


























MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.
Letter From Birmingham Jail (pp. 172-89)

SUGGESTED APPROACHES

“Letter from Birmingham Jail” is truly a textbook of rhetorical principles, strategies, and terms. In
fact, the difficulty of teaching this essay is not a matter of inclusion but exclusion: where to start?
Although fascinating in content and a paragon of craft, the essay is long. It will probably take sev-
eral class periods to discuss it in its entirety, and having students work in groups to focus on spe-
cific elements is one way to manage the complexities and length. One group might, for instance,
read primarily for ethos, another for logos, another for pathos, another for metaphors of light and
dark, another for allusions to the Bible, and so forth.

Regardless of the specific approach, we highly recommend starting with the letter “Public
Statement by Eight Alabama Clergymen” (available online at www.du.edu/~atinkler/Jail/public
_statement.html) that prompted King's response. Reading King's letter in the context of these clergy-
men'’s allegations provides an excellent entrance to analyze how and why King shapes his argument.
In their letter, published in the Birmingham newspaper, the clergymen make four specific accusa-
tions: (1) King is an outsider; (2) he and his followers should negotiate for change rather than
demonstrate; (3) their actions are “untimely”; and (4) there is no justification for breaking the law.

Read as a response to this letter, King's essay can be approached as a shrewd argument that
shows a thorough understanding of its immediate audience. After his introduction, in paragraphs
2-4 King explains why he is not an outsider; in paragraphs 5-11, he explains how his organization
has tried to negotiate and how it will again; in paragraphs 12-14, he refutes the accusation that his
organization’s actions are untimely; and in paragraphs 15-22, he presents an argument justifying
civil disobedience. In each case, King deftly crafts his response to show that he, in fact, agrees with
the claim the clergymen make, but he re-defines the terms for them. For examiple, he agrees that
outsiders should not intrude in community issues; then he shows that he is an insider by virtue of
his position in the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, his concern for justice, and his
awareness of the “interrelatedness of all communities and states.”

Thus, King systematically, logically, and, one might argue, respectfully, responds to each claim
made against him. After these counterarguments, lie mounts his own argument. In doing so, he em-
ploys all manner of allusions, chiefly appealing to religion and patriotism. He employs figurative
lanpuage through a series of contrasts: mountain/valley, darkness/light, illness/health, organic/
artificial. A preacher and teacher, King expresses himself using rhetorical questions, antithesis, syllo-
gism, parallelism, and a host of other rhetorical strategies. An excellent resource for detailed analysis
of King'’s arrangement and his style can be found in Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student (4th
edition) by Edward Corbett and Robert Connors (Oxford University Press, 1998).

Web sites abound with analyses of King's letter. Predictably, some are helphil, some not, but
many provide good historical context. A particularly appealing site was developed at Pennsylvania
State University for students in freshman composition courses: tlt.its.psu.edu/projects
{ETS_catalog/completed/ MLK/MLK.html

QUESTIONS ON RHETORIC AND STYLE
1. What is King’s tone in the opening paragraph? How might you make an argument for its
being ironic?
2. Why does he arrange paragraphs 2-4 in the order that he does? How would reversing the
order have changed the impact?
3. How do King’s allusions to biblical figures and events appeal to both ethos and pathos?

Why does King go into such detail to explain the basic principles and process of the nonvio-
lent protest movement?
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11.
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In the long sentence in paragraph 14 (beginning with “But when yon have seen . . .”), why
does King asrange the “when” clauses in the order that he does? Try repositioning them and
discuss the difference in effect.

Paragraph 16 exerts a strong appeal to logos. How can you express King's argument(s) in a
series of syllogisms?

What are the rhetorical strategies in paragraph 25? Try to identify at least four.

What are the chief rhetorical strategies in paragraph 31? Identify at least five.

)

Trace one of the following patterns of figurative language throughout King's “Letter”: dark-

ness and Hght, high and low, sickness and health.

King uses various kinds of repetition—repetition of single words or phrases, of sentence
structures, and of sounds. Focusing on a passage of one or more paragraphs’ length, discuss
the effect of King's use of repetition.

Why does King wait until the end of his “Letter” {paragraphs 45 and 46) to address the clergy-
men’s claim that the Birmingham police behaved adinirably?

Considering the final three paragraphs as King's conclusion, discuss whether you believe it is
rhetorically effective.

SIMULATED AP ESSAY QUESTIONS

1.

Rhetorical Analysis. In paragraphs 13 and 14 Martin Luther King Jr. argues for the ur-
gency of changing segregation laws. Write an essay analyzing the rhetorical strategies he uses
to make his argument,

Rhetorical Analysis. In paragraphs 27 through 31, Martin Luther King Jr. considers the
accusation that his nonviolent protest movement is “extreme.” Write an essay analyzing the
rhetorical strategies he employs to respond to this claim.

Note: This passage is slightly longer than most that appear on the AP Exam. If students have
only 40 minutes to read and write, the passage could be limited to paragraphs 28 through 31.

Argument. Martin Luther King Jr. claiins in “Letter from Birmingham Jail” that “it is an his-
torical fact that privileged groups seldom give up their privileges voluntarily. Individuals may see
the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust posture, but . . . groups tend to be more immoral
than individuals” (paragraph 12). Write an essay defending, challenging, or qualifying King’s claim.
Support your position with evidence from your own experience, observation, or knowledge.
Argument. Martin Luther King Jr. made the following observation in “Letter from Birmingham
Jail”: “Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunder-
standing from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright
rejection” (paragraph 23). Write an essay explaining why you agree or disagree with King’s statement.
Use specific evidence from your own experience, observation, or reading to develop your position.

MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS

These multiple-choice questions refer to paragraphs 17-22.

1.

Paragraphs 17 and 18 contain all of the 2. Whatis the primary purpose of paragraph 19?

following EXCEPT a. to challenge a point made in the pre-
a. antithesis vipus paragraph

b. rhetorical question b. to give an example of a difference be-
c. imperative sentence tween theory and practice

d. metaphor c. to summarize the points made in the
e. compound-complex sentence previous two paragraphs

d. to introduce an idea that the author
will refute in subsequent paragraphs

e. to emphasize the authors personal
experience
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3.

The following sentence from paragraph
20 is an example of which rhetorical de-
vice?: "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 in-
justice, is in reality expressing the highest
respect for the law.”

a. anaphora

b. persenification
c. Oxymoron

d. paradox

e. apostrophe

What is the purpose of sentences 2 and 3

in paragraph 20: “In no sense do I advo-

cate evading or defying the law, as would

the rapid segregationist. That would lead

to anarchy”?

a. to emphasize an assumption of the
author’s argument

b. to signal a shift in tone

c. to acknowledge and refute a counter-
argument

d. to provide a specific example of a
point made in the previous paragraph

e. to qualify the author’s thesis

Paragraph 21 appeals to which of the fol-
lowing?
I, Judeo-Christian beliels
O. Racial pride
ITT. Patriotism

a. Ionly

b. T only

c. I only

d. I and III only
e. I 11, and ITI

SUGGESTED WRITING ASSIGNMENTS

1.

Paragraph 22, on Nazi Germany, illus-
trates all of the following EXCEPT
hyperbole

an appeal to ethos

concrete diction

an appeal to pathos

complex sentences

fao TP

The author's tone in paragraph 22 can
best be described as ‘

a. ironic bitterness
b. controlled anger
¢. grudging respect
d. feigned sympathy
e.

detached cynicism

Taken as a whole, this passage utilizes
which of the following organizational
patterns?

I definition

II. cause-and-effect
1I1. comparison and contrast

a. Ionly
b. Iand only
c. III only

d. Iand III only
e. L 1I, and IIT

The style of this passage as a whole is
most accurately characterized as
informal and descriptive

complex and reasoned

abstract and allusive

objective and formal

emotional and evocative

e oo T

On the Web site www.millikin.edu/wcenter/kingla.html, you will find a color-coding of “Letter
[rom Birmingham Jail” indicating the appeals to ethos, logos, and pathos. Write an essay in
which you take issue with some of the categorizations, and explain your reasoning.

Write an essay tracing and analyzing the way King balances the twin appeals to religion and
patriotism throughout “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Does he ultimately emphasize one
over the other? If so, why do you think he made that choeice?

Compare and conirast the rhetorical strategies King employs in “Letter from Birmingham
Jail” with those he uses in another piece, such as the “I Have a Dream” speech or the intro-
duction to Why We Can't Wait (which appeared on the 1989 AP Language exam). Explain why
certain strategies are more appropriate for a speech.

Compare and conirast the rhetorical sirategies and styles of “Public Statement by Eight Ala-

bama Clergymen” and King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Include consideration of figu-
rative language, allusion, and sentence structure.
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5. Alice Walker wrote an essay entitled “The Civil Rights Movement: What Good Was It?” After
reading her essay, write your own essay using her title but updating it to the present day.
What “good” do you believe has resulted from the civil rights movement?

6. Write your own definition of just versus unjust laws and explain a set of circumstances that
you believe would warrant civil disobedience.

CONNECTIONS INSIDE AND QUTSIDE 50 ESSAYS

INSIDE

Other documents, essays, and speeches that argue for changes in public policy provide use-
[ul comparisons:

* “The Declaration of Independence” by Thomas Jefferson

s« “The Gettysburg Address” by Abraham Lincoln

* “Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions” by Elizabeth Cady Stanton

s “Aren’t T a Woman?” by Sejourner Truth

OUTSIDE

= Certainly a cluster of materials on the civil rights movement can help students see dif-
ferent perspectives—materials such as Alice Walker's essay “The Civil Rights Movement:
What Good Was It?” and poetry [rom Rita Dove's collection O the Bus with Rosa Parks.
However, those interested in making King's letter the subject of a longer study might com-
pare and contrast it with Thoreau's “Civil Disobedience.” Qur experience is that students need
guite a bit of guidance, including historical context, to conduct such a comparison, but the
results are rewarding. A hyperlinked e-text of “Civil Disobedience” that students might
find helpful is at www.vcu.edu/engweb/transcendentalism/authors/thoreau/civil/

* After all, both Thoreau and King could have gotten out of jail fairly expeditiously—
Thoreau’s aunt offered to pay his bail, and President Kennedy offered to intervene on
King's behall. Both chose to remain imprisoned to make a point. On the other hand,
Thoreau eventually delivered his argument to the Concord Lyceum, a rather elite intel-
lectual audience, whereas the charismatic leader King intended his letter to reach a larger
citizenry. A possible beginning is simply to work with the SOAPS technique (see Appen-
dix). By developing such a comparison, students could begin to see the multiple levels
within each category. Following is a model SOAPS chart for King and Thoreau:

Category King Thoreau

Subject why in Birmingham why withheld poll taxes
segregation slavery/war
freedom [reedom
Occasion misuse of the law misuse of the law
human injustices human injustices
nonviolent demensirations nonpayment of poll taxes, protest war
Audience clergy local concerned citizens
U.S. citizens U.S. citizens
world
Purpose defend self defend self
explain cause explain resistance
inlluence public policy appeal for revolution
Speaker minister abolitionist
civil rights leader protester
prophet/visionary reformer
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* A more text-based analysis of style and structure may be even more challenging. One pos-
sibility is to consider Thoreau'’s rather long account of his night in jail (beginning “The
night in prison was novel and interesting enough” and ending “This is the whole history
of ‘My Prisons’”). What is the effect of this lengthy personal account, and why doesn’t King
include something similar?

e Another approach is to focus on paired passages, such as the opening paragraph of each.

_Paragraphs 15-22 in King’s "Letter” provide an excellent comparison with Thoreau’s ex-
planation of what he believes constitutes civil disobedience.
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