Excerpts from a Letter from a Birmingham Jail

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
April 16, 1963

...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 good-faith negotiation.

Then, last September, came the opportunity to talk with leaders of Birmingham's
economic community. In the course of the negotiations, certain promises were made by
the merchants --- for example, to remove the stores humiliating racial signs.... As the
weeks and months went by, we realized that we were the victims of a broken promise. A
few signs, briefly removed, returned; the others remained.

As in so many past experiences, our hopes had been blasted, and the shadow of deep
disappointment settled upon us. We had no alternative except to prepare for direct action,
whereby we would present our very bodies as a means of laying our case before the
conscience of the local and the national community.

You may well ask: "Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches and so forth? Isn't
negotiation a better path?" You are quite right in calling, for negotiation. 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 so to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be
ignored. My citing the creation of tension as part of the work of the nonviolent-resister
may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that | 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.

Questions:

1. What does MLK have to say about the experience blacks had negotiating with
whites in southern communities like Birmingham?
a) Answer in your own words
b) Underline a quote from the passage that helps to prove your answer.
2. Using information in the last paragraph, write your own definition of Nonviolent
direct action.
3. According to MLK what is the immediate or short term goal of non-violent direct
action?
a) Answer in your own words
b) Underline a quote from the passage that helps to prove your answer.



