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Document #1: “A Call for Unity” (April 12, 1963) - Excerpts 

 

On April 12, 1963, while Martin Luther King was in the Birmingham jail because of his desegregation 

demonstrations, eight prominent Alabama clergymen published the following statement in the local 

newspapers urging blacks to withdraw their support from Martin Luther King and his demonstrations. 

Although they were in basic agreement with King that segregation should end, they accused King of being 

an outsider, of using "extreme measures" that incite "hatred and violence", that King's demonstrations 

are "unwise and untimely", and that the racial issues should instead be "properly pursued in the courts."  

Notice the use of the term “technically peaceful.”  

 

We the undersigned clergymen are among those who, in January, issued "An Appeal for Law and Order 

and Common Sense," in dealing with racial problems in Alabama. We expressed understanding that 

honest convictions in racial matters could properly be pursued in the courts, but urged that decisions of 

those courts should in the meantime be peacefully obeyed… 

 

However, we are now confronted by a series of demonstrations by some of our Negro citizens, directed 

and led in part by outsiders. We recognize the natural impatience of people who feel that their hopes are 

slow in being realized. But we are convinced that these demonstrations are unwise and untimely. 

 

We agree rather with certain local Negro leadership which has called for honest and open negotiation of 

racial issues in our area. And we believe this kind of facing of issues can best be accomplished by citizens 

of our own metropolitan area, white and Negro, meeting with their knowledge and experience of the local 

situation. All of us need to face that responsibility and find proper channels for its accomplishment. 

 

Just as we formerly pointed out that "hatred and violence have no sanction in our religious and political 

traditions," we also point out that such actions as incite to hatred and violence, however technically 

peaceful those actions may be, have not contributed to the resolution of our local problems… 

 

We commend the community as a whole, and the local news media and law enforcement in particular, on 

the calm manner in which these demonstrations have been handled. We urge the public to continue to 

show restraint should the demonstrations continue, and the law enforcement official to remain calm and 

continue to protect our city from violence. 

 

We further strongly urge our own Negro community to withdraw support from these demonstrations, and 

to unite locally in working peacefully for a better Birmingham. When rights are consistently denied, a 

cause should be pressed in the courts and in negotiations among local leaders, and not in the streets. We 

appeal to both our white and Negro citizenry to observe the principles of law and order and common 

sense. 
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Document #2: “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” (April 16, 1963) - Excerpts 
 

In April, 1963, Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., was part of the ‘Birmingham Campaign’ – a series of marches and sit-ins against 

racism and segregation in Birmingham, Alabama. The Circuit Judge issued a blanket injunction against "parading, 

demonstrating, boycotting, trespassing and picketing". Leaders of the campaign announced they would disobey the ruling, and 

on April 12, King was roughly arrested along with other marchers. King met with harsh conditions in the Birmingham jail. 

An ally smuggled in a newspaper which contained "A Call for Unity" - a statement made by eight white Alabama clergymen 

against King and his methods. King wrote this in response.  

 

My Dear Fellow Clergymen: 

 

While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across your recent statement calling my present 

activities "unwise and untimely." Seldom do I pause to answer criticism of my work and ideas. If I 

sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my desk, my secretaries would have little time for anything 

other than such correspondence in the course of the day… But since I feel that you are men of genuine 

good will and that your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I want to try to answer your statement in what I 

hope will be patient and reasonable terms... 

 

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... 

Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its 

bounds. 

 

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But your statement, I am sorry to say, fails 

to express a similar concern for the conditions that brought about the demonstrations. I am sure that 

none of you would want to rest content with the superficial kind of social analysis that deals merely with 

effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. It is unfortunate that demonstrations are taking 

place in Birmingham, but it is even more unfortunate that the city's white power structure left the Negro 

community with no alternative… 

 

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... I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, 

nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth… The purpose of our direct action program is to create 

a situation so crisis packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation. I therefore concur with 

you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved Southland been bogged down in a tragic effort 

to live in monologue rather than dialogue… 
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My friends, I must say to you that we have not made a single gain in civil rights without determined 

legal and nonviolent pressure. Lamentably, it is an historical fact that privileged groups seldom give up 

their privileges voluntarily. Individuals may see the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust 

posture; but… groups tend to be more immoral than individuals. 

 

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must 

be demanded by the oppressed... For years now I have heard the word "Wait!" It rings in the ear of every 

Negro with piercing familiarity. This "Wait" has almost always meant "Never." We must come to see, 

with one of our distinguished jurists, that "justice too long delayed is justice denied." 

 

…Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of segregation to say, "Wait." But 

when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and 

brothers at whim; when you have seen hate filled policemen curse, kick and even kill your black 

brothers and sisters; when you see the vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering 

in an airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society; when you suddenly find your tongue 

twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your six year old daughter why she can't 

go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in 

her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see ominous clouds of 

inferiority beginning to form in her little mental sky, and see her beginning to distort her personality by 

developing an unconscious bitterness toward white people; when you have to concoct an answer for a 

five year old son who is asking: "Daddy, why do white people treat colored people so mean?" …There 

comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer willing to be plunged into the 

abyss of despair… 

 

In no sense do I advocate evading or defying the law… That would lead to anarchy. One who breaks an 

unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a willingness to accept the penalty. I submit that an 

individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and who willingly accepts the penalty of 

imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality 

expressing the highest respect for law. 

 

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It was evidenced sublimely in the 

refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezzar, on the ground that a 

higher moral law was at stake. It was practiced superbly by the early Christians, who were willing to 

face hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks rather than submit to certain unjust laws 

of the Roman Empire. To a degree, academic freedom is a reality today because Socrates practiced civil 

disobedience. In our own nation, the Boston Tea Party represented a massive act of civil disobedience… 
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I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I must confess that 

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… 

 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually manifests 

itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro. Something within has reminded him of his 

birthright of freedom, and something without has reminded him that it can be gained. Consciously or 

unconsciously, he has been caught up by the Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of Africa and his 

brown and yellow brothers of Asia, South America and the Caribbean, the United States Negro is 

moving with a sense of great urgency toward the promised land of racial justice...  

 

And now this approach is being termed extremist. But though I was initially disappointed at being 

categorized as an extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of 

satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: "Love your enemies, bless them that curse 

you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you." 

Was not Amos an extremist for justice: "Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever 

flowing stream." Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel: "I bear in my body the marks of the 

Lord Jesus." Was not Martin Luther an extremist: "Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God." 

And John Bunyan: "I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience." 

And Abraham Lincoln: "This nation cannot survive half slave and half free." And Thomas Jefferson: "We 

hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal . . ."  

 

So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be. Will we be 

extremists for hate or for love? Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the extension 

of justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary's hill three men were crucified. We must never forget that 

all three were crucified for the same crime--the crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, 

and thus fell below their environment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and 

goodness, and thereby rose above his environment. Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in 

dire need of creative extremists. 



www.bluecerealeducation.com 

 

Document #3: Malcolm X Speech at Ford Auditorium  

(February 14, 1965) - Excerpt 
 

Malcolm delivered this speech on the very night that his home in New York was firebombed. He was terribly tired 
and worried, yet he still showed up all the way in Detroit. Malcolm X was assassinated a week later by members 

of the ‘Black Muslim’ movement he had recently rejected in favor of ‘true Islam’ after a journey to Mecca. 

 

Distinguished guests, brothers and sisters, ladies and gentlemen, friends and enemies: 

 

I want to point out first that I am very happy to be here this evening and I'm thankful… for the invitation 

to come here to Detroit this evening. I was in a house last night that was bombed, my own. It didn't 

destroy all my clothes, not all, but you know what happens when fire dashes through -- they get smoky. 

The only thing I could get my hands on before leaving was what I have on now… 

 

Also I am very pleased to see so many who have come out to always see for yourself, where you can 

hear for yourself, and then think for yourself. Then you'll be in a better position to make an intelligent 

judgment for yourself. But if you form the habit of listening to what others say about something or 

someone or reading what someone else has written about someone, somebody can confuse you and 

misuse you… No matter what the {white} man says, you better look into it… 

 

I was on a plane between Algiers and Geneva and… two other Americans were sitting in the two seats 

next to me. None of us knew each other and the other two were white, one a male, the other a female. 

And after we had been flying along for about forty minutes, the lady, she says, "Could I ask you a 

personal question?" 

 

I said, '"Yes." She said, "Well--" she had been looking at my briefcase, and she said, "Well, what does that 

X--" she says, "What kind of last name could you have that begins with X?" So I said, "That's it -- X." And 

she said, "Well, what does the 'M' stand for?" I said, "Malcolm." So she was quiet for about ten minutes, 

and she turned to me and she says, "You're not Malcolm X?" 

 

You see, we had been riding along in a nice conversation like three human beings, you know, no 

hostility, no animosity, just human. And she couldn't take this, she said, "Well you're not who I was 

looking for," you know. And she ended up telling me that she was looking for horns and all that, and for 

someone who was out to kill all white people, as if all white people could be killed. This was her general 

attitude, and this attitude had been given her -- this image had been given {to} her by the press. 

 

So before I get involved in anything nowadays, I have to straighten out my own position, which is clear. I 

am not a racist in any form whatsoever. I don't believe in any form of racism. I don't believe in any form 

of discrimination or segregation. I am a Muslim. I believe in Islam… {which} teaches us to believe in Allah 

as the God. Those of you who are Christians probably believe in the same God, because I think you  
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believe in the God who created the universe. That's the One we believe in, the one who created the 

universe, the only difference being you call Him God and I -- we call Him Allah. The Jews call him 

Jehovah. If you could understand Hebrew, you'd probably call him Jehovah too. If you could understand 

Arabic, you'd probably call him Allah…  

 

{Malcolm recounts his recent visit to Mecca, in Saudi Arabia. While there, Malcolm experienced believers of all 

races coming together peacefully as Muslims, leading to a dramatic softening in his attitude towards white men 

as a collective whole.} 

  

But despite the fact that I saw that Islam was a religion of brotherhood, I also had to face reality. And 

when I got back into this American society, I'm not in a society that practices brotherhood. I'm in a 

society that might preach it on Sunday, but they don't practice it… And from Washington, D.C., they 

exercise the same forms of brutal oppression against dark-skinned people in South and North Vietnam, 

or in the Congo, or in Cuba, or in any other place on this earth where they're trying to exploit and 

oppress. This is a society whose government doesn't hesitate to inflict the most brutal form of 

punishment and oppression upon dark-skinned people all over the world… 

 

But… when you and I want just a little bit of freedom, we're supposed to be nonviolent. They're violent. 

They're violent in Korea, they're violent in Germany, they're violent in the South Pacific, they're violent 

in Cuba, they're violent wherever they go. But when it comes time for you and me to protect ourselves 

against lynchings, they tell us to be nonviolent. 

 

That's a shame. Because we get tricked into being nonviolent, and when somebody stands up and talks 

like I just did, they say, "Why, he's advocating violence!" Isn't that what they say? Every time you pick up 

your newspaper, you see where one of these things has written into it that I'm advocating violence. I 

have never advocated any violence. I've only said that Black people who are the victims of organized 

violence perpetrated upon us… we should defend ourselves… 

 

Brothers and sisters, if you and I would just realize that once we learn to talk the language that they 

understand, they will then get the point. You can't ever reach a man if you don't speak his language. If a 

man speaks the language of brute force, you can't come to him with peace. Why, good night! He'll break 

you in two, as he has been doing all along. If a man speaks French, you can't speak to him in German. If 

he speaks Swahili, you can't communicate with him in Chinese. You have to find out what does this man 

speak. And once you know his language, learn how to speak his language, and he'll get the point. There'll 

be some dialogue, some communication, and some understanding will be developed… 

 

So I don't believe in violence -- that's why I want to stop it. And you can't stop it with love, not love of 

those things down there, no. So, we only mean vigorous action in self-defense, and that vigorous action 

we feel we're justified in initiating by any means necessary… 
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"Don't struggle -- only within the ground rules that the people you're struggling against have laid down." 

Why, this is insane. But it shows you how they can do it. With skillful manipulating of the press, they're 

able to make the victim look like the criminal, and the criminal look like the victim.  Right now in New 

York we had a couple cases where police grabbed the brother and beat him unmercifully -- and then 

charged him with assaulting them. They used the press to make it look like he's the criminal and they're 

the victim. This is how they do it… and if you and I don't awaken and see what this man is doing to us, 

then it'll be too late… 

 

Ten men can be sitting at a table eating… I can come and sit down where they're dining. They're dining; 

I've got a plate in front of me, but nothing is on it. Because all of us are sitting at the same table, are all 

of us diners? I'm not a diner until you let me dine. Then I become a diner. Just being at the table with 

others who are dining doesn't make me a diner, and this is what you've got to get in your head here in 

this country. 

 

Just because you're in this country doesn't make you an American. No, you've got to go farther than 

that before you can become an American. You've got to enjoy the fruits of Americanism. You haven't 

enjoyed those fruits. You've enjoyed the thorns. You've enjoyed the thistles. But you have not enjoyed 

the fruits, no sir. You have fought harder for the fruits than the white man has. You have worked harder 

for the fruits than the white man has, but you've enjoyed less. When the man put the uniform on you 

and sent you abroad, you fought harder than they did...  

 

I say again that I'm not a racist, I don't believe in any form of segregation or anything like that. I'm for the 

brotherhood of everybody, but I don't believe in forcing brotherhood upon people who don't want it. 

Long as we practice brotherhood among ourselves, and then others who want to practice brotherhood 

with us, we practice it with them also, we're for that. But I don't think that we should run around trying 

to love somebody who doesn't love us. 

 

 


