
Addendum D: Excerpts from Martin Luther King Jr.'s Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail, April 16, 1968 

"...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 this issue that it can no longer be ignored. 
My citing the creation of tension as part of the work of the nonviolent-resister may sound 
rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word 'tension.' I have 
earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension 
which is necessary for growth... 

"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…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.' 



"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.  

"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 Socrates because his unswerving commitment to truth 
and his philosophical inquiries precipitate the act by the misguided populace in which 
they made him drink hemlock? 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 right 
because the quest may precipitate violence. Society must protect the robbed and punish 
the robber... 

"More and more I feel that the people of ill will have used time much more effectively 
than have the people of good will. We will have to repent in this generation not merely 
for the hateful words and actions of the bad people but for the appalling silence of the 
good people. Human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability; it comes through 
the tireless efforts of men willing to be co-workers with God, and without this hard work, 
time itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation. We must use time 
creatively, in the knowledge that the time is always ripe to do right...  

"Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom 
eventually manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro.... If 
one recognizes this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro community, one should readily 
understand why public demonstrations are taking place. The Negro has many pent-up 
resentments and latent frustrations, and he must release them. So let him march; let him 
make prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; let him go on freedom rides — and try to 
understand why he must do so. 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..." 
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