(10:7) Controversial Side of Martin Luther King, Jr.

Martin Luther King, Jr. is an American hero whose birthday is a national holiday. King was a prominent figure in the African American Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s who was awarded a Nobel Peace Prize in 1964 because of his commitment to non-violent civil disobedience. However, King’s more “controversial” side is rarely examined. He was a Protestant minister and theologian whose beliefs were often expressed in deeply religious terms. He also opposed the United States involvement in the war in Vietnam and came to question the ability of a capitalist economic system to create more just society. Examine these three excerpts from writings and speeches by Reverend King. 
Questions

1. How did King respond to charges that he and other civil rights advocates were extremists?

2. Why did King decide to speak out against the War in Vietnam? 

3. Why does King believe the “whole of American society” might need to be restructured?
4. In your opinion, should these documents be examined prominently in the secondary school curriculum and seen as an important part of King’s legacy? Explain.

A. King discusses the teachings of Jesus Christ in a Letter from a Birmingham Jail (1963)

Source: http://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html

“I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as . . . the Apostle Paul left his village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of the Greco Roman world, so am I compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my own home town . . . [Y]ou assert that our actions, even though peaceful, must be condemned because they precipitate violence. But is this a logical assertion? . . . Isn't this like condemning Jesus because his unique God consciousness and never ceasing devotion to God's will precipitated the evil act of crucifixion? . . . [T]his approach is being termed extremist. But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist . . . Was not Jesus an extremist for love . . . Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel . . . In that dramatic scene on Calvary's hill three men were crucified. We must never forget that all three were crucified for the same crime – the crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and thus fell below their environment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and goodness, and thereby rose above his environment. Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in dire need of creative extremists.”

B. King discusses the war in Vietnam at Riverside Church in New York City (1967)

Source: http://www.ratical.org/ratville/JFK/MLKapr67.html

Over the past two years, as I have moved to break the betrayal of my own silences and to speak from the burnings of my own heart, as I have called for radical departures from the destruction of Vietnam, many persons have questioned me about the wisdom of my path . . . I come to this platform tonight to make a passionate plea to my beloved nation. This speech is not addressed to Hanoi or to the National Liberation Front . . . Tonight . . . I wish not to speak with Hanoi and the National Liberation Front, but rather to my fellow Americans . . . 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 . . . [I]t should be incandescently clear that no one who has any concern for the integrity and life of America today can ignore the present war. If America's soul becomes totally poisoned, part of the autopsy must read “Vietnam.” 

C. Where Do We Go from Here: King Addresses the SCLC Convention in Atlanta (1967)

Source: http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/encyclopedia/documentsentry/ where_do_we_go_from_here_delivered_at_the_11th_annual_sclc_convention

“We must honestly face the fact that the movement must address itself to the question of restructuring the whole of American society. There are forty million poor people here, and one day we must ask the question, ‘Why are there forty million poor people in America?’ And when you begin to ask that question, you are raising a question about the economic system, about a broader distribution of wealth. When you ask that question, you begin to question the capitalistic economy. And I’m simply saying that more and more, we’ve got to begin to ask questions about the whole society. We are called upon to help the discouraged beggars in life's marketplace. But one day we must come to see that an edifice which produces beggars needs restructuring. It means that questions must be raised. And you see, my friends, when you deal with this you begin to ask the question, ‘Who owns the oil?’ You begin to ask the question, ‘Who owns the iron ore?’ You begin to ask the question, ‘Why is it that people have to pay water bills in a world that's two-thirds water?’ These are words that must be said . . . [C]ommunism forgets that life is individual. Capitalism forgets that life is social. And the kingdom of brotherhood is found neither in the thesis of communism nor the antithesis of capitalism, but in a higher synthesis. It is found in a higher synthesis that combines the truths of both. Now, when I say questioning the whole society, it means ultimately coming to see that the problem of racism, the problem of economic exploitation, and the problem of war are all tied together. These are the triple evils that are interrelated.”
