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Notes for Ethical Analysis  
“Letter from Birmingham Jail” [excerpts from a 16 page letter] 

April 16, 1963 

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."  … 

 

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.  … 

 

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. … 

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 to so dramatize the issue that it can no longer 

be ignored. …Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals 

could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and 

objective appraisal, so must we see the need for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society 

that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding 

and brotherhood. 

 

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. … 

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 have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God-given rights. …Perhaps 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 and even kill your black brothers and sisters; 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 your speech stammering as 

you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she can't go to the public amusement park that has 

just been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is 

closed to colored children, and see ominous clouds of inferiority beginning to form in her little mental sky, 

and see her beginning to distort her personality by developing an unconscious bitterness toward white 

people; …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," 

your middle name becomes "boy" (however old you are) …I hope, sirs, you can understand our legitimate 

and unavoidable impatience. 
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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 

well ask: "How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?" The answer lies in the fact that 

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." 

 

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determine whether 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 St. Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a 

human law that is not rooted in eternal law and natural 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.  … 

 

I hope you are able to see 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. 

 

…[excludes about eight pages] 

 

I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that circumstances will soon make it possible for 

me to meet each of you, not as an integrationist or a civil rights leader but as a fellow clergyman and a 

Christian brother. Let us all hope that the dark clouds of racial prejudice will soon pass away and the deep 

fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear-drenched communities, … 

 

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood, 

 

Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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