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In an open letter written on April 16, 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. responded to eight white
clergymen who criticized civil rights demonstrations in the Birmingham area. King discusses
the moral responsibility in dealing with unjust laws and taking direct action rather than waiting
potentially forever for justice to come through the courts. Here is an excerpt.

One may ask, "How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?" The answer is found in the fact
that there are two types of laws: there are just laws, and there are unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine
that "An unjust law is no law at all."

How does one determine when 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 cternal and natural law. Any
law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust. All segregation
statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a
false sense of superiority and the segregated a false sense of inferiority.

An unjust law is a code that a majority inflicts on a minority that is not binding on itself. This is difference
made legal. On the other hand, 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.

An unjust law is a code inflicted upon a minority which that minority had no part in enacting or creating
because it did not have the unhampered right to vote. Who can say that the legislature of Alabama which set up
the segregation laws was democratically elected? Throughout the state of Alabama all types of conniving
methods are used to prevent Negroes from becoming registered voters, and there are some counties without a
single Negro registered to vote, despite the fact that the Negroes constitute a majority of the population. Can
any law set up in such a state be considered democratically structured?

There are some instances when a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. I was arrested on a charge
of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong with an ordinance which requires a permit for a
parade, but when the ordinance is used to preserve segregation and to deny citizens the First Amendment
privilege of peaceful assembly and peaceful protest, then it becomes unjust.

... Over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost reached the
regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the White
Citizen's Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to
Justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence
of justice; who constantly says: "I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of
direct action"; who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another man's freedom; who lives by a
mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a “more convenient season.”

Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from
people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection.



