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“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.”  1

 
In this excerpt from Martin Luther King, Jr's “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” King 

transcends the conventional measurement of morality through the constrictions of mankind’s 

laws. Instead, through word choice, verb connotation, and variance in voice, King stresses the 

importance of personal moral integrity when disobeying unjust laws.  

King begins with active voice, redirecting the attention of the readers. In the previous 

passage, King uses “you”  to discuss his own personal experiences, instead of the conventional 2

“I”  that one uses to discuss oneself. This double-meaning pronoun allows readers to empathize 3

with him. However, in this excerpt, “you” no longer shares the intentions of alluding to both 

King and his empathetic readers. King redirects “you” to address specifically only dissenters. 

1 Rieder, Jonathan. Gospel of Freedom: Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Letter from Birmingham Jail and the Struggle 
That Changed a Nation. (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2013), 174. 
2 Rieder, 174.  
3 Rieder, 174.  



          Panek 2 

The juxtaposition of “you” versus “our”  sets up an intangible us versus them divide between 4

himself and his supporters versus everyone else.  

King continues by never deviating from a professional stance, despite the sensitive nature 

of the topic. Instead of directly stating “you are anxious,”  King uses the verb “express”  to say 5 6

“you express anxiety.”  To directly state “you are anxious” would put King in a position of 7

authority, as if he has the ability to tell another person how they are feeling. However, using the 

word “express” is King’s way of being diplomatic and distancing himself from eliciting a 

negative reaction from his audience. The direct object of the verb “expresses” is “anxiety.”  8

Anxiety is a diluted word for what the clergymen, but the greater scale of King’s dissenters feel 

towards the movement as a whole. King uses this noun as a euphemism, his opponents of the 

Civil Rights movement feel more than just anxiety, they feel threatened and blind hatred. King 

downplays his choice of words in order to further his cause, knowing that it will be far more 

effective in terms of persuasion than an indignant tone.  

When King discusses his supporters “willingness”  to break laws, it shows the extent to 9

which King deflates his words in order to remain civil.  Willingness denotes “cheerful 

compliance,”  but it is satirical to even consider the Civil Rights demonstrations as cheerful and 10

compliant. The clergymen are ignorant of reality if they believe that those participating in 

demonstrations or protests are breaking the laws based on “cheerful compliance.” In reality, the 

defiance toward law was based upon a series of life-threatening decisions to no longer tolerate 

4 Rieder, 174.  
5 Rieder, 174.  
6 Rieder, 174.  
7 Rieder, 174.  
8 Rieder, 174.  
9 Reider, 174.  
10 “Willingness,” The Free Dictionary, accessed September 7, 2018. https://www.thefreedictionary.com/willingness 
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injustice. Again, King diffuses his language and restrains himself in order to further his cause 

and prevent a defensive audience.  

The second sentence continues with this tone of conciliatory warmness, when he states 

that “this is certainly a legitimate concern.”  To consider those that risk their lives fighting for 11

their rights as just a “concern” shows the extent to which King is trying to level with his 

dissenters. To these outsiders, their fight for freedom is just a “concern.” It is not important 

enough to be considered an urgent problem.  

King then lays a foundation for upstanding diligence of the intentional breaking of laws 

through the use of verbs like “urge”  and “obey.”  King uses the transition phrase “at first 12 13

glance”  to concede to the rationality behind the perspectives of the opposition. However, the 14

phrase also sets the basis for King’s rationale and aim that follows: providing the clergymen, and 

the more general audience of white moderates, with a second perspective, the African American 

perspective, through which to filter their glance. The second glance will inform the rationale 

behind “consciously”  breaking laws while obeying others. In the following sentence, King uses 15

subjunctive mood  in “one may well ask”  to suggest a hypothetical condition and then follows 16 17

with the rhetorical question: “How can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?”  18

By using subjunctive mood, King intends to anticipate the thoughts of his dissenters. This 

11 Reider, 174.  
12 Reider, 174.  
13 Reider, 174. 
14 Reider, 174.  
15 Rieder, 174.  
16 Jaelyn Taylor, topic discussion, September 6, 2018. 
17 Reider, 174.  
18 Reider, 174.  
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anticipation of his audience’s thoughts shows King’s introspective abilities to psychoanalyze and 

be one step ahead of his audience’s rebuttals to his claims.  

To the clergymen, there are two contradictory beliefs creating conflict in their minds. The 

clergymen have bound beliefs that the breaking of any laws equates to condemnation. To think 

that there could be times in which it is more ethical to break a law than obey a law creates 

cognitive dissonance in the minds of King’s dissenters. King resolves the cognitive dissonance 

that exists because of this paradox of obeying certain laws and breaking others by answering his 

own hypothetical question. With that, King’s conciliatory tone switches to assertive when he 

states that it is “fact”  that there are both just and unjust laws. King recognizes the validity of his 19

dissenters’ beliefs that there is “not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws."  20

King then reverses his own statement in order to dissolve the clergymen’s cognitive dissonance 

by stressing the “moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws.”  By doing so, King asserts that 21

the definition of true and just laws include the elements of both morality and legality. Therefore, 

unjust laws, which lack the component of morality, are no longer housed under King’s definition 

of law - making them ethical subjects of disobedience. 

 In this case, King states that if a law were morally just, then he would “be the first to 

advocate obeying just laws.”  This places emphasis on the fact that King relies heavily on a set 22

of ethical standards in defining difference between an unjust and just law. To discuss such a 

subjective matter as morals is a difficult task, but King appeals to innate basic morals of what it 

means to be human. Society, at the time, had pre-supposed social demands and expectations of 

19 Rieder, 174.  
20 Reider, 174.  
21 Reider, 174.  
22 Reider, 174.  



          Panek 5 

what it meant to be an equal in the United States. King stresses the need to dismiss those social 

demands and seek what is morally right when it comes to disobeying unjust laws.  

King then further elevates the logical ethos of his argument by alluding to St. Augustine 

of Hippo, an early Christian theologian and philosopher. Augustine of Hippo was the first to say 

that “an unjust law is no law at all.”  Although one of the shortest sentences in the excerpt, it 23

carries weight as it strategically targets his audience. The clergymen are men of implied biblical 

knowledge and background, thus referencing a biblical figure such as St. Augustine further 

elevates the influence of King’s argument. Although the clergymen might be fixated on the idea 

that the breaking of any laws automatically equals condemnation, King states that an unjust law 

cannot abide by those rules because an unjust law is no law at all. King refutes the either-or 

fallacy posed by the clergymen: one can either be with the law or against the law, with the latter 

deserving of condemnation. King, instead, presents a third option: one has a moral responsibility 

to disobey unjust laws. This implies that all laws should be just, but those that are unjust are no 

longer worthy of compliance.  

A close examination of King’s words shows how closely King is able to tap into the 

amygdala of his audience and predict the arguments of his opponents. In doing so, he extends his 

argument past just logical appeals and into the moral conscience of all dissenters.  

 

[1190] 

 

 

23 Reider, 174.  
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