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• Highlight instances of acknowledgment in green 
• Highlight instances of response in purple 

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. My citing the creation of tension as part of 
the work of the nonviolent resister may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not 
afraid of the word “tension.” I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of 
constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth. […]  

One of the basic points in your statement is that the action that I and my associates have taken in 
Birmingham is untimely. Some have asked: “Why didn't you give the new city administration 
time to act?” The only answer that I can give to this query is that the new Birmingham 
administration must be prodded about as much as the outgoing one […] We know through 
painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded 
by the oppressed. Frankly, I have yet to engage in a direct action campaign that was “well timed” 
in the view of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation. 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.” 

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.  

 


