“My Pilgrimage to Nonviolence”

1 September 1958
New York, N.Y.

This shortened version of chapter six of Stride Toward Freedom appeared in the
September issue of Fellowship. In it, King traces the philosophical and theological
underpinnings of his commitment to nonviolence, stating that “Gandhi was probably
the first person in history to lift the love ethic of Jesus above mere interaction between
individuals to a powerful and effective social force on a large scale.” King affirms his
conviction that nonviolent resistance is “one of the most potent weapons available to
oppressed people in their quest for social justice.”

Explaining that he “neither started” the Montgomery bus boycott “nor suggested
it,” King concludes: “Living through the actual experience of the protest, nonviolence
became more than a method to which I gave intellectual assent; it became a commitment
to a way of life.” King includes a discussion of communism’s relationship to
Christianity, which borrows both ideas and phrasing from an essay by Robert
McCracken, minister at New York’s Riverside Church.

Often the question has arisen concerning my own intellectual pilgrimage to
nonviolence. In order to get at this question it is necessary to go back to my early
teens in Atlanta. I had grown up abhorring not only segregation but also the op-
pressive and barbarous acts that grew out of it. I had passed spots where Negroes
had been savagely lynched, and had watched the Ku Klux Klan on its rides at
night. I had seen police brutality with my own eyes, and watched Negroes receive
the most tragic injustice in the courts. All of these things had done something to
my growing personality. I had come perilously close to resenting all white people.

I had also learned that the inseparable twin of racial injustice was economic in-
justice. Although I came from a home of economic security and relative comfort,

1. See Robert J. McCracken, “What Should be the Christian Attitude Toward Communism?” (in
Questions People Ask [New York: Harper & Brothers, 1951], pp. 163-172). McCracken held that the
two belief systems were irreconcilable, but noted that the spread of communism pointed to short-
comings in the Christian commitment to social justice. King also drew upon McCracken when he de-
livered the sermon “Communism’s Challenge to Christianity” in 1952 (see Outline, “Communism’s
Challenge to Christianity,” 10 August 1952; see also Watson to King, 14 August 1952, in Papers 2:156 —
157). King later published a similar discussion in “How Should A Christian View Communism?”
(Strength to Love [New York: Harper & Row, 1963], pp. 114-123).
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I could never get out of my mind the economic insecurity of many of my play-
mates and the tragic poverty of those living around me. During my late teens I
worked two summers, against my father’s wishes—he never wanted my brother
and me to work around white people because of the oppressive conditions—in a
plant that hired both Negroes and whites. Here I saw economic injustice first-
hand, and realized that the poor white was exploited just as much as the Negro.
Through these early experiences I grew up deeply conscious of the varieties of in-
Jjustice in our society.

So when I went to Atlanta’s Morehouse College as a freshman in 1944 my con-
cern for racial and economic justice was already substantial. During my student
days at Morehouse I read Thoreau’s Essay on Civil Disobedience for the first time.
Fascinated by the idea of refusing to cooperate with an evil system, I was so deeply
moved that I reread the work several times. This was my first intellectual contact
with the theory of nonviolent resistance.

Not until I entered Crozer Theological Seminary in 1948, however, did I begin
a serious intellectual quest for a method to eliminate social evil. Although my ma-
jor interest was in the fields of theology and philosophy, I spent a great deal of
time reading the works of the great social philosophers. I came early to Walter
Rauschenbusch’s Christianity and the Social Crisis, which left an indelible imprint
on my thinking by giving me a theological basis for the social concern which had
already grown up in me as a result of my early experiences.? Of course there were
points at which I differed with Rauschenbusch. I felt that he had fallen victim to
the nineteenth-century “cult of inevitable progress” which led him to a super-
ficial optimism concerning man’s nature. Moreover, he came perilously close to
identifying the Kingdom of God with a particular social and economic system—
a tendency which should never befall the Church. But in spite of these short-
comings Rauschenbusch had done a great service for the Christian Church by in-
sisting that the gospel deals with the whole man, not only his soul but his body;
not only his spiritual well-being but his material well-being. It has been my con-
viction ever since reading Rauschenbusch that any religion which professes to be
concerned about the souls of men and is not concerned about the social and eco-
nomic conditions that scar the soul, is a spiritually moribund religion only wait-
ing for the day to be buried. It well has been said: “A religion that ends with the
individual, ends.”3

After reading Rauschenbusch, I turned to a serious study of the social and ethi-
cal theories of the great philosophers, from Plato and Aristotle down to Rousseau,
Hobbes, Bentham, Mill, and Locke. All of these masters stimulated my think-
ing~—such as it was—and, while finding things to question in each of them, I nev-
ertheless learned a great deal from their study.

2. Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (New York: Macmillan, 1907).

3. Harry Emerson Fosdick, The Hope of the World, pp. 25, $8: “Any church that pretends to care for
the souls of people but is not interested in the slums that damn them, the city government that cor-
rupts them, the economic order that cripples them . . . that kind of church, I think, would hear again
the Master’s withering words: ‘Scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” . . . I agree with a Christian con-
temporary who says, ‘If religion ends with the individual, it ends.””



The Challenge of Marxism

During the Christmas holidays of 1949 I decided to spend my spare time read-
ing Karl Marx to try to understand the appeal of communism for many people.
For the first time I carefully scrutinized Das Kapital and The Communist Manifesto.
I also read some interpretive works on the thinking of Marx and Lenin. In read-
ing such Communist writings I drew certain conclusions that have remained with
me to this day.

First I rejected their materialistic interpretation of history. Communism, avow-
edly secularistic and materialistic, has no place for God.* This I could never ac-
cept, for as a Christian I believe that there is a creative personal power in this uni-
verse who is the ground and essence of all reality—a power that cannot be
explained in materialistic terms. History is ultimately guided by spirit, not matter.

Second, I strongly disagreed with communism’s ethical relativism. Since for the
Communist there is no divine government, no absolute moral order, there are
no fixed, immutable principles; consequently almost anything—force, violence,
murder, lying—is a justifiable means to the “millennial” end.? This type of rela-
tivism was abhorrent to me. Constructive ends can never give absolute moral
justification to destructive means, because in the final analysis the end is preexis-
tent in the mean.

Third, I opposed communism’s political totalitarianism. In communism the in-
dividual ends up in subjection to the state. True, the Marxist would argue that the
state is an “interim” reality which is to be eliminated when the classless society
emerges; but the state is the end while it lasts, and man only a means to that end.
And if any man’s so-called rights or liberties stand in the way of that end, they are
simply swept aside. His liberties of expression, his freedom to vote, his freedom
to listen to what news he likes or to choose his books are all restricted. Man be-
comes hardly more, in communism, than a depersonalized cog in the turning
wheel of the state.

This deprecation of individual freedom was objectionable to me. I am con-
vinced now, as I was then, that man is an end because he is a child of God. Man is
not made for the state; the state is made for man. To deprive man of freedom is
to relegate him to the status of a thing, rather than elevate him to the status of a
person. Man must never be treated as a means to the end of the state, but always
as an end within himself.

Yet, in spite of the fact that my response to communism was and is negative, and
I considered it basically evil, there were points at which I found it challenging.

4. McCracken, Questions People Ask, p. 168: “Why, then, is the Communism to which William Tem-
ple applied the adjective ‘Christian’ a heresy? Because it is avowedly secularistic and materialistic. It
makes no place for God or Christ or for the things Christ put first in life.”

5. McCracken, p. 168: “Since for the Communist there is no Divine government, no absolute
moral order, there are no fixed, immutable principles. Communism knows no necessity save that of
the class war and no obligations save that of hastening the Revolution. Any means—force, violence, im-
prisonment, torture, terrorism, lying, murder—justify that millennial end.”
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The late Archbishop of Canterbury, William Temple, referred to communism as
a Christian heresy. By this he meant that communism had laid hold of certain
truths which are essential parts of the Christian view of things, but that it had
bound up with them concepts and practices which no Christian could ever accept
or profess.® Communism challenged the late Archbishop and it should challenge
every Christian—as it challenged me—to a growing concern about social justice.
With all of its false assumptions and evil methods, communism grew as a protest
against the hardships of the underprivileged. Communism in theory emphasized
a classless society, and a concern for social justice, though the world knows from
sad experience that in practice it created new classes and a new lexicon of injus-
tice. The Christian ought always to be challenged by any protest against unfair
treatment of the poor, for Christianity is itself such a protest, nowhere expressed
more eloquently than in Jesus’s words: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, be-
cause he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor: he hath sent me to
heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of
sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, to preach the acceptable
year of the Lord.””

I also sought systematic answers to Marx’s critique of modern bourgeois cul-
ture. He presented capitalism as essentially a struggle between the owners of the
productive resources and the workers, whom Marx regarded as the real produc-
ers. Marx interpreted economic forces as the dialectical process by which society
moved from feudalism through capitalism to socialism, with the primary mecha-
nism of this historical movement being the struggle between economic classes
whose interests were irreconcilable. Obviously this theory left out of account the
numerous and significant complexities—political, economic, moral, religious,
and psychological—which played a vital role in shaping the constellation of in-
stitutions and ideas known today as Western civilization. Moreover, it was dated in
the sense that the capitalism Marx wrote about bore only a partial resemblance to
the capitalism we know in this country today.

Toward a New Social Synthesis

But in spite of the shortcomings of his analysis, Marx had raised some basic
questions. [ was deeply concerned from my early teen days about the gulf between
superfluous wealth and abject poverty, and my reading of Marx made me ever
more conscious of this gulf. Although modern American capitalism had greatly
reduced the gap through social reforms, there was still need for a better distri-
bution of wealth. Moreover, Marx had revealed the danger of the profit motive as
the sole basis of an economic system: capitalism is always in danger of inspiring

6. McCracken wrote that Temple had “once described communism as a ‘Christian heresy,”” mean-
ing that “Communism had laid hold of certain truths which are an essential part of the Christian
scheme of things and which every Christian should acknowledge and profess, but that it had bound
up with them concepts and practices which no Christian can ever acknowledge or profess” (p. 166).

7. Luke 4:18-19. McCracken used this same quote to demonstrate the “passionate concern for
social justice” at the heart of Christianity (p. 16%).



men to be more concerned about making a living than making a life. We are
prone to judge success by the index of our salaries or the size of our automobiles,
rather than by the quality of our service and relationship to humanity—thus cap-
italism can lead to a practical materialism that is as pernicious as the materialism
taught by communism.

In short, I read Marx as I read all of the influential historical thinkers—from a
dialectical point of view, combining a partial “yes” and a partial “no.” In so far as
Marx posited a metaphysical materialism, an ethical relativism, and a strangulat-
ing totalitarianism, I responded with an unambiguous “no”; but in so far as he
pointed to weaknesses of traditional capitalism, contributed to the growth of a
definite self-consciousness in the masses, and challenged the social conscience of
the Christian churches, I responded with a definite “yes.”

My reading of Marx also convinced me that truth is found neither in Marxism
nor in traditional capitalism. Each represents a partial truth. Historically capital-
ism failed to see the truth in collective enterprise, and Marxism failed to see the
truth in individual enterprise. Nineteenth century capitalism failed to see that life
is social and Marxism failed and still fails to see that life is individual and personal.
The Kingdom of God is neither the thesis of individual enterprise nor the antithe-
sis of collective enterprise, but a synthesis which reconciles the truths of both.

Muste, Nietzsche and Gandhi

During my stay at Crozer, I was also exposed for the first time to the pacifist po-
sition in a lecture by A. J. Muste.? I was deeply moved by Mr. Muste’s talk, but far
from convinced of the practicability of his position. Like most of the students of
Crozer, I felt that while war could never be a positive or absolute good, it could
serve as a negative good in the sense of preventing the spread and growth of an
evil force. War, horrible as it is, might be preferable to surrender to a totalitarian
system—Nazi, Fascist, or Communist.

During this period I had about despaired of the power of love in solving social
problems. Perhaps my faith in love was temporarily shaken by the philosophy of
Nietzsche. I had been reading parts of The Genealogy of Morals and the whole of
The Will to Power.® Nietzsche’s glorification of power—in his theory all life ex-
pressed the will to power—was an outgrowth of his contempt for ordinary
morals. He attacked the whole of the Hebraic-Christian morality—with its virtues
of piety and humility, its other worldliness and its attitude toward suffering—as
the glorification of weakness, as making virtues out of necessity and impotence.
He looked to the development of a superman who would surpass man as man sur-
passed the ape. '

Then one Sunday afternoon I traveled to Philadelphia to hear a sermon by
Dr. Mordecai Johnson, president of Howard University.'® He was there to preach

8. In November 1949, King attended a Muste lecture in defense of pacifism.
9. Wilhelm Friedrich Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals (New York: Macmillan, 189%7) and The Will
to Power (Edinburgh: T. N. Foulis, 1909).
10. Johnson lectured at Philadelphia’s Fellowship House in the spring of 1950.
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for the Fellowship House of Philadelphia. Dr. Johnson had just returned from a
trip to India, and, to my great interest, he spoke of the life and teachings of Ma-
hatma Gandhi. His message was so profound and electrifying that I left the meet-
ing and bought a half-dozen books on Gandhi’s life and works.

Like most people, I had heard of Gandhi, but I had never studied him seri-
ously. As I read I became deeply fascinated by his campaigns of nonviolent resis-
tance. I'was particularly moved by the Salt March to the Sea and his numerous fasts.
The whole concept of “Satyagraha” (Satya is truth which equals love, and agraha
is force: “Satyagraha,” therefore, means truth-force or love force) was profoundly
significant to me. As I delved deeper into the philosophy of Gandhi my skepti-
cism concerning the power of love gradually diminished, and I came to see for
the first time its potency in the area of social reform. Prior to reading Gandhi, I had
about concluded that the ethics of Jesus were only effective in individual relation-
ship. The “turn the other cheek” philosophy and the “love your enemies” philoso-
phy were only valid, I felt, when individuals were in conflict with other individu-
als; when racial groups and nations were in conflict a more realistic approach
seemed necessary. But after reading Gandhi, I saw how utterly mistaken I was.

Gandhi was probably the first person in history to lift the love ethic of Jesus above
mere interaction between individuals to a powerful and effective social force on
a large scale. Love, for Gandhi, was a potent instrument for social and collective
transformation. It was in this Gandhian emphasis on love and nonviolence that I
discovered the method for social reform that I had been seeking for so many
months. The intellectual and moral satisfaction that I failed to gain from the util-
itarianism of Bentham and Mill, the revolutionary methods of Marx and Lenin,
the social-contracts theory of Hobbes, the “back to nature” optimism of Rousseau,
the superman philosophy of Nietzsche, I found in the nonviolent resistance phi-
losophy of Gandhi. I came to feel that this was the only morally and practically
sound method open to oppressed people in their struggle for freedom.

An Encounter With Niebuhr

But my intellectual odyssey to nonviolence did not end here. During my last
year in theological school, I began to read the works of Reinhold Niebuhr.!! The
prophetic and realistic elements in Niebuhr’s passionate style and profound
thought were appealing to me, and I became so enamored of his social ethics that
I almost fell into the trap of accepting uncritically everything he wrote.

About this time I read Niebuhr’s critique of the pacifist position. Niebuhr had
himself once been a member of the pacifist ranks. For several years, he had been
national chairman of the Fellowship of Reconciliation.* 2 His break with pacifism
came in the early thirties, and the first full statement of his criticism of pacifism
was in Moral Man and Immoral Society.'> Here he argued that there was no intrin-

11. See King, “The Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr,” April 1953-June 1954, in Papers 2: 269—279.
12. An editor’s note here indicated the dates of Niebuhr’s chairmanship as 1931-1932.
13. Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1932).



sic moral difference between violent and nonviolent resistance. The social con-
sequences of the two methods were different, he contended, but the differences
were in degree rather than kind. Later Niebuhr began emphasizing the irre-
sponsibility of relying on nonviolent resistance when there was no ground for be-
lieving that it would be successful in preventing the spread of totalitarian tyranny.
It could only be successful, he argued, if the groups against whom the resistance
was taking place had some degree of moral conscience, as was the case in Gandhi’s
struggle against the British. Niebuhr’s ultimate rejection of pacifism was based
primarily on the doctrine of man. He argued that pacifism failed to do justice to
the reformation doctrine of justification by faith, substituting for it a sectarian
perfectionism which believes “that divine grace actually lifts man out of the sin-
ful contradictions of history and establishes him above the sins of the world.”

At first, Niebuhr's critique of pacifism left me in a state of confusion. As1 con-
tinued to read, however, I came to see more and more the shortcomings of his
position. For instance, many of his statements revealed that he interpreted
pacifism as a sort of passive nonresistance to evil expressing naive trust in the
power of love. But this was a serious distortion. My study of Gandhi convinced me
that true pacifism is not nonresistance to evil, but nonviolent resistance to evil.
Between the two positions, there is a world of difference. Gandhi resisted evil with
as much vigor and power as the violent resister, but he resisted with love instead
of hate. True pacifism is not unrealistic submission to evil power, as Niebuhr con-
tends. It is rather a courageous confrontation of evil by the power of love, in the
faith that it is better to be the recipient of violence than the inflicter of it, since
the latter only multiplies the existence of violence and bitterness in the universe,
while the former may develop a sense of shame in the opponent, and thereby
bring about a transformation and change of heart.

In spite of the fact that I found many things to be desired in Niebuhr’s philos-
ophy, there were several points at which he constructively influenced my think-
ing. Niebuhr’s great contribution to contemporary theology is that he has refuted
the false optimism characteristic of a great segment of Protestant liberalism, with-
out falling into the anti-rationalism of the continental theologian Karl Barth, or
the semi-fundamentalism of other dialectical theologians. Moreover, Niebuhr
has extraordinary insight into human nature, especially the behavior of nations
and social groups. He is keenly aware of the complexity of human motives and of
the relation between morality and power. His theology is a persistent reminder of
the reality of sin on every level of man’s existence. These elements in Niebuhr’s
thinking helped me to recognize the illusions of a superficial optimism concern-
ing human nature and the dangers of a false idealism. While I still believed in
man’s potential for good, Niebuhr made me realize his potential for evil as well.
Moreover, Niebuhr helped me to recognize the complexity of man’s social in-
volvement and the glaring reality of collective evil.

Many pacifists, I felt, failed to see this. All too many had an unwarranted opti-
mism concerning man and leaned unconsciously toward Self-righteousness. It
was my revolt against these attitudes under the influence of Niebuhr that ac-
counts for the fact that in spite of my strong leaning toward pacifism, I never
joined a pacifist organization. After reading Niebubhr, I tried to arrive at a realis-
tic pacifism. In other words, I came to see the pacifist position not as sinless but
as the lesser evil in the circumstances. I felt then, and I feel now, that the pacifist
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would have a greater appeal if he did not claim to be free from the moral dilem-
mas that the Christian nonpacifist confronts.

The next stage of my intellectual pilgrimage to nonviolence came during my
doctoral studies at Boston University. Here I had the opportunity to talk to many
exponents of nonviolence, both students and visitors to the campus. Boston Uni-
versity School of Theology, under the influence of Dean Walter Muelder and Pro-
fessor Allen Knight Chalmers, had a deep sympathy for pacifism. Both Dean
Muelder and Dr. Chalmers had a passion for social justice that stemmed, not
from a superficial optimism, but from a deep faith in the possibilities of human
beings when they allowed themselves to become co-workers with God. It was at
Boston University that I came to see that Niebuhr had overemphasized the cor-
ruption of human nature. His pessimism concerning human nature was not bal-
anced by an optimism concerning divine nature. He was so involved in diagnos-
ing man’s sickness of sin that he overlooked the cure of grace.

I'studied philosophy and theology at Boston University under Edgar S. Bright-
man and L. Harold DeWolf. Both men greatly stimulated my thinking. It was
mainly under these teachers that I studied personalistic philosophy—the theory
that the clue to the meaning of ultimate reality is found in personality. This per-
sonal idealism remains today my basic philosophical position. Personalism’s in-
sistence that only personality-—finite and infinite—is ultimately real strengthened
me in two convictions: it gave me metaphysical and philosophical grounding for
the idea of a personal God, and it gave me a metaphysical basis for the dignity and
worth of all human personality.

Just before Dr. Brightman’s death, I began studying the philosophy of Hegel
with him. Although the course was mainly a study of Hegel’s monumental work,
Phenomenology of Mind, 1 spent my spare time reading his Philosophy of History and
Philosophy of Right.'* There were points in Hegel’s philosophy that I strongly dis-
agreed with. For instance, his absolute idealism was rationally unsound to me be-
cause it tended to swallow up the many in the one. But there were other aspects
of his thinking that I found stimulating. His contention that “truth is the whole”
led me to a philosophical method of rational coherence. His analysis of the di-
alectical process, in spite of its shortcomings, helped me to see that growth comes
through struggle.

In 1954 I ended my formal training with all of these relative divergent intel-
lectual forces converging into a positive social philosophy. One of the main tenets
of this philosophy was the conviction that nonviolent resistance was one of the
most potent weapons available to oppressed people in their quest for social jus-
tice. At this time, however, I had merely an intellectual understanding and ap-
preciation of the position, with no firm determination to organize it in a socially
effective situation.

When I went to Montgomery as a pastor, I had not the slightest idea that I
would later become involved in a crisis in which nonviolent resistance would be
applicable. I neither started the protest nor suggested it. I simply responded to

14. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of Mind (New York: Macmillan, 1910); Philoso-
phy of History (New York: P. F. Collier & Son, 185%); and Philosophy of Right (London: G. Bell and Sons,
1896).



the call of the people for a spokesman. When the protest began, my mind, con-
sciously or unconsciously, was driven back to the Sermon on the Mount, with its
sublime teachings on love, and the Gandhian method of nonviolent resistance.
As the days unfolded, I came to see the power of nonviolence more and more.
Living through the actual experience of the protest, nonviolence became more
than a method to which I gave intellectual assent; it became a commitment to a
way of life. Many of the things that I had not cleared up intellectually concerning
nonviolence were now solved in the sphere of practical action.'®

PD. Fellowship 24 (1 September 1958): 4-9.

15. In chapter six of Stride Toward Freedom, King continued with a discussion of the philosophy
of nonviolence, highlighting six basic facts of nonviolent resistance and emphasizing the centrality of
love to the struggle for justice. Similar discussions figured prominently in many of King’s speeches
about the Montgomery movement. ’
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