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Of Studies
Francis Bacon

Francis Bacon (1561-1626) was an English statesman, writer, philosopher and an early promoter
of what we have come to call the scientific method. In 1597 he published the first edition of his
“essays.” He borrowed the word essay from the French writer Michel de Montaigne. It meant an
attempt or trial, somewhat like the fragments and proverbs that were popular at the time. He
wrote a second edition in 1612 and published an expanded edition in 1625 from which the
following essay, number 50, was taken.

Studies serve for delight, for ornament, and for ability. Their chief use for delight is in
privateness and retiring; for ornament, is in discourse; and for ability, is in the judgment and
disposition of business. For expert men can execute, and perhaps judge of particulars, one by
one; but the general counsels, and the plots and marshalling of affairs, come best from those that
are learned. To spend too much time in studies is sloth; to use them too much for ornament, is
affectation; to make judgment wholly by their rules, is the humor of a scholar. They perfect
nature, and are perfected by experience: for natural abilities are like natural plants, that need
pruning, by study; and studies themselves do give forth directions too much at large, except they
be bounded in by experience. Crafty men condemn studies, simple men admire them, and wise
men use them; for they teach not their own use; but that is a wisdom without them, and above
them, won by observation. Read not to contradict and confute; nor to believe and take for
granted; nor to find talk and discourse; but to weigh and consider. Some books are to be tasted,
others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested; that is, some books are to be
read only in parts; others to be read, but not curiously [closely]; and some few to be read wholly,
and with diligence and attention. Some books also may be read by deputy, and extracts made of
them by others; but that would be only in the less important arguments, and the meaner sort of
books, else distilled books are like common distilled waters, flashy things. Reading maketh a full
man; conference a ready man; and writing an exact man. And therefore, if a man write little, he
had need have a great memory; if he confer little, he had need have a present wit: and if he read
little, he had need have much cunning, to seem to know that he doth not. Histories make men
wise; poets witty; the mathematics subtle; natural philosophy [science] deep; moral grave; logic
and rhetoric able to contend. Abeunt studia in mores [Studies are transformed into manners].
Nay, there is no stond [obstacle] or impediment in the wit but may be wrought out by fit studies;
like as diseases of the body may have appropriate exercises. Bowling is good for the stone [gall-
bladder] and reins [kidneys]; shooting for the lungs and breast; gentle walking for the stomach;
riding for the head; and the like. So if a man’s wit be wandering, let him study the mathematics;
for in demonstrations, if his wit be called away never so little, he must begin again. If his wit be
not apt to distinguish or find differences, let him study the Schoolmen; for they are cymini
sectores [splitters of hairs]. If he be not apt to beat over matters, and to call up one thing to prove
and illustrate another, let him study the lawyers’ cases. So every defect of the mind may have a
special receipt.
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Essay oN CiviL DISOBEDIENCE
Henry David Thoreau

Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) was a citizen of
Concord, Massachusetts, where he lived during the
middle of the 19th century. He was a good friend of
various literary figures of the day, including Ralph
Waldo Emerson, one of the most eminent of American
authors and a popular orator.

The incident from which the following essay arose
was a night that Thoreau spent in jail for refusing to
pay taxes to the government. He was later asked to
give a talk about his experiences in jail to the Concord
Lyceum on January 26, 1848, and this talk was then
committed to paper and published in an obscure
Jjournal, where it was promptly forgotten.

Although Thoreau’s writing achieved little fame
during his lifetime, his essay on civil disobedience was
later “re-discovered” by Mohandas Gandhi, who came
across it while studying law at Oxford as a young man.
Gandhi later used the essay as a foundation for his
efforts in India resisting the British government through
civil disobedience. Through Gandhi, Thoreau’s work
also became known to Martin Luther King, who made
use of it during his resistance in the 1960’s to the racial
segregation laws in the United States.

Thoreau is probably best known in the United
States for his longer work Walden, in which he recounts
his two-year stay at Walden pond. But internationally,
Thoreau’s fame rests on the brief essay printed in
abridged form below which, although of little conse-
quence in his own day, went on to transform our view of
the political world.

I HEARTILY accept the motto — “That government is
best which governs least”; and I should like to see it
acted up to more rapidly and systematically.! Carried
out, it finally amounts to this, which also I believe —
“That government is best which governs not at all”; and
when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of
government which they will have. Government is at
best but an expedient; but most governments are usual-
ly, and all governments are sometimes, inexpedient.
The objections which have been brought against a

1" IThoreau may have been quoting John L. O’Sulli-
van: “Understood as a central consolidated power,
managing and directing the various general interests
of the society, all government is evil, and the parent
of evil.... The best government is that which gov-
erns least.” — from his Introduction to The United
States Magazine and Democratic Review (1837).]

standing army, and they are many and weighty, and
deserve to prevail, may also at last be brought against a
standing government. The standing army is only an
arm of the standing government. The government
itself, which is only the mode which the people have
chosen to execute their will, is equally liable to be
abused and perverted before the people can act through
it. Witness the present Mexican war,? the work of
comparatively a few individuals using the standing
government as their tool; for, in the outset, the people
would not have consented to this measure.

[...] The practical reason why, when the power is
once in the hands of the people, a majority are per-
mitted, and for a long period continue, to rule, is not
because they are most likely to be in the right, nor
because this seems fairest to the minority, but because
they are physically the strongest. But a government in
which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on
justice, even as far as men understand it. Can there not
be a government in which majorities do not virtually
decide right and wrong, but conscience? — in which
majorities decide only those questions to which the rule
of expediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a
moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to
the legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then?
I think that we should be men first, and subjects after-
ward. It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the
law, so much as for the right. The only obligation
which [ have a right to assume, is to do at any time
what I think right. It is truly enough said, that a corpor-
ation has no conscience; but a corporation of conscien-
tious men is a corporation with a conscience. Law
never made men a whit more just; and, by means of
their respect for it, even the well-disposed are daily

2 [The Mexican War began in March of 1846 and
ended with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (signed
February 2, 1848). The immediate causes of the war
were the annexation of Texas by the United States,
and the desire by the United States to purchase
present-day California and New Mexico. The
Mexican government refused to sell their land, so
the U.S. government took it by armed force.]
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made the agents of injustice. [...]

How does it become a man to behave toward this
American government today? I answer that he cannot
without disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an
instant recognize that political orgahization as my gov-
ernment which is the slave’s government also.

All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the
right to refuse allegiance to and to resist the gov-
ernment, when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great
and unendurable. But almost all say that such is not the
case now. But such was the case, they think, in the
Revolution of “75.3 If one were to tell me that this was
a bad government because it taxed foreign commodities
brought to its ports, it is most probable that I should not
make an ado about it, for [ can do without them: all
machines have their friction; and possibly this does
enough good to counterbalance the evil. At any rate, it
is a great evil to make a stir about it. But when the
friction comes to have its machine, and oppression and
robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such a
machine any longer. In other words, when a sixth of
the population of a nation which has undertaken to be
the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole country is
unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army, and
subjected to military law,* I think that it is not too soon
for honest men to rebel and revolutionize. What makes
this duty the more urgent is the fact, that the country so
is not our own, but ours is the invading army.

Paley,’ a common authority with many on moral
questions, in his chapter on the “Duty of Submission to
Civil Government,” resolves all civil obligation into ex-
pediency; and he proceeds to say, “that so long as the
interest of the whole society requires it, that is, so long
as the established cannot be resisted or changed without
public inconveniency, it is the will of God, that the
established government be obeyed and no longer....
This principle being admitted, the justice of every
particular case of resistance is reduced to a computation

3 [Thoreau is referring to the American Revolution;
the fighting began in Concord on 19 April 1775.]

4 [Thoreau refers here to the then current practice of
slavery in the southern states, and to the aggressions
by the United States against Mexico.]

5 [William Paley (1743-1805), English theologian and
moral philosopher. Thoreau is referring to chapter
six of Paley’s The Principles of Moral and Political
Philosophy (1785).]

of the quantity of the danger and grievance on the side,
and of the probability and expense of redressing it on
the other.” Of this, he says, every man shall judge for
himself. But Paley appears never to have contemplated
those cases to which the rule of expediency does not
apply, in which a people, as well as an individual, must
do justice, cost what it may. IfI have unjustly wrested
a plank from a drowning man, I must restore it to him
though I drown myself. This, according to Paley,
would be inconvenient. But he that would save his life,
in such a case, shall lose it.5 Thus people must cease to
hold slaves, and to make war on Mexico, though it cost
them their existence as a people. [...]

Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in
Massachusetts are not a hundred thousand politicians in
the South, but a hundred thousand merchants and
farmers here, who are more interested in commerce and
agriculture than they are in humanity, and are not pre-
pared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what
it may. 1 quarrel not with far-off foes, but with those
who, near at home, co-operate with, and do the bidding
of those far away, and without whom the latter would
be harmless. We are accustomed to say, that the mass
of men are unprepared; but improvement is slow,
because the few are not materially wiser or better than
the many. It is not so important that many should be as
good as you, as that there be some absolute goodness
somewhere; for that will leaven the whole lump.”
There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to
slavery and to the war, who yet in effect do nothing to
put an end to them; who, esteeming themselves children
of Washington and Franklin, sit down with their hands
in their pockets, and say that they know not what to do,
and do nothing; who even postpone the question of
freedom to the question of free-trade, and quietly read
the prices-current along with the latest advices from
Mexico, after dinner, and, it may be, fall asleep over
them both. What is the price-current of an honest man
and patriot today? They hesitate, and they regret, and
sometimes they petition; but they do nothing in earnest
and with effect. They will wait, well disposed, for
others to remedy the evil, that they may no longer have
it to regret. At most, they give only a cheap vote, and a
feeble countenance and Godspeed, to the right, as it

6 [Matthew 10:39]
7 [I Corinthians 5:6.]



goes by them. There are nine hundred and ninety-nine
patrons of virtue to one virtuous man; but it is easier to
deal with the real possessor of a thing than with the
temporary guardian of it.

All voting is a sort of gaming, like checkers or back-
gammon, with a slight moral tinge to it, a playing with
right and wrong, with moral questions; and betting
naturally accompanies it. The character of the voters is
not staked. I cast my vote, perchance, as I think right;
but I am not vitally concerned that that right should pre-
vail. I am willing to leave it to the majority. Its obliga-
tion, therefore, never exceeds that of expediency. Even
voting for the right is doing nothing for it. It is only
expressing to men feebly your desire that it should pre-
vail. A wise man will not leave the right to the mercy
of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the power of
the majority. There is but little virtue in the action of
masses of men. When the majority shall at length vote
for the abolition of slavery, it will be because they are
indifferent to slavery, or because there is but little
slavery left to be abolished by their vote. They will
then be the only slaves. Only his vote can hasten the
abolition of slavery who asserts his own freedom by his
vote. [...]

It is not a man’s duty, as a matter of course, to de-
vote himself to the eradication of any, even the most
enormous wrong; he may still properly have other
concerns to engage him; but it is his duty, at least, to
wash his hands of it, and, if he gives it no thought
longer, not to give it practically his support. IfI devote
myself to other pursuits and contemplations, I must first
see, at least, that I do not pursue them sitting upon
another man’s shoulders. I must get off him first, that
he may pursue his contemplations too. See what gross
inconsistency is tolerated. I have heard some of my
townsmen say, “I should like to have them order me out
to help put down an insurrection of the slaves, or to
march to Mexico — see if I would go”; and yet these
very men have each, directly by their allegiance, and so
indirectly, at least, by their money, furnished a substi-
tute. The soldier is applauded who refuses to serve in
an unjust war by those who do not refuse to sustain the
unjust government which makes the war; is applauded
by those whose own act and authority he disregards and
sets at nought; as if the State were penitent to that
degree that it hired one to scourge it while it sinned, but
not to that degree that it left off sinning for a moment.
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Thus, under the name of order and civil government,
we are all made at last to pay homage to and support
our own meanness. After the first blush of sin, comes
its indifference; and from immoral it becomes, as it
were, unmoral, and not quite unnecessary to that life
which we have made. [...] '

Unjust laws.exist; shall we be content to obey them,
or shall we endeavor to amend them, and obey them
until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at
once? Men generally, under such a government as this,
think that they ought to wait until they have persuaded
the majority to alter them. They think that, if they
should resist, the remedy would be worse than the evil.
But it is the fault of the government itself that the rem-
edy is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it
not more apt to anticipate and provide for reform? Why
does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does it cry
and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage
its citizens to be on the alert to point out its faults, and
do better than it would have them? Why does it always
crucify Christ, and excommunicate Copernicus and
Luther, and pronbunce Washington and Franklin
rebels? [...]

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the
machine of government, let it go, let it go; perchance it
will wear smooth — certainly the machine will wear
out, If the injustice has a spring, or a pulley, or a rope,
or a crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps you may
consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the
evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be
the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the
law. Let your life be a counter friction to stop the
machine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I
do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn. [...]

I meet this American government, or its represen-
tative the State government, directly, and face to face,
once a year, no more, in the person of its tax-gatherer;
this is the only mode in which a man situated as I am
necessarily meets it; and it then says distinctly, Recog-
nize me; and the simplest, the most effectual, and, in
the present pasture of affairs, the indispensablest mode
of treating with it on this head, of expressing your little
satisfaction with and love for it, is to deny it then. My
civil neighbor, the tax-gatherer, is the very man I have
to deal with — for it is, after all, with men and not with
parchment that I quarrel — and he has voluntarily
chosen to be an agent of the government. How shall he
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ever know well what he is and does as an officer of the
government, or as a man, until he is obliged to consider
whether he shall treat me, his neighbor, for whom he
has respect, as a neighbor and well-disposed man, or as
a maniac and disturber of the peace, and see if he can
get over this obstruction to his neighborliness without a
ruder and more impetuous thought or speech corre-
sponding with his action? I know this well, that if one
thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could
name — if ten honest men only — aye, if one HONEST
man, in this State of Massachusetts, ceasing to hold
slaves, were actually to withdraw from this co-partner-
ship, and be locked up in the county jail therefore, it
would be the abolition of slavery in America. For it
matters not how small the beginning may seem to be:
what is once well done is done for ever. But we love
better to talk about it: that, we say, is our mission.
Reform keeps many scores of newspapers in its service,
but not one man. [...]

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly,
the true place for a just man is also a prison. The prop-
er place today, the only place which Massachusetts has
provided for her freer and less desponding spirits, is in
her prisons, to be put out and locked out of the State by
her own act, as they have already put themselves out by
their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave, and
the Mexican prisoner on parole, and the Indian come to
plead the wrongs of his race should find them; on that
separate, but more free and honorable ground, where
the State places those who are not with her but against
her — the only house in a slave-state in which a free
man can abide with honor. If any think that their influ-
ence would be lost there, and their voices no longer
afflict the ear of the State, that they would not be as an
enemy within its walls, they do not know by how much
truth is stronger than error, nor how much more elo-
quently and effectively he can combat injustice who has
experienced a little in his own person. Cast your whole
vote, not a strip of paper merely, but your whole in-
fluence. A minority is powerless while it conforms to
the majority; it is not even a minority then; but it is
irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight. If the
alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or give up
war and slavery, the State will not hesitate which to
choose. If a thousand men were not to pay their tax-
bills this year, that would not be a violent and bloody
measure, as it would be to pay them, and enable the

State to commit violence and shed innocent blood. This
is, in fact, the definition of a peaceable revolution, if
any such is possible. If the tax-gatherer, or any other
public officer, asks me, as one has done, “But what
shall I do?” my answer is, “If you really wish to do any
thing, resign your office.” When the subject has
refused allegiance, and the officer has resigned his
office, then the revolution is accomplished. But even
suppose blood should flow. Is there not a sort of blood
shed when the conscience is wounded? Through this
wound a man’s real manhood and immortality flow out,
and he bleeds to an everlasting death. I see this blood
flowing now. [...]

I have paid no poll-tax for six years. I was putinto a
jail once on this account, for one night; and, as I stood
considering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet
thick, the door of wood and iron, a foot thick, and the
iron grating which strained the light, I could not help
being struck with the foolishness of that institution
which treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and
bones, to be locked up. T wondered that it should have
concluded at length that this was the best use it could
put me to, and had never thought to avail itself of my
services in some way. I saw that, if there was a wall of
stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still
more difficult one to climb or break through, before
they could get to be as free as I was. I1did not fora
moment feel confined, and the walls seemed a great
waste of stone and mortar. I felt as if I alone of all my
townsmen had paid my tax. They plainly did not know
how to treat me, but behaved like persons who are
underbred. In every threat and in every compliment
there was a blunder; for they thought that my chief
desire was to stand the other side of that stone wall. 1
could not but smile to see how industriously they
locked the door on my meditations, which followed
them out again without let or hindrance, and they were
really all that was dangerous. As they could not reach
me they had resolved to punish my body; just as boys,
if théy cannot come at some person against whom they
have a spite, will abuse his dog. I saw that the State
was half-witted, that it was timid as a lone woman with
her silver spoons, and that it did not know its friends
from its foes, and I lost all my remaining respect for it,
and pitied it.

Thus the State never intentionally confronts a man’s
sense, intellectual or moral, but only his body, his



senses. It is not armed with superior wit or honesty, but
with superior physical strength. I was not born to be
forced. I will breathe after my own fashion. [...] Ifa
plant cannot live according to its nature, it dies; and so
aman.

The night in prison was novel and interesting
enough. The prisoners in their shirt-sleeves were en-
joying a chat and the evening air in the doorway, when
I entered. But the jailer said, “Come, boys, it is time to
lock up,” and so they dispersed, and I heard the sound
of their steps returning into the hollow apartments. My
roommate was introduced to me by the jailer, as “a
first-rate fellow and a clever man.” When the door was
locked, he showed me where to hang my hat, and how
he managed matters there. The rooms were white-
washed once a month; and this one, at least, was the
whitest, most simply furnished, and probably the neat-
est apartment in the town. He naturally wanted to know
where I came from, and what brought me there; and,
when I had told him, I asked him in my turn how he
came there, presuming him to be an honest man, of
course; and, as the world goes, I believe he was.
“Why,” said he, “they accuse me of burning a barn; but
Inever did it.” As near as I could discover, he had
probably gone to bed in a barn when drunk, and
smoked his pipe there; and so a barn was burnt. He had
the reputation of being a clever man, had been there
some three months waiting for his trial to come on, and
would have to wait as much longer; but he was quite
domesticated and contented, since he got his board for
nothing, and thought that he was well treated. [...]

When I came out of prison — for some one inter-
fered, and paid that tax —I did not perceive that great
changes had taken place on the common, such as he
observed who went in a youth, and emerged a tottering
and gray-headed man; and yet a change had to my eyes
come over the scene — the town, and State, and
country — greater than any that mere time could effect.
I saw yet more distinctly the State in which I lived. 1
saw to what extent the people among whom I lived
could be trusted as good neighbors and friends; that
their friendship was for summer weather only; that they
did not greatly propose to do right; they were a distinct
race from me by their prejudices and superstitions, as
the Chinamen and Malays are; that, in their sacrifices to
humanity, they ran no risks, not even to their property;
that, after all, they were not so noble but they treated
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the thief as he had treated them, and hoped, by a certain
outward observance and a few prayers, and by walking
in a particular straight though useless path from time to
time, to save their souls. This may be to judge my
neighbors harshly; for I believe that many of them are
not aware that they have such an institution as the jail in
their village. [...]

I do not wish to quarrel with any man or nation. I
do not wish to split hairs, to make fine distinctions, or
set myself up as better than my neighbors. I seek
rather, I may say, even an excuse for conforming to the
laws of the land. I am but too ready to conform to
them. Indeed, I have reason to suspect myself on this
head; and each year, as the tax-gatherer comes round, I
find myself disposed to review the acts and position of
the general and State governments, and the spirit of the
people, to discover a pretext for conformity. [...]

The authority of government, even such as [ am will-
ing to submit to — for I will cheerfully obey those who
know and can do better than I, and in many things even
those who neither know nor can do so well — is still an
impure one: to be strictly just, it must have the sanction
and consent of the governed. It can have no pure right
over my person and property but what I concede to it.
The progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy,
from a limited monarchy to a democracy, is a progress
toward a true respect for the individual. Even the
Chinese philosopher was wise enough to regard the
individual as the basis of the empire. Is a democracy,
such as we know it, the last improvement possible in
government? Is it not possible to take a step further
towards recognizing and organizing the rights of man?
There will never be a really free and enlightened State,
until the State comes to recognize the individual as a
higher and independent power, from which all its own
power and authority are derived, and treats him accord-
ingly. I please myself with imagining a State at last
which can afford to be just to all men, and to treat the
individual with respect as a neighbor; which even would
not think it inconsistent with its own repose, if a few
were to live aloof from it, not meddling with it, nor
embraced by it, who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors
and fellow-men. A State which bore this kind of fruit,
and suffered it to drop off as fast as it ripened, would
prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious
State, which also I have imagined, but not yet anywhere
seen.



What, to the Slave, is the Fourth of July?
Frederick Douglass

Mr. President, Friends and Fellow Citizens:

He who could address this audience without a quailing sensation, has stronger nerves
than I have. I do not remember ever to have appeared as a speaker before any assembly
more shrinkingly, nor with greater distrust of my ability, than I do this day. A feeling has
crept over me, quite unfavorable to the exercise of my limited powers of speech. The
task before me is one which requires much previous thought and study for its proper
performance. I know that apologies of this sort are generally considered flat and
unmeaning,. I trust, however, that mine will not be so considered. Should I seem at ease,
my appearance would much misrepresent me. The little experience I have had in
addressing public meetings, in countryschoolhouses, avails me nothing on the present
occasion.

The papers and placards say, that I am to deliver a 4th [of] July oration. This certainly
sounds large, and out of the common way, for it is true that I have often had the
privilege to speak in this beautiful Hall, and to address many who now honor me with
their presence. But neither their familiar faces, nor the perfect gage I think I have of
Corinthian Hall, seems to free me from embarrassment.

The fact is, ladies and gentlemen, the distance between this platform and the slave
plantation, from which I escaped, is considerable — and the difficulties to be. overcome
in getting from the latter to theformer, are by no means slight. That I am here to-day is,
to me, a matter of astonishment as well as of gratitude. You will not, therefore, be
surprised, if in what I have to say I evince no elaborate preparation, nor grace my speech
with any high sounding exordium. With little experience and with less learning, I have
been able to throw my thoughts hastily and imperfectly together; and trusting to your
patient and generous indulgence, I will proceed to lay them before you.

This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the 4th of July. It is the birthday of your
National Independence, and of your political freedom. This, to you, is what the Passover
was to the emancipated people of God. It carries your minds back to the day, and to the
act of your great deliverance; and to the signs, and to the wonders, associated with that
act, and that day. This celebration also marks the beginning of another year of your
national life; and reminds you that the Republic of America is now 76 years old. I am



glad, fellow-citizens, that your nation is so young. Seventy-six years, though a good old
age for a man, is but a mere speck in the life of a nation. Three score years and ten is the
allotted time for individual men; but nations number their years by thousands.
According to this fact, you are, even now, only in the beginning of your national career,
still lingering in the period of childhood. I repeat, I am glad this is so. There is hope in
the thought, and hope is much needed, under the dark clouds which lower above the
horizon. The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending disastrous times;
but his heart may well beat lighter at the thoughtthat America is young, and that she is
still in the impressible stage of her existence. May he not hope that high lessons of
wisdom, of justice and of truth, will yet give direction to her destiny? Were the nation
older, the patriot’s heart might be sadder, and the reformer’s brow heavier. Its future
might be shrouded in gloom, and the hope of its prophets go out in sorrow. There is
consolation in the thought that America is young. Great streams are not easily turned
from channels, worn deep in the course of ages. They may sometimes rise in quiet and
stately majesty, and inundate the land, refreshing and fertilizing the earth with their
mysterious properties. They may also rise in wrath and fury, and bear away, on their
angry waves, the accumulated wealth of years of toil and hardship. They, however,
gradually flow back to the same old channel, and flow on as serenely as ever. But, while
the river may not be turned aside, it may dry up, and leave nothing behind but the
withered branch, and the unsightly rock, to howl in the abyss-sweeping wind, the sad
tale of departed glory. As with rivers so with nations.

Fellow-citizens, I shall not presume to dwell at length on the associations that cluster
about this day. The simple story of it is that, 76 years ago, the people of this country
were British subjects. The style and title of your “sovereign people” (in which you now
glory) was not then born. You were under the British Crown. Your fathers esteemed the
English Government as the home government; and England as the fatherland. This
home government, you know, although a considerable distance from your home, did, in
the exercise of its parental prerogatives, impose upon its colonial children, such
restraints, burdens and limitations, as, in its mature judgment, it deemed wise, right
and proper.

But, your fathers, who had not adopted the fashionable idea of this day, of the
infallibility of government, and the absolute character of its acts, presumed to differ
from the home government in respect to the wisdom and the justice of some of those
burdens and restraints. They went so far in their excitement as to pronounce the
measures of government unjust, unreasonable, and oppressive, and altogether such as
ought not to be quietly submitted to. I scarcely need say, fellow-citizens, that my opinion



of those measures fully accords with that of your fathers. Such a declaration of
agreement on my part would not be worth much to anybody. It would, certainly, prove
nothing, as to what part I might have taken, had I lived during the great controversy of
1776. To say now that America was right, and England wrong, is exceedingly easy.
Everybody can say it; the dastard, not less than the noble brave, can flippantly discant
on the tyranny of England towards the American Colonies. It is fashionable to do so; but
there was a time when to pronounce against England, and in favor of the cause of the
colonies, tried men’s souls. They who did so were accounted in their day, plotters of
mischief, agitators and rebels, dangerous men. To side with the right, against the wrong,
with the weak against the strong, and with the oppressed against the oppressor! here lies
the merit, and the one which, of all others, seems unfashionable in our day. The cause of
liberty may be stabbed by the men who glory in the deeds of your fathers. But, to

proceed.

Feeling themselves harshly and unjustly treated by the home government, your fathers,
like men of honesty, and men of spirit, earnestly sought redress. They petitioned and
remonstrated; they did so in a decorous, respectful, and loyal manner. Their conduct
was wholly unexceptionable. This, however, did not answer the purpose. They saw
themselves treated with sovereign indifference, coldness and scorn. Yet they persevered.

They were not the men to look back.

As the sheet anchortakes a firmer hold, when the shipis tossed by the storm, so did the
cause of your fathers grow stronger, as it breasted the chilling blasts of kingly
displeasure. The greatest and best of British statesmen admitted its justice, and the
loftiest eloquence of the British Senate came to its support. But, with that blindness
which seems to be the unvarying characteristic of tyrants, since Pharaoh and his hosts
were drowned in the Red Sea, the British Government persisted in the exactions

complained of.

The madness of this course, we believe, is admitted now, even by England; but we fear
the lesson is wholly lost on our present ruler.

Oppression makes a wise man mad. Your fathers were wise men, and if they did not go
mad, they became restive under this treatment. They felt themselves the victims of
grievous wrongs, wholly incurable in their colonial capacity. With brave men there is
always a remedy for oppression. Just here, the idea of a total separation of the colonies
from the crown was born! It was a startling idea, much more so, than we, at this distance
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of time, regard it. The timid and the prudent (as has been intimated) of that day, were,
of course, shocked and alarmed by it.

Such people lived then, had lived before, and will, probably, ever have a place on this
planet; and their course, in respect to any great change, (no matter how great the good
to be attained, or the wrong to be redressed by it), may be calculated with as much
precision as can be the course of the stars. They hate all changes, but silver, gold and

copper change! Of this sort of change they are always strongly in favor.

These people were called Tories in the days of your fathers; and the appellation,
probably, conveyed the same idea that is meant by a more modern, though a somewhat
less euphonious term, which we often find in our papers, applied to some of our old

politicians.

Their opposition to the then dangerous thought was earnest and powerful; but, amid all
their terror and affrighted vociferations against it, the alarming and revolutionary idea

moved on, and the country with it.

On the 2d of July, 1776, the old Continental Congress, to the dismay of the lovers of
ease, and the worshipers of property, clothed that dreadful idea with all the authority of
national sanction. They did so in the form of a resolution; and as we seldom hit upon
resolutions, drawn up in our day whose transparency is at all equal to this, it may
refresh your minds and helpmy story if I read it. “Resolved, That these united colonies
are, and of right, ought to be free and Independent States; that they are absolved from
all allegiance to the British Crown; and that all political connection between them and
the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, dissolved.”

Citizens, your fathers made good that resolution. They succeeded; and to-day you reap
the fruits of their success. The freedom gained is yours; and you, therefore, may
properly celebrate this anniversary. The 4th of July is the first great fact in your nation’s
history — the very ring-bolt in the chain of your yet undeveloped destiny.

Pride and patriotism, not less than gratitude, prompt you to celebrate and to hold it in
perpetual remembrance. I have said that the Declaration of Independence is the ring-
bolt to the chain of your nation’s destiny; so, indeed, I regard it. The principles
contained in that instrument are saving principles. Stand by those principles, be true to
them on all occasions, in all places, against all foes, and at whatever cost.
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From the round top of your ship of state, dark and threatening clouds may be seen.
Heavy billows, like mountains in the distance, disclose to the leeward huge forms of
flinty rocks! That bolt drawn, that chain broken, and all is lost. Cling to this day — cling
to it, and to its principles, with the grasp of a storm -tossed mariner to a spar at

midnight.

The coming into being of a nation, in any circumstances, is an interesting event. But,
besides general considerations, there were peculiar circumstances which make the
advent of this republic an event of special attractiveness.

The whole scene, as I look back to it, was simple, dignified and sublime.

The population of the country, at the time, stood at the insignificant number of three
millions. The country was poor in the munitions of war. The population was weak and
scattered, and the country a wilderness unsubdued. There were then no means of
concert and combination, such as exist now. Neither steam norlightning had then been
reduced to order and discipline. From the Potomac to the Delaware was a journey of
many days. Under these, and innumerable other disadvantages, your fathers declared
for liberty and independence and triumphed.

Fellow Citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic. The signers
of the Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were great men too — great
enough to give fame to a great age. It does not often happen to a nation to raise, at one
time, such a number of truly great men. The point from which I am compelled to view
them is not, certainly, the most favorable; and yet I cannot contemplate their great

deeds with less than admiration. They were statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the
good they did, and the principles they contended for, I will unite with you to honor their

memory.

They loved their country better than their own private interests; and, though this is not
the highest form of human excellence, all will concede that it is a rare virtue, and that
when it is exhibited, it ought to command respect. He who will, intelligently, lay down
his life for his country, is a man whom it is not in human nature to despise. Your fathers
staked their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor, on the cause of their country.

In their admiration of liberty, they lost sight of all other interests.

They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to bondage.
They were quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating against oppression. They
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showed forbearance; but that they knewits limits. They believed in order; butnot in the
order of tyranny. With them, nothing was “settled” that was not right. With them,
justice, liberty and humanity were “final;” not slavery and oppression. You may well
cherish the memory of such men. They were great in their day and generation. Their
solid manhood stands out the more as we contrast it with these degenerate times.

How circumspect, exact and proportionate were all their movements! How unlike the
politicians of an hour! Their statesmanship looked beyond the passing moment, and
stretched away in strength into the distant future. They seized upon eternal principles,
and set a glorious example in their defense. Mark them!

Fully appreciating the hardshipto be encountered, firmly believing in the right of their
cause, honorably inviting the scrutiny of an on-looking world, reverently appealing to
heaven to attest their sincerity, soundly comprehending the solemn responsibility they
were about to assume, wisely measuring the terrible odds against them, your fathers, the
fathers of this republic, did, most deliberately, under the inspiration of a glorious
patriotism, and with a sublime faith in the great principles of justice and freedom, lay
deep the corner-stone of the national superstructure, which has risen and still rises in
grandeur around you.

Of this fundamental work, this day is the anniversary. Our eyes are met with
demonstrations of joyous enthusiasm. Banners and pennants wave exultingly on the
breeze. The din of business, too, is hushed. Even Mammon seems to have quitted his
grasp on this day. The ear-piercing fife and the stirring drum unite their accents with the
ascending peal of a thousand church bells. Prayers are made, hymns are sung, and
sermons are preached in honor of this day; while the quick martial tramp of a great and
multitudinous nation, echoed back by all the hills, valleys and mountains of a vast
continent, bespeak the occasion one of thrilling and universal interest — a nation’s

jubilee.

Friends and citizens, I need not enter further into the causes which led to this
anniversary. Many of you understand them better than I do. You could instruct me in
regard to them. That is a branch of knowledge in which you feel, perhaps, a much deeper
interest than your speaker. The causes which led to the separation of the colonies from
the British crown have never lacked for a tongue. They have all been taught in your
common schools, narrated at your firesides, unfolded from your pulpits, and thundered
from your legislative halls, and are as familiar to you as household words. They form the

staple of your national poetry and eloquence.
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Iremember, also, that, as a people, Americans are remarkably familiar with all facts
which make in their own favor. This is esteemed by some as a national trait — perhaps a
national weakness. It is a fact, that whatever makes for the wealth or for the reputation
of Americans, and can be had cheap! will be found by Americans. I shall not be charged
with slandering Americans, if I say I think the American side of any question may be
safely left in American hands.

Ileave, therefore, the great deeds of your fathers to other gentlemen whose claim to
have been regularly descended will be less likely to be disputed than mine!

My business, if I have any here to-day, is with the present. The accepted time with God
and his cause is the ever-living now.

Trust no future, however pleasant,
Let the dead past bury its dead;
Act, act in the living present,
Heart within, and God overhead.

We have to do with the past only as we can make it useful to the present and to the
future. To all inspiring motives, to noble deeds which can be gained from the past, we
are welcome. But nowis the time, the important time. Your fathers have lived, died, and
have done their work, and have done much of it well. You live and must die, and you
must do your work. You have no right to enjoy a child’s share in the labor of your
fathers, unless your children are to be blest by your labors. You have no right to wear out
and waste the hard-earned fame of your fathers to cover your indolence. Sydney Smith
tells us that men seldom eulogize the wisdom and virtues of their fathers, but to excuse
some folly or wickedness of their own. This truth is not a doubtful one. There are
illustrations of it near and remote, ancient and modern. It was fashionable, hundreds of
years ago, for the children of Jacob to boast, we have “Abraham to our father,” when
they had long lost Abraham’s faith and spirit. That people contented themselves under
the shadow of Abraham’s great name, while they repudiated the deeds which made his
name great. Need I remind you that a similar thing is being done all over this country to-
day? Need I tell you that the Jews are not the only people who built the tombs of the
prophets, and garnished the sepulchres of the righteous? Washington could not die till
he had broken the chains of his slaves. Yet his monument is built up by the price of
human blood, and the traders in the bodies and souls of men shout — “We have
Washington to our father.” — Alas! that it should be so; yet so it is.
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The evil that men do, lives after them, The good is oft-interred with their bones.

Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here to-day?
What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national independence? Are the great
principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of
Independence, extended to us? and am I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble
offering to the national altar, and to confess the benefits and express devout gratitude

for the blessings resulting from your independence to us?

Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative answer could be
truthfully returned to these questions! Then would my task be light, and my burden easy
and delightful. For whois there so cold, that a nation’s sympathy could not warm him?
Who so obdurate and dead to the claims of gratitude, that would not thankfully
acknowledge such priceless benefits? Who so stolid and selfish, that would not give his
voice to swell the hallelujahs of a nation’s jubilee, when the chains of servitude had been
torn from his limbs? I am not that man. In a case like that, the dumb might eloquently
speak, and the “lame man leap as an hart.”

But, such isnot the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between us.
I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your high independence
only reveals the immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you, this
day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in common. — The rich inheritance of justice, liberty,
prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me.
The sunlight that brought life and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me.
This Fourth [of] July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man
in fettersinto the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in
joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens,
to mock me, by asking me to speak to-day? If so, there is a parallel to your conduct. And
let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose crimes,
lowering up to heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, burying that
nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can to-day take up the plaintive lament of a peeled and
woe-smitten people!

“By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down. Yea! we wept when we remembered Zion.
We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there, they that carried
us away captive, required of us a song; and they who wasted us required of us mirth,
saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange



land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not
remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth.”

Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of
millions! whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, to-day, rendered more
intolerable by the jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not faithfully
remember those bleeding children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her
cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” To forget them, to pass
lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the popular theme, would be treason
most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a reproach before God and the
world. My subject, then fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this day,
and its popular characteristics, from the slave’s point of view. Standing, there, identified
with the American bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to declare, with
all my soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to me
than on this 4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, or to the
professions of the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally hideous and
revolting. America is false to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds herself to
be false to the future. Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this
occasion, I will,in the name of humanity which is outraged, in the name of liberty which
is fettered, in the name of the constitution and the Bible, which are disregarded and
trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, with all the emphasis I can
command, everything that serves to perpetuate slavery — the great sin and shame of
America! “Iwill not equivocate; Iwill not excuse;” I will use the severest language I can
command; and yet not one word shall escape me that any man, whose judgment is not
blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right

and just.

But I fancy I hear some one of my audience say, it is just in this circumstance that you
and your brother abolitionists fail to make a favorable impression on the public mind.
Would you argue more, and denounce less, would you persuade more, and rebuke less,
your cause would be much more likely to succeed. But, I submit, where all is plain there
is nothing to be argued. What point in the anti-slavery creed would you have me argue?
On what branch of the subject do the people of this country need light? Must I
undertake to prove that the slave is a man? That point is conceded already. Nobody
doubts it. The slaveholders themselves acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their
government. They acknowledge it when they punish disobedience on the part of the
slave. There are seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia, which, if committed by a
black man, (no matter how ignorant he be), subject him to the punishment of death;
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while only two of the same crimes will subject a white man to the like punishment. What
is this but the acknowledgement that the slave is a moral, intellectual and responsible
being? The manhood of the slave is conceded. It is admitted in the fact that Southern
statute books are covered with enactments forbidding, under severe fines and penalties,
the teaching of the slave to read or to write. When you can point to any such laws, in
reference to the beasts of the field, then I may consent to argue the manhood of the
slave. When the dogs in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your
hills, when the fish of the sea, and the reptiles that crawl, shall be unable to distinguish
the slave from a brute, then will I argue with you that the slave is a man!

For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro race. Is it not
astonishing that, while we are ploughing, planting and reaping, using all kinds of
mechanical tools, erecting houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working in
metals of brass, iron, copper, silver and gold; that, while we are reading, writing and
cyphering, acting as clerks, merchants and secretaries, having among us lawyers,
doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators and teachers; that, while we are
engaged in all manner of enterprises common to other men, digging gold in California,
capturing the whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and cattle on the hill-side, living,
moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, wives and children,
and, above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian’s God, and looking hopefully
for life and immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that we are men!

Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? thathe is the rightful owner of
his own body? You have already declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is
that a question for Republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and
argumentation, as a matter beset with great difficulty, involving a doubtful application
of the principle of justice, hard to be understood? How should I look to-day, in the
presence of Americans, dividing, and subdividing a discourse, to show that men have a
natural right to freedom? speaking of it relatively, and positively, negatively, and
affirmatively. To do so, would be to make myself ridiculous, and to offer an insult to
your understanding. — There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven, that does not
know that slavery is wrong for him.

What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob them of their liberty, to
work them without wages, to keepthem ignorant of their relations to their fellow men,
to beat them with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with irons,
to hunt them with dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder their families, to knock out
their teeth, to burn their flesh, to starve them into obedience and submission to their



masters? Must I argue that a system thus marked with blood, and stained with
pollution, is wrong? No! I will not. I have better employments for my time and strength

than such arguments would imply.

What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not divine; that God did not
establish it; that our doctors of divinity are mistaken? There is blasphemy in the
thought. That which is inhuman, cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a

proposition? They that can, may; I cannot. The time for such argument is passed.

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the
ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery stream of
biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light
that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, the
whirlwind, and the earthquake. The feeling of the nation must be quickened; the
conscience of the nation must be roused; the propriety of the nation must be startled;
the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its crimes against God and man must
be proclaimed and denounced.

What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals to him,
more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the
constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy
license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and
heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty
and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and
thanksgivings, with all your religious parade, and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast,
fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy — a thin veil to cover up crimes which would
disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices, more
shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United States, at this very hour.

Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and
despotisms of the old world, travel through South America, search out every abuse, and
when you have found the last, lay your facts by the side of the everyday practices of this
nation, and you will say with me, that, for revolting barbarity and shameless hypocrisy,
America reigns without a rival.

Take the American slave-trade, which, we are told by the papers, is especially
prosperous just now. Ex-Senator Benton tells us that the price of men was never higher
than now. He mentionsthe fact to show that slavery is in no danger. This trade is one of



the peculiarities of American institutions. It is carried on in all the large towns and cities
in one-half of this confederacy; and millions are pocketed every year, by dealers in this
horrid traffic. In several states, this trade is a chief source of wealth. It is called (in
contradistinction to the foreign slave-trade) “the internal slave trade.” It is, probably,
called so, too, in order to divert from it the horror with which the foreign slave-trade is
contemplated. That trade has long since been denounced by this government, as piracy.
It has been denounced with burning words, from the high places of the nation, as an
execrable traffic. To arrest it, to put an end to it, this nation keeps a squadron, at
immense cost, on the coast of Africa. Everywhere, in this country, it is safe to speak of
this foreign slave-trade, as a most inhuman traffic, opposed alike to the laws of God and
of man. The duty to extirpate and destroy it, is admitted even by our DOCTORS OF
DIVINITY. In order to put an end to it, some of these last have consented that their
colored brethren (nominally free) should leave this country, and establish themselves on
the western coast of Africa! It is, however, a notable fact that, while so much execration
is poured out by Americans upon those engaged in the foreign slave-trade, the men
engaged in the slave-trade between the states pass without condemnation, and their
business is deemed honorable.

Behold the practical operation of this internal slave-trade, the American slave-trade,
sustained by American politics and America religion. Here you will see men and women
reared like swine for the market. You know what is a swine-drover? I will show you a
man-drover. They inhabit all our Southern States. They perambulate the country, and
crowd the highways of the nation, with droves of human stock. You will see one of these
human flesh-jobbers, armed with pistol, whip and bowie-knife, driving a company of a
hundred men, women, and children, from the Potomac to the slave market at New
Orleans. These wretched people are to be sold singly, or in lots, to suit purchasers. They
are food for the cotton-field, and the deadly sugar-mill. Mark the sad procession, as it
moves wearily along, and the inhuman wretch who drives them. Hear his savage yells
and his blood-chilling oaths, as he hurries on his affrighted captives! There, see the old
man, with locks thinned and gray. Cast one glance, if you please, upon that young
mother, whose shoulders are bare to the scorching sun, her briny tears falling on the
brow of the babe in her arms. See, too, that girl of thirteen, weeping, yes! weeping, as
she thinks of the mother from whom she has been torn! The drove moves tardily. Heat
and sorrow have nearly consumed their strength; suddenly you hear a quick snap, like
the discharge of a rifle; the fetters clank, and the chain rattles simult aneously; your ears
are saluted with a scream, that seems to have torn its way to the center of your soul! The
crack you heard, was the sound of the slave-whip; the scream you heard, was from the
woman you saw with the babe. Her speed had faltered under the weight of her child and



her chains! that gash on her shoulder tells her to move on. Follow the drove to New
Orleans. Attend the auction; see men examined like horses; see the forms of women
rudely and brutally exposed to the shocking gaze of American slave-buyers. See this
drove sold and separated forever; and never forget the deep, sad sobs that arose from
that scattered multitude. Tell me citizens, WHERE, under the sun, you can witness a
spectacle more fiendish and shocking. Yet this is but a glance at the American slave-
trade, as it exists, at this moment, in the ruling part of the United States.

I was born amid such sights and scenes. To me the American slave-trade is a terrible
reality. When a child, my soul was often pierced with a sense of its horrors. I lived on
Philpot Street, Fell’s Point, Baltimore, and have watched from the wharves, the slave
ships in the Basin, anchored from the shore, with their cargoes of human flesh, waiting
for favorable winds to waft them down the Chesapeake. There was, at that time, a grand
slave mart kept at the head of Pratt Street, by Austin Woldfolk. His agents were sent into
every town and county in Maryland, announcing their arrival, through the papers, and
on flaming “hand-bills,” headed CASH FOR NEGROES. These men were generally well
dressed men, and very captivating in their manners. Ever ready to drink, to treat, and to
gamble. The fate of many a slave has depended upon the turn of a single card; and many
a child has been snatched from the arms of its mother by bargains arranged in a state of
brutal drunkenness. '

The flesh-mongers gather up their victims by dozens, and drive them, chained, to the
general depot at Baltimore. When a sufficient number have been collected here, a ship is
chartered, for the purpose of conveying the forlorn crew to Mobile, or to New Orleans.
From the slave prison to the ship, they are usually driven in the darkness of night; for
since the antislavery agitation, a certain caution is observed.

In the deep still darkness of midnight, I have been often aroused by the dead heavy
footsteps, and the piteous cries of the chained gangs that passed our door. The anguish
of my boyish heart was intense; and I was often consoled, when speaking to my mistress
in the morning, to hear her say that the custom was very wicked; that she hated to hear
the rattle of the chains, and the heart-rending cries. I was glad to find one who

sympathized with me in my horror.

Fellow-citizens, this murderous traffic is, to-day, in active operation in this boasted

republic. In the solitude of my spirit, I see clouds of dust raised on the highways of the
South; Isee the bleeding footsteps; I hear the doleful wail of fettered humanity, on the
way to the slave-markets, where the victims are to be sold like horses, sheep, and swine,



knocked off to the highest bidder. There I see the tenderest ties ruthlessly broken, to
gratify the lust, caprice and rapacity of the buyers and sellers of men. My soul sickens at

the sight.

Is this the land your Fathers loved,
The freedom which they toiled to win?
Is this the earth whereon they moved?

Are these the graves they slumber in?

But a still more inhuman, disgraceful, and scandalous state of things remains to be
presented. By an act of the American Congress, not yet two years old, slavery has been
nationalized in its most horrible and revolting form. By that act, Mason and Dixon’s line
has been obliterated; New York has become as Virginia; and the power to hold, hunt,
and sell men, women, and children as slaves remains no longer a mere state institution,
but is now an institution of the whole United States. The power is co-extensive with the
Star-Spangled Banner and American Christianity. Where these go, may also go the
merciless slave-hunter. Where these are, man is not sacred. He is a bird for the
sportsman’s gun. By that most foul and fiendish of all human decrees, the liberty and
person of every man are put in peril. Your broad republican domain is hunting ground
for men. Not for thieves and robbers, enemies of society, merely, but for men guilty of
no crime. Your lawmakers have commanded all good citizens to engage in this hellish
sport. Your President, your Secretary of State, our lords, nobles, and ecclesiastics,
enforce, as a duty you owe to your free and glorious country, and to your God, that you
do this accursed thing. Not fewer than forty Americans have, within the past two years,
been hunted down and, without a moment’s warning, hurried away in chains, and
consigned to slavery and excruciating torture. Some of these have had wives and
children, dependent on them for bread; but of this, no account was made. The right of
the hunter to his prey stands superior to the right of marriage, and to all rights in this
republic, the rights of God included! For black men there are neither law, justice,
humanity, not religion. The Fugitive Slave Law makes mercy to them a crime; and
bribes the judge who tries them. An American judge gets ten dollars for every victim he
consigns to slavery, and five, when he fails to do so. The oath of any two villains is
sufficient, under this hell-black enactment, to send the most pious and exemplary black
man into the remorselessjaws of slavery! His own testimony is nothing. He can bring no
witnesses for himself. The minister of American justice is bound by the law to hear
but one side; and that side, is the side of the oppressor. Let this damning fact be
perpetually told. Let it be thundered around the world, that, in tyrant-killing, king-
hating, people-loving, democratic, Christian America, the seats of justice are filled with
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judges, who hold their offices under an open and palpable bribe, and are bound, in
deciding in the case of a man’s liberty, hear only his accusers!

In glaring violation of justice, in shameless disregard of the forms of administering law,
in cunning arrangement to entrapthe defenseless, and in diabolical intent, this Fugitive
Slave Law stands alone in the annals of tyrannical legislation. I doubt if there be another
nation on the globe, having the brass and the baseness to put such a law on the statute-
book. If any man in this assembly thinks differently from me in this matter, and feels

able to disprove my statements, I will gladly confront him at any suitable time and place

he may select.

I take this law to be one of the grossest infringements of Christian Liberty, and, if the
churches and ministers of our country were not stupidly blind, or most wickedly
indifferent, they, too, would so regard it.

At the very moment that they are thanking God for the enjoyment of civil and religious
liberty, and for the right to worship God according to the dictates of their own
consciences, they are utterly silent in respect to a law which robs religion of its chief
significance, and makes it utterly worthless to a world lying in wickedness. Did this law
concern the “mint, anise, and cumin” — abridge the right to sing psalms, to partake of
the sacrament, or to engage in any of the ceremonies of religion, it would be smitten by
the thunder of a thousand pulpits. A general shout would go up from the church,
demanding repeal, repeal, instant repeal! — And it would go hard with that politician
who presumed to solicit the votes of the people without inscribing this motto on his
banner. Further, if this demand were not complied with, another Scotland would be
added to the history of religious liberty, and the stern old Covenanters would be thrown
into the shade. A John Knox would be seen at every church door, and heard from every
pulpit, and Fillmore would have no more quarter than was shown by Knox, to the
beautiful, but treacherous queen Mary of Scotland. The fact that the church of our
country, (with fractional exceptions), does not esteem “the Fugitive Slave Law” as a
declaration of war against religious liberty, implies that that church regards religion
simply as a form of worship, an empty ceremony, and not a vital principle, requiring
active benevolence, justice, love and good will towards man. It esteems sacrifice above
mercy; psalm-singing above right doing; solemn meetings above practical
righteousness. A worship that can be conducted by persons who refuse to give shelter to
the houseless, to give bread to the hungry, clothing to the naked, and who enjoin
obedience to alaw forbidding these acts of mercy, is a curse, not a blessing to mankind.
The Bible addresses all such persons as “scribes, Pharisees, hypocrites, who pay tithe
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of mint, anise, and cumin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment,
mercy and faith.”

But the church of this country is not only indifferent to the wrongs of the slave, it
actually takes sides with the oppressors. It has made itself the bulwark of American
slavery, and the shield of American slave-hunters. Many of its most eloquent Divines.
who stand as the very lights of the church, have shamelessly given the sanction of
religion and the Bible to the whole slave system. They have taught that man may,
properly, be a slave; that the relation of master and slave is ordained of God; that to
send back an escaped bondman to his master is clearly the duty of all the followers of
the Lord Jesus Christ; and this horrible blasphemy is palmed off upon the world for

Christianity.

For my part, I would say, welcome infidelity! welcome atheism! welcome anything! in
preference to the gospel, as preached by those Divines! They convert the very name of
religion into an engine of tyranny, and barbarous cruelty, and serve to confirm more
infidels, in this age, than all the infidel writings of Thomas Paine, Voltaire, and
Bolingbroke, put together, have done! These ministers make religion a cold and flinty-
hearted thing, having neither principles of right action, nor bowels of compassion. They
strip the love of God of its beauty, and leave the throng of religion a huge, horrible,
repulsive form. It is a religion for oppressors, tyrants, man-stealers, and thugs. It is not
that “pure and undefiled religion” which is from above, and which is “first pure, then
peaceable, easy to be entreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and
without hypocrisy.” But a religion which favors the rich against the poor; which exalts
the proud above the humble; which divides mankind into two classes, tyrants and
slaves; which says to the man in chains, stay there; and to the oppressor, oppress on; it
is a religion which may be professed and enjoyed by all the robbers and enslavers of
mankind; it makes God a respecter of persons, denies his fatherhood of the race, and
tramples in the dust the great truth of the brotherhood of man. All this we affirm to be
true of the popular church, and the popular worshipof our land and nation — a religion,
a church, and a worshipwhich, on the authority of inspired wisdom, we pronounce to be
an abomination in the sight of God. In the language of Isaiah, the American church
might be well addressed, “Bring no more vain ablations; incense is an abomination unto
me: the new moons and Sabbaths, the calling of assemblies, I cannot away with; it is
iniquity even thesolemn meeting. Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul
hateth. They are a trouble to me; I am weary to bear them; and when ye spread forth
your hands I will hide mine eyes from you. Yea! when ye make many prayers, I will not
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hear. YOUR HANDS ARE FULL OF BLOOD; cease to do evil, learn to do well; seek
judgment; relieve the oppressed; judge for the fatherless; plead for the widow.”

The American church is guilty, when viewed in connection with what it is doing to

uphold slavery; but it is superlatively guilty when viewed in connection with its ability to

abolish slavery. The sin of which it is guilty is one of omission as well as of commission.
Albert Barnes but uttered what the common sense of every man at all observant of the
actual state of the case will receive as truth, when he declared that “There is no power
out of the church that could sustain slavery an hour, if it were not sustained in it.”

Let the religious press, the pulpit, the Sunday school, the conference meeting, the great
ecclesiastical, missionary, Bible and tract associations of the land array their immense
powers against slavery and slave-holding; and the whole system of crime and blood

would be scattered to the winds; and that they do not do this involves them in the most

awful responsibility of which the mind can conceive.

In prosecuting the anti-slavery enterprise, we have been asked to spare the church, to
spare the ministry; but how, we ask, could such a thing be done? We are met on the
threshold of our efforts for the redemption of the slave, by the church and ministry of
the country, in battle arrayed against us; and we are compelled to fight or flee.

From what quarter, I beg to know, has proceeded a fire so deadly upon our ranks,
during the last two years, as from the Northern pulpit? As the champions of oppressors,
the chosen men of American theology have appeared — men, honored for their so-called
piety, and their real learning. The Lords of Buffalo, the Springs of New York, the
Lathrops of Auburn, the Coxes and Spencers of Brooklyn, the Gannets and Sharps of
Boston, the Deweys of Washington, and other great religious lights of the land have, in
utter denial of the authority of Him by whom they professed to be called to the ministry,
deliberately taught us, against the example or the Hebrews and against the
remonstrance of the Apostles, they teach that we ought to obey man’s law before the

law of God.

My spirit wearies of such blasphemy; and how such men can be supported, as the
“standing types and representatives of Jesus Christ,” is a mystery which Ileave others to
penetrate. In speaking of the American church, however, let it be distinctly understood
that I mean the great mass of the religious organizations of our land. There are
exceptions, and I thank God that there are. Noble men may be found, scattered all over
these Northern States, of whom Henry Ward Beecher of Brooklyn, Samuel J. May of
Syracuse, and my esteemed friend (Rev. R. R. Raymond) on the platform, are shining
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examples; and let me say further, that upon these menlies the duty to inspire our ranks
with high religious faith and zeal, and to cheer us on in the great mission of the slave’s

redemption from his chains.

One is struck with the difference between the attitude of the American church towards
the anti-slavery movement, and that occupied by the churches in England towards a
similar movement in that country. There, the church, true to its mission of ameliorating,
elevating, and improving the condition of mankind, came forward promptly, bound up
the wounds of the West Indian slave, and restored him to his liberty. There, the question
of emancipation was a high religious question. It was demanded, in the name of
humanity, and according to the law of the living God. The Sharps, the Clarksons, the
Wilberforces, the Buxtons, and Burchells and the Knibbs, were alike famous for their
piety, and for their philanthropy. The anti-slavery movement there was not an anti-
church movement, for the reason that the church took its full share in prosecuting that
movement: and the anti-slavery movement in this country will cease to be an anti-
church movement, when the church of this country shall assume a favorable, instead of
a hostile position towards that movement. Americans! your republican politics, not less
than your republican religion, are flagrantly inconsistent. You boast of your love of
liberty, your superior civilization, and your pure Christianity, while the whole political
power of the nation (as embodied in the two great political parties), is solemnly pledged
to support and perpetuate the enslavement of three millions of your countrymen. You
hurl your anathemas at the crowned headed tyrants of Russia and Austria, and pride
yourselves on your Democratic institutions, while you yourselves consent to be the
mere tools and body-guards of the tyrants of Virginia and Carolina. You invite to your
shores fugitives of oppression from abroad, honor them with banquets, greet them with
ovations, cheer them, toast them, salute them, protect them, and pour out your money
to them like water; but the fugitives from your own land you advertise, hunt, arrest,
shoot and kill. You glory in your refinement and your universal education yet you
maintain a system as barbarous and dreadful as ever stained the character of a nation —
a system begun in avarice, supported in pride, and perpetuated in cruelty. You shed
tears over fallen Hungary, and make the sad story of her wrongs the theme of your
poets, statesmen and orators, till your gallant sons are ready to fly to arms to vindicate
her cause against her oppressors; but, in regard to the ten thousand wrongs of the
American slave, you would enforce the strictest silence, and would hail him as an enemy
of the nation who dares to make those wrongs the subject of public discourse! You are
all on fire at the mention ofliberty for France or for Ireland; but are as cold as an iceberg
at the thought of liberty for the enslaved of America. You discourse eloquently on the
dignity of labor; yet, you sustain a system which, in its very essence, casts a stigma upon
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labor. You can bare your bosom to the storm of British artillery to throw offa
threepenny tax on tea; and yet wring the last hard-earned farthing from the grasp of the
black laborers of your country. You profess to believe “that, of one blood, God made all
nations of men to dwell on the face of all the earth,” and hath commanded all men,
everywhere to love one another; yet you notoriously hate, (and glory in your hatred), all
men whose skins are not colored like your own. You declare, before the world, and are
understood by the world to declare, that you “hold these truths to be self evident, that
all men are created equal; and are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable
rights; and that, among these are, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness;” and yet,
you hold securely, in a bondage which, according to your own Thomas Jefferson, “is
worse than ages of that which your fathers rose in rebellion to oppose,” a seventh
part of the inhabitants of your country.

Fellow-citizens! I will not enlarge further on your national inconsistencies. The
existence of slavery in this country brands your republicanism as a sham, your humanity
as a base pretence, and your Christianity as a lie. It destroys your moral power abroad; it
corrupts your politicians at home. It saps the foundation of religion; it makes your name
a hissing, and a bye-word to a mocking earth. It is the antagonistic force in your
government, the only thing that seriously disturbs and endangers your Union. 1t fetters
your progress; it is the enemy of improvement, the deadly foe of education; it fosters
pride; it breeds insolence; it promotes vice; it shelters crime; it is a curse to the earth
that supports it; and yet, you cling to it, as if it were the sheet anchor of all your hopes.
Oh! be warned! be warned! a horrible reptile is coiled up in your nation’s bosom; the
venomous creature is nursing at the tender breast of your youthful republic; for the love
of God, tear away, and fling from you the hideous monster, and let the weight of twenty
millions crush and destroy it forever!

But it is answered in reply to all this, that precisely what I have now denounced is, in
fact, guaranteed and sanctioned by the Constitution of the United States; that the right
to hold and to hunt slaves is a part of that Constitution framed by the illustrious Fathers
of this Republic.

Then, I dare to affirm, notwithstanding all I have said before, your fathers stooped,
basely stooped

To palter with us in a double sense:
And keep the word of promise to the ear,
But break it to the heart.
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And instead of being the honest men I have before declared them to be, they were the
veriest imposters that ever practiced on mankind. This is the inevitable conclusion, and
from it there is no escape. But I differ from those who charge this baseness on the
framers of the Constitution of the United States. It is a slander upon their memory, at
least, so I believe. There is not time now to argue the constitutional question at length —
nor have I the ability to discuss it as it ought to be discussed. The subject has been
handled with masterly power by Lysander Spooner, Esq., by William Goodell, by Samuel
E. Sewall, Esq., and last, though not least, by Gerritt Smith, Esq. These gentlemen have,
as I think, fully and clearly vindicated the Constitution from any design to support

slavery for an hour.

Fellow-citizens! there is no matter in respect to which, the people of the North have
allowed themselves to be so ruinously imposed upon, as that of the pro-slavery character
of the Constitution. In that instrument I hold there is neither warrant, license, nor
sanction of the hateful thing; but, interpreted as it ought to be interpreted, the
Constitution is a GLORIOUS LIBERTY DOCUMENT. Read its preamble, consider its
purposes. Is slavery among them? Is it at the gateway? or is it in the temple? It is
neither. While I do not intend to argue this question on the present occasion, let me ask,
if it be not somewhat singular that, if the Constitution were intended to be, by its
framers and adopters, a slave-holding instrument, why neither slavery, slaveholding,
nor slave can anywhere be found in it. What would be thought of an instrument, drawn
up, legally drawn up, for the purpose of entitling the city of Rochester to a track of land,
in which no mention of land was made? Now, there are certain rules of interpretation,
for the proper understanding of all legal instruments. These rules are well established.
They are plain, common-sense rules, such as you and J, and all of us, can understand
and apply, without having passed years in the study of law. I scout the idea that the
question of the constitutionality or unconstitutionality of slavery is not a question for
the people. I hold that every American citizen has a right to form an opinion of the
constitution, and to propagate that opinion, and to use all honorable means to make his
opinion the prevailing one. Without this right, the liberty of an American citizen would
be as insecure as that of a Frenchman. Ex-Vice-President Dallas tells us that the
Constitution is an object to which no American mind can be too attentive, and no
American heart too devoted. He further says, the Constitution, in its words, is plain and
intelligible, and is meant for the home-bred, unsophisticated understandings of our
fellow-citizens. Senator Berrien tell us that the Constitution is the fundamental law, that
which controls all others. The charter of our liberties, which every citizen has a personal
interest in understanding thoroughly. The testimony of Senator Breese, Lewis Cass, and
many others that might be named, who are everywhere esteemed as sound lawyers, so
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regard the constitution. I take it, therefore, that it is not presumptionin a private citizen
to form an opinion of that instrument.

Now, take the Constitution according to its plain reading, and I defy the presentation of
a single pro-slavery clause in it. On the other hand it will be found to contain principles
and purposes, entirely hostile to the existence of slavery.

I have detained my audience entirely too long already. At some future period I will
gladly avail myself of an opportunity to give this subject a full and fair discussion.

Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day
presented of the state of the nation, I do not despair of this country. There are forces in
operation, which must inevitably work the downfall of slavery. “The arm of the Lord is
not shortened,” and the doom of slavery is certain. I, therefbre, leave off where I began,
with hope. While drawing encouragement from the Declaration of Independence, the
great principles it contains, and the genius of American Institutions, my spirit is also
cheered by the obvious tendencies of the age. Nations do not now stand in the same
relation to each otherthatthey did ages ago. No nation can now shut itself up from the
surrounding world, and trot round in the same old path of its fathers without
interference. The time was when such could be done. Long established customs of
hurtful character could formerly fence themselves in, and do their evil work with social
impunity. Knowledge was then confined and enjoyed by the privileged few, and the
multitude walked on in mental darkness. But a change has now come over the affairs of
mankind. Walled cities and empires have become unfashionable. The arm of commerce
has borne away the gates of the strong city. Intelligence is penetrating the darkest
corners of the globe. It makes its pathway over and under the sea, as well as on the
earth. Wind, steam, and lightning are its chartered agents. Oceans no longer divide, but
link nations together. From Boston to London is now a holiday excursion. Space is
comparatively annihilated. Thoughts expressed on one side of the Atlantic, are distinctly
heard on the other. The far off and almost fabulous Pacific rolls in grandeur at our feet.
The Celestial Empire, the mystery of ages, is being solved. The fiat of the Almighty, “Let
there be Light,” has not yet spent its force. No abuse, no outrage whether in taste, sport
or avarice, can now hide itself from the all-pervading light. The iron shoe, and crippled
foot of China must be seen, in contrast with nature. Africa must rise and put on her yet
unwoven garment. “Ethiopia shall stretch out her hand unto God.” In the fervent
aspirations of William Lloyd Garrison, I say, and let every heart join in saying it:
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God speed the year of jubilee

The wide world o’er

When from their galling chains set free,
Th’ oppress’d shall vilely bend the knee,

And wear the yoke of tyranny

Like brutes no more.

That year will come, and freedom’s reign,
To man his plundered fights again
Restore.

God speed the day when human blood
Shall cease to flow!

In every clime be understood,

The claims of human brotherhood,
And each return for evil, good,

Not blow for blow;

That day will come all feuds to end.
And change into a faithful friend

Each foe.

God speed the hour, the glorious hour,
When none on earth

Shall exercise a lordly power,

Nor in a tyrant’s presence cower;

But all to manhood’s stature tower,
By equal birth!

That hour will come, to each, to all,
And from his prison-house, the thrall
Go forth.

Until that year, day, hour, arrive,

With head, and heart, and hand I'll strive,
To break the rod, and rend the gyve,

The spoiler of his prey deprive —

So witness Heaven!

And never from my chosen post,



Whate’er the peril or the cost,
Be driven.

Source: Frederick Douglass: Selected Speeches and Writings, ed. Philip S. Foner
(Chicago: Lawrence Hill, 1999), 188-206.



Martin Luther King. Jr.
Letter From Birmingham Jail

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.

I think I should indicate why I am here in Birmingham, since you have been influenced by the
view which argues against "outsiders coming in." I have the honor of serving as president of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization operating in every southern state,
with headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliated organizations across
the South, and one of them is the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. Frequently
we share staff, educational and financial resources with our affiliates. Several months ago the
affiliate here in Birmingham asked us to be on call to engage in a nonviolent direct-action
program if such were deemed necessary. We readily consented, and when the hour came we
lived up to our promise. So I, along with several members of my staff, am here because I was
invited here. I am here because I have organizational ties here.

But more basically, 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 corers of the Greco-Roman world, so am L 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. I
am sure that none of you would want to rest content with the superficial kind of social analysis
that deals merely with effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. It is unfortunate that
demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham, but it is even more unfortunate that the city's
white power structure left the Negro community with no alternative.



In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of the facts to determine
whether injustices exist; negotiation; self-purification; and direct action. We have gone through
all these steps in Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying the fact that racial injustice engulfs
this community. 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?" We decided to schedule our direct-action program for the Easter
season, realizing that except for Christmas, this is the main shopping period of the year.
Knowing that a strong economic withdrawal program would be the by-product of direct action,
we felt that this would be the best time to bring pressure to bear on the merchants for the needed
change.

Then it occurred to us that Birmingham's mayoralty election was coming up in March, and we
speedily decided to postpone action until after election day. When we discovered that the
Commissioner of Public Safety, Eugene "Bull" Connor, had piled up enough votes to be in the
run-off we decided again to postpone action until the day after the run-off so that the
demonstrations could not be used to cloud the issues. Like many others, we waited to see Mr.
Connor defeated, and to this end we endured postponement after postponement. Having aided in
this community need, we felt that our direct-action program could be delayed no longer.

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.

One of the basic points in your statement is that the action that I and my associates have taken .in
Birmingham is untimely. Some have asked: "Why didn't you give the new city administration
time to act?" The only answer that I can give to this query is that the new Birmingham
administration must be prodded about as much as the outgoing one, before it will act. We are
sadly mistaken if we feel that the election of Albert Boutwell as mayor will bring the millennium
to Birmingham. While Mr. Boutwell is a much more gentle person than Mr. Connor, they are
both segregationists, dedicated to maintenance of the status quo. I have hope that Mr. Boutwell
will be reasonable enough to see the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But he will
not see this without pressure from devotees of civil rights. My friends, I must say to you that we
have not made a single gain for 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 still 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 darts 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
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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 are two types of laws: There are just
and there are unjust laws. I would be the first 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 distorts 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 can see 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 (not hatefully as the white mothers did in New Orleans
when they were seen on television screaming "nigger, nigger, nigger"), 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 seen sublimely in the
refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezzar, because a
higher moral law was involved. 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, [ 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.

I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I must
confess that over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I
have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great stumbling block in his
stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen's Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white
moderate, who is more devoted to "order" than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is
the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says:
"I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of direct action”;
who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another man's freedom; who lives by a
mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a "more convenient
season.” Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute
misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than
outright rejection.



I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and order exist for the purpose of
establishing justice and that when they fan in this purpose they become the dangerously
structured dams that block the flow of social progress. I had hoped that the white moderate
would understand that the present tension in the South is a necessary phase of the transition from
an obnoxious negative peace, in which the Negro passively accepted his unjust plight, to a
substantive and positive peace, in which all men will respect the dignity and worth of human
personality. Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct action are not the creators of tension.
We merely bring to the surface the hidden tension that is already alive. We bring it out in the
open, where it can be seen and dealt with. 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.

I had also hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth concerning time in relation to the
struggle for freedom. I have just received a letter from a white brother in Texas. He writes: "An
Christians know that the colored people will receive equal rights eventually, but it is possible that
you are in too great a religious hurry. It has taken Christianity almost two thousand years to
accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ take time to come to earth." Such an attitude
stems from a tragic misconception of time, from the strangely rational notion that there is
something in the very flow of time that will inevitably cure all ills. Actually, time itself is
neutral; it can be used either destructively or constructively. More and more I feel that the people
of ill will have used time much more effectively than have the people of good will. We will have
to repent in this generation not merely for the hateful words and actions of the bad people but for
the appalling silence of the good people. Human progress never rolls in on wheels of
inevitability; it comes through the tireless efforts of men willing to be co-workers with God, and
without this 'hard work, time itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation. We must
use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is always ripe to do right. Now is the time to
make real the promise of democracy and transform our pending national elegy into a creative
psalm of brotherhood. Now is the time to lift our national policy from the quicksand of racial
injustice to the solid rock of human dignity.

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
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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.

But 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
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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 will be. Will 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, Jesus 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 had hoped that the white moderate would see this need. Perhaps I was too optimistic; perhaps I
expected too much. I suppose I should have realized that few members of the oppressor race can
understand the deep groans and passionate yearnings of the oppressed race, and still fewer have
the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong, persistent and determined action. I
am thankful, however, that some of our white brothers in the South have grasped the meaning of
this social revolution and committed themselves to it. They are still too few in quantity, but they
are big in quality. Some--such as Ralph McGill, Lillian Smith, Harry Golden, James McBride
Dabbs, Ann Braden and Sarah Patton Boyle--have written about our struggle in eloquent and
prophetic terms. Others have marched with us down nameless streets of the South. They have
languished in filthy, roach-infested jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of policemen who
view them as "dirty nigger lovers." Unlike so many of their moderate brothers and sisters, they
have recognized the urgency of the moment and sensed the need for powerful "action" antidotes
to combat the disease of segregation. '

Let me take note of my other major disappointment. I have been so greatly disappointed with the
white church and its leadership. Of course, there are some notable exceptions. I am not
unmindful of the fact that each of you has taken some significant stands on this issue. I commend
you, Reverend Stallings, for your Christian stand on this past Sunday, in welcoming Negroes to
your worship service on a non-segregated basis. I commend the Catholic leaders of this state for
integrating Spring Hill College several years ago.

But despite these notable exceptions, I must honestly reiterate that I have been disappointed with
the church. I do not say this as one of those negative critics who can always find. something
wrong with the church. I say this as a minister of the gospel, who loves the church; who was
nurtured in its bosom; who has been sustained by its spiritual blessings and who will remain true
to it as long as the cord of life shall lengthen.

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.
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In spite of my shattered dreams, I came to Birmingham with the hope that the white religious
leadership of this community would see the justice of our cause and, with deep moral concermn,
would serve as the channel through which our just grievances could reach the power structure. I
had hoped that each of you would understand. But again I have been disappointed.

I have heard numerous southern religious leaders admonish their worshipers to comply with a
desegregation decision because it is the law, but I have longed to hear white ministers declare:
"Follow this decree because integration is morally right and because the Negro is your brother."
In the midst of blatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched white churchmen stand
on the sideline and mouth pious irrelevancies and sanctimonious trivialities. In the midst of a
mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial and economic injustice, I have heard many ministers
say: "Those are social issues, with which the gospel has no real concern.” And I have watched
many churches commit themselves to a completely other worldly religion which made a strange
distinction between body and soul, between the sacred and the secular.

So here we are moving toward the exit of the twentieth century with a religious community
largely adjusted to the status quo, standing as a tail-light behind other community agencies rather
than a headlight leading men to higher levels of justice.

I have travelled the length and breadth of Alabama, Mississippi and all the other southern states.
On sweltering summer days and crisp autumn mornings I have looked at the South's beautiful
churches with their lofty spires pointing heavenward. I have beheld the impressive outlines of
her massive religious education buildings. Over and over I have found myself asking: "What
kind of people worship here? Who is their God? Where were their voices when the lips of
Governor Barnett dripped with words of interposition and nullification? Where were they when
Governor Wallace gave a clarion call for defiance and hatred? Where were their voices of
support when tired, bruised and weary Negro men and women decided to rise from the dark
dungeons of complacency to the bright hills of creative protest?"

Yes, these questions are still in my mind. In deep disappointment I have wept over the laxity of
the church. But be assured that my tears have been tears of love. There can be no deep
disappointment where there is not deep love. Yes, I love the church. How could I do otherwise? 1
am in the rather unique position of being the son, the grandson and the great-grandson of
preachers. Yes, I see the church as the body of Christ. But, oh! How we have blemished and
scarred that body through social neglect and through fear of being nonconformists.

There was a time when the church was very powerful. It was during that period when the early
Christians rejoiced at being deemed worthy to suffer for what they believed. In those days the
church was not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion;
it was a thermostat that transformed the mores of society. Whenever the early Christians entered
a town, the people in power became disturbed and immediately sought to convict the Christians
for being "disturbers of the peace" and "outside agitators™ But the Christians pressed on, in the
conviction that they were "a colony of heaven," called to obey God rather than man. Small in
number, they were big in commitment. They were too God intoxicated to be "astronomically
intimidated." By their effort and example they brought an end to such ancient evils as infanticide.
and gladiatorial contests.



Things are different now. So often the contemporary church is a weak, ineffectual voice with an
uncertain sound. So often it is an arch supporter of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by
the presence of the church, the power structure of the average community is consoled by the
church's silent and often even vocal sanction of things as they are.

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.

Perhaps I have once again been too optimistic. Is organized religion too inextricably bound to the
status quo to save our nation and the world? Perhaps I must turn my faith to the inner spiritual
church, the church within the church, as the true ecclesia and the hope of the world. But again I
am thankful to God that some noble souls from the ranks of organized religion have broken loose
from the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active partners in the struggle for
freedom. They have left their secure congregations and walked the streets of Albany, Georgia,
with us. They have gone down the highways of the South on tortuous rides for freedom. Yes,
they have gone to jail with us. Some have been dismissed from their churches, have lost the
support of their bishops and fellow ministers. But they have acted in the faith that right defeated
is stronger than evil triumphant. Their witness has been the spiritual salt that has preserved the
true meaning of the gospel in these troubled times. They have carved a tunnel of hope through
the dark mountain of disappointment.

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.

I must close now. But before closing I feel impelled to mention one other point in your
statement that has troubled me profoundly. You warmly commended the Birmingham police
force for keeping "order” and "preventing violence." I doubt that you would have so warmly
commended the police force if you had seen its dogs sinking their teeth into unarmed, nonviolent
Negroes. I doubt that you would so quickly commend the policemen if .you were to observe their
ugly and inhumane treatment of Negroes here in the city jail; if you were to watch them push and
curse old Negro women and young Negro girls; if you were to see them slap and kick old Negro
men and young boys; if you were to observe them, as they did on two occasions, refuse to give



us food because we wanted to sing our grace together. I'm sorry that I can't join you in your
praise of the Birmingham police department.

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."

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 feet is tired, but my soul is rested.” 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's 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, 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.

Never before have I written so long a letter (or should I say a book?). I'm afraid it is much too
long to take your precious time. I can assure you that it would have been much shorter if I had
been writing from a comfortable desk, but what else can one do when he is alone for days in the
dull monotony of a narrow jail cell, other than write long letters, think strange thoughts and pray
long prayers?

If T have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth and is indicative of 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.
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Mother Tongue, by Amy Tan

I am not a scholar of English or literature. I cannot give you much more than personal opinions on the
English language and its variations in this country or others.

I am a writer. And by that definition, I am someone who has always loved language. I am fascinated by
language in daily life. I spend a great deal of my time thinking about the power of language -- the way it
can evoke an emotion, a visual image, a complex idea, or a simple truth. Language is the tool of my trade.
And I use them all -- all the Englishes I grew up with.

Recently, I was made keenly aware of the different Englishes I do use. I was giving a talk to a large group
of people, the same talk I had already given to half a dozen other groups. The nature of the talk was about
my writing, my life, and my book, The Joy Luck Club. The talk was going along well enough, until I
remembered one major difference that made the whole talk sound wrong. My mother was in the room. And
it was perhaps the first time she had heard me give a lengthy speech, using the kind of English I have never
used with her. I was saying things like, "The intersection of memory upon imagination" and "There is an
aspect of my fiction that relates to thus-and-thus'--a speech filled with carefully wrought grammatical
phrases, burdened, it suddenly seemed to me, with nominalized forms, past perfect tenses, conditional
phrases, all the forms of standard English that I had learned in school and through books, the forms of
English I did not use at home with my mother.

Just last week, I was walking down the street with my mother, and I again found myself conscious of the
English I was using, the English I do use with her. We were talking about the price of new and used
furniture and I heard myself saying this: "Not waste money that way." My husband was with us as well, and
he didn't notice any switch in my English. And then I realized why. It's because over the twenty years we've
been together I've often used that same kind of English with him, and sometimes he even uses it with me. It
has become our language of intimacy, a different sort of English that relates to family talk, the language [
grew up with.

So you'll have some idea of what this family talk T heard sounds like, I'11 quote what my mother said
during a recent conversation which I videotaped and then transcribed. During this conversation, my mother
was talking about a political gangster in Shanghai who had the same last name as her family's, Du, and how
the gangster in his early years wanted to be adopted by her family, which was rich by comparison. Later,
the gangster became more powerful, far richer than my mother's family, and one day showed up at my
mother's wedding to pay his respects. Here's what she said in part: "Du Yusong having business like fruit
stand. Like off the street kind. He is Du like Du Zong -- but not Tsung-ming Island people. The local people
call putong, the river east side, he belong to that side local people. That man want to ask Du Zong father
take him in like become own family. Du Zong father wasn't look down on him, but didn't take seriously,
until that man big like become a mafia. Now important person, very hard to inviting him. Chinese way,
came only to show respect, don't stay for dinner. Respect for making big celebration, he shows up. Mean
gives lots of respect. Chinese custom. Chinese social life that way. If too important won't have to stay too
long. He come to my wedding. I didn't see, T heard it. I gone to boy's side, they have YMCA dinner.
Chinese age [ was nineteen."

You should know that my mother's expressive command of English belies how much she actually
understands. She reads the Forbes report, listens to Wall Street Week, converses daily with her stockbroker,
reads all of Shirley MacLaine's books with ease--all kinds of things I can't begin to understand. Yet some of
my friends tell me they understand 50 percent of what my mother says. Some say they understand 80 to 90
percent. Some say they understand none of it, as if she were speaking pure Chinese. But to me, my mother's
English is perfectly clear, perfectly natural. It's my mother tongue. Her language, as I hear it, is vivid,
direct, full of observation and imagery. That was the language that helped shape the way I saw things,
expressed things, made sense of the world.
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Lately, I've been giving more thought to the kind of English my mother speaks. Like others, I have
described it to people as 'broken" or "fractured" English. But I wince when I say that. It has always
bothered me that I can think of no way to describe it other than "broken," as if it were damaged and needed
to be fixed, as if it lacked a certain wholeness and soundness. I've heard other terms used, "limited
English," for example. But they seem just as bad, as if everything is limited, including people's perceptions
of the limited English speaker.

I know this for a fact, because when I was growing up, my mother's "limited" English limited my
perception of her. I was ashamed of her English. I believed that her English reflected the quality of what
she had to say That is, because she expressed them imperfectly her thoughts were imperfect. And I had
plenty of empirical evidence to support me: the fact that people in department stores, at banks, and at
restaurants did not take her seriously, did not give her good service, pretended not to understand her, or
even acted as if they did not hear her.

My mother has long realized the limitations of her English as well. When I was fifteen, she used to have me
call people on the phone to pretend I was she. In this guise, I was forced to ask for information or even to
complain and yell at people who had been rude to her. One time it was a call to her stockbroker in New
York. She had cashed out her small portfolio and it just so happened we were going to go to New York the
next week, our very first trip outside California. I had to get on the phone and say in an adolescent voice
that was not very convincing, "This is Mrs. Tan."

And my mother was standing in the back whispering loudly, "Why he don't send me check, already two
weeks late. So mad he lie to me, losing me money.

And then I said in perfect English, "Yes, I'm getting rather concerned. You had agreed to send the check
two weeks ago, but it basn't arrived.”

Then she began to talk more loudly. "What he want, I come to New York tell him front of his boss, you
cheating me?" And I was trying to calm her down, make her be quiet, while telling the stockbroker, "I can't
tolerate any more excuses. If I don't receive the check immediately, 1 am going to have to speak to your
manager when I'm in New York next week." And sure enough, the following week there we were in front of
this astonished stockbroker, and I was sitting there red-faced and quiet, and my mother, the real Mrs. Tan,
was shouting at his boss in her impeccable broken English.

We used a similar routine just five days ago, for a situation that was far less humorous. My mother had
gone to the hospital for an appointment, to find out about a benign brain tumor a CAT scan had revealed a
month ago. She said she had spoken very good English, her best English, no mistakes. Still, she said, the
hospital did not apologize when they said they had lost the CAT scan and she had come for nothing. She
said they did not seem to have any sympathy when she told them she was anxious to know the exact
diagnosis, since her husband and son had both died of brain tumors. She said they would not give her any
more information until the next time and she would have to make another appointment for that. So she said
she would not leave until the doctor called her daughter. She wouldn't budge. And when the doctor finally
called her daughter, me, who spoke in perfect English -- lo and behold -- we had assurances the CAT scan
would be found, promises that a conference call on Monday would be held, and apologies for any suffering
my mother had gone through for a most regrettable mistake.

I think my mother's English almost had an effect on limiting my possibilities in life as well. Sociologists
and linguists probably will tell you that a person's developing language skills are more influenced by peers.
But I do think that the language spoken in the family, especially in immigrant families which are more
insular, plays a large role in shaping the language of the child. And I believe that it affected my results on
achievement tests, L.Q. tests, and the SAT. While my English skills were never judged as poor, compared to
math, English could not be considered my strong suit. In grade school I did moderately well, getting
perhaps B's, sometimes B-pluses, in English and scoring perhaps in the sixtieth or seventieth percentile on



achievement tests. But those scores were not good enough to override the opinion that my true abilities lay
in math and science, because in those areas I achieved A's and scored in the ninetieth percentile or higher.

This was understandable. Math is precise; there is only one correct answer. Whereas, for me at least, the
answers on English tests were always a judgment call, a matter of opinion and personal experience. Those
tests were constructed around items like fill-in-the-blank sentence completion, such as, "Even though Tom
was, Mary thought he was --." And the correct answer always seemed to be the most bland combinations of
thoughts, for example, "Even though Tom was shy, Mary thought he was charming:' with the grammatical
structure "even though" limiting the correct answer to some sort of semantic opposites, so you wouldn't get
answers like, "Even though Tom was foolish, Mary thought he was ridiculous:' Well, according to my
mother, there were very few limitations as to what Tom could have been and what Mary might have
thought of him. So I never did well on tests like that

The same was true with word analogies, pairs of words in which you were supposed to find some sort of
logical, semantic relationship -- for example, "Sunset is to nightfall as is to ." And here you would be
presented with a list of four possible pairs, one of which showed the same kind of relationship: red is to
stoplight, bus is to arrival, chills is to fever, yawn is to boring: Well, I could never think that way. I knew
what the tests were asking, but I could not block out of my mind the images already created by the first
pair, "sunset is to nightfall"--and I would see a burst of colors against a darkening sky, the moon rising, the
lowering of a curtain of stars. And all the other pairs of words --red, bus, stoplight, boring--just threw up a
mass of confusing images, making it impossible for me to sort out something as logical as saying: "A
sunset precedes nightfall" is the same as "a chill precedes a fever.” The only way I would have gotten that
answer right would have been to imagine an associative situation, for example, my being disobedient and
staying out past sunset, catching a chill at night, which turns into feverish pneumonia as punishment, which
indeed did happen to me.

I have been thinking about all this lately, about my mother's English, about achievement tests. Because
lately I've been asked, as a writer, why there are not more Asian Americans represented in American
literature. Why are there few Asian Americans enrolled in creative writing programs? Why do so many
Chinese students go into engineering! Well, these are broad sociological questions I can't begin to answer.
But I have noticed in surveys -- in fact, just last week -- that Asian students, as a whole, always do
significantly better on math achievement tests than in English. And this makes me think that there are other
Asian-American students whose English spoken in the home might also be described as "broken" or
"limited." And perhaps they also have teachers who are steering them away from writing and into math and
science, which is what happened to me.

Fortunately, T happen to be rebellious in nature and enjoy the challenge of disproving assumptions made
about me. I became an English major my first year in college, after being enrolled as pre-med. I started
writing nonfiction as a freelancer the week after I was told by my former boss that writing was my worst
skill and I should hone my talents toward account management.

But it wasn't until 1985 that I finally began to write fiction. And at first I wrote using what I thought to be
wittily crafted sentences, sentences that would finally prove I had mastery over the English language.
Here's an example from the first draft of a story that later made its way into The Joy Luck Club, but without
this line: "That was my mental quandary in its nascent state." A terrible line, which I can barely pronounce.

Fortunately, for reasons I won't get into today, I later decided I should envision a reader for the stories I
would write. And the reader I decided upon was my mother, because these were stories about mothers. So
with this reader in mind -- and in fact she did read my early drafts--I began to write stories using all the
Englishes I grew up with: the English I spoke to my mother, which for lack of a better term might be
described as "simple"; the English she used with me, which for lack of a better term might be described as
“broken"; my translation of her Chinese, which could certainly be described as "watered down"; and what I
imagined to be her translation of her Chinese if she could speak in perfect English, her internal language,
and for that I sought to preserve the essence, but neither an English nor a Chinese structure. I wanted to
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capture what language ability tests can never reveal: her intent, her passion, her imagery, the rhythms of her
speech and the nature of her thoughts.

Apart from what any critic had to say about my writing, I knew I had succeeded where it counted when my
mother finished reading my book and gave me her verdict: "So easy to read.”
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204  Many Voices, Many Lives

This is sometimes a very good thing—it may win you that extra minute of
someone's attention. But with some people, the same things can make you an
island—not so much a tropical paradise as an Alcatraz, a place nobody wants to
visit. As a Puerto Rican girl growing up in the United States and wanting like most
children to "belong," I resented the stereotype that my Hispanic appearance called
forth from many people I met.

Our family lived in a large urban center in New Jersey during the sixties, where
life was designed as a microcosm of my parents' casas on the island. We spoke in
Spanish, we ate Puerto Rican food bought at the bodega, and we practiced strict
Catholicism complete with Saturday confession and Sunday mass at a church
where our parents were accommodated into a one-hour Spanish mass slot, per-
formed by a Chinese priest trained as a missionary for Latin America.

As a girl I was kept under strict surveillance, since virtue and modesty were, by
cultural equation, the same as family honor. As a teenager I was instructed on how

to behave as a proper senorita. But it was a conflicting message girls got, since the -

Puerto Rican mothers also encouraged their daughters to look and act like women
and to dress in clothes our Anglo friends and their mothers found too "mature" for
our age. It was, and is, cultural, yet I often felt humiliated when I appeared at an
American friend's party wearing a dress more suitable to a semiformal than to a
playroom birthday celebration. At Puerto Rican festivities, neither the music nor
the colors we wore could be too loud. I still experience a vague sense of letdown
when I'm invited to a "party" and it turns out to be a marathon conversation in
hushed tones rather than a fiesta with salsa, laughter, and dancing —the kind of
celebration I remember from my childhood.

I remember Career Day in our high school, when teachers told us to come
dressed as if for a job interview. It quickly became obvious that to the barrio girls,
"dressing up" sometimes meant wearing ornate jewelry and clothing that would be
more appropriate (by mainstream standards) for the company Christmas party than
as daily office attire. That morning I had agonized in front of my closet, trying to
figure out what a "career girl" would wear because, essentially, except for Mario
Thomas on TV, I had no models on which to base my decision. I knew how to dress
for school: at the Catholic school I attended we all wore uniforms; I knew how to
dress for Sunday mass, and I knew what dresses to wear for parties at my relatives'
homes. Though I do not recall the precise details of my Career Day outfit, it must
have been a composite ofthe above choices. But I remember a comment my friend
(an Italian-American) made in later years that coalesced my impressions ofthat day.
She said that at the business school she was attending the Puerto Rican girls always
stood out for wearing "everything at once." She meant, of course, too much jewelry,
too many accessories. On that day at school, we were simply made the negative
models by the nuns who were themselves not credible fashion experts to any of us.
But it was painfully obvious to me that to the others, in their tailored skirts and silk
blouses, we must have seemed "hopeless" and "vulgar." Though I now know that
most adolescents feel out of step much of the time, I also know that for the Puerto
Rican girls of my generation that sense was intensified. The way our teachers and
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classmates looked at us that day in school was just a taste of the culture clash that
awaited us in the real world, where prospective employers and men on the street
would often misinterpret our tight skirts and jingling bracelets as a come-on.

Mixed cultural signals have perpetuated certain stereotypes—for example, that
of the Hispanic woman as the "Hot Tamale" or sexual firebrand. It is a one-
dimensional view that the media have found easy to promote. In their special vocab-
ulary, advertisers have designated "sizzling" and "smoldering" as the adjectives of
choice for describing not only the foods but also the women of Latin America.
From conversations in my house I recall hearing about the harassment that Puerto
Rican women endured in factories where the "boss men" talked to them as if sexual
innuendo was all they understood and, worse, often gave them the choice of sub-
mitting to advances or being fired.

It is custom, however, not chromosomes, that leads us to choose scarlet over
pale pink. As young girls, we were influenced in our decisions about clothes and
colors by the women—older sisters and mothers who had grown up on a tropical
island where the natural environment was a riot of primary colors, where showing
your skin was one way to keep cool as well as to look sexy. Most important of all,
on the island, women perhaps felt freer to dress and move more provocatively, since,
in most cases, they were protected by the traditions, mores, and laws of a Spanish/
Catholic system of morality and machismo whose main rule was: You may look at
my sister, but ifyou touch her I will kill you. The extended family and church struc-
ture could provide a young woman with a circle of safety in her small pueblo on the
island; ifa man "wronged" a girl, everyone would close in to save her family honor.

This is what I have gleaned from my discussions as an adult with older Puerto
Rican women. They have told me about dressing in their best party clothes on Sat-
urday nights and going to the town's plaza to promenade with their girlfriends in
front of the boys they liked. The males were thus given an opportunity to admire
the women and to express their admiration in the form of piropos: erotically charged
street poems they composed on the spot. I have been subjected to a few piropos
while visiting the Island, and they can be outrageous, although custom dictates that
they must never cross into obscenity. This ritual, as I understand it, also entails a
show of studied indifference on the woman's part; if she is "decent," she must not
acknowledge the man's impassioned words. So I do understand how things can be
lost in translation. When a Puerto Rican girl dressed in her idea of what is attractive
meets a man from the mainstream culture who has been trained to react to certain
types of clothing as a sexual signal, a clash is likely to take place. The line I first
heard based on this aspect ofthe myth happened when the boy who took me to my
fist formal dance leaned over to plant a sloppy overeager kiss painfully on my
mouth, and when I didn't respond with sufficient passion said in a resentful tone:
"I thought you Latin girls were supposed to mature early"—my first instance of
being thought of as a fruit or vegetable—1I was supposed to ripen, not just grow into
Womanhood like other girls.

It is surprising to some of my professional friends that some people, including
those who should know better, still put others "in their place." Though rarer, these
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THE CODDLING OF THE AMERICAN MIND

Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt

SOMETHING STRANGE IS happening at America’s colleges and universities. A
movement is arising, undirected and driven largely by students, to scrub campuses
clean of words, ideas, and subjects that might cause discomfort or give offense.
Last December, Jeannie Suk wrote in an online article for The New Yorker about
Jaw students asking her fellow professors at Harvard notto teach rape law—or, in
one case, even use the word violate (as in “that violates the law”) lest it cause
students distress. In February, Laura Kipnis, a professor at Northwestern
University, wrote an essay in The Chronicle of Higher Education describing a new
campus politics of sexual paranoia—and was then subjected to a longinvestigation
after students who were offended by the article and by a tweet she’d sent filed Title
IX complaints against her. In June, a professor protecting himself with a
pseudonym wrote an essay for Vox describing how gingerly he now has to teach.
“I’m a Liberal Professor, and My Liberal Students Terrify Me,” the headline said.
A number of popular comedians, including Chris Rock, have stopped performing
on college campuses (see Caitlin Flanagan’s article in this month’s issue). Jerry
Seinfeld and Bill Maher have publicly condemned the oversensitivity of college
students, saying too many of them can’t take a joke.

Two terms have risen quickly from obscurity into common campus parlance.
Microaggressions are small actions or word choices that seem on their face to have
no malicious intent but that are thought of as a kind of violence nonetheless. For
example, by some campus guidelines, it is a microaggression to ask an Asian
American or Latino American “Where were you born?,” because this implies that
he or she is not a real American. Trigger warnings are alerts that professors are
expected to issue if something in a course might cause a strong emotional
response. For example, some students have called for warnings that Chinua
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart describes racial violence and that F. Scott Fitzgerald’s
The Great Gatsby portrays misogyny and physical abuse, so that students who
have been previously victimized by racism or domestic violence can choose to
avoid these works, which they believe might “trigger” a recurrence of pasttrauma.

Some recent campus actions border on the surreal. In April, at Brandeis University,
the Asian American student association sought to raise awareness of
microaggressions against Asians through an installation on the steps of an
academic hall. Theinstallation gave examples of microaggressions such as “Aren’t



you supposed to be good at math?” and “I’m colorblind! I don’t see race.” But a
backlash arose among other Asian American students, who felt that the display
itself was a microaggression. The association removed the installation, and its

president wrote an e-mail to the entire student body apologizing to anyone who

was “triggered or hurt by the content of the microaggressions.”

This new climate is slowly being institutionalized, and is affecting what can be
said in the classroom, even as a basis for discussion. During the 2014—15 school
year, for instance, the deans and department chairs at the 10 University of
California system schools were presented by administrators at faculty leader-
training sessions with examples of microaggressions. The list of offensive
statements included: “America is the land of opportunity” and “I believe the most
qualified person should get the job.”

The press has typically described these developments as a resurgence of political
correctness. That’s partly right, although there are important differences between
what’shappening now and whathappened in the 1980s and *90s. That movement
sought to restrict speech (specifically hate speech aimed at marginalized groups),
but it also challenged the literary, philosophical, and historical canon, seeking to
widen it by including more-diverse perspectives. The current movement is largely
about emotional well-being. More than the last, it presumes an extraordinary
fragility of the collegiate psyche, and therefore elevates the goal of protecting
students from psychological harm. The ultimate aim, it seems, is to turn campuses
into “safe spaces” where youngadults are shielded from words and ideas that make
some uncomfortable. And more than the last, this movement seeks to punish
anyone who interferes with that aim, even accidentally. You might call this
impulse vindictive protectiveness. 1t is creating a culture in which everyone must
think twice before speakingup, lest they face charges of insensitivity, aggression,

Oor WOrsc.

We have been studying this development for a while now, with rising alarm. (Greg
Lukianoffis a constitutional lawyer and the presidentand CEO of the Foundation
for Individual Rights in Education, which defends free speech and academic
freedom on campus, and hasadvocated for students and faculty involved in many
of the incidents this article describes; Jonathan Haidt is a social psychologist who
studies the American culture wars. The stories of how we each came to this subject
can be read here.) The dangers that these trends pose to scholarship and to the
quality of American universities are significant; we could write a whole essay



detailing them. But in this essay we focus on a different question: What are the
effects of this new protectiveness on the students themselves? Does it benefit the
peopleitis supposed to help? What exactly are students learning when they spend
four years or more in a community that polices unintentional slights, places
warning labels on works of classic literature, and in many other ways conveys the
sense that words can be forms of violence that require strict control by campus
authorities, who are expected to act as both protectors and prosecutors?

There’s a saying common in education circles: Don’t teach students what to think;
teach them how to think. The idea goes back at least as far as Socrates. Today,

what we call the Socratic method is a way of teaching that fosters critical thinking,
in partby encouraging students to question their own unexamined beliefs, as well
as the received wisdom ofthose around them. Such questioning sometimes leads to

discomfort, and even to anger, on the way to understanding.

But vindictive protectiveness teaches students to think in a very different way. It
prepares them poorly for professional life, which often demands intellectual
engagement with people and ideas one might find uncongenial or wrong. Theharm
may be more immediate, too. A campus culture devoted to policing speech and
punishing speakers is likely to engender patterns of thought that are surprisingly
similar to those long identified by cognitive behavioral therapists as causes of
depression and anxiety. Thenew protectiveness may be teaching students to think

pathologically.

HOW DID WE GET HERE?

It’s difficult to know exactly why vindictive protectiveness has burst forth so
powerfully in the past few years. The phenomenon may be related to recent
changes in the interpretation of federal antidiscrimination statutes (about which
more later). But the answer probably involves generational shifts as well.
Childhood itself has changed greatly during the past generation. Many Baby
Boomers and Gen Xers can remember riding their bicycles around their
hometowns, unchaperoned by adults, by the time they were 8 or 9 years old. In the
hours after school, kids were expected to occupy themselves, getting into minor
scrapes and learning from their experiences. But “free range” childhood became
less common in the 1980s. The surge in crime from the ’60s through the early *90s
made Baby Boomer parents more protective than their own parents had been.
Stories of abducted children appeared more frequently in the news, and in 1984,
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images of them began showing up on milk cartons. In response, many parents
pulled in the reins and worked harder to keep their children safe.

The flight to safety also happened at school. Dangerous play structures were
removed from playgrounds; peanut butter was banned from student lunches. After
the 1999 Columbine massacre in Colorado, many schools cracked down on
bullying, implementing “zero tolerance” policies. In a variety of ways, children
born after 1980—the Millennials—got a consistent message from adults: life is
dangerous, but adults will do everything in their power to protect you from harm,
not just from strangers but from one another as well.

These same children grew up in a culture that was (and still is) becoming more
politically polarized. Republicans and Democrats have never particularly liked
each other, but survey data going back to the 1970s show that on average, their
mutual dislike used to be surprisingly mild. Negative feelings have grown steadily
stronger, however, particularly since the early 2000s. Political scientists call this
process “affective partisan polarization,” and it is a very serious problem for any
democracy. As each side increasingly demonizes the other, comp romise becomes
more difficult. A recent study shows thatimplicit or unconscious biases arenow at
least as strong across political parties as they are across races.

So it’s not hard to imagine why students arriving on campus today might be more
desirous of protection and more hostile toward ideological opponents than in
generations past. This hostility, and the self-righteousness fueled by strong partisan
emotions, can be expected to add force to any moral crusade. A principle of moral
psychology is that “morality binds and blinds.” Part of what we do when we make
moral judgments is express allegiance to a team. But that can interfere with our
ability to think critically. Acknowledging that the other side’s viewpoint has any
merit is risky—your teammates may see you as a traitor.

Social media makes it extraordinarily easy to join crusades, express solidarity and
outrage, and shun traitors. Facebook was founded in 2004, and since 2006 it has
allowed children as youngas 13 to join. This means that the first wave of students
who spent all their teen years using Facebook reached college in 2011, and

graduated from college only this year.
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These first true “social-media natives” may be different from members of previous
generations in how they go about sharing their moral judgments and supporting
one another in moral campaigns and conflicts. We find much to like about these
trends; young people today are engaged with one another, with news stories, and
with prosocial endeavors to a greater degree than when the dominant technology
was television. But social media has also fundamentally shifted the balance of

power in relationships between students and faculty; the latter increasingly fear
what students might do to their reputations and careers by stirring up online mobs

against them.

We do not mean to imply simple causation, but rates of mental illness in young
adults have been rising, both on campus and off, in recent decades. Some portion
of the increase is surely due to better diagnosis and greater willingness to seek

help, but most experts seem to agree that some portion of the trend is real. Nearly




all of the campus mental-health directors surveyed in 2013 by the American
College Counseling Association reported that the number of students with severe
psychological problems was rising at their schools. The rate of emotional distress
reported by students themselves is also high, and rising. In'a 2014 survey by the
American College Health Association, 54 percent of college students surveyed said
that they had “felt overwhelming anxiety” in the past 12 months, up from 49
percent in the same survey just five years earlier. Students seem to be reporting
more emotional crises; many seem fragile, and this has surely changed the way
university faculty and administrators interact with them. The question is whether
some of those changes might be doing more harm than good.

THE THINKING CURE

For millennia, philosophers have understood that we don’t seelife as it is; we see a
version distorted by our hopes, fears, and other attachments. The Buddha said,
“Our life is the creation of our mind.” Marcus Aurelius said, “Life itselfis but what
you deem it.” The quest for wisdom in many traditions begins with this insight.
Early Buddhists and the Stoics, for example, develop ed practices for reducing
attachments, thinking more clearly, and finding release from the emotional
torments of normal mental life.

Cognitive behavioral therapy is a modern embodiment ofthis ancient wisdom. It is
the most extensively studied nonpharmaceutical treatment of mental illness, and is
used widely to treat depression, anxiety disorders, eating disorders, and addiction.
It can even be of help to schizophrenics. No other form of psychotherapy has been
shown to work for a broaderrange of problems. Studies have generally found that
it is as effective as antidepressant drugs (such as Prozac) in the treatment of
anxiety and depression. The therapy is relatively quick and easy to learn; after a
few months of training, many patients can do it on their own. Unlike drugs,
cognitive behavioral therapy keeps working long after treatment is stopped,
because it teaches thinking skills that people can continue to use.

The goal is to minimize distorted thinking and see the world more accurately. You
startby learning the names ofthe dozen or so most common cognitive distortions
(such as overgeneralizing, discounting positives, and emotional reasoning; see the
list at the bottom of this article). Each time you notice yourself falling prey to one
of them, you name it, describe the facts of the situation, consider alternative

interpretations, and then choose an interpretation of events more in line with those
facts. Your emotions follow your new interpretation. In time, this process becomes




automatic. When people improve their mental hygiene in this way—when they free
themselves from the repetitive irrational thoughts that had previously filled so
much of their consciousness—they become less depressed, anxious, and angry.

The parallel to formal education is clear: cognitive behavioral therapy teaches good
critical-thinking skills, the sortthat educators have striven for so long to impart. By
almost any definition, critical thinking requires grounding one’s beliefs in evidence
rather than in emotion or desire, and learning how to search for and evaluate

evidence that might contradict one’s initial hypothesis. But does campus life today
foster critical thinking? Or does it coax students to think in more-distorted ways?

Let’s look at recent trends in higher education in light of the distortions that
cognitive behavioral therapy identifies. We will draw the names and descriptions
of these distortions from David D. Burns’s popularbook Feeling Good, as well as
from the second edition of Treatment Plans and Interventions for Depression and
Anxiety Disorders, by Robert L. Leahy, Stephen J. F. Holland, and Lata K.

McGinn.

HIGHER EDUCATION’S EMBRACE OF “EMOTIONAL REASONING”

Burns defines emotional reasoning as assuming “that your negative emotions
necessarily reflect the way things really are: ‘I feel it, therefore it must be true.” ”
Leahy, Holland, and McGinn define it as letting “your feelings guide your
interpretation of reality.” But, of course, subjective feelings are not always
trustworthy guides; unrestrained, they can cause people to lash out at others who
have donenothing wrong. Therapy often involves talking yourself down from the

idea that each of your emotional responses represents something true or important.

Emotional reasoning dominates many campus debates and discussions. A claim
that someone’s words are “offensive” is not just an expression of one’s own
subjective feeling of offendedness. It is, rather, a public charge that the speaker has
done something objectively wrong. It is a demand thatthe speaker apologize or be
punished by some authority for committing an offense.

There have always been some people who believe they have a right not to be
offended. Yet throughout American history—from the Victorian era to the free-
speech activism of the 1960s and *70s—radicals have pushed boundaries and
mocked prevailing sensibilities. Sometime in the 1980s, however, college
campuses began to focus on preventing offensive speech, especially speech that
might be hurtful to women or minority groups. The sentiment underpinning this
goal was laudable, but it quickly produced some absurd results.



Among the most famous early examples was the so-called water-butfalo incident at
the University of Pennsylvania. In 1993, the university charged an Israeli-born
student with racial harassment after he yelled “Shut up, you water buffalo!” to a
crowd of black sorority women that was making noise at night outside his dorm-
room window. Many scholars and pundits at the time could not see how the term
water buffalo (a rough translation of a Hebrew insult for a thoughtless or rowdy
person) was a racial slur against African Americans, and as a result, the case
became international news.

Claims of a right not to be offended have continued to arise since then, and
universities have continued to privilege them. In a particularly egregious 2003
case, for instance, Indiana University—Purdue University at Indianapolis found a
white student guilty ofracial harassment for reading a book titled Notre Dame vs.
the Klan. The book honored student opposition to the Ku Klux Klan when it
marched on Notre Dame in 1924. Nonetheless, the picture of a Klan rally on the
book’s cover offended at least one of the student’s co-workers (he was a janitor as
well as a student), and that was enough for a guilty finding by the university’s
Affirmative Action Office.

These examples may seem extreme, but the reasoning behind them has become
more commonplace on campus in recent years. Last year, at the University of St.
Thomas, in Minnesota, an event called Hump Day, which would have allowed
people to pet a camel, was abruptly canceled. Students had created a Facebook
group where they protested the event for animal cruelty, for being a waste of
money, and for being insensitive to people from the Middle East. The inspiration
for the camel had almost certainly come from a popular TV commercial in which a
camel saunters around an office on a Wednesday, celebrating “hump day”; it was
devoid of any reference to Middle Eastern peoples. Nevertheless, the group
organizing the event announced on its Facebook page that the event wou 1d be
canceled because the “program [was] dividing people and would make for an
uncomfortable and possibly unsafe environment.”

Because there is a broad ban in academic circles on “blaming the victim,” it is
generally considered unacceptable to question the reasonableness (let alone the
sincerity) of someone’s emotional state, particularly if those emotions are linked to
one’s group identity. The thin argument “I’'m offended” becomes an unbeatable
trump card. This leads to what Jonathan Rauch, a contributing editor at this
magazine, calls the “offendedness sweepstakes,” in which opposing parties use



claims of offense as cudgels. In the process, the bar for what we consider
unacceptable speech is lowered further and further.

Since 2013, new pressure from the federal government has reinforced this trend.
Federal antidiscrimination statutes regulate on-campus harassment and unequal
treatment based on sex, race, religion, and national origin. Until recently, the
Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights acknowledged that speech must
be “objectively offensive” before it could be deemed actionable as sexual
harassment—it would have to pass the “reasonable person” test. To be prohibited,
the office wrotein 2003, allegedly harassing speech would have to go “beyond the
mere expression of views, words, symbols or thoughts that some person finds
offensive.”

But in 2013, the Departments of Justice and Education greatly broadened the
definition of sexual harassment to include verbal conduct that is simply
“unwelcome.” Out of fear of federal investigations, universities are now applying
that standard—defining unwelcome speech as harassment—not just to sex, but to
race, religion, and veteran status as well. Everyoneis supposed to rely upon his or
her own subjective feelings to decide whether a comment by a professor or a
fellow student is unwelcome, and therefore grounds for a harassment claim.
Emotional reasoning is now accepted as evidence.

If our universities are teaching students that their emotions can be used effectively
as weapons—or at least as evidence in administrative proceedings—then they are
teaching students to nurture a kind of hypersensitivity that will lead them into
countless drawn-out conflicts in college and beyond. Schools may be training
students in thinking styles that will damage their careers and friendships, along
with their mental health.

FORTUNE-TELLING AND TRIGGER WARNINGS

Burns defines fortune-telling as “anticipat[ing] that things will turn out badly” and
feeling “convinced that your prediction is an already-established fact.” Leahy,
Holland, and McGinn define it as “predict[ing] the future negatively” or seeing
potential danger in an everyday situation. Therecent spread of demands for trigger
warnings on reading assignments with provocative content is an example of
fortune-telling.

The idea that words (or smells or any sensory input) can trigger searing memories
of pasttrauma—and intense fear thatit may be repeated—hasbeen around at least
since World War I, when psychiatrists began treating soldiers for what is now



called post-traumatic stress disorder. But explicit trigger warnings are believed to
have originated much more recently, on message boards in the early days of the
Internet. Trigger warnings became particularly prevalent in self-help and feminist
forums, where they allowed readers who had suffered from traumatic events like
sexual assault to avoid graphic content that might trigger flashbacks or panic
attacks. Search-engine trends indicate that the phrase broke into mainstream use
online around 2011, spiked in 2014, and reached an all-timehigh in 2015. The use
of trigger warnings on campus appears to have followed a similar trajectory;
seemingly overnight, students at universities across the country have begun
demanding that their professors issue warnings before covering material that might

evoke a negative emotional response.

In 2013, a task force composed of administrators, students, recent alumni, and one
faculty member at Oberlin College, in Ohio, released an online resource guide for
faculty (subsequently retracted in the face of faculty pushback) that included a list
of topics warranting trigger warnings. These topics included classism and
privilege, among many others. The task force recommended that materials that
might trigger negativereactions among students be avoided alto gether unless they
“contribute directly” to course goals, and suggested that works that were “too

important to avoid” be made optional.

It’s hard to imagine how novels illustrating classism and privilege could provoke
or reactivate the kind of terror that is typically implicated in PTSD. Rather, trigger
warnings are sometimes demanded for a long list of ideas and attitudes that some
students find politically offensive, in the name of preventing other students from
being harmed. This is an example of what psychologists call “motivated
reasoning”—we spontaneously generate arguments for conclusions we want to
support. Once you find something hateful, it is casy to argue that exposure to the
hateful thing could traumatize some other people. You believe that you know how
others will react, and that their reaction could be devastating. Preventing that
devastation becomes a moral obligation for the whole community. Books for
which students have called publicly for trigger warnings within the past couple of
years include Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway (at Rutgers, for * ‘suicidal
inclinations”) and Ovid’s Metamorphoses (at Columbia, for sexual assault).

Jeannie Suk’s New Yorker essay described the difficulties of teaching rape law in
the age of trigger warnings. Some students, she wrote, have pressured their
professors to avoid teaching the subject in order to protect themselves and their



classmates from potential distress. Suk compares this to trying to teach “a medical
student who is training to be a surgeon but who fears thathe’llbecome distressed if

he sees or handles blood.”

However, there is a deeper problem with trigger warnings. According to the most-
basic tenets of psychology, the very idea of helping people with anxiety disorders
avoid the things they fear is misguided. A person who is trapped in an elevator
duringa power outage may panic and think she is going to die. That frightening
experience can change neural connections in her amygdala, leading to an elevator
phobia. If you want this woman to retain her fear for life, you should help her

avoid elevators.

But if you want to help her return to normalcy, you should take your cues from
Ivan Pavlov and guide her through a process known as exposure therapy. You
might start by asking the woman to merely look at an elevator from a distance—
standing in a building lobby, perhaps—until her apprehension begins to subside. If
nothing bad happens while she’s standing in the lobby—if the fear is not
“reinforced”—then she will begin to learn a new association: elevators are not
dangerous. (This reduction in fear during exp osure is called habituation.) Then, on
subsequent days, youmight ask her to get closer, and on later days to push the call
button, and eventually to step in and go up one floor. This is how the amygdala can
get rewired again to associate a previously feared situation with safety or

normalcy.

Students who call for trigger warnings may be correct that some of their peers are
harboring memories of trauma that could be reactivated by course readings. But
they are wrong to try to prevent such reactivations. Students with PTSD should of
course get treatment, but they should not try to avoid normal life, with its many
opportunities for habituation. Classroom discussions are safeplaces to be exposed
to incidental reminders of trauma (such as the word violate). A discussion of
violence is unlikely to be followed by actual violence, so it is a good way to help
students change the associations that are causing them discomfort. And they’d
better get their habituation done in college, because the world beyond college will
be far less willing to accommodate requests for trigger warnings and opt-outs.

The expansive use of trigger warnings may also foster unhealthy mental habits in
the vastly larger group of students who do not suffer from PTSD or other anxiety
disorders. People acquire their fears not just from their own past exp eriences, but
from social learning as well. If everyone around you acts as though something is



dangerous—elevators, certain neighborhoods, novels depicting racism—then you
are at risk of acquiring that fear too. The psychiatrist Sarah Roff pointed this out
last year in an online article for The Chronicle of Higher Education. “One of my
biggest concerns about trigger warnings,” Roff wrote, “is that they will apply not
just to those who have experienced trauma, but to all students, creating an
atmosphere in which they are encouraged to believe that there is something
dangerous or damaging about discussing difficult aspects of our history.”

In an article published last year by Inside Higher Ed, seven humanities professors
wrotethat the trigger-warning movement was “already having a chilling effect on
[their] teaching and pedagogy.” They reported their colleagues’ receiving “phone
calls from deans and other administrators investigating student complaints that
they have included ‘triggering’ material in their courses, with or without
warnings.” A trigger warning, they wrote, “‘serves as a guarantee that students will
not experience unexpected discomfort and implies that if they do, a contract has
been broken.” When students come to expect trigger warnings for any material that
makes them uncomfortable, the easiest way for faculty to stay out of trouble is to
avoid material that might upset the most sensitive student in the class.

MAGNIFICATION, LABELING, AND MICROAGGRESSIONS

Burns defines magnification as “exaggerat[ing] the importance of things,” and
Leahy, Holland, and McGinn define labeling as “assign[ing] global negative traits
to yourselfand others.” Therecent collegiate trend of uncovering allegedly racist,
sexist, classist, or otherwise discriminatory microaggressions doesn’t incidentally
teach students to focus on small or accidental slights. Its purposeis to get students
to focus on them and then relabel the people who have made such remarks as

aggressors.

The term microaggression originated in the 1970s and referred to subtle, often
unconsciousracist affronts. The definition has expanded in recent years to include
anything that can be perceived as discriminatory on virtually any basis. For
example, in 2013, a student group at UCLA staged a sit-in during a class taught by
Val Rust, an education professor. The group read a letter aloud expressing their
concerns about the campus’s hostility toward students of color. Although Rust was
not explicitly named, the group quite clearly criticized his teaching as
microaggressive. In the course of correcting his students’ grammar and spelling,
Rusthad noted thata student had wrongly capitalized the first letter of the word



indigenous. Lowercasing the capital / was an insult to the student and her ideology,
the group claimed.

Even joking about microaggressions can be seen as an aggression, warranting
punishment. Last fall, Omar Mahmood, a student at the University of Michigan,
wrote a satirical column for a conservative student publication, The Michigan
Review, poking fun at what he saw as a campus tendency to perceive
microaggressions in just about anything. Mahmood was also employed at the
campus newspaper, The Michigan Daily. The Daily’s editors said that the way
Mahmood had “satirically mocked the experiences of fellow Daily contributors
and minority communities on campus ... created a conflict of interest.” The Daily
terminated Mahmood after he described the incident to two Web sites, The College
Fix and The Daily Caller. A group of women later vandalized Mahmood’s
doorway with eggs, hot dogs, gum, and notes with messages such as “Everyone
hates you, you violent prick.” When speech comes to be seen as a form of
violence, vindictive protectiveness can justify a hostile, and perhaps even violent,
response.

In March, the student government at Ithaca College, in upstate New York, went so
far as to propose the creation of an anonymous microaggression-rep orting system.
Student sponsors envisioned some form of disciplinary action against “oppressors”
engaged in belittling speech. One of the sponsors of the program said that while
“not ... every instance will require trial or some kind of harsh punishment,” she
wanted the program to be “record-keeping but with impact.”

Surely people make subtle or thinly veiled racist or sexist remarks on college
campuses, and it is right for students to raise questions and initiate discussions
aboutsuch cases. But the increased focus on microaggressions coupled with the
endorsement of emotional reasoning is a formula for a constant state of outrage,
even toward well-meaning speakers trying to engage in genuine discussion.

What are we doing to our students if we encourage them to develop extra-thin skin
in the years just before they leave the cocoon of adult protection and enter the
workforce? Would they not be better prepared to flourish if we taught them to
question their own emotional reactions, and to give people the benefit of the
doubt?

TEACHING STUDENTS TO CATASTROPHIZE AND HAVE ZERO TOLERANCE
Burns defines catastrophizing as a kind of magnification that turns “commonplace
negative events into nightmarish monsters.” Leahy, Holland, and McGinn define it
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as believing “that what has happened or will happen” is “so awful and unbearable
that you won’t be able to stand it.” Requests for trigger warnings involve
catastrophizing, but this way ofthinking colors other areas of campus thought as
well.

Catastrophizing rhetoric about physical danger is employed by campus
administrators more commonly than you might think—sometimes, it seems, with
cynical ends in mind. For instance, last year administrators at Bergen Community
College, in New Jersey, suspended Francis Schmidt, a professor, after he posted a
picture ofhis daughter on his Google+ account. The photo showed her in a yoga
pose, wearing a T-shirt that read I WILL TAKE WHAT IS MINE WITH FIRE & BLOOD, a
quote from the HBO show Game of Thrones. Schmidt had filed a grievance against
the school abouttwo months earlier after being passed over for a sabbatical. The
quote was interpreted as a threat by a campus administrator, who received a
notification after Schmidt posted the picture; it had been sent, automatically, to a
whole group of contacts. Accordingto Schmidt, a Bergen security official present
at a subsequent meeting between administrators and Schmidt thought the word fire
could refer to AK-47s.

Then there is the eight-year legal saga at Valdosta State University, in Georgia,
where a student was expelled for protesting the construction of a parking garage by
posting an allegedly “threatening” collage on Facebook. The collage described the
proposed structure as a “memorial” parking garage—a jokereferring to a claim by
the university president thatthe garage would be part of his legacy. The president
interpreted the collage as a threat against his life.

It should be no surprise that students are exhibiting similar sensitivity. At the
University of Central Floridain 2013, for example, Hyung-il Jung, an accounting
instructor, was suspended after a studentreported that Junghad madea threatening
comment during a review session. Jung explained to the Orlando Sentinel that the
material he was reviewing was difficult, and he’d noticed the pained look on
students’ faces, so he made a joke. “It looks like you guys are being slowly
suffocated by these questions,” he recalled saying. “Am I on a killing spree or
what?”

After the student reported Jung’s comment, a group of nearly 20 others e-mailed
the UCF administration explaining that the comment had clearly been made in jest.
Nevertheless, UCF suspended Jung from all university duties and demanded that
he obtain written certification from a mental-health professional thathe was “not a
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threat to [himself] or to the university community” before he would be allowed to
return to campus.

All ofthese actions teach a common lesson: smart people do, in fact, overreact to
innocuous speech, make mountains out of molehills, and seek punishment for
anyone whose words make anyone else feel uncomfortable.

MENTAL FILTERING AND DISINVITATION SEASON

As Burns defines it, mental filtering is “pick[ing] out a negative detail in any
situation and dwell[ing] on it exclusively, thus perceiving that the whole situation
is negative.” Leahy, Holland, and McGinn refer to this as “negative filtering,”
which they define as “focus[ing] almost exclusively on the negatives and seldom
notic[ing] the positives.” When applied to campus life, mental filtering allows for
simpleminded demonization.

Students and faculty members in large numbers modeled this cognitive distortion
during 2014’s “disinvitation season.” That’s the time of year—usually early
spring—when commencement speakers are announced and when students and
professors demand that some of those speakers be disinvited because of things they
havesaid or done. According to data compiled by the Foundation for Individual
Rights in Education, since 2000, at least 240 campaigns have been launched at
U.S. universities to prevent public figures from appearing at campus events; most
of them have occurred since 2009.

Consider two of the most prominent disinvitation targets of 2014: former U.S.
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and the International Monetary Fund’s
managing director, Christine Lagarde. Rice was the first black female secretary of
state; Lagarde was the first woman to become finance minister ofa G8 country and
the first female head of the IMF. Both speakers could have been seen as highly
successful role models for female students, and Rice for minority students as well.
But the critics, in effect, discounted any possibility of something positive coming
from those speeches.

Members of an academic community should of course be free to raise questions
aboutRice’s rolein the Iraq War or to look skeptically at the IMF’s policies. But
should dislike of part of a person’s record disqualify her altogether from sharing
her perspectives?

If campus culture conveys the idea that visitors must be pure, with résumés that
never offend generally left-leaning campus sensibilities, then higher education will
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havetaken a further step toward intellectual homogeneity and the creation of an
environment in which students rarely encounter diverse viewpoints. And
universities will have reinforced the belief that it’s okay to filter out the positive. If
students graduate believing that they can learn nothing from people they dislike or
from those with whom they disagree, we will have done them a great intellectual
disservice.

WHAT CAN WE DO NOW?

Attempts to shield students from words, ideas, and people that might cause them
emotional discomfort are bad for the students. They are bad for the workplace,
which will be mired in unending litigation if student expectations of safety are
carried forward. And they are bad for American democracy, which is already
paralyzed by worsening partisanship. When the ideas, values, and speech of the
other side are seen not just as wrong but as willfully aggressive toward innocent
victims, it is hard to imagine the kind of mutual respect, negotiation, and
compromise that are needed to make politics a positive-sum game.

Rather than trying to protect students from words and ideas that they will
inevitably encounter, colleges should do all they can to equip studentsto thrivein a
world full of words and ideas that they cannot control. One of the great truths
taught by Buddhism (and Stoicism, Hinduism, and many other traditions) is that
you can never achieve happiness by making the world conformto your desires. But
you can master your desires and habits of thought. This, of course, is the goal of
cognitive behavioral therapy. With this in mind, here are some steps that might
help reverse the tide of bad thinking on campus.

The biggest single step in theright direction does not involve faculty or university
administrators, butrather the federal government, which should release universities
from their fear of unreasonable investigation and sanctions by the Department of
Education. Congress should define peer-on-peer harassment according to the
Supreme Court’s definition in the 1999 case Davis v. Monroe County Board of
Education. The Davis standard holds thata single comment or thoughtless remark
by a student does not equal harassment; harassment requires a pattern of
objectively offensive behavior by one student that interferes with another student’s
access to education. Establishing the Davis standard would help eliminate
universities’ impulse to police their students’ speech so carefully.

Universities themselves should try to raise consciousness about the need to balance
freedom of speech with the need to make all students feel welcome. Talking



openly about such conflicting but important values is just the sort of challenging
exercise that any diverse but tolerant community must learn to do. Restrictive

speech codes should be abandoned.

Universities should also officially and strongly discourage trigger warnings. They
should endorse the American Association of University Professors’ reporton these
warnings, which notes, “The presumption that students need to be protected rather
than challenged in a classroom is at once infantilizing and anti-intellectual.”
Professors should be free to use trigger warnings if they choose to do so, but by
explicitly discouraging the practice, universities would help fortify the faculty
against student requests for such warnings.

Finally, universities should rethink the skills and values they most want to impart
to their incoming students. At present, many freshman-orientation programs try to
raise student sensitivity to a nearly impossible level. Teaching students to avoid
giving unintentional offense is a worthy goal, especially when the students come
from many different cultural backgrounds. But students should also be taught how
to live in a world full of potential offenses. Why not teach incoming students how
to practice cognitive behavioral therapy? Given high and rising rates of mental
illness, this simple step would be among the most humane and supportive things a
university could do. The cost and time commitment could be kept low: a few group
training sessions could be supplemented by Web sites or apps. But the outcome
could pay dividends in many ways. For example, a shared vocabulary about
reasoning, common distortions, and the appropriate use of evidence to draw
conclusions would facilitate critical thinking and real debate. It would also tone
down the perpetual state of outrage that seems to engulf some colleges these days,
allowing students’ minds to open more widely to new ideas and new people. A
greater commitment to formal, public debate on campus—and to the assembly of a

more politically diverse faculty—would further serve that goal.
Thomas Jefferson, upon founding the University of Virginia, said:

This institution will be based on the illimitable freedom of the human mind. For
here we are not afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead, nor to tolerate any error

so long as reason is left free to combat it.

We believe that this is still—and will always be—the best attitude for American
universities. Faculty, administrators, students, and the federal government all have
a role to play in restoring universities to their historic mission.
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Common Cognitive Distortions
A partial list from Robert L. Leahy, Stephen J. F. Holland, and Lata K. McGinn's
Treatment Plans and Interventions for Depression and Anxiety Disorders (2012).

1. Mind reading. You assume that you know what people think without having
sufficient evidence of their thoughts. “He thinks I’m a loser.”

2. Fortune-telling. You predict the future negatively: things will get worse, or
there is danger ahead. “T’ll fail that exam,” or “I won’t get the job.”

3. Catastrophizing. You believe that whathas happened or will happen will be so
awful and unbearable that you won’t be able to stand it. “It would be terrible if I

failed.”

4. Labeling. You assign global negative traits to yourself and others. “I’'m
undesirable,” or “He’s a rotten person.”

5. Discounting positives. You claim that the positive things you or others do are
trivial. “That’s what wives are supposed to do—so it doesn’t count when she’s nice

to me,” or “Those successes were easy, so they don’t matter.”

6. Negative filtering. You focus almost exclusively on the negatives and seldom
notice the positives. “Look at all of the people who don’t like me.”

7. Overgeneralizing. You perceive a global pattern of negatives on the basis of a
single incident. “This generally happens to me. I seem to fail at a lot of things.”

8. Dichotomous thinking. You view events or people in all-or-nothing terms. I
get rejected by everyone,” or “It was a complete waste of time.”

9. Blaming. You focus on the other person as the source of your negative feelings,
and you refuse to take responsibility for changing yourself. “She’s to blame for the
way I feel now,” or “My parents caused all my problems.”

10. What if? You keep asking a series of questions about “what if” something
happens, and you fail to be satisfied with any of the answers. “Yeah, but what if I

get anxious?,” or “What if I can’t catch my breath?”

11. Emotional reasoning. You let your feelings guide your interpretation of
reality. “I feel depressed; therefore, my marriage is not working out.”



12. Inability to disconfirm. You reject any evidence or arguments that might
contradict your negative thoughts. For example, when you have the thought I'm
unlovable, you reject as irrelevant any evidence that people like you.
Consequently, your thought cannot be refuted. “That’s notthereal issue. There are

deeper problems. There are other factors.”
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