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Formal Writing Assignment 2: A Response to “Letter from Birmingham Jail” 

Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” stands out as one of the more 

prominent writings of the Civil Rights Movement which lasted from 1955 to 1968, and is also 

one of the more prominent writings of any given movement for social equality. The letter was 

written by King after he had been arrested for disobeying an injunction set by the Alabama Tenth 

Circuit Court Judge that prohibited him and other major civil rights leaders at the time from 

demonstrating against segregation, due to the fact that those demonstrations had endangered the 

city by violating trespassing and parade permit laws. While in Jail, King was handed a copy of 

the newspaper that featured a statement by eight local clergymen which was known as the 

"White ministers’ letter.” The letter criticized King's use of nonviolent protest, or "direct action" 

tactics as unnecessary, as they created violence and tensions in the community instead of 

allowing the segregation issues to be handled in court legally. King's response directly 

acknowledged the ministers’ criticisms in his response known as the “Letter from Birmingham 

Jail.” The letter retorted that the Civil Rights Movements' direct action tactics were indeed 

justified as advocating desegregation was part of an agenda for "just" or "natural" law which 

elevates human dignity. King also argued that the tensions brought about in the community were 
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intentional and necessary, as using direct action tactics to force a segregated and prejudiced 

community to confront segregation was the most effective way of handling the issue.  

I agree with the construction of these arguments by King, as his appeals to broader 

themes of morality and justice are ethically appealing, resulting in an effective justification of the 

Civil Rights Movement. However, I find that the broader themes of the necessity of nonviolent 

communal tension and natural law are used by King in ways that are open to objection logically. 

King does not acknowledge that nonviolent direct action tactics do not work in every society in 

which they are used, nor does he explicitly state that the pursuit of "just" law should be done in 

just ways itself. The potential for these two objections grows stronger because of King's use of 

religious and historical allusion to other movements for social justice and equality. Readers could 

object to King's justification of the Civil Rights Movement with other historical and religious 

references in which nonviolent direct action tactics failed to achieve their goals, or in which 

natural law was pursued in unjust ways.  

King argued that the movement’s “direct action” or confrontational nonviolent protest 

methods are justified even if they create communal tensions. This claim addresses the ministers’ 

criticism that the movement is irresponsible as it has incited “hatred and violence.” In “Letter 

from Birmingham Jail,” King retorts that the tensions in the community caused by the Civil 

Rights Movement demonstrations are not only justified, but are actually necessary and 

intentional to seeing through to the movement’s success. King writes that the communities he 

demonstrates in have “constantly refused to negotiate,” and that because negotiation is not 

possible in segregated communities, “negotiation” for the movement means using direct action to 

force segregated communities to see the importance of desegregation. In stating that he seeks to 
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force the community to confront the problems of segregation rather than using legal institutions 

to confront them, King is also saying that desegregation is not just something that should be 

attained legally, but culturally and idealistically as well. Here, we see that King is emphasizing to 

the White ministers that desegregation cannot legally happen in a society that has already 

institutionalized segregation. Yet, King is also showing that that desegregation will not succeed 

if racist attitudes of society which are maintained in individuals from the community outside the 

legal system. Therefore, we see that King portrays his direct action tactics as the most reasonable 

way to confront segregation both culturally and legally. 

King also argues that the movement was part of a broader historical struggle for justice 

and equality and that the tensions it raised in the community were necessary to bring the issues 

of segregation to the public’s attention. Throughout the letter, King alluded to the developments 

of Christianity and historical accounts of the development of “just” law, defining such law as that 

which elevates human dignity and derives from God. King subsequently writes that segregation 

policies are unjust because they create social inequality and therefore damage humanity. This in 

turn asserts that the Civil Rights Movement, in seeking to spread desegregation, is part of “just” 

law and is morally justified for trying to elevate human dignity. More importantly, as King uses 

historical and religious allusions to make this point, he is implying that the Civil Rights 

Movement is part of a broader struggle throughout history to spread justice and “just” or “natural” 

law. This retorts to the ministers’ criticism that the movement was at fault for not using the 

courts and obeying the law to address its concerns. In saying that the Civil Rights Movement 

obeys “just” law, King asserts that the movement is actually legally obedient in a sense that it 
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advocates justice and equality. Also, by alluding to historical struggles for justice, King is saying 

that history is on his side.  

Overall, King’s argument is that the Civil Rights Movement and its direct action tactics 

are morally justified because in a segregated community, the only real way to see through to the 

success of desegregation is by raising tensions through nonviolence in that community which 

forces it to see the importance of desegregation. King also argues that the movement is 

connected to others throughout history which sought to spread an idea of law which provides for 

equality and justice. King’s appeal to the abstract ideas of solving segregation through 

nonviolent communal confrontation and embracing natural law, rather than using the judicial 

system, show that King sees segregation as something that exists beyond the legal level, 

extending to the communal and cultural level as well. I personally agree with these arguments, 

but I must admit that their abstract nature causes me to have some logical qualifications to my 

agreement. Of course, the abstractions employed by King may have had a purpose of arguing 

against the cultural aspect of segregation. Yet, the notion that nonviolent direct action tactics are 

the most effective way to raise issues to an oppressive community is problematic in the fact that 

there are numerous historical examples in which either nonviolent direct action tactics have 

failed, or in which violent uprisings and confrontations have either succeeded or failed. Indeed, 

nonviolent protest tactics such as King’s “direct action” methods are not inherently successful, 

and their success depends on political and cultural precedent in a given people. 

An example of a way in which cultural and political precedent made the difference in the 

success of a nonviolent movement was during the infamous Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 

in Beijing, China. Similar to the Birmingham campaign, these protests were also done by 
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nonviolent methods for the sake of forcing the authorities to see the importance of their concerns 

for "just" law. Also similarly to the Birmingham campaign, the protestors were met with 

violence by the authorities, and the political reform and greater civil liberties they protested for 

were not immediately implemented. However, the long-term outcome of these two protests was 

totally different. The Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965 implemented the desegregationist 

policies that the Birmingham protestors demonstrated for; yet the civil liberties and political 

reform the protestors in Beijing wanted still have yet to be implemented today. This is because 

China did not have a strong precedent for valuing individual civil liberties and democracy by the 

time of the protests, as China has been historically a collectivist culture with a precedent of 

authoritarianism under their communist party. The United States eventually saw through to 

desegregation because it was already on the political agenda at that point; the Brown v. Board of 

Education case in 1954 called for the desegregation of public schools, and President Kennedy 

had even announced to the nation that dealing with segregation was a "moral issue.” In respect to 

the Tiananmen Square protests, we can thus see that the use of nonviolent direct action tactics by 

protestors never truly succeeded in forcing the authorities and community to consider their goals. 

While this was also true of Birmingham, as the city remained segregated after King had left it, 

the Birmingham campaign still attracted the nation’s attention to desegregation and eventually 

most segregationist policies were done away with by the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965.  

From this example, we can see how political and cultural precedent matters when hoping 

for the success of nonviolent direct action tactics. Even if King could not have anticipated the 

Tiananmen Square protests because they occurred more than twenty-five years after the 

Birmingham Campaign, it is important to note that they failed because of the sociopolitical 
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situation in China at that time. King still could have taken into account that a historically 

collectivist and authoritarian state such as China would be much less likely to embrace change 

brought about by nonviolent protest. While I do agree that direct action tactics did work in the 

long run for the Civil Rights Movement, it can still be argued against King that they do not 

always force an oppressive community to see the importance of what the oppressed have to say.  

I also believe King’s argument that the Civil Rights Movement was in the right for 

advocating what is considered to be “just” law, or “natural law”. King uses very convincing 

evidence for this justification, arguing that blacks have waited since the colonization of America 

to be equal to whites, and that an interpretation of “just” law is already in place because of the 

1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling by the Supreme Court. However, one of the other ways 

King justifies this argument presents some objections. Another one of King’s major devices for 

justifying the Civil Rights Movement against the accusation from the White ministers that it is 

not solving desegregation legally is by arguing that the Civil Rights Movement seeks to establish 

desegregation in order to spread a “just” form of law. This idea makes the Civil Rights 

Movement legal in a “just” interpretation of the law. One of the ways King makes this point is 

through historical and religious allusion to events and religious figures that are associated with 

“just” law that uplifts human dignity and establishes equality. This method helps King connect 

the Civil Rights Movement to other struggles which sought to expand and establish civil liberties, 

putting the Civil Rights Movement into a broader perspective of history with those movements. 

However, this rhetoric also presents ways to argue against the Civil Rights Movement if its goal 

is to expand “just” law by trying to end segregation. Connecting the Civil Rights Movement to 

other movements which furthered “just” law also implies association with movements that have 
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done so by means that were morally questionable. For example, one could use this logic to 

associate the Civil Rights Movement with the Reign of Terror during the French Revolution, a 

large-scale movement that also sought to spread the ideas of equality and liberty that King often 

cites in his letter, while being infamously violent and often seen as morally demeaning to the 

purpose of the French Revolution. Though King does seem to cover this counterargument by 

specifically advocating nonviolent direct action, he does not explicitly state that “just” law 

should be advocated by similarly “just” means. Readers do see King connect the Civil Rights 

Movement’s quest to end segregation to events such as the spread of Christianity by Paul, (King 

2) Jeffersonian ideas of liberty (King 3) and St. Thomas Aquinas’ definition of natural law (King 

2) which are commonly thought as just. However, without clarification, readers are left open to 

interpret the Civil Rights Movement in comparison to movements which used violent or unjust 

means to try to advocate “just” law. While King’s logical assertion that the Civil Rights 

Movement is justified in its actions is convincing, his abstract support of this argument leaves 

readers open to interpretation that could actually hurt King’s argument.  

Overall, King is very convincing in his defense of the Civil Rights Movement toward the 

White ministers’ criticisms. I find myself convinced in his abstract appeals to the ideas of “just” 

law and the ways in which direct action is intended to work. However, those abstractions do 

leave themselves open to critique, as King does not entirely logically clarify counterarguments 

that could be addressed to them. Though, this may be intentional on King’s part. The purposes of 

doing demonstrations in segregated communities, rather than simply using the judicial system as 

the White ministers suggest, are to eliminate segregation that is cultural; cultural justification of 

segregation is itself very abstract. Using “Letter from Birmingham Jail” and nonviolent 
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demonstrations helps force the community to see ideas about living without segregation, rather 

than just legal and logical justifications for it. In the way King uses abstractions, readers can see 

that King believes that segregation originates not from law that can be argued with logistically, 

but from cultural ideology, which must be contended with by other ideals. 
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Comment [1]: Great job revising these so 
they use appropriate MLA style. There is just 
one problem with the Works Cited now: when 
you include something in a Works Cited page, 
it suggests that the work was actually cited 
somewhere in your paper within an in-text 
citation. Right now, only the King text is 
directly cited with in-text citations in your 
paper. You’d need to include in-text citations 
after the information you’ve gotten from each 
of these other sources, too. 


