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By:  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

My dear fellow clergymen: 

While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across your recent statement calling 
my present activities “unwise and untimely.” Seldom do I pause to answer criticism of my work 
and ideas….But since I feel that you are men of genuine good will and that your criticisms are 
sincerely set forth, I want to try to answer your statement in what I hope will be patient and 
reasonable terms. 

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 have the honor of serving as president of 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization operating in every southern 
state, and headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia.  We have some eighty-five affiliated organizations 
across the South, and one of them is the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights.  
Several months ago, the affiliate here in Birmingham asked us to be on call to engage in a 
nonviolent direct action program if such were deemed necessary. So I, along with several 
members of my staff, am here because I was invited here.  I am here because I have 
organizational ties here.  
But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here… 
      
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 
within its bounds.  
… 
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…” 
… 
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.” … 

…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.” 
… 



Let me give you 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…
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 democratic structures? 
… 
I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and order exist for the 
purpose of establishing justice and that when they fail in this purpose they become the 
dangerously structured dams that block the flow of social progress.  I had hoped that the white 
moderate would understand that the present tension in the South is a necessary phase of the 
transition from an obnoxious negative peace, in which the Negro passively accepted his unjust 
plight, to a substantive and positive peace, in which all men will respect the dignity and worth 
of human personality…  
… 
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.   
… 
Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually 
manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro.  Something within has 
reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something without has reminded him that it can 
be gained…  If one recognizes this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro community, one 
should readily understand why public demonstrations are taking place.  
… 
I had hoped that the white moderate would see this need.  Perhaps I was too optimistic; 
perhaps I expected too much.  I should have realized that few members of the oppressor race 
can understand the deep groans and passionate yearnings of the oppressed race, and still 
fewer have the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong, persistent and 
determined action.  
… 
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.” …..I wish you had commended the Negro sit inners and demonstrators of 
Birmingham for their sublime courage, and their willingness to suffer and their amazing 
discipline in the midst of great provocation.   
… 
Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood, 
   Martin Luther King, jr. 


