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A Different Malcolm X: From Nation of Islam Spokesman to Independent Political Activist 
 
From Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” April 3, 1964: 
http://www.teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1147 
 
Mr. Moderator, Brother Lomax, brothers and sisters, friends and enemies: I just can’t believe everyone 
in here is a friend, and I don’t want to leave anybody out. The question tonight, as I understand it, is 
“The Negro Revolt, and Where Do We Go From Here?” or “What Next?” In my little humble way of 
understanding it, it points toward either the ballot or the bullet.  
 
Before we try and explain what is meant by the ballot or the bullet, I would like to clarify something 
concerning myself. I’m still a Muslim; my religion is still Islam. That’s my personal belief. Just as 
Adam Clayton Powell is a Christian minister who heads the Abyssinian Baptist Church in New York, 
but at the same time takes part in the political struggles to try and bring about rights to the black people 
in this country; and Dr. Martin Luther King is a Christian minister down in Atlanta, Georgia, who heads 
another organization fighting for the civil rights of black people in this country; and Reverend 
Galamison, I guess you’ve heard of him, is another Christian minister in New York who has been deeply 
involved in the school boycotts to eliminate segregated education; well, I myself am a minister, not a 
Christian minister, but a Muslim minister; and I believe in action on all fronts by whatever means 
necessary. 
 
Although I’m still a Muslim, I’m not here tonight to discuss my religion. I’m not here to try and change 
your religion. I’m not here to argue or discuss anything that we differ about, because it’s time for us to 
submerge our differences and realize that it is best for us to first see that we have the same problem, a 
common problem, a problem that will make you catch hell whether you’re a Baptist, or a Methodist, or a 
Muslim, or a nationalist. Whether you’re educated or illiterate, whether you live on the boulevard or in 
the alley, you’re going to catch hell just like I am. We’re all in the same boat and we all are going to 
catch the same hell from the same man. He just happens to be a white man. All of us have suffered here, 
in this country, political oppression at the hands of the white man, economic exploitation at the hands of 
the white man, and social degradation at the hands of the white man. 
 
Now in speaking like this, it doesn’t mean that we’re anti-white, but it does mean we’re anti-
exploitation, we’re anti-degradation, we’re anti-oppression. And if the white man doesn’t want us to be 
anti-him, let him stop oppressing and exploiting and degrading us. Whether we are Christians or 
Muslims or nationalists or agnostics or atheists, we must first learn to forget our differences. If we have 
differences, let us differ in the closet; when we come out in front, let us not have anything to argue about 
until we get finished arguing with the man. If the late President Kennedy could get together with 
Khrushchev and exchange some wheat, we certainly have more in common with each other than 
Kennedy and Khrushchev had with each other. 
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If we don’t do something real soon, I think you’ll have to agree that we’re going to be forced either to 
use the ballot or the bullet. It’s one or the other in 1964. It isn’t that time is running out—time has run 
out! 1964 threatens to be the most explosive year America has ever witnessed. The most explosive year. 
Why? It’s also a political year. It’s the year when all of the white politicians will be back in the so-called 
Negro community jiving you and me for some votes. The year when all of the white political crooks will 
be right back in your and my community with their false promises, building up our hopes for a letdown, 
with their trickery and their treachery, with their false promises which they don’t intend to keep. As they 
nourish these dissatisfactions, it can only lead to one thing, an explosion; and now we have the type of 
black man on the scene in America today—I’m sorry, Brother Lomax—who just doesn’t intend to turn 
the other cheek any longer. . . . 
 
Well, I am one who doesn’t believe in deluding myself. I’m not going to sit at your table and watch you 
eat, with nothing on my plate, and call myself a diner. Sitting at the table doesn’t make you a diner, 
unless you eat some of what’s on that plate. Being here in America doesn’t make you an American. 
Being born here in America doesn’t make you an American. Why, if birth made you American, you 
wouldn’t need any legislation; you wouldn’t need any amendments to the Constitution; you wouldn’t be 
faced with civil-rights filibustering in Washington, D.C., right now. They don’t have to pass civil-rights 
legislation to make a Polack an American. 
 
No, I’m not an American. I’m one of the 22 million black people who are the victims of Americanism. 
One of the 22 million black people who are the victims of democracy, nothing but disguised hypocrisy. 
So, I’m not standing here speaking to you as an American, or a patriot, or a flag-saluter, or a flag-
waver—no, not I. I’m speaking as a victim of this American system. And I see America through the 
eyes of the victim. I don’t see any American dream; I see an American nightmare. 
 
These 22 million victims are waking up. Their eyes are coming open. They’re beginning to see what 
they used to only look at. They’re becoming politically mature. They are realizing that there are new 
political trends from coast to coast. As they see these new political trends, it’s possible for them to see 
that every time there’s an election the races are so close that they have to have a recount. They had to 
recount in Massachusetts to see who was going to be governor, it was so close. It was the same way in 
Rhode Island, in Minnesota, and in many other parts of the country. And the same with Kennedy and 
Nixon when they ran for president. It was so close they had to count all over again. Well, what does this 
mean? It means that when white people are evenly divided, and black people have a bloc of votes of 
their own, it is left up to them to determine who’s going to sit in the White House and who’s going to be 
in the dog house. 
 
It was the black man’s vote that put the present administration in Washington, D.C. Your vote, your 
dumb vote, your ignorant vote, your wasted vote put in an administration in Washington, D.C., that has 
seen fit to pass every kind of legislation imaginable, saving you until last, then filibustering on top of 
that. And your and my leaders have the audacity to run around clapping their hands and talk about how 
much progress we’re making. And what a good president we have. If he wasn’t good in Texas, he sure 
can’t be good in Washington, D.C. Because Texas is a lynch state. It is in the same breath as 
Mississippi, no different; only they lynch you in Texas with a Texas accent and lynch you in Mississippi 
with a Mississippi accent. And these Negro leaders have the audacity to go and have some coffee in the 
White House with a Texan, a Southern cracker—that’s all he is—and then come out and tell you and me 
that he’s going to be better for us because, since he’s from the South, he knows how to deal with the 
Southerners. What kind of logic is that? Let Eastland be president, he’s from the South too. He should 
be better able to deal with them than Johnson. 
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In this present administration they have in the House of Representatives 257 Democrats to only 177 
Republicans. They control two-thirds of the House vote. Why can’t they pass something that will help 
you and me? In the Senate, there are 67 senators who are of the Democratic Party. Only 33 of them are 
Republicans. Why, the Democrats have got the government sewed up, and you’re the one who sewed it 
up for them. And what have they given you for it? Four years in office, and just now getting around to 
some civil-rights legislation. Just now, after everything else is gone, out of the way, they’re going to sit 
down now and play with you all summer long—the same old giant con game that they call filibuster. All 
those are in cahoots together. Don’t you ever think they’re not in cahoots together, for the man that is 
heading the civil-rights filibuster is a man from Georgia named Richard Russell. When Johnson became 
president, the first man he asked for when he got back to Washington, D.C., was “Dicky”—that’s how 
tight they are. That’s his boy, that’s his pal, that’s his buddy. But they’re playing that old con game. One 
of them makes believe he’s for you, and he’s got it fixed where the other one is so tight against you, he 
never has to keep his promise. 
 
So it’s time in 1964 to wake up. And when you see them coming up with that kind of conspiracy, let 
them know your eyes are open. And let them know you—something else that’s wide open too. It’s got to 
be the ballot or the bullet. The ballot or the bullet. If you’re afraid to use an expression like that, you 
should get on out of the country; you should get back in the cotton patch; you should get back in the 
alley. They get all the Negro vote, and after they get it, the Negro gets nothing in return. All they did 
when they got to Washington was give a few big Negroes big jobs. Those big Negroes didn’t need big 
jobs, they already had jobs. That’s camouflage, that’s trickery, that’s treachery, window-dressing. I’m 
not trying to knock out the Democrats for the Republicans. We’ll get to them in a minute. But it is true; 
you put the Democrats first and the Democrats put you last. . . . 
 
I say again, I’m not anti-Democrat, I’m not anti-Republican, I’m not anti-anything. I’m just questioning 
their sincerity, and some of the strategy that they’ve been using on our people by promising them 
promises that they don’t intend to keep. When you keep the Democrats in power, you’re keeping the 
Dixiecrats in power. I doubt that my good Brother Lomax will deny that. A vote for a Democrat is a vote 
for a Dixiecrat. That’s why, in 1964, it’s time now for you and me to become more politically mature 
and realize what the ballot is for; what we’re supposed to get when we cast a ballot; and that if we don’t 
cast a ballot, it’s going to end up in a situation where we’re going to have to cast a bullet. It’s either a 
ballot or a bullet. . . . 
 
So, what I’m trying to impress upon you, in essence, is this: You and I in America are faced not with a 
segregationist conspiracy, we’re faced with a government conspiracy. Everyone who’s filibustering is a 
senator—that’s the government. Everyone who’s finagling in Washington, D.C., is a congressman—
that’s the government. You don’t have anybody putting blocks in your path but people who are a part of 
the government. The same government that you go abroad to fight for and die for is the government that 
is in a conspiracy to deprive you of your voting rights, deprive you of your economic opportunities, 
deprive you of decent housing, deprive you of decent education. You don’t need to go to the employer 
alone, it is the government itself, the government of America, that is responsible for the oppression and 
exploitation and degradation of black people in this country. And you should drop it in their lap. This 
government has failed the Negro. This so-called democracy has failed the Negro. And all these white 
liberals have definitely failed the Negro. 
 
So, where do we go from here? First, we need some friends. We need some new allies. The entire civil-
rights struggle needs a new interpretation, a broader interpretation. We need to look at this civil-rights 
thing from another angle—from the inside as well as from the outside. To those of us whose philosophy 
is black nationalism, the only way you can get involved in the civil-rights struggle is give it a new 
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interpretation. That old interpretation excluded us. It kept us out. So, we’re giving a new interpretation 
to the civil-rights struggle, an interpretation that will enable us to come into it, take part in it. And these 
handkerchief-heads who have been dillydallying and pussy footing and compromising—we don’t intend 
to let them pussyfoot and dillydally and compromise any longer. . . . 
 
And now you’re facing a situation where the young Negro’s coming up. They don’t want to hear that 
“turn the-other-cheek” stuff, no. In Jacksonville, those were teenagers, they were throwing Molotov 
cocktails. Negroes have never done that before. But it shows you there’s a new deal coming in. There’s 
new thinking coming in. There’s new strategy coming in. It’ll be Molotov cocktails this month, hand 
grenades next month, and something else next month. It’ll be ballots, or it’ll be bullets. It’ll be liberty, or 
it will be death. The only difference about this kind of death—it’ll be reciprocal. . . . 
 
If you don’t take this kind of stand, your little children will grow up and look at you and think “shame.” 
If you don’t take an uncompromising stand, I don’t mean go out and get violent; but at the same time 
you should never be nonviolent unless you run into some nonviolence. I’m nonviolent with those who 
are nonviolent with me. But when you drop that violence on me, then you’ve made me go insane, and 
I’m not responsible for what I do. And that’s the way every Negro should get. Any time you know 
you’re within the law, within your legal rights, within your moral rights, in accord with justice, then die 
for what you believe in. But don’t die alone. Let your dying be reciprocal. This is what is meant by 
equality. What’s good for the goose is good for the gander. 
 
When we begin to get in this area, we need new friends, we need new allies. We need to expand the 
civil-rights struggle to a higher level—to the level of human rights. Whenever you are in a civil-rights 
struggle, whether you know it or not, you are confining yourself to the jurisdiction of Uncle Sam. No 
one from the outside world can speak out in your behalf as long as your struggle is a civil-rights 
struggle. Civil rights comes within the domestic affairs of this country. All of our African brothers and 
our Asian brothers and our Latin-American brothers cannot open their mouths and interfere in the 
domestic affairs of the United States. And as long as it’s civil rights, this comes under the jurisdiction of 
Uncle Sam. . . . 
 
When you expand the civil-rights struggle to the level of human rights, you can then take the case of the 
black man in this country before the nations in the UN. You can take it before the General Assembly. 
You can take Uncle Sam before a world court. But the only level you can do it on is the level of human 
rights. Civil rights keeps you under his restrictions, under his jurisdiction. Civil rights keeps you in his 
pocket. Civil rights means you’re asking Uncle Sam to treat you right. Human rights are something you 
were born with. Human rights are your God-given rights. Human rights are the rights that are recognized 
by all nations of this earth. And any time any one violates your human rights, you can take them to the 
world court. 
 
Uncle Sam’s hands are dripping with blood, dripping with the blood of the black man in this country. 
He’s the earth’s number—one hypocrite. He has the audacity—yes, he has—imagine him posing as the 
leader of the free world. The free world! And you over here singing “We Shall Overcome.” Expand the 
civil-rights struggle to the level of human rights. Take it into the United Nations, where our African 
brothers can throw their weight on our side, where our Asian brothers can throw their weight on our 
side, where our Latin-American brothers can throw their weight on our side, and where 800 million 
Chinamen are sitting there waiting to throw their weight on our side. . . . 
 
I would like to say, in closing, a few things concerning the Muslim Mosque, Inc., which we established 
recently in New York City. It’s true we’re Muslims and our religion is Islam, but we don’t mix our 
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religion with our politics and our economics and our social and civil activities—not any more. We keep 
our religion in our mosque. After our religious services are over, then as Muslims we become involved 
in political action, economic action and social and civic action. We become involved with anybody, any 
where, any time and in any manner that’s designed to eliminate the evils, the political, economic and 
social evils that are afflicting the people of our community. 
 
The political philosophy of black nationalism means that the black man should control the politics and 
the politicians in his own community; no more. The black man in the black community has to be re-
educated into the science of politics so he will know what politics is supposed to bring him in return. 
Don’t be throwing out any ballots. A ballot is like a bullet. You don’t throw your ballots until you see a 
target, and if that target is not within your reach, keep your ballot in your pocket.  
 
The political philosophy of black nationalism is being taught in the Christian church. It’s being taught in 
the NAACP. It’s being taught in CORE meetings. It’s being taught in SNCC Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee meetings. It’s being taught in Muslim meetings. It’s being taught where 
nothing but atheists and agnostics come together. It’s being taught everywhere. Black people are fed up 
with the dillydallying, pussyfooting, compromising approach that we’ve been using toward getting our 
freedom. We want freedom now, but we’re not going to get it saying “We Shall Overcome.” We’ve got 
to fight until we overcome. 
 
The economic philosophy of black nationalism is pure and simple. It only means that we should control 
the economy of our community. Why should white people be running all the stores in our community? 
Why should white people be running the banks of our community? Why should the economy of our 
community be in the hands of the white man? . . . . 
 
The social philosophy of black nationalism only means that we have to get together and remove the 
evils, the vices, alcoholism, drug addiction, and other evils that are destroying the moral fiber of our 
community. We our selves have to lift the level of our community, the standard of our community to a 
higher level, make our own society beautiful so that we will be satisfied in our own social circles and 
won’t be running around here trying to knock our way into a social circle where we’re not wanted. So I 
say, in spreading a gospel such as black nationalism, it is not designed to make the black man re-
evaluate the white man—you know him already—but to make the black man re-evaluate himself. Don’t 
change the white man’s mind—you can’t change his mind, and that whole thing about appealing to the 
moral conscience of America—America’s conscience is bankrupt. She lost all conscience a long time 
ago. Uncle Sam has no conscience. 
 
They don’t know what morals are. They don’t try and eliminate an evil because it’s evil, or because it’s 
illegal, or because it’s immoral; they eliminate it only when it threatens their existence. So you’re 
wasting your time appealing to the moral conscience of a bankrupt man like Uncle Sam. If he had a 
conscience, he’d straighten this thing out with no more pressure being put upon him. So it is not 
necessary to change the white man’s mind. We have to change our own mind. You can’t change his 
mind about us. We’ve got to change our own minds about each other. We have to see each other with 
new eyes. We have to see each other as brothers and sisters. We have to come together with warmth so 
we can develop unity and harmony that’s necessary to get this problem solved ourselves. How can we 
do this? How can we avoid jealousy? How can we avoid the suspicion and the divisions that exist in the 
community? I’ll tell you how. . . . 
 
Our gospel is black nationalism. We’re not trying to threaten the existence of any organization, but 
we’re spreading the gospel of black nationalism. Anywhere there’s a church that is also preaching and 
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practicing the gospel of black nationalism, join that church. If the NAACP is preaching and practicing 
the gospel of black nationalism, join the NAACP. If CORE is spreading and practicing the gospel of 
black nationalism, join CORE. Join any organization that has a gospel that’s for the uplift of the black 
man. And when you get into it and see them pussyfooting or compromising, pull out of it because that’s 
not black nationalism. We’ll find another one. . . . 
 
We will work with anybody, anywhere, at any time, who is genuinely interested in tackling the problem 
head-on, nonviolently as long as the enemy is nonviolent, but violent when the enemy gets violent. 
We’ll work with you on the voter-registration drive, we’ll work with you on rent strikes, we’ll work 
with you on school boycotts; I don’t believe in any kind of integration; I’m not even worried about it, 
because I know you’re not going to get it anyway; you’re not going to get it because you’re afraid to die; 
you’ve got to be ready to die if you try and force yourself on the white man, because he’ll get just as 
violent as those crackers in Mississippi, right here in Cleveland. But we will still work with you on the 
school boycotts because we’re against a segregated school system. A segregated school system produces 
children who, when they graduate, graduate with crippled minds. But this does not mean that a school is 
segregated because it’s all black. A segregated school means a school that is controlled by people who 
have no real interest in it whatsoever. . . . 
 
Last but not least, I must say this concerning the great controversy over rifles and shotguns. The only 
thing that I’ve ever said is that in areas where the government has proven itself either unwilling or 
unable to defend the lives and the property of Negroes, it’s time for Negroes to defend themselves. 
Article number two of the constitutional amendments provides you and me the right to own a rifle or a 
shotgun. It is constitutionally legal to own a shotgun or a rifle. This doesn’t mean you’re going to get a 
rifle and form battalions and go out looking for white folks, although you’d be within your rights—I 
mean, you’d be justified; but that would be illegal and we don’t do anything illegal. If the white man 
doesn’t want the black man buying rifles and shotguns, then let the government do its job. . . . 
 
If he’s not going to do his job in running the government and providing you and me with the protection 
that our taxes are supposed to be for, since he spends all those billions for his defense budget, he 
certainly can’t begrudge you and me spending $12 or $15 for a single-shot, or double-action. I hope you 
understand. Don’t go out shooting people, but any time—brothers and sisters, and especially the men in 
this audience . . . —any time you and I sit around and read where they bomb a church and murder in 
cold blood, not some grownups, but four little girls while they were praying to the same God the white 
man taught them to pray to, and you and I see the government go down and can’t find who did it. . . . 
 
And if they don’t want that non-nonviolent army going down there, tell them to bring the filibuster to a 
halt. The black nationalists aren’t going to wait. Lyndon B. Johnson is the head of the Democratic Party. 
If he’s for civil rights, let him go into the Senate next week and declare himself. Let him go in there 
right now and declare himself. Let him go in there and denounce the Southern branch of his party. Let 
him go in there right now and take a moral stand—right now, not later. Tell him, don’t wait until 
election time. If he waits too long, brothers and sisters, he will be responsible for letting a condition 
develop in this country which will create a climate that will bring seeds up out of the ground with 
vegetation on the end of them looking like something these people never dreamed of. In 1964, it’s the 
ballot or the bullet. Thank you.
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Extending the Lesson  

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
A Different Malcolm X: From Nation of Islam Spokesman to Independent Political Activist 
 
Directions: As you work your way through Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet,” answer the 
following questions in the space provided. 
 

Questions Answers 

After leaving the Nation of Islam, 
Malcolm X wanted to solve the 
problems of black Americans by 
minimizing the differences between 
black Americans. What did he say was 
their “common problem”? 

 

Why does Malcolm X not consider 
himself an American? What does he 
point to as evidence that he is not 
really a citizen of the United States? 

 

Does Malcolm X think either the 
Democratic or Republican Party wants 
to help blacks in America? Give 
specific reasons for your answer. 

 

What does Malcolm X mean by “the 
ballot or the bullet”? Has he given up 
on the American political process, or 
does he think blacks can use the vote 
in a new way? 
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Why does Malcolm X not believe in 
nonviolence as a means of social 
reform? 

 

Why does Malcolm X think that the civil 
rights struggle needs to become a 
human rights struggle? What would 
this look like? 

 

What are the political, economic, and 
social aspects of black nationalism?  

Why does Malcolm X’s view of the 
American government lead him to 
highlight the 2nd Amendment right to 
bear arms? 

 

In what ways has Malcolm X’s thinking 
changed from his days as NOI 
spokesman?  Why do you think he 
changed his mind? 
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Extending the Lesson  

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
King Confronts the Black Power Movement 
 
From Martin Luther King, Jr., “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom,” October 1966: 
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1426 
 
The year 1966 brought with it the first public challenge to the philosophy and strategy of nonviolence 
from within the ranks of the civil rights movement. Resolutions of self-defense and Black Power 
sounded forth from our friends and brothers. At the same time riots erupted in several major cities. 
Inevitably a like was made between the two phenomena though movement leadership continued to deny 
any implications of violence in the concept of Black Power. . . . 
 
Indeed, there was much talk of violence. It was the same talk we have heard on the fringes of the 
nonviolent movement for the past ten years. It was the talk of fearful men, saying that they would not 
join the nonviolent movement because they would not remain nonviolent if attacked. Now the climate 
had shifted so that it was even more popular to talk of violence, but in spite of the talk of violence there 
emerged no action in this direction. One reporter pointed out in a recent New Yorker article, that the fact 
that Beckwith, Price, Rainey, and Collie Leroy Wilkins remain alive is a living testimony to the fact that 
the Negro remains nonviolent. And if this is not enough, a mere check of the statistics of casualties in 
the recent riots shows that a vast majority of persons killed in riots are Negroes. All the reports of 
sniping in Los Angeles’s expressways did not produce a single casualty. The young demented white 
student at the University of Texas has shown what damage a sniper can do when he is serious. In fact, 
this one young man killed more people in one day than all the Negroes have killed in all the riots in all 
the cities since the Harlem riots of 1964. This must raise a serious question about the violent intent of 
the Negro, for certainly there are many ex-GI’s within our ghettos, and no small percentage of those 
recent migrants from the South have demonstrated some proficiency hunting squirrels and rabbits. 
 
I can only conclude that the Negro, even in his bitterest moments, is not intent on killing white men to 
be free. This does not mean that the Negro is a saint who abhors violence. Unfortunately, a check of the 
hospitals in any Negro community on any Saturday night will make you painfully aware of the violence 
within the Negro community. Hundreds of victims of shootings and cutting lie bleeding in the 
emergency rooms, but there is seldom if ever a white person who is the victim of Negro hospitality.  
I have talked with many persons in the ghettos of the North who argue eloquently for the use of 
violence. But I observed none of them in the mobs that rioted in Chicago. I have heard the street-corner 
preachers in Harlem and in Chicago’s Washington Park, but in spite of the bitterness preached and the 
hatred espoused, none of them has ever been able to start a riot. So far, only the police through their 
fears and prejudice have goaded our people to riot. And once the riot starts, only the police or the 
National Guard have been able to put an end to them. This demonstrates that there violent eruptions are 
unplanned, uncontrollable, temper tantrums brought on by the long-neglected poverty, humility, 
oppression and exploitation. Violence as a strategy for social change in America is nonexistent. All the 
sound and fury seems but the posturing of cowards whose bold talk produces no action and signifies 
nothing. 
 
I am convinced that for practical as well as moral reasons, nonviolence offers the only road to freedom 
for my people. In violent warfare, one must be prepared to face ruthlessly the fact that there will be 
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casualties by the thousands. In Vietnam, the United States has evidently decided that it is willing to 
slaughter millions, sacrifice some two hundred thousand men and twenty billion dollars a year to secure 
the freedom of some fourteen million Vietnamese. This is to fight a war on Asian soil, where Asians are 
in the majority. Anyone leading a violent conflict must be willing to make a similar assessment 
regarding the possible casualties to a minority population confronting a well-armed, wealthy majority 
with a fanatical right wing that is capable of exterminating the entire black population and which would 
not hesitate such an attempt if the survival of the white Western materialism were at stake. 
 
Arguments that the American Negro is a part of a world which is two-thirds colored and that there will 
come a day when the oppressed people of color will rise together to throw off the yoke of white 
oppression are at least fifty years away from being relevant. There is no colored nation, including China, 
which now shows even the potential of leading a revolution of color in any international proportion. 
Ghana, Zambia, Tanzania and Nigeria are fighting their own battles for survival against poverty, 
illiteracy and the subversive influence of neocolonialism, so that they offer no hope to Angola, Southern 
Rhodesia and South Africa, and much less to the American Negro. 
 
The hard cold facts of racial life if the world today indicated that the hope of the people of color in the 
world may well rest on the American Negro and his ability to reform the structures of racist imperialism 
from within and thereby turn the technology and wealth of the West to the task of liberating the world 
from want. 
 
This is not time for romantic illusions about freedom and empty philosophical debate. This is a time for 
action. What is needed is a strategy for change, a tactical program which will bring the Negro into the 
mainstream of American life as quickly as possible. So far, this has only been offered by the nonviolent 
movement. 
 
Our record of achievement through nonviolent action is already remarkable. The dramatic social 
changes which have been made across the South are unmatched in the annals of history. Montgomery, 
Albany, Birmingham and Selena have paved the way for untold progress. Even more remarkable is the 
fact that this progress occurred with a minimum of human sacrifice and loss of life. . . . 
 

The Question of Self-Defense 
 
There are many people who very honestly raise the question of self-defense. This must be placed in 
perspective. It goes without saying that people will protect their homes. This is a right guaranteed by the 
Constitution and respected even in the worst areas of the South. But the mere protection of one’s home 
and person against assault by lawless night riders does not provide any positive approach to the fears 
and conditions which produce violence. There must be some program for establishing law. Our 
experience in places like Savannah and Macon, Georgia, has been that a drive which registers Negroes 
to vote can do more to provide protection of the law and respect for Negroes by even racist sheriffs than 
anything we have seen. 
 
In a nonviolent demonstration, self-defense must be approached from quite another perspective. One 
must remember that the cause of the demonstration is some exploitation or form of oppression that has 
made it necessary for men of courage and good will do demonstrate against evil. For example, a 
demonstration against the evil of de facto school segregation is based on the awareness that a child’s 
mind is crippled daily by inadequate educational opportunity. The demonstrator agrees that is better for 
him to suffer publicly for a short time to end the crippling evil of school segregation than to have 
generation after generation of children suffer in ignorance. 
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In such a demonstration, the point is made that schools are inadequate. This is the evil to which one 
seeks to point; anything else detracts from that point and interferes with confrontation of the primary 
evil against which one demonstrates. Of course, no one wants to suffer and be hurt. But it is more 
important to get at the cause than to be safe. It is better to shed a little blood from a blow on the head or 
a rock thrown by an angry mob than to have children by the thousands grow up reading at a fifth- or 
sixth-grade reading level. 
 
It is always amusing to me when a Negro man says that he can’t demonstrate with us because if 
someone hit him he would fight back. Here is a man whose children are being plagued by rats and 
roaches, whose wife is robbed daily at overpriced ghetto food stores, who himself is working for about 
two-thirds the pay of a white person doing a similar job and with similar skills, and in spite of all this 
daily suffering it takes someone spitting on him and calling him a nigger to make him want to fight. 
 
Conditions are such for Negroes in America that all Negroes ought to be fighting aggressively. It is as 
ridiculous for a Negro to raise the question of self-defense in relation to nonviolence as it is for a soldier 
on the battlefield to say his is not going to take any risks. He is there because he believes that the 
freedom of his country is worth the risk of his life. The same is true of the nonviolent demonstrator. He 
sees the misery of his people so clearly that he volunteers to suffer in their behalf and put an end to their 
plight. 
 
Furthermore, it is extremely dangerous to organize a movement around self-defense. The line between 
defensive violence and aggressive or retaliatory violence is a fine line indeed. When violence is tolerated 
even as a means of self-defense there is a grave danger that in the fervor of emotion the main fight will 
be lost over the question of self-defense. . . . 
 
I must continue by faith or it is too great a burden to bear and violence, even in self-defense, creates 
more problems than it solves. Only a refusal to hate or kill can put an end to the chain of violence in the 
world and lead us toward a community where men can live together without fear. Our goal is to create a 
beloved community and this will require a qualitative change in our souls as well as a quantitative 
change in our lives. 
 

Strategy for Change 
 
The American racial revolution has been a revolution to "get in" rather than to overthrow. We want to 
share in the American economy, the housing market, the educational system and the social 
opportunities. The goal itself indicates that a social change in America must be nonviolent. 
 
If one is in search of a better job, it does not help to burn down the factory. If one needs more adequate 
education, shooting the principal will not help, or if housing is the goal, only building and construction 
will produce that end. To destroy anything, person or property, can’t bring us closer to the goal that we 
seek. 
 
The nonviolent strategy has been to dramatize the evils of our society in such a way that pressure is 
brought to bear against those evils by the forces of good will in the community and change is produced. 
 
The student sit-ins of 1960 are a classic illustration of this method. Students were denied the right to eat 
at a lunch counter, so they deliberately sat down to protest their denial. They were arrested, but this 
made their parents mad and so they began to close their charge accounts. The students continued to sit 
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in, and this further embarrassed the city, scared away many white shoppers and soon produced an 
economic threat to the business life of the city. Amid this type of pressure, it is not hard to get people to 
agree to change. 
 
So far, we have had the Constitution backing most of the demands for change, and this has made our 
work easier, since we could be sure that the federal courts would usually back up our demonstrations 
legally. Now we are approaching areas where the voice of the Constitution is not clear. We have left the 
realm of constitutional rights and we are entering the area of human rights. . . . 
 
It so happens that Negroes live in the central city of the major cities of the United States. These cities 
control the electoral votes of the large states of our nation. This means that though we are only ten 
percent of the nation’s population, we are located in such a key position geographically — the cities of 
the North and black belts of the South — that we are able to lead a political and moral coalition which 
can direct the course of the nation. Our position depends a lot on more than political power, however. It 
depends on our ability to marshal moral power as well. As soon as we lose the moral offensive, we are 
left with only our ten percent of the power of the nation. This is hardly enough to produce any 
meaningful changes, even within our own communities, for the lines of power control the economy as 
well and once the flow of money is cut off, progress ceases. 
 
The past three years have demonstrated the power of a committed, morally sound minority to lead the 
nation. It was the coalition molded through the Birmingham movement which allied the forces of the 
churches, labor and the academic communities of the nation behind the liberal causes of our time. All of 
the liberal legislation of the past session of Congress can be credited to this coalition. Even the presence 
of a vital peace movement and the campus protest against the war in Vietnam can be traced back to the 
nonviolent movement led by the Negro. Prior to Birmingham, our campuses were still in a state of shock 
over the McCarthy era and Congress was caught in the perennial deadlock of southern Democrats and 
Midwestern Republicans. Negroes put the country on the move against the enemies of poverty, slums 
and inadequate education. 
 

Techniques of the Future 
 
When Negroes marched, so did the nation. The power of the nonviolent march is indeed a mystery. It is 
always surprising that a few hundred Negroes marching can produce such a reaction across the nation. 
When marches are carefully organized around well-defined issues, they represent the power with Victor 
Hugo phrased as the most powerful force in the world, "an idea whose time has come." Marching feet 
announce that time has come for a given idea. When the idea is a sound one, the cause is a just one, and 
the demonstration a righteous one, change will be forthcoming. . . . 
 
Marches must continue in the future, and they must be the kind of marches that bring about the desired 
result. But the march is not a "one shot" victory-producing method. One march is seldom successful, and 
as my good friend Kenneth Clark points out in Dark Ghetto, it can serve merely to let off steam and 
siphon off the energy which is necessary to produce change. However, when marching is seen as a part 
of a program to dramatize an evil, to mobilize the forces of good will, and to generate pressure and 
power for change, marches will continue to be effective. 
 
Our experience is that marches must continue over a period of thirty to forty-five days to produce any 
meaningful results. They must also be of sufficient size to produce some inconvenience to the forces in 
power or they go unnoticed. In other words, they must demand the attention of the press, for it is the 
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press which interprets the issue to the community at large and thereby sets in motion the machinery for 
change. 
 
Along with the march as a weapon for change in our nonviolent arsenal must be listed the boycott. Basic 
to the philosophy of nonviolence is the refusal to cooperate with evil. There is nothing quite so effective 
as a refusal to cooperate economically with the forces and institutions which perpetuate evil in our 
communities. 
 
In the past six months simply by refusing to purchase products from companies which do not hire 
Negroes in meaningful numbers and in all job categories, the Ministers of Chicago under SCLC’s 
Operation Breadbasket have increased the income of the Negro community by more than two million 
dollars annually. In Atlanta the Negroes’ earning power has been increased by more than twenty million 
dollars annually over the past three years through a carefully disciplined program of selective buying 
and negotiations by the Negro minister. This is nonviolence at its peak of power, when it cuts into the 
profit margin of a business in order to bring about a more just distribution of jobs and opportunities for 
Negro wage earners and consumers. 
 
But again, the boycott must be sustained over a period of several weeks and months to assure results. 
This means continuous education of the community in order that support can be maintained. People will 
work together and sacrifice if they understand clearly why and how this sacrifice will bring about 
change. We can never assume that anyone understands. It is our job to keep people informed and aware. 
 
Our most powerful nonviolent weapon is, as would be expected, also our most demanding, that is 
organization. To produce change, people must be organized to work together in units of power. These 
units might be political, as in the case of voters’ leagues and political parties; they may be economic 
units such as groups of tenants who join forces to form a tenant union or to organize a rent strike; or they 
may be laboring units of persons who are seeking employment and wage increases. 
 
More and more, the civil rights movement will become engaged in the task of organizing people into 
permanent groups to protect their own interests and to produce change in their behalf. This is a tedious 
task which may take years, but the results are more permanent and meaningful. . . . 
 
There is no easy way to create a world where men and women can live together, where each has his own 
job and house where all children receive as much education as their minds can absorb. But if such a 
world is created in our lifetime, it will be done in the United States by Negroes and white people of good 
will. It will be accomplished by persons who have the courage to put an end to suffering by willingly 
suffering themselves rather than inflict suffering upon others. It will be done by rejecting the racism, 
materialism and violence that has characterized Western civilization and especially by working toward a 
world of brotherhood, cooperation and peace. 
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Extending the Lesson  

Student Name _______________________________________________________   Date _________________ 
 
 
King Confronts the Black Power Movement 
 
Directions: As you work your way through King’s “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom,” answer 
the following questions in the space provided. 
 

Questions Answers 

Does King think that violence on behalf 
of securing rights is a popular notion 
among black Americans? Why does he 
raise this issue in 1966? 

 

What does King mean when he says 
that the threat of violence as a strategy 
for civil rights or economic 
improvement is “nonexistent”? 

 

What practical reason does King 
mention to show that advocating 
violence on behalf of rights for blacks 
in America is not smart? 

 

Why does King think that an 
international approach or “revolution of 
color” to promote the rights of black 
Americans is premature in 1966? 
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Why does King believe that a focus on 
self-defense to promote progress for 
blacks is unproductive? 

 

In what larger context does King put 
suffering for the sake of progress? In 
other words, why should protestors risk 
injury rather than seek their own safety 
(i.e., self-defense) to promote 
progress? 

 

Explain why King thinks the “moral 
power” of a committed minority can 
produce significant social, political, and 
economic change in America? 

 

Explain why King believes in 1966 that 
marches, boycotts, and organization 
still hold out the best hope for further 
progress for black Americans? 
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