
HST203 – United States History 
 

Primary Source Document Assignment 
 

Students are randomly assigned two PSD Assignments to complete during the term.  Only one assignment, 
whichever earns the higher score, will count towards your final grade in this course. 
 
 
PSD #4 

<--------------------------------------------------------|------------------------------------------------------->  
liberal                                                                                                                          conservative  
 
The long history of Civil Rights in the United States is a complicated story. From the 1950's to the 1970's, 
division and change within the movement itself occurred. Read primary source documents D1, D2, and 
D3. What are the greatest differences between these leaders?  Are there any similarities.  Each of them 
promoted the extension of civil rights to African-Americans. How liberal or conservative was each 
considered then, and now?  Where, on the spectrum, do you believe each of these authors/documents 
should be correctly placed?  



PSD – D1 
 
Letter From Birmingham Jail 
Martin Luther King. Jr. 
April 16, 1963 
 
MY DEAR FELLOW CLERGYMEN: 
 

While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, 
I came across your recent statement calling my 
present activities "unwise and untimely." Seldom do 
I pause to answer criticism of my work and ideas. If 
I sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my 
desk, my secretaries would have little time for 
anything other than such correspondence in the 
course of the day, and I would have no time for 
constructive work. But since I feel that you are men 
of genuine good will and that your criticisms are 
sincerely set forth, I want to try to answer your 
statements in what I hope will be patient and 
reasonable terms… 

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 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… 

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… 

You speak of our activity in Birmingham as 
extreme. At fist I was rather disappointed that 
fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts 
as those of an extremist. I began thinking about the 
fact that stand in the middle of two opposing forces 
in the Negro community. One is a force of 
complacency, made up in part of Negroes who, as a 
result of long years of oppression, are so drained of 
self-respect and a sense of "somebodiness" that they 
have adjusted to segregation; and in part of a few 
middle class Negroes who, because of a degree of 
academic and economic security and because in 
some ways they profit by segregation, have become 
insensitive to the problems of the masses. The other 
force is one of bitterness and hatred, and it comes 
perilously close to advocating violence. It is 
expressed in the various black nationalist groups 
that are springing up across the nation, the largest 
and best-known being Elijah Muhammad's Muslim 
movement. Nourished by the Negro's frustration 
over the continued existence of racial 
discrimination, this movement is made up of people 
who have lost faith in America, who have 
absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who have 
concluded that the white man is an incorrigible 
"devil." 

I have tried to stand between these two forces, 
saying that we need emulate neither the "do-
nothingism" of the complacent nor the hatred and 
despair of the black nationalist. For there is the 
more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest. I 



am grateful to God that, through the influence of the 
Negro church, the way of nonviolence became an 
integral part of our struggle. 

If this philosophy had not emerged, by now 
many streets of the South would, I am convinced, 
be flowing with blood. And I am further convinced 
that if our white brothers dismiss as "rabble-
rousers" and "outside agitators" those of us who 
employ nonviolent direct action, and if they refuse 
to support our nonviolent efforts, millions of 
Negroes will, out of frustration and despair, seek 
solace and security in black-nationalist ideologies a 
development that would inevitably lead to a 
frightening racial nightmare. 

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. Now this approach is being 
dismissed as extremist. I must admit that I was 
initially disappointed in being so categorized… 

When I was suddenly catapulted into the 
leadership of the bus protest in Montgomery, 
Alabama, a few years ago, I felt we would be 
supported by the white church felt that the white 
ministers, priests and rabbis of the South would be 
among our strongest allies. Instead, some have been 
outright opponents, refusing to understand the 
freedom movement and misrepresenting its leaders; 
all too many others have been more cautious than 

courageous and have remained silent behind the 
anesthetizing security of stained-glass windows… 

But the judgment of God is upon the church as 
never before. If today's church does not recapture 
the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose 
its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and 
be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no 
meaning for the twentieth century. Every day I meet 
young people whose disappointment with the 
church has turned into outright disgust… 

I hope the church as a whole will meet the 
challenge of this decisive hour. But even if the 
church does not come to the aid of justice, I have no 
despair about the future. 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, and all over the 
nation, because the goal of America is 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… 

It is true that the police have exercised a .degree 
of discipline in handing the demonstrators. In this 
sense they have conducted themselves rather 
"nonviolently" in public. But for what purpose? To 
preserve the evil system of segregation. 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. Perhaps Mr. 
Connor and his policemen have been rather 
nonviolent in public, as was Chief Pritchett in 
Albany, Georgia but they have used the moral 
means of nonviolence to maintain the immoral end 
of racial injustice. As T. S. Eliot has said: "The last 



temptation is the greatest treason: To do the right 
deed for the wrong reason." 

… 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, and 
thusly carrying 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. 
 
PSD – D2 
 
Black Power 
Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton 
1967 
 

The advocates of Black Power reject the old 
slogans and meaningless rhetoric of previous years 
in the civil rights struggle. The language of 
yesterday is indeed irrelevant: progress, non-
violence, integration, fear of “white backlash,” 
coalition. . . .  

One of the tragedies of the struggle against 
racism is that up to this point there has been no 
national organization which could speak to the 
growing militancy of young black people in the 
urban ghettos and the black-belt South. There has 
been only a “civil rights” movement, whose tone of 
voice was adapted to an audience of middle-class 
whites. It served as a sort of buffer zone between 
that audience and angry young blacks. It claimed to 
speak for the needs of a community, but it did not 
speak in the tone of that community. None of its so-
called leaders could go into a rioting community 
and be lis- tened to. In a sense, the blame must be 
shared-along with the mass media-by those leaders 
for what happened in Watts, Harlem, Chicago, 
Cleveland, and other places. Each time the black 
people in those cities saw Dr. Martin Luther King 
get slapped they became angry. When they saw 
little black girls bombed to death in a church and 
civil rights workers ambushed and murdered, they 
were angrier; and when nothing happened, they 
were steaming mad. We had nothing to offer that 
they could see, except to go out and be beaten 
again. We helped to build their frustration.  

We had only the old language of love and 
suffering. And in most places-that is, from the 
liberals and middle class-we got back the old 
language of patience and progress. . . .  

Such language, along with admonitions to 
remain non-violent and fear the white backlash, 
convinced some that that course was the only course 
to follow. It misled some into believing that a black 
minority could bow its head and get whipped into a 
meaningful position of power. The very notion is 
absurd. . . .  

There are many who still sincerely believe in 
that approach. From our viewpoint, rampaging 
white mobs and white night-riders must be made to 
understand that their days of free head-whipping are 
over. Black people should and must fight back. 
Nothing more quickly repels someone bent on 
destroying you than the unequivocal message: 
“O.K., fool, make your move, and run the same risk 
I run-of dying.”  

Next we deal with the term “integration.” 
According to its advocates, social justice will be 
accomplished by “inte- grating the Negro into the 
mainstream institutions of the society from which 
he has been traditionally excluded.” This concept is 
based on the assumption that there is nothing of 
value in the black community and that little of value 
could be created among black people. The thing to 
do is to siphon off the “acceptable” black people 
into the surrounding middle- class white 
community.  

The goals of integrationists are middle-class 
goals, articulated primarily by a small group of 
Negroes with middle- class aspirations or status. . . .  

Secondly, while color blindness may be a sound 
goal ultimately, we must realize that race is an 
overwhelming fact of life in this historical period. 
There is no black man in the country who can live 
“simply as a man.” His blackness is an ever- present 
fact of this racist society, whether he recognizes it 
or not. It is unlikely that this or the next generation 
will witness the time when race will no longer be 
relevant in the conduct of public affairs and in 
public policy decision-making. . . .  
“Integration” as a goal today speaks to the problem 
of blackness not only in an unrealistic way but also 
in a despicable way. It is based on complete 
acceptance of the fact that in order to have a decent 
house or education, black people must move into a 
white neighborhood or send their children to a white 
school. This reinforces, among both black and 
white, the idea that “white” is automatically 
superior and “black” is by definition inferior. For 
this reason, “integration” is a subterfuge for the 
maintenance of white supremacy. 
 



PSD – D3 
 
Speech 
Malcolm X 
9 November 1963 
 

Look at the American Revolution in 1776. That 
revolution was for what? For land. Why did they 
want land? Independence. How was it carried out? 
Bloodshed. Number one, it was based on land, the 
basis of independence. And the only way they could 
get it was bloodshed. The French Revolution - what 
was it based on? The landless against the landlord. 
What was it for? Land. How did they get it? 
Bloodshed. Was no love lost, was no compromise, 
was no negotiation. I'm telling you - you don't know 
what a revolution is. Because when you find out 
what it is, you'll get back in the alley, you'll get out 
of the way. 

The Russian Revolution - what was it based on? 
Land; the landless against the landlord. How did 
they bring it about? Bloodshed. You haven't got a 
revolution that doesn't involve bloodshed. And 
you're afraid to bleed. I said, you're afraid to 

bleed. 
As long as the white man sent you to Korea, you 

bled. He sent you to Germany, you bled. He sent 
you to the South Pacific to fight the Japanese, you 
bled. You bleed for white people, but when it comes 
to seeing your own churches being bombed and 
little black girls murdered, you haven't got any 
blood. You bleed when the white man says bleed; 
you bite when the white man says bite; and you 
bark when the white man says bark. I hate to say 
this about us, but it's true. How are you going to be 
nonviolent in Mississippi, as violent as you were in 
Korea? How can you justify being nonviolent in 
Mississippi and Alabama, when your churches are 
being bombed, and your little girls are being 
murdered, and at the same time you are going to get 
violent with Hitler, and Tojo, and somebody else 
you don't even know? 

If violence is wrong in America, violence is 
wrong abroad. If it is wrong to be violent defending 
black 'women and black children and black babies 
and black men, then it is wrong for America to draft 
us and make us violent abroad in defense of her. 
And if it is right for America to draft us, and teach 
us how to be violent in defense of her, then it is 
right for you and me to do whatever is necessary to 
defend our own people right here in this country. 

So I cite these various revolutions, brothers and 
sisters, to show you that you don't have a peaceful 
revolution. You don't have a turn-the-other-cheek 
revolution. There's no such thing as a nonviolent 
revolution. The only kind of revolution that is 
nonviolent is the Negro revolution. The only 
revolution in which the goal is loving your enemy is 
the Negro revolution. It's the only revolution in 
which the goal is a desegregated lunch counter, a 
desegregated theater, a desegregated park, and a 
desegregated public toilet; you can sit down next to 
white folks - on the toilet. That's no revolution. 
Revolution is based on land. Land is the basis of all 
independence. Land is the basis of freedom, justice, 
and equality. 
 


