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Martin Luther King, Jr. (January 15, 1929 — April 4, 1968), was an American
clergyman, activist and prominent leader in the African-American civil rights
movement. His main legacy was to secure progress on civil rights in the United
States and he is frequently referenced as a human rights icon today. King is
recognized as a martyr by two Christian churches. A Baptist minister, King
became a civil rights activist early in his career. He led the 1955 Montgomery
Bus Boycott and helped found the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in
1957, serving as its first president. King's efforts led to the 1963 March on
Washington, where King delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech. There, he
raised public consciousness of the civil rights movement and established himself
as one of the greatest orators in U.S. history. In 1964, King became the youngest
person to receive the Nobel Peace Prize for his work to end racial segregation
and racial discrimination through civil disobedience and other non-violent
means. By the time of his death in 1968, he had refocused his efforts on ending
poverty and opposing the Vietnam War, both from a religious perspective. King
was assassinated on April 4, 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee. He was
posthumously awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1977 and
Congressional Gold Medal in 2004; Martin Luther King, Jr. Day was established
as a U.S. national holiday in 1986.

LerTens or A NaTioN

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to Eight Fellow Clergymen

Cmﬁned in a small jail for “civil disobedience” in Birmingham, Al-
abama, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. learned that eight prominent clergy-
men, all white, had issued an “Appeal for Law and Order and Common
Sense” essentially condemning King. They believed his marches, sit-ins,
and demonstrations—although nonviolent —were nevertheless igniting the
Slames of fear and racial strife in the towns and cities in which they oc-
curred. The clergymen recommended that King try to solve racial problems
through the local and federal courts. Results would come more slowly, they
conceded, but at least there would be no possibility of confrontation or so-
cial discord. Despite his imprisonment King felt it necessary to respond im-
mec{zately to their criticisms, as well as to their praise for the Birmingham
Police Department, led by Eugene “Bull” Connor, who assaulted demon-
strators with fire hoses and police dogs. Initially written in the margins of
a newspaper and on scraps of paper in his cell (he was then provided a
n?tq)ad by his attorneys), King's “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” has
since become one of the most famous letters in American history.

, April 16, 1963
My dear Fellow Clergymen, ’

While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across
your recent statement calling our present activities “unwise and
untimely.” Seldom, if ever, do I pause to answer criticism of my
work and ideas. If I sought to answer all of the criticisms that cross
my desk, my secretaries would be engaged in little elsé in the
course of the day, and I would have no time for constructive work.
Bl‘ltl since I feel that you are men of genuine good will and your
criticisms. are sincerely set forth, I would like to answer your
statement in what I hope will be patient and reasonahle terms.

. I think I shpuld give the reason for my being in Birmingham,
since you have been influenced by the argument of “outsiders
coming in.” I have the honor of serving as president of the
Southc?rn Christian Leadership Conference, an organization
operating in every southern state, with headquarters in Atlanta,

[Tef WeySuruuIg e Woxy 1o  df “ONIY YAHLNT NILIVIN

Sol



MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. Letter from a Birmingham Jail 196



MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. Letter from a Birmingham Jail 197



MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. Letter from a Birmingham Jail 198



MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. Letter from a Birmingham Jail 199



MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. Letter from a Birmingham Jail 200



LerTteErs oF Sociar CoNCERN 219

many streets of the South would be flowing with floods of blood.
And I am further convinced that if our white brothers dismiss us
as “rabble-rousers” and “outside agitators” those of us who are
working through the channels of nonviolent direct action and
refuse to support our nonviolent efforts, millions of Negroes, out of
frustration and despair, will seek solace and security in black
nationalist ideologies, a development that will lead inevitably to a
frightening racial nightmare.

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The urge
for freedom will eventually come. This is what happened to the
American Negro. Something within has reminded him of his
birthright of freedom; something without has reminded him that
he can gain it. Consciously and unconsciously, he has been swept
in by what the Germans call the Zeigeist, and with his black
brothers of Africa, and his brown and yellow brothers of Asia,
South America and the Caribbean, he is moving with a sense of
cosmic urgency toward the promised land of racial justice.
Recognizing this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro community,
one should readily understand public demonstrations. The Negro
has many pent-up resentments and latent frustrations. He has to
get them out. So let him march sometime; let him have his prayer
pilgrimages to the city hall; understand why he must have sit-ins
and freedom rides. If his repressed emotions do not come out in
these nonviolent ways, they will come out in ominous expressions
of violence. This is not a threat; it is a fact of history. So I have not
said to my people “get rid of your discontent.” But I have tried to
say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled
through the creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. Now this
approach is being dismissed as extremist. I must admit that I was
initially disappointed in being so categorized.

But as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained
a bit of satisfaction from being considered an extremist. Was not
Jesus an extremist in love —“Love your enemies, bless them that
curse you, pray for them that despitefully use you.” Was not Amos
an extremist for justice—“Let justice roll down like waters and
righteousness like a mighty stream.” Was not Paul an extremist for
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moment and sensed the need for powerful “action” antidotes to
combat the disease of segregation.

Let me rush on to mention my other disappointment. I have
been so greatly disappointed with the white church and its
leadership. Of course, there are some notable exceptions. I am not
unmindful of the fact that each of you has taken some significant
stands on this issue. I commend you, Rev. Stallings, for your
Christian stance on this past Sunday, in welcoming Negroes to
your worship service on a non-segregated basis. I commend the
Catholic leaders of this state for integrating Springhill College
several years ago. ‘

But despite these notable exceptions I must honestly reiterate
that I have been disappointed with the church. I do not say that as
one of the negative critics who can always find something wrong
with the church. I say it as a minister of the gospel, who loves the
church; who was nurtured in its bosom; who has been sustained by
its spiritual blessings and who will remain true to it as long as the
cord of life shall lengthen.

I had the strange feeling when I was suddenly catapulted into
the leadership of the bus protest in Montgomery several years ago
that we would have the support of the white church. I felt that the
white ministers, priests and rabbis of the South would be some of
our strongest allies. Instead, some have been outright opponents,
refusing to understand the freedom movement and
misrepresenting its leaders; all too many others have been more
cautious than courageous and have remained silent behind the
anesthetizing security of the stained-glass windows.

In spite of my shattered dreams of the past, I came to
Birmingham with the hope that the white religious leadership of
this community would see the justice of our cause, and with deep
moral concern, serve as the channel through which our just
grievances would get to the power structure. I had hoped that each
of you would understand. But again I have been disappointed. I
have heard numerous religious leaders of the South call upon their
worshippers to comply with a desegregation decision because it is
the law, but I have longed to hear white ministers say, “Follow this
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