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According to MLK, what is the goal of direct action?
How can direct action achieve that goal?

How is MLK like Socrates?

What is meant by “justice too long delayed i justice
denied?”

Almost all of page 98, starting with “But when you
have seen...” is one long sentence not ending until the
top of page 99 with “...we find it difficult to wait.”
Why does MLK write such a long sentence?

MLK says that the “white moderate” is more of an
obstacle to freedom than the Ku Klux Klanner. What
does he mean by this? How could this be true?

How is racial oppression “like a boil?”

What is MLK s objection to the charge that his direct
action campaigns cause violence?

What is MLK’s criticism of the letter from a white
moderate saying that racial justice will come in time
and that patience is needed? '

What is the tone of this letter? What words would
you use to describe what MLK is feeling as he writes
this letter?

from

Letter from a
Birmingham Jail

BY MARTIN LUTHER KING, R,

Birmingham, Alabama, was as segregated as a city could get
in 1963.The chief of police, Eugene “Bull” Connor, was bitterly
opposed to the Civil Rights movement. Reverend Martin Luther
King, jr, announced that he would lead demonstrations in
Birmingham until the city integrated. Nonviolent marches began
in April. Day after day, marchers were arrested and jailed, and
King himself was arrested on April 12,

On May 3, Connor unleashed police dogs and men with fire-
hoses on a peaceful march. The violence of the police was broadcast
throughout the United States, causing an uproar. Finally, the
Birmingham Chamber of Commerce negotiated an agreement
to end the protests: public facilities were integrated, it was agreed
that firms would begin hiring African Americans, and all demonstrators
were released from jail. Below is an excerpt from King’s “Letter
from a Birmingham [ail"
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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.” 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 secre-
taries 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 1
feel that you are men of genuine good will and that your
criticisms are sincerely set forth, | want to try to answer
your statement in what 1 hope will be patient and rea-
sonable terms, . . |

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic
steps: collection of the facts to determine whether mjus-
tices exist; negotiation; self-purification; and direct
action. We have gone through all 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. Tts ugly record of brutality is widely
known. Negroes have experienced grossly unjust treat-
ment 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. . . .

You may well ask: “Why direct action? Why sit-ins,
marches and so forth? [sn’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 50 to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be
ignored. My citing the creation of fension as part of the
work of the nonviolent-resister may sound rather shock-
ing. But [ must confess that I am not afraid of the word
“tension.” 1 have earnestly opposed violent tension, but
there is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension which
is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was
necessary to create a tension in the mind so that indi-
viduals 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 under-
standing and brotherhood.

The purpose of our direct-action program is to cre-
ate a situation so crisis-packed that it will inevitably
open the door to negotiation. I therefore concur with
youin your calf for negotiation. Too tong 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.”

We have waited for more than 340 years for our
constitutional and God-given rights, The nations of
Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike speed toward

! unfettered—freed.
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gaining political independence, but we still creep at
horse-and-buggy pace toward gaining a cup of coffee at
a tunch counter. 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 develop-
ing an unconscious bitterness toward white people;
when you have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old
son who is asking: “Daddy, why do white people treat
colored people so mean?”; 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 “[racial epi-
thet],” your middle name becomes “boy” (however old
you are) and your last name becomes “John,” and your
wife and mother are never given the respected title
“Mrs.”; when you are harried by day and haunted by
night by the fact that you are a Negro, living constantly
at tiptoe stance, never quite knowing what to expect
next, and are plagued with inner fears and outer resent-
ments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating
sense of “nobodiness”-—then you will understand why
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we find it difficult to wait. There comes a ime when the

" cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer will-

ing to be plunged into the abyss? of despair. 1 hope, sirs,
you can understand our legitimate and unavoidable
impatience. . ..

[ must make two honest confessions to you, my
Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I must confess that
over the past few years | have been gravely disappointed
with the white moderate.® I have almost reached the
regretfable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling
block in his stride toward freedom is not the White
Citizen’s Councilor or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the
white moderafe, who is more devoted to “order” than
to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the
absence of tension to a positive peace which is the pres-
ence of justice; who constantly says: “T agree with youwin
the goal you seek, but [ cannot agree with your methods
of direct action”; who paternalistically® believes he
can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; who
lives by a mythical concept of time and who constantly
advises the Negro to wait for a “more convenient sea-
son.” Shallow understanding from people of good will
is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding
from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much
more bewildering than outright rejection.

I had hoped that the white moderate would under-
stand that law and order exist for the purpose of
establishing justice and that when they fail in this pur-
pose they become the dangerously siructured dams that
block the flow of social progress. [ had hoped that the
white moderate would understand that the present ten-

" sion in the South is a necessary phase of the transition

from an obnoxious negative peace, in which the Negro

? abyss—an unfathomable chasm; a yawning gulf.
* moderate-——one who helds political and social views that avoid extremes.

* paternalistically—like a father who deals benevolently and often
intrusively with his children.
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passively accepted his unjust plight, to a substantive

and positive peace, in which all men will respect the
dignity and worth of human personality. Actually, we
who engage in nonviolent direct action are not the cre-
ators of tension. We merely bring to the surface the hid-
den tension that is already alive. We bring it out in the
open, where it can be seen and dealt with, Like a boil
that can never be cured so long as it is covered up but
must be opened with all its ugliness to the natural med-
icines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, with all
the tension its €Xposure creates, to the light of human
conscience and the air of national opinion before it can
be cured.

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 posses-
sion of money precipitated the evil act of robbery? Isn't
this like condemning Socrates because his unswerving
commitment fo truth and his philosophical inguiries
precipitated the act by the misguided populace in which
they made him drink hemlock? Isn’t this like condemn-
ing Jesus because his unique God-consciousness and
hever-ceasing devotion to God’s will precipitated the
evil act of crucifixion? We must come to see that, as the
tederal courts have consistently affirmed, it is wrong to
trge an individual to cease his efforts (o gain his basic
constitutional rights because the quest may precipitate
violence. Society must protect the robbed and punish
the robber. '

I had also hoped that the white moderate would
reject the myth concerning time in relation to the strug-
gle for freedom. [ have justreceived a letter from a white
brother in Texas. He writes: “All Christians know that
the colored people will receive equal rights eventually,
but it is possible that you are in too great a religious
hurry. 1t has taken Christianity almost two thousand
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years to accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ
take time to come to earth.” Such an attitude stems from
a tragic misconception of time, from the strangely irra-
tional notion that there is something in the very flow of
time that will inevitably cure all ills. Actually, time itself
is neutral; it can be used either destructively or con-
structively. More and more 1 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. Hluman 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. Now
is the time to make real the promise of democracy and
transform our pending national elegy® into a creative
psalm of brotherhood. Now is the time to lift our national
policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid
rock of human dignity.

s elegy—a poem or song of death and dying,

GUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

I. How does the creation of “tension” play an important role
in nonviolent resistance?

2. In what ways do the white moderates pose the biggest
stumbling block to equal rights for African Americans?

3. Do you agree with the oft-quoted line, “justice too long
delayed is justice denied’? Explain.
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