Learning about Legislation #16 - In honor of Martin Luther King Jr. Day
Excerpts from Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” composed April 16, 1963:
“I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly in
Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat
to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single
garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we
afford to live with the narrow, provincial ‘outside agitator’ idea. Anyone who lives inside the
United States can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its bounds…
“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 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 halftruths 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…
“How does one determine whether a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made
code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of
Harmony with the moral law. 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…Let us consider a more
concrete example of just and unjust laws. An unjust law is a code that a numerical or power
majority group compels a minority group to obey but does not make binding on itself. This is
difference made legal. By the same token, a just law is a code that a majority compels a minority
to follow and that it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness made legal…”

I would encourage everyone to read Letter from Birmingham Jail in its entirety if they have not done so already.
The segments I excerpted above seem particularly relevant as we head towards the Women’s Marches and into
this election year. But the full version of the letter has a lot to say about Dr. King’s disappointment in white
moderates, and as I read it, I cannot help but feel a great deal of his writing is just as applicable today when one
considers how bifurcated our political realm has become. Take some time as we celebrate the life and work of Dr.
King and to review his work. This website has a lot of audio of his speeches, should you wish to listen. -KPZ

