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There is at the outset a very obvious and almost facile 

connection between the war in Vietnam and the 

struggle I and others have been waging in America. A 

few years ago there was a shining moment in that 

struggle. It seemed as if there was a real promise of 

hope for the poor, both black and white, through the 

poverty program. There were experiments, hopes, 

new beginnings. Then came the buildup in Vietnam, 

and I watched this program broken and eviscerated as 

if it were some idle political plaything of a society 

gone mad on war. And I knew that America would 

never invest the necessary funds or energies in 

rehabilitation of its poor so long as adventures like 

Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and 

money like some demonic, destructive suction tube. 

So I was increasingly compelled to see the war as an 

enemy of the poor and to attack it as such. 

[...] A tragic recognition of reality took place when it 

became clear to me that the war was doing far more 

than devastating the hopes of the poor at home. It 

was sending their sons and their brothers and their 

husbands to fight and to die in extraordinarily high 

proportions relative to the rest of the population. We 

were taking the black young men who had been 

crippled by our society and sending them eight 

thousand miles away to guarantee liberties in 

Southeast Asia which they had not found in 

southwest Georgia and East Harlem. So we have 

been repeatedly faced with the cruel irony of 

watching Negro and white boys on TV screens as 

they kill and die together for a nation that has been 

unable to seat them together in the same schools. So 

we watch them in brutal solidarity burning the huts of 

a poor village, but we realize that they would hardly 

live on the same block in Chicago. I could not be 

silent in the face of such cruel manipulation of the 

poor. 

[…] As I have walked among the desperate, rejected, 

and angry young men, I have told them that Molotov 

cocktails and rifles would not solve their problems. I 

have tried to offer them my deepest compassion 

while maintaining my conviction that social change 

comes most meaningfully through nonviolent action. 

But they asked, and rightly so, "What about 

Vietnam?" They asked if our own nation wasn’t using 

massive doses of violence to solve its problems, to 

bring about the changes it wanted. Their questions hit 

home, and I knew that I could never again raise my 

voice against the violence of the oppressed in the 

ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the 

greatest purveyor of violence in the world today: my 

own government. 

[…] we increased our troop commitments in support 

of governments which were singularly corrupt, inept, 

and without popular support. All the while the people 

read our leaflets and received the regular promises of 

peace and democracy and land reform. Now they 

languish under our bombs and consider us, not their 

fellow Vietnamese, the real enemy… So they go, 

primarily women and children and the aged. They 

watch as we poison their water, as we kill a million 

acres of their crops. They must weep as the 

bulldozers roar through their areas preparing to 

destroy the precious trees. They wander into the 

hospitals with at least twenty casualties from 

American firepower for one Vietcong-inflicted injury. 

So far we may have killed a million of them, mostly 

children. They wander into the towns and see 

thousands of the children, homeless, without clothes, 

running in packs on the streets like animals. They see 

the children degraded by our soldiers as they beg for 

food. They see the children selling their sisters to our 

soldiers, soliciting for their mothers. What do the 

peasants think as we ally ourselves with the landlords 

and as we refuse to put any action into our many 

words concerning land reform? What do they think as 

we test out our latest weapons on them, just as the 

Germans tested out new medicine and new tortures 

in the concentration camps of Europe? Where are the 

roots of the independent Vietnam we claim to be 

building? 

[...] We must continue to raise our voices and our 

lives if our nation persists in its perverse ways in 

Vietnam. We must be prepared to match actions with 

words by seeking out every creative method of 

protest possible. 

As we counsel young men concerning military 

service, we must clarify for them our nation’s role in 

Vietnam and challenge them with the alternative of 

conscientious objection. I am pleased to say that this 

is a path now chosen by more than seventy students 

at my own alma mater, Morehouse College, and I 

recommend it to all who find the American course in 



Vietnam a dishonorable and unjust one. … These are 

the times for real choices and not false ones. We are 

at the moment when our lives must be placed on the 

line if our nation is to survive its own folly. Every 

man of humane convictions must decide on the 

protest that best suits his convictions, but we must all 

protest. 

The war in Vietnam is but a symptom of a far deeper 

malady within the American spirit, and if we ignore 

this sobering reality, 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. [sustained applause] So such thoughts take us 

beyond Vietnam, but not beyond our calling as sons 

of the living God. 

[…] In 1957, a sensitive American official overseas 

said that it seemed to him that our nation was on the 

wrong side of a world revolution. During the past ten 

years we have seen emerge a pattern of suppression 

which has now justified the presence of U.S. military 

advisors in Venezuela. This need to maintain social 

stability for our investments accounts for the 

counter-revolutionary action of American forces in 

Guatemala. It tells why American helicopters are 

being used against guerrillas in Cambodia and why 

American napalm and Green Beret forces have 

already been active against rebels in Peru. 

It is with such activity [U.S. support for dictatorships 

in Latin America and Vietnam] in mind that the 

words of the late John F. Kennedy come back to 

haunt us. Five years ago he said, "Those who make 

peaceful revolution impossible will make violent 

revolution inevitable." Increasingly, by choice or by 

accident, this is the role our nation has taken, the role 

of those who make peaceful revolution impossible by 

refusing to give up the privileges and the pleasures 

that come from the immense profits of overseas 

investments… 

[...] I am convinced that if we are to get on the right 

side of the world revolution, we as a nation must 

undergo a radical revolution of values. We must 

rapidly begin the shift from a thing-oriented society 

to a person-oriented society. When machines and 

computers, profit motives and property rights, are 

considered more important than people, the giant 

triplets of racism, extreme materialism, and militarism 

are incapable of being conquered. […] A true 

revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the 

glaring contrast of poverty and wealth. With 

righteous indignation, it will look across the seas and 

see individual capitalists of the West investing huge 

sums of money in Asia, Africa, and South America, 

only to take the profits out with no concern for the 

social betterment of the countries, and say: "This is 

not just." It will look at our alliance with the landed 

gentry of South America and say: "This is not just." 

The Western arrogance of feeling that it has 

everything to teach others and nothing to learn from 

them is not just. 

A true revolution of values will lay hands on the 

world order and say of war: "This way of settling 

differences is not just." This business of burning 

human beings with napalm, of filling our nation’s 

homes with orphans and widows, of injecting 

poisonous drugs of hate into the veins of peoples 

normally humane, of sending men home from dark 

and bloody battlefields physically handicapped and 

psychologically deranged, cannot be reconciled with 

wisdom, justice, and love. A nation that continues 

year after year to spend more money on military 

defense than on programs of social uplift is 

approaching spiritual death. Our only hope today lies 

in our ability to recapture the revolutionary spirit and 

go out into a sometimes hostile world declaring 

eternal hostility to poverty, racism, and militarism. 

[...] We can no longer afford to worship the god of 

hate or bow before the altar of retaliation. The oceans 

of history are made turbulent by the ever-rising tides 

of hate. History is cluttered with the wreckage of 

nations and individuals that pursued this self-

defeating path of hate… We are now faced with the 

fact, my friends, that tomorrow is today. We are 

confronted with the fierce urgency of now. In this 

unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is 

such a thing as being too late. Procrastination is still 

the thief of time. Life often leaves us standing bare, 

naked, and dejected with a lost opportunity… 

 

We still have a choice today: nonviolent coexistence 

or violent co-annihilation. We must move past 

indecision to action. We must find new ways to speak 

for peace in Vietnam and justice throughout the 

developing world, a world that borders on our doors. 

If we do not act, we shall surely be dragged down the 

long, dark, and shameful corridors of time reserved 

for those who possess power without compassion, 

might without morality, and strength without sight. 

 


