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AMERICAN PROTEST LITERATURE 

• Born from the ideal that literature (texts, music, images, etc) functions as a catalyst for social change. 
• American Protest Literature announces that people are not alone in their concerns. 
• Formal Definition: 

• “American Protest Literature critiques social ills and explicitly or implicitly offers a resolution to those 
ills.”—Harvard Professor John Stauffer 

 
INSTRUCTIONS: 
Read and annotate this reader’s collection of American Protest Literature. Your annotations must follow the 
“Interrogating Texts” guideline from Harvard Library (note Steps 1-4 of this document qualify as annotation for the 
purposes of this assignment). You will submit your annotations on Friday, September 10. 
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 “The Declaration of Independence,” composed by Thomas Jefferson 

In Congress, July 4, 1776. 

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America, When in the Course of human 
events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected 
them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to 
which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of 
mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.  

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 
Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to 
them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 
Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly 
all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than 
to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of 
abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under 
absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide 
new Guards for their future security.--Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and 
such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. The 
history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all 
having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let 
Facts be submitted to a candid world.  

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good. 

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless 
suspended in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has 
utterly neglected to attend to them. 

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those 
people would relinquish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them 
and formidable to tyrants only. 

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the 
depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his 
measures. 

He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his invasions 
on the rights of the people. 

He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the 
Legislative powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their exercise; 
the State remaining in the mean time exposed to all the dangers of invasion from without, and 
convulsions within. 



He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws 
for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations hither, and 
raising the conditions of new Appropriations of Lands. 

He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing 
Judiciary powers. 

He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the amount and 
payment of their salaries. 

He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harrass our people, 
and eat out their substance.  

He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislatures. 

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil power. 

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and 
unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended Legislation: 

For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us: 

For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punishment for any Murders which they should commit 
on the Inhabitants of these States: 

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world: 

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent: 

For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury: 

For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences 

For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, establishing therein an 
Arbitrary government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render it at once an example and fit 
instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies: 

For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the 
Forms of our Governments: 

For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to legislate for 
us in all cases whatsoever. 

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War against us. 

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our 
people. 

He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to compleat the works of death, 
desolation and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty & perfidy scarcely paralleled in 
the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation. 

He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their 
Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their 
Hands. 



He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants 
of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished 
destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions. 

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our 
repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince whose character is thus 
marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. 

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our Brittish brethren. We have warned them from time to 
time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have 
reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to 
their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred 
to disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our connections and 
correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, 
therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold the 
rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends. 

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, 
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and 
by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, 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 totally dissolved; and that as Free and Independent States, they have full 
Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts 
and Things which Independent States may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a 
firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our 
Fortunes and our sacred Honor.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Modern History Sourcebook:  
The Declaration of Sentiments,  
Seneca Falls Conference, 1848  

 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, two American activists in the movement to abolish slavery called together the first 
conference to address Women's rights and issues in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. Part of the reason for doing so had been that 
Mott had been refused permission to speak at the world anti-slavery convention in London, even though she had been an official 
delegate. Applying the analysis of human freedom developed in the Abolitionist movement, Stanton and others began the public career 
of modern feminist analysis  

The Declaration of the Seneca Falls Convention, using the model of the US Declaration of Independence, forthrightly demanded that 
the rights of women as right-bearing individuals be acknowledged and respected by society. It was signed by sixty-eight women and 
thirty-two men.  

 

The Declaration of Sentiments 

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man to assume among the people of the 
earth a position different from that which they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws of nature and of nature's God entitle 
them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a course. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights governments are 
instituted, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. Whenever any form of government becomes destructive of 
these ends, it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse allegiance to it, and to insist upon the institution of a new government, 
laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety 
and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; 
and accordingly all experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer. while evils are sufferable, than to right 
themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing 
invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their duty to throw off such government, 
and to provide new guards for their future security. Such has been the patient sufferance of the women under this government, and 
such is now the necessity which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled. The history of mankind is a 
history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute 
tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world. 

The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the 
establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world. 

He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise. 

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice. 

He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded men--both natives and foreigners. 

Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby leaving her without representation in the halls of 
legislation, he has oppressed her on all sides. 

He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead. 

He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns. 



He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes with impunity, provided they be done in the 
presence of her husband. In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all 
intents and purposes, her master--the law giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement. 

He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes, and in case of separation, to whom the guardianship of 
the children shall be given, as to be wholly regardless of the happiness of women--the law, in all cases, going upon a false supposition 
of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into his hands. 

After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single, and the owner of property, he has taxed her to support a government 
which recognizes her only when her property can be made profitable to it. 

He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty 
remuneration. He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction which he considers most honorable to himself. As a 
teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known. 

He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education, all colleges being closed against her. 

He allows her in church, as well as state, but a subordinate position, claiming apostolic authority for her exclusion from the ministry, 
and, with some exceptions, from any public participation in the affairs of the church. 

He has created a false public sentiment by giving to the world a different code of morals for men and women, by which moral 
delinquencies which exclude women from society, are not only tolerated, but deemed of little account in man. 

He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right to assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs to 
her conscience and to her God. 

He has endeavored, in every way that he could, to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make 
her willing to lead a dependent and abject life. 

Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their social and religious degradation--in view of the 
unjust laws above mentioned, and because women do feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most 
sacred rights, we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as citizens of the 
United States.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
from Elizabeth Cady Stanton, A History of Woman Suffrage , vol. 1 (Rochester, N.Y.: Fowler and Wells, 1889), pages 70-71 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A Plea for Captain John Brown by Henry David Thoreau; October 30, 
1859  

[Read to the citizens of Concord, Mass., Sunday Evening, October 30, 1859.] 

I trust that you will pardon me for being here. I do not wish to force my thoughts upon you, but I 
feel forced myself. Little as I know of Captain Brown, I would fain do my part to correct the tone and 
the statements of the newspapers, and of my countrymen generally, respecting his character and 
actions. It costs us nothing to be just. We can at least express our sympathy with, and admiration of, 
him and his companions, and that is what I now propose to do.  

First, as to his history. I will endeavor to omit, as much as possible, what you have already read. I 
need not describe his person to you, for probably most of you have seen and will not soon forget him. 
I am told that his grandfather, John Brown, was an officer in the Revolution; that he himself was born 
in Connecticut about the beginning of this century, but early went with his father to Ohio. I heard him 
say that his father was a contractor who furnished beef to the army there, in the war of 1812; that he 
accompanied him to the camp, and assisted him in that employment, seeing a good deal of military 
life,--more, perhaps, than if he had been a soldier; for he was often present at the councils of the 
officers. Especially, he learned by experience how armies are supplied and maintained in the field,--a 
work which, he observed, requires at least as much experience and skill as to lead them in battle. He 
said that few persons had any conception of the cost, even the pecuniary cost, of firing a single bullet 
in war. He saw enough, at any rate, to disgust him with a military life; indeed, to excite in his a great 
abhorrence of it; so much so, that though he was tempted by the offer of some petty office in the army, 
when he was about eighteen, he not only declined that, but he also refused to train when warned, and 
was fined for it. He then resolved that he would never have anything to do with any war, unless it were 
a war for liberty.  

When the troubles in Kansas began, he sent several of his sons thither to strengthen the party of 
the Free State men, fitting them out with such weapons as he had; telling them that if the troubles 
should increase, and there should be need of his, he would follow, to assist them with his hand and 
counsel. This, as you all know, he soon after did; and it was through his agency, far more than any 
other's, that Kansas was made free.  

For a part of his life he was a surveyor, and at one time he was engaged in wool-growing, and he 
went to Europe as an agent about that business. There, as everywhere, he had his eyes about him, and 
made many original observations. He said, for instance, that he saw why the soil of England was so 
rich, and that of Germany (I think it was) so poor, and he thought of writing to some of the crowned 
heads about it. It was because in England the peasantry live on the soil which they cultivate, but in 
Germany they are gathered into villages, at night. It is a pity that he did not make a book of his 
observations.  

I should say that he was an old-fashioned man in respect for the Constitution, and his faith in the 
permanence of this Union. Slavery he deemed to be wholly opposed to these, and he was its 
determined foe.  



He was by descent and birth a New England farmer, a man of great common-sense, deliberate and 
practical as that class is, and tenfold more so. He was like the best of those who stood at Concord 
Bridge once, on Lexington Common, and on Bunker Hill, only he was firmer and higher principled 
than any that I have chanced to hear of as there. It was no abolition lecturer that converted him. 
Ethan Allen and Stark, with whom he may in some respects be compared, were rangers in a lower and 
less important field. They could bravely face their country's foes, but he had the courage to face his 
country herself, when she was in the wrong. A Western writer says, to account for his escape from so 
many perils, that he was concealed under a "rural exterior"; as if, in that prairie land, a hero should, 
by good rights, wear a citizen's dress only.  

He did not go to the college called Harvard, good old Alma Mater as she is. He was not fed on the 
pap that is there furnished. As he phrased it, "I know no more of grammar than one of your calves." 
But he went to the great university of the West, where he sedulously pursued the study of Liberty, for 
which he had early betrayed a fondness, and having taken many degrees, he finally commenced the 
public practice of Humanity in Kansas, as you all know. Such were his humanities and not any study 
of grammar. He would have left a Greek accent slanting the wrong way, and righted up a falling man.  

He was one of that class of whom we hear a great deal, but, for the most part, see nothing at all,--
the Puritans. It would be in vain to kill him. He died lately in the time of Cromwell, but he reappeared 
here. Why should he not? Some of the Puritan stock are said to have come over and settled in New 
England. They were a class that did something else than celebrate their forefathers' day, and eat 
parched corn in remembrance of that time. They were neither Democrats nor Republicans, but men of 
simple habits, straightforward, prayerful; not thinking much of rulers who did not fear God, not 
making many compromises, nor seeking after available candidates.  

"In his camp," as one has recently written, and as I have myself heard him state, "he permitted no 
profanity; no man of loose morals was suffered to remain there, unless, indeed, as a prisoner of war. 'I 
would rather,' said he, 'have the small-pox, yellow-fever, and cholera, all together in my camp, than a 
man without principle.... It is a mistake, sir, that our people make, when they think that bullies are the 
best fighters, or that they are the fit men to oppose these Southerners. Give me men of good 
principles,--God-fearing men,--men who respect themselves, and with a dozen of them I will oppose 
any hundred such men as these Buford ruffians.'" He said that if one offered himself to be a soldier 
under him, who was forward to tell what he could or would do, if he could only get sight of the enemy, 
he had but little confidence in him.  

He was never able to find more than a score or so of recruits whom he would accept, and only 
about a dozen, among them his sons, in whom he had perfect faith. When he was here, some years 
ago, he showed to a few a little manuscript book,--his "orderly book" I think he called it,--containing 
the names of his company in Kansas, and the rules by which they bound themselves; and he stated 
that several of them had already sealed the contract with their blood. When some one remarked that, 
with the addition of a chaplain, it would have been a perfect Cromwellian troop, he observed that he 
would have been glad to add a chaplain to the list, if he could have found one who could fill that office 
worthily. It is easy enough to find one for the United States army. I believe that he had prayers in his 
camp morning and evening, nevertheless.  



He was a man of Spartan habits, and at sixty was scrupulous about his diet at your table, excusing 
himself by saying that he must eat sparingly and fare hard, as became a soldier, or one who was fitting 
himself for difficult enterprises, a life of exposure.  

A man of rare common-sense and directness of speech, as of action; a transcendentalist above all, 
a man of ideas and principles,--that was what distinguished him. Not yielding to a whim or transient 
impulse, but carrying out the purpose of a life. I noticed that he did not overstate anything, but spoke 
within bounds. I remember, particularly, how, in his speech here, he referred to what his family had 
suffered in Kansas, without ever giving the least vent to his pent-up fire. It was a volcano with an 
ordinary chimney-flue. Also referring to the deeds of certain Border Ruffians, he said, rapidly paring 
away his speech, like an experienced soldier, keeping a reserve of force and meaning, "They had a 
perfect right to be hung." He was not in the least a rhetorician, was not talking to Buncombe or his 
constituents anywhere, had no need to invent anything but to tell the simple truth, and communicate 
his own resolution; therefore he appeared incomparably strong, and eloquence in Congress and 
elsewhere seemed to me at a discount. It was like the speeches of Cromwell compared with those of an 
ordinary king.  

As for his tact and prudence, I will merely say, that at a time when scarcely a man from the Free 
States was able to reach Kansas by any direct route, at least without having his arms taken from him, 
he, carrying what imperfect guns and other weapons he could collect, openly and slowly drove an ox-
cart through Missouri, apparently in the capacity of a surveyor, with his surveying compass exposed 
in it, and so passed unsuspected, and had ample opportunity to learn the designs of the enemy. For 
some time after his arrival he still followed the same profession. When, for instance, he saw a knot of 
the ruffians on the prairie, discussing, of course, the single topic which then occupied their minds, he 
would, perhaps, take his compass and one of his sons, and proceed to run an imaginary line right 
through the very spot on which that conclave had assembled, and when he came up to them, he would 
naturally pause and have some talk with them, learning their news, and, at last, all their plans 
perfectly; and having thus completed his real survey he would resume his imaginary one, and run on 
his line till he was out of sight.  

When I expressed surprise that he could live in Kansas at all, with a price set upon his head, and 
so large a number, including the authorities, exasperated against him, he accounted for it by saying, 
"It is perfectly well understood that I will not be taken." Much of the time for some years he has had to 
skulk in swamps, suffering from poverty and from sickness, which was the consequence of exposure, 
befriended only by Indians and a few whites. But though it might be known that he was lurking in a 
particular swamp, his foes commonly did not care to go in after him. He could even come out into a 
town where there were more Border Ruffians than Free State men, and transact some business, 
without delaying long, and yet not be molested; for, said he, "No little handful of men were willing to 
undertake it, and a large body could not be got together in season."  

As for his recent failure, we do not know the facts about it. It was evidently far from being a wild 
and desperate attempt. His enemy, Mr. Vallandigham, is compelled to say, that "it was among the best 
planned executed conspiracies that ever failed."  



Not to mention his other successes, was it a failure, or did it show a want of good management, to 
deliver from bondage a dozen human beings, and walk off with them by broad daylight, for weeks if 
not months, at a leisurely pace, through one State after another, for half the length of the North, 
conspicuous to all parties, with a price set upon his head, going into a court-room on his way and 
telling what he had done, thus convincing Missouri that it was not profitable to try to hold slaves in 
his neighborhood?--and this, not because the government menials were lenient, but because they 
were afraid of him.  

Yet he did not attribute his success, foolishly, to "his star," or to any magic. He said, truly, that the 
reason why such greatly superior numbers quailed before him was, as one of his prisoners confessed, 
because they lacked a cause,--a kind of armor which he and his party never lacked. When the time 
came, few men were found willing to lay down their lives in defence of what they knew to be wrong; 
they did not like that this should be their last act in this world.  

But to make haste to his last act, and its effects.  

The newspapers seem to ignore, or perhaps are really ignorant of the fact, that there are at least as 
many as two or three individuals to a town throughout the North who think much as the present 
speaker does about him and his enterprise. I do not hesitate to say that they are an important and 
growing party. We aspire to be something more than stupid and timid chattels, pretending to read 
history and our Bibles, but desecrating every house and every day we breathe in. Perhaps anxious 
politicians may prove that only seventeen white men and five negroes were concerned in the late 
enterprise; but their very anxiety to prove this might suggest to themselves that all is not told. Why do 
they still dodge the truth? They are so anxious because of a dim consciousness of the fact, which they 
do not distinctly face, that at least a million of the free inhabitants of the United States would have 
rejoiced if it had succeeded. They at most only criticise the tactics. Though we wear no crape, the 
thought of that man's position and probable fate is spoiling many a man's day here at the North for 
other thinking. If any one who has seen him here can pursue successfully any other train of thought, I 
do not know what he is made of. If there is any such who gets his usual allowance of sleep, I will 
warrant him to fatten easily under any circumstances which do not touch his body or purse. I put a 
piece of paper and a pencil under my pillow, and when I could not sleep, I wrote in the dark.  

On the whole, my respect for my fellow-men, except as one may outweigh a million, is not being 
increased these days. I have noticed the cold-blooded way in which newspaper writers and men 
generally speak of this event, as if an ordinary malefactor, though one of unusual "pluck,"--as the 
Governor of Virginia is reported to have said, using the language of the cock-pit, "the gamest man he 
ever saw,"--had been caught, and were about to be hung. He was not dreaming of his foes when the 
governor thought he looked so brave. It turns what sweetness I have to gall, to hear, or hear of, the 
remarks of some of my neighbors. When we heard at first that he was dead, one of my townsmen 
observed that "he died as the fool dieth"; which, pardon me, for an instant suggested a likeness in him 
dying to my neighbor living. Others, craven-hearted, said disparagingly, that "he threw his life away," 
because he resisted the government. Which way have they thrown their lives, pray?--such as would 
praise a man for attacking singly an ordinary band of thieves or murderers. I hear another ask, 
Yankee-like, "What will he gain by it?" as if he expected to fill his pockets by this enterprise. Such a 



one has no idea of gain but in this worldly sense. If it does not lead to a "surprise" party, if he does not 
get a new pair of boots, or a vote of thanks, it must be a failure. "But he won't gain anything by it." 
Well, no, I don't suppose he could get four-and-sixpence a day for being hung, take the year round; 
but then he stands a chance to save a considerable part of his soul,--and such a soul!--when you do 
not. No doubt you can get more in your market for a quart of milk than for a quart of blood, but that is 
not the market that heroes carry their blood to.  

Such do not know that like the seed is the fruit, and that, in the moral world, when good seed is 
planted, good fruit is inevitable, and does not depend on our watering and cultivating; that when you 
plant, or bury, a hero in his field, a crop of heroes is sure to spring up. This is a seed of such force and 
vitality, that it does not ask our leave to germinate.  

The momentary charge at Balaclava, in obedience to a blundering command, proving what a 
perfect machine the soldier is, has, properly enough, been celebrated by a poet laureate; but the 
steady, and for the most part successful, charge of this man, for some years, against the legions of 
Slavery, in obedience to an infinitely higher command, is as much more memorable than that, as an 
intelligent and conscientious man is superior to a machine. Do you think that that will go unsung?  

"Served him right,"--"A dangerous man,"--"He is undoubtedly insane." So they proceed to live 
their sane, and wise, and altogether admirable lives, reading their Plutarch a little, but chiefly pausing 
at that feat of Putnam, who was let down into a wolf's den; and in this wise they nourish themselves 
for brave and patriotic deeds some time or other. The Tract Society could afford to print that story of 
Putnam. You might open the district schools with the reading of it, for there is nothing about Slavery 
or the Church in it; unless it occurs to the reader that some pastors are wolves in sheep's clothing. 
"The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions" even, might dare to protest against 
that wolf. I have heard of boards, and of American boards, but it chances that I never heard of this 
particular lumber till lately. And yet I hear of Northern men, and women, and children, by families, 
buying a "life membership" in such societies as these. A life-membership in the grave! You can get 
buried cheaper than that.  

Our foes are in our midst and all about us. There is hardly a house but is divided against itself, for 
our foe is the all but universal woodenness of both head and heart, the want of vitality in man, which 
is the effect of our vice; and hence are begotten fear, superstition, bigotry, persecution, and slavery of 
all kinds. We are mere figureheads upon a hulk, with livers in the place of hearts. The curse is the 
worship of idols, which at length changes the worshipper into a stone image himself; and the New-
Englander is just as much an idolater as the Hindoo. This man was an exception, for he did not set up 
even a political graven image between him and his God.  

A church that can never have done with excommunicating Christ while it exists! Away with your 
broad and flat churches, and your narrow and tall churches! Take a step forward, and invent a new 
style of out-houses. Invent a salt that will save you, and defend our nostrils.  

The modern Christian is a man who has consented to say all the prayers in the liturgy, provided 
you will let him go straight to bed and sleep quietly afterward. All his prayers begin with "Now I lay 
me down to sleep," and he is forever looking forward to the time when he shall go to his "long rest." 



He has consented to perform certain old-established charities, too, after a fashion, but he does not 
wish to hear of any new-fangled ones; he doesn't wish to have any supplementary articles added to the 
contract, to fit it to the present time. He shows the whites of his eyes on the Sabbath, and the blacks 
all the rest of the week. The evil is not merely a stagnation of blood, but a stagnation of spirit. Many, 
no doubt, are well disposed, but sluggish by constitution and by habit, and they cannot conceive of a 
man who is actuated by higher motives than they are. Accordingly they pronounce this man insane, 
for they know that they could never act as he does, as long as they are themselves.  

We dream of foreign countries, of other times and races of men, placing them at a distance in 
history or space; but let some significant event like the present occur in our midst, and we discover, 
often, this distance and this strangeness between us and our nearest neighbors. They are our Austrias, 
and Chinas, and South Sea Islands. Our crowded society becomes well spaced all at once, clean and 
handsome to the eye,--a city of magnificent distances. We discover why it was that we never got 
beyond compliments and surfaces with them before; we become aware of as many versts between us 
and them as there are between a wandering Tartar and a Chinese town. The thoughtful man becomes 
a hermit in the thoroughfares of the market-place. Impassable seas suddenly find their level between 
us, or dumb steppes stretch themselves out there. It is the difference of constitution, of intelligence, 
and faith, and not streams and mountains, that make the true and impassable boundaries between 
individuals and between states. None but the like-minded can come plenipotentiary to our court.  

I read all the newspapers I could get within a week after this event, and I do not remember in them 
a single expression of sympathy for these men. I have since seen one noble statement, in a Boston 
paper, not editorial. Some voluminous sheets decided not to print the full report of Brown's words to 
the exclusion of other matter. It was as if a publisher should reject the manuscript of the New 
Testament, and print Wilson's last speech. The same journal which contained this pregnant news, was 
chiefly filled, in parallel columns, with the reports of the political conventions that were being held. 
But the descent to them was too steep. They should have been spared this contrast,--been printed in 
an extra, at least. To turn from the voices and deeds of earnest men to the cackling of political 
conventions! Office-seekers and speech-makers, who do not so much as lay an honest egg, but wear 
their breasts bare upon an egg of chalk! Their great game is the game of straws, or rather that 
universal aboriginal game of the platter, at which the Indians cried hub, bub! Exclude the reports of 
religious and political conventions, and publish the words of a living man.  

But I object not so much to what they have omitted, as to what they have inserted. Even the 
Liberator called it "a misguided, wild, and apparently insane--effort." As for the herd of newspapers 
and magazines, I do not chance to know an editor in the country who will deliberately print anything 
which he knows will ultimately and permanently reduce the number of his subscribers. They do not 
believe that it would be expedient. How then can they print truth? If we do not say pleasant things, 
they argue, nobody will attend to us. And so they do like some travelling auctioneers, who sing an 
obscene song, in order to draw a crowd around them. Republican editors, obliged to get their 
sentences ready for the morning edition, and accustomed to look at everything by the twilight of 
politics, express no admiration, nor true sorrow even, but call these men "deluded fanatics,"--
"mistaken men,"--"insane," or "crazed." It suggests what a sane set of editors we are blessed with, not 
"mistaken men"; who know very well on which side their bread is buttered, at least.  



A man does a brave and humane deed, and at once, on all sides, we hear people and parties 
declaring, "I didn't do it, nor countenance him to do it, in any conceivable way. It can't be fairly 
inferred from my past career." I, for one, am not interested to hear you define your position. I don't 
know that I ever was, or ever shall be. I think it is mere egotism, or impertinent at this time. Ye 
needn't take so much pains to wash your skirts of him. No intelligent man will ever be convinced that 
he was any creature of yours. He went and came, as he himself informs us, "under the auspices of 
John Brown and nobody else." The Republican party does not perceive how many his failure will 
make to vote more correctly than they would have them. They have counted the votes of Pennsylvania 
& Co., but they have not correctly counted Captain Brown's vote. He has taken the wind out of their 
sails,--the little wind they had,--and they may as well lie to and repair.  

What though he did not belong to your clique! Though you may not approve of his method or his 
principles, recognize his magnanimity. Would you not like to claim kindredship with him in that, 
though in no other thing he is like, or likely, to you? Do you think that you would lose your reputation 
so? What you lost at the spile, you would gain at the bung.  

If they do not mean all this, then they do not speak the truth, and say what they mean. They are 
simply at their old tricks still.  

"It was always conceded to him," says one who calls him crazy, "that he was a conscientious man, 
very modest in his demeanor, apparently inoffensive, until the subject of Slavery was introduced, 
when he would exhibit a feeling of indignation unparalleled."  

The slave-ship is on her way, crowded with its dying victims; new cargoes are being added in mid-
ocean a small crew of slaveholders, countenanced by a large body of passengers, is smothering four 
millions under the hatches, and yet the politician asserts that the only proper way by which 
deliverance is to be obtained, is by "the quiet diffusion of the sentiments of humanity," without any 
"outbreak." As if the sentiments of humanity were ever found unaccompanied by its deeds, and you 
could disperse them, all finished to order, the pure article, as easily as water with a watering-pot, and 
so lay the dust. What is that that I hear cast overboard? The bodies of the dead that have found 
deliverance. That is the way we are "diffusing" humanity, and its sentiments with it.  

Prominent and influential editors, accustomed to deal with politicians, men of an infinitely lower 
grade, say, in their ignorance, that he acted "on the principle of revenge." They do not know the man. 
They must enlarge themselves to conceive of him. I have no doubt that the time will come when they 
will begin to see him as he was. They have got to conceive of a man of faith and of religious principle, 
and not a politician or an Indian; of a man who did not wait till he was personally interfered with or 
thwarted in some harmless business before he gave his life to the cause of the oppressed.  

If Walker may be considered the representative of the South, I wish I could say that Brown was the 
representative of the North. He was a superior man. He did not value his bodily life in comparison 
with ideal things. He did not recognize unjust human laws, but resisted them as he was bid. For once 
we are lifted out of the trivialness and dust of politics into the region of truth and manhood. No man 
in America has ever stood up so persistently and effectively for the dignity of human nature, knowing 
himself for a man, and the equal of any and all governments. In that sense he was the most American 



of us all. He needed no babbling lawyer, making false issues, to defend him. He was more than a 
match for all the judges that American voters, or office-holders of whatever grade, can create. He 
could not have been tried by a jury of his peers, because his peers did not exist. When a man stands up 
serenely against the condemnation and vengeance of mankind, rising above them literally by a whole 
body,--even though he were of late the vilest murderer, who has settled that matter with himself,--the 
spectacle is a sublime one,--didn't ye know it, ye Liberators, ye Tribunes, ye Republicans?--and we 
become criminal in comparison. Do yourselves the honor to recognize him. He needs none of your 
respect.  

As for the Democratic journals, they are not human enough to affect me at all. I do not feel 
indignation at anything they may say.  

I am aware that I anticipate a little,--that he was still, at the last accounts, alive in the hands of his 
foes; but that being the case, I have all along found myself thinking and speaking of him as physically 
dead.  

I do not believe in erecting statues to those who still live in our hearts, whose bones have not yet 
crumbled in the earth around us, but I would rather see the statue of Captain Brown in the 
Massachusetts State-House yard, than that of any other man whom I know. I rejoice that I live in this 
age, that I am his contemporary.  

What a contrast, when we turn to that political party which is so anxiously shuffling him and his 
plot out of its way, and looking around for some available slave holder, perhaps, to be its candidate, at 
least for one who will execute the Fugitive Slave Law, and all those other unjust laws which he took up 
arms to annul!  

Insane! A father and six sons, and one son-in-law, and several more men besides,--as many at 
least as twelve disciples,--all struck with insanity at once; while the same tyrant holds with a firmer 
gripe than ever his four millions of slaves, and a thousand sane editors, his abettors, are saving their 
country and their bacon! Just as insane were his efforts in Kansas. Ask the tyrant who is his most 
dangerous foe, the sane man or the insane? Do the thousands who know him best, who have rejoiced 
at his deeds in Kansas, and have afforded him material aid there, think him insane? Such a use of this 
word is a mere trope with most who persist in using it, and I have no doubt that many of the rest have 
already in silence retracted their words.  

Read his admirable answers to Mason and others. How they are dwarfed and defeated by the 
contrast! On the one side, half-brutish, half-timid questioning; on the other, truth, clear as lightning, 
crashing into their obscene temples. They are made to stand with Pilate, and Gesler, and the 
Inquisition. How ineffectual their speech and action! and what a void their silence! They are but 
helpless tools in this great work. It was no human power that gathered them about this preacher.  

What have Massachusetts and the North sent a few sane representatives to Congress for, of late 
years?--to declare with effect what kind of sentiments? All their speeches put together and boiled 
down,--and probably they themselves will confess it,--do not match for manly directness and force, 
and for simple truth, the few casual remarks of crazy John Brown, on the floor of the Harper's Ferry 



engine-house,--that man whom you are about to hang, to send to the other world, though not to 
represent you there. No, he was not our representative in any sense. He was too fair a specimen of a 
man to represent the like of us. Who, then, were his constituents? If you read his words 
understandingly you will find out. In his case there is no idle eloquence, no made, nor maiden speech, 
no compliments to the oppressor. Truth is his inspirer, and earnestness the polisher of his sentences. 
He could afford to lose his Sharpe's rifles, while he retained his faculty of speech,--a Sharpe's rifle of 
infinitely surer and longer range.  

And the New York Herald reports the conversation verbatim! It does not know of what undying 
words it is made the vehicle.  

I have no respect for the penetration of any man who can read the report of that conversation, and 
still call the principal in it insane. It has the ring of a saner sanity than an ordinary discipline and 
habits of life, than an ordinary organization, secure. Take any sentence of it,--"Any questions that I 
can honorably answer, I will; not otherwise. So far as I am myself concerned, I have told everything 
truthfully. I value my word, sir." The few who talk about his vindictive spirit, while they really admire 
his heroism, have no test by which to detect a noble man, no amalgam to combine with his pure gold. 
They mix their own dross with it.  

It is a relief to turn from these slanders to the testimony of his more truthful, but frightened jailers 
and hangmen. Governor Wise speaks far more justly and appreciatingly of him than any Northern 
editor, or politician, or public personage, that I chance to have heard from. I know that you can afford 
to hear him again on this subject. He says: "They are themselves mistaken who take him to be 
madman.... He is cool, collected, and indomitable, and it is but just to him to say, that he was humane 
to his prisoners.... And he inspired me with great trust in his integrity as a man of truth. He is a 
fanatic, vain and garrulous," (I leave that part to Mr. Wise,) "but firm, truthful, and intelligent. His 
men, too, who survive, are like him.... Colonel Washington says that he was the coolest and firmest 
man he ever saw in defying danger and death. With one son dead by his side, and another shot 
through, he felt the pulse of his dying son with one hand, and held his rifle with the other, and 
commanded his men with the utmost composure, encouraging them to be firm, and to sell their lives 
as dear as they could. Of the three white prisoners, Brown, Stephens, and Coppic, it was hard to say 
which was most firm."  

Almost the first Northern men whom the slaveholder has learned to respect!  

The testimony of Mr. Vallandigham, though less valuable, is of the same purport, that "it is vain to 
underrate either the man or his conspiracy.... He is the farthest possible removed from the ordinary 
ruffian, fanatic, or madman."  

"All is quiet at Harper's Ferry," say the journals. What is the character of that calm which follows 
when the law and the slaveholder prevail? I regard this event as a touchstone designed to bring out, 
with glaring distinctness, the character of this government. We needed to be thus assisted to see it by 
the light of history. It needed to see itself. When a government puts forth its strength on the side of 
injustice, as ours to maintain slavery and kill the liberators of the slave, it reveals itself a merely brute 
force, or worse, a demoniacal force. It is the head of the Plug-Uglies. It is more manifest than ever that 



tyranny rules. I see this government to be effectually allied with France and Austria in oppressing 
mankind. There sits a tyrant holding fettered four millions of slaves; here comes their heroic liberator. 
This most hypocritical and diabolical government looks up from its seat on the gasping four millions, 
and inquires with an assumption of innocence: "What do you assault me for? Am I not an honest 
man? Cease agitation on this subject, or I will make a slave of you, too, or else hang you."  

We talk about a representative government; but what a monster of a government is that where the 
noblest faculties of the mind, and the whole heart, are not represented. A semi-human tiger or ox, 
stalking over the earth, with its heart taken out and the top of its brain shot away. Heroes have fought 
well on their stumps when their legs were shot off, but I never heard of any good done by such a 
government as that.  

The only government that I recognize,--and it matters not how few are at the head of it, or how 
small its army,--is that power that establishes justice in the land, never that which establishes 
injustice. What shall we think of a government to which all the truly brave and just men in the land 
are enemies, standing between it and those whom it oppresses? A government that pretends to be 
Christian and crucifies a million Christs every day!  

Treason! Where does such treason take its rise? I cannot help thinking of you as you deserve, ye 
governments. Can you dry up the fountains of thought? High treason, when it is resistance to tyranny 
here below, has its origin in, and is first committed by, the power that makes and forever recreates 
man. When you have caught and hung all these human rebels, you have accomplished nothing but 
your own guilt, for you have not struck at the fountain-head. You presume to contend with a foe 
against whom West Point cadets and rifled cannon point not. Can all the art of the cannon-founder 
tempt matter to turn against its maker? Is the form in which the founder thinks he casts it more 
essential than the constitution of it and of himself?  

The United States have a coffle of four millions of slaves. They are determined to keep them in this 
condition; and Massachusetts is one of the confederated overseers to prevent their escape. Such are 
not all the inhabitants of Massachusetts, but such are they who rule and are obeyed here. It was 
Massachusetts, as well as Virginia, that put down this insurrection at Harper's Ferry. She sent the 
marines there, and she will have to pay the penalty of her sin.  

Suppose that there is a society in this State that out of its own purse and magnanimity saves all the 
fugitive slaves that run to us, and protects our colored fellow-citizens, and leaves the other work to the 
government, so-called. Is not that government fast losing its occupation, and becoming contemptible 
to mankind? If private men are obliged to perform the offices of government, to protect the weak and 
dispense justice, then the government becomes only a hired man, or clerk, to perform menial or 
indifferent services. Of course, that is but the shadow of a government who existence necessitates a 
Vigilant Committee. What should we think of the Oriental Cadi even, behind whom worked in secret a 
vigilant committee? But such is the character of our Northern States generally; each has its Vigilant 
Committee. And, to a certain extent, these crazy governments recognize and accept this relation. They 
say, virtually, "We'll be glad to work for you on these terms, only don't make a noise about it." And 
thus the government, its salary being insured, withdraws into the back shop, taking the Constitution 



with it, and bestows most of its labor on repairing that. When I hear it at work sometimes, as I go by, 
it reminds me, at best, of those farmers who in winter contrive to turn a penny by following the 
coopering business. And what kind of spirit is their barrel made to hold? They speculate in stocks, and 
bore holes in mountains, but they are not competent to lay out even a decent highway. The only free 
road, the Underground Railroad, is owned and managed by the Vigilant Committee. They have 
tunnelled under the whole breadth of the land. Such a government is losing its power and 
respectability as surely as water runs out of a leaky vessel, and is held by one that can contain it.  

I hear many condemn these men because they were so few. When were the good and the brave 
ever in a majority? Would you have had him wait till that time came?--till you and I came over to 
him? The very fact that he had no rabble or troop of hirelings about him would alone distinguish him 
from ordinary heroes. His company was small indeed, because few could be found worthy to pass 
muster. Each one who there laid down his life for the poor and oppressed was a picked man, culled 
out of many thousands, if not millions; apparently a man of principle, of rare courage, and devoted 
humanity; ready to sacrifice his life at any moment for so much by laymen as by ministers of the 
Gospel, not so much by the fighting sects as by the Quakers, and not so much by Quaker men as by 
Quaker women?  

This event advertises me that there is such a fact as death,--the possibility of a man's dying. It 
seems as if no man had ever died in America before; for in order to die you must first have lived. I 
don't believe in the hearses, and palls, and funerals that they have had. There was no death in the 
case, because there had been no life; they merely rotted or sloughed off, pretty much as they had 
rotted or sloughed along. No temple's veil was rent, only a hole dug somewhere. Let the dead bury 
their dead. The best of them fairly ran down like a clock. Franklin,--Washington,--they were let off 
without dying; they were merely missing one day. I hear a good many pretend that they are going to 
die; or that they have died, for aught that I know. Nonsense! I'll defy them to do it. They haven't got 
life enough in them. They'll deliquesce like fungi, and keep a hundred eulogists mopping the spot 
where they left off. Only half a dozen or so have died since the world began. Do you think that you are 
going to die, sir? No! there's no hope of you. You haven't got your lesson yet. You've got to stay after 
school. We make a needless ado about capital punishment,--taking lives, when there is no life to take. 
Memento mori! We don't understand that sublime sentence which some worthy got sculptured on his 
gravestone once. We've interpreted it in a grovelling and snivelling sense; we've wholly forgotten how 
to die.  

But be sure you do die nevertheless. Do your work, and finish it. If you know how to begin, you 
will know when to end.  

These men, in teaching us how to die, have at the same time taught us how to live. If this man's 
acts and words do not create a revival, it will be the severest possible satire on the acts and words that 
do. It is the best news that America has ever heard. It has already quickened the feeble pulse of the 
North, and infused more and more generous blood into her veins and heart, than any number of years 
of what is called commercial and political prosperity could. How many a man who was lately 
contemplating suicide has now something to live for!  



One writer says that Brown's peculiar monomania made him to be "dreaded by the Missourians as 
a supernatural being." Sure enough, a hero in the midst of us cowards is always so dreaded. He is just 
that thing. He shows himself superior to nature. He has a spark of divinity in him.  

"Unless above himself he can Erect himself, how poor a thing is man!"  

Newspaper editors argue also that it is a proof of his insanity that he thought he was appointed to 
do this work which he did,--that he did not suspect himself for a moment! They talk as if it were 
impossible that a man could be "divinely appointed" in these days to do any work whatever; as if vows 
and religion were out of date as connected with any man's daily work; as if the agent to abolish slavery 
could only be somebody appointed by the President, or by some political party. They talk as if a man's 
death were a failure, and his continued life, be it of whatever character, were a success.  

When I reflect to what a cause this man devoted himself, and how religiously, and then reflect to 
what cause his judges and all who condemn him so angrily and fluently devote themselves, I see that 
they are as far apart as the heavens and earth are asunder.  

The amount of it is, our "leading men" are a harmless kind of folk, and they know well enough that 
they were not divinely appointed, but elected by the votes of their party.  

Who is it whose safety requires that Captain Brown be hung? Is it indispensable to any Northern 
man? Is there no resource but to cast this man also to the Minotaur? If you do not wish it, say so 
distinctly. While these things are being done, beauty stands veiled and music is a screeching lie. Think 
of him,--of his rare qualities!--such a man as it takes ages to make, and ages to understand; no mock 
hero, nor the representative of any party. A man such as the sun may not rise upon again in this 
benighted land. To whose making went the costliest material, the finest adamant; sent to be the 
redeemer of those in captivity; and the only use to which you can put him is to hang him at the end of 
a rope! You who pretend to care for Christ crucified, consider what you are about to do to him who 
offered himself to be the savior of four millions of men.  

Any man knows when he is justified, and all the wits in the world cannot enlighten him on that 
point. The murderer always knows that he is justly punished; but when a government takes the life of 
a man without the consent of his conscience, it is an audacious government, and is taking a step 
towards its own dissolution. Is it not possible that an individual may be right and a government 
wrong? Are laws to be enforced simply because they were made? or declared by any number of men to 
be good, if they are not good? Is there any necessity for a man's being a tool to perform a deed of 
which his better nature disapproves? Is it the intention of law-makers that good men shall be hung 
ever? Are judges to interpret the law according to the letter, and not the spirit? What right have you to 
enter into a compact with yourself that you will do thus or so, against the light within you? Is it for you 
to make up your mind,--to form any resolution whatever,--and not accept the convictions that are 
forced upon you, and which ever pass your understanding? I do not believe in lawyers, in that mode of 
attacking or defending a man, because you descend to meet the judge on his own ground, and, in 
cases of the highest importance, it is of no consequence whether a man breaks a human law or not. 
Let lawyers decide trivial cases. Business men may arrange that among themselves. If they were the 
interpreters of the everlasting laws which rightfully bind man, that would be another thing. A 



counterfeiting law-factory, standing half in a slave land and half in free! What kind of laws for free 
men can you expect from that?  

I am here to plead his cause with you. I plead not for his life, but for his character,--his immortal 
life; and so it becomes your cause wholly, and is not his in the least. Some eighteen hundred years ago 
Christ was crucified; this morning, perchance, Captain Brown was hung. These are the two ends of a 
chain which is not without its links. He is not Old Brown any longer; he is an angel of light.  

I see now that it was necessary that the bravest and humanest man in all the country should be 
hung. Perhaps he saw it himself. I almost fear that I may yet hear of his deliverance, doubting if a 
prolonged life, if any life, can do as much good as his death.  

"Misguided"! "Garrulous"! "Insane"! "Vindictive"! So ye write in your easy-chairs, and thus he 
wounded responds from the floor of the Armory, clear as a cloudless sky, true as the voice of nature is: 
"No man sent me here; it was my own prompting and that of my Maker. I acknowledge no master in 
human form."  

And in what a sweet and noble strain he proceeds, addressing his captors, who stand over him: "I 
think, my friends, you are guilty of a great wrong against God and humanity, and it would be perfectly 
right for any one to interfere with you so far as to free those you willfully and wickedly hold in 
bondage."  

And, referring to his movement: "It is, in my opinion, the greatest service a man can render to 
God."  

"I pity the poor in bondage that have none to help them; that is why I am here; not to gratify any 
personal animosity, revenge, or vindictive spirit. It is my sympathy with the oppressed and the 
wronged, that are as good as you, and as precious in the sight of God."  

You don't know your testament when you see it.  

"I want you to understand that I respect the rights of the poorest and weakest of colored people, 
oppressed by the slave power, just as much as I do those of the most wealthy and powerful."  

"I wish to say, furthermore, that you had better, all you people at the South, prepare yourselves for 
a settlement of that question, that must come up for settlement sooner than your are prepared for it. 
The sooner you are prepared the better. You may dispose of me very easily. I am nearly disposed of 
now; but this question is still to be settled,--this negro question, I mean; the end of that is not yet."  

I foresee the time when the painter will paint that scene, no longer going to Rome for a subject; 
the poet will sing it; the historian record it; and, with the Landing of the Pilgrims and the Declaration 
of Independence, it will be the ornament of some future national gallery, when at least the present 
form of slavery shall be no more here. We shall then be at liberty to weep for Captain Brown. Then, 
and not till then, we will take our revenge.  



“Letter from Birmingham Jail” by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

16 April 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 
statement 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 corners of 
the Greco Roman world, so am I compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my own home town. Like 
Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid. 

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

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But your statement, I am sorry to say, fails to 
express a similar concern for the conditions that brought about the demonstrations. 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 had 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 mayoral 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, so 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 in 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 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 are 
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 well ask: 
"How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?" The answer lies in the fact that there are two 
types of laws: just and unjust. 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 sinful. 
Paul Tillich has said that sin is separation. Is not segregation an existential expression of man's tragic 
separation, his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? Thus it is that I can urge men to obey the 1954 
decision of the Supreme Court, for it is morally right; and I can urge them to disobey segregation ordinances, 
for they are morally wrong. 

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



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

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

I hope you are able to 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, and with a willingness to accept the penalty. I submit that an individual who breaks a law 
that conscience tells him is unjust, and who willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order to arouse the 
conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality expressing the highest respect for law. 

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

We should never forget that everything Adolf Hitler did in Germany was "legal" and everything the Hungarian 
freedom fighters did in Hungary was "illegal." It was "illegal" to aid and comfort a Jew in Hitler's Germany. 
Even so, I am sure that, had I lived in Germany at the time, I would have aided and comforted my Jewish 
brothers. If today I lived in a Communist country where certain principles dear to the Christian faith are 
suppressed, I would openly advocate disobeying that country's antireligious laws. 

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

I have tried to stand between these two forces, saying that we need emulate neither the "do nothingism" of the 
complacent nor the hatred and despair of the black nationalist. For there is the more excellent way of love and 
nonviolent protest. I am grateful to God that, through the influence of the Negro church, the way of nonviolence 
became an integral part of our struggle. If this philosophy had not emerged, by now many streets of the South 
would, I am convinced, be flowing with blood. And I am further convinced that if our white brothers dismiss as 
"rabble rousers" and "outside agitators" those of us who employ nonviolent direct action, and if they refuse to 
support our nonviolent efforts, millions of Negroes will, out of frustration and despair, seek solace and security 
in black nationalist ideologies--a development that would inevitably lead to a frightening racial nightmare. 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually manifests itself, and 
that is what has happened to the American Negro. Something within has reminded him of his birthright of 
freedom, and something without has reminded him that it can be gained. Consciously or unconsciously, he has 



been caught up by the Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of Africa and his brown and yellow brothers of 
Asia, South America and the Caribbean, the United States Negro is moving with a sense of great urgency 
toward the promised land of racial justice. If one recognizes this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro 
community, one should readily understand why public demonstrations are taking place. The Negro has many 
pent up resentments and latent frustrations, and he must release them. So let him march; let him make prayer 
pilgrimages to the city hall; let him go on freedom rides -and try to understand why he must do so. If his 
repressed emotions are not released in nonviolent ways, they will seek expression through violence; this is not a 
threat but a fact of history. So I have not said to my people: "Get rid of your discontent." Rather, I have tried to 
say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled into the creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. 
And now this approach is being termed extremist. But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized 
as an extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the 
label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that 
hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you." Was not Amos an extremist for 
justice: "Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever flowing stream." Was not Paul an 
extremist for the Christian gospel: "I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus." Was not Martin Luther an 
extremist: "Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God." And John Bunyan: "I will stay in jail to the 
end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience." And Abraham Lincoln: "This nation cannot 
survive half slave and half free." And Thomas Jefferson: "We hold these truths to be self evident, that all 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 extremists 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 all 
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 nonsegregated 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. I 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. 

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 concern, 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 makes a strange, 
un-Biblical distinction between body and soul, between the sacred and the secular. 

I have traveled 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 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? I 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--in the time 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 archdefender 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 ekklesia 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. 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 cannot join you in your praise 
of the Birmingham police department. 

It is true that the police have exercised a degree of discipline in handling 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 feets 
is tired, but my soul is at rest." They will be the young high school and college students, the young ministers of 
the gospel and a host of their elders, courageously and nonviolently sitting in at lunch counters and willingly 
going to jail for conscience' sake. One day the South will know that when these disinherited children of God sat 
down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up for what is best in the American dream and for the 
most sacred values in our Judaeo Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back to those great wells of 
democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the 
Declaration of Independence. 



Never before have I written so long a letter. 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 in a narrow jail cell, other than write long letters, think long thoughts and pray long 
prayers? 

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

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

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood, Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Published in: 
King, Martin Luther Jr.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Keep the Window Open 

Jun 26, 2009 

Regarding Proposed Amendments to California’s proposed amendments to the lethal 

injection protocol, Sister Helen writes to Mr. Timothy Lockwood, Chief of CDCR Regulation 

and Policy Management on June 26, 2009.  

A Letter About Proposed Amendments to the Lethal Injection Protocol in California 

June 26, 2009 

To: Mr. Timothy Lockwood 

Chief of CDCR  Regulation and Policy Management 

From: Sister Helen Prejean, csj 

3009 Grand Rt. St. John #5 

New Orleans, LA 70119 

PUBLIC HEARING 

Regarding Proposed Amendments to Title 15, Article 7.5, Sections 3349 

Dear Mr. Lockwood, 

All of my remarks about the proposed amendments to the lethal injection protocol center 

around this theme: KEEP THE WINDOW OPEN. MAKE THE TORTURE AND KILLING 

TRANSPARENT. 

Sadly, it is the personal experience I have had of accompanying six human beings to their 

deaths at the hand of the state that urges me to give this testimony. 

KEEP THE WINDOW OPEN as the execution team goes about strapping down the person to 

be killed and as they insert the intravenous lines, including cut downs that may be 

necessary if there is difficulty in finding a suitable vein. 

KEEP THE WINDOW OPEN during the administration of the poisonous chemicals and as 

the person is dying as well as after the person has been killed, as the medical professional 

verifies the death and as the corpse is put into a body bag and removed. Do not conceal any 

part of the killing process, and do not hide the identity of the personnel who carry out the 



killing, including the medical personnel.  If we feel no need to protect the identity of 

legislators who have enacted death as punishment on the statute books or district 

attorneys who seek and secure death sentences, or juries who sentence people to die or 

judges who pronounce sentence, why do we hide the identity of those who carry out the 

killing, including those who concoct and administer the lethal chemicals and the medical 

personnel who supervise the proceedings? 

KEEP THE WINDOW OPEN TO THE MEDIA so the citizens can witness the killings done in 

their name and which, perhaps, they themselves have called for.  Through media coverage 

let legislators see the killings they have desired and mandated into law, and require district 

attorneys who procured the death sentences to witness the killing they sought. 

DO NOT KEEP OUR EYES FROM SEEING THE DEATH AGONY of the person being killed 

by use of a paralytic drug.  Are you aware that in hearings about lethal injection, 

veterinarians have testified that in the euthanasia of animals they no longer use paralytic 

agents because such drugs prevent them from seeing if the animal is in distress as they are 

dying?  Use of a paralytic agent in the killing of a human being may be the most cowardly 

act of all.  Its sole purpose is to hide the death agony from the eyes of those who witness 

the death. What if, for whatever reason, the sleeping barbiturate does not take effect? What 

if those being killed at our hands are fully conscious but, because of paralysis, are unable 

to move a finger or cry out as the potassium chloride burns through their veins and 

convulses their heart?  If these killings are legitimate and legal, why do we take such pains 

to shield ourselves from seeing the agony they necessarily entail? The curtain that must be 

removed is not only the curtain on the window of the execution chamber at San Quentin, it 

is the curtain masking our own hearts toward these killings of our citizens, which we claim 

to want, yet are so reluctant to face. 

I wrote the books, Dead Man Walking and The Death of Innocents, and give talks around 

this nation to bring people face to face with state-sanctioned killing and what it does to us 

all.  May my testimony advance the day when the great state of California will forever 

consign to a museum the instruments and policies and protocols of state killing that we 

address today.  

 

 
 
 



 

VISIT TO THE JOINT SESSION OF THE UNITED STATES CONGRESS 

ADDRESS OF THE HOLY FATHER  

United States Capitol, Washington, D.C.  
Thursday, 24 September 2015 

Mr. Vice-President, 
Mr. Speaker, 
Honorable Members of Congress, 
Dear Friends, 

I am most grateful for your invitation to address this Joint Session of Congress in “the land of the 
free and the home of the brave”. I would like to think that the reason for this is that I too am a son 
of this great continent, from which we have all received so much and toward which we share a 
common responsibility. 

Each son or daughter of a given country has a mission, a personal and social responsibility. Your own 
responsibility as members of Congress is to enable this country, by your legislative activity, to grow 
as a nation. You are the face of its people, their representatives. You are called to defend and 
preserve the dignity of your fellow citizens in the tireless and demanding pursuit of the common 
good, for this is the chief aim of all politics. A political society endures when it seeks, as a vocation, 
to satisfy common needs by stimulating the growth of all its members, especially those in situations 
of greater vulnerability or risk. Legislative activity is always based on care for the people. To this you 
have been invited, called and convened by those who elected you. 

Yours is a work which makes me reflect in two ways on the figure of Moses. On the one hand, the 
patriarch and lawgiver of the people of Israel symbolizes the need of peoples to keep alive their 
sense of unity by means of just legislation. On the other, the figure of Moses leads us directly to God 
and thus to the transcendent dignity of the human being. Moses provides us with a good synthesis of 
your work: you are asked to protect, by means of the law, the image and likeness fashioned by God 
on every human face. 

Today I would like not only to address you, but through you the entire people of the United States. 
Here, together with their representatives, I would like to take this opportunity to dialogue with the 
many thousands of men and women who strive each day to do an honest day’s work, to bring home 
their daily bread, to save money and –one step at a time – to build a better life for their families. 
These are men and women who are not concerned simply with paying their taxes, but in their own 
quiet way sustain the life of society. They generate solidarity by their actions, and they create 
organizations which offer a helping hand to those most in need.  

I would also like to enter into dialogue with the many elderly persons who are a storehouse of 
wisdom forged by experience, and who seek in many ways, especially through volunteer work, to 
share their stories and their insights. I know that many of them are retired, but still active; they keep 



working to build up this land. I also want to dialogue with all those young people who are working to 
realize their great and noble aspirations, who are not led astray by facile proposals, and who face 
difficult situations, often as a result of immaturity on the part of many adults. I wish to dialogue with 
all of you, and I would like to do so through the historical memory of your people. 

My visit takes place at a time when men and women of good will are marking the anniversaries of 
several great Americans. The complexities of history and the reality of human weakness 
notwithstanding, these men and women, for all their many differences and limitations, were able by 
hard work and self-sacrifice – some at the cost of their lives – to build a better future. They shaped 
fundamental values which will endure forever in the spirit of the American people. A people with this 
spirit can live through many crises, tensions and conflicts, while always finding the resources to move 
forward, and to do so with dignity. These men and women offer us a way of seeing and interpreting 
reality. In honoring their memory, we are inspired, even amid conflicts, and in the here and now of 
each day, to draw upon our deepest cultural reserves. 

I would like to mention four of these Americans: Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King, Dorothy Day 
and Thomas Merton. 

This year marks the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the assassination of President Abraham 
Lincoln, the guardian of liberty, who labored tirelessly that “this nation, under God, [might] have a 
new birth of freedom”. Building a future of freedom requires love of the common good and 
cooperation in a spirit of subsidiarity and solidarity. 

All of us are quite aware of, and deeply worried by, the disturbing social and political situation of the 
world today. Our world is increasingly a place of violent conflict, hatred and brutal atrocities, 
committed even in the name of God and of religion. We know that no religion is immune from forms 
of individual delusion or ideological extremism. This means that we must be especially attentive to 
every type of fundamentalism, whether religious or of any other kind. A delicate balance is required 
to combat violence perpetrated in the name of a religion, an ideology or an economic system, while 
also safeguarding religious freedom, intellectual freedom and individual freedoms. But there is 
another temptation which we must especially guard against: the simplistic reductionism which sees 
only good or evil; or, if you will, the righteous and sinners. The contemporary world, with its open 
wounds which affect so many of our brothers and sisters, demands that we confront every form of 
polarization which would divide it into these two camps. We know that in the attempt to be freed of 
the enemy without, we can be tempted to feed the enemy within. To imitate the hatred and violence 
of tyrants and murderers is the best way to take their place. That is something which you, as a 
people, reject. 

Our response must instead be one of hope and healing, of peace and justice. We are asked to 
summon the courage and the intelligence to resolve today’s many geopolitical and economic crises. 
Even in the developed world, the effects of unjust structures and actions are all too apparent. Our 
efforts must aim at restoring hope, righting wrongs, maintaining commitments, and thus promoting 
the well-being of individuals and of peoples. We must move forward together, as one, in a renewed 
spirit of fraternity and solidarity, cooperating generously for the common good. 



The challenges facing us today call for a renewal of that spirit of cooperation, which has 
accomplished so much good throughout the history of the United States. The complexity, the gravity 
and the urgency of these challenges demand that we pool our resources and talents, and resolve to 
support one another, with respect for our differences and our convictions of conscience. 

In this land, the various religious denominations have greatly contributed to building and 
strengthening society. It is important that today, as in the past, the voice of faith continue to be 
heard, for it is a voice of fraternity and love, which tries to bring out the best in each person and in 
each society. Such cooperation is a powerful resource in the battle to eliminate new global forms of 
slavery, born of grave injustices which can be overcome only through new policies and new forms of 
social consensus. 

Here I think of the political history of the United States, where democracy is deeply rooted in the 
mind of the American people. All political activity must serve and promote the good of the human 
person and be based on respect for his or her dignity. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that 
all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, 
that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” (Declaration of Independence, 4 July 
1776). If politics must truly be at the service of the human person, it follows that it cannot be a slave 
to the economy and finance. Politics is, instead, an expression of our compelling need to live as one, 
in order to build as one the greatest common good: that of a community which sacrifices particular 
interests in order to share, in justice and peace, its goods, its interests, its social life. I do not 
underestimate the difficulty that this involves, but I encourage you in this effort. 

Here too I think of the march which Martin Luther King led from Selma to Montgomery fifty years ago 
as part of the campaign to fulfill his “dream” of full civil and political rights for African Americans. 
That dream continues to inspire us all. I am happy that America continues to be, for many, a land of 
“dreams”. Dreams which lead to action, to participation, to commitment. Dreams which awaken what 
is deepest and truest in the life of a people. 

In recent centuries, millions of people came to this land to pursue their dream of building a future in 
freedom. We, the people of this continent, are not fearful of foreigners, because most of us were 
once foreigners. I say this to you as the son of immigrants, knowing that so many of you are also 
descended from immigrants. Tragically, the rights of those who were here long before us were not 
always respected. For those peoples and their nations, from the heart of American democracy, I wish 
to reaffirm my highest esteem and appreciation. Those first contacts were often turbulent and 
violent, but it is difficult to judge the past by the criteria of the present. Nonetheless, when the 
stranger in our midst appeals to us, we must not repeat the sins and the errors of the past. We must 
resolve now to live as nobly and as justly as possible, as we educate new generations not to turn 
their back on our “neighbors” and everything around us. Building a nation calls us to recognize that 
we must constantly relate to others, rejecting a mindset of hostility in order to adopt one of 
reciprocal subsidiarity, in a constant effort to do our best. I am confident that we can do this. 

Our world is facing a refugee crisis of a magnitude not seen since the Second World War. This 
presents us with great challenges and many hard decisions. On this continent, too, thousands of 
persons are led to travel north in search of a better life for themselves and for their loved ones, in 
search of greater opportunities. Is this not what we want for our own children? We must not be 



taken aback by their numbers, but rather view them as persons, seeing their faces and listening to 
their stories, trying to respond as best we can to their situation. To respond in a way which is always 
humane, just and fraternal. We need to avoid a common temptation nowadays: to discard whatever 
proves troublesome. Let us remember the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do 
unto you” (Mt 7:12). 

This Rule points us in a clear direction. Let us treat others with the same passion and compassion 
with which we want to be treated. Let us seek for others the same possibilities which we seek for 
ourselves. Let us help others to grow, as we would like to be helped ourselves. In a word, if we want 
security, let us give security; if we want life, let us give life; if we want opportunities, let us provide 
opportunities. The yardstick we use for others will be the yardstick which time will use for us. The 
Golden Rule also reminds us of our responsibility to protect and defend human life at every stage of 
its development. 

This conviction has led me, from the beginning of my ministry, to advocate at different levels for the 
global abolition of the death penalty. I am convinced that this way is the best, since every life is 
sacred, every human person is endowed with an inalienable dignity, and society can only benefit 
from the rehabilitation of those convicted of crimes. Recently my brother bishops here in the United 
States renewed their call for the abolition of the death penalty. Not only do I support them, but I also 
offer encouragement to all those who are convinced that a just and necessary punishment must 
never exclude the dimension of hope and the goal of rehabilitation. 

In these times when social concerns are so important, I cannot fail to mention the Servant of God 
Dorothy Day, who founded the Catholic Worker Movement. Her social activism, her passion for justice 
and for the cause of the oppressed, were inspired by the Gospel, her faith, and the example of the 
saints. 

How much progress has been made in this area in so many parts of the world! How much has been 
done in these first years of the third millennium to raise people out of extreme poverty! I know that 
you share my conviction that much more still needs to be done, and that in times of crisis and 
economic hardship a spirit of global solidarity must not be lost. At the same time I would encourage 
you to keep in mind all those people around us who are trapped in a cycle of poverty. They too need 
to be given hope. The fight against poverty and hunger must be fought constantly and on many 
fronts, especially in its causes. I know that many Americans today, as in the past, are working to deal 
with this problem. 

It goes without saying that part of this great effort is the creation and distribution of wealth. The 
right use of natural resources, the proper application of technology and the harnessing of the spirit of 
enterprise are essential elements of an economy which seeks to be modern, inclusive and 
sustainable. “Business is a noble vocation, directed to producing wealth and improving the world. It 
can be a fruitful source of prosperity for the area in which it operates, especially if it sees the creation 
of jobs as an essential part of its service to the common good” (Laudato Si’, 129). This common good 
also includes the earth, a central theme of the encyclical which I recently wrote in order to “enter 
into dialogue with all people about our common home” (ibid., 3). “We need a conversation which 
includes everyone, since the environmental challenge we are undergoing, and its human roots, 
concern and affect us all” (ibid., 14). 



In Laudato Si’, I call for a courageous and responsible effort to “redirect our steps” (ibid., 61), and to 
avert the most serious effects of the environmental deterioration caused by human activity. I am 
convinced that we can make a difference and I have no doubt that the United States – and this 
Congress – have an important role to play. Now is the time for courageous actions and strategies, 
aimed at implementing a “culture of care” (ibid., 231) and “an integrated approach to combating 
poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded, and at the same time protecting nature” (ibid., 139). “We 
have the freedom needed to limit and direct technology” (ibid., 112); “to devise intelligent ways of… 
developing and limiting our power” (ibid., 78); and to put technology “at the service of another type 
of progress, one which is healthier, more human, more social, more integral” (ibid., 112). In this 
regard, I am confident that America’s outstanding academic and research institutions can make a 
vital contribution in the years ahead. 

A century ago, at the beginning of the Great War, which Pope Benedict XV termed a “pointless 
slaughter”, another notable American was born: the Cistercian monk Thomas Merton. He remains a 
source of spiritual inspiration and a guide for many people. In his autobiography he wrote: “I came 
into the world. Free by nature, in the image of God, I was nevertheless the prisoner of my own 
violence and my own selfishness, in the image of the world into which I was born. That world was 
the picture of Hell, full of men like myself, loving God, and yet hating him; born to love him, living 
instead in fear of hopeless self-contradictory hungers”. Merton was above all a man of prayer, a 
thinker who challenged the certitudes of his time and opened new horizons for souls and for the 
Church. He was also a man of dialogue, a promoter of peace between peoples and religions. 

From this perspective of dialogue, I would like to recognize the efforts made in recent months to help 
overcome historic differences linked to painful episodes of the past. It is my duty to build bridges and 
to help all men and women, in any way possible, to do the same. When countries which have been at 
odds resume the path of dialogue – a dialogue which may have been interrupted for the most 
legitimate of reasons – new opportunities open up for all. This has required, and requires, courage 
and daring, which is not the same as irresponsibility. A good political leader is one who, with the 
interests of all in mind, seizes the moment in a spirit of openness and pragmatism. A good political 
leader always opts to initiate processes rather than possessing spaces (cf. Evangelii Gaudium, 222-
223). 

Being at the service of dialogue and peace also means being truly determined to minimize and, in the 
long term, to end the many armed conflicts throughout our world. Here we have to ask ourselves: 
Why are deadly weapons being sold to those who plan to inflict untold suffering on individuals and 
society? Sadly, the answer, as we all know, is simply for money: money that is drenched in blood, 
often innocent blood. In the face of this shameful and culpable silence, it is our duty to confront the 
problem and to stop the arms trade. 

Three sons and a daughter of this land, four individuals and four dreams: Lincoln, liberty; Martin 
Luther King, liberty in plurality and non-exclusion; Dorothy Day, social justice and the rights of 
persons; and Thomas Merton, the capacity for dialogue and openness to God. 

Four representatives of the American people. 



I will end my visit to your country in Philadelphia, where I will take part in the World Meeting of 
Families. It is my wish that throughout my visit the family should be a recurrent theme. How 
essential the family has been to the building of this country! And how worthy it remains of our 
support and encouragement! Yet I cannot hide my concern for the family, which is threatened, 
perhaps as never before, from within and without. Fundamental relationships are being called into 
question, as is the very basis of marriage and the family. I can only reiterate the importance and, 
above all, the richness and the beauty of family life. 

In particular, I would like to call attention to those family members who are the most vulnerable, the 
young. For many of them, a future filled with countless possibilities beckons, yet so many others 
seem disoriented and aimless, trapped in a hopeless maze of violence, abuse and despair. Their 
problems are our problems. We cannot avoid them. We need to face them together, to talk about 
them and to seek effective solutions rather than getting bogged down in discussions. At the risk of 
oversimplifying, we might say that we live in a culture which pressures young people not to start a 
family, because they lack possibilities for the future. Yet this same culture presents others with so 
many options that they too are dissuaded from starting a family. 

A nation can be considered great when it defends liberty as Lincoln did, when it fosters a culture 
which enables people to “dream” of full rights for all their brothers and sisters, as Martin Luther King 
sought to do; when it strives for justice and the cause of the oppressed, as Dorothy Day did by her 
tireless work, the fruit of a faith which becomes dialogue and sows peace in the contemplative style 
of Thomas Merton. 

In these remarks I have sought to present some of the richness of your cultural heritage, of the spirit 
of the American people. It is my desire that this spirit continue to develop and grow, so that as many 
young people as possible can inherit and dwell in a land which has inspired so many people to 
dream.  

God bless America! 
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My Hijab Looks Great with My Cowgirl Boots 

We left Syria at five a.m. on the morning after my ninth-grade exit exam. 

By Jouri and Sham 
As told to Jessica Goudeau 

This is Displaced Voices, a new monthly column by Jessica Goudeau which tells first-person stories of refugees, asylum-
seekers, and economic migrants. The as-told-to format gives them control over their narratives; when appropriate, we’ll use 

pseudonyms to protect their identity. 
 
 

 Jessica’s Note: Jouri and Sham are sisters who arrived in Houston, Texas in 2016. Their parents are 
immensely proud of how well they’re speaking English and how far they’ve come in school—they’re both 
studying at the local community college. Jouri is older, but not by much. The sisters are very close. When 
they speak, they finish each other’s sentences and push each other for accuracy. This story comes from both 
of them so naturally, I decided to keep their blended voices: Jouri’s words are in regular type, Sham’s are in 
italics.(Published February 2019) 

 
Syria is part of my identity. It’s part of who I am. We left Syria in 2011. 
 
It’s been eight years. Some of the time, we forget what it was like. I was twelve years old. 
 
Five years ago, I could remember my home, my old friends, all those things. Now, I question those 
memories: Is it my home now? Can I still consider Syria my home? Does it still exist anymore? If I 
wanted to go back tomorrow, could I remember the streets to get back to my home? 
 
We shared a room. Our house had two bedrooms. We had a garden and two fish tanks. 
 
Outside, in the backyard, there was a covered patio. It was so big, like the size of our living room now. 
We had a very big fish tank with more than a hundred fish in it. My mom distributed all of those fish 
to our relatives before we left Syria because we knew we were not coming back. I don’t know what 
happened to the fish tank. 
 
In our backyard, we had a waterfall, a small one. And a jasmine plant. In our bedroom, the curtains 
were pink, and they had Casper the Friendly Ghost on them. 
 
At the time when we got them, Casper was the most popular character in Syria, so my mom got us 
curtains with Casper on them. 
 
We had bedspreads that were pink too. We still have the curtains and the bedspreads. We brought 
them with us from our bunk beds in Syria. 
 
We left Syria at five a.m. on the morning after my ninth-grade exit exam. My father had already left. 
We cannot tell you about how he left—we have relatives who are still in Syria and they would be killed 
if we talked about the details—but someone accused our dad of something he did not do. At the time, 
in the summer right after the revolution began, the government was arresting or disappearing anyone 
they thought was suspicious. My dad had done nothing wrong, but they did not care, so he left, and 
then, as soon as I finished my exams—because school is the most important thing to our family—we 
left too. 
 
Our dad found a place for us to go in Jordan. We stayed in Jordan for forty days. 
 



In Jordan, it felt that we hadn’t moved out of Syria. The secret police were everywhere. We were in 
Amman and my dad was afraid to go out of the house. To get a job without the right paperwork was 
very hard, and he did not have the paperwork. There was no way to stay in Jordan. We had two 
choices: either going to Egypt or to Iraq. We have relatives in Iraq, but they told us, ‘There is still a 
war here. It is not safe for you here.’ So, we went to Egypt. 
 
We went by ship—by ferry—across the Red Sea, to the city of Aqaba. I remember a funny story. 
 
She thought because we crossed the sea in a ferry . . .  
 
. . . that it was like the movie, Titanic. I told my dad, ‘I don’t want to be in the Titanic!’ I was so 
scared to go on the sea! 
 
The ferry ride to the harbor in Aqaba took three hours. It was short. From the ferry, you can see so far: 
Tel Aviv in Israel, Aqaba, further into Egypt—it was so beautiful. We went through the checkpoints in 
the harbor, which took an hour or two. Our ticket was from Amman to Cairo; our last checkpoint was 
on the bus on the way to Cairo. 
That first night, my dad went to buy chicken, potatoes, and something to cook at home. In Syria, we 
use the word ‘batata’ for potato, and in Egypt, they use ‘batata’ to mean ‘sweet potato.’ He said, ‘A 
pound of batata.’ And they gave him sweet potatoes! 
When we first arrived in Egypt, when we tried to communicate with people, they thought that we were 
Turkish. They translate all of the Turkish movies and TV shows into Syrian Arabic. When they heard 
us speaking with a Syrian accent, they assumed we were Turkish. 
 
They loved to hear us talking because they thought our accent was super cute. 
 
At that time, there weren’t that many Syrians there, because we got there at the end of the summer in 
2011, before many other Syrians arrived. Soon, Egyptians got tired of Syrians. 
 
It’s not like Egyptians were just tired of us: At first, Egyptians welcomed us! Then, in 2012 and 2013, 
all the Syrians started arriving at the same time. If Egyptians wanted to get new jobs, they could 
not because there were so many Syrians there wanting to get a job. In the five years that we lived 
there, about 3 million people arrived in Egypt from Syria. 
 
There were already too many people in Egypt—90 million people—and this was right after the Arab 
Spring. President Mubarak had just been kicked out. It was part of Egyptian law that Syrians, 
Jordanians, and Lebanese could enter the country, and then go to school and university for free. We 
were there legally. But after changing the government and going through all of the turmoil, 3 million 
new arrivals from Syria was too much. 
I wanted to study Engineering, but it was very hard for non-Egyptians to get into the school for 
Engineering, so I decided to study Business. But I could not get into the university with the paperwork 
I had and we couldn’t get new paperwork from the Syrian embassy. Because I wasn’t able to go to 
university, and because my dad and Tata did not have the correct paperwork they needed to work and 
study in Egypt, we decided to cross the Mediterranean Sea to get to Europe. 
 
I was scared of the ferry, but after that experience, I was not scared to get on the boat to Europe. 
 
We knew that people sometimes died trying to cross the Mediterranean Sea, but we were not afraid. 
 
We believed in God. 
 



We left our money to pay the smugglers for the journey with a third person in Egypt: If we made it out 
of the country and arrived in Europe safely, the smugglers got the money for the crossing. 
 
On the road on the way to the place where we would get on the boat, the police stopped the bus our 
mom and our baby sister, Tata, were on. They took some of the people to jail. Our dad, Jouri and I 
were on a different bus. We did not go to jail. 
 
They were in jail for seven days. Tata was two years old. 
 
After a week, the court made them release our mom and sister. 
 
There is nothing illegal about being on the road. We hadn’t done anything illegal yet.  
 
But it was all Syrians in that bus—the police knew what was happening, that we were about to get 
in the boats smuggling us out of Egypt, which is illegal. 
 
Because they went to jail, the smugglers did not receive their money from us. 
 
After our mom and Tata got out of jail, we went back to Cairo. Then an official from UNHCR called 
us. The United Nations refugee agency worked with the Egyptian police. The official said, ‘You have 
to sign a paper and say that you won’t try a second time to cross the Mediterranean Sea illegally.’ I 
think our desperation helped us—the next month, another UN official called and asked if we wanted 
to be considered for resettlement. 
 
That was 2014. We did not know anyone who had been resettled in the US at that time. We had some 
Iraqi friends who were on that list for seven years. So, we thought: ‘This will take forever!’ 
In 2014, the law changed—Egyptian universities didn’t ask for paperwork from the Syrian government 
anymore to study at a university, so I applied again to study Business at a university in Cairo and was 
accepted. 
And then, a few months later, we got a phone call for our first interview with a UN official who spoke 
Arabic. Six months after that, there was an interview with a UN official who spoke English. In March 
2016, we got accepted for resettlement to United States. 
 
Some officials called my parents and said, ‘You have an interview at this day and this time.’ We did 
the medical exams and paperwork and it took almost a week. A month later, we got another phone 
call about the orientation, what to expect about the United States. On the last day of the orientation, 
we were told our state is Texas and our city is Houston, but we didn’t know the travel date yet. 
 
My mom had prayed for us to not be in Texas or Chicago. She said that all Texans were cowboys! 
My final exam was on the 29th of May, 2016. Our flight was the 23rd. Our parents called me on the 
15th. They said, ‘What do you have scheduled to do on the 23rd?’ 
I said, “The review for my finals!’ 
They said, ‘Our flight is on the 23rd!’ The UN gave us only seven days’ notice. I don’t know how we 
packed up and sold everything so quickly. 
 
We were so sad to leave our friends from Egypt. We still talk on the phone with them sometimes. 
 
We were nervous to come to the United States. We didn’t know the language, the culture, whether 
people would accept us as we are or not. 
 
I cried the first week. 
 



I spent the first week on my bed, sleeping. 
It’s been challenging since we arrived here in 2016. Waking up every day to speak English is 
challenging. 
 
I wake up some days and think, ‘That’s it! No more English! I just want to speak Arabic!’ I’m tired. 
On school days, I am out of my home from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m., in classes and at work in a childcare 
facility, speaking only English. It’s so hard. When I get home, I only want to hear Arabic! 
 
Our parents know how to speak English, but they don’t always know how to read, how to write, how to 
process it all. Even though our dad speaks English, he puts pressure on us to be the translators. 
 
That pressure is a good thing! They want us to be better! 
 
Since we’ve arrived in the United States, people ask us the funniest things. I wear my hijab to work 
and one of the people says to me every day, ‘Shalom!’ 
‘Alright,’ I said, ‘but I don’t speak Hebrew, I speak Arabic!’ 
He said, ‘Are you not ashamed to not speak Hebrew?’ 
I said, ‘Why?’ 
He said, ‘Because you are Jewish!’ 
I said, ‘You are mixed up!’ 
 
I was at the childcare place where I work and one of the parents came up to me and said, ‘Can I ask 
you a question? Do you  
have hair?’ She thought I didn’t have hair because I wear my hijab! 
 
Many people don’t even know that Syria is a country! They don’t even know we exist! If I say I’m from 
Syria, they ask me, ‘Where is Syria located?’ They don’t know where we’re located, much less about 
the war. I want them to know about the war. 
 
They know nothing! 
 
We want them to know that we exist, that we are part of this world. 
 
That we are still having a vicious war there, and that some of us need to be resettled because we 
cannot return to our country. 
 
We love Syria. 
 
But we cannot go back. Syrians are good people and bad things happened to us. 
 
We try to make friends here in this new country. I have two or three people in each class I can ask 
about homework or if I missed something. I have to—I can’t do all the school stuff on my own. I need 
someone to help me, someone to push me to do it. 
 
I tried to make friends with people in my classes. But I feel like, their eyes when they looked at me 
said they didn’t want to be my friends, so I just stopped asking. Now I ask the teacher. I say, ‘I don’t 
have a friend and I missed this day. Can you help me?’ The teachers are really nice; they tell me to 
come to their office hours. 
 
Most people welcome us, but there are still many misconceptions about refugees and Muslims. 
 
Sometimes people think all Muslims who wear the hijab are supposed to wear all black. 



I wear colorful clothes! It’s so funny—my co-workers keep counting my hijabs! I tell them, ‘Stop 
counting! I have tons of them. And I have two other people in my home who wear hijabs! And we all 
share!’ 
 
We want people to know that Muslims are friendly! 
 
We don’t bite! 
 
It’s OK—when first we came to Texas, we thought there were cowboys everywhere. 
 
If you go outside of the city, you can still see some cowboys. I think it’s cool! I have cowgirl boots, 
actually. I really like them. They go great with my hijabs. 

 

 
 
 
 

 


