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Extracts from King's letter from Birmingham jail, 16 April 1963
(© Estate of Martin Luther King, Jr)

Questions

1. Why did King and the civil rights activists decide to take direct action in Birmingham?
2. What do you think King meant by the phrase: "freedom is never voluntarily given by the
oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed"?
3. King was a powerful writer and speaker. Look at the extracts carefully. Where was he trying
to appeal to:

a) emotions?

b) logical arguments?
4. Can you comment on any other aspects that make this a persuasive letter?
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In any non-violent campaign there are four basic
steps: Collection of the facts to determine whether
injustices are alive; Negotiation; Self-purification
and Direct action. We have gone through all of these
steps in Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying of
the fact that racial injustice engulfs this commu-
nity.

Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly segregated
city in the United States. Its ugly record of police
brutality is known in every section of this country.
Its unjust treatment of Negroes in the courts is a
notorious reality. There have been more unsolved
bombings of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham
than any city in this nation. These are the hard,
brutal and unbelievable facts. On the basis of these
conditions, Negro leaders sought to negotiate with
the city fathers. But the political leaders consis-
tently refused to engage in good faith 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 never yet
engaged in a direct action movement that was "well
timed," according to the timetable of those who have
not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation.
For years now I have heard the words "Wait!" It rings
in the ear of every Negro with a piercing familiar-
ity. This "Wait" has almost always meant "Never." We
must come to see with the distinguished jurist of
yesterday that "justice too long delayed is justice
denied."

We have waited for more than three hundred and forty
years for our constitutional and God-given rights.
The nations of Asia and Africa are moving with
jet-like speed toward the goal of political indepen-
dence, and we still creep at horse and buggy pace
toward the gaining of a cup of coffee at a lunch
counter. I guess 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, brutalize and even kill
your black brothers and sisters with impunity; 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,
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