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Toulmin Analysis of “Letter from Birmingham Jail”  

          While incarcerated for civil rights activism in 1963, Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. wrote “Letter from Birmingham Jail” as a response to eight 
clergymen who had criticized his activities as “unwise and untimely.”  On 
the surface, the letter addresses King’s claim to the contrary and explains 
why his work was both wise and timely.  However, there is also a subtext 
implying a greater issue and a wider audience; the larger claim is that 
segregation is immoral and unjust, and that people who recognize this 
injustice should actively eliminate its practice. 

          King uses his knowledge of letters and rhetoric to provide wide 
ranging support of his claims.  He cites Socrates, T.S. Eliot, and the Bible, 
among other respected sources.  He appeals to Christians and Jews alike 
by referring to Catholic martyrs and to the holocaust.  He speaks of his 
children, who do not understand racial prejudice, to appeal to the emotions 
of an audience who, if they have no other common ground, might identify 
with him as a parent. 

          In his discussion of what constitutes just and unjust laws, King relies 
on the assumption that a democratic society values justice and desires to 
preserve its values – social order, freedom, etc.  He relies on these values 
to create a sense of the disparity between this ideal and the reality faced by 
African Americans.   

         He also takes for granted that his audience recognizes the civil rights 
issue as an issue, that they have an interest in the outcome.  He often 
anticipates his audience’s rebuttals and backs them accordingly.  For 
example, he prefaces his definition of constructive tension with the 
statement that the audience might think that idea of non-violent protest is at 
odds with the tension it creates.  

       His language includes many qualifiers, such as “you may think,” or 
“many people believe,” which softens his argument away from didacticism 
without robbing it of its persuasive power.  There is an implicit sub-claim, 
based on his equation of “just law” with natural or moral law, that the clergy 
have a social responsibility as spiritual (moral) authorities to ensure that 
morality and justice are universally encoded within secular law. 



 

  


