Reading 47.  Martin Luther King, Jr., Letter from Birmingham Jail 

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Introduction 

1.
What is King’s response to the argument that blacks should avoid direct action and patiently wait for their civil rights? 


II.
Civil Disobedience 

1.
What is a person’s moral responsibility when confronted with an unjust law? 

2.
What determines whether a law is just or unjust? 

3.
Why are segregation statutes unjust? 

4.
What is King’s example of a just law unjustly applied? 
5.
What obligations fall on someone who breaks an unjust law? 


III.
White Moderates 

1.
How does negative peace differ from positive peace? 

2.
Why are white moderates a serious obstacle to the civil rights movement? 

3.
What is King’s response to the charge that direct action is wrong because it precipitates violence? 


IV.
 The Charge of Extremism 

1.
Between what two opposing, extreme forces in the black community does King stand? 

2.
What does King urge his fellow blacks to do with their discontent? 

3.
In what sense is King an extremist? 


V.
Conclusion 

1.
What hopes does King express at the end of his letter?

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.
Is it morally permissible to disobey an unjust law? Is it morally obligatory? 

2.
What is the proper criterion for determining whether a law is unjust? 

3.
Are those who commit civil disobedience morally obligated to accept the legal penalties? 

4.
Is nonviolence a more effective strategy than violence for changing unjust social conditions? 

5.
In what circumstances (if any) is it morally permissible to use violence to protest unjust social conditions?
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