
1 

 

Outline of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr’s 

“Letter from Birmingham Jail”  

Part 1, pages 1-5 

 

A. Answering sincere men of good will 

B. Why he is in Birmingham 

a. Was invited by the Birmingham affiliate of the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference 

b. Because injustice is here. “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 

everywhere.” 

c. Responded to the “Macedonian call for aid.” 

C. The steps for a nonviolent campaign 

a. Collection of facts 

b. Negotiation 

c. Self-purification 

d. Direct action 

D. Why there is a need for nonviolent direct action in Birmingham 

a. Racial injustice engulfs this community 

b. The city father’s have refused good faith negotiations 

c. The merchants hare broken their promise to remove humiliating racial 

signs 

d. Waited for the election season to pass so that the “demonstrations could 

not be used to cloud the issues” 

e. “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.” 

f. “We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily 

given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.” 

E. Why not wait? 

a. “Wait” has almost always meant “Never.” 

b. “Justice too long delayed is justice denied.” 

c. “We have waited for more than 340 years.” [Since before 1623] 

d. Lists the “stinging darts of segregation” 
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F. How can we advocate breaking some laws while urging obeying other laws? 

a. We have a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws. 

b. “A just law is a man made code that squares with the moral law or the law 

of God.” 

c. “An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law.”  

d. “Any law that degrades human personality is unjust.” 

e. Segregation substitutes an I-it relationship for an I-thou one. 

f. Segregation is morally wrong and sinful. 

g. “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.” 

h. Lists historical examples of civil disobedience 

G. Honest confession #1: His grave disappointment with the white moderate 

a. “The Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is … the 

white moderate, who is more devoted to ‘order’ than to justice….” 

b. Prefers a negative peace, which is the absent of tension, as opposed to a 

positive peace of justice 

c. Paternalistically setting the timetable for another man’s freedom 

d. Lives by a mythical concept of time, that somehow time will cure all ills 

e. Urges Blacks to cease efforts to gain their rights because whites might 

respond with violence. 

f. Can’t understand the deep groans and passionate yearnings of the 

oppressed race. 

H. The Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s position in the Black 

community 

a. They stand in the middle of two opposing forces: 

i. Force of complacency after long years of oppression 

ii. Force of bitterness and hatred expressed by Black nationalist 

groups 

b. They continue to advocate for the “more excellent way of love and 

nonviolent protest.” 

c. The Black church is an integral part of their struggle 


