Requiem for Nonviolence
[The Death of Martin Luther King, Jr.]
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As participants in the civil rights movement began to divide over tactics and targets, the influence of
Martin Luther King, Jr., declined. His failed campaign in Chicago suggested that approaches appropriate
for southern segregation might not be as successful with northern discrimination and racism. The Poor
People's March planned for the summer of 1968 would seek to call attention to these concerns. In the
spring of that year, however, King traveled to Memphis to lend his support to striking garbage collectors
and to recoup some of his diminished credibility. It was there, on April 4, that he was shot and killed by an
assassin. The news of King's death sparked riots across the country. For activists such as Black Panther
leader Eldridge Cleaver, his murder marked the death knell for the nonviolent phase of the civil rights
movement.
The murder of Dr. Martin Luther King came as a surprise–and surprisingly it also
came as a shock. Many people, particularly those in the black community who long
ago abandoned nonviolence and opted to implement the slogan of Malcolm X–"black
liberation by any means necessary"–have been expecting to hear of Dr. King's death for
a long time. Many even became tired of waiting. But that Dr. King would have to die
was a certainty. For here was a man who refused to abandon the philosophy and the
principle of nonviolence in face of a hostile and racist nation which has made it
indisputably clear that it has no intention and no desire to grant a redress of the
grievances of the black colonial subjects who are held in bondage.
To black militants, Dr. King represented a stubborn and persistent stumbling block
in the path of the methods that had to be implemented to bring about a revolution in
the present situation. And so, therefore, much hatred, much venom and much criticism
was focused upon Dr. King by the black militants/And the contradiction in which he
was caught up cast him in the role of one who was hated and held in contempt, both by
the whites in America who did not want to free black people, and by black people who
recognized the attitude of white America and who wanted to be rid of the self‐
deceiving doctrine of nonviolence. Still, black militants were willing to sit back and
watch, and allow Dr. King to play out his role. And his role has now been played out.
The assassin's bullet not only killed Dr. King, it killed a period of history. It killed a
hope, and it killed a dream.
That white America could produce the assassin of Dr. Martin Luther King is looked
upon by black people–and not just those identified as black militants–as a final
repudiation by white America of any hope of reconciliation, of any hope of change by
peaceful and nonviolent means. So that it becomes clear that the only way for black
people in this country to get the things that they want–and the things that they have a
right to and that they deserve–is to meet fire with fire.

That there is a holocaust coming I have no doubt at all. I have been talking to people
around the country by telephone–people intimately involved in the black liberation
struggle–and their reaction to Dr. King's murder has been unanimous: the war has
begun. The violent phase of the black liberation struggle is here, and it will spread.
From that shot, from that blood, America will be painted red.
America has said "No" to the black man's demand for liberation, and this "No" is
unacceptable to black people. They are going to strike back; they are going to reply to
the escalation of this racist government, this racist society. They are going to escalate
their retaliation. And the responsibility for all this blood, for all this death, for all this
suffering ... well, it's beyond the stage of assigning blame. Black people are no longer
interested in adjudicating the situation, in negotiating the situation, in arbitrating the
situation. Their only interest now is in being able to summon up whatever it will take
to wreak the havoc upon Babylon that will force Babylon to let the black people go. For
all other avenues have been closed.

The assassin's bullet which struck down Dr. King closed a door that to the majority of
black people seemed closed long ago. To many of us it was clear that that door was
never open. But we were willing to allow those who wanted to to bang upon that door
for entry, we were willing to sit back and let them do this. Indeed, we had no other
choice but now all black people in America have become Black Panthers in spirit.
And it is strange to see how, with each significant shot that is fired, time is speeded up.
How the dreadful days that we all somehow knew were coming seem to cascade down
upon us immediately, and the dreadful hours that we thought were years away are
immediately upon us, immediately before us. And all eternity is gone, blown away,
washed away in the blood of martyrs.
Is the death of Dr. King a sad day for America? No. It is a day consistent with what
America demands by its actions. The death of Dr. King was not a tragedy for America.
America should be happy that Dr. King is dead, because America worked so hard to
bring it about. And now all the hypocritical, vicious madmen who pollute the
government of this country and who befoul the police agencies of this country, all of
the hypocritical public announcements following the death of Dr. King are being
repudiated and held in contempt, not only by black people but by millions of white
people who know that had these same treacherous, political gangsters made the
moves that clearly lay within their power to make, Dr. King would not be dead,
nonviolence would prevail and the terror would not be upon us. These people, the
police departments, the legislatures, the government, the Democratic Party, the
Republican Party, those commonly referred to as the Establishment or the power
structure, they can be looked upon as immediate targets and symbols of blame ....

Last night I heard Lyndon Baines Johnson admonishing his people, admonishing black
people to turn away from violence, and not to follow the path of the assassins. And of
all the corn pone that he spouted forth one thing struck me and I felt insulted by it. He
was ringing changes on a famous statement made by Malcolm X in his speech. "The
Ballot or the Bullet." Malcolm X had prophesied that if the ballot did not prevail in
gaining black people their liberation, then the bullet would be made to prevail. And
Lyndon Johnson said last night that he was going to prove to the nation and to the
American people that the ballot and not the bullet would prevail. Coming from him, it
was a pure insult.
Those of us in the Black Panther Party who have been reading events and looking to
the future have said that this will be the Year of the Panther, that this will be the Year
of the Black Panther. And now everything that I can see leaves no doubt of that. And
now there is Stokely Carmichael, Rap Brown, and above all there is Huey P. Newton.
Malcolm X prophesied the coming of the gun, and Huey Newton picked up the gun,
and now there is gun against gun. Malcolm X gunned down. Martin Luther King
gunned down.

