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Letter from Birmingham Jail by Martin Luther King, Jr. From the Birmingham jail, where he was imprisoned as a participant in nonviolent demonstrations against segregation, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote in longhand the letter which follows. It 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 work at Morehouse College; attended the integrated Crozer Theological Seminary in Chester, Pennsylvania, one of six black pupils among a hundred students, and the president of his class; and won a fellowship to Boston University for his Ph.D.

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 else in the course of the day, and I would have no time for constructive work. But 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 reasonable terms. 

I think I should 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 Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization operating in every Southern state, with headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliate organizations all across the South, one being the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. Whenever necessary and possible, we share staff, educational and financial resources with our affiliates. Several months ago our local affiliate here in Birmingham invited us to be on call to engage in a nonviolent direct-action program if such were deemed necessary. We readily consented, and when the hour came we lived up to our promises. So I am here, along with several members of my staff, because we were invited here. I am here because I have basic organizational ties here. 

Beyond this, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the eighth-century prophets left their little villages and carried their "thus saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their hometowns; and just as the Apostle Paul left his little village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to practically every hamlet and city of the Greco-Roman world, I too am compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my particular hometown. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid. 
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. Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered an outsider. 

You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham. But I am sorry that your statement did not express a similar concern for the conditions that brought the demonstrations into being. I am sure that each of you would want to go beyond the superficial social analyst who looks merely at effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. I would not hesitate to say that it is unfortunate that so-called demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham at this time, but I would say in more emphatic terms that it is even more unfortunate that the white power structure of this city left the Negro community with no other alternative. 
1. Choose three answers. According to Martin Luther King, why is he in Birmingham? 

a. He was invited

b. Apostle Paul told him to

c. Injustice is in Birmingham

d. He has family in Birmingham

e. He has basic ties in Birmingham

2. Where is Martin Luther King writing this letter?  _____________________________________

3. Based on your answer to number 2, why was he there?

a. He was African American

b. His response to the public concerns

c. Participation in violent demonstrations

d. Participation in non-violent demonstrations

4. Copy the sentence that told you the answer to number 2 and 3. 

5. Choose two answers. Why doesn’t Martin Luther King respond to all of the criticisms he receives? 

a. His secretaries don’t want him to

b. He only responds to the ones that interest him

c. He would have no time left for constructive work

d. His secretaries would not accomplish anything else

6. In the last paragraph, Martin Luther King discusses cause and effect. What caused the demonstrations in Birmingham? Answer in SRE format. 

S: Statement (answer in complete sentence)

R: Reason (quote from paragraph)

E: Explanation (explain how your quote proves your answer)
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Martin Luther King Jr.’s ‘Letter From Birmingham City Jail’
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‘There are two types of laws, just and unjust,’ wrote Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. from jail on Easter weekend, 1963. ‘One has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws.’ St. Thomas Aquinas would not have disagreed. The image burnished into national memory is the Dr. King of ‘I Have a Dream,’ delivered 40 years ago in Washington, D.C. So it’s hard to conjure up the 34-year-old in a narrow cell in Birmingham City Jail, hunkered down alone at sunset, using the margins of newspapers and the backs of legal papers to articulate the philosophical foundation of the Civil Rights Movement.

‘Letter From Birmingham City Jail,’ now considered a classic of world literature, was crafted as a response to eight local white clergymen who had denounced Dr. King’s nonviolent protest in the Birmingham News, demanding an end to the demonstrations for desegregation of lunch counters, restrooms and stores. Dr. King’s letter had to be smuggled out of the jail in installments by his attorneys, arriving thought by thought at the Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s makeshift nerve center at the Gaston Motel. An intensely disciplined Christian, Dr. King was able to mold a modern manifesto of nonviolent resistance out of the teachings of Jesus and Gandhi.

1. Choose 3. How did Martin Luther King share his letter from jail? 

a. The back of legal papers

b. Through family visitors 

c. On margins of newspapers

d. In installments by his attorneys

e. Through teachings of Jesus and Gandhi

2.  Choose 2. What was the purpose of writing this letter?

a. To free other blacks from jail

b. He felt he had a moral responsibility

c. To share his declaration of nonviolent resistance 

d. To articulate the foundation of the Civil Rights Movement

3. Who did Martin Luther King base his manifesto on?  _________________________________________

