
Excerpts from BEYOND VIETNAM
                              by Martin Luther King, Jr.

“I come to this magnificent house of worship tonight because my conscience leaves me no other
choice…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. At the
heart of their concerns this query has often loomed large and loud: Why are you speaking about
war, Dr. King? Why are you joining the voices of dissent? Peace and civil rights don't mix, they
say. Aren't you hurting the cause of your people, they ask? And when I hear them, though I
often understand the source of their concern, I am nevertheless greatly saddened, for such
questions mean that the inquirers have not really known me, my commitment, or my calling.
Indeed, their questions suggest that they do not know the world in which they live…

Since I am a preacher by trade, I suppose it is not surprising that I have seven major reasons
for bringing Vietnam into the field of my moral vision. 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 the 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.

Perhaps the more 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 never live on the same block in Detroit. I could not be silent in the face of such
cruel manipulation of the poor…

Somehow this madness must cease. We must stop now. I speak as a child of God and brother
to the suffering poor of Vietnam. I speak for those whose land is being laid waste, whose homes
are being destroyed, whose culture is being subverted. I speak for the poor of America who are
paying the double price of smashed hopes at home and death and corruption in Vietnam. I
speak as a citizen of the world, for the world as it stands aghast at the path we have taken. I
speak as an American to the leaders of my own nation. The great initiative in this war is ours.
The initiative to stop it must be ours…

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, materialism, and militarism are incapable of being conquered.

A true revolution of values will soon cause us to question the fairness and justice of many of our
past and present policies. On the one hand we are called to play the good Samaritan on life's
roadside; but that will be only an initial act. One day we must come to see that the whole Jericho
road must be transformed so that men and women will not be constantly beaten and robbed as
they make their journey on life's highway. True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a
beggar; it is not haphazard and superficial. It comes to see that an edifice which produces
beggars needs restructuring. 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 Latin 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 veins of people 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.”


