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it felt to be standing where he stood, how he bore it, what
complex of miracles had prepared him for it. But such ques-
- tions can scarcely be asked, they can scarcely be answered.
And King does not ike t talk about himself, I have de-
scribed him as winning, but he does not give the impression
of being particularly outgoing or warm. His restraint is not,
- on the other hand, of that icily uneasy, nerve-racking kind to
~ be encountered in so many famous Negroes who have allowed
their aspirations and notoriety to destroy their identities and
who always scem to be giving an uncertain imitation of some
extremely improbable white man. No, King impressed me
- then and he impresses me now as a man solidly anchored in
. those spiritual realities concerning which he can be so elo-
- quent. This divests him of the hideous piety which is so prev-
 dlent in his profession, and it also saves him from the ghastly
- self-importance which until recently, was all that allowed one
to be certain one was addressing a Negro leader. King cannot
~ be considered a chauvinist at all, not even incidentally, or part
~ of the time, or under stress, or subconsciously. What he says
to Negroes he will say to whites; and what he says to whites
he will say to Negroes. He is the first Negro leader in my
- &xperience, or the first in many generations, of whom this can
- be said; most of his predecessors were in the extraordinary
position of saying to white men, Hurry, while saying to black
men, Wast. This fact is of the utmost importance. It says a
great deal about the situation which produced King and in
which he operates; and, of course, it tells us a great deal about
the man.
 “He came through it all,” said a friend of his to me, with
wonder and not a little envy, “really unscarred. He never went
around fighting with himself, like we all did.”” The “we” to
whom this friend refers are all considerably older than King,
which may have something to do with this lightly sketched
species of schizophrenia; in any case, the fact that King really
loves the people he represents and has—therefore—no hidden,
interior need to hate the white people who oppose him has
had and will, I think, continue to have the most far-reaching
{ and unpredictable repercussions on our racial situation. It
i need scarcely be said that our racial situation is far more

The Dangerous Road Before
Martin Luther King

FIRST met Martin Luther King, Jr. nearly three years ago
I now, in Atlanta, Georgia. He was there on a visit erm his
home in Montgomery. He was “holed up,” he was seeing no
one, he was busy writing a book—so I was informed_by the
friend who, mercilessly, at my urgent request, was tal.qng me
to King’s hotel. I felt terribly guilty about intermgnng h.1m
but not guilty enough to let the opportunity pass. Still, ha\_rmg
been raised among preachers, I would not have been surprised
if King had cursed out the friend, refused to speak to me, _apd
slammed the door in our faces. Nor would I have blamed him
if he had, since I knew that by this time he must have been
forced to suffer many an admiring fool.

But the Reverend King is not like any preacher I have ever
met before. For one thing, to state it baldly, I liked him. It is
rare that one /ikes a world-famous man—by the time they be-
come world-famous they rarely like themselves, which may
account for this antipathy. Yet King is immediately ax?d tre-
mendously winning, there is really no other word for it; anf:i
there he stood, with an inquiring and genuine smile on his
face, in the open door of his hotel room. Behind h{m, ona
desk, was a wilderness of paper. He looked at his friend, he
looked at me, I was introduced; he smiled and shook my hand
and we entered the room. |

I do not.remember much about that first meeting because
I was too overwhelmed by the fact that I was mecting him. at
all. There were millions of questions that I wanted to ask him;

but I feared to begin. Besides, his friend had warned me not
to “bug” him, I was not there in a professional capacity, an.d‘
the questions I wanted to ask him had less to clo. thh. hl:
public role than with his private life. When I say "‘pn.vatc life
I am not referring to those maliciously juicy tidbits, those
meaningless details, which clutter up the gossip coll‘lmns and _
muddy everybody’s mind and obliterate the humamt}'r of the
subject as well as that of the reader. I wanted to ask him how
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complex and dangerous than we are prcpalred to .think of it aj
being—since our major desire is not to th}nk of it at all—an
King’s role in it is of an unprecedented dlfﬁcul't_v.

He is not, for example, to be confused with Booker T
Washington, whom we gratefully allo'wcd to solve the racial
problem singlehandedly. It was Washington who assured us,
in 1895, one year before it became the law of the land3 that
the education of Negroes would not give thcm. any desire to
become equals; they would be content to remain—or, 1'ath_er,
after living for generations in the greatest intimacy w1.r_h
whites, to become—separate. It is a measure of the irreality
to which the presence of the Negro had already reduced the
nation that this utterly fantastic idea, which thorm.lghl)'z con-
troverts the purpose of education, wh.ich has no h}st(.)rlcal or
psychological validity, and which_ denies all the principles on
which the country imagines itself to have been founded, was
not only accepted with: cheers but became the cornerstone of
an entire way of life. And this did not come about, by the
way, merely because of the venom or _\rlllalny of thc'SOuth. It
could never have come about at all without the tacit consent
of the North; and this consent robs the North, h1st'or1cally
and actually, of any claim to moral superiority. The failure of
the government to make any realistic provision for the edu-
cation of tens of thousands of illiterate former slaves had the
effect of dumping this problem squarely into the lap of one
man—who knew, whatever else he may not have knoxvq, that
the education of Negroes had somechow to be a.cc(?mplls}{cd.
Whether or not Washington believed what he said is certainly
an interesting question. But he #id know that he could ac(—i
complish his objective by telling white men what they wante
to hear. And it has never been very difficult for a Negro in
this country to figure out what white men want to hear: he
takes his condition as an echo of their desires.

There will be no more Booker T. Washingtons. And
whether we like it or not, and no matter how hard or how
long we oppose it, there will be no more scgrcgatc@ schqols,
there will be no more segregated anvthing. King is cntu:ely
right when he says that segregation is dead. The rc.al questlog
which faces the Republic is just how long, howlwolcnt., an(
how expensive the funeral is going to be; and this question it
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isup to the Republic to resolve, it is not really in King’s hands.
The sooner the corpse is buried, the sooner we can get around
to the far more taxing and rewardin g problems of integration,
or what King calls community, and what I think of as the
achievement of nationhood, or, more simply and cruelly, the
growing up of this dangerously adolescent country.

['saw King again, later that same evening, at a party given
by this same friend. He came late, did not stay long. T re-
member him standing in the shadows of the room, near a
bookcase, drinking something nonalcoholic, and being patient
with the interlocutor who had trapped him in this spot. He
obviously wanted to get away and go to bed. King is some-
what below what is called average height, he is sturdily built,
but is not quite as heavy or as stocky as he had seemed to me
at first. 1 remember feeling, rather as though he were a
younger, much-loved, and menaced brother, that he seemed
very slight and vulnerable to be taking on such tremendous

odds.

I was leaving for Montgomery the next day, and T called
on King in the morning to ask him to have someone from the
Montgomery Improvement Association meet me at the air-
port. It was he who had volunteered to do this for me, since
he knew that I knew no one there, and he also probably re-
dized that T was frightened. He was coming to Montgomery
on Sunday to preach in his own church.

Montgomery is the cradle of the Confederacy, an unlucky
distinction which no one in Montgomery is allowed to forget.
The White House which symbolized and housed that short-
lived government is still standing, and “people,” one of the

Montgomery ministers told me, “walk around in those halls
1 ad cry.” T do not doubt it, the people of Montgomery having
| inherited nothing less than an occan of spilt milk. The boycott
 had been over for a vear by the time I got there, and had been
| nded by a federal decree outlawing segregation in the busses.
| Therefore, the atmosphere in Montgomery was extraordinary.,
A Ithink that T have never been in a town so aimlessly hostile,
| wbaffled and demoralized. W hoever has a stone to fling, and
A fings it, is then left without any weapons; and this was (and
| remains) the situation of the white people in Montgomery.
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I took a bus ride, for example, solely in order to observe
the situation on the busses. As I stepped into the bus, I sud-
denly remembered that I had neglected to ask anyone the
mann. of a bus ride in Montgomery, and so I asked the driver,
He gave me the strangest, most hostile of looks, and turned
his face away. I dropped fifteen cents into the box and sat
down, placing myself, delicately, just a little forward of the
center of the bus. The driver had seemed to feel that my ques-
tion was but another Negro trick, that I had something up
my sleeve, and that to answer my question in any way would
be to expose himself to disaster. He nos_.n_ not guess érmﬂ
was thinking, and he was not going to risk further person
demoralization by trying to. And this spirit was the spirit of
the town. The bus pursued its course, picking up white and
Negro passengers. Negroes sat where they pleased, none sw._um
far back; one large woman, carrying packages, mmmﬁnn rﬁ.wn
directly behind the driver. And the whites sat there, ignoring
them, ina huffy, offended silence. :

This silence made me think of nothing so much as ﬂrw si-
lence which follows a really serious lovers’ quarrel: the whites,
beneath their cold hostility, were mystified and deeply hurt.
They had been betraved by the Negroes, not merely because
the annoQ had declined to remain in their “place,” but vm-
cause the Negroes had refused to be no:ﬁ.ﬂo:na by the town’s
image of them. And, without this image, it seemed to me, the
whites were abruptly and totally lost. The very foundations of
their private and public worlds were being destroyed.

I had never heard King preach, and T went on Sunday to
hear him at his church. This church is a red brick structure,
with a steeple, and it directly faces, on the OH_.:.W_. m_nr.u OM the
street, a white, domed building. My notes fail to indicate
whether this is the actual capitol of the state or merely a court-
house; but the conjunction of the two U::&:mm, the steepled
one low and dark and tense, the domed one higher and dead
white and forbidding, sums up, with an nxw:n::nmm.m set n_.o,
signer might hesitate to copy, the struggle now going on in
Montgomery.

At that time in Montgomery, King was almost surely the
most beloved man there. I do not think that one no:.E have
entered any of the packed churches at that time, if King was
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present, and not have felt this. Of course, I think that King
would be loved by his congregations in any case, and there is
always a large percentage of church women who adore the
young male pastor, and not always, or not necessarily, out of
those grim, psychic motives concerning which everyone today
is 50 knowledgeable. No, there was a feeling in this church
which quite transcended anything I have ever felt in 2 church
before. Here it was, totallv familiar and yet completely new,
the packed church, glorious with the Sunday finery of the
Wwomen, solemn with the touching, gleaming sobriety of the
men, beautiful with children. Here were the ushers, standing
in the aisles in white dresses or in dark suits, with arm bands
on. People were standing along each wall, beside the win-
dows, and standing in the back. King and his licutenants were
in the pulpit, young Martin—as [ was beginning to think of
him—in the center chair.

When King rose to speak—to preach—1I began to under-
stand how the atmosphere of this church differed from- that
ofall the other churches | have known. At first | thought that
the great emotional power and authority of the N egro church
was being put to a new use, but this is not exactly the case.
The Negro church was playing the same role which it has
always played in Negro life, but it had acquired a new power,

Until Montgomery, the Negro church, which has always
been the place where protest and condemnation could pe
most vividly articulated, also operated as a kind of sanctuary.
The minister who spoke could not hope to effect any objective
change in the lives of his hearers, and the people did not ex-
pect him to. All they came to find, and all that he could give
them, was the sustenance for another day’s journey. Now,
King could certainly give his congregation that, but he could
aso give them something more than that, and he had. It is
true that it was #hey who had begun the struggle of which he
Was now the symbol and the leader; it is true that it had taken
il of their insistence to overcome in him a grave reluctance
o stand where he now stood. But it is also true, and it does
1ot happen often, that once he had accepted the place they
had prepared for him, their struggle became absolutely in-
distinguishable from his own, and took over and controlled
his life, He suffered with them and, thus, he helped them to
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. ioy which filled this church, therefore, was the joy
MMMMwnMrMm Wno_u_n who have ceased to delude &ann_MM.
about an intolerable situation, who have found their vaww_.. o ..
for a leader miraculously »sminnn%mrmzn_ d.,m..o now know that

change their situation, if they will. - :
QM\bM:mEn?m very few people had ever spoken to Enwnﬂ -
King spoke. King is a great speaker. The secret of his mnm.w it
does not lie in his voice or his presence or his an..gn_._w .o:E
it has something to do with all these; nor .n_Onm it M Em ” ;
verbal range or felicity, which are not ma.__c:mw s.oﬂH Onm_..rnm
have any capacity for those stunning, a_n_dm.momﬁ m.um mnm M A
imagination which bring an audience cheering to its fee ._m b
secret lies, I think, in his mnmapﬁn._n:oé_nﬂmo of the mmo_mg.o%
is addressing, be they black or é_.:n.n, and in the moz“_.ﬁm e
with which he speaks of those things which r:ﬂ. mm ol
them. He does not offer any easy comfort m:& this keeps i
hearers absolutely tense. He allows them their self-respec -
i insists on it. o
S@MMNQM __MMO_,_MHM he told them, “that there are many EEmm :
wrong in the white world. But there are many m_ﬁnm_.w ﬁmmm
in the black world, too. We can’t keep on blaming t n.uz .
man. There are many things ,Mnﬂr must do for ourselves.” -

ed what some of these were:

Wwowﬂ%mnhwsm of you make enough money—but save moﬁ:mm
of it. And there are some things in,/.& got to face. I w”:oéﬁrun
situation is responsible for a lot of it, _u-”:n do you ﬁooM e
Negroes are 10 per cent of the mo_ucmmaow of .mn. nsn_o .
are responsible for 58 per cent of its crimes? We’ve go fo fact
that. And we have to do something about our mor m.m.ﬁ |
dards. And we’ve got to stop lying to the .9;.:8 man. | Q
time you let the white man Eﬁ_ﬁww you %:DM wwmnommno:,

i o-operating with him in doin . :
:mww.w_wmo”owﬂnmaﬁm he mﬂma“ “the white man 35.«5% MMM_M
you think of segregation, you tell him, .2:.. Orm_.__.o,_u ol
it’s wrong and I wish %0%.& do something about it by :

? tomorrow morning!” . .

° m.%.mw brought a wave of laughter and King mz.:_nmm.no%.mwo_wm
he had meant every word he said, and Tn expected his nEnr.
to act on them. They also expected this of themselves, w \.

- is not the usual effect of a sermon; and that they are living up
to their expectations no white man in Montgomery will deny.
~ There was a dinner in the church basement afterwards,
where, for the first time, I met Mrs. King—light brown, del-
icate, really quite beautiful, with a wonderful laugh—and
_watched young Martin circulating among church members
- and visitors. I overheard him explaining to someone that big-
otry was a disease and that the greatest victim of this disease
‘Was not the bigot’s object, but the bigot himself. And these
people could only be saved by love. In liberating oneself, one
was also liberating them. I was shown, by someone else, the
~damage done to the church by bombs. Iling did not mention
- the bombing of his own home, and I did not bring it up. Late

- the next night, after a mass meeting in another church, I flew
- to Birmingham.

I did not see King again for ncarly three years. I saw him
n Atlanta, just after his acquittal by a Montgomery court of
charges of perjury, tax evasion, and misuse of public funds.
.He had moved to Atlanta and was co-pastor, with his father,
.of his father’s church. He had made this move, he told me,
because the pressures on him took him away from Montgom-
ety for such excessively long periods that he did not feel that
he was properly fulfilling his ministerial duties there. An at-
tempt had been made on his life—in the North, by a myste-
fious and deranged Negro woman; and he was about to
Teceive, in the state of Georgia, for driving without a resident
driver’s license, a suspended twelve-month sentence.

And, since I had last seen him, the Negro student move-
ment had begun and was irresistibly bringing about great
shifts and divisions in the Negro world, and in the natiop. In
 short, by the time we met again, he was more beleaguered

than he had ever been before, and not only by his enemies in

really critical of him. But many more people seemed critical
of him now, were bitter, disappointed, skeptical. None of this
had anything to do—I want to make this absolutely clear—
with his personal character or his integrity. It had to do with
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his effectiveness as a leader. King has had an oxﬁ.nmoa_:»Q ,
effect in the Negro world, and therefore in the nation, and is

now in the center of an extremely complex cross fire.

He was born in Atlanta in 1929. He has Irish and Indian

blood in his veins—Irish from his father’s, Indian from rm
mother’s side. His maternal grandfather built Ebenezer Bap-

tist Church, which, as I have said, young Martin now co- :
pastors with his father. This grandfather seems to have been

an extremely active and capable man, having been one of En
NAACP leaders in Atlanta thirty or forty years ago, and having
been instrumental in bringing about the construction of >m-
lanta’s first Negro high school. The paternal grandfather is
something else again, a poor, violent, and illiterate farmer who

tried to find refuge from reality in drinking. He clearly had 4 ‘v

great influence on the formation of the character of Martin,

Sr., who determined, very early, to be as unlike his father as .

possible.

Martin, Sr. came to Atlanta in 1916, a raw, strapping country

boy, determined, in the classic American tradition, to rise
above his station. It could not have been easy for him in the

Deep South of 1916, but he was, luckily, too young for nr.n,.

Army, and prices and wages rose during the war, and his im

provident father had taught him the value of thrift. So he got

: 9
his start. He studied in evening school, entered Atlanta’s

Morchouse College in 1925, and graduated in June- of 1930,

more than a year after Martin was born. (There are two other
children, an older girl who now teaches at Spelman College;

and a younger boy, pastor of a church in Noonan, Georgia.) -

By this time, Martin, Sr. had become a @_.nmnrm_., wnm was
pastor of two small churches; and at »_uoc.ﬁ this time, r_m
father-in-law asked him to become the assistant pastor mm
Ebeneczer Baptist Church, which he did. :

His children have never known poverty, and Martin, Sr. 1§ ..
understandably very proud of this. “My _UB%Q..,: he told me;.
“was always: Lord, grant that my children will not have to
come the way I did.” They didn’t, they haven’t, the prayers

certainly did no harm. But one cannot help feeling that a wnw
son as single-minded and determined as the elder Reverend

King clearly is would have accomplished anything he set his

hand to, anyway.

—— . *
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“I equipped myself to give them the comforts of life,” he
says. “Not to waste, not to keep up with the Joneses, but just
- to be comfortable. We’ve never lived in a rented house—and

_never ridden o0 long’ifi a car on which payment was due.”

He is naturally very proud of Martin, Jr. but he claims to
be not at all surprised. “He sacrificed to make himself
_teady”—ready, that is, for a trial, or a series of trials, which
- might have been the undoing of a lesser man. Yet, though he
s not surprised at the extraordinary nature of his son’s emi-
nence, he was surprised when, at college, Martin decided that
he was called to preach. He had expected him to become a
~doctor or a lawyer because he always spoke of these profes-
 sions as though he aspired to them.

- As he had; and since, as I have said, King is far from gar-
“rulous on the subject of his interior life, it is somewhat difficult
* to know what led him to make this switch..He had already
taken pre-medical and law courses. But he had been raised by
~ aminister, an extremely strong-minded one at that, and in an
- extraordinarily peaceful and protected way. ‘““Never,” says his
- father, “‘has Martin known a fuss or a fight or a strike-back in
. the home.” On the other hand, there are some things from
~which no Negro can really be protected, for which he can only

 be prepared; and Martin, Sr. was more successful than most

 fathers in accomplishing this strenuous and delicate task. “I

4 have never believed,” he says, “that anybody was better than

- 1” That this is true would seem to be proved by the career
of his son, who “uever went around fighting with himself, like

.,. we all did.”’

Here, speculation is really on very marshy ground, for the

' father must certainly have fought in himself some of the bat-
"tes from which young Martin was protected. We have only

“to consider the era, especially in the South, to realize that this
must be true. And it must have demanded great steadiness of
~mind, as well as great love, to hide so successfully from his
children the evidence of these battles. And, since salvation,
‘humanly speaking, is a two-way street, I suggest that, if the’
father saved the children, it was, almost equally, the children

~who saved him. It would seem that he was able, with rare
- Success, to project onto his children, or at least onto one of
-them, a sense of life as he himself would have liked to live it,
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and somehow made real in their personalities principles on
which he himself must often have found it extrcmely. danger-
ous and difficult to act. Martin, Sr. is regarded thh_ great
ambivalence by both the admirers and detractors. of h}s son,
and I shall, alas, shortly have more to say concerning his gen-
eration; but I do not think that the enormous aghlevemcnt
sketched above can possibly be taken away from hl.m‘.

Again, young Martin’s decision to become a minister has
everything to do with his temperament, for pe seems always
to have been characterized by his striking mixture of steadi-
ness and peace. He apparently did the normal.amount of cry-
ing in his childhood, for I am told that his grandmother
“couldn’t stand to see it.”” But he seems to have done very
little complaining; when he was spanked? “he just stood thf:re
and took it’’; he seems to have been 1n.capablc qf carrying
grudges; and when he was attacked, he did not strike .back.'

From King’s own account, I can only guess that this dcc;-
sion was aided by the fact that, at Morchoqse College, hc? was
asked to lead the devotions. The relationship thus cstab'hshed
between himself and his contemporaries, or between himself
and himself, or between himself and God, seemed to w_ork for
him as no other had. Also, I think it is of the utmost impor-
tance to realize that King loves the South; many Ncgr(?es do.
The ministry seems to afford him the best 1?0551.ble.vch1clc for
the expression of that love. At that time in his l¥fe, he was
discovering “‘the beauty of the South’’; he sensed in the peo-
ple “a new determination”; and he felt that there was a need

‘“a new, courageous witness.”
fmiBut it could no% have occurred to him, of course, t!lat be
would be, and in such an unprecedented fashion,. th':at witness.
When Coretta King—then Coretta Scott—met him in Boston,
where he was attending Boston University and she was study-

ing at the New England Conservatory of Music, she found

him an earnest, somewhat too carefully dressed young man
He had gone from Morehouse to Crozer Theological Semi-

which may have had something to do with .his self-conscious-
ness. He was fighting at that time to free h}msclf from all the
stereotypes of the Negro, an endeavor which does not leave

— .
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much room for spontaneity. Both he and Coretta were rather
lonely in Boston, and for similar reasons. They were both very
distinguished and promising young people, which meahs that
they were also tense, self-conscious, and insecure. They were
inevitably cut off from the bulk of the Negro community and
their role among whites had to be somewhat ambiguous, for
they were not being judged merely as themselves—or, anyway,
they could scarcely afford to think so. They were responsible
for the good name of all the Negro people.

Coretta had perhaps had more experience than Martin in
this role. The more I spoke to her, the more 1 realized how
her story illuminates that of her husband. She had come from
Lincoln High in Marion, Alabama, to Antioch College in
Ohio, part of one of the earliest groups of Negro students
accepted there. She was thus, in effect, part of an experiment,
and though she took it very well and can laugh about it now,
she certainly must have had her share of exasperated and
lonely moments. The social mobility of a Negro girl, especially
in such a setting, is even more severely circumscribed than
that of a Negro male, and any lapse or error on her part is far
more dangerous. From Antioch, Coretta eventually came to
Boston on a scholarship and by this time a certain hoydenish,
tomboy quality in her had begun, apparently, to be confirmed.
The atmosphere at Antioch had been entirely informal, which
pleased Coretta; I gather that at this time in her life she was
usually to be seen in sweaters, slacks, and scarves. It was a

ferociously formal young man and a ferociously informal
{ Young girl who finally got together in Boston.

Martin immediately saw through Coretta’s disguise, and in-
formed her on their first or second meeting that she had all
the qualitics he wanted in a wife. Coretta’s understandable
tendency was to laugh at this; but this tendency was checked by
the rather frightening suspicion that he meant it; if he had not

. Meant it, he would not have said it. But a great deal had been
nary in Pennsylvania; the latter institution was interracial,

invested in Coretta’s career as a singer, and she did not feel
that she had the right to fail all the people who had done so
much to help her. “And I'd certainly never intended to marry
2 minister. It was true that he didn’t scem like any of the



650 OTHER ESSAYS

ministers I'd met, but—still—I thought of how nmnn::._mnw.&ma
my life might become.” By n:.n::anavnn_, she meant dull; she
could not possibly have been more mistaken. .

What had really happened, in Coretta’s case, as in so many
others, was that life had simply refused to recognize Un_” pri-
vate timctable. She had always intended to marry, but tidily,
possibly meeting her husband at the end of a E.E_.D._urm:ﬁ nOHm
cert tour. However, here he was now, nzum.ﬁngﬁ_:m_w early,
and she had to rearrange herself around this fact. She .m:.m
Martin were married on June 18, 1953. mm :@ﬁr.zmn:nm:%u _:_.m_
she whom Martin sometimes accuses of z::#._:m 50u muc
about clothes. “People who are doing mc_dn.z::m don’t rm<_n
time to be worried about all that,” he has informed her. Well,

tainly ought to know.

rnmﬁnumnﬂm uﬁsmmﬁo_a me that from the time she ﬂnmn:nn_. wom-
ton and all during Martin’s nouﬁmr:uw and her own _nann_ﬂoP
she yet could not rid herself of a mnn:mm that all that Mmm mwm
pening had been, somechow, mwnoam_:wa. And one Onmﬂ_mmﬁ
an impression, until this point in the King story at _.nmmﬁ h

inexorable forces which none of us really know m:ui:.sm about
were shaping and preparing him for that fateful 3%.5 ?MObM
gomery. Everything that he will need has _unn:.an_:d.nn umw

to speak, and is waiting to be :m.na. Everything, En_ﬁn@r:m Sw
principle of nonviolence. It was in 1950 Hrm.ﬁ U_... Mor nﬁ%_ m
Johnson of Howard University Smﬁm& India. HO:m. hear wcn
of the speeches Johnson made on his 82:..:. and it was n.m&
this moment that King became :#Q.nmﬁna in Om:&._: as a m
ure, and in nonviolence as a way of life. Later, in 1957, he

; visit India himself.

) omﬁ_.ﬁ Mo far, of course, we are mmnm_c..:m mm.ﬂ. the fact. Mm_..a
and patterns are always more easily discernible then. This _m.”
not so when we try to deal with the present, or attempt spec
ulations about the future.

5 3
Immediately after the failure, last June, of Montgomery’s
case against him, King returned to Atlanta. I n.:ﬂn_.ngu late, om
a Sunday morning, the packed Ebenezer Baptist Church, an
King was already speaking.
He did not look any older, and yet there was a new :Mﬁn
of anguish in his voice. He was speaking of his trial. He de-

s f
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scribed the torment, the spiritual state of people who are com-
mitted to a wrong, knowing that it is wrong. He made the
trials of these white Ppeople far more vivid than anything he
himself might have endured. They were not ruled by hatred,
but by terror: and, therefore, if community was ever to be
achieved, these people, the potential destrovers of the person,
must not be hated. It was a terrible plea—to the people; and
it was a prayer. In Varieties of Religions Experience, William
James speaks of vastation—of being, as opposed to merely re-
gading, the monstrous creature which came to him in 1
vision. It seemed to me, though indeed I may be wrong, that
something like this had happened to voung Martin Luther—
that he had looked on evil a long, hard, lonely time. For eyi]
isin the world: it may be in the world to stay. No creed and
no dogma are proof against it, and indeed no person is; it is
always the naked person, alone, who, over and over and over
again, must wrest his salvation from these black jaws. Perhaps
joung Martin was finding a new and more somber meaning
in the command: “Overcome evil with £0od.” The command
does not suggest that to overcome evil is to eradicate it,

King spoke more candidly than I had ever heard him speak
before, of his bitterly assaulted pride, of his shame, when he
found himself accused, before all the world, of having used
and betrayed the people of Montgomery by stealing the
money they had entrusted to him. knew it wasn’t true—
but who would believe me3”

He had canceled a speaking trip to Chicago, for he felt that
he could not face anyone. And he prayed: he walked up and
down in his study, alone. It was borne in on him, finally, that
he had no right not to go, no right to hide. “I called the
dirport and made another reservation and went on to Chj-
@go.”” He appeared there, then, as an accused man, and gave
s no details of his visit, which did not, in any case, matter.
For if he had not been able to face Chicago, if he had not
won that battle with himself, he would have been defeated
bng before his entrance into that courtroom in Montgomery.

When I saw him the next day in his office, he was very
different, kind and attentive, but far away. A meeting of the

<

Southern Christian Leadership Conference was to begin that
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day, and I think his mind must have been on mrmn. .H..MM GM
leaguered ministers of the Deep moc.nv were coming to A p::-
that day in order to discuss the specific situations Sr_.n co )
fronted them in their particular towns or cities, and King wa
their leader. All of them had come s:.an.n immensely mmnwﬁ_.. .
local pressure because of the student sit-in Bo<an=n.w bﬁﬂmd
tably, they were held responsible ».mz. it, even .n_uozm Q.M
might very well not have known until reading it in &n —umwao
that the students had carried out another AnBonmmB.co? °
not mean to suggest that there is any question of wrnz. mcmmo&
of the students—they may or may not be nnmmo:w&_n \.3.5 € _.
but they certainly consider Eanman _.nm@o:m:u_.n to them:
But all this, I think, weighed on King nm.ﬁ_._n_. heavily. - .‘
He talked about his visit to India m:&. its effect on U_WB. ; le
was hideously struck by the poverty, which he talked m:c_wH %
great detail. He was also much impressed ¢.< Nehru, who .mm
he said, extraordinary qualities of ‘“‘perception and aam&.nmao:
and courage—far more than the average American mo__nnﬁﬂm )
We talked about the South. “Perhaps 4 or 5 per cent .M Jhe
people are to be found on nmnrmn end of the H..»Qa”_ ,Mnr € nm,n
either actively for or actively against Qnmom_.n.mmnon,. M M "
are passive adherents. The sin of the South is the sin of _ME
formity.” And he feels, as I do, that much of the responsi Q
for the situation in which we have momsm ourselves since 1954
is due to the failure of President m_mosroéan to Bm_an. m:.m
coherent, any guiding mSno_m_nE concerning the nation
ral and social problem. o
mnw.Hm“cM: an_ not discuss mﬁ impending conference which, in

any case, he could scarcely have discussed with me. And we

did not discuss any of the problems which face him now and

make his future so problematical. For he could not have dis-

e with me, either. ;
nzm.mmwﬁﬁﬂﬁn men find King dangerous mm. well known. .HWQM
can say so. But many Negroes also find King m»:mﬂ.ﬂmm, Z_M.
cannot say so, at least not _usc_mn_w..ﬂrn reason Hrm.: M_ ¢
groes of whom I speak are trapped in such a stunning silen

is that to say what they really feel would be to deny the onnana

public purpose of their lives.

ip in this country has
Now, the problem of Negro leadership in |
always been extremely delicate, dangerous, and complex. The

—— -
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term itself becomes remarkably difficult to define, the moment

{. one realizes” that the real role of the Negro leader, in the eyes

of the American Republic, was not to make the Negro a first-
class citizen but to keep him content as a second-class one.
This sounds extrentely harsh, but the record bears me out.
And this problem, which it was the responsibility of the entire
country to face, was dumped into the laps of a few men. Some
of them were real leaders and some of them were false. Many

i of the greatest have scarcely ever been heard of.

The role of the genuine leadership, in its own eyes, was to

] destroy the barriers which prevented Negroes from fully par-
{ ticipating in American life, to prepare Negroes for first-class
- ditizenship, while at the same time bringing to bear on the
Republic every conceivable pressure to make this status a
reality. For this reason, the real leadership was to be found
everywhere, in law courts, colleges, churches, hobo camps: on
picket lines, freight trains, and chain gangs; and in jails. Not
everyone who was publicized as a leader really was one. And
many leaders who would never have dreamed of applying the
term to themselves were considered by the Republic—when
it knew of their existence at all—to be criminals. This is, of
. course, but the old and universal story of poverty in battle
{ with privilege, but we tend not to think of old and universal

stories as occurring in our brand-new and still relentlessly pa-
rochial land.

The real goal of the Negro leader was nothing less than the

| total integration of Negroes in all levels of the national life.
{ But this could rarely be stated so baldly; it often could not be
stated at all; in order to begin Negro education, for example,
Booker Washington had found it necessary to state the exact
4 opposite. The reason for this duplicity is that the goal contains
4 the assumption that Negroes are to be treated, in all respects,
exactly like all other citizens of the Republic. This is an idea
which has always had extremely rough going in America. For
one thing, it attacked, and attacks, a vast complex of special
interests which would lose money and power if the situation
4 of the Negro were to change. For another, the idea of free-
dom necessarily carries with it the idea of sexual freedom: the
{ freedom to meet, sleep with, and marry whom one chooses.
1 It would be fascinating, but I am afraid we must postpone it
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for the moment, to consider just why so many people appear
to be convinced that Negroes would then immediately meet,
sleep with, and marry white women; who, nn._ds_._qu nso:m_mv
are only protected from such undesirable alliances by the maj-
esty and vigilance of the law.

The duplicity of the Negro leader was more than matched
by the duplicity of the people with whom he had to mam._.
They, and most of the country, felt at the very bottom of their
hearts that the Negro was inferior to them and, therefore,
merited the treatment that he got. But it was not always pol-
itic to say this, either. It certainly could never be said over the
Um_.m»mzmmm table, where white and black men met.

The Negro leader was there to force from his adversary
whatever he could get: new schools, new mnrn.uo:.ooam, new
houses, new jobs. He was invested with very little power be-
cause the Negro vote had so very little power. (Other anB
leaders were trying to correct that.) It was not easy to wring
concessions from the people at the bargaining table, who had,
after all, no intention of giving their power away. Hv.nov_n sel-
dom do give their power away, forces _uﬂ\ozn_ their control
take their power from them; and I am afraid that much .Om the
liberal cant about progress is but a sentimental nnmn.nco: of
this implacable fact. (Liberal cant about love and heroism w_mo
obscures, not to say blasphemes, the great _oawn.m:a rn.no_mB
of many white people. Our racial story would be Eno:nﬂécq
more grim if these people, in the teeth of the most fantastic
odds, did not continue to appear; but they were almost never,
of course, to be found at the bargaining table.) <<rm8<9..nmu=-
cession the Negro leader carried away from the bargaining
table was won with the tacit understanding that he, in return,
would influence the people he represented in the direction
that the people in power wished them to be m:m._sn:nna. Very
often, in fact, he did not do this at all, but no:5<n.a to delude

the white men (who are, in this realm, rather easily deluded)
into believing that he had. But very often, too, rn. deluded
himself into believing that the aims of white men in power
and the desires of Negroes out of power were the same.

It was altogether inevitable, in short, that, U.< means of the
extraordinary tableau I have tried to describe, a n_.mmm of
Negroes should have been created whose loyalty to their class
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was infinitely greater than their loyalty to the people from
whom they had been so cunningly estranged. We must add,
for T think it is important, that the Negro leader knew that
he, too, was catfed “‘nigger” when his back was turned. The
great mass of the black people around him were illiterate, de-
moralized, in want, and incorrigible. It is not hard to see that
the Negro leader’s personal and public frustrations would al-
most inevitably be turned against these people, for their mis-
ery, which formed the cornerstone of his peculiar power, was
also responsible for his humiliation. And in Harlem, now, for
example, many prominent Negroes ride to and from work
through scenes of the greatest misery. They do not see this
misery, though, because they do not want to see it. They de-
fend themselves against an intolerable reality, which menaces
them, by despising the people who are trapped in it.

]

The criticism, therefore, of the publicized Negro leader-
ship—which is not, as I have tried to indicate, always the real
leadership—is a criticism leveled, above all, against this class.
They are, perhaps, the most unlucky bourgeoisie in the
world’s entire history, trapped, as they are, in a no man’s land
between black humiliation and white power. They cannot
move backwards, and they cannot move forward, either.

One of the greatest vices of the white bourgeoisie on which
they have modeled themsclves is its reluctance to think, its
distrust of the independent mind. Since the Negro bour-
geoisie has so many things ot to think about, it is positively
afflicted with this vice. I should like at some other time to
embark on a full-length discussion of the honorable and he-

roic role played by the NAACP in the national life, and point

out to what extent its work has helped create the present fer-
ment. But, for the moment, I shall have to confine my remarks
to its organ, The Crisis, because I think it is incontestable that
this magazine reveals the state of mind of the Negro bour-
geoisic. The Crisis has the most exciting subject matter in the
world at its fingertips, and yet manages to be one of the
world’s dullest magazines. When the Reverend James Law-
son—who was expelled from Vanderbilt University for his sit-
in activities—said this, or something like it, he caused a great



656 OTHER ESSAYS

storm of ill fecling. But he was quite right to feel as he does
about The Crisis, and quite right to say so. And the charge is
not answered by referring to the history of the NAACP.

Now, to charge The Crisis with dullness may seem to be 2
very trivial matter. It is not trivial, though, because this dull-
ness is the result of its failure to examine what is really hap-
pening in the Negro world—its failure indeed, for that matter,
to seize upon what is happening in the world at large. And I
have singled it out because this inability is revelatory of the
gap which now ominously widens between what we shall now
have to call the official leadership and the young people who
have begun what is nothing less than a moral revolution.

It is because of this gap that King finds himself in such a
difficult position. The pressurcs on him are tremendous, and
they come from above and below. He lost much moral credit,
for example, especially in the eyes of the young, when he al-
lowed Adam Clayton Powell to force the resignation of his
(King’s) extremely able organizer and licutenant, Bayard Rus-
tin. Rustin, also, has a long and honorable record as a fighter
for Negro rights, and is one of the most penetrating and able
men around. The techniques used by Powell—we will not
speculate as to his motives—were far from sweet; but King
was faced with the choice of defending his organizer, who was
also his friend, or agreeing with Powell; and he chose the
latter course. Nor do I know of anyone satisfied with the
reasons given for the exclusion of James Lawson from the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference. It would seem,
certainly, that so able, outspoken, and energetic a man might
prove of great value to this organization: why, then, is he not
a part of it?

And there are many other questions, all of them ominous,
and too many to go into here. But they all come, finally, it
seems to me, to this tremendous reality: it is the sons and
daughters of the beleaguered bourgeoisie—supported, in the
most extraordinary fashion, by those old, work-worn men and
women who were known, only yesterday, as “‘the country nig-
gers”—who have begun a revolution in the consciousness of
this country which will inexorably destroy nearly all that we
now think of as concrete and indisputable. These young

ree
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people _have never believed in the American image of the
Negro and have never bargained with the Republic, and
now they never will. There is no longer any basis on which
to bargain: for.the myth of white supremacy is exploding all
over the world, from the Congo to New Orleans. Those who
have been watched and judged and described for so long are
now watching and judging and describing for themselves. And
one of the things that this means, to put it far too simply and
bluntly, is that the white man on whom the American anno
_Sm. modeled himself for so long is vanishing. Because this
white man was, himself, very largely a mythical creation: white
men have never been, here, what they imagined themselves to
be. The liberation of Americans from the racial anguish which
has crippled us for so long can only mean, truly, the creation
of a new people in this still-new world. .

But the battle to achieve this has not ended, it has scarcely
vwm::. Martin Luther King, Jr., by the power of his ﬁQ.mo:..
w:Q and the force of his beliefs, has injected a new dimension
into our ferocious struggle. He has succeeded, in a way no
Negro before him has managed to do, to carry the battle into
the individual heart and make its resolution the province of
the individual will. He has made it a matter, on both sides of
the racial fence, of self-examination; and has incurred, there-
fore, the grave responsibility of continuing to lead in the path
he has encouraged so many people to follow. How he will do
this T do not know, but I do not see how he can possibly
avoid a break, at last, with the habits and attitudes, stratagems
and fears of the past. )

No one can read the future, but we do know, as James has
put it, that “all futures are rough.” King’s responsibility, and
ours, is to that future which is already sending before it so
many striking signs and portents. The vommwr::a of liberation
which is always real is also always painful, since it involves such
an overhauling of all that gave us our identity. The Negro
who will emerge out of this present mﬂ.:mm_myﬁ.rogd_. in-
deed, this dark stranger may prove to be—will not be de-
pendent, in any way at all, on any of the many props and
crutches which help form our identity now. And neither will
the white man. We will need every ounce of moral stamina
we can find. For everything is changing, from our notion of
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politics to our notion of ourselves, and we are certain, as we
begin history’s strangest metamorphosis, to undergo the tor-
ment of being forced to surrender far more than we ever re-

alized we had accepted.
Harper’s, February 1961

-~ The New Lost Generation

H..m:m is an extremely difficult record to assess. Perhaps it
begins for ric in 1946, when my best friend took his life.
He was an incandescent Negro boy of twenty-four, whose
future, it had secmed to all of us, would unfailingly be glo-
rious. He and I were Socialists, as were most of our friends,
and we dreamed of this utopia, and worked toward it. We
may have evinced more conviction than intelligence or skill,
and more youthful arrogance than either, but we, neverthe-
less, had carried petitions about together, fought landlords
together, worked as laborers together, been fired together,
and starved together.

But for some time before his death, troubles graver than
these had laid hold of my friend. Not only did the world stub-
bornly refuse his vision; it despised him for his vision, and
scourged him for his color. Of course, it despised and
scourged me, too, but I was different from my friend in that
it took me nearly no time to despise the world right back and
decide that I would accomplish, in time, with patience and
cunning and by becoming indestructible, what I might not,
in the moment, achieve by force or persuasion. My friend did
not despise anyone. He really thought that people were good,
and that one had only to point out to them the right path in
order to have them, at once, come flocking to it in loudly

rejoicing droves.

Before his death, we had quarreled very bitterly over this. I
had lost my faith in politics, in right paths; if there were a
right path, one might be sure (I informed him with great
venom) that whoever was on it was simply asking to be stoned
to death—by all the world’s good people. I didn’t give a

~damn, besides, what happened to the miscrable, the unspeak-

ably petty world. There was probably not a handful of decent
people in it. My friend looked very saddened by these original
reflections. He said that it seemed to him that I had taken the
road which ended in fascism, tyranny, and blood.

So, I told him, have you. One fine day, you’ll realize that
people don’t want to be better. So you’ll have to make them
better. And how do you think you’ll go about it?
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