campaigns and his influence on other nonviolent protests. This concise review will trace the evolution of his objectives, strategies, and tactics. In the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the first objective was to obtain respect for the dignity of black passengers.1 In subsequent campaigns, King retained the recognition of the dignity of black persons as his main objective as he expanded his active concerns to include the franchise, jobs, working conditions, housing, education, and peace.

King adopted many of Gandhi’s strategies and tactics of nonviolent resistance, but he had a different principal goal. Whereas Gandhi sought political independence, King ultimately aimed at transforming the structures of the existing social, political, and economic systems so that all citizens could experience integration—genuine interpersonal living.

The Montgomery Boycott

In Stride Toward Freedom, King affirmed that Jesus was the source of the spirit and motivation of the Montgomery Boycott.2 The participants in the boycott had developed in the Black Church a faith in Jesus that motivated them to be willing to endure suffering and enabled some of them to love their oppressors. Because of their belief in an omnipotent and benevolent God who governs history, they were certain that their righteous cause would be victorious.

In the second month of the boycott, King experienced a crisis in which he was losing his confidence in his capacity to continue as the leader. One night, after being warned by friends of plots against him and being subjected to phone threats to his life, his intense fears led him to think how he might withdraw from the protest. In his kitchen, he prayed that while the people looked to him for leadership, he had exhausted his powers, and that he could not face it alone. He received an immediate response to his prayer.

At that moment I experienced the presence of the Divine as I had never experienced Him before. It seemed as though I could hear the quiet assurance of an inner voice saying: “Stand up for righteousness, stand up for truth; and God will be at your side.” Almost at once my fears began to go. My uncertainty disappeared. I was ready to face anything.3

Since King highlighted this experience in Strides Toward Freedom, it is included in the second chapter of this book. Some biographers, however, alluding to it as “King’s Kitchen Experience” or “The Kitchen Prayer,” have attempted to use their references to this experience as substitutes for an exploration of the doctrines of the many theologians and philosophers who influenced King’s decisions in shaping his nonviolent strategies and tactics. King acknowledged his indebtedness to some of these thinkers—particularly in chapters on his “Pilgrimage to Nonviolence” in Stride Toward Freedom and Strength To Love.4

These biographers, unwilling to engage in an extensive examination of the sources of King’s thought, would have us conclude that his spiritual motivation during his campaigns was based only on his religious faith without substantial reliance on reason. Of course, his faith, rooted in the Black Baptist tradition, was the primary source of his strength and gave him many of his core beliefs such as the necessity for the love of God and neighbor and the value of social justice. To inspire his followers, he did depend on the black religious tradition by referring to the Old Testament themes of exodus and deliverance from bondage as well as to the New Testament themes of suffering, redemption, and resurrection.

But a careful study of King’s books and articles reveals his reverence also for the power of reason. After his “Kitchen Experience,” he credited Personalism with providing him with a philosophical foundation for the idea of a personal God and a metaphysical basis for the dignity and worth of human personality.5 Personalism reinforced his religious faith because it presented rational evidences for the existence and nature of a personal God and for the intrinsic value of every human being. These biographers who appeal to “King’s Kitchen Experience” have briefly referred to his debt to Personalism but have not explained how the Personalists and many other thinkers, such as Hegel, Niebuhr, and Rauschenbusch, helped him form the elements of his philosophy of nonviolent resistance and contributed to the intensity and complexity of his motivation in his campaigns.

At the beginning of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, King understood that what he and his colleagues in the Montgomery Improvement Association were planning to do was to withdraw their cooperation from the evil system of segregation. He appealed to Henry David Thoreau’s essay, “On the Duty of Civil Disobedience,” which stressed the moral obligation to refuse to cooperate with an evil system.6

Nonviolent resistance soon became the essence of the movement. In the second week of the protest, Juliette Morgan, a white librarian, in a letter to the Montgomery Advertiser, compared the boycott to Gandhi’s nonviolent movement.7 King recalled his research on Gandhi’s life and philosophy at Crozer Theological Seminary. During the boycott, Reverend Glenn Smiley from the Fellowship of Reconciliation and Bayard Rustin from the War Resisters’ League, who had studied Gandhi’s methods for several months in India, served as King’s advisers on the strategies and tactics of nonviolent resistance. In Stride Toward Freedom, King was able to state that while Christian love was the regulating ideal for the boycott, Gandhi had provided the method.8

Like Gandhi, King emphasized during the boycott and in subsequent campaigns that nonviolent resistance opposes evil courageously and without hatred, is willing to accept suffering, seeks reconciliation with the opponent, and is confident that the just cause eventually will triumph.9 King could readily blend most of the demands of Gandhi’s Satyagraha (Truth-Force or Love-Force) with the requirements of Christian love. Gandhi identified with Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount. When King’s home and other homes and churches were bombed, his followers—fortified by their faith and the sermons, prayers, Scripture readings, hymns, spirituals, freedom songs, and discussions of nonviolence at the church meetings—adhered to the tenets of nonviolence. The boycott ended after the United States Supreme Court declared unconstitutional Alabama’s state and local laws requiring segregation on the buses.

The Southern Christian Leadership Conference

In 1957, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) was formed, with King as president, to coordinate the efforts of protest centers in the South employing the philosophy and tactics of nonviolence. Its brochure, “This is SCLC,” stated that the aim of the organization was to achieve full citizenship rights and equality for the Negro and his integration in all aspects of American life. Its ultimate goal was the creation of the beloved community in America.

In the brochure, SCLC maintained that nonviolence was the most potent force available to an oppressed people in their struggle for freedom and dignity. In advocating nonviolence, it endorsed civil disobedience of unjust laws. One of its principal objectives was to secure the right to vote for every citizen. King recognized that the exercise of the right to vote was essential to any campaign for constitutional rights.

The Sit-ins

On February 1, 1960, Ezell Blair, Jr., and Joseph McNeil began a sit-in at a lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina. They had read “Martin Luther King and the Montgomery Story,” published by the Fellowship of Reconciliation. Their action triggered a series of sit-ins that spread to eleven states. In April 1960, at a Shaw University conference of the leaders of the sit-ins, King presented a program for successful nonviolent resistance. He maintained that the student activists should establish an organization, recruit volunteers who would be willing to go to jail, conduct a national campaign of selective buying, and take their struggle into every community in the South so that the federal government would be compelled to intervene. He encouraged them to intensify their study of the philosophy of nonviolence. While emphasizing that a spirit of reconciliation should regulate their demonstrations, he affirmed, “Our ultimate end must be the creation of the beloved community.”10

In May 1960, King was present at a meeting at Atlanta University that resulted in the formation of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). His influence on the delegates at the time was evident in the statement of purpose they adopted that read in part:

We affirm the philosophical or religious ideal of nonviolence as the foundation of our purpose, the presupposition of our faith, and the manner of our action. Nonviolence as it grows from Judaic-Christian tradition seeks a social order of justice permeated by love.11

On October 19, 1960, a few days after addressing an SNCC plenary conference, King joined seventy-five demonstrators in a sit-in at Rich’s department store in Atlanta and was arrested. He explained that the purpose of the demonstration was to bring the issue of segregation before the conscience of Atlanta.

The Freedom Rides

In the spring of 1961, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) dispatched pairs of white and black nonviolent resisters on buses through the South to secure desegregation of waiting rooms and lunch counters. After freedom riders were assaulted by whites at Rock Hill, South Carolina, and at Anniston, Birmingham, and Montgomery, King led a mass rally for the freedom riders on May 20 at Reverend Ralph Abernathy’s church, the First Baptist Church in Montgomery. A mob of whites surrounded the church, throwing bottles and stones through the sanctuary windows. Throughout the night, the freedom riders and the congregation sang hymns and freedom songs. It required federal marshals and, after pressure from Washington, the Alabama National Guard to disperse the mob.12

Attorney General Robert Kennedy requested a “cooling-off period” but King, as chairman of the Freedom Riders Committee, and the executive committee of SCLC decided not to comply. SCLC resumed its financial support of the freedom rides. Within a few months, the freedom riders could rejoice when, after all their suffering, they saw signs from the Interstate Commerce Commission on buses and in bus stations indicating that discrimination with regard to race, color, creed, or national origin was against the law of the land.

The Albany Movement

On December 15, 1961, King joined the civil rights struggle in Albany, Georgia. SNCC had attempted to end the segregated seating on the Albany buses and had created a voter education center. Dr. William Anderson had united a number of local organizations to form the Albany Movement. King, his colleagues, and the members of the Albany Movement pursued several objectives: the desegregation of bus and train terminals, lunch counters, libraries, and recreational facilities as well as the hiring of blacks as police, drivers, and sales clerks. Their methods included sit-ins, marches, boycotts, selective buying, prayer vigils on downtown streets, a voter registration drive, and civil disobedience.

In his evaluation of the Albany campaign, King indicated that blacks who participated in the demonstrations developed a new sense of personal dignity. He stressed that thousands of blacks had registered to vote for the first time.13 But months of demonstrations and jailings had not resulted in the desegregation of public facilities.14 The defects in the campaign helped him realize some requirements for successful nonviolent resistance. Local community leaders must be included in the selection of tactics. Demonstrators have to be trained in the discipline of nonviolence. The opponent must be confronted in such a way that the violence in his racism reveals itself to the world. The imprisonment of demonstrators ought to be used to gain national support. Acts of civil disobedience should be publicly explained.

The Birmingham Movement

In the spring of 1963, King and his colleagues launched a campaign against segregation in Birmingham. He regarded it as probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the nation because of the extent of its defiance of federal court orders to desegregate, the depth of its contempt for the rights of blacks, and its brutality toward them. From 1957 through January 1963, there had been seventeen unsolved bombings of black churches and homes of civil rights leaders.15 Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth, who had organized the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights (ACMHR) in 1956, invited SCLC to join forces with him. The campaign ultimately had several objectives: persuade businesses to adopt fair hiring practices, desegregate facilities in downtown stores and libraries, create a biracial committee, and initiate a voter registration drive.

In this campaign, King and his colleagues implemented the lessons they had learned in Albany. Reverend Wyatt T. Walker, the executive director of SCLC, went to Birmingham to consult with lawyers about the city code on picketing and demonstrations, investigate the probable bail-bond situation, and prepare for the inevitable injunction.16 Intent on producing an efficient campaign, he organized a transportation corps and scheduled workshops on nonviolence and direct action techniques for recruits. He conducted a survey of streets, landmarks, target stores and their dining facilities and of secondary targets that might be needed if the demonstrations were blocked from their primary targets. Eager for the campaign to begin, he secured 250 volunteers to participate in the initial demonstrations and to pledge to remain in jail for at least five days.

King met with groups of ministers, businessmen, and professionals in the Negro community to present his objectives and to explain that the ACMHR, an affiliate of SCLC, had invited him to intervene.17 He was able to secure their pledges of support. At nightly mass meetings, he and his colleagues conducted prayers, Scripture readings, and hymns. They lectured on nonviolence and enrolled hundreds of volunteers. Staff members of SCLC went to high schools and colleges to recruit students. Volunteers had to undergo intensive training in nonviolence. They participated in socio-dramas that helped prepare them for the racist reactions they could encounter. Only the volunteers who responded well to the training, i.e., those who would not retaliate and appeared as if they could endure jail, were accepted. They were then asked to sign a “Commitment Card” testifying to their love of God, their readiness to sacrifice for the freedom of all, their dedication to nonviolent actions, and their willingness to obey the directions of the movement and of their leaders in a demonstration.18

The volunteers were given a Fellowship of Reconciliation leaflet, “Training in Nonviolence,” containing four lessons. The first lesson described nonviolence as an attempt to make love visible in the struggle for human dignity and the beloved community. It stated Gandhi’s principle that love (nonviolence) is the means to the goal of truth.

The second lesson affirmed that love, as the most powerful force in the world, in contrast to hate and violence, can build a new kind of community. It highlighted the similarity between Gandhi’s view of love as never making claims, resenting, or seeking revenge but as ever giving and suffering, and St. Paul’s description of love in the thirteenth chapter of his “First Epistle to the Corinthians.”

The third lesson contained a list of the “resources of nonviolence,” viz., fact finding, research, negotiation, education, agitation, legal action, noncooperation, prayer meetings, vigils, persuasion, civil disobedience, humor, forgiveness, constructive work, poster walks, picket lines, demonstrations, parades, slowdowns, strikes, non-retaliation, and boycotts. It added that nonviolence as an expression of love is a skill that children can learn.

The fourth lesson provided some working rules of nonviolence, requiring self-reliance; education of self, the group, and the opponent in the objectives of the movement; continual examination of one’s nonviolent attitude and behavior to detect weaknesses; readiness for honorable cooperation with the opponent; and refusal to surrender essentials during negotiation. This lesson included a nonviolent code of discipline stressing the need for avoidance of anger, cowardice, and resistance to arrest, and calling for protection of the opponent from insult and injury, even at personal risk, and for an attitude of forgiving love toward him.

Eugene “Bull” Connor, Birmingham’s Commissioner of Public Safety, had been arresting demonstrators in sit-ins and marches but on May 3, 1963, he did something that caused President Kennedy to say to King, “The civil rights movement owes ‘Bull’ Connor as much as it owes Abraham Lincoln.”19 Connor decided to abandon his previous public nonviolent approach toward demonstrators. He ordered his police to turn fire hoses on demonstrators in a march that included nearly 500 students. The water pressure swept some of them into the street. Connor had his police use dogs to push back the spectators. When the enraged spectators threw rocks and bottles at the police, he gave the order for the dogs to attack them.20

King claimed that the power of nonviolence became manifest on that day because it became evident who was the evildoer and who was the victim.21 He asserted that the courage of the nonviolent demonstrators stirred the conscience of America and their struggle became the struggle of decent Americans of all races and creeds. His stated desire was to give the students a true sense of their own stake in freedom and justice, and he later described their introduction into the campaign as one of the wisest moves he and his colleagues made.22 In his judgement, since these children had been maimed in so many ways by segregation, it was appropriate that they participate in the protest against its evil.

In “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” King responded to eight Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish clergymen, who, in a published statement, had indicated that they did not want agitators coming in to disrupt the peace of Birmingham.23 Questioning the prudence of his actions, they had contended that he should have relied on the courts to oppose segregation. King maintained that, like the Hebrew prophets and St. Paul, who left their homes to proclaim the truth, he had left his home to come to Birmingham to challenge injustice. He explained that his campaign had taken the four basic steps in any nonviolent campaign: collection of facts to decide whether injustices exist, negotiation, self-purification, and direct action but the clergy, in their statement, had ignored his attempts to negotiate with the power structure. Moreover, he could accept being called an “extremist” since Jesus, Amos, St. Paul, Lincoln, and Jefferson had been regarded as extremists.

Since these clergy expressed concern over King’s willingness to violate laws, he presented his conception of civil disobedience. While affirming the moral obligation to obey just laws, which uphold human personality, he argued that there is a moral obligation to disobey unjust laws, which degrade human personality, and to disobey a just law when it is applied unjustly, such as to support segregation. Civil disobedience, he cautioned, must be open, loving, and willing to accept the legal penalty in order to arouse the conscience of the nation. Citing biblical precedents for civil disobedience, he reminded the clergy that they should be in the forefront of the struggle for social justice and that man ought to obey God rather than unjust laws.

Business leaders had refused to comply with the demands of the campaign regarding the desegregation of lunch counters, rest rooms, fitting rooms, and drinking fountains; the upgrading and hiring of Negroes on a nondiscriminatory basis in the business community; the release of jailed demonstrators; and the establishment of public communications between whites and blacks.24 But when the business leaders saw that thousands of blacks had marched into the business area, they decided they had to make concessions. They signed a pact that indicated their willingness to implement these demands within a few months.25 King could later claim that the Birmingham Movement helped cause the passage of the most powerful civil rights law in a century.26

A Challenge to the Nation

On August 28, 1963, nearly 250,000 persons, including 60,000 whites, participated in the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom and assembled at the Lincoln Memorial. A. Philip Randolph was the director of the march, and Bayard Rustin, the deputy director, did much of the planning.

King, as the last speaker, delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech.27 The conclusion of the speech in which he articulated his “dream” is well known, but the rest of the speech also deserves our attention. He protested that 100 years after the Emancipation Proclamation, the Negro was still crippled by segregation and discrimination and had to live in poverty in the midst of prosperity. America had failed to fulfill the promise implicit in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution—the promise to guarantee to all men the inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. King warned that it would be fatal for the nation to continue to engage in gradualism. It was time to fulfill the promises of democracy. John Lewis, who had spoken before him, had stated that the Negro wanted his freedom and wanted it “now.” Negroes, in their quest for justice, King emphasized, should avoid hate and bitterness, respond to physical violence with soul-force, and recognize the willingness of many whites to contribute to the struggle.

King eloquently presented his “dream” that America would live up to its professed belief that all men are created equal. He proclaimed his faith and hope that the nation, through prayer and struggle, would move forward to the day when justice would replace oppression—even in Mississippi and Alabama. With reliance on texts from the prophets Amos, Isaiah, and Micah, he described a community in which all of God’s children would be free.

At a press conference, King asserted that the march had subpoenaed the conscience of the nation before the judgement seat of morality. Later, he described the march as an extraordinary gathering not only because it involved hundreds of labor unions and a significant number of white churches but also because its participants were “adherents of every faith and members of every class, every profession, and every political party, united by a single ideal.”28 He contended that it was a fighting army and its most powerful weapon was love.

The Opposition at St. Augustine

In the spring of 1964, King joined the campaign for civil rights in St. Augustine, Florida, at the request of Robert Hayling, a Negro dentist and advisor to the NAACP Youth Council. Through demonstrations, Hayling had succeeded in desegregating two chain-store lunch counters, removing Jim Crow signs from public facilities and securing the admittance of six Negro children to the white school. Hayling was seeking the creation of a biracial committee, the desegregation of public accommodations, the hiring of Negroes as policemen, firemen, and office holders in municipal jobs, and the dropping of charges against persons peacefully protesting for their constitutional rights.29

After sending Hosea Williams and Dorothy Cotton of SCLC to represent him, King arrived in St. Augustine on May 28. He had heard how Hayling had been abducted and beaten unconscious by the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and how, if it had not been for the intervention of Reverend Irwin Cheney, a white minister, he and other Negroes would have been burned to death. When Hayling joined with Reverend C. T. Vivian, the president of the local SCLC affiliate, in extending the struggle, his home had been bombed and blasted by shotguns.

While King had anticipated violence, the extent of the violence that occurred in the next few days caused him to exclaim at a press conference that St. Augustine was the most lawless community they had encountered in the struggle. On May 28, police allowed Klansmen to attack demonstrators kneeling in prayer. That afternoon, snipers made an unsuccessful attempt to kill a white representative of SCLC, Harry Boyte, as he sat in his car. That night, shotguns and rifles were fired at SCLC’s cottage. King had gone to Los Angeles to address a freedom rally. On his return, he stated that he had heard of a plan to take his life. Night after night, bricks and bottles were hurled at marching demonstrators. Whites attacked Negroes on a “white beach.”30 When Negroes staged a “swim-in” at the Monson Motor Lodge pool, James Brock, the owner, poured muriatic acid into the pool. King had been arrested for demanding service at this lodge. On June 25, dozens of Negroes were injured when 800 Klansmen attacked an SCLC rally.

King witnessed several other ways in which the white power structure resisted change. Sheriff L. O. Davis worked in collusion with the local Klan leader, Holstead Manucy. Davis deputized scores of Klansmen and thus provided the cover of law for their terrorization of blacks. Davis also banned evening marches. After William Kunstler, the attorney representing SCLC, had obtained a federal injunction from the U.S. District Court in Jacksonville against Davis’s ban, Davis ignored the injunction and on June 9 allowed police to attack demonstrators. Federal Judge Bryan Simpson had to order Davis to stop any cruel and unusual punishment of prisoners. Governor Farris Bryant then issued a ban on night marches and thus risked a federal contempt of court citation. When King requested that President Johnson send federal marshals to enforce the court injunction, the president declined. Even as the bankers of the city tried to persuade the Negroes to delay demonstrations, they were still reluctant to include Hayling in any biracial committee that would be formed.

Knowing that President Johnson would sign the Civil Rights Bill on July 2, King left St. Augustine on June 20 in order to visit voter registration centers in Mississippi for five days to develop support for the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. In his editorial in the June SCLC Newsletter, he indicated that while the Civil Rights Act would give some relief to the situation in St. Augustine since it would support the persons of good will, still the law was only a beginning to meet the needs of the Negro. Demonstrations, he contended, would be necessary as the only way to convince the local power structures that these needs had to be dealt with if there were to be peace and prosperity.31 Within a month, Hayling, under the new law, was able to obtain a federal injunction that barred Manucy and others from engaging in further violence, and that compelled restaurants and motels to accept Negro guests.

The Selma Movement

On January 2, 1965, King announced that he would launch a voter-registration drive from Selma, Alabama. Sheriff James Clark of Dallas County had impeded SNCC’s efforts at voter registration, arresting blacks when they attempted to register. On January 18, when King led 400 marchers to the Selma courthouse to register, Clark told them that no registrars were on duty. A few days later, when 200 Negroes returned to register, Clark had them arrested for unlawful assembly. Even Director of Public Safety Wilson Baker could not prevent him from arresting blacks seeking to register.32

In response, King indicated that he would use petitions, demonstrations, and jail to protest the denial of the franchise. When he led hundreds of demonstrators on a march to the courthouse, they were arrested. Upon his release, he announced he was requesting the Johnson Administration to introduce a stronger voting rights bill in Congress. King was able to obtain a federal court order requiring the Dallas County voting registrars to meet more often than twice monthly.

Most of the demonstrators who were jailed were teenagers. While they sang songs of resistance such as “Ain’t Gonna Let Jim Clark Turn Me ’Round,” they also sang “I Love Jim Clark in My Heart.” On February 10, Clark and his men forced 125 teenagers to trot for almost three miles while they rode in cars and trucks with electric cattle prods hanging from the windows. He was then hospitalized for exhaustion. Two days later, 200 teenagers, most of whom had been in the forced march with him, knelt in the rain and prayed for his recovery in “mind and body.”33 But Clark soon resumed his resistance to further attempts at registration. When Reverend C. T. Vivian, leading a march, compared Clark and his deputies to the Nazis, he was knocked down and arrested. King announced that there would be a march from Selma to Montgomery where demonstrators could present their grievances to Governor George Wallace. King did not plan to be present at the march on the first day since he felt he had to be with his congregation in Atlanta. He intended to join the march the second day.

On Sunday, March 7, Hosea Williams and John Lewis, the chairman of SNCC, led more than 500 marchers, including elderly women and children, from Brown Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church. Singing freedom songs, they moved past Clark’s mounted posse and crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge. They advanced toward a line of helmeted state troopers, equipped with nightsticks and gas masks. The troopers stood three deep, flanked by the posse. Major John Cloud, the commander of the troopers, declared that the march was an unlawful assembly and ordered the marchers to disperse. The marchers stopped fifty feet from the troopers, but when they did not disperse, Cloud ordered his troopers to advance. A flying wedge of troopers knocked down the march leaders and pushed the column back 100 yards. When some of the marchers knelt, the troopers beat them with nightsticks and then hurled tear gas canisters at them.34

Under Clark’s orders, his posse pursued retreating marchers in cars and beat them with nightsticks and bullwhips.35 Before his men withdrew, they chased children and fired gas into the First Baptist Church. Seventy marchers were hospitalized, and fifty more were given emergency treatment for tear gas effects and other injuries. Reacting to “Bloody Sunday,” Governor Wallace asserted that the troopers had saved the lives of the marchers by stopping the march.36

King announced that he would lead another march to arouse the conscience of the nation. He sent telegrams to prominent religious leaders throughout the nation to invite them to join him in the march. On March 9, despite a federal injunction against the march, he set out from Brown Chapel with 1,500 marchers, including 400 ministers, priests, nuns, and rabbis. They stopped when they came to Cloud’s state troopers. Cloud told them that the march was not conducive to the safety of the group and that it would not continue. King asked if they could pray, and Cloud consented. The marchers knelt as Reverend Abernathy led the prayer. On an order from Governor Wallace’s office, Cloud directed his men to the side of the road. King then gave the order to the marchers to turn back. He declared the march to be a victory for nonviolence.37 The night of the march, James Reeb, a white minister who had come to Selma from a Boston ghetto, was beaten by whites, and died two days later.

On March 15, in an address to Congress, President Johnson compared what happened at Selma to what had happened at Lexington, Concord, and Appomattox.38 He declared he would send a bill to Congress on March 17 that would be designed to eliminate illegal barriers to the right to vote and would provide that citizens would be registered by federal officials when local officials refused to register them. He identified with the goal of the nonviolent campaign with his conclusion, “And we shall overcome.” King wept as he listened to the speech and described it as “one of the most unequivocal and passionate pleas for human rights ever made by a president of the United States.”39

On Sunday, March 21, King and 3,500 marchers began the fifty-four-mile march from Brown Chapel to Montgomery. In conformity with a judge’s order, after the first eight miles only 300 marchers were allowed to continue to Montgomery. They had ample protection from 1,863 federalized Alabama National Guardsmen, 1,000 U.S. Army troops, 100 federal marshals, and 100 FBI agents.40 On March 25, the marchers reached Montgomery. In his speech, King stressed the need to realize the American dream by marches not only to the ballot boxes but also on segregated housing and schools and on poverty. He once again affirmed his belief in the ultimate victory of truth and justice over the forces of oppression.41

A committee headed by Reverend Joseph Lowery attempted to present a petition to Governor Wallace but he designated his executive secretary to receive it. The petition called on the governor to establish democracy in Alabama by taking the steps necessary to assure the registration of every citizen of voting age and of sound mind, by putting an end to police brutality, and by assuring the protection of the law to black and white citizens alike.42 Since the governor refused to appear, Reverend Lowery retained the petition for another day. He knew that the governor’s refusal did not destroy the national significance of the Selma campaign.

The Chicago Freedom Movement

In his Chicago campaign, King used a variety of tactics to pursue several goals. In the summer of 1965, as part of a “People-to-People Tour” through northern cities, he visited Chicago to confer with local civil rights leaders. In July, he led 20,000 blacks and whites down State Street to City Hall to protest the racist policies of Superintendent of Schools Benjamin Willis. At the conclusion of the march, he declared that 90 percent of the black children in the city were in segregated and overcrowded classrooms and that the city was spending little more than half as much per child on education as was New York City.

On October 15, SCLC staff members established the West Side Christian Parish in Chicago with Reverend James Bevel as program director. King accepted an invitation from the Coordinating Council of Community Organizations (CCCO) to visit the city, and he occupied an apartment in North Lawndale with Reverend Andrew Young and Reverend Bernard Lee in order to dramatize slum conditions in the city.43 He informed the press that he would lead a series of rent strikes if the demands of his movement to rid the city of slums were not met. He intended to unionize the slum tenants and would use collective bargaining to compel the owners of substandard housing to stop rent gouging and to improve their properties. The rents, he warned, would be withheld if the owners refused to comply. On February 9, in response, city officials announced that plans had been drafted for a drive to intensify a crackdown on slum landlords.

King met with Superintendent Orlando Wilson at police headquarters and informed him that it might be necessary for his movement to engage in acts of civil disobedience to call attention to specific problems.44 He emphasized that, in order to obey the higher law of justice, a person may have to disobey a particular law.

On February 11, King held a meeting of nearly 600 clergymen of many faiths in the Jubilee Temple Christian Methodist Church to secure their support for an SCLC program, “Operation Breadbasket,” that aimed to secure more and better jobs for blacks. In the program, ministers interviewed managers of local companies, secured data on their black employees, and, after evaluating the data, presented to the managers their requests to hire or upgrade a specified number of “qualifiable” blacks within a reasonable period of time. If the negotiation broke down, which did not occur in most cases, then “Operation Breadbasket” called for economic withdrawal from the company’s product and for accompanying demonstrations, if necessary.45

On February 23, in the name of SCLC and the CCCO, King “assumed trusteeship” of a West Side slum building without court authority.46 He stated that the organizations would collect rent and use the money to clean and renovate the building. Affirming that the moral question was far more important than the legal one, he called his action “supralegal.” The organizations, he explained, were not assuming ownership but only trusteeship until they finished the renovation. A court injunction compelled him to give up his trusteeship. By November, nearly 10,000 slum tenants were unionized with a formal affiliation with the AFL-CIO.

When James Meredith was shot while on the Mississippi Freedom March, King decided to join with Floyd McKissick, the national director of CORE, and Stokely Carmichael, the chairman of SNCC, to continue the march from Memphis to Jackson. The march was painful for King as he witnessed violence against the marchers by state troopers and spectators and as he had to try to persuade Carmichael and his followers not to call for violence and not to denounce white marchers.47

King believed that his Chicago movement had to achieve substantial gains in housing and jobs or the black community might turn to the Black Power Movement with its concessions to violence. On July 10, he addressed about 30,000 persons at a rally at Soldier’s Field.48 While denouncing black separatism, he contended that a doctrine of black supremacy was as evil as a doctrine of white supremacy. He asserted that blacks were tired of inferior, segregated, and overcrowded schools, job discrimination, political subjugation and public welfare which dehumanized recipients and dispensed payments under procedures that were often ugly and paternalistic. He summoned blacks to use their economic power to gain respect.

At the conclusion of the rally, King led 5,000 marchers to City Hall. In a manner reminiscent of Martin Luther, who nailed his ninety-five theses on the door of Castle Church in Wittenburg, Germany, in 1517, King and Albert Raby, the chairman of CCCO, posted a list of the demands of the “Freedom Movement” on the door of City Hall.49 The demands aimed at making Chicago a racially open city. They called for open housing with non-discriminatory lending practices, slum clearance, open employment, and a racial survey of the number of employees in government, private industry, and unions. The demands also sought from Mayor Richard Daley and the city council statements on open occupancy, the establishment of a citizen’s review board to hear complaints of police brutality and false arrests, a two-dollar-an-hour city minimum wage ordinance, the revocation of city contracts with firms without full-scale employment policies, and for selective patronage of firms that did not practice discrimination.

On July 11, King and his colleagues met with Mayor Daley to discuss the demands of the movement. The mayor expressed sympathy with their demands but claimed that the city was already doing something about slums and other matters through its programs. In King’s judgment, Daley did not comprehend the depth and dimensions of the problems. Furthermore, Daley either did not understand or did not accept the concept of civil disobedience when he said, “I don’t think Dr. King would violate any law. He said he was not for violence.”50

Daley, however, later charged that some members of King’s staff trained youngsters in violence. He was unaware that, during a riot, King and his staff had pleaded with residents to give up their arms and return home, and had met with the leaders of the riot and persuaded them to adopt nonviolence on a experimental basis. At a meeting on July 15, civil rights leaders and clergy, including Archbishop John Cody, who in many ways publicly supported the demands of the movement, told Daley that his charge about King’s staff was “absolutely untrue.”51 While Daley agreed to improve ghetto conditions in several ways, which pleased King, he refused to appoint a civilian review board.

On August 5, King led 600 marchers to Marquette Park in a white neighborhood in order to picket a real-estate agency.52 At the park, the marchers encountered a mob of several hundred whites who threw rocks and bottles over the police line at the marchers. A rock hit King in the head, and he stumbled to his knees. Under the protection of 1,000 police, he continued to lead the march to the real-estate agency where the marchers knelt in prayer. Many Catholics in the mob were incensed at the presence of priests and nuns in the march and threatened to withhold their contributions to the churches. Later, King stated that people from Mississippi should come to Chicago to learn how to hate. On August 21, King led 500 demonstrators on a march for open housing through a white neighborhood. A gang of 100 teenagers threw bricks and bottles at the marchers. Police used clubs on some members of the gang who moved toward the marchers.

On August 26, King and leaders of the Chicago Movement met with Daley and members of the Chicago Real Estate Board, the Chicago Housing Authority, and representatives from the business community, and reached a “Summit Agreement.”53 It contained many “points” that had been verbally accepted in previous negotiations. Among its ten points were several substantial provisions. The Chicago Real Estate Board would endorse open-housing legislation. The licenses of real estate brokers who violated the fair-housing ordinance would be suspended or revoked. The Chicago Housing Authority would change from the construction of high-rise public housing to scatter-site projects. The Department of Urban Renewal would report cases of discrimination to the Commission on Human Relations and assist families in relocating to all areas of the city. A Leadership Council for Metropolitan Open Housing would be established to provide education and direction for the implementation of all the provisions of the agreement. King hailed the agreement as “the most significant program ever conceived to make open housing a reality in the metropolitan area.”54

King’s Last March at Memphis

In 1968, King was continuing his protests against the Vietnam War and was involved in planning for the Poor People’s Campaign that aimed at sending thousands of demonstrators to Washington, D.C., to urge Congress to pass a Bill of Rights for the Disadvantaged.55 The bill would provide a job to all who were able to work and an income for all unable to work, would substantially increase the construction of housing for the poor, and would provide significant aid to ghetto schools.56

In March 1968, Reverend James Lawson, the pastor of Centenary Methodist Church in Memphis, persuaded King to go to the city to give his support to a strike by black sanitation workers. Although the city administration had indicated with some qualifications that it would grant some of the union’s demands, it had refused to sign a contract and rejected three major demands: official recognition of the union as the exclusive bargaining agent for the sanitation workers, a 10 percent wage increase over a two-year period, and payroll deductions of union dues. Mayor Henry Loeb had denounced the strike as illegal and had asserted that he would never sign a contract to recognize the union as an official bargaining agent.57

In support of the strikers, Reverend Lawson and local NAACP leaders had joined with unionists and ministers in a march. The police sprayed mace on the marchers. Black clergymen, under the leadership of Dr. H. Ralph Jackson, had reacted by holding mass meetings, directing daily marches, and initiating boycotts of the white newspapers and of the Loeb family stores. The court had enjoined the marches, but this only served to attract additional support for the strikers.

On March 18, at a rally in Memphis, King urged the workers not to return to work until all their demands were met. On March 28, he led 6,000 demonstrators in a march from Clayborn Temple. The march had gone only three blocks when some of the nearly 150 young black militants who had joined the marchers began to break store windows. The other leaders of the march halted the march, and King’s aides rushed him to a car. Lawson addressed the marchers and asked them to return to the church. Most of the marchers retreated to the church or to their homes, but a group of the young militants refused to leave. The group looted, set fires, and threw rocks at firemen.58 The police used tear gas, clubbed the resisting militants, fatally shot one boy, and arrested nearly 100 demonstrators, looters, arsonists, and spectators. The police used clubs on the nonviolent marchers and chased them into the church where they used gas on them.59 More than fifty people were injured during the day. At the request of Mayor Loeb, about 4,000 National Guardsmen were sent to the city.

King determined that he should lead another march to demonstrate that nonviolent direct action could be effective in Memphis. When a federal injunction prohibited him and his colleagues from conducting a march, he called the injunction “illegal and unconstitutional” and indicated that he would try to have it set aside—through the U.S. Court of Appeals if necessary.60 He contended that the demonstrators had a moral right and responsibility to march.

The night before his death, King seemed to sense that the end was very near. In a sermon at Mason Temple, he assured his followers that, despite the threats to his life, he did not fear any man. He revealed his certainty that his people would reach the Promised Land, and emphasized his desire to do the will of God.61 The day of his death, he felt the need to speak to his aides once again of his conviction that the only way to redeem the soul of America was through the power of nonviolence.
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