
Context:  

-​ Jailed for defying a court injunction against marching  
-​ 8 clergy (Christian and Jewish) published moderate “A Call to Unity” in a 

Birmingham newspaper 
o​ Racial problems exist, but wait on courts 
o​ Follow laws 
o​ No Outsiders 

-​ MLK Responds while in Jail 

Three leadership lessons:  

1.​ Discover your own moral/ethical clarity to motivate action 
2.​ Embrace compassionate tension 
3.​ Tenaciously cling to respect and dignity for those you disagree with 

Quotes 

●​ Discover your moral/ethical clarity to motivate action 
o​ Human 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. 

o​ One may well ask: "How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying 
others?" The answer lies in the fact that there are two types of laws: just and 
unjust. … One has not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just 
laws. Conversely, one has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws. I 
would agree with St. Augustine that "an unjust law is no law at all." Now, 
what is the difference between the two? … To put it in the terms of St. 
Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal 
law and natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law 
that degrades human personality is unjust. 

●​ Embrace compassionate tension 
o​ But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word "tension." 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, 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 
understanding and brotherhood. 

 
o​ I must confess that over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed 

with the white moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion 
that the Negro's great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the 
White Citizen's Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, 
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 presence of 
justice; who constantly says: "I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I 
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 season." 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. 

o​ I am thankful to God that some noble souls from the ranks of organized 
religion have broken loose from the paralyzing chains of conformity and 
joined us as active partners in the struggle for freedom. 

●​ Tenaciously cling to respect and dignity for those you disagree with 
o​ 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 statement in what I hope 
will be patient and reasonable terms. 

o​ Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an 
inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. 

o​ If I have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth and indicates an 
unreasonable impatience, I beg you to forgive me. If I have said anything 
that understates the truth and indicates my having a patience that allows me 
to settle for anything less than brotherhood, I beg God to forgive me. 

 



Extra Quotes: 
o​ In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of the facts 

to determine whether injustices exist; negotiation; self purification; and 
direct action. We have gone through all these steps in Birmingham… Negro 
leaders sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the latter consistently 
refused to engage in good faith negotiation. 

o​ Mindful of the difficulties involved, we decided to undertake a process of self 
purification. We began a series of workshops on nonviolence, and we 
repeatedly asked ourselves: "Are you able to accept blows without 
retaliating?" "Are you able to endure the ordeal of jail?" 

o​ Lamentably, it is an historical fact that privileged groups seldom give up their 
privileges voluntarily. Individuals may see the moral light and voluntarily give 
up their unjust posture; but, as Reinhold Niebuhr has reminded us, groups 
tend to be more immoral than individuals. 

o​ now this approach is being termed extremist. But 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."… 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?... Perhaps the South, the nation and 
the world are in dire need of creative extremists. 

o​ I wish you had commended the Negro sit inners and demonstrators of 
Birmingham for their sublime courage, their willingness to suffer and their 
amazing discipline in the midst of great provocation. 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. 

 


