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Martin Luther King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail”

1. When King referred to “constitutional and God-giveghts,” what do you think he meant?

2. What did King hope to accomplish by demonstratingligly?

3. King wrote that he had “no alternative” but to dersivate. Explain why he reached that
conclusion.

4. Instead of demonstrations, what alternatives waidctritics have recommended?

5. In the face of large demonstrations, what werdebal responsibilities of the Birmingham
police? How can police tell the difference betw&amful protest and unruly or dangerous
gatherings?

6. King gave direct evidence for “unavoidable impateri What are his examples?

7. According to King, what is a “just law”? an “unjustv”?

8. What laws and social conditions did King want tacge?



April 16, 1963
My Dear Fellow Clergymen:

While confined here in the Birmingham city jailcdme across your recent statement calling my presen
activities “unwise and untimely.” ... But since | fékat you are men of genuine good will and thairyo
criticisms are sincerely set forth, | want to toyanswer your statements in what | hope will béepat

and reasonable terms.

| think | should indicate why | am here in Birmiragh since you have been influenced by the view
which argues against “outsiders coming in.” | hthehonor of serving as president of the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference. ... Several morgbsize affiliate here in Birmingham asked us to be
on call to engage in a nonviolent direct-actiongpamn if such were deemed necessary. ...

But more basically, | am in Birmingham becausestige is here. Just as the prophets of the eighth
century B.C. left their villages ... as the ApostiuPleft his village of Tarsus and carried the gdsy
Jesus Christ to the far corners of the Greco-Rowaid, so am | compelled. ...

Moreover, | am cognizant of the interrelatednesallodommunities and states. | cannot sit idly oy i
Atlanta and not be concerned about what happeBgnmngham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to
justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapeilgork of mutuality, tied in a single garment of
destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affectgradirectly. Never again can we afford to live witte
narrow, provincial “outside agitator” idea. Anyowdo lives inside the United States can never be
considered an outsider anywhere within its bounds.

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Bigham. But your statement, | am sorry to saysfail
to express a similar concern for the conditions linaught about the demonstrations. ...It is unfaaten
that demonstrations are taking place in Birminghlam,it is even more unfortunate that the city’steh
power structure left the Negro community no altéuea

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basipssteollection of the facts to determine whether
injustices exist; negotiation; self-purificatiomdadirect actions. We have gone through all thesgssn
Birmingham. ... Negro leaders sought to negotiaté wie city fathers. But the latter consistently
refused to engage in good-faith negotiations. ...

As in so many past experiences, our hopes hadlidasted, and the shadow of deep discontentment
settled upon us. We had no alternative exceptapagre for direct action, whereby we would presemt o
very bodies as a means of laying our case beferedhscience of the local and the national comnunit

You may well ask, “Why direct action? Why sit-imsarches and so forth? Isn’t negotiation a better
path?” You are quite right in calling for negotati Indeed, this is the very purpose of directaacti
Nonviolent direct action seeks to create suchsscand foster such a tension that a communityhwhic
has constantly refused to negotiate is forced tdroat the issue. It seeks so to dramatize thesissu
that it can no longer be ignored. ... Just as Sogfatethat it was necessary to create a tensitinen
mind so that individuals could rise from bondagengths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of
creative analysis and objective appraisal, we re@stthe need for nonviolent gadflies to createitng
of tension in society that will help men rise froine dark depths of prejudice and racism to the stiaje
heights of understanding and brotherhood. ...



One of the basic points in your statement is thataction that | and my associates have taken in
Birmingham is untimely. ... My friends, | must sayytou that we have not made a single gain in civil
rights without determined legal and nonviolent ptes. ...

We know through painful experience that freedomeiger voluntarily given by the oppressor, it must
be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, | haveyaigage in a direct-action campaign that was “well
timed” in the view of those who have not sufferediuly from the disease of segregation. For years
now | have heard the word “Wait!” It rings in thareof every Negro with piercing familiarity. This
“Wait!” has almost always meant “Never.” We mustreto 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 titoti®nal and God-given rights. ... Perhaps it is
easy for those who have never felt the stingingsdafrsegregation to say, “Wait.” But when you have
seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathewslat.. when you have seen hate-filled policemen
curse, kick, and even kill your black brothers argders; when you see the vast majority of youmntye
million Negro brothers smothering in an airtighgeaof poverty in the midst of an affluent society;
when you suddenly find your tongue twisted and ygpgech stammering as you seek to explain to your
six-year-old daughter why she can’t go to the puathusement park that has just been advertised on
television, ... when you take a cross-country drind ind it necessary to sleep night after nighthie
uncomfortable corners of your automobile becausmatel will accept you; when you are humiliated
day in and day out by the nagging signs readingtéiland “colored”; ... then you will understand why
we find it difficult to wait. There comes a time aiithe cup of endurance runs over, and men are no
longer willing to be plunged into the abyss of desfd hope, sirs, you can understand our legiteénat
and unavoidable impatience. ...

You express a great deal of anxiety over our vghiess to break laws. This is certainly a legitimate
concern. Since we so diligently urge people to dbeySupreme Court’s decision in 1954 outlawing
segregation in public schools. ... One has not oigal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws
Conversely, one has a moral responsibility to déyalmjust laws. | would agree with St. Augustinatth
“an unjust law is no law at all.” ...

Now, what is the difference between the two? Hoesdone determine whether a law is just or unjust?
A just law is a man-made code that squares witmtbel law or the law of God. An unjust law is a
code that is out of harmony with the moral law.pla it in the terms of St. Thomas Aquinas: An uhjus
law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal éd natural law. Any law that uplifts human
personality is just. Any law that degrades humarmsgmality is unjust. All segregation statutes angist
because segregation distorts the soul and damiag@etsonality. It gives the segregator a falseeseh
superiority and the segregated a false senseerionty. Segregation, to use the terminology @& th
Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, substitutes an"flelationship for an "I-thou" relationship andds

up relegating persons to the status of things. Eleegregation is not only politically, economicadtyd
sociologically unsound, it is morally wrong and alwaul Tillich said that sin is separation. I no
segregation an existential expression of man'sctsgparation, his awful estrangement, his terrible
sinfulness? Thus it is that | can urge men to dheyl954 decision of the Supreme Court, for it is
morally right; and | can urge them to disobey sggti®n ordinances, for they are morally wrong.

Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjudisiapplication. For instance, | have been arrested
charge of parading without a permit. Now, thereaghing wrong in having an ordinance which requires
a permit for a parade. But such an ordinance besamgist when it is used to maintain segregatiah an
to deny the citizens the First Amendment privile§@eaceful assembly and protest.

... One who breaks an unjust law must do so opeowyngly, and with a willingness to accept the
penalty. | submit that an individual who breaksia that conscience tells him is unjust, and who



willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment irder to arouse the conscience of the community over
its injustice, is in reality expressing the highestpect for law.

Of course, there is nothing new about this kindiwil disobedience. It was evidenced sublimelyha t
refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to dizelatvs of Nebuchadnezzar ... In our own nation,
the Boston Tea Party represented a massive astiloflisobedience. ...

| must make two honest confessions to you, my @ansand Jewish brothers. First, | must confest tha
over the past few years | have been gravely disapggbwith the white moderate. | have almost redche
the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s greahbling block in his stride toward freedom is tiog
White Citizen’s Counciler or the Ku Klux Klannentithe white moderate. ... Lukewarm acceptance is
much more bewildering than outright rejection. ...

| had also hoped that the white moderate woulcctéfe myth concerning time in relation to the
struggle for freedom. ...

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forevérone recognizes this vital urge that has engulfe
the Negro community, one should readily understahg public demonstrations are taking place. The
Negro has many pent-up resentments and latentdtiosts, and he must release them. So let him
march; let him make prayer pilgrimages to the bay; let him go on freedom rides — and try to
understand why we must do so. ... this normal antthhediscontent can be channeled into the creative
outlet of nonviolent direct action. And now thigpapach is being termed extremist.

But though | was initially disappointed at beingeggorized as an extremist, as | continued to think
about the matter | gained a measure of satisfa@toon the label. Was not Jesus an extremist fog lov
Amos an extremist for justice ...Paul an extremistii@ Christian gospel ... Was Not Martin Luther an
extremist ... Abraham Lincoln ... And Thomas Jefferstlie hold these truths to be self-evident, that
all men are created equal ...” So the question isvmather we will be extremists, but what kind of
extremists we will be. ...

Before closing | feel impelled to mention one otpemt in your statement that has troubled me
profoundly. You warmly commended the BirminghamigeFforce for keeping “order” and “preventing
violence.” | doubt that you would have so warmlyretoended the police force if you had seen its dogs
sinking their teeth into unarmed, non-violent Neggd doubt that you would so quickly commend the
police if you were to observe their ugly and inhme&reatment of Negroes here in the city jail;dbly
were to watch them push and curse old Negro womdryaung Negro girls. ... | cannot join you in
your praise of the Birmingham police department. ...

| wish you had commended the Negro sit-inners amdahstrators of Birmingham for their sublime
courage, their willingness to suffer and their am@azliscipline in the midst of great provocatiomeO

day the South will recognize its real heroes. ... TiWdlybe the young high school and college students
the young ministers of the gospel and a host of #lders, courageously and non-violently sittingat
lunch counters and willingly going to jail for carnence’s sake. One day the South will know thatrwhe
these disinherited children of God sat down at tuc@unters, they were in reality standing up foatvh

is best in the American dream and for the mosteshealues in our Judeo-Christian heritage, thereby
bringing our nation back to those great wells ahderacy which were dug deep by the founding fathers
in their formulation of the Constitution and thedlation of Independence. ...

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



