
From “Letter from Birmingham Jail” by Reverend Martin Luther
King, Jr.

From the Birmingham jail, where he was imprisoned as a participant in the nonviolent
demonstrations against segregation, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr wrote a letter in response
to a public statement of “concern and caution” issued by eight white religious leaders
of the South, in which the activities of the movement were criticized as “unwise and
untimely.” Here follow excerpts from King’s response.

[...] I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. [...] I cannot sit idly by in
Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice
anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable
network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one
directly affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the narrow,
provincial “outside agitator” idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States can
never be considered an outsider.

You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham.
But I am sorry that your statement did not express a similar concern for the
conditions that brought the demonstrations into being. I am sure that each of
you would want to go beyond the superficial social analyst who looks merely at
effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. I would not hesitate to say
that it is unfortunate that so-called demonstrations are taking place in
Birmingham at this time, but I would say in more emphatic terms that it is even
more unfortunate that the white power structure of this city left the Negro
community with no other alternative.

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of the facts to
determine whether injustices are alive, negotiation, self-purification, and direct
action. We have gone through all these steps in Birmingham. There can be no
gainsaying of the fact that racial injustice engulfs this community. Birmingham is
probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the United States. Its ugly



record of police brutality is known in every section of this country. Its unjust
treatment of Negroes in the courts is a notorious reality. There have been more
unsolved bombings of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than in any
other city in this nation. These are the hard, brutal, and unbelievable facts. On
the basis of them, Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But
the political leaders consistently refused to engage in good-faith negotiation.
[...]
We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by
the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have never yet
engaged in a direct-action movement that was “well timed” according to the
timetable 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 a piercing familiarity. This “wait” has almost always meant
“never.” It has been a tranquilizing thalidomide, relieving the emotional stress for
a moment, only to give birth to an ill-formed infant of frustration. We must come
to see with the distinguished jurist of yesterday that “justice too long delayed is
justice denied.” We have waited for more than three hundred and forty years
for our God-given and constitutional rights. The nations of Asia and Africa are
moving with jetlike speed toward the goal of political independence, and we
still creep at horse-and-buggy pace toward the gaining of a cup of coffee at a
lunch counter. I guess 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, brutalize, and even kill your
black brothers and sisters with impunity; 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
speech stammering as you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she
cannot go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on
television, and see tears welling up in her little eyes when she is told that
Funtown is closed to colored children, and see the depressing clouds of
inferiority begin to form in her little mental sky, and see her begin to distort her
little personality by unconsciously developing a bitterness toward white people;



when you have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old son asking in agonizing
pathos, “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” and your your
middle name becomes “boy” (however old you are) and your last name
becomes “John,” and when 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 knowing
what to expect next, and plagued with inner fears and outer resentments; when
you are forever fighting a degenerating sense of “nobodyness”—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 an abyss
of injustice where they experience the bleakness of corroding 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, it
is rather strange and paradoxical to find us consciously breaking laws. One may
well ask, “How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?”
The answer is found in the fact that there are two types of laws: there are just
laws and there are unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that “An unjust
law is no law at all.”
[...] 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. [...] 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. [...] So,
segregation is not only politically, economically and sociologically unsound, but
it is morally wrong and sinful. ‘



[...]
Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The urge for freedom will
eventually come. This is what has happened to the American Negro. Something
within has reminded him of his birthright of freedom; something without has
reminded him that he can gain it. Consciously and unconsciously, he has been
swept in by what the Germans call the Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of
Africa and his brown and yellow brothers of Asia, South America, and the
Caribbean, he is moving with a sense of cosmic urgency toward the promised
land of racial justice. Recognizing this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro
community, one should readily understand public demonstrations. The Negro
has many pent-up resentments and latent frustrations. He has to get them out.
So let him march sometime; let him have his prayer pilgrimages to the city hall;
understand why he must have sit-ins and freedom rides. If his repressed emotions
do not come out in these nonviolent ways, they will come out in ominous
expressions of violence. This is not a threat; it is a fact of history.
[...]
But as I continued to think about the matter, I gradually gained a bit of
satisfaction from being considered an extremist. Was not Jesus an extremist in
love? “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for them that
despitefully use you.” [...] Was not Thomas Jefferson an extremist? “We hold
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” So the question
is not whether we will be extremist, but what kind of extremists we will be. Will we
be extremists for hate, or will we be extremists for love? Will we be extremists for
the preservation of injustice, or will we be extremists for the cause of justice?
[...]
I hope the church as a whole will meet the challenge of this decisive hour. But
even if the church does not come to the aid of justice, I have no despair about
the future. I have no fear about the outcome of our struggle in Birmingham,
even if our motives are presently misunderstood. 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
the destiny of America. Before the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth, we were here.
Before the pen of Jefferson scratched across the pages of history the majestic



word of the Declaration of Independence, we were here. For more than two
centuries our foreparents labored here without wages; they made cotton king;
and they built the homes of their masters in the midst of brutal injustice and
shameful humiliation—and yet out of a bottomless vitality our people continue
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. They will be the James
Merediths, courageously and with a majestic sense of purpose facing jeering
and hostile mobs and the agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the
pioneer. They will be old, oppressed, battered Negro women, symbolized in a
seventy-two-year-old woman of Montgomery, Alabama, who rose up with a
sense of dignity and with her people decided not to ride the segregated buses,
and responded to one who inquired about her tiredness with ungrammatical
profundity, “My feets is tired, but my soul is rested.” They will be young high
school and college students, 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’s 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 the best in the American dream and the most sacred values in
our Judeo-Christian heritage. [...]

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


