THERE is nothing wrong
with a traffic law which says you have to stop for a
red light. But when a fire is raging, the fire truck goes
right through that red light, and normal traffic had
better get out of its way. Or, when a man is bleeding
to death, the ambulance goes through those red lights
at top speed. '

There is a fire raging now for the Negroes and the
poor of this society. They are living in tragic condi-
tions because of the terrible economic injustices that
keep them locked in as an “underclass,” as the sociolo-
gists are now calling it. Disinherited people all over
the world are bleeding to death from deep social and
economic wounds. They need brigades of ambulance
drivers who will have to ignore the red lights of the
present system until the emergency is solved.

Massive civil disobedience is a. strategy for social
change which is at least as forceful as an ambulance
with its siren on full. In the past ten years, nonviolent -
civil disobedience has made a great deal of history,
especially in the Southern United States. When we
and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
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went to Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963, we had de-
cided to take action on the matter of integrated public
accommodations. We went knowing that the Civil
Rights' Commission had writtén powerful documents
calling for change, calling for the very rights we were
demanding. But nobody did anything about the Com-
mission’s report. Nothing was done until we acted on
these very issues, and demonstrated before the court
of world opinion the urgent need for change. It was
the same story with voting rights. The Civil Rights
Commission, three years before we went to Selma,
had recommended the changes we started marching
for, but nothing was done until, in 1965, we created
a crisis the nation couldn’t ignore. Without violence,
we totally disrupted the system, the life style of Bir-
mingham, and then of Selma, with their unjust and
unconstitutional laws. Our Birmingham struggle came
to its dramatic climax when some 8,500 demonstrators
virtually filled every jail in that city and surrounding
communities, and some 4,000 more continued to march
-and demonstrate nonviolently. The city knew then in
terms that were crystal-clear that Birmingham could
no longer contiflue to function until the demands of
the Negro community were met. The same kind of
dramatic crisis was created in Selma two years later.
The result on the national scene was the Civil Rights
Bill and the Voting Rights Act, as President and Con-
- gress responded to the drama and the creative tension
generated by the carefully planned demonstrations.

i 54

NONVIOLENCE AND SOCIAL CHANGE .

Of course, by now it is obvious, that new laws are
not enough. The emergency we now face is economic,
and it is a desperate and worsening situation. For the
35 million poor people in Ametica—not ever to men-
tion, just yet, the poor in the other nations—there is a
kind of strangulation in the air. In our society it is
murder, psychologically, to deprive a man of a job or
an income. You are in substance saying to that man
that he has no right to exist. You are in a real way de-
priving him of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-
ness, denying in his case the very creed of his society.
Now, millions of people are being strangled that way. .
The problem is international in scope. And it is getting
worse, as the gap between the poor and the “affluent
society” increases. ,

The question that now divides the people who want
radically to change that situation is: can a program of
nonviolence—even if it envisions massive civil dis-
obedience—realistically expect to deal with such an
enormous, entrenched evil? -

First of all, will nonviolence work, psychologically,
after the summer of 19677 Many people feel that non-
violence as a strategy for social change was cremated
in the flames of the urban riots of the last two years.
They tell us that Negroes have only now begun to find
their true manhood in violence; that the riots prove not
only that Negroes hate whites, but that, compulsively,
they must destroy them.

This blood-lust interpretation ignores one of the most

55




THE TRUMPET OF CONSCIENCE

striking features of the city riots. Violent they certainly
were. But the violence, to a startling degree, was
 focused against property rather than against people.
There were very few cases of injury to persons, and
the vast majority of the rioters were not involved at
all in attacking people. The much publicized “death
toll” that marked the riots, and the many injuries, were
overwhelmingly inflicted on the rioters by the military.
It is clear that the riots were exacerbated by police
action that was designed to injure or even to kill
people. As for the snipers, no account of the riots
claims that more than one or two dozen people were
involved in sniping. From the facts, an unmistakable
pattern emerges: a handful of Negroes used gunfire
substantially to intimidate, not to kill; and all of the
other participants had a different target—property.
I am aware that there are many who wince at a
distinction between property and persons—who hold
both sacrosanct. My views are not so rigid. A life is
sacred. Property is intended to serve life, and no matter
how much we surround it with rights and respect, it
has no personal being. It is part of the earth man
walks on; it is not man. »
The focus on property in the 1967 riots is not ac-
cidental. It has a message; it is saying something,
If hostility to whites were ever going to dominate a
. Negro’s attitude and reach murderous proportions,
~«surely it-would be during a riot. But this rare opportu-
nity "fox: bloodletting was sublimated into arson, or
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turned into a kind of stormy carnival of free-merchan-
dise distribution. Why did the rioters avoid personal
attacks? THe explanation canmot be fear of retribution,
because the physical risks incurred in the attacks on
property were no less than for personal assaults. The
military forces were treating acts of petty larceny as
equal to murder. Far more rioters took chances with
their own lives, in their attacks on property, than
threatened the life of anyone else. Why were they so
violent with property then? Because property repre-
sents the white power structure, which they were at-
tacking and trying to destroy. A curious proof of the
symbolic aspect of the looting for some who took part
in it is the fact that, after the riots, police received
hundreds of calls from Negroes trying to return mer-
chandise they had taken. Those people wanted the ex-
perience of taking, of redressing the power imbalance
that property represents. Possession, afterward, was
secondary. ]

A deeper level of hostility came out in arson, which
was far more dangerous than the looting. But it, too,
was a demonstration and a warning. It was directed
against symbols of exploitation, and it was designed
to express the depth of anger in the community. |

What does this restraint in the summer riots mean”
for our future strategy?

If one can find a core of nonviolence toward per-
sons, even during the riots when emotions were ex-
ploding, it means that nonviolence should not be
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written off for the future as a force in Negro life.

Many people believe that the urban Negro is too

;angry and toe sophisticated to be nonviolent. Thase = -

same people dismiss the nonviolent marches in the
South and try to describe them as processions of pious,
elderly ladies. The fact is that in all the marches we
have organized some men of very violent tendencies
have been involved. It was routine for us to collect
hundreds of knives from our own ranks before the
demonstrations, in case of momentary weakness. And
in Chicago last year we saw some of the most violent
individuals accepting nonviolent discipline. Day after

day during those Chicago marches I walked in our -

lines and I never saw anyone retaliate with violence.
There were lots of provocations, not only the scream-
ing white hoodlums lining the sidewalks, but also
groups of Negro militants talking about guerrilla war-
fare. We had some gang leaders and members march-
ing with us. I remember walking with the Blackstone
Rangers while bottles were flying from the sidelines,
and I saw their noses being broken and blood flowing
from their wounds; and I saw them continue and not
retaliate, not one of them, with violence. I am con-
vinced that even very violent temperaments can be
channeled through nonviolent discipline, if the move-
ment is moving, if they can act constructively and
- express through an effective channel their very legiti-

" mate anger.
But even if nonviolence can be valid, psychologi-
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cally, for the protesters who want change, is it going
to be effective, strategically, against a government and
a status quo that have so far resisted this summer’s
demands on'the grouridsla:hat “we must not reward’
the rioters”? Far from rewarding the rioters, far from
even giving a hearing to their just and urgent de-
mands, the administration has 'ignored its responsi-
bility for the causes of the riots, and instead has used
the negative aspects of them to justify continued in-
action on the underlying issues. The administration’s
only concrete response was to initiate a study and call
for a day of prayer. As a minister, I take prayer too
_ seriously to use it as an excuse for avoiding work and
responsibility. When a government commands more
wealth and power than has ever been known in the
history of the world, and offers no more than this, it
is worse than blind, it is provocative. It is paradoxical
but fair to say that Negro terrorism is incited less on
ghetto street corners than in the halls of Congress.

I intended to show that nonviolence will be effec-
tive, but not until it has achieved the massive di-
mensions, the disciplined planning, and the intense
commitment of a sustained, direct-action movement
of civil disobedience on the national scale.

The dispossessed of this nation—the poor, both
white and Negro—live in a cruelly unjust society.
They must organize a revolution against that injustice,
not against the lives of the persons who are their fel-
low citizens, but against the structures through which

59



THE TRUMPET OF CONSCIENCE

the society is refusing to take means which have been
called for, and which are at hand, to lift the load of
poverty. ) i ‘

The only real revolutionary, people say, is a man
who has nothing to lose. There are millions of poor
people in this country who have very little, or even
nothing, to lose. If they can be helped to take action
together, they will do so with a freedom and a power
that will be a new and unsettling force in our com-
placent national life. Beginning in the New Year, we
will be recruiting three thousand of the poorest citi-
zens from ten different urban and rural areas to initiate
and lead a sustained, massive, direct-action movement
in Washington. Those who choose to join this initial
three thousand, this nonviolent army, this “freedom
church” of the poor, will work with us for three months
to develop nonviolent action skills. Then we will move
on Washington, determined to stay there until the
legislative and executive branches of the government
take serious and adequate action on jobs and income.
A delegation of poor people can walk into a high offi-
cial’s office with a carefully, collectively prepared list
of demands. (If you're poor, if you're unemployed any-
way, you can choose to stay in Washington as'long
as the struggle needs you.) And if that official

says, “But Congress would have to approve this,” or, &

. “But the President would have to be consulted on
~that,” you can say, “All right, well wait.” And- you
can settle down in his office for as long a stay as neces-
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" sary. If you are, let’s say, from rural M?ssissippi, and

have never had medical attention, and your children

1 are undernourished and unhealthy, you @an take those

little children into the Washington hospitals and stay
with them there until the medical workers cope with
their needs, and in showing it your children you will
have shown this country a sight that will make it stop
in its busy tracks and think hard about what it has
done. The many people who will come and join this
three thousand, from all groups in the country’s life,
will play a supportive role, deciding to be poor for a
time along with the dispossessed who are asking for
their right to jobs or income—jobs, income, the demoli-
tion of slums, and the rebuilding by the people who
live there of new communities in . their place; in fact,
a new economic deal for the poor.

Why camp in Washington to demand these things?
Because only the federal Congress and administration
can decide to use the billions of dollars we need for a
real war on poverty. We need, not a new law, but a
massive, new national program. This Congress has
done nothing to help such measures, and plenty to
hinder them. Why should Congress care about our
dying cities? It is still dominated by senior representa-
tives of the rural South, who still unite in an obstruc-
tive coalition with unprogressive Northerners to
prevent public funds from going where they are so-
cially needed. We broke that coalition in 1968 and
1964, when the Civil Rights and Voting Rights laws
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were passed. We need to break it again by the size
and force of our movement, and the best place to do

that is before the eyes and inside the buildings of

these same Congressmer. The people ‘of this country, °

if not the Congressmen, are ready for a serious eco-
nomic attack on slums and unemployment, as two
recent polls by Lou Harris have revealed. So we have
to make Congress ready to act on the plight of the
poor. We will prod and sensitize the legislators, the
administrators, and all the wielders of power until they
have faced this utterly imperative need.

I have said that the problem, the crisis we face, is
international in scope. In fact, it is inseparable from an
international emergency which involves the poor; the
dispossessed, and the exploited of the whole world.

Can a nonviolent, direct-action movement find ap-
plication on the international level, to confront eco-
nomic and political problems? I believe it can. It is
clear to me that the next stage of the movement is to
become international. National movements within the
developed countries—forces that focus on London, or
Paris, or Washington, or Ottawa—must help to make
it politically feasible for their governments to under-
take the kind of massive aid that the developing coun-
tries need if they are to break the chains of poverty.
We in the West must bear in mind that the poor
countries are poor primarily because we have exploited

_them through political or economic colonialism. Amer-
icans in particular must help their nation repent of her
modern economic imperialism.
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But movements in our countries alone will not be
enough. In Latin America, for example, national re-
form movements have almost despaired of nonviplent
methods; many-young men, even matly priests, thave
joined guerrilla movements in the hills. So many of
Latin America’s problems have roots in the United
States of America that we need to form a solid, united
movement, nonviolently conceived and carried
through, so that pressure can be brought to bear on
the capital and government power structures con-
cerned, from both sides of the problem at once. I think
that may be the only hope for a nonviolent solution
in Latin America today; and one of the most powerful
expressions of nonviolence may come out of that inter-
national coalition of socially aware forces, operating
outside governmental frameworks.

Even entrenched problems like the South African
Government and its racial policies could be tackled
on this level. If just two countries, Britain and the
United States, could be persuaded to end all economic
interaction with the South African regime, they could
bring that government to its knees in a relatively short
time. Theoretically, the British and American govern-
ments could make that kind of decision; almost every
corporation in both countries has economic ties with
its government which it could not afford to do without.
In practice, such a decision would represent such a
major reordering of priorities that we should not ex-
pect that any movement could bring it about in one
year or two. Indeed, although it is obvious that non-
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violent movements for social change must internation-
alize, because of the intérlocking nature of the prob-
lems they all face, and because otherwise those : : . _ ey
problems will breed wat,- we have hardly begun to A ' ' V
build the skills and the strategy, or even the commit-
ment, to planetize our movement for social justice.
\[ Ina world facing the revolt of ragged and hungry
asses of God’s children; in a world torn between the A
tensions of East and West, white and colored, individ-
ualists and collectivists; in a world whose cultural and
spiritual power lags so far behind her technological ¥ CHRISTMAS
capabilities that we live each day on the verge of _
nuclear co-annihilation; in this world, nonviolence is ¢
no longer an option for intellectual analysis, it is an ' SERM O N
imperative for action, e |
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