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Excerpt, Letter from Birmingham Jail, Martin Luther King Jr. (1963) 
 

Historical Background 
 
The “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” is an open letter written by Martin Luther King Jr., after being 
arrested for leading nonviolent demonstrations against racial segregation in Birmingham, Alabama—
then one of the most racially divided cities in the United States. King was responding to a public letter 
from eight white Alabama clergymen who had criticized his protests as “untimely” and disruptive.  
 
Writing on scraps of paper and in the margins of newspapers, King’s words combine moral reasoning, 
biblical references, and historical examples to show that injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere. He draws on St. Augustine and Thomas Aquinas to define justice as harmony with moral 
law and natural rights. He echoes the Declaration of Independence by appealing to the “unalienable 
rights” of all people and by calling on the nation to live up to its founding promise that “all men are 
created equal,” regardless of race.  

 
Overall, the Letter is a seminal document in the American Civil Rights movement and one of the most 
eloquent defenses of civil disobedience in American history. It is a powerful defense of nonviolent 
protest and civil disobedience in the face of unjust laws, a rallying cry against complacency, and an 
argument for immediate action about racial injustice. King’s letter reminds Americans that the pursuit 
of justice often requires peaceful resistance and moral courage. In this way, King’s letter stands in the 
same tradition as the Declaration of Independence—calling the nation to honor its own principles of 
liberty, equality, and human dignity. 
 
Consider these questions as you read the document: 
 
1. How did Martin Luther King Jr. use the principles of the Declaration of Independence to justify 

civil disobedience as a way of protecting natural rights and political rights for Black Americans? 
How does he distinguish between just and unjust laws? 
 

2. In what ways did Martin Luther King Jr. think individuals and institutions are responsible for 
rectifying racial inequality? 
 

3. King says that “freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the 
oppressed.” Do you agree with this statement? If so, then how do the oppressed reach freedom? 
What does that process look like? If we do not like the form that process takes, should we stifle 
the freedom-seekers? What ought to be done? 
 

4. King’s language is full of simile, metaphor, and imagery. Which image is particularly striking to 
you? 

 
 

https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html
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Original Text 
 
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 am in Birmingham because injustice is here…. 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….  
 
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…. 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?" … 
 
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. . . . The purpose of our direct action program is to create a situation so 
crisis packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation…. We know through painful 
experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the 
oppressed…. 
 
We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God given rights.... 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 
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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 
Hothe 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 

https://constitution.congress.gov/constitution/amendment-1/
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of imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality 
expressing the highest respect for law…. 
 
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…. 
 
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. . . . Oppressed people cannot 
remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually manifests itself, and that is what has 
happened to the American Negro. . . . The Negro has many pent up resentments and latent frustrations, 
and he must release them. . . . 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. . . . 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…. 
 
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…. 


