Letter from Birmingham Jail
by Martin Luther King, Jr.

Martin Luther King Jr. (1928-1968), a minister and civil rights leader, was born in Atlanta, Georgia. In 1956 he organized a bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, that succeeded in greatly reducing discrimination against African Americans. He also founded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and during the 1960s led many civil rights demonstrations- occasionally even being arrested for demonstrating. A great orator and well known for his speech “I have a Dream,” King devoted himself to promoting civil rights by nonviolent demonstration protesting racial discrimination. He received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. Assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1968, Martin Luther King, Jr., left a legacy of civil rights reforms and eloquent speeches and writing. 

Vocabulary

	· clarion
	· cognizant
	· concur
	· deplore

	· estrangement 
	· existential
	· gainsaying
	· gladiatorial

	· harried
	· infanticide
	· interposition
	· languished

	· moratorium
	· nullification
	· ominous
	· paternalistically

	· rabid
	· sanctimonious
	· solace
	· sublimely



Notes
· Reinhold Niebuhr- (1892-1971) a Christian theologian
· St. Augustine- (354-430) an early Christian theologian
· St. Thomas Aquinas- (1275?-1274) a Catholic theologian
· Martin Buber- (1878-1975) a professor of Jewish theology
· Paul Tillich- (1886-1965) a theologian 
· Elijah Muhammad- (1897-1975) a leader in the Black Muslim faith; he preached racial segregation.
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Question 1
a.  List the allusions King makes in this letter.
b.  How do these historical, religious, and literary allusions increase the effectiveness of his persuasion?

Question 2
a.  List  examples of repetition, antithesis, parallel structure, metaphor, and imagery.
b.  Analyze King’s style and suggest how his use of language makes his argument more effective.

Question 3
a.  What is the purpose of King’s letter?
b.  Label the appeals (logos, pathos, and ethos) in the margins at the passages where King employs these to persuade his audience.
c.  List indications that King has a broader audience in mind than the specific clergy the letter is addressed to.
d.  Explain how his use of various authorities appeals to his audiences.

Question 4
a.  What are the categories in which King classifies law?
b.  Explain King’s interpretation of law and his consequent actions in the civil rights movement.
c.  Explain why you agree or disagree with King’s interpretation of the relative merits of law.

Question 5
This essay is a well-structured argument.
a.  Mark in the margins the appropriate numbers and letters needed to outline the main divisions and major points.
b.  By the appropriate sentences, write within your marginal outline the elements of the argument: assertion, confirmation, concession, and refutation (they may not appear in this order).

Question 6
King’s disappointment with the church’s separation of the sacred and the secular identifies a dilemma that plagues us now. Having placed its concerns into a realm it calls the “sacred,” the modern church has, in King’s words, become “an arch defender of the status quo” and has lost its effectiveness as a major influence in the world. Write a brief, persuasive essay on this question, agreeing or disagreeing with King’s perspective, and focusing on a contemporary social problem the church has or has not dealt with effectively. Give examples to support and illustrate your points and use some of the same techniques and appeals that King uses in this letter.

