Was Non-Violence the Best Way for Martin Luther King, Jr. to Realize His Dream?
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Theory of Nonviolence
[image: image1.jpg]


“The nonviolent resisters can summarize their message in the following simple terms: we will take direct action against injustice despite the failure of governmental and other official agencies to act first. We will not obey unjust laws or submit to unjust practices. We will do this peacefully, openly, cheerfully because our aim is to persuade. We adopt the means of nonviolence because our end is a community at peace with itself. We will try to persuade with our words, but if our words fail, we will try to persuade with our acts. We will always be willing to talk and seek fair compromise, but we are ready to suffer when necessary and even risk our lives to become witnesses to truth as we see it. The way of nonviolence means a willingness to suffer and sacrifice. It may mean going to jail. If such is the case the resister must be willing to fill the jailhouses of the South. It may even mean physical death. But if physical death is the price that a man must pay to free his children and his white brethren from a permanent death of spirit, then nothing could be more redemptive. American Negroes must come to the point where they can say to their white brothers, paraphrasing the words of Gandhi: ‘We will match your capacity to inflict suffering with our capacity to endure suffering. We will meet your physical force with soul force. We will not hate you, but we cannot in all good conscience obey your unjust laws. Do to us what you will and we will still love you. Bomb our homes and threaten our children; send your hooded perpetrators of violence into our communities and drag us out on some wayward road, beating us and leaving us half dead, and we will still love you. But we will soon wear you down by our capacity to suffer. And in winning our freedom we will so appeal to your heart and conscience that we will win you in the process.”
B. Sit Ins
“Negro College Students Sit at Woolworth Lunch Counter”  by Marvin Sykes, Record Staff Writer

(Greensboro Record, Tues. February 2, 1960)
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A group of 20 Negro student form A&T College occupied luncheon counter seats, without being served, at the downtown F.W. Woolworth Co. Store late this morning – starting what they declared would be a growing movement. The group declared double that number will take place at the counters tomorrow. Employees of Woolworth did not serve the group and they sat from 10:30a.m. until noon. White customers continued to sit and get service. Clarence Harris, Woolworth manager, replied “No comment” to all questions concerning the “sit-down” move or about Woolworth customers, and about what he planned to do. Today’s 20-man action at 4:30p.m. followed that of yesterday - of four freshmen from Scott Hall at A&T who sat down and stayed, without service, until the store closed at 5:30p.m. Student spokesmen said they are seeking luncheon counter service, and will increase their numbers daily until they get it. Today’s group came in at 10:30a.m. Each made a small purchase one counter over from the luncheon counter; then sat in groups of three of four as spaces became vacant. There was no disturbance and there appeared to be no conversation except among the groups. Some students pulled out books and appeared to be studying. The group today wrote to the president of Woolworth asking ‘a firm stand to eliminate this discrimination,’ and signed the letter as members of the Student Executive Committee for Justice. Spokesmen Franklin McLain and Ezell Blair Jr., stated that the group is seeking luncheon counter service and will continue its push ‘several days, several weeks…until something is done.’ Both declared the movement is a student one, with no backing from the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. They said they expect they could count on NAACP backing if needed. The move is not school connected, they added, but they hope to encourage more students to participate and hope that Bennett College students will join. Four leaders, who were at Woolworths yesterday and again today, were named as McLain, of Washington; Blair, of Greensboro; David Richmond, Greensboro, and Joseph McNeill, Wilmington, all freshmen. They said today’s groups came chiefly from Scott Hall at the college. Blair declared that Negro adults ‘have been complacent and fearful.’ He declared ‘it is time for someone to wake up and change the situation…and we decided to start here.’ McLain said no economic boycott is planned. ‘We like to spend our money here, but we want to spend it at the lunch counter as well as the counter next to it.’ Dr. George C. Simkins Jr., head of the local chapter of the NAACP, said that the organization had no knowledge of the movement prior to its arising spontaneously. He said the group is 100 percent behind the idea, and ‘if any legal action arises as a result, the NAACP is prepared to back the group.”
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Freedom Rides
In May 1961, a group of black and white men and women set out from Washington, D.C. in two buses. Calling themselves “Freedom Riders,” they wanted to force the integration of bus terminals in the South. In Anniston, Alabama, a mob attacked the buses, destroying one and beating the riders. They were attacked again in Birmingham and Montgomery, leading the federal government to send federal marshals to protect the riders. The escalating violence led the government to put pressure on the Interstate Commerce Commission to end segregation in public transportation facilities later that summer. In the following statement, James Peck describes his experience as a Freedom Rider:

“The most nightmarish day of our Freedom Ride was Sunday, May 14th, Mother’s Day. I identify the date with Mother’s Day because when Police Chief Connor was asked why there was not a single policeman at the Birmingham Trailways terminal to avert mob violence, he explained that since it was Mother’s Day, most of the police were off duty visiting their mothers. That there was going to be a mob to meet us had been well known around Birmingham for several days. Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth told me so when I phoned to give him the scheduled arrival times of our two buses. However, we did not know in advance that a similar mob was waiting in Anniston, a rest stop on the way. Our first contingent, aboard Greyhound, learned of this when their bus stopped just outside of Anniston and their driver conferred briefly with the driver of a bus going the other way. When the Greyhound bus pulled into Anniston, it was immediately surrounded by an angry mob armed with iron bars. They set upon the vehicle, denting the sides, breaking the windows, and slashing the tires. Finally, police arrived and the bus managed to depart. But the mob pursued it in cars. One car got ahead of the bus and prevented it from gathering speed. Within minutes of stopping, the pursuing mob was again hitting the bus with iron bars. The rear window was broken and a bomb was thrown inside. Suddenly the vehicle was filled with thick smoke. All the passengers managed to escape before the bust burned into flames and was totally destroyed.”
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Three young civil rights workers in Mississippi in 1964 set out to aid in peaceful protest.  These organizers never finished their task, they went missing and were never heard from again.
“My husband, Michael Schwerner, did not die in vain. If he and Andrew Goodman had been negroes, the world would have taken little notice of their deaths.  After all, the slaying of a negro in Mississippi is not news. It is only because my husband and Andrew Goodman were white that the national alarm had been sounded.”  - Rita Schwerner

The character Charlie, in Bourbon on the Border, uses the freedom summer men to motivate his trip to Mississippi: “One day I stopped to listen and when he [Charlie] started on how it wouldn’t be fair for us to let these white kids fight our battles for us, I said, trying to be funny, fair to who? A couple of people standing around laughed, but Charlie looked at me real serious and said, fair to the memory of our ancestors’ bones.”  Many believe that this incident served as motivation to encourage more people to join the movement, both blacks and whites.
Climate of the Times

The Cold War was still under way and defense was a major issue in the election of 1960. The recession that slowed the national economy in the autumn of 1960 aided the Democrats, who attacked Eisenhower’s “tight-money policy.” They also charged that the U.S. had fallen behind Russia in military might and prestige. One highlight of the campaign was a series of four nationally televised debated between the candidates. The Democrat, John F. Kennedy, seemed to have won those debates against the Republican candidate Richard Nixon. JFK went on to win the election. John F. Kennedy was a proponent of the Civil Rights Movement.
1961, a white mob attacked a bus load of white and black "Freedom Riders" in Montgomery, Ala., who were riding buses to protest segregation, prompting the federal government to send in U.S. Marshals to restore order. 
Montgomery, Ala.—The bus trip from Montgomery to Jackson, Miss., 1961.

