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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. If I sought 
to answer all the criticisms that cross my desk, my secretaries would have little time for anything other than 
such correspondence in the course of the day, and I would have no time for constructive work. 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 statements in what I hope will be patient and reasonable term.

But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the prophets of the eighth century 
B.C. left their villages and carried their "thus saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their home 
towns, 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 I compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my own 
home town. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid. 

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 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. I am sure that none of 
you would want to rest content with the superficial kind of social analysis that deals merely with effects 
and does not grapple with underlying 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 alternative. 

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 an 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. 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 churches in Birmingham than in any other city in the nation. These are the 
hard, brutal facts of the case. On the basis of these conditions, Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the 
city fathers. But the latter consistently 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 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 bad 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. The 
purpose of our direct-action program is to create a situation so crisis-packed that it will inevitably open the 
door to negotiation. I therefore concur with you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved 
Southland been bogged down in a tragic effort to live in monologue rather than dialogue... 

…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." 

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 won ask: "How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?" The answer lies 
in the fact that there fire two types of laws: just and unjust. I would be the Brat 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 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? 

I hope you are able to ace 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 of imprisonment 
in order to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality expressing the highest 
respect for law. 

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It was practiced superbly by the early 
Christians, who were willing to face hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks rather than 
submit to certain unjust laws of the Roman Empire. In our own nation, the Boston Tea Party represented a 
massive act of civil disobedience. 

…In your statement you assert that our actions, even though peaceful, must be condemned because they 
precipitate violence. But is this a logical 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 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 affirmed, it is wrong to urge an individual 
to cease his efforts to gain his basic constitutional rights because the quest may precipitate violence. 
Society must protect the robbed and punish the robber…

…Before closing I feel impelled to mention one other point in your statement that has troubled me 
profoundly. You warmly commended the Birmingham police force for keeping "order" and "preventing 
violence." I doubt that you would have so warmly commended the police force if you had seen its dogs 
sinking their teeth into unarmed, nonviolent Negroes. I doubt that you would so quickly commend the 



policemen if .you were to observe their ugly and inhumane treatment of Negroes here in the city jail; if you 
were to watch them push and curse old Negro women and young Negro girls; if you were to see them slap 
and kick old Negro men and young boys; if you were to observe them, as they did on two occasions, refuse 
to give us food because we wanted to sing our grace together. I cannot join you in your praise of the 
Birmingham police department. 

I wish you had commended the Negro sit-inners and demonstrators of Birmingham for their sublime 
courage, their willingness to suffer and their amazing discipline in the midst of great provocation. One day 
the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths, with the noble sense of purpose 
that enables them to face Jeering, and hostile mobs, and with 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 in Montgomery, Alabama, who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her people decided not 
to ride segregated buses, and who responded with ungrammatical profundity to one who inquired about her 
weariness: "My fleets is tired, but my soul is at rest." They will be the young high school and college 
students, the 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' 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 what is 
best in the American dream and for the most sacred values in our Judaeo-Christian heritage, thereby 
bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in 
their formulation of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. 

Never before have I written so long a letter. I'm afraid it is much too long to take your precious time. I can 
assure you that it would have been much shorter if I had been writing from a comfortable desk, but what 
else can one do when he k alone in a narrow jail cell, other than write long letters, think long thoughts and 
pray long prayers? 

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood, 

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.
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