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Martin Luther King Jr.
Nobel Lecture December 11, 1964

Yet, in spite of these spectacular strides in science and technology, and still unlimited ones to

come, something basic is missing. There is a sort of poverty of the spirit which stands in

olaring confrast fo our scientific and technological abundance. The richer we have become

materially, the poorer we have become morally and spiritually. We have learned to fly the air

like birds and swim the sea like fish, but we have not learned the simple art of living together

as brothers.

-

Every man lives in two realms, the internal and the external. The internal is that realm of spiritual
ends expressed in art, literature, morals, and religion. The external is that complex of devices,
techniques, mechanisms, and instrumentalities by means of which we live. Our problem today is
that we have allowed the internal to become lost in the external. We have allowed the means by
which we live to outdistance the ends for which we live. So much of modern life can be
summarized in that arresting dictum of the poet Thoreau: “Improved means to an unimproved

end”. This is the serious predicament, the deep and haunting problem confronting modern

man. If we are to survive today, our moral and spiritual “lag” must be eliminated. Enlarged

material powers spell enlarged peril if there is not proportionate growth of the soul. When the

“without” of man’s nature subjugates the “within®, dark storm clouds begin to form in the

world.

A second evil which plagues the modern world is that of poverty. Like 2 monstrous octopus, it

projects its nagging, prehensile tentacles in lands and villages all over the world. Almost

two-thirds of the peoples of the world go to bed hungrv at nisht. They are undernourished,

ill-housed, and shabbily clad. Many of them have no houses or beds to sleep in. Their only
beds are the sidewalks of the cities and the dusty roads of the villages. Most of these
poverty-stricken children of God have never seen a physician or a dentist. This problem of

poverty is not only seen in the class division between the highly developed industrial nations

and the so-called underdeveloped nations; it is seen in the great economic gaps within the rich

nations themselves. Take my own country for example. We have developed the greatest

system of production that history has ever known. We have become the richest nation in the
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world. Our national gross product this vear will reach the astounding figure of almost 650
billion dollars. Yet, at least one-fifth of our fellow citizens — some ten million families,

comprising about forty million individuals -— are bound to a miserable culture of poverty. In a_

sense the poverty of the poor in America is more frustrating than the poverty of Africa and

Asia. The misery of the poor in Africa and Asia is shared misery, a fact of life for the vast majority;
they are all poor together as a result of years of exploitation and underdevelopment. In sad contrast,
the poor in America know that they live in the richest nation in the world, and that even though they
are perishing on a lonely island of poverty they are surrounded by a vast ocean of material
prosperity. Glistening towers of glass and steel easily seen from their slum dwellings spring up
almost overnight. Jet liners speed over their ghettoes at 600 miles an hour; satellites streak through
outer space and reveal details of the moon. President Johnson, in his State of the Union Message,
emphasized this contradiction when he heralded the United States’ “highest standard of living in the
world”, and deplored that it was accompanied by “dislocation; loss of jobs, and the specter of
poverty in the midst of plenty.”

So it is obvious that if man is to redeem his spiritual and moral “lag”, he must go all out to

bridge the social and economic gulf between the “haves” and the “have nots” of the world.
Poverty is one of the most urgent items on the agenda of modern life.

...... We will not build a peaceful world by following a negative path. It is not enough to say
*We must not wage war.” It is necessary to love peace and sacrifice for it. We must concentrate

not merely on the negative expulsion of war, but on the positive affirmation of peace. There is a
fascinating little story that is preserved for us in Greek literature about Ulysses and the Sirens. The

Sirens had the ability to sing so sweetly that sailors could not resist steering toward their island. Many
ships were lured upon the rocks, and men forgot home, duty, and honor as they flung themselves into
the sea to be embraced by arms that drew them down to death. Ulysses, determined not to be lured by
the Sirens, first decided to tie himself tightly to the mast of his boat, and his crew stuffed their ears
with wax. But finally he and his crew learned a better way to save themselves: they took on board the
beautiful singer Orpheus whose melodies were sweeter than the music of the Sirens. When Orpheus
sang, who bothered to listen to the Sirens?
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‘First Fig  Edna Millay

My candle burns at both ends;

It will not last the night;

But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends —
It gives a lovely light.



