
1. Locke, Second Treatise of Government  

Chapter 2: “Of the State of Nature”: 
 
Sect. 4: TO understand political power right, and derive it from its original, we must 
consider, what state all men are naturally in, and that is, a state of perfect freedom to 
order their actions, and dispose of their possessions and persons, as they think fit, within 
the bounds of the law of nature, without asking leave, or depending upon the will of any 
other man. 
 
A state also of equality, wherein all the power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one 
having more than another; there being nothing more evident, than that creatures of the 
same species and rank, promiscuously born to all the same advantages of nature, and the 
use of the same faculties, should also be equal one amongst another without 
subordination or subjection, unless the lord and master of them all should, by any 
manifest declaration of his will, set one above another, and confer on him, by an evident 
and clear appointment, an undoubted right to dominion and sovereignty. . . . 

Sect. 6. But though this be a state of liberty, yet it is not a state of licence: though man in 
that state have an uncontroulable liberty to dispose of his person or possessions, yet he 
has not liberty to destroy himself, or so much as any creature in his possession, but where 
some nobler use than its bare preservation calls for it. The state of nature has a law of 
nature to govern it, which obliges every one: and reason, which is that law, teaches all 
mankind, who will but consult it, that being all equal and independent, no one ought to 
harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions: for men being all the 
workmanship of one omnipotent, and infinitely wise maker; all the servants of one 
sovereign master, sent into the world by his order, and about his business; they are his 
property, whose workmanship they are, made to last during his, not one another’s 
pleasure: and being furnished with like faculties, sharing all in one community of nature, 
there cannot be supposed any such subordination among us, that may authorize us to 
destroy one another, as if we were made for one another’s uses, as the inferior ranks of 
creatures are for our’s. Every one, as he is bound to preserve himself, and not to quit his 
station wilfully, so by the like reason, when his own preservation comes not in 
competition, ought he, as much as he can, to preserve the rest of mankind, and may not, 
unless it be to do justice on an offender, take away, or impair the life, or what tends to the 
preservation of the life, the liberty, health, limb, or goods of another. . . . 

 
Chapter 8, “Of the Beginning of Political Societies”: 
Sect. 95: MEN being, as has been said, by nature, all free, equal, and independent, no one 
can be put out of this estate, and subjected to the political power of another, without his 
own consent. The only way whereby any one divests himself of his natural liberty, and 
puts on the bonds of civil society, is by agreeing with other men to join and unite into a 
community for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst another, in a 
secure enjoyment of their properties, and a greater security against any, that are not of it. 
This any number of men may do, because it injures not the freedom of the rest; they are 
left as they were in the liberty of the state of nature. When any number of men have so 
consented to make one community or government, they are thereby presently 



incorporated, and make one body politic, wherein the majority have a right to act and 
conclude the rest. 
 
Sect. 96. For when any number of men have, by the consent of every individual, made a 
community, they have thereby made that community one body, with a power to act as 
one body, which is only by the will and determination of the majority: for that which acts 
any community, being only the consent of the individuals of it, and it being necessary to 
that which is one body to move one way; it is necessary the body should move that way 
whither the greater force carries it, which is the consent of the majority: or else it is 
impossible it should act or continue one body, one community, which the consent of 
every individual that united into it, agreed that it should; and so every one is bound by 
that consent to be concluded by the majority. And therefore we see, that in assemblies, 
impowered to act by positive laws, where no number is set by that positive law which 
impowers them, the act of the majority passes for the act of the whole, and of course 
determines, as having, by the law of nature and reason, the power of the whole. 
 
Sect. 97. And thus every man, by consenting with others to make one body politic under 
one government, puts himself under an obligation, to every one of that society, to submit 
to the determination of the majority, and to be concluded by it; or else this original 
compact, whereby he with others incorporates into one society, would signify nothing, 
and be no compact, if he be left free, and under no other ties than he was in before in the 
state of nature. For what appearance would there be of any compact? what new 
engagement if he were no farther tied by any decrees of the society, than he himself 
thought fit, and did actually consent to? This would be still as great a liberty, as he 
himself had before his compact, or any one else in the state of nature hath, who may 
submit himself, and consent to any acts of it if he thinks fit. . . . 

 
 

2. Seneca Falls Convention, Declaration of Sentiments, Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1848) 
The Declaration of Sentiments was a document signed by several members of a women’s 
rights convention in 1848 (often referred to as the “Seneca Falls Convention”). The main 
author was activist Elizabeth Cady Santon. Drawing on the Declaration of Independence, 
the document sought to explain women’s grievances. It also sought to outline the rights 
women should be given in order for them to attain true equality with men.   

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man 
to assume among the people of the earth a position different from that which they have hitherto 
occupied, but one to which the laws of nature and of nature's God entitle them, a decent respect 
to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a 
course. 
 
We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men and women are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights governments are instituted, deriving their just 



powers from the consent of the governed. Whenever any form of Government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse allegiance to it, and 
to insist upon the institution of a new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and 
organizing its powers in such form as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and 
happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be 
changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly, all experience hath shown that mankind 
are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves, by abolishing the 
forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing 
invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their 
duty to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future security. Such has 
been the patient sufferance of the women under this government, and such is now the necessity 
which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled. 
 
The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man 
toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To 
prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world. 

• He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise. 

• He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice. 

• He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded men - 
both natives and foreigners. 

• Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby leaving 
her without representation in the halls of legislation, he has oppressed her on all sides. 

• He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead. 

• He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns. 

• He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes, with 
impunity, provided they be done in the presence of her husband. In the covenant of 
marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all 
intents and purposes, her master - the law giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, 
and to administer chastisement. 

• He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes of divorce; in 
case of separation, to whom the guardianship of the children shall be given, as to be 
wholly regardless of the happiness of women - the law, in all cases, going upon the false 
supposition of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into his hands. 

• After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single and the owner of property, 
he has taxed her to support a government which recognizes her only when her property 
can be made profitable to it. 



• He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is 
permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration. 

• He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he considers most 
honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known. 

• He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education - all colleges being 
closed against her. 

• He allows her in Church as well as State, but a subordinate position, claiming Apostolic 
authority for her exclusion from the ministry, and with some exceptions, from any public 
participation in the affairs of the Church. 

• He has created a false public sentiment, by giving to the world a different code of morals 
for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from society, 
are not only tolerated but deemed of little account in man. 

• He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right to assign for 
her a sphere of action, when that belongs to her conscience and her God. 

• He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own 
powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject 
life. 

Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their social 
and religious degradation, - in view of the unjust laws above mentioned, and because women do 
feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, we 
insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as 
citizens of these United States. 
 
In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount of misconception, 
misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we shall use every instrumentality within our power to effect 
our object. We shall employ agents, circulate tracts, petition the State and national Legislatures, 
and endeavor to enlist the pulpit and the press in our behalf. We hope this Convention will be 
followed by a series of Conventions, embracing every part of the country. 
 
Firmly relying upon the final triumph of the Right and the True, we do this day affix our 
signatures to this declaration. 

 

3. Lincoln-Douglas Ottawa Debate (1858) 
The Lincoln-Douglas debates were a series of debates between Abraham Lincoln and 
Stephen Douglas, both of who were running for the United States Senate. The debates 
were meant to generate public interest in their public profiles. The Ottawa debate was 



held in Ottawa, Illinois, in 1858. Largely focused on the issue of slavery, the debates 
greatly shaped public discourse on the topic leading up to the civil war. 

Mr. Douglas' Speech: Mr. Lincoln, following the example and lead of all the little Abolition 
orators, who go around and lecture in the basements of schools and churches, reads from the 
Declaration of Independence, that all men were created equal, and then asks, how can you 
deprive a negro of that equality which God and the Declaration of Independence awards to 
him? He and they maintain that negro equality is guarantied by the laws of God, and that it is 
asserted in the Declaration of Independence. If they think so, of course they have a right to say 
so, and so vote. I do not question Mr. Lincoln's conscientious belief that the negro was made 
his equal, and hence is his brother, (laughter,) but for my own part, I do not regard the negro 
as my equal, and positively deny that he is my brother or any kin to me whatever. ("Never." 
"Hit him again," and cheers.) Lincoln has evidently learned by heart Parson Lovejoy's 
catechism. (Laughter and applause.) He can repeat it as well as Farnsworth, and he is worthy 
of a medal from Father Giddings and Fred Douglass for his Abolitionism. (Laughter.) He holds 
that the negro was born his equal and yours, and that he was endowed with equality by the 
Almighty, and that no human law can deprive him of these rights which were guarantied to 
him by the Supreme ruler of the Universe. Now, I do not believe that the Almighty ever 
intended the negro to be the equal of the white man. ("Never, never.") If he did, he has been a 
long time demonstrating the fact. (Cheers.) For thousands of years the negro has been a race 
upon the earth, and during all that time, in all latitudes and climates, wherever he has wandered 
or been taken, he has been inferior to the race which he has there met. He belongs to an inferior 
race, and must always occupy an inferior position. ("Good," "that's so," &c.) I do not hold that 
because the negro is our inferior that therefore he ought to be a slave. By no means can such a 
conclusion be drawn from what I have said. On the contrary, I hold that humanity and 
Christianity both require that the negro shall have and enjoy every right, every privilege, and 
every immunity consistent with the safety of the society in which he lives. (That's so.) On that 
point, I presume, there can be no diversity of opinion. You and I are bound to extend to our 
inferior and dependent beings every right, every privilege, every facility and immunity 
consistent with the public good. The question then arises, what rights and privileges are 
consistent with the public good? This is a question which each State and each Territory must 
decide for itself Illinois has decided it for herself. We have provided that the negro shall not be 
a slave, and we have also provided that he shall not be a citizen, but protect him in his civil 
rights, in his life, his person and his property, only depriving him of all political rights 
whatsoever, and refusing to put him on an equality with the white man. ("Good.") That policy 
of Illinois is satisfactory to the Democratic party and to me, and if it were to the Republicans, 
there would then be no question upon the subject; but the Republicans say that he ought to be 
made a citizen, and when he becomes a citizen he becomes your equal, with all your rights and 
privileges. ("He never shall.") They assert the Dred Scott decision to be monstrous because it 
denies that the negro is or can be a citizen under the Constitution. Now, I hold that Illinois had 
a right to abolish and prohibit slavery as she did, and I hold that Kentucky has the same right 



to continue and protect slavery that Illinois had to abolish it. I hold that New York had as much 
right to abolish slavery as Virginia has to continue it, and that each and every State of this 
Union is a sovereign power, with the right to do as it pleases upon this question of slavery, and 
upon all its domestic institutions…  

Mr. Lincoln's Speech: "Before proceeding, let me say I think I have no prejudice against the 
Southern people. They are just what we would be in their situation. If slavery did not now exist 
among them, they would not introduce it. If it did now exist amongst us, we should not instantly 
give it up. This I believe of the masses North and South. Doubtless there are individuals on 
both sides, who would not hold slaves under any circumstances; and others who would gladly 
introduce slavery anew, if it were out of existence. We know that some Southern men do free 
their slaves, go North, and become tiptop Abolitionists; while some Northern ones go South, 
and become most cruel slave-masters.  

When Southern people tell us they are no more responsible for the origin of slavery than we, I 
acknowledge the fact. When it is said that the institution exists, and that it is very difficult to 
get rid of it, in any satisfactory way, I can understand and appreciate the saying. I surely will 
not blame them for not doing what I should not know how to do myself. If all earthly power 
were given me, I should not know what to do, as to the existing institution. My first impulse 
would be to free all the slaves, and send them to Liberia, to their own native land. But a 
moment's reflection would convince me, that whatever of high hope, (as I think there is) there 
may be in this, in the long run, its sudden execution is impossible. If they were all landed there 
in a day, they would all perish in the next ten days; and there are not surplus shipping and 
surplus money enough in the world to carry them there in many times ten days. What then? 
Free them all, and keep them among us as underlings? Is it quite certain that this betters their 
condition? I think I would not hold one in slavery at any rate; yet the point is not clear enough 
to me to denounce people upon. What next? Free them, and make them politically and socially 
our equals? My own feelings will not admit of this; and if mine would, we well know that those 
of the great mass of white people will not. Whether this feeling accords with justice and sound 
judgment, is not the sole question, if, indeed, it is any part of it. A universal feeling, whether 
well or ill-founded, cannot be safely disregarded. We cannot, then, make them equals. It does 
seem to me that systems of gradual emancipation might be adopted; but for their tardiness in 
this, I will not undertake to judge our brethren of the South… 

Now, gentlemen, I don't want to read at any greater length, but this is the true complexion of 
all I have ever said in regard to the institution of slavery and the black race. This is the whole 
of it, and anything that argues me into his idea of perfect social and political equality with the 
negro, is but a specious and fantastic arrangement of words, by which a man can prove a horse-
chestnut to be a chestnut horse. [Laughter.] I will say here, while upon this subject, that I have 
no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where 
it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so. I have no 
purpose to introduce political and social equality between the white and the black races. There 



is a physical difference between the two, which, in my judgment, will probably forever forbid 
their living together upon the footing of perfect equality, and inasmuch as it becomes a 
necessity that there must be a difference, I, as well as Judge Douglas, am in favor of the race 
to which I belong having the superior position. I have never said anything to the contrary, but 
I hold that, notwithstanding all this, there is no reason in the world why the negro is not entitled 
to all the natural rights enumerated in the Declaration of Independence, the right to life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness. [Loud cheers.] I hold that he is as much entitled to these as the 
white man. I agree with Judge Douglas he is not my equal in many respects-certainly not in 
color, perhaps not in moral or intellectual endowment. But in the right to eat the bread, without 
the leave of anybody else, which his own hand earns, he is my equal and the equal of Judge 
Douglas, and the equal of every living man. [Great applause].  

To my thinking, Judge Douglas is, by his example and vast influence, doing that very thing in 
this community, [cheers,] when he says that the negro has nothing in the Declaration of 
Independence. Henry Clay plainly understood the contrary. Judge Douglas is going back to the 
era of our Revolution, and to the extent of his ability, muzzling the cannon which thunders its 
annual joyous return. When he invites any people, willing to have slavery, to establish it, he is 
blowing out the moral lights around us. [Cheers.] When he says he "cares not whether slavery 
is voted down or voted up''-that it is a sacred right of self-government-he is, in my judgment, 
penetrating the human soul and eradicating the light of reason and the love of liberty in this 
American people. [Enthusiastic and continued applause.] And now I will only say that when, 
by all these means and appliances, Judge Douglas shall succeed in bringing public sentiment 
to an exact accordance with his own views-when these vast assemblages shall echo back all 
these sentiments-when they shall come to repeat his views and to avow his principles, and to 
say all that he says on these mighty questions-then it needs only the formality of the second 
Dred Scott decision, which he indorses in advance, to make slavery alike lawful in all the 
States-old as well as new, North as well as South. 

 

4. Letter from Birmingham Jail, MLK (1963) 
The “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” is an open letter written by Martin Luther King Jr. 
while he was imprisoned in 1963 for participating in the “Birmingham” civil disobedience 
campaign. King wrote his letter in response to another letter entitled “A Call for Unity,” 
which was written by white clergymen who criticized King’s methods. Overall, the Letter 
is a seminal document in the American Civil Rights movement because of its defense of 
nonviolent protest and civil disobedience in the face of unjust laws, a rallying cry against 
complacency, and an argument for immediate action about racial injustice. 

I think I should indicate why I am here in Birmingham, since you have been influenced by the For 
8th Grade: Martin Luther King Jr. used ideas from the Declaration of Independence view which 
argues against "outsiders coming in” …. I am in Birmingham because injustice is here.  to explain 



why he was protesting for civil rights. Why did he argue protesting was You deplore the 
demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But your statement, I am sorry to necessary to make 
America live up to its promise of equality for everyone?   say, fails to express a similar concern 
for the conditions that brought about the demonstrations…. In any nonviolent campaign there are 
four basic steps: collection of the facts to determine whether injustices exist; negotiation; self 
purification; and direct action. We have gone through all these steps in Birmingham. There can be 
no gainsaying the fact that racial injustice engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably the 
most thoroughly segregated city in the United States…. Then, last September, came the 
opportunity to talk with leaders of Birmingham's economic community. In the course of the 
negotiations, certain promises were made by the merchants--for example, to remove the stores' 
humiliating racial signs. On the basis of these promises, the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth and the 
leaders of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights agreed to a moratorium on all 
demonstrations. As the weeks and months went by, we realized that we were the victims of a 
broken promise. A few signs, briefly removed, returned; the others remained. As in so many past 
experiences, our hopes had been blasted, and the shadow of deep disappointment settled upon us. 
We had no alternative except to prepare for direct action, whereby we would present our very 
bodies as a means of laying our case before the conscience of the local and the national community. 
Mindful of the difficulties involved, we decided to undertake a process of self purification. We 
began a series of workshops on nonviolence, and we repeatedly asked ourselves: "Are you able to 
accept blows without retaliating?" "Are you able to endure the ordeal of jail?" … 

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…The purpose of our direct action program is to create a 
situation so crisis packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation…. We know through 
painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded 
by the oppressed…. 

We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God given rights... 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?"; when you take a cross county drive and find it necessary to sleep night after 
night in the uncomfortable corners of your automobile because no motel will accept you; when 
you are humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs reading "white" and "colored"; when your 
first name becomes "nigger," your middle name becomes "boy" (however old you are) and your 
last name becomes "John," and your wife and mother are never given the respected title "Mrs."; 
when you are harried by day and haunted by night by the fact that you are a Negro, living constantly 
at tiptoe stance, never quite knowing what to expect next, and are plagued with inner fears and 
outer resentments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating sense of "nobodiness"—then you 
will understand why we find it difficult to wait. 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. I hope, sirs, you 
can understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience. You express a great deal of anxiety 
over our willingness to break laws. This is certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so diligently 
urge people to obey the Supreme Court's decision of 1954 outlawing segregation in the public 
schools, at first glance it may seem rather paradoxical for us consciously to break laws. One may 
well ask: "How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?" The answer lies in the 
fact that there are two types of laws: just and unjust. I would be the first to advocate obeying just 
laws. One has not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a 
moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that "an unjust law 
is no law at all." 

Now, what is the difference between the two? 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. 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. 
Segregation, to use the terminology of the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, substitutes an "I it" 
relationship for an "I thou" relationship and ends up relegating persons to the status of things. 
Hence segregation is not only politically, economically and sociologically unsound, it is morally 
wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin is separation. Is not segregation an existential 
expression of man's tragic separation, his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? Thus it is 
that I can urge men to obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme Court, for it is morally right; and I 
can urge them to disobey segregation ordinances, for they are morally wrong. 

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. 
Let me give another explanation. A law is unjust if it is inflicted on a minority that, as a result of 



being denied the right to vote, had no part in enacting or devising the law. Who can say that the 
legislature of Alabama which set up that state's segregation laws was democratically elected? 
Throughout Alabama all sorts of devious methods are used to prevent Negroes from becoming 
registered voters, and there are some counties in which, even though Negroes constitute a majority 
of the population, not a single Negro is registered. Can any law enacted under such circumstances 
be considered democratically structured? 

Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For instance, I have been arrested 
on a charge of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong in having an ordinance 
which requires a permit for a parade. But such an ordinance becomes unjust when it is used to 
maintain segregation and to deny citizens the First-Amendment privilege of peaceful assembly 
and protest. 

I hope you are able to see the distinction I am trying to point out. In no sense do I advocate evading 
or defying the law, as would the rabid segregationist. 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…. 

You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first I was rather disappointed that fellow 
clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as those of an extremist. I began thinking about the 
fact that I stand in the middle of two opposing forces in the Negro community. One is a force of 
complacency, made up in part of Negroes who, as a result of long years of oppression, are so 
drained of self respect and a sense of "somebodiness" that they have adjusted to segregation; and 
in part of a few middle-class Negroes who, because of a degree of academic and economic security 
and because in some ways they profit by segregation, have become insensitive to the problems of 
the masses. The other force is one of bitterness and hatred, and it comes perilously close to 
advocating violence…. 

I have tried to stand between these two forces, saying that we need emulate neither the "do 
nothingism" of the complacent nor the hatred and despair of the black nationalist…. 

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually 
manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro…The Negro has many pent 
up resentments and latent frustrations, and he must release them…If his repressed emotions are 
not released in nonviolent ways, they will seek expression through violence; this is not a threat but 
a fact of history. So I have not said to my people: "Get rid of your discontent." Rather, I have tried 
to say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled into the creative outlet of 
nonviolent direct action…. 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. 

We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all over the nation, because the goal of 
America is freedom. Abused and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with 
America's destiny. Before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth, we were here. Before the pen of 
Jefferson etched the majestic words of the Declaration of Independence across the pages of 
history, we were here. For more than two centuries our forebears labored in this country without 
wages; they made cotton king; they built the homes of their masters while suffering gross 
injustice and shameful humiliation -and yet out of a bottomless vitality they continued to thrive 
and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not stop us, the opposition we now 
face will surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred heritage of our nation and the 
eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands. 


