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Martin Luther King (1929–1968) was the most influential leader of the civil rights movement during the 

second half of the New Deal/Great Society Era. The pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, 
Alabama, King at age twenty-five organized the Montgomery bus boycott that led to the desegregation of buses in 
Montgomery. Shortly thereafter, King and other civil rights leaders formed the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference. That organization was dedicated to organizing nonviolent protests to secure racial equality. The 
nonviolent protests King led in Birmingham, Alabama, and Selma, Alabama, as well as the often violent official 
responses to those protests, played a major role in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965. 

The “Letter from Birmingham Jail” is King’s most famous exposition of his commitment to nonviolent 
protest as a means for securing racial equality. How did King justify direct action? Why did he believe in direct 
action rather than litigation? Why did he believe in direct action rather than violence? What do you believe were the 
most effect means of securing racial equality? What do you believe are the best constitutional means for securing 
racial equality? Is there a difference between the most effective means and the best constitutional means? 
 
 
MY DEAR FELLOW CLERGYMEN: 

. . . 
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. 

. . . 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. . . . 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. 

. . .  
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 to so dramatize the issue 
that it can no longer be ignored. My citing the creation of tension as part of the work of the nonviolent-
resister may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word “tension.” I have 
earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is 
necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that 
individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of creative 
analysis and objective appraisal, we must we see the need for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of 
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tension in society that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic 
heights of understanding and brotherhood. 

. . .  

. . . 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. . . . 

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 stiff 
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 dark 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-
country 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 go 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 want to 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.” 

. . . 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. . . . 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 
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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? 

. . . 
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. 

. . . 
I have been so greatly disappointed with the white church and its leadership. . . . 
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, non-Biblical distinction between body and 
soul, between the sacred and the secular. 

. . . 
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. 
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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. 

. . . 

. . . 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 . . . 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. 

 . . . . 
. . . One day the South will recognize its real heroes. There 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. There will be the 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.” There 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. 

. . . 
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