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Martin Luther King, Jr . (January 15, 1929 - April 4, 1968), was an American
clergyman, activist and prominent leader in the African-American civil rights
movement. His main legacy was to secure progress on civil rights in the United
States and he is frequently referenced as a human rights icon today . King is
recognized as a martyr by two Christian churches . A Baptist minister, King
became a civil rights activist early in his career . He led the 1955 Montgomery
Bus Boycott and helped found the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in
1957, serving as its first president . King's efforts led to the 1963 March on
Washington, where King_ delivered his "I Have a Dream" speech . There, he
raised public consciousness of the civil rights movement and established himself
as one of the greatest orators in U .S. history . In 1964, King became the youngest
person to receive the Nobel Peace Prize for his work to end racial segregation
and racial discrimination through civil disobedience and other non-violent
means. By the time of his death in 1968, he had refocused his efforts on ending
poverty and opposing the Vietnam War, both from a religious perspective . King
was assassinated on April 4, 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee. He was
posthumously awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1977 and
Congressional Gold Medal in 2004 ; Martin Luther King, Jr. Day was established
as a U .S. national holiday in 1986 .

LETTERS OF A NATION

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to Eight Fellow Clergymen

confined in a small jail for "civil disobedience" in Birmingham, Al-
abama, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. learned that eight prominent clergy-
men, all white, had issued an `Appeal for Law and Order and Common
Sense" essentially condemning King. They believed his marches, sit-ins,
and demonstrations-although non-violent-were nevertheless igniting the
flames offear and racial strife in the towns and cities in which they oc-
curred. The clergymen recommended that King try to solve racial problems
through the localandfederal courts. Results would come more slowly, they
conceded, but at least there would' be no possibility ofconfrontation or so-
cialdiscord. Despite his imprisonmentKingfelt it necessary to respond im-
mediately to their criticisms, as well as to their praise for the Birmingham
Police Department, led by Eugene 'Bull" Connor,, 'who assaulted demon-
strators withfire hoses andpolice dogs . Initially written in the margins of
a newspaper and on scraps ofpaper in his cell (he was then provided a
notepad by his attorneys), Kings `Letter from a Birmingham Jail" has
since become one ofthe most famous letters in American history

My dear Fellow Clergymen,
April 16,1963

While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across
your-recent statement calling our present activities "unwise and
untimely." Seldom, if ever, do I pause to answer criticism of my
work and ideas . If I sought to answer all of the criticisms that cross
my desk, my secretaries would be engaged in little else in the
course of the day, and I would have no time for constructive work .
But since I feel that you are men of genuine good will and .your
criticisms are sincerely set forth, I would like to answer your
statement in what I hope will be patient and reasonable terms,

I think I should give the reason for my being in Birmingham,
since you have been influenced by the argument of "outsiders
coming in." I have the honor of serving as president of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization
operating in every southern state, with headquarters in Atlanta,
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