
 

Unit Five:  Independence and Global Connections, 1950s-70s 
 

Grade Level: Grades 6-12 
 
National History Standards: 
 
Era 9:  Standard 2F 

Assess the influence of television, the internet, and other forms of electronic communication on the 
creation and diffusion of cultural and political information worldwide 

  
New Jersey Social Studies Standards:  
 
6.2.12.B.4.d Explain the intended and unintended consequences of new national boundaries established by 
the treaties that ended World War II. 
6.2.12.D.4.c Assess the causes of revolution in the 20th century and determine the impact on global politics. 
6.2.12.D.4.h Assess the extent to which world war, depression, national ideology, communism and liberal 
democratic ideals contributed to the emergence of movements for national self-rule or sovereignty in Africa 
and Asia. 
6.2.12.A.5.c Explain how World War II led to aspirations for self-determination, and compare and contrast 
the methods used by African and Asian countries to achieve independence. 
6.2.12.D.5.b Assess the impact of Gandhi’s methods of civil disobedience and passive resistance in India, 
and determine how his methods were later used by people from other countries, 
6.2.12.D.5.c Assess the influence of television, the Internet and other forms of electronic communication on 
the creation and diffusion of cultural and political information worldwide. 
 
Objectives: 
 

1. Identify events in post World War II American history that coincide with movement toward 
independence in African nations in the 1960’s 

2. Compare the American civil rights movement leaders with African leaders speaking for 
independence 

3. Analyze how modern technology (television, air travel, electronics and computers) influences 
world events 

  
Lesson Length: Two class periods 
 
Materials: 
 

“Quit India” speech, by Mahatma Ghandi, 1942 
 
Background on Kwame Nkrumah, first leader of Ghana after it gained its independence from Britain 
in 1957, at 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/people/highlights/000914_nkrumah.shtml  
 
Kwame Nkrumah: I Speak of Freedom, 1961, at 
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1961nkrumah.html 
 
Martin Luther King, Jr’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” at 
http://www.nobelprizes.com/nobel/peace/MLK-jail.html 



 

 
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech at 
http://usinfo.state.gov/usa/infousa/facts/democrac/38.htm 
   
Timeline: 1950’s at http://history1900s.about.com/library/time/bltime1950.htm 
 
Timeline: 1960’s at http://history1900s.about.com/library/time/bltime1960.htm 
          
Media History Project Timeline: Click 1950’s and 1960’s at 
http://www.mediahistory.umn.edu/time/century.html 

 
Lesson Overview: 
 
 Did advances in communication technology have an impact on African independence?  Did the 
American Civil Rights Movement influence the quest for independence in African countries? Did the rise of 
African nationalism and independence influence the Black Power Movement and Civil Rights Movement in 
America?  Students will compare and contrast primary source speeches by leaders in Africa, Indian and the 
United States 1942-63.   Then, they will identify technological advances in the media and communication 
industries in the 1950’s and 1960’s and explain how inventions and innovations influenced political events 
in America and African countries.  (A good resource book: Waiting ‘Til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative 
History of Black Power in America by Peniel E. Joseph, professor in the Africana Studies department at 
SUNY-Stonybrook.)  Note:  At some point near the end of the lesson teachers should inform students that 
even though television, radio and other advanced communication technology were widely available in the 
United States, the same did not necessarily hold true for most African nations.  Many African villages and 
rural outposts would have had little contact with the wider world.  
 
Introduction/Anticipatory Set:   
 
 Challenge students to list inventions and innovations in technology and science that occurred in the 
1950’s and 1960’s.  What effects did these changes have on America and countries around the world?  Did 
the ability to view media events happening away from one’s local community have an impact on people’s 
thinking and actions across the United States and in countries in Africa? Why or why not?  Do the visual 
media have a greater influence that print media?  Why? 
           
 Ask the students to name leaders of the era who worked to bring about social change. (They 
should be able to name American leaders.) Tell them they will be learning about a man from Ghana who 
was very influential in the African Independence Movement.  Hand out background information about 
Kwame Nkrumah from the British Broadcasting website and discuss the information. 
 
Activities/Procedures: 
  

Divide the class into small groups of 4 or 5 students. Students in each group will be responsible for 
completing and presenting a project that incorporates information from the following areas of research. 

 
1. Read the excerpts from speeches of Mahatma Gandhi (pages 63-64), Kwame Nkrumah 

(pages 65-66) and Martin Luther King, Jr. (pages 67-74).  Are there similar hopes and dreams 
expressed by these leaders from different continents whose writings date from the same era? 
Are there differences in their goals and visions? Make a T-Chart that lists similarities and 



 

differences encompassed in these speeches. Then, write a summary paragraph about each to 
include in the group project. 

 
2. Using the timeline sites, make a listing of advances in science and in media and 

communication technology in the 1950’s and 1960’s. Choose several examples and write 
paragraphs that explain how these advances shrink the world and make travel and news more 
accessible to people worldwide.  

 
 A few examples from the 1950s: 
       1951: Color television sets go on sale. 
        1951: A new beauty competition: Miss World. 
       1951: Univac I is the first mass-produced computer. 
        1952: Sony sells a miniature transistor radio. 
       1954: Radio sets in the world now outnumber daily newspapers. 
        1957: In Ghana, effort begins to recover and record African oral tradition. 
  
    A few examples from the 1960s: 
       1963: Presidents of U.S. and Nigeria have phone conversation via satellite. 
        1964: IBM's OS/360 is first mass-produced computer operating system. 
 
3. Research social and political movements in the United States and Africa during the 1950’s, 

1960’s and 1970’s.  Make a T-chart that shows events and dates connected to political and 
social movements in the U.S. (the civil rights movement, the black power movement, etc.) and 
events and dates of independence in African nations. 

 
Closure: 
 

Ask students to draw conclusions based on their research.   
 How did scientific innovations (air travel) impact world events? 
 How did new media technology impact world events? 
 How did quicker delivery of news impact world views? 
 How did social movements in one country influence other nations? 
 What common themes do you see in the struggle for equal rights and independence? 

 
Assessment:  
 
          Teacher will grade projects. 
 
Extension: 
 
          Encourage students to read the novel, Weep Not Child, by Ngugi wa Thiongo (1964). This is an 
award-winning novel set in Kenya, East Africa, at the beginning of the Mau Mau Revolt in 1952 when 
Kenyan natives were struggling to come out from under British colonial rule. The Mau Mau was a secret 
society of Kikuyu tribesmen organized to discharge English rule and European settlers from Kenya, and the 
militant nationalist movement set the country on its road toward independence. On Dec. 12, 1963, Kenya 
became the 34th African state to gain its independence. 
 
http://africanhistory.about.com/od/kenya/a/MauMauTimeline_2.htm 

 



 

Mahatma Gandhi: “Quit India” speech, August 8, 1942 
  

 Before you discuss the resolution, let me place before you one or two things, I want you to 
understand two things very clearly and to consider them from the same point of view from which I am 
placing them before you. I ask you to consider it from my point of view, because if you approve of it, you will 
be enjoined to carry out all I say. It will be a great responsibility. There are people who ask me whether I 
am the same man that I was in 1920, or whether there has been any change in me. You are right in asking 
that question.  

 Let me, however, hasten to assure that I am the same Gandhi as I was in 1920. I have not 
changed in any fundamental respect. I attach the same importance to non-violence that I did then. If at all, 
my emphasis on it has grown stronger. There is no real contradiction between the present resolution and 
my previous writings and utterances. Occasions like the present do not occur in everybody’s and but rarely 
in anybody’s life. I want you to know and feel that there is nothing but purest Ahimsa1 in all that I am saying 
and doing today. The draft resolution of the Working Committee is based on Ahimsa, the contemplated 
struggle similarly has its roots in Ahimsa. If, therefore, there is any among you who has lost faith in Ahimsa 
or is wearied of it, let him not vote for this resolution.  

 Let me explain my position clearly. God has vouchsafed to me a priceless gift in the weapon of 
Ahimsa. I and my Ahimsa are on our trail today. If in the present crisis, when the earth is being scorched by 
the flames of Himsa and crying for deliverance, I failed to make use of the God given talent, God will not 
forgive me and I shall be judged un-wrongly of the great gift. I must act now. I may not hesitate and merely 
look on, when Russia and China are threatened.  

Ours is not a drive for power, but purely a non-violent fight for India’s independence. In a violent 
struggle, a successful general has been often known to effect a military coup and to set up a dictatorship. 
But under the Congress scheme of things, essentially non-violent as it is, there can be no room for 
dictatorship. A non-violent soldier of freedom will covet nothing for himself, he fights only for the freedom of 
his country. The Congress is unconcerned as to who will rule, when freedom is attained. The power, when 
it comes, will belong to the people of India, and it will be for them to decide to whom it placed in the 
entrusted. May be that the reins will be placed in the hands of the Parsis, for instance-as I would love to 
see happen-or they may be handed to some others whose names are not heard in the Congress today. It 
will not be for you then to object saying, “This community is microscopic. That party did not play its due part 
in the freedom’s struggle; why should it have all the power?” Ever since its inception the Congress has kept 
itself meticulously free of the communal taint. It has thought always in terms of the whole nation and has 
acted accordingly. . .  

I know how imperfect our Ahimsa is and how far away we are still from the ideal, but in Ahimsa 
there is no final failure or defeat. I have faith, therefore, that if, in spite of our shortcomings, the big thing 
does happen, it will be because God wanted to help us by crowning with success our silent, unremitting 
Sadhana1 for the last twenty-two years.  

 I believe that in the history of the world, there has not been a more genuinely democratic struggle 
for freedom than ours. I read Carlyle’s French Resolution while I was in prison, and Pandit Jawaharlal has 
told me something about the Russian revolution. But it is my conviction that inasmuch as these struggles 
were fought with the weapon of violence they failed to realize the democratic ideal. In the democracy which 
I have envisaged, a democracy established by non-violence, there will be equal freedom for all. Everybody 



 

will be his own master. It is to join a struggle for such democracy that I invite you today. Once you realize 
this you will forget the differences between the Hindus and Muslims, and think of yourselves as Indians 
only, engaged in the common struggle for independence.  

 Then, there is the question of your attitude towards the British. I have noticed that there is hatred 
towards the British among the people. The people say they are disgusted with their behaviour. The people 
make no distinction between British imperialism and the British people. To them, the two are one This 
hatred would even make them welcome the Japanese. It is most dangerous. It means that they will 
exchange one slavery for another. We must get rid of this feeling. Our quarrel is not with the British people, 
we fight their imperialism. The proposal for the withdrawal of British power did not come out of anger. It 
came to enable India to play its due part at the present critical juncture It is not a happy position for a big 
country like India to be merely helping with money and material obtained willy-nilly from her while the 
United Nations are conducting the war. We cannot evoke the true spirit of sacrifice and velour, so long as 
we are not free. I know the British Government will not be able to withhold freedom from us, when we have 
made enough self-sacrifice. We must, therefore, purge ourselves of hatred. Speaking for myself, I can say 
that I have never felt any hatred. As a matter of fact, I feel myself to be a greater friend of the British now 
than ever before. One reason is that they are today in distress. My very friendship, therefore, demands that 
I should try to save them from their mistakes. As I view the situation, they are on the brink of an abyss. It, 
therefore, becomes my duty to warn them of their danger even though it may, for the time being, anger 
them to the point of cutting off the friendly hand that is stretched out to help them. People may laugh, 
nevertheless that is my claim. At a time when I may have to launch the biggest struggle of my life, I may not 
harbour hatred against anybody. 

 
From: The Modern History Sourcebook 



 

 Kwame Nkrumah: I Speak of Freedom, 1961  

Kwame Nkrumah (1909-1972) was the leader of Ghana, the former British colony of the Gold Coast and 
the first of the European colonies in Africa to gain independence with majority rule. Until he was deposed 
by a coup d'état in 1966, he was a major spokesman for modern Africa. 

For centuries, Europeans dominated the African continent. The white man arrogated to himself the right to 
rule and to be obeyed by the non-white; his mission, he claimed, was to "civilise" Africa. Under this cloak, 
the Europeans robbed the continent of vast riches and inflicted unimaginable suffering on the African 
people. 

All this makes a sad story, but now we must be prepared to bury the past with its unpleasant memories and 
look to the future. All we ask of the former colonial powers is their goodwill and co-operation to remedy past 
mistakes and injustices and to grant independence to the colonies in Africa…. 

It is clear that we must find an African solution to our problems, and that this can only be found in African 
unity. Divided we are weak; united, Africa could become one of the greatest forces for good in the world. 

Although most Africans are poor, our continent is potentially extremely rich. Our mineral resources, which 
are being exploited with foreign capital only to enrich foreign investors, range from gold and diamonds to 
uranium and petroleum. Our forests contain some of the finest woods to be grown anywhere. Our cash 
crops include cocoa, coffee, rubber, tobacco and cotton. As for power, which is an important factor in any 
economic development, Africa contains over 40% of the potential water power of the world, as compared 
with about 10% in Europe and 13% in North America. Yet so far, less than 1% has been developed. This is 
one of the reasons why we have in Africa the paradox of poverty in the midst of plenty, and scarcity in the 
midst of abundance. 

Never before have a people had within their grasp so great an opportunity for developing a continent 
endowed with so much wealth. Individually, the independent states of Africa, some of them potentially rich, 
others poor, can do little for their people. Together, by mutual help, they can achieve much. But the 
economic development of the continent must be planned and pursued as a whole. A loose confederation 
designed only for economic co-operation would not provide the necessary unity of purpose. Only a strong 
political union can bring about full and effective development of our natural resources for the benefit of our 
people. 

The political situation in Africa today is heartening and at the same time disturbing. It is heartening to see 
so many new flags hoisted in place of the old; it is disturbing to see so many countries of varying sizes and 
at different levels of development, weak and, in some cases, almost helpless. If this terrible state of 
fragmentation is allowed to continue it may well be disastrous for us all. 

There are at present some 28 states in Africa, excluding the Union of South Africa, and those countries not 
yet free. No less than nine of these states have a population of less than three million. Can we seriously 
believe that the colonial powers meant these countries to be independent, viable states? The example of 
South America, which has as much wealth, if not more than North America, and yet remains weak and 
dependent on outside interests, is one which every African would do well to study. 

Critics of African unity often refer to the wide differences in culture, language and ideas in various parts of 
Africa. This is true, but the essential fact remains that we are all Africans, and have a common interest in 
the independence of Africa. The difficulties presented by questions of language, culture and different 



 

political systems are not insuperable. If the need for political union is agreed by us all, then the will to create 
it is born; and where there's a will there's a way. 

The present leaders of Africa have already shown a remarkable willingness to consult and seek advice 
among themselves. Africans have, indeed, begun to think continentally. They realise that they have much 
in common, both in their past history, in their present problems and in their future hopes. To suggest that 
the time is not yet ripe for considering a political union of Africa is to evade the facts and ignore realities in 
Africa today. 

The greatest contribution that Africa can make to the peace of the world is to avoid all the dangers inherent 
in disunity, by creating a political union which will also by its success, stand as an example to a divided 
world. A Union of African states will project more effectively the African personality. It will command respect 
from a world that has regard only for size and influence. The scant attention paid to African opposition to 
the French atomic tests in the Sahara, and the ignominious spectacle of the U.N. in the Congo quibbling 
about constitutional niceties while the Republic was tottering into anarchy, are evidence of the callous 
disregard of African Independence by the Great Powers. 

We have to prove that greatness is not to be measured in stockpiles of atom bombs. I believe strongly and 
sincerely that with the deep-rooted wisdom and dignity, the innate respect for human lives, the intense 
humanity that is our heritage, the African race, united under one federal government, will emerge not as 
just another world bloc to flaunt its wealth and strength, but as a Great Power whose greatness is 
indestructible because it is built not on fear, envy and suspicion, nor won at the expense of others, but 
founded on hope, trust, friendship and directed to the good of all mankind. 

The emergence of such a mighty stabilising force in this strife-worn world should be regarded not as the 
shadowy dream of a visionary, but as a practical proposition, which the peoples of Africa can, and should, 
translate into reality. There is a tide in the affairs of every people when the moment strikes for political 
action. Such was the moment in the history of the United States of America when the Founding Fathers 
saw beyond the petty wranglings of the separate states and created a Union. This is our chance. We must 
act now. Tomorrow may be too late and the opportunity will have passed, and with it the hope of free 
Africa's survival. 

From Kwame Nkrumah, I Speak of Freedom: A Statement of African Ideology (London: William Heinemann 
Ltd., 1961), pp. xi-xiv. 



 

Martin Luther King, Jr.: Letter from Birmingham Jail, April 16, 1963 (excerpted) 

MY DEAR FELLOW CLERGYMEN:  

…I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the prophets of the eighth century B.C. left their 
villages and carried their "thus saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their home towns, and just as 
the Apostle Paul left his village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of the 
Greco-Roman world, so am I. compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my own home town. Like 
Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid.  

Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly by in 
Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. 
Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, 
provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered an 
outsider anywhere within its bounds.  

You deplore the demonstrations taking place In Birmingham. But your statement, I am sorry to say, fails to 
express a similar concern for the conditions that brought about the demonstrations… Birmingham is 
probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the United States. Its ugly record of brutality is widely 
known. Negroes have experienced grossly unjust treatment in the courts. There have been more unsolved 
bombings of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than in any other city in the nation. These are the 
hard, brutal facts of the case. On the basis of these conditions, Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the 
city fathers. But the latter consistently refused to engage in good-faith negotiation.  

Then, last September, came the opportunity to talk with leaders of Birmingham's economic community. In 
the course of the negotiations, certain promises were made by the merchants --- for example, to remove 
the stores humiliating racial signs. On the basis of these promises, the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth and 
the leaders of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights agreed to a moratorium on all 
demonstrations. As the weeks and months went by, we realized that we were the victims of a broken 
promise. A few signs, briefly removed, returned; the others remained.  

As in so many past experiences, our hopes bad been blasted, and the shadow of deep disappointment 
settled upon us. We had no alternative except to prepare for direct action, whereby we would present our 
very bodies as a means of laying our case before the conscience of the local and the national community. 
Mindful of the difficulties involved, we decided to undertake a process of self-purification. We began a 
series of workshops on nonviolence, and we repeatedly asked ourselves : "Are you able to accept blows 
without retaliating?" "Are you able to endure the ordeal of jail?"...  

You may well ask: "Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches and so forth? Isn't negotiation a better path?" 
You are quite right in calling, for negotiation. Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct action. Nonviolent 
direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension that a community which has constantly 
refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks so to dramatize the issue that it can no longer 
be ignored. My citing the creation of tension as part of the work of the nonviolent-resister may sound rather 
shocking. But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word "tension." I have earnestly opposed violent 
tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth. Just as 
Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the 
bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, we 



 

must we see the need for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men rise 
from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood.  

The purpose of our direct-action program is to create a situation so crisis-packed that it will inevitably open 
the door to negotiation. I therefore concur with you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved 
Southland been bogged down in a tragic effort to live in monologue rather than dialogue.  …My friends, I 
must say to you that we have not made a single gain civil rights without determined legal and nonviolent 
pressure. Lamentably, it is an historical fact that privileged groups seldom give up their privileges 
voluntarily. Individuals may see the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust posture; but, as Reinhold 
Niebuhr has reminded us, groups tend to be more immoral than individuals.  

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be 
demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have yet to engage in a direct-action campaign that was "well 
timed" in the view of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation. For years now I 
have heard the word "Wait!" It rings in the ear of every Negro with piercing familiarity. This "Wait" has 
almost always meant 'Never." We must come to see, with one of our distinguished jurists, that "justice too 
long delayed is justice denied."  

We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God-given rights. The nations of Asia 
and Africa are moving with jetlike speed toward gaining political independence, but we stiff creep at horse-
and-buggy pace toward gaining a cup of coffee at a lunch counter. Perhaps it is easy for those who have 
never felt the stinging dark of segregation to say, "Wait." But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your 
mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen hate-filled 
policemen curse, kick and even kill your black brothers and sisters; when you see the vast majority of your 
twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society; 
when you suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your 
six-year-old daughter why she can't go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on 
television, and see tears welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, 
and see ominous clouds of inferiority beginning to form in her little mental sky, and see her beginning to 
distort her personality by developing an unconscious bitterness toward white people; when you have to 
concoct an answer for a five-year-old son who is asking: "Daddy, why do white people treat colored people 
so mean?"; when you take a cross-county drive and find it necessary to sleep night after night in the 
uncomfortable corners of your automobile because no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day 
in and day out by nagging signs reading "white" and "colored"; when your first name becomes "nigger," 
your middle name becomes "boy" (however old you are) and your last name becomes "John," and your 
wife and mother are never given the respected title "Mrs."; when you are harried by day and haunted by 
night by the fact that you are a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe stance, never quite knowing what to expect 
next, and are plagued with inner fears and outer resentments; when you no forever fighting a degenerating 
sense of "nobodiness" then you will understand why we find it difficult to wait. There comes a time when the 
cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer willing to be plunged into the abyss of despair. I hope, 
sirs, you can understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience.  

You express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws. This is certainly a legitimate 
concern. Since we so diligently urge people to obey the Supreme Court's decision of 1954 outlawing 
segregation in the public schools, at first glance it may seem rather paradoxical for us consciously to break 
laws. One may won ask: "How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?" The answer 
lies in the fact that there fire two types of laws: just and unjust. I would be the Brat to advocate obeying just 
laws. One has not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a moral 
responsibility to disobey unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that "an unjust law is no law at all"  



 

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determine whether a law is just or unjust? A 
just law is a man-made code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that 
is out of harmony with the moral law. To put it in the terms of St. Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a 
human law that is not rooted in eternal law and natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is just. 
Any law that degrades human personality is unjust. All segregation statutes are unjust because segregation 
distort the soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a false sense of superiority and the 
segregated a false sense of inferiority. Segregation, to use the terminology of the Jewish philosopher 
Martin Buber, substitutes an "I-it" relationship for an "I-thou" relationship and ends up relegating persons to 
the status of things. Hence segregation is not only politically, economically and sociologically unsound, it is 
morally wrong and awful. Paul Tillich said that sin is separation. Is not segregation an existential expression 
'of man's tragic separation, his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? Thus it is that I can urge men to 
obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme Court, for it is morally right; and I can urge them to disobey 
segregation ordinances, for they are morally wrong.  

Let us consider a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An unjust law is a code that a numerical 
or power majority group compels a minority group to obey but does not make binding on itself. This is 
difference made legal. By the same token, a just law is a code that a majority compels a minority to follow 
and that it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness made legal.  

Let me give another explanation. A law is unjust if it is inflicted on a minority that, as a result of being 
denied the right to vote, had no part in enacting or devising the law. Who can say that the legislature of 
Alabama which set up that state's segregation laws was democratically elected? Throughout Alabama all 
sorts of devious methods are used to prevent Negroes from becoming registered voters, and there are 
some counties in which, even though Negroes constitute a majority of the population, not a single Negro is 
registered. Can any law enacted under such circumstances be considered democratically structured?  

Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For instance, I have been arrested on a 
charge of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong in having an ordinance which requires a 
permit for a parade. But such an ordinance becomes unjust when it is used to maintain segregation and to 
deny citizens the First Amendment privilege of peaceful assembly and protest.  

I hope you are able to ace the distinction I am trying to point out. In no sense do I advocate evading or 
defying the law, as would the rabid segregationist. That would lead to anarchy. One who breaks an unjust 
law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a willingness to accept the penalty. I submit that an individual who 
breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust and who willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in 
order to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality expressing the highest 
respect for law.  

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It was evidenced sublimely in the 
refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezzar, on the ground that a 
higher moral law was at stake. It was practiced superbly by the early Christians, who were willing to face 
hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks rather than submit to certain unjust laws of the 
Roman Empire. To a degree, academic freedom is a reality today because Socrates practiced civil 
disobedience. In our own nation, the Boston Tea Party represented a massive act of civil disobedience.  

We should never forget that everything Adolf Hitler did in Germany was "legal" and everything the 
Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was "illegal." It was "illegal" to aid and comfort a Jew in Hitler's 
Germany. Even so, I am sure that, had I lived in Germany at the time, I would have aided and comforted 



 

my Jewish brothers. If today I lived in a Communist country where certain principles dear to the Christian 
faith are suppressed, I would openly advocate disobeying that country's antireligious laws.  

…Like a boil that can never be cured so long as it is covered up but must be opened with an its ugliness to 
the natural medicines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, with all the tension its exposure creates, to 
the light of human conscience and the air of national opinion before it can be cured.  

In your statement you assert that our actions, even though peaceful, must be condemned because they 
precipitate violence. But is this a logical assertion? Isn't this like condemning a robbed man because his 
possession of money precipitated the evil act of robbery? Isn't this like condemning Socrates because his 
unswerving commitment to truth and his philosophical inquiries precipitated the act by the misguided 
populace in which they made him drink hemlock? Isn't this like condemning Jesus because his unique God-
consciousness and never-ceasing devotion to God's will precipitated the evil act of crucifixion? We must 
come to see that, as the federal courts have consistently affirmed, it is wrong to urge an individual to cease 
his efforts to gain his basic constitutional rights because the quest may precipitate violence. Society must 
protect the robbed and punish the robber… 

…Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually manifests 
itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro. Something within has reminded him of his 
birthright of freedom, and something without has reminded him that it can be gained. Consciously or 
unconsciously, he has been caught up by the Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of Africa and his brown 
and yellow brothers of Asia, South America and the Caribbean, the United States Negro is moving with a 
sense of great urgency toward the promised land of racial justice. If one recognizes this vital urge that has 
engulfed the Negro community, one should readily understand why public demonstrations are taking place. 
The Negro has many pent-up resentments and latent frustrations, and he must release them. So let him 
march; let him make prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; let him go on freedom rides-and try to understand 
why he must do so. If his repressed emotions are not released in nonviolent ways, they will seek 
expression through violence; this is not a threat but a fact of history. So I have not said to my people: "Get 
rid of your discontent." Rather, I have tried to say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled 
into the creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. And now this approach is being termed extremist.  

But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as I continued to think about 
the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: 
"Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which 
despitefully use you, and persecute you." Was not Amos an extremist for justice: "Let justice roll down like 
waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream." Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel: 
"I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus." Was not Martin Luther an extremist: "Here I stand; I 
cannot do otherwise, so help me God." And John Bunyan: "I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I 
make a butchery of my conscience." And Abraham Lincoln: "This nation cannot survive half slave and half 
free." And Thomas Jefferson: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that an men are created equal ..." So 
the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we viii be. We we be 
extremists for hate or for love? Will we be extremist for the preservation of injustice or for the extension of 
justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary's hill three men were crucified. We must never forget that all 
three were crucified for the same crime---the crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and 
thus fell below their environment. The other, Jeans Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and goodness, 
and thereby rose above his environment. Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in dire need of 
creative extremists.  



 

…I have no fear about the outcome of our struggle in Birmingham, even if our motives are at present 
misunderstood. We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham, ham and all over the nation, because the 
goal of America k freedom. Abused and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with America's 
destiny. Before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth, we were here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched the 
majestic words of the Declaration of Independence across the pages of history, we were here. For more 
than two centuries our forebears labored in this country without wages; they made cotton king; they built 
the homes of their masters while suffering gross injustice and shameful humiliation-and yet out of a 
bottomless vitality they continued to thrive and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not 
stop us, the opposition we now face will surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred heritage of 
our nation and the eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands… 

…Over the past few years I have consistently preached that nonviolence demands that the means we use 
must be as pure as the ends we seek. I have tried to make clear that it is wrong to use immoral means to 
attain moral ends. But now I must affirm that it is just as wrong, or perhaps even more so, to use moral 
means to preserve immoral ends…  

I wish you had commended the Negro sit-inners and demonstrators of Birmingham for their sublime 
courage, their willingness to suffer and their amazing discipline in the midst of great provocation. One day 
the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths, with the noble sense of purpose 
that enables them to face Jeering, and hostile mobs, and with the agonizing loneliness that characterizes 
the life of the pioneer. They will be old, oppressed, battered Negro women, symbolized in a seventy-two-
year-old woman in Montgomery, Alabama, who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her people decided 
not to ride segregated buses, and who responded with ungrammatical profundity to one who inquired about 
her weariness: "My fleets is tired, but my soul is at rest." They will be the young high school and college 
students, the young ministers of the gospel and a host of their elders, courageously and nonviolently sitting 
in at lunch counters and willingly going to jail for conscience' sake. One day the South will know that when 
these disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up for what is 
best in the American dream and for the most sacred values in our Judaeo-Christian heritage, thereby 
bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in 
their formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence… 

If I have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth and indicates an unreasonable impatience, I 
beg you to forgive me. If I have said anything that understates the truth and indicates my having a patience 
that allows me to settle for anything less than brotherhood, I beg God to forgive me.  

I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that circumstances will soon make it possible for 
me to meet each of you, not as an integrationist or a civil rights leader but as a fellow clergyman and a 
Christian brother. Let us all hope that the dark clouds of racial prejudice will soon pass away and the deep 
fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear-drenched communities, and in some not too distant 
tomorrow the radiant stars of love and brotherhood will shine over our great nation with all their scintillating 
beauty.  

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood,  

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.  
 

From: The Modern History Sourcebook 



 

Martin Luther King Jr.:  “I Have a Dream” Speech, 1963 

I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration for freedom 
in the history of our nation.  

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of 
Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to 
end the long night of their captivity.  

But 100 years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly 
crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, the 
Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred 
years later, the Negro is still languished in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his 
own land. And so we've come here today to dramatize a shameful condition.  

In a sense we've come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our republic wrote the 
magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory 
note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men - yes, black men as well 
as white men - would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  

It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note insofar as her citizens of color are 
concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a 
check that has come back marked "insufficient funds."  

But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient 
funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. And so we've come to cash this check, a check that 
will give us upon demand the riches of freedom and security of justice. We have also come to his hallowed 
spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of now. This is no time to engage in the luxury of cooling off or 
to take the tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the time to make real the promises of democracy. Now 
is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of segregation to the sunlit path of racial justice. Now is 
the time to lift our nation from the quicksands of racial injustice to the solid rock of brotherhood. Now is the 
time to make justice a reality for all of God's children.  

It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering summer of the 
Negro's legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating autumn of freedom and equality. 
Nineteen sixty-three is not an end but a beginning. Those who hoped that the Negro needed to blow off 
steam and will now be content will have a rude awakening if the nation returns to business as usual. There 
will be neither rest nor tranquility in America until the Negro is granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds 
of revolt will continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges.  

But there is something that I must say to my people who stand on the warm threshold which leads into the 
palace of justice. In the process of gaining our rightful place we must not be guilty of wrongful deeds. Let us 
not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred. We must forever 
conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not allow our creative protest to 
degenerate into physical violence. Again and again we must rise to the majestic heights of meeting physical 
force with soul force. The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community must not lead 
us to a distrust of all white people, for many of our white brothers, as evidenced by their presence here 



 

today, have come to realize that their destiny is tied up with our destiny. And they have come to realize that 
their freedom is inextricably bound to our freedom. We cannot walk alone.  

And as we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall always march ahead. We cannot turn back. There 
are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be satisfied?" We can never be 
satisfied as long as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality. We can never be 
satisfied as long as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the motels of the 
highways and the hotels of the cities. We cannot be satisfied as long as the Negro's basic mobility is from a 
smaller ghetto to a larger one. We can never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of their 
selfhood and robbed of their dignity by signs stating "for whites only." We cannot be satisfied as long as a 
Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote. No, 
no we are not satisfied and we will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like 
a mighty stream.  

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. Some of you have 
come fresh from narrow jail cells. Some of you have come from areas where your quest for freedom left 
you battered by storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. You have been the 
veterans of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that unearned suffering is redemptive.  

Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to South Carolina, go back to Georgia, go back to 
Louisiana, go back to the slums and ghettos of our northern cities, knowing that somehow this situation can 
and will be changed.  

Let us not wallow in the valley of despair. I say to you today my friends - so even though we face the 
difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream.  

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal."  

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former 
slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood.  

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, 
sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.  

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the 
color of their skin but by the content of their character.  

I have a dream today.  

I have a dream that one day down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips 
dripping with the words of interposition and nullification - one day right there in Alabama little black boys 
and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.  

I have a dream today.  

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain shall be made low, 
the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord 
shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together.  



 

This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with. With this faith we will be able to hew out 
of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords 
of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to 
pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we 
will be free one day.  

This will be the day, this will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with new meaning 
"My country 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my father's died, land of the 
Pilgrim's pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring!"  

And if America is to be a great nation, this must become true. And so let freedom ring from the prodigious 
hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from 
the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania.  

Let freedom ring from the snow-capped Rockies of Colorado. Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes 
of California.  

But not only that; let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia.  

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee.  

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi - from every mountainside.  

Let freedom ring. And when this happens, and when we allow freedom ring - when we let it ring from every 
village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of 
God's children - black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics - will be able to 
join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual: "Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, 
we are free at last!"  

 

From: The Modern History Sourcebook 

 

 
 
 
 
 


