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            Foreword

         
         

         “Beyond Vietnam” is an essay, a speech, and a prophecy. As an essay, it should be read. As a speech, it must be listened to.
            As a prophecy, it demands to be heard. But more than half a century after Martin Luther King Jr. wrote and delivered “Beyond
            Vietnam” at New York City’s Riverside Church, have his words been heeded?
         

         
         The context was 1967. The American war in Việt Nam was nearing its bloodiest peak, with more than half a million American soldiers soon to be serving in the country. Americans could watch images of death and destruction on their televisions over dinner. Thousands of American soldiers had died, as had tens of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of Vietnamese on all sides. Antiwar protests shook the nation, while a generation of young men was subjected to the draft. 

         
         His audience, King said, was first and foremost his fellow Americans. This was not to absolve others of their responsibility
            in the waging of war and the search for peace, most notably the Vietnamese themselves on all sides, caught up in both a civil
            war and a revolution. As an American, however, King wanted to address the political and moral culpability of his country,
            “the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today.”
         

         
         Amid a nation divided, King was both a hero and an enemy. The FBI was surveilling and attempting to blackmail him, with J. Edgar Hoover, the FBI’s director, believing King to be a subversive, perhaps even a communist. But King had also won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964 for his civil rights activism. He felt “compelled to see the war as an enemy of the poor,” with young Black men being sent to “guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in southwest Georgia and East Harlem.” 

         
         If King had focused purely on the domestic effects of the war on Black Americans, his stance would still have been controversial, but probably less so than what would be manifest in “Beyond Vietnam.” Like the boxer Muhammad Ali, who refused to be drafted on the grounds that the enemy of Black Americans was white Americans rather than the Vietnamese, King connected the racial and class inequities of American society to the racist conduct of the American war in Việt Nam. Even more radically, King argued that the war was an expression of capitalist greed, with the United States making “peaceful revolution impossible by refusing to give up the privileges and the pleasures that come from the immense profits of overseas investments.” 

         
         Despite his critique of capitalism, King was not a communist. But he was also not the kind of anti-communist who saw the so-called
            cold war—which burned very hot for many Asians, Africans, and Latin Americans—as an apocalyptic conflict. In this clash between
            good and evil, only two choices could be made: us or them. It was thus that Black Americans who chose the United States’ side,
            or who were drafted into it, found themselves standing shoulder to shoulder with white Americans “in brutal solidarity” against
            the Vietnamese.
         

         
         King refused this moral peril and articulated a greater vision of global, peaceful solidarity. He understood the specificities and complexities of Vietnamese and Americans but located them in relationship to each other and to many others. When it came to recognizing the other who was also the enemy, real or perceived, King called for “compassion and nonviolence,” hallmarks of his civil rights struggle. But he also saw that the place of Black Americans when it came to the war in Việt Nam was perhaps more treacherous than where they stood relative to civil rights. In the struggle against white supremacy, Black Americans demanded to have their voices heard, but when it came to the war, the Vietnamese became the “voiceless ones” for Americans, Black or white. 

         
         I imagine that King would have agreed with the writer and activist Arundhati Roy, who argued many years later that “there’s really no such thing as the ‘voiceless’ . . . only the deliberately silenced or the preferably unheard.” Indeed, King believed that the West’s arrogance in “feeling that it has everything to teach others and nothing to learn from them” is “not just.” He worked to hear and learn from the Vietnamese, as symbolized in his relationship to the vocal Buddhist monk and activist Thích Nhất Hạnh. King nominated him for the Nobel Peace Prize a few months before delivering “Beyond Vietnam” and two years after Thích Nhất Hạnh had written to King, encouraging him to take an anti-war stance. When King eventually delivered his speech, he subtitled it “A Time to Break Silence.” 

         
         Breaking this silence around the war risked damaging King’s civil rights cause, and indeed some of his civil rights colleagues opposed his taking such a public stance. But King’s vision of peace and justice exceeded American boundaries, and he saw how the American war was not only slaughtering Vietnamese innocents but was also destroying whatever American innocence remained after centuries of settler colonialism, slavery, and wars of expansion. “If America’s soul becomes totally poisoned,” he said, “part of the autopsy must read: Vietnam.” He spoke as a Black man, an American, and a citizen of the world, and as a reverend, a preacher, and a prophet with his eyes on the Divine who knew that the consequences of silence would be devastating for all Americans, white and Black and every shade in between, as well as for many others around the world. 

         
         “The war in Vietnam is but a symptom of a far deeper malady within the American spirit, and if we ignore this sobering reality,” he said, “we will find ourselves organizing ‘clergy and laymen concerned’ committees for the next generation. They will be concerned about Guatemala . . . and Peru. They will be concerned about Thailand and Cambodia. They will be concerned about Mozambique and South Africa. We will be marching for these and a dozen other names and attending rallies without end, unless there is a significant and profound change in American life and policy.” 

         
         King’s prophecy has been borne out by the course of American foreign policy through the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, marked by cruel interventions in Central America and pointless and tragic wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Although the American defeat in Việt Nam discouraged American adventurism for a couple of decades, the United States ultimately appears to have learned the wrong lessons. While King’s vital spirit and passion live on for many, it seems that, as a whole, we as a nation have not learned “the basic weaknesses of our own condition.” I suspect that the majority of Americans have never even heard of “Beyond Vietnam,” preferring instead the optimism of his most famous speech, “I Have a Dream.” And yet if Americans were to read only one text by an American about the war in Việt Nam, I would recommend this one above all. 

         
         King declaimed “Beyond Vietnam” on April 4, 1967. On April 4, 1968, he was assassinated. He had fallen victim to the American violence that he had protested against and to which he had borne stubborn, courageous witness. That violence was and is endemic to the United States, arising from its origins in genocide, warfare, and enslavement. That violence succeeded in killing him, but it failed to silence him. “We still have a choice today,” he said. “Nonviolent coexistence or violent coannihilation.” His day is still our day, his past continues into our present, and his challenge remains: “The choice is ours, and though we might prefer it otherwise, we must choose in this crucial moment of human history.” 

         
         King chose and spoke out. Shall we?

         
         —Viet Thanh Nguyen

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break Silence” 
Speech

         
         
            April 4, 1967

            Riverside Church

            New York City

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
        
         Mr. Chairman, ladies and gentlemen:

          

         I need not pause to say how very delighted I am to be here tonight, and how very delighted I am to see you expressing your
            concern about the issues that will be discussed tonight by turning out in such large numbers.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
        
         I also want to say that I consider it a great honor to share this program with Dr. Bennett, Dr. Commager, and Rabbi Heschel,
            and some of the distinguished leaders and personalities of our nation.
         

         
          

         And of course it’s always good to come back to Riverside Church.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         Over the last eight years, I have had the privilege of preaching here almost every year in that period, and it is always a
            rich and rewarding experience to come to this great church and this great pulpit.
         

         
          

         I come to this magnificent house of worship tonight because my conscience leaves me no other choice.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         I join you in this meeting because I’m in deepest agreement with the aims and work of the organization which has brought us
            together: Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam.
         

         
          

         The recent statements 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.” And that time has come for us in relation to Vietnam.

         
          

         The truth of these words is beyond doubt, but the mission to which they call us is a most difficult one.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         Even when pressed by the demands of inner truth, men do not easily assume the task of opposing their government’s policy,
            especially in time of war.
         

         
          

         Nor does the human spirit move without great difficulty against all the apathy of conformist thought within one’s own bosom
            and in the surrounding world.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         Moreover, when the issues at hand seem as perplexing as they often do in the case of this dreadful conflict, we are always
            on the verge of being mesmerized by uncertainty.
         

         
          

         But we must move on.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         And some of us who have already begun to break the silence of the night have found that the calling to speak is often a vocation
            of agony, but we must speak.
         

         
          

         We must speak with all the humility that is appropriate to our limited vision, but we must speak.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         And we must rejoice as well, for surely this is the first time in our nation’s history that a significant number of its religious
            leaders have chosen to move beyond the prophesying of smooth patriotism to the high grounds of a firm dissent based upon the
            mandates of conscience and the reading of history.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         Perhaps a new spirit is rising among us.

         
          

         If it is, let us trace its movements and pray that our own inner being may be sensitive to its guidance, for we are deeply
            in need of a new way beyond the darkness that seems so close around us.
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