
t h e  NEQRO 
IS YOUR BROTHER

hi/ .M a r t in  L u t  l i r r  K i n  if- */r.

From the Birmingham jail, where he ivas imprisoned as a participant in nonviolent demonstrations against 
segregation, D r . M a r tin  L u t h e r  K in g , J r ., wrote in longhand the letter which follows. I t was his response 
to a public statement of concern and caution issued by eight white religious leaders of the South. Dr. King, who 

was born in 1929, did his undergraduate ivork at Morehouse College; attended the integrated Crozer Theological 
Seminary in Chester, Pennsylvania, one of six Negroes among a hundred students, and the president of his 
class; and won a fellowship to Boston University for his Ph.D.

w ,  .e confined here in the Birm ingham  city 
jail, I came across your recent statem ent calling 
our present activities “ unwise and untim ely.” 
Seldom, if ever, do I pause to answer criticism of 
my work and ideas. If  I sought to answer all of the 
criticisms tha t cross my desk, my secretaries would 
be engaged in little else in the course of the day, 
and I would have no time for constructive work. 
But since I feel tha t you are men of genuine good 
will and your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I 
would like to answer your statem ent in w hat I 
hope will be patien t and reasonable terms.

I think I should give the reason for my being in 
Birmingham, since you have been influenced by 
the argum ent 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, w ith  headquar­
ters in A tlanta, Georgia. We have some eighty- 
live affiliate organizations all across the South, one 
being the A labam a Christian M ovem ent for H u­
m an Rights. W henever necessary and possible, we 
share staff, educational and financial resources 
w ith our affiliates. Several m onths ago our local 
affiliate here in Birm ingham  invited us to be on 
call to engage in a nonviolent direct-action p ro ­
gram  if such were deemed necessary. We readily
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consented, and w hen the hour cam e we lived up  to 
our promises. So I am  here, along w ith  several 
m embers of m y staff, because we w ere invited 
here. I am  here because I have basic o rgan iza­
tional ties here.

Beyond this, I am  in B irm ingham  because in jus­
tice is here. Ju st as the eigh th-century  p rophets 
left their little villages and carried their “ thus 
saith the L ord” far beyond the boundaries of their 
hom etowns; and just as the Apostle Paul left his 
little village of Tarsus and carried  the gospel of 
Jesus Christ to practically  every ham let and city 
of the G reco-R om an w orld, I too am  com pelled to 
carry the gospel of freedom  beyond m y p articu la r 
hom etown. Like Paul, I m ust constantly respond 
to the M acedonian call for aid.

M oreover, I am  cognizant of the in te rre la ted ­
ness of all com m unities and states. I can n o t sit 
idly by in A tlanta and not be concerned ab o u t 
w hat happens in B irm ingham . Injustice anyw here 
is a th rea t to justice everywhere. We are cau g h t 
in an inescapable netw ork of m utuality , tied in a 
single garm ent of destiny. W hatever affects one 
directly affects all indirectly. Never again can  we 
afford to live w ith  the narrow , provincial “ outside 
ag ita to r” idea. Anyone w ho lives inside the 
U nited States can never be considered an outsider.
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Y ou dep lo re  the  dem onstrations th a t a re  pres­
en tly  tak ing  p lace in B irm ingham . B ut I am  sorry 
th a t your s ta tem en t did no t express a sim ilar con­
cern  for the  conditions th a t b ro u g h t the dem on­
stra tions in to  being. I am  sure th a t each  of you 
w ould  w a n t to  go beyond the superficial social 
analyst w ho looks m erely a t effects an d  does not 
g rap p le  w ith  underly ing  causes. I w ould  n o t hesi­
ta te  to  say th a t it is u n fo rtu n a te  th a t so-called 
dem o n stra tio n s a re  taking p lace in B irm ingham  a t 
this tim e, b u t I w ould say in  m ore em p h a tic  term s 
th a t it is even m ore u n fo rtu n a te  th a t  the w hite 
pow er s tru c tu re  of this c ity  left the N egro  com ­
m u n ity  w ith  no o ther a lte rn a tiv e .

I n any nonv io len t cam paign  there  are  four basic 
steps: co llection  of the facts to d e te rm in e  w h e th e r 
injustices are  alive, nego tia tion , self-purification, 
an d  d irec t ac tion . We have gone th ro u g h  all of 
these steps in B irm ingham . T h ere  can  be no gain ­
saying of the  fact th a t rac ia l in justice engulfs this 
com m unity . B irm ingham  is p ro b ab ly  the most 
tho rough ly  segregated  city  in the U n ited  States. 
Its  ugly record  of police b ru ta lity  is know n in every 
section of this country . Its un just tre a tm e n t of 
N egroes in the courts is a no torious reality . T h ere  
have been m ore unsolved bom bings of Negro 
hom es an d  chu rches in B irm ingham  th a n  in any 
o th e r c ity  in this nation . T hese a re  the  hard , 
b ru ta l, an d  unbelievab le  facts. O n  the basis of 
th em , N egro leaders sought to nego tia te  w ith  the 
city  fathers. B ut the political leaders consistently  
refused to engage in  good-faith  negotia tion .

T h e n  cam e the opportu n ity  last S ep tem b er to 
ta lk  w ith  some of the  leaders of the econom ic com ­
m un ity . In  these negotia ting  sessions certa in  
prom ises w ere m ade by the m erchan ts, such as the 
prom ise to  rem ove the hum ilia tin g  rac ia l signs 
from  the stores. O n  the basis of these prom ises, 
R everend  S hu ttlesw orth  an d  the leaders of the 
A lab am a  C hristian  M ovem ent for H u m a n  R ights 
ag reed  to  call a m o ra to riu m  on any  type of d em ­
o n stra tio n . As the  weeks and  m on ths unfolded, 
w e realized  th a t  w e w ere the victim s of a broken 
prom ise. T h e  signs rem ained . As in  so m any 
experiences of the past, w e w ere confron ted  w ith  
b lasted  hopes, an d  the d a rk  shadow  of a  deep  dis­
ap p o in tm en t settled  upon us. So w e h ad  no a lte r­
na tive  except th a t of p rep arin g  for d irec t action , 
w h ereb y  w e w ould  present ou r very bodies as a 
m eans of lay ing  o u r case before the conscience of 
the  local an d  n a tiona l com m unity . W e w ere  not 
un m in d fu l of the difficulties involved. So we 
decided  to go th ro u g h  a process of self-purification. 
W e sta rted  hav ing  w orkshops on nonviolence and  
rep ea ted ly  asked ourselves the  questions, “ A re you

able to accept blows w ith o u t re ta lia tin g ?” and 
“ A re you able to en d u re  the ordeals of ja il?” W e 
decided to set o u r d irec t-action  p ro g ram  around 
the Easter season, realiz ing  th a t, w ith  exception 
of C hristm as, this was the largest shopping period 
of the year. K now ing  th a t a strong econom ic 
w ithd raw al p ro g ram  w ould  be the by-product of 
d irec t action , we felt th a t this was the  best tim e to 
b ring  pressure on  the m erchan ts for the needed 
changes. T h en  it occurred  to us th a t the M arch 
election w as ahead , an d  so w e speedily decided to 
postpone action  un til a fter election day. W hen we 
discovered th a t M r. C onner was in the runoff, we 
decided again  to postpone action  so th a t the dem ­
onstra tion  could no t be used to cloud the issues. 
A t this tim e w e agreed to begin  ou r nonviolent 
witness the d ay  after the runoff.

This reveals th a t we d id  no t m ove irresponsibly 
into d irec t action . W e, too, w an ted  to see M r. 
C onner defeated, so we w en t th ro u g h  postpone­
m en t after postponem ent to aid in this com m unity  
need. A fter this w e felt th a t d irec t action  could be 
delayed no longer.

You m ay w ell ask, “ W hy d irec t action , w hy sit- 
ins, m arches, and  so forth? Isn ’t negotiation  a 
b e tte r p a th ?” You are  exactly  rig h t in your call 
for negotiation . Indeed , this is the purpose of 
d irect action . N onviolent d irec t action  seeks to 
c rea te  such a  crisis an d  establish such creative 
tension th a t a  com m unity  th a t has consistently 
refused to nego tia te  is forced to confront the issue. 
I t  seeks so to d ram a tize  the issue th a t it can  no 
longer be ignored. I ju s t referred  to the creation  of 
tension as a p a r t  of the w ork  of the nonviolent re ­
sister. T h is m ay sound ra th e r  shocking. But I 
m ust confess th a t I am  no t afraid  of the w ord 
“ tension .” I have earnestly  w orked and  p reached  
against violent tension, bu t there  is a type of con­
structive nonvio len t tension th a t is necessary for 
grow th. Ju s t as Socrates felt th a t it w as necessary 
to create  a tension in the  m ind  so th a t individuals 
could rise from  the bondage of m yths and  half- 
tru th s  to the unfe ttered  rea lm  of creative analysis 
and  objective app ra isa l, we m ust see the need of 
having  nonv io len t gadflies to c rea te  the  kind of 
tension in society th a t w ill help m en to rise from  
the d a rk  dep ths of p re jud ice  an d  racism  to the 
m ajestic heights of u n d ers tan d in g  and  b ro th e r­
hood. So, the purpose of d irec t action  is to create 
a s itua tion  so crisis-packed th a t it will inevitably  
open  the do o r to nego tia tion . W e therefore concur 
w ith  you in your call for nego tia tion . Too long 
has ou r beloved S ou th land  been bogged dow n in 
the trag ic  a tte m p t to live in m onologue ra th e r 
th a n  dialogue.

O ne of the basic points in your sta tem ent is 
th a t ou r acts are  un tim ely . Som e have asked, 
“ W hy d id n ’t you give the new  adm in istra tion
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time to act?” The only answer tha t I can give to 
this inquiry is th a t the new adm inistration must be 
prodded about as m uch as the outgoing one be­
fore it acts. We will be sadly m istaken if we feel 
that the election of M r. Boutwell will bring the 
m illennium  to Birm ingham. W hile M r. Boutwell 
is m uch more articulate and gentle than M r. 
Conner, they are both segregationists, dedicated 
to the task of m aintain ing the status quo. The 
hope I see in M r. Boutwell is tha t he will be rea­
sonable enough to see the futility of massive re ­
sistance to desegregation. But he will not see this 
w ithout pressure from the devotees of civil rights. 
M y friends, I must say to you tha t we have not 
m ade a single gain in civil rights w ithout d eter­
m ined legal and nonviolent pressure. History is 
the long and tragic story of the fact th a t privileged 
groups seldom give up their privileges voluntarily. 
Individuals m ay see the m oral light and volun­
tarily give up their unjust posture; but, as R ein ­
hold N iebuhr has rem inded us, groups are more 
im moral than  individuals.

W e know through painful experience that free­
dom  is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it 
must be dem anded by the oppressed. Frankly, I 
have never yet engaged in a direct-action move­
m ent that was “ well tim ed” according to the tim e­
table of those who have not suffered unduly from 
the disease of segregation. For years now I have 
heard the word “ w ait.” It rings in the ear of every 
Negro w ith a piercing familiarity. This “ w ait” 
has almost always m eant “ never.” It has been a 
tranquilizing thalidom ide, relieving the emotional 
stress for a m oment, only to give b irth  to an  ill- 
formed infant of frustration. We m ust come to 
see w ith the distinguished ju rist of yesterday that 
“justice too long delayed is justice denied.” We 
have w aited for m ore th an  three hundred and 
forty years for our God-given and constitutional 
rights. T he nations of Asia and Africa are moving 
w ith jetlike speed tow ard the goal of political inde­
pendence, and we still creep at horse-and-buggy 
pace tow ard the gaining of a cup of coffee at a 
lunch counter. I guess it is easy for those who have 
never felt the stinging darts of segregation to say 
“ w ait.” But when you have seen vicious mobs 
lynch your m others and fathers at will and drow n 
your sisters and brothers a t w him ; w hen you have 
seen hate-filled policem en curse, kick, brutalize, 
and even kill your black brothers and sisters w ith 
im punity; when you see the vast m ajority of your 
twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an 
airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent 
society; w hen you suddenly find your tongue 
twisted and your speech stam m ering as you seek 
to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she 
cannot go to the public am usem ent park  that has 
just been advertised on television, and see tears

welling up in her little eyes w hen she is told tha t 
Funtow n is closed to colored children, and see the 
depressing clouds of inferiority begin to form  in her 
little m ental sky, and see her begin to d istort her 
little personality by unconsciously developing a 
bitterness tow ard w hite people; w hen you have to 
concoct an answer for a five-year-old son asking 
in agonizing pathos, “ Daddy, w hy do w hite peo­
ple trea t colored people so m ean?” ; w hen you take 
a cross-country drive and  find it necessary to sleep 
night after night in the uncom fortable corners of 
your autom obile because no m otel will accept you; 
when you are hum iliated  day  in and day  ou t by 
nagging signs reading “ w hite” and “ colored” ; 
when your first nam e becomes “ nigger” and your 
m iddle nam e becomes “ boy” (however old you 
are) and your last nam e becomes “J o h n ,” and 
when your wife and m other are never given the 
respected title “ M rs.” ; w hen you are h arried  by 
day and  haunted by night by the fact th a t you are 
a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe stance, never 
quite knowing w hat to expect next, and  plagued 
w ith inner fears and outer resentm ents; w hen you 
are forever fighting a degenerating sense of “ no- 
bodyness” —  then you will understand  w hy we 
find it difficult to w ait. T here comes a tim e w hen 
the cup of endurance runs over and m en are no 
longer willing to be plunged into an  abyss of in ­
justice w here they experience the bleakness of 
corroding despair. I hope, sirs, you can u n d er­
stand our legitim ate and  unavoidable im patience.

Y o u  express a great deal of anxiety over our 
willingness to break laws. This is certain ly  a 
legitim ate concern. Since we so diligently urge 
people to obey the Suprem e C ourt’s decision of 
1954 outlaw ing segregation in the public schools, 
it is ra th e r strange and paradoxical to find us 
consciously breaking laws. O ne m ay well ask, 
“ How can you advocate breaking some laws and 
obeying others?” T he answer is found in the fact 
tha t there are two types of laws: there are ju st laws, 
and there are unjust laws. I w ould agree w ith  St. 
Augustine th a t “ An unjust law  is no law  a t a ll.” 

Now, w hat is the difference between the two? 
How does one determ ine w hen a law  is ju s t or u n ­
just? A just law is a m an-m ade code th a t squares 
w ith the m oral law, or the law of God. An unjust 
law is a code th a t is ou t of harm ony w ith  the m oral 
law. To pu t it in the term s of St. Thom as Aquinas, 
an  unjust law is a h um an  law th a t is not rooted 
in eternal and na tu ra l law. Any law th a t uplifts 
hum an personality is just. Any law th a t degrades 
hum an personality is unjust. All segregation 
statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the 
soul and dam ages the personality. I t  gives the
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segregator a  false sense of superio rity  an d  the 
segregated  a false sense of inferiority . T o  use the 
w ords of M a rtin  Buber, the g rea t Jewish philoso­
p her, segregation  substitu tes an  “ I - i t ” re la tio n ­
ship for the “ I — th o u ” re la tionsh ip  an d  ends up 
relegating  persons to the sta tus of things. So seg­
rega tion  is no t only politically, econom ically , and  
sociologically unsound, b u t it is m orally  w rong  
an d  sinful. P au l T illich  has said th a t sin is sep a ra ­
tion . Isn ’t segregation  an  existential expression of 
m a n ’s trag ic  separa tion , an  expression of his awful 
estrangem en t, his terrib le  sinfulness? So I can  urge 
m en to  obey the  1954 decision of the S uprem e 
C o u rt because it is m orally  righ t, an d  I can  urge 
th em  to disobey segregation o rd inances because 
they  are  m orally  w rong.

L et us tu rn  to  a m ore concre te  exam ple of ju s t 
an d  un just laws. An un just law  is a code th a t a 
m a jo rity  inflicts on a m inority  th a t is n o t b ind ing  
on itself. T h is is d ifference m ade legal. O n  the 
o th e r h an d , a  ju s t law  is a  code th a t a  m ajo rity  
com pels a m in o rity  to follow, and  th a t it is w illing  
to  follow itself. T h is is sam eness m ad e  legal.

L et m e give an o th e r ex p lana tion . A n un just law  
is a code inflicted  upon  a m inority  w hich  th a t m i­
no rity  h ad  no p a r t in enac ting  or c rea tin g  because 
it d id  n o t have  th e  u n h am p ered  r ig h t to  vote. 
W ho  can  say th a t the legislature of A labam a w hich 
set up  the segregation  laws was dem ocratically  
elected? T h ro u g h o u t the sta te  of A lab am a all 
types of conn iv ing  m ethods are  used to p reven t 
N egroes from  becom ing registered voters, and  
there  a re  som e counties w ith o u t a single N egro 
registered  to vote, despite the  fact th a t the  N egroes 
constitu te  a m a jo rity  of th e  po p u la tio n . C an  any  
law  set u p  in such a  sta te  be considered  d em o ­
cra tica lly  structu red?

T hese are ju s t a  few exam ples of un ju st an d  ju st 
laws. T h ere  a re  som e instances w h en  a law  is ju s t 
on its face an d  un just in its ap p lica tion . For in ­
stance, I was arrested  F riday  on a charge  of p a ra d ­
ing w ith o u t a perm it. N ow , there  is no th ing  
w ro n g  w ith  an  o rd inance  w hich  requ ires a p e rm it 
for a p arad e , b u t w hen  the o rd in an ce  is used to 
preserve segregation  and  to deny  citizens the 
F irst A m en d m en t privilege of peaceful assem bly 
an d  peaceful p ro test, then it becom es unjust.

O f course, there  is no th ing  new  a b o u t this kind 
of civil disobedience. It w as seen sublim ely in 
the  refusal of S had rach , M eshach, and  A bednego 
to obey the laws of N ebuchadnezzar because a 
h igher m oral law  w as involved. It w as p racticed  
superb ly  by th e  early  C hristians, w ho w ere w illing 
to  face hun g ry  lions and the excrucia ting  pain  of 
ch o p p in g  blocks before su bm itting  to ce rta in  u n ­
just laws of the R om an  E m pire . T o  a  degree, 
academ ic  freedom  is a rea lity  today  because Soc­
ra tes p rac ticed  civil disobedience.

W e can  never forget th a t every th ing  H itler d id  
in G erm any  was “ legal” and  every th ing  the H u n ­
g arian  freedom  fighters d id  in H u n g ary  was “ il­
legal.”  It w as “ illegal” to a id  and  com fort a Jew  
in H itle r 's  G erm any . But I am  sure th a t if I had  
lived in G erm any  d u rin g  th a t tim e, I w ould  have 
aided  and  com forted  m y Jewish b ro thers even 
though  it w as illegal. If  I lived in a C om m unist 
co u n try  today  w here  certa in  princip les d e a r to 
the C hristian  fa ith  are  suppressed, I believe I 
w ould openly advocate  d isobeying these an ti- 
religious laws.

I  m ust m ake two honest confessions to you, m y 
C hristian  an d  Jew ish  bro thers. First, I m ust co n ­
fess th a t over the last few years I have been 
gravely  d isappo in ted  w ith  the w h ite  m odera te . I 
have alm ost reached  the reg re ttab le  conclusion 
th a t the N egro’s g rea t stum bling  block in the 
stride tow ard  freedom  is n o t the W hite  C itizens 
C ouncillor or the K u  K lux K lan n er b u t the w hite  
m odera te  w ho is m ore  devoted  to o rd er th a n  to 
justice ; w ho prefers a negative peace w hich  is the 
absence of tension to a positive peace w hich  is the 
presence of ju stice ; w ho constan tly  says, “ I agree 
w ith  you in  the goal you seek, bu t I c a n ’t agree 
w ith  your m ethods of d irec t a c tio n ” ; w ho p a te r- 
nalistically  feels th a t  he can  set the tim etab le  for 
a n o th e r m a n ’s freedom ; w ho lives by the m y th  of 
tim e; an d  w ho constan tly  advises the N egro to 
w a it un til a “ m ore conven ien t season.”  Shallow  
u n d ers tan d in g  from  people of good w ill is m ore 
fru stra ting  th an  absolute m isu nderstand ing  from  
people of ill will. L uk ew arm  accep tance  is m uch 
m ore bew ildering th a n  o u tr ig h t rejection.

In  your sta tem en t you asserted th a t o u r actions, 
even th ough  peaceful, m ust be condem ned  be­
cause they  p rec ip ita te  violence. But can  this asser­
tion be logically m ade? Isn 't this like condem ning  
the ro b b ed  m an because his possession of m oney 
p rec ip ita ted  the evil ac t of robbery? Isn ’t this like 
cond em n in g  Socrates because his unsw erving 
co m m itm en t to tru th  and  his ph ilosophical delv- 
ings p rec ip ita ted  the  m isguided p o p u la r m ind  to 
m ake h im  d rin k  the hem lock? Isn ’t this like co n ­
d em n in g  Jesus because His u n iq u e  G od-conscious­
ness an d  never-ceasing devotion  to H is w ill p re ­
c ip ita ted  the evil ac t of crucifixion? W e m ust com e 
to  see, as federal courts have consistently  affirm ed, 
th a t it is im m oral to urge an  ind iv idual to w ith ­
d raw  his efforts to gain  his basic co n stitu tiona l 
righ ts because the quest p rec ip ita tes  violence. 
Society m ust p ro tec t the robbed  an d  pun ish  the 
robber.

I h a d  also hoped  th a t the w h ite  m o d era te  w ould  
reject the m yth  of tim e. I received a le tte r this

81



The Atlantic Monthly

m orn in g  from  a w h ite  b ro th e r in  Texas w h ich  
said, “ All C hristians know  th a t the colored people  
w ill receive equal righ ts eventually , b u t is it pos­
sible th a t  you are  in too g rea t of a religious hurry?  
I t  has tak en  C hristian ity  alm ost 2000 years to a c ­
com plish w h a t it has. T h e  teachings of C hrist 
take tim e to  com e to  e a r th .” All th a t is said here  
grows ou t of a trag ic  m isconception of time. It 
is the strangely  irra tio n a l no tion  th a t there is 
som ething in  the very flow of tim e th a t will in ­
ev itab ly  cu re  all ills. A ctually , tim e is neu tra l. 
I t  can  be used e ither destructively  o r constructive­
ly. I am  com ing  to feel th a t the people  of ill will 
have used tim e m uch  m ore effectively than  the 
people of good w ill. W e will have to repent in 
this genera tion  no t m erely  for the vitriolic w ords 
and  actions of the  b ad  people b u t for the appalling  
silence of the  good people. W e m ust com e to  see 
th a t h u m a n  progress never rolls in  on  wheels of 
inev itab ility . I t  com es th ro u g h  the tireless efforts 
and  persisten t w ork of m en w illing to be cow orkers 
w ith  G od, and  w ith o u t this h a rd  w ork  time itself 
becom es an  ally of th e  forces of social stagnation .

^ u ju  spoke of ou r ac tiv ity  in B irm ingham  as ex­
trem e. A t first I w as ra th e r  d isap p o in ted  th a t fel­
low clergym en w o u ld  see m y nonv io len t efforts as 
those of an  ex trem ist. I s ta rted  th ink ing  abou t the 
fact th a t I s tand  in the m idd le  of tw o opposing 
forces in  the  N egro com m unity . O ne is a force of 
com placency  m ade up  of N egroes w ho, as a resu lt 
of long years of oppression, have been so com pletely  
d ra in ed  of self-respect and  a sense of “ som ebody- 
ness” th a t  they  have ad justed  to segregation, and , 
on the o th e r h an d , o f a few N egroes in the m idd le  
class w ho, because of a degree of academ ic an d  
econom ic security  and  because a t points they  
profit b y  segregation , have unconsciously becom e 
insensitive to  the problem s of the masses. T h e  
o th e r force is one of bitterness an d  hatred  an d  
com es perilously  close to advoca ting  violence. I t  is 
expressed in  the various black nationalist g roups 
th a t are spring ing  up  over the  natio n , the largest 
and  best know n being  E lijah M u h a m m a d ’s M uslim  
m ovem ent. T his m ovem ent is nourished  by the  
co n tem p o ra ry  frustra tion  over the con tinued  ex­
istence of rac ia l d iscrim ination . I t  is m ade u p  of 
people w ho have lost faith  in A m erica, w ho have 
absolutely  rep u d ia ted  C hristian ity , an d  who have 
concluded  th a t the w h ite  m an  is an  incurab le  devil. 
I have tried  to stan d  betw een  these tw o forces, 
saying th a t we need no t follow the do-noth ingism  
of the com placent o r the h a tred  and  despair of the 
black nationalist. T h e re  is a  m ore excellent w ay, 
o f love and  nonviolent p ro test. I ’m  grateful to 
G od th a t, th rough  the  N egro church , the  d im en ­

sion of nonvio lence e n te re d  o u r strugg le . If th is 
ph ilosophy  had  no t em erg ed , I am  co n v in ced  th a t 
by now  m an y  streets o f the  S o u th  w o u ld  be flow ­
ing w ith  floods of b lood . A nd I a m  fu r th e r  c o n ­
vinced th a t if o u r w h ite  b ro th e rs  dism iss as 
“ rab b le -ro u sers” a n d  “ ou tside  a g ita to rs”  those of 
us w ho  a re  w ork ing  th ro u g h  the  ch an n e ls  o f n o n ­
violent d irec t ac tio n  a n d  refuse to  su p p o rt o u r 
nonvio len t efforts, m illions of N egroes, o u t o f frus­
tra tio n  an d  despair, will seek solace an d  secu rity  
in b lack n a tiona list ideologies, a d ev e lo p m en t 
th a t w ill lead  in ev itab ly  to a frig h ten in g  ra c ia l 
n igh tm are .

O ppressed  peop le  c a n n o t re m a in  oppressed  for­
ever. T h e  u rge  for freedom  w ill ev en tu a lly  com e. 
T h is is w h a t has h a p p e n e d  to  th e  A m erican  N egro . 
S om eth ing  w ith in  has rem in d ed  h im  of his b ir th ­
righ t of freedom ; so m eth in g  w ith o u t has re m in d e d  
h im  th a t he can  gain  it. C onsciously a n d  u n c o n ­
sciously, he has been  sw ep t in  b y  w h a t th e  G e rm an s  
call the  Zeitgeist, an d  w ith  his b lack  b ro th e rs  of 
A frica an d  his b row n  an d  yellow  b ro th e rs  of A sia, 
S outh  A m erica, a n d  th e  C a rib b ean , he is m oving  
w ith  a sense of cosm ic u rg en cy  to w a rd  the  p ro m ­
ised lan d  of racial ju stice . R eco g n iz in g  th is  v ita l 
urge th a t  has engulfed  th e  N egro  co m m u n ity , one 
should read ily  u n d e rs ta n d  p u b lic  d em o n stra tio n s . 
T h e  N egro has m a n y  p e n t-u p  re sen tm en ts  a n d  la ­
te n t frustrations. H e has to g e t th e m  o u t. So le t 
h im  m arch  som etim e; le t h im  h av e  his p ra y e r  p il­
grim ages to  the c ity  h a ll; u n d e rs ta n d  w h y  he  m ust 
have sit-ins an d  freedom  rides. If  h is rep ressed  
em otions do  no t com e o u t in  these n o n v io len t 
w ays, th ey  w ill com e o u t in  o m inous expressions of 
violence. T h is is no t a th re a t;  it is a fac t o f h istory . 
So I have n o t said to  m y  peop le , “ G et r id  of y o u r 
d isco n ten t.”  B ut I h av e  tried  to  say  th a t  th is n o r ­
m al an d  h ea lth y  d isco n ten t c a n  be c h a n n e le d  
th ro u g h  the c rea tiv e  o u tle t of n o n v io len t d ire c t 
ac tion . N ow  this a p p ro a c h  is b e in g  dism issed as 
ex trem ist. I m ust a d m it th a t  I w as in itia lly  d is­
ap p o in ted  in being so ca teg o rized .

B ut as I co n tin u ed  to  th in k  a b o u t th e  m a tte r , 
I g rad u a lly  gained  a  b it of sa tisfac tion  from  being  
considered  an  ex trem ist. W as n o t Jesu s an  ex­
trem ist in love? —  “ L ove y o u r enem ies, bless 
them  th a t curse you, p ra y  for th em  th a t  desp ite- 
fully use yo u .” W as no t A m os an  ex trem ist for 
justice? —  “ Let ju s tice  ro ll d o w n  like w a te rs  an d  
righteousness like a  m ig h ty  s tre a m .” W as n o t 
Paul an  ex trem ist for th e  gospel of Jesu s C hrist?  —  
“ I b ear in  m y body  th e  m arks of the  L ord  Je su s .” 
W as no t M a rtin  L u th e r  an  ex trem ist?  —  “ H ere  I 
s tan d ; I can  do no o th e r  so he lp  m e G o d .”  W as 
no t Jo h n  B unyan an  ex trem ist?  —  “ I w ill s tay  
in ja il  to the end of m y days before I m ak e  a 
m ockery of my conscience .” W as n o t A b ra h a m  
L incoln  an  extrem ist? —  “ T h is n a tio n  c a n n o t sur-
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vive h a lf slave an d  half free.” W as no t T hom as 
Jefferson  an  extrem ist? —  “ W e hold these tru th s  
to  be self-evident, th a t all m en a re  c rea ted  e q u a l.” 
So th e  question  is not w h e th e r w e w ill be extrem ist, 
b u t w h a t k ind  of extrem ists w e will be. W ill w e be 
ex trem ists for h a te , o r w ill w e be ex trem ists for 
love? W ill w e be extrem ists for the p reservation  
of in justice , o r w ill we be extrem ists for the  cause 
of justice?

I h a d  h o p ed  th a t the w h ite  m o d era te  w ou ld  see 
th is. M aybe I w as too optim istic. M aybe  I ex­
pected  too m uch . I guess I should  have realized  
th a t  few m em bers of a  race th a t has oppressed 
a n o th e r race  can  understand  or ap p rec ia te  the 
deep  groans an d  passionate yearn ings of those th a t 
have been oppressed, an d  still fewer have  the 
vision to  see th a t  injustice m ust be roo ted  o u t by 
strong , persisten t, and de te rm in ed  action . I am  
thankfu l, how ever, th a t som e of ou r w h ite  b ro thers 
have  g rasped  the  m eaning  of this social revolu tion  
an d  co m m itted  them selves to it. T h ey  are  still all 
too sm all in  q u an tity , b u t they  a re  b ig  in quality . 
Som e, like R a lp h  M cG ill, L illian  S m ith , H a rry  
G olden, and  Jam es D abbs, have w ritten  a b o u t our 
struggle in  e loquen t, p rophe tic , and  u n d ers tan d in g  
term s. O th e rs  have  m arched  w ith  us dow n n am e­
less streets of the  South. T h ey  sat in  w ith  us at 
lunch  coun te rs an d  rode  in  w ith  us on th e  free­
d o m  rides. T h e y  have languished  in  filty roach- 
infested ja ils, suffering the  abuse an d  b ru ta lity  
of an g ry  po licem en  w ho see them  as “ d ir ty  nigger 
lovers.” T h ey , unlike m an y  of th e ir  m o d era te  
b ro th ers , h av e  recognized the  u rgency  of the 
m o m en t an d  sensed th e  need for pow erfu l “ ac ­
tio n ”  an tid o tes  to  com bat the  disease of segrega­
tion.

T  jf.t me rush  on to m ention  my o th e r d isap p o in t­
m en t. I have been d isap p o in ted  w ith  the  w hite  
ch u rch  an d  its leadership . O f course, th e re  are  
som e n o tab le  exceptions. I am  n o t unm indfu l 
of the  fact th a t  each  of you has taken  som e signifi­
c a n t stands on this issue. I com m end  you, R ev­
erend  S tallings, for your C hristian  stand  this past 
S u n d ay  in  w elcom ing Negroes to your B aptist 
C h u rch  w orsh ip  service on a nonsegregated  basis. 
I com m end  the C atholic leaders of this sta te  for 
in teg ra tin g  Springhill College several years ago.

B ut desp ite  these n o tab le  exceptions, I m ust 
honestly  re ite ra te  tha t I have been d isappo in ted  
w ith  the ch u rch . I do n o t say th a t as one of those 
negative critics w ho can  alw ays find som ething 
w ro n g  w ith  the  church . I say it as a  m in ister of 
the  gospel w ho  loves the  church , w ho  w as n u r­
tu red  in its bosom , w ho has been sustained by its 
sp iritua l blessings, and  w ho will rem ain  tru e  to  it 
as long as th e  co rd  of life shall lengthen .

I had  the strange feeling w h en  I w as suddenly  
ca tap u lted  in to  the leadersh ip  of the  bus protest 
in  M ontgom ery  several years ago th a t we w ould 
have  the  support of the  w hite  chu rch . I felt th a t 
the  w hite  m inisters, priests, an d  rab b is  of the 
South  w ould  be some of ou r strongest allies. In ­
stead, some few have been o u trig h t opponents, 
refusing to u n d erstan d  the freedom  m ovem ent and 
m isrepresenting  its leaders; all too m an y  others 
have been m ore cau tious th a n  courageous and 
have rem ained  silent beh ind  the anesthetizing 
security  of stained-glass w indow s.

In  spite of m y sha tte red  dream s of the  past, I 
cam e to  B irm ingham  w ith  the  hope th a t the w hite 
religious leadership  of this com m unity  w ould see 
the  justice  of o u r cause an d  w ith  deep m oral con­
cern  serve as th e  channel th ro u g h  w h ich  our ju s t 
grievances could  get to  the  pow er struc tu re . I 
h ad  hoped  th a t each of you w ould un d erstan d . 
B ut again  I have been d isappo in ted .

I have h ea rd  num erous religious leaders of the 
S ou th  call up o n  the ir w orshipers to com ply  w ith  
a desegregation  decision because it is the law , bu t 
I have longed to  hear w h ite  m inisters say, follow 
this decree because in teg ra tio n  is m orally  righ t 
and  the N egro is your b ro ther. In  the m idst of 
b la ta n t injustices inflicted upon  the  N egro, I have 
w atched  w hite  churches stan d  on  the  sidelines 
an d  m erely m o u th  pious irrelevancies an d  sancti­
m onious trivialities. In  the m idst of a m ighty  
struggle to rid  o u r n a tion  of rac ia l and  econom ic 
injustice, I have heard  so m any  m inisters say, 
“ Those are  social issues w h ich  the gospel has n o th ­
ing to do  w ith ,” and  I have w atched  so m any  
churches com m it them selves to a com pletely  o th e r­
w orld ly  relig ion w hich  m ade a s trange d istinc tion  
betw een bodies and  souls, the sacred and  the 
secular.

T h ere  was a tim e w hen  the chu rch  w as very 
pow erful. I t  w as d u rin g  th a t period  th a t  the 
early  C hristians rejoiced w hen  they w ere deem ed 
w o rth y  to suffer for w h a t they  believed. In  those 
days the ch u rch  was no t m erely  a therm om eter 
th a t  recorded  the ideas and  princip les of p opu la r 
op in ion; it w as the th e rm o sta t th a t transform ed 
the  mores of society. W herever the early  C hristians 
en tered  a tow n the pow er s tru c tu re  got d istu rbed  
an d  im m ed ia te ly  sought to convict them  lor being 
“ d istu rbers of the  p eace” and  “ outside ag ita to rs.” 
But they w en t on w ith  the conviction  th a t they 
w ere “ a colony of h eaven” an d  h ad  to obey God 
ra th e r  th a n  m an . T hey  w ere sm all in n u m b e r bu t 
big in com m itm en t. T h ey  w ere too G od-in toxi­
ca ted  to be “ astronom ically  in tim id a te d .” T hey  
b ro u g h t an  end  to  such an c ien t evils as in fan tic ide 
an d  g lad ia to ria l contest.

T h ings are  d ifferen t now . T h e  co n tem p o ra ry  
ch u rch  is so often a w eak, ineffectual voice w ith  an
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u n certa in  sound. I t  is so often the a rch  supporter 
of the sta tus quo . F a r from  being d istu rbed  by 
the presence of th e  chu rch , the pow er s tru c tu re  
of the  average  co m m u n ity  is consoled by the 
ch u rch ’s often vocal sanction  of th ings as they are .

But the ju d g m e n t of G od is upon  the church  as 
never before. If th e  ch u rch  of to d ay  does no t 
recap tu re  the sacrificial sp irit of the early  chu rch , 
it w ill lose its au th en tic  ring , forfeit the loyalty  
of millions, an d  be dism issed as an  irre levan t social 
c lub  w ith  no m ean in g  for the  tw en tie th  cen tu ry . 
I m eet y o ung  peop le  every d ay  w hose d isap p o in t­
m en t w ith  the  c h u rc h  has risen  to o u trig h t disgust.

I hope the  ch u rch  as a w hole will m eet the c h a l­
lenge of this decisive hour. But even if the ch u rch  
does no t com e to the aid of justice , I have no  d e ­
spair ab o u t the fu tu re . I have no fear about the 
outcom e of ou r struggle in B irm ingham , even if 
ou r m otives are  p resen tly  m isunderstood . W e will 
reach  the goal of freedom  in B irm ingham  an d  all 
over the natio n , because the  goal of A m erica is 
freedom . A bused a n d  scorned though  we m ay be, 
our destiny  is tied u p  w ith  the destiny  of A m erica. 
Before the P ilgrim s lan d ed  a t P lym ou th , we w ere 
here. Before the pen  of Jefferson  scratched  across 
the pages of h istory  the m ajestic  w ord  of the D ec­
la ra tio n  of In d ep en d en ce , w e w ere here. For m ore 
th a n  tw o cen tu ries o u r fo reparen ts labored  here  
w ith o u t w ages; they  m ad e  co tton  k ing; and they 
bu ilt the hom es of th e ir  m asters in th e  m idst of 
b ru ta l in justice an d  sham eful hum ilia tion  —  and  
yet o u t of a bottom less v ita lity  o u r peop le  co n tin u e  
to  th rive  an d  develop. If  the  inexpressible c ru e l­
ties of slavery could no t stop  us, the opposition we 
now  face w ill surely fail. W e w ill w in  o u r freedom  
because the  sacred he ritag e  of o u r n a tio n  and the 
e te rna l w ill of G od are  em bodied  in our echoing 
dem ands.

I m ust close now . B ut before closing I am  im ­
pelled  to  m en tio n  one o th e r p o in t in your s ta te ­
m en t th a t troub led  me p ro foundly . You w arm ly  
com m ended  the B irm ingham  police force for keep­
ing “ o rd e r” an d  “ p rev en tin g  v io lence.” I d o n 't  
believe you w ould  have  so w arm ly  com m ended the 
police force if you h ad  seen its ang ry  violent dogs 
literally  b itin g  six u n a rm ed , nonvio len t Negroes. I 
d o n ’t  believe you w ould  so qu ick ly  com m end the 
po licem en if you w ould  observe th e ir  ugly an d  in ­
h u m an  tre a tm e n t of N egroes here  in  the  city ja il;  
if you w ould  w atch  th em  push a n d  curse old N egro 
w om en an d  young N egro  girls; if you w ould see 
th em  slap  and  kick old N egro  m en and young  
boys; if you w ould  observe them , as they d id  on 
tw o occasions, refusing to  give us food because we 
w an ted  to  sing ou r g race together. I ’m  sorry th a t 
I c a n ’t jo in  you in  your praise for th e  police d e ­
p a rtm en t.

I t  is tru e  th a t th ey  have  been  ra th e r  d isc ip lin ed  
in  th e ir  pub lic  h a n d lin g  o f th e  d em o n s tra to rs . 
In  th is sense th ey  h av e  been  p u b lic ly  “ n o n ­
v io len t.” But for w h a t purpose? T o  p rese rv e  th e  
evil system  of seg regation . O v er the  last few  years 
I h av e  consisten tly  p re a c h e d  th a t  n o n v io len ce  
d em an d s  th a t th e  m eans w e use m u st be as p u re  
as the ends we seek. So I h av e  tried  to  m a k e  it 
c lea r th a t  it is w ro n g  to  use im m o ra l m ean s  to  
a t ta in  m o ra l ends. B ut no w  I m ust affirm  th a t  it 
is ju s t  as w rong , o r even m ore, to  use m o ra l m ean s 
to preserve im m oral ends.

I w ish you h a d  co m m en d ed  the  N egro  d e m o n ­
stra to rs of B irm in g h am  for th e ir  sub lim e c o u rag e , 
the ir w illingness to suffer, a n d  th e ir  a m a z in g  
discip line in  the m idst o f the  m ost in h u m a n  p ro v o ­
ca tion . O n e  d ay  the S o u th  w ill recogn ize  its rea l 
heroes. T h ey  w ill be the Ja m e s  M ered ith s , c o u ­
rageously  an d  w ith  a  m ajestic  sense of p u rp o se  
facing je e r in g  an d  hostile  m obs a n d  th e  ag o n iz in g  
loneliness th a t ch a rac te rize s  the  life of th e  p io n ee r. 
T h ey  w ill be old, oppressed , b a tte re d  N egro  w o m ­
en, sym bolized in a seven ty -tw o-year-o ld  w o m a n  
of M ontgom ery , A lab am a , w h o  rose u p  w ith  a  
sense of d ig n ity  an d  w ith  h e r peop le  dec id ed  n o t to  
ride the segregated  buses, a n d  re sp o n d ed  to  one  
w ho  in q u ired  a b o u t h e r  tiredness w ith  u n g ra m ­
m a tica l p ro fund ity , “ M y feets is tired , b u t m y  soul 
is re s ted .” T hey  w ill be y oung  h ig h  school an d  
college students, y oung  m inisters of the  gospel an d  
a host of th e ir elders cou rageously  an d  non- 
violently sitting  in  a t  lu n ch  co u n te rs  an d  w illing ly  
going to ja il  for conscience’s sake. O n e  d a y  the  
S ou th  w ill know  th a t  w h en  these d is in h e rited  
ch ild ren  of God sa t d o w n  a t lu n ch  co u n te rs  th ey  
w ere in rea lity  s ta n d in g  u p  for th e  best in  th e  
A m erican  d ream  an d  the m ost sacred  values in  o u r 
Ju d eo -C h ris tian  h eritage .

N ever before have  I w ritte n  a le tte r  this lo n g  —  
or should  I say a book? I ’m  a fra id  th a t  it is m u c h  
too long to  take y o u r p rec ious tim e. I c an  assure  
you th a t  it w ould  have  been  m u ch  sh o rte r if I h a d  
been w ritin g  from  a co m fo rtab le  desk, b u t w h a t 
else is there  to do w h en  you are  a lone  for day s in 
the  du ll m onotony  of a n a rro w  ja i l  cell o th e r  th a n  
w rite  long letters, th in k  s tran g e  th o ugh ts, a n d  p ra y  
long prayers?

If I have said a n y th in g  in  th is le tte r  th a t  is 
an  u n d e rs ta te m e n t of the  t r u th  a n d  is in d ica tiv e  
of an  u n reasonab le  im p a tien ce , I beg you  to  fo r­
give m e. If I have said  a n y th in g  in  th is le tte r  
th a t  is an  o v ersta tem en t of th e  tru th  an d  is in ­
d ica tive  of my hav in g  a  p a tien ce  th a t  m akes m e 
p a tie n t w ith  an y th in g  less th a n  b ro th e rh o o d , 1 
beg G od to  forgive m e.

Tours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood,
M a r t in  L u t h e r  K in g , J r .
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