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Background

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was arrested
and jailed during the April 1963 civil
rights protests in Birmingham, Alabama.
While he was in prison, eight white
Birmingham clergymen who considered
themselves liberals wrote an open letter
to the local newspaper, criticizing the
demonstrations. The excerpts you will
read are from King's famous reply to

those clergymen.
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Reading Skills
and Strategies

Monitoring Your Reading:
Questioning

Keep notes as you read this document.
Question the text; challenge assump-
tions. and note where you agree with as-
sumptions. The letter is complex and
powerful. You may want to read it twice.
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. freedom bevond my own hometown. Like Paul, I must
' constantly respond 1o the Macedonian call for aid '

oy

g’/ﬁ, E Martin Luther King, Jr.

April 16, 1963
My Dear Fellow Clergymen: -
While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, 1 came
across your recent statement calling my present activi
ties “unwise and untimely” Seldom do I pause to anq
swer criticism of my work and ideas. If I sought to an-}
swer all the criticisms that cross my desk, . . . I would
have no time for constructive work. But since | feel that
you are men of genuine goodwill and that your crith
cisms are sincerely set forth, | want to try 10 answerg
your statement in what 1 hope will be patient and rea-
sonable terms.

1 think 1 should indicate why | am herc in Birming:
ham. . . . I am in Birmingham because injustice is here)
Just as the prophets of the cighth century B.C. left their
villages and carried their “thus saith the Lord” far be- 4
yond the boundaries of their hometowns, 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 | compelled to carry the gospel of

1. Paul...Macedonian call for aid: The apostle Paul teneled to
Macedonia, in southeastern Europe, on i religious mission i re
sponse 1o a call for aid fhat came o hinm @ vision i
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_. . I cannot sit idly by in
ganta and not be concerned
gbout what happens in Birm-
jngham. Injustice anywhere is
? g threat to justice every-
where. We are caught in an
inescapable network of mutu-
,Jity,z tied in a single garment
of destiny. Whatever affects
one directly, affects all indi-
rectly. Never again can we af-
ford 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 demon-
strations taking place in Birmingham. But your
statement, 1 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 su-
perficial kind of social analysis that deals merely
with effects and does not grapple with underly-
ing 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 al-
ternative.

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 ste?s in Birmingham. There
can be no gainsaying’ the fact that racial injus-
tice 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 chufches in Birmingham than in any
other city in the nation. These are the hard, bru-
1l facts of the case. On the basis of these condi-

2. mutuality (myoo'choo-al'-1€): here, shared fate.
3. gainsaying (gin'si’in). denying, contradicting

“Whatever
affects one
directly,
affects all
indi{rectl.y.”

tions, Negro leaders sought
to negotiate with the city fa-
thers. But the latter consis-
tently 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 exam-
ple, to remove the stores’ hu-
miliating racial signs. On the
basis of these promises, the
Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth
and the leaders of the Al-
abama 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, bricfly removed,
returned; the others remained.

As in SO many past experiences, our hopes
had been blasted, and the shadow of deep dis-
appointment settied upon us. We had no alter-
native except to prepare for direct action,
whereby we would present our very bodiesasa
means of laying our case before the conscience
of the local and the national community. Mind-
ful 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?" . . .

You may well ask: “Why direct action? Why
sit-ins, marches, and so forth? Isn’t negotiation 2
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. . . .

We know through painful experience that
freedom is never voluntarily given by the op-
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pressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.
Frankly, 1 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 1 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 na-
tions of Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike
speed toward gaining political independence,
but we still creep at horse-and-buggy pace to-
ward 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 2s you seek to ex-
plain 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 mentat sky, and see her beginning to
distort her personality by developing an uncon-
scious 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 neces-
sary to sleep night after night in the uncomfort-
able corners of your automobile because no

4. King is probably referring to a statement believed to
have becn made by the nineteenth-century British prime
minister William Gladstone (1809-1898) “Justice delayed
is justice denied "
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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 under-
stand 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 unavoid-
able impatience.

You express a great deal of anxiety over our
willingness to break laws. This is certainly a le-
gitimate 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 para-
doxical 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. 1 would be the first to advocate
obeying just laws. One has not only a legal buta
moral responsibility to obey just laws. Con-
versely, one has a moral responsibility to dis
obey unjust laws. 1 would agree with St. Augus-
tine 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 har-
mony with the moral law. To put it in the terms
of Saint Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a
human law that is not rooted in eternal law and
natural law. Any law that uplifts human person-
ality is just. Any law that degrades human per
sonality is unjust. All segregation statutes are un-
just because segregation distorts the soul and
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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 per-
sons to the status of things. Hence segregation
is not only politically, ecocnemically, and socio-
logically unsound, it is morally wrong and sin-
ful....

Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust
in its application. For instance, I have been ar-
rested on a charge of parading without a per-
mit. 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 citi-
zens the First Amendment privilege of peaceful
assembly and protest.

T hope you are able to see the distinction I am
trying to point out. In no sense do I advocate
cvading 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 ac-
cept 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 con-
science of the community over its injustice, is in
reality expressing the highest respect for Iaw.

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 Nebuchad-
nezzar® on the ground that a higher moral law
was at stake. It was practiced superbly by the
early Christians, who were willing to face hun-
gry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping
blocks rather than submit to certain unjust laws

5. anarchy (an'ar-ké): lawlessness; political disorder
ind violence.
6. refusal of Shadrach, Mcshach, and Abednego . ..
Nebuchadnezzar: In the Bible, three Jewish captives,
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, refuse the command
9f the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, to bow down
fote a golden idol and so are thrown into a fiery fur-
Mace. The fire does not harm them, and this miracle con-
¥inces Nebuchadnezzar of the error of his ways,

of the Roman Empire. To a degree, academic
freedom is a reality today because Socrates prac-
ticed civil disobedience. In our own nation, the
Boston Tea Party represented a massive act of
civil disobedience.

We should never forget that everything Adolf
Hider did in Germany was “legal” and every-
thing 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 2 Communist coun-
try where certain principles dear to the Christ-
jan faith are suppressed, 1 would openly advo-
cate disobeying that country’s antireligious
laws.

In your statement you assert that our actions,
even though peaceful, must be condemned be-
cause they precipitate violence. But is this 2 log-
jcal 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 unswerv-
ing commitment to truth and his philosophical
inquiries precipitated the act by the misguided
populace in which they made him drink hem-
lock? 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 af-
firmed, it is wrong to urge an individual to cease
his efforts to gain his basic constitutional rights
because the quest may precipitate violence. So-
ciety must protect the robbed and punish the
robber.

Although I was initially disappointed at being
categorized as an extremist, as I continued to
think about the matter I gradually gained a mea-
sure 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 €x-
tremist for justice: “Let justice roll down like
waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing
stream.” Was niot Paul an extremist for the Chris-
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tian gospel: “I bear in my body the marks of the
Lord Jesus.” Was not Martin Luther an extremist:
“Here 1 stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help
me God.” And John Bunyan: “I will stay in jail to
the end of my days before 1 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 ex-
tremists, 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 in-
justice 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 im-
morality and thus fell below their environment.
The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for
love, truth, and goodness and thereby rose

7. Calvary’s hill . . . crucified: reference to the cruci-
fixion of Jesus Christ on 2 hill called Calvary, near
Jerusalem. According to the accounts of the Gospels, two
criminals were crucified there along with Jesus.

MEET THE WRITER

A Matter of Conscience

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968),
born in Atlanta, Georgia, became a Baptist
minister like his father and was thrust into
national prominence as one of the most im-
portant figures in the American clvil rights
movement of the mid-twentieth century.
His organization of the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC) and his
commitment to nonviolent protest brought
him to national prominence and eventually
led to his receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in
1964. In a book published the year before
he died, King wrote this:

€€ Some years ago a famous novelist died.
Among his papers was found a list of sug-
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above his environment. Perhaps the South, the
nation, and the world are in dire need of cre-
ative extremists.

FiNDING COMMON

GROUND &=

You have now read some of what Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr., had to say about the need to fight
for human dignity. As you and your group prepare
to discuss his arguments, refer to your reading
notes. How did Dr. King's letter affect you? Con-
sider also the following questions:

* Do you think King believed in the necessity of
laws?

* Do you think King would have supported using
civil disobedience to protest any or all laws?

Discuss these questions and any other questions
brought up by members of your group. See if you
can reach a consensus about the relationship of
the individual to the whole of society and about
whether civil disobedience should be used to
achieve a worthy goal.

gested plots for future stories, the most
prominently underscored belng this one: ‘A
widely separated family inherits a house in
which they have to live together. This is the
great new problem of mankind. We have
inherited a large house, a great ‘world
house' in which we have to live together—
black and white, Easterner and Westerner,
Gentile and Jew, Catholic and Protestant,
Muslim and Hindu—a family unduly sepa-
rated in ideas, culture, and interest, who,
because we can never again live apart, must
learn somehow to live with each other in
peace. 99

Dr. King was assassinated while he stood on
a motel balcony in Memphis, Tennessee, on
April 4, 1968.
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