Martin Luther King, Jr.: “Letter From The Birmingham Jail” 4/16/63
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….But since I feel that you are men of genuine good will
and that your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I want to try to answer your statements in
what I hope will be patient and reasonable terms.
I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Moreover, I am cognizant of the
interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be
concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice
everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single
garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.
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. 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…. Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the
United States. Its ugly record of brutality is widely known. Negroes have experienced
grossly unjust treatment 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. On the basis of these conditions, Negro leaders sought
to negotiate with the city fathers. But the latter consistently refused to engage in goodfaith negotiation.
You may well ask: "Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches and so forth? Isn't
negotiation a better path?" You are quite right…. 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. I 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 individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the
unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, we 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 crisispacked that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation.
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 gaining political
independence, but we still creep at horse-and-buggy pace toward gaining a cup of coffee
at a lunch counter. Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging dark 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 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-county 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) 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 resentments; when you are forever fighting a
degenerating sense of "nobodiness" then you will understand why we find it difficult to
wait. There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer
willing to be plunged into the abyss of despair. I hope, sirs, you can understand our
legitimate and unavoidable impatience.
{Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For instance, I have
been arrested on a charge of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong in
having an ordinance which requires a permit for a parade. But such an ordinance
becomes unjust when it is used to maintain segregation and to deny citizens the First
Amendment privilege of peaceful assembly and protest. 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.
Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. In our own nation,
the Boston Tea Party represented a massive act of civil disobedience.
We should never forget that everything Adolf Hitler did in Germany was "legal". It was
"illegal" to aid and comfort a Jew in Hitler's Germany. Even so, I am sure that, had I
lived in Germany at the time, I would have aided and comforted my Jewish brothers.}

You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first I was rather disappointed
that fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as those of an extremist. I began
thinking about the fact that I stand in the middle of two opposing forces in the Negro
community. One is a force of complacency, made up in part of Negroes who, as a result
of long years of oppression, are so drained of self-respect and a sense of "somebodiness"
that they have adjusted to segregation; and in part of a few middle class Negroes who,
because of a degree of academic and economic security and because in some ways they
profit by segregation, have become insensitive to the problems of the masses. The other
force is one of bitterness and hatred, and it comes perilously close to advocating violence.
It is expressed in the various black nationalist groups that are springing up across the
nation, the largest and best-known being Elijah Muhammad's Muslim movement.
Nourished by the Negro's frustration over the continued existence of racial
discrimination, this movement is made up of people who have lost faith in America, who
have absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who have concluded that the white man is an
incorrigible "devil."
Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually
manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro. Something within
has reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something without has reminded him
that it can be gained. Consciously or unconsciously, he has been caught up by the
Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of Africa and his brown and yellow brothers of
Asia, South America and the Caribbean, the United States Negro is moving with a
sense of great urgency toward the promised land of racial justice. 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.
…though I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as I continued
to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was
not Jesus an extremist for love: "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good
to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you."
Was not Amos an extremist for justice: "Let justice roll down like waters and
righteousness like an ever-flowing stream." Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian
gospel: "I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus." …And Abraham Lincoln:
"This nation cannot survive half slave and half free." And Thomas Jefferson: "We hold
these truths to be self-evident, that an men are created equal ..." So the question is not
whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be. Will we be
extremists for hate or for love? Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or
for the extension of justice?

I have no fear about the outcome of our struggle in Birmingham, even if our motives are
at present misunderstood. We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham, and all over
the nation, because the goal of America is freedom. Abused and scorned though we may
be, our destiny is tied up with America's destiny. Before the pilgrims landed at
Plymouth, we were here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched the majestic words of the
Declaration of Independence across the pages of history, we were here. For more than
two centuries our forebears labored in this country without wages; they made cotton king;
they built the homes of their masters while suffering gross injustice and shameful
humiliation-and yet out of a bottomless vitality they continued to thrive and develop. If
the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not stop us, the opposition we now face will
surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred heritage of our nation and the
eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands.
One day the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths, with
the noble sense of purpose that enables them to face jeering, and hostile mobs, and with
the agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the pioneer. They will be old,
oppressed, battered Negro women, symbolized in a seventy-two-year-old woman in
Montgomery, Alabama, who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her people decided
not to ride segregated buses, and who responded with ungrammatical profundity to one
who inquired about her weariness: "My feets is tired, but my soul is rested." They will be
the young high school and college students, the young ministers of the gospel and a host
of their elders, courageously and nonviolently sitting in at lunch counters and willingly
going to jail for conscience's sake. One day the South will know that when these
disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up
for what is best in the American dream and for the most sacred values in our JudeoChristian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy
which were dug deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and
the Declaration of Independence.

President Kennedy Civil Rights Address, 6/11/63
Good evening, my fellow citizens:
This Nation was founded by men of many nations and backgrounds. It was founded on the
principle that all men are created equal, and that the rights of every man are diminished when the
rights of one man are threatened.
Today, we are committed to a worldwide struggle to promote and protect the rights of all who
wish to be free. And when Americans are sent to Vietnam or West Berlin, we do not ask for
whites only. It ought to be possible, therefore, for American students of any color to attend any
public institution they select without having to be backed up by troops. It ought to be possible for
American consumers of any color to receive equal service in places of public accommodation,
such as hotels and restaurants and theaters and retail stores, without being forced to resort to
demonstrations in the street, and it ought to be possible for American citizens of any color to
register and to vote in a free election without interference or fear of reprisal. It ought to be
possible, in short, for every American to enjoy the privileges of being American without regard to
his race or his color. In short, every American ought to have the right to be treated as he would
wish to be treated, as one would wish his children to be treated. But this is not the case.
The Negro baby born in America today, regardless of the section of the State in which he is born,
has about one-half as much chance of completing a high school as a white baby born in the same
place on the same day, one-third as much chance of completing college, one-third as much
chance of becoming a professional man, twice as much chance of becoming unemployed, about
one-seventh as much chance of earning $10,000 a year, a life expectancy which is 7 years
shorter, and the prospects of earning only half as much.
This is not a sectional issue. Nor is this a partisan issue. This is not even a legal or legislative
issue alone. We are confronted primarily with a moral issue. It is as old as the Scriptures and is
as clear as the American Constitution.
The heart of the question is whether all Americans are to be afforded equal rights and equal
opportunities…. If an American, because his skin is dark, cannot eat lunch in a restaurant open to
the public, if he cannot send his children to the best public school available, if he cannot vote for
the public officials who will represent him, if, in short, he cannot enjoy the full and free life which
all of us want, then who among us would be content to have the color of his skin changed and
stand in his place? Who among us would then be content with the counsels of patience and
delay?
One hundred years of delay have passed since President Lincoln freed the slaves, yet their heirs,
their grandsons, are not fully free. They are not yet freed from the bonds of injustice. They are not
yet freed from social and economic oppression. And this Nation, for all its hopes and all its
boasts, will not be fully free until all its citizens are free.
We preach freedom around the world, and we mean it, and we cherish our freedom here at
home, but are we to say to the world, and much more importantly, to each other that this is the
land of the free except for the Negroes; that we have no second-class citizens except Negroes;
that we have no class or caste system, no ghettoes, no master race except with respect to
Negroes?
Now the time has come for this Nation to fulfill its promise. Next week I shall ask the Congress of
the United States to act, to make a commitment it has not fully made in this century to the
proposition that race has no place in American life or law.

Malcolm X: “Message to the Grassroots”
We all agree tonight…that America has a very serious problem…. America's problem
is us. We're her problem. The only reason she has a problem is she doesn't want us
here. And every time you look at yourself, be you black, brown, red, or yellow -- a
so-called Negro -- you represent a person who poses such a serious problem for
America because you're not wanted
…you sure don't catch hell 'cause you're an American; 'cause if you was an
American, you wouldn't catch no hell. You catch hell 'cause you're a black man.
So we are all black people, so-called Negroes, second-class citizens, ex-slaves. You
are nothing but a ex-slave…. You didn't come here on the "Mayflower." You came
here on a slave ship -- in chains, like a horse, or a cow, or a chicken. And you were
brought here by the people who came here on the "Mayflower." You were brought
here by the so-called Pilgrims, or Founding Fathers.
We have a common enemy. We have a common oppressor, a common exploiter, and
a common discriminator. But once we all realize that we have this common enemy,
then we unite on the basis of what we have in common. And what we have foremost
in common is that enemy -- the white man. He's an enemy to all of us.
I would like to make a few comments concerning the difference between the black
revolution and the Negro revolution. There's a difference. What is the difference
between a black revolution and a Negro revolution? First, what is a revolution?
Look at the American Revolution in 1776. That revolution was for what? For land.
Why did they want land? Independence. How was it carried out? Bloodshed….The
French Revolution -- what was it based on? The land-less against the landlord. What
was it for? Land. How did they get it? Bloodshed. Was no love lost; was no
compromise; was no negotiation. I'm telling you, you don't know what a revolution
is. 'Cause when you find out what it is, you'll get back in the alley; you'll get out of
the way. The Russian Revolution -- what was it based on? Land. The land-less
against the landlord. How did they bring it about? Bloodshed. You haven't got a
revolution that doesn't involve bloodshed. And you're afraid to bleed. I said, you're
afraid to bleed.
As long as the white man sent you to Korea, you bled. He sent you to Germany, you
bled. He sent you to the South Pacific to fight the Japanese, you bled. You bleed for
white people. But when it comes time to seeing your own churches being bombed
and little black girls be murdered, you haven't got no blood. You bleed when the
white man says bleed; you bite when the white man says bite; and you bark when
the white man says bark. I hate to say this about us, but it's true. How are you going
to be nonviolent in Mississippi, as violent as you were in Korea? How can you justify
being nonviolent in Mississippi and Alabama, when your churches are being bombed,
and your little girls are being murdered, and at the same time you're going to be
violent with Hitler, and Tojo, and somebody else that you don't even know?
If violence is wrong in America, violence is wrong abroad. If it's wrong to be violent
defending black women and black children and black babies and black men, then it's
wrong for America to draft us and make us violent abroad in defense of her. And if it
is right for America to draft us, and teach us how to be violent in defense of her,
then it is right for you and me to do whatever is necessary to defend our own people
right here in this country.
So I cite these various revolutions, brothers and sisters, to show you -- you don't
have a peaceful revolution. You don't have a turn-the-other-cheek revolution.

There's no such thing as a nonviolent revolution. [The] only kind of revolution that's
nonviolent is the Negro revolution. The only revolution based on loving your enemy
is the Negro revolution. The only revolution in which the goal is a desegregated lunch
counter, a desegregated theater, a desegregated park, and a desegregated public
toilet; you can sit down next to white folks on the toilet. That's no revolution.
Revolution is based on land. Land is the basis of all independence. Land is the basis
of freedom, justice, and equality.
The white man knows what a revolution is. He knows that the black revolution is
world-wide in scope and in nature. The black revolution is sweeping Asia, sweeping
Africa, is rearing its head in Latin America…. And the white man is screaming
because he sees revolution in Latin America. How do you think he'll react to you
when you learn what a real revolution is? You don't know what a revolution is. If you
did, you wouldn't use that word.
Revolution is bloody. Revolution is hostile. Revolution knows no compromise.
Revolution overturns and destroys everything that gets in its way. And you, sitting
around here like a knot on the wall, saying, "I'm going to love these folks no matter
how much they hate me." No, you need a revolution. Whoever heard of a revolution
where they lock arms, singing "We Shall Overcome"? Just tell me. You don't do that
in a revolution. You don't do any singing; you're too busy swinging. It's based on
land. A revolutionary wants land so he can set up his own nation, an independent
nation. These Negroes aren't asking for no nation. They're trying to crawl back on
the plantation.
There was two kinds of slaves. There was the house Negro and the field Negro. The
house Negroes - they lived in the house with master, they dressed pretty good, they
ate good 'cause they ate his food -- what he left. They lived in the attic or the
basement, but still they lived near the master; and they loved their master more
than the master loved himself. They would give their life to save the master's house
quicker than the master would. The house Negro, if the master said, "We got a good
house here," the house Negro would say, "Yeah, we got a good house here."
Whenever the master said "we," he said "we." That's how you can tell a house
Negro.
If the master's house caught on fire, the house Negro would fight harder to put the
blaze out than the master would. If the master got sick, the house Negro would say,
"What's the matter, boss, we sick?" We sick! He identified himself with his master
more than his master identified with himself. And if you came to the house Negro
and said, "Let's run away, let's escape, let's separate," the house Negro would look
at you and say, "Man, you crazy. What you mean, separate? Where is there a better
house than this? Where can I wear better clothes than this? Where can I eat better
food than this?" That was that house Negro. In those days he was called a "house
nigger." And that's what we call him today, because we've still got some house
niggers running around here.
On that same plantation, there was the field Negro. The field Negro -- those were the
masses. There were always more Negroes in the field than there was Negroes in the
house. The Negro in the field caught hell. He ate leftovers. In the house they ate
high up on the hog. The Negro in the field didn't get nothing but what was left of the
insides of the hog. They call 'em "chitt'lin'" nowadays. In those days they called them
what they were: guts. That's what you were -- a gut-eater. And some of you all still
gut-eaters.
The field Negro was beaten from morning to night. He lived in a shack, in a hut; He
wore old, castoff clothes. He hated his master. I say he hated his master. He was

intelligent. That house Negro loved his master. But that field Negro -- remember,
they were in the majority, and they hated the master. When the house caught on
fire, he didn't try and put it out; that field Negro prayed for a wind, for a breeze.
When the master got sick, the field Negro prayed that he'd die. If someone come to
the field Negro and said, "Let's separate, let's run," he didn't say "Where we going?"
He'd say, "Any place is better than here." You've got field Negroes in America today.
I'm a field Negro. The masses are the field Negroes. When they see this man's house
on fire, you don't hear these little Negroes talking about "our government is in
trouble." They say, "The government is in trouble." Imagine a Negro: "Our
government"! I even heard one say "our astronauts." They won't even let him near
the plant -- and "our astronauts"! "Our Navy" -- that's a Negro that's out of his mind.
Just as the slave master of that day used Tom, the house Negro, to keep the field
Negroes in check, the same old slave master today has Negroes who are nothing but
modern Uncle Toms, 20th century Uncle Toms, to keep you and me in check, keep
us under control, keep us passive and peaceful and nonviolent. That's Tom making
you nonviolent. It's like when you go to the dentist, and the man's going to take
your tooth. You're going to fight him when he starts pulling. So he squirts some stuff
in your jaw called novacaine, to make you think they're not doing anything to you.
So you sit there and 'cause you've got all of that novacaine in your jaw, you suffer
peacefully. Blood running all down your jaw, and you don't know what's happening.
'Cause someone has taught you to suffer -- peacefully.
The slave master took Tom and dressed him well, and fed him well, and even gave
him a little education -- a little education; gave him a long coat and a top hat and
made all the other slaves look up to him. Then he used Tom to control them. The
same strategy that was used in those days is used today, by the same white man.
He takes a Negro, a so-called Negro, and make him prominent, build him up,
publicize him, make him a celebrity. And then he becomes a spokesman for Negroes
-- and a Negro leader.
It's just like when you've got some coffee that's too black, which means it's too
strong. What you do? You integrate it with cream; you make it weak. If you pour too
much cream in, you won't even know you ever had coffee. It used to be hot, it
becomes cool. It used to be strong, it becomes weak. It used to wake you up, now
it'll put you to sleep. This is what they did with the march on Washington. They
joined it. They joined it, became a part of it, took it over. And as they took it over, it
lost its militancy. They ceased to be angry. They ceased to be hot. They ceased to be
uncompromising. Why, it even ceased to be a march. It became a picnic, a circus.
Nothing but a circus, with clowns and all.

I.
Looking at the Letter From a Birmingham Jail, in which paragraphs do you see King
discussing:
Constitutional rights:
Religious values:
International context:
Personal / moral perspective:
History:

Looking at President Kennedy’s speech, in which paragraphs do you see him discussing:
Constitutional rights:
Religious values:
International context:
Personal / moral perspective:
History:
In other words, King has established the vocabulary that the rest of the nation will use to
understand what the mainstream civil rights movement is all about. This is a patriotic
movement, not a subversive one.
II.
Now look at the speech by Malcolm X.
In what paragraphs do you see him making:
Historical arguments:
Philosophical arguments:
Metaphorical arguments:
What seem to be his biggest disagreements with King about Blacks, America, and the
civil rights movement?

