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should 

in the meantime 
be peacefully obeyed. 

Since that time there had been some evidence of increased forbearance and a 
willingness to face facts. Responsible citizens have undertaken to work on various 
problems which caused racial friction and unrest. In Birmingham, recent public events 
have given indication that we all have opportunity for a new constructive and realistic 
approach to racial problems. 

However, we are now confronted by a series of demonstrations by some of our Negro 
citizens directed and led in part by outsiders. We recognize the natural impatience of 
people who feel that their hopes are slow in being realized. But we are convinced that 
these demonstrations are unwise and untimely. 

We agree rather with certain local Negro leadership which has called for honest and 
open negotiation of racial issues in our area. And we believe this kind of facing of issues 
can best be accomplished by citizens of our own metropolitan area white and Negro, 
meeting with their knowledge and experience of the local situation. All of us need to 
face that responsibility and find proper channels for its accomplishment. 

Just as we formerly pointed out that "hatred and violence have no sanction in our 
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Letter From Birmingham City Jail - Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. April 16, 1963 

My Dear Fellow Clergymen, 

While confined here in the Birmingham City Jail, I came across your recent statement 
calling our present activities "unwise and untimely." Seldom, if ever, do I pause to 
answer criticism of my work and ideas...But since I feel that you are men of genuine 
good will and your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I would like to answer your 
statement in what I hope will be patient and reasonable terms. (1) 
I think I should give the reason for my being in Birmingham, since you have been 
influenced by the argument of "outsiders coming in." I have the honor of serving as 
president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization operating 
in every Southern state with headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. We have some 85 
affiliate organizations all across the South...Several months ago our local affiliate here in 
Birmingham invited us to be on call to engage in a nonviolent direct action program if 
such were deemed necessary. We readily consented, and when the hour came we lived 
up to our promises. So I am here, along with several members of my staff, because I 
have basic organizational ties here. Beyond this, I am in Birmingham because injustice is 
here. Just as the eighth century prophets left their little villages and carried their "thus 
saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their home towns; and just as the Apostle 
Paul left his little village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to practically 
every hamlet and city of the Graeco-Roman world, I too am compelled to carry the 
gospel of freedom beyond my particular home town. Like Paul, I must constantly 
respond to the Macedonian call for aid. (2) 

Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. 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 anywhere in this country. (3) 

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: 1) collection of the facts to 
determine whether injustices are alive; 2) negotiation; 3) self-purification; and 4) direct 
action. We have gone through all of these steps in Birmingham...Birmingham is 
probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the United States. Its ugly record of 
police brutality is known in every section of the 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 city in this nation. These are 
the hard, brutal, and unbelievable facts. On the basis of these conditions Negro leaders 
sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the political leaders consistently 





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 and there are unjust laws. I would agree with 
Saint Augustine that "An unjust law is no law at all." (11) 

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determine when 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 Saint Thomas Aquinas, an unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in 
eternal and natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that 



individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and willingly accepts the 
penalty by staying in jail to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is 
in reality expressing the very highest respect for law. (16) 

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It was seen 
sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of 
Nebuchadnezzar because a higher moral law was involved. It was practiced superbly 
by the early Christians who were willing to face hungry lions and the excruciating pain 
of chopping blocks, before submitting to certain unjust laws of the Roman Empire. To a 
degree academic freedom is a reality today because Socrates practiced civil 
disobedience. ... (17) 

I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I 
must confess that over the last few years I have been gravely disappointed with the 
white moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's 
great stumbling block in the stride toward freedom is not the White citizens' 
"Councilor" or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate who is more devoted to 
"order" than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a 
positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says "I agree with you in 
the goal you seek, but I can't agree with your methods of direst action"; who 
paternalistically feels that he can set the timetable for another man's freedom; who lives 
by the myth of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait until a "more 
convenient season." Shallow understanding from people of good will is more 
frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm 
acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection. ... (18) 

You spoke 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 
started 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 of Negroes who, as a result 
of long years of oppression, have been so completely drained of self-respect and a 
sense of "somebodiness" that they have adjusted to segregation, and a few Negroes in 
the middle class who, because of a degree of academic and economic security, and at 
points they profit from segregation, have unconsciously become insensitive to the 
problems of the masses. The other force is one of bitterness and hatred and comes 
perilously close to advocating violence. It is expressed in the various black nationalist 
groups that are springing up over the nation, the largest and best known being Elijah 
Muhammad's Muslim movement. This movement is nourished by the contemporary 
frustration over the continued existence of racial discrimination. It is made up of people 
who have lost faith in America, who have absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who 
have concluded that the white man in an incurable "devil."... (19) 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The urge for freedom will 
eventually come. This is what 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. (20) 



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. 
So I have not said to my people, "Get rid of your discontent." But I have tried to say that 
this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled through the creative outlet of 
nonviolent direct action. ... (21) 

In spite of my shattered dreams of the past, I came to Birmingham with the hope that 
the white religious leadership in the community would see the justice of our cause and, 
with deep moral concern, serve as the channel through which our just grievances could 
get to the power structure. I had hoped that each of you would understand. But again I 
have been disappointed. (22) 

I have heard numerous religious leaders of the South call upon their worshippers to 




