Teacher Resource 6A

Teacher Tips for Socratic Seminar Facilitation
Adapted from Walter Parker, University of Washington (from PIH net – needs to be
redone – or find original to cite)

BASIC FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS
(as needed, after the discussion has been launched with the Opening Question)
1. Verification
• How do you know that’s true?
• Where does it say that in the text?
2. Clarification
• What do you mean by ____?
3. Elaboration
• Say more about that.
• Tell us more.
4. Participation
• What do some of you others think?
• Let’s hear from those of you who
haven’t spoken yet.
5. Variety
• What’s another idea (reason; cause;
interpretation, etc.)?
6. Summarizing
• Let’s see what progress we’ve made.
7. Re-focus
• Let’s return to the question (restate).

Handout 6.1

Letter from Birmingham Jail Excerpts
1

I think I should indicate why I am here in Birmingham, since you have been
influenced by the view which argues against "outsiders coming in." . . . So I, along
with several members of my staff, am here because I was invited here. I am here
because I have organizational ties here.

2

But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the
prophets of the eighth century B.C. left their villages and carried their "thus saith the
Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their home towns, and just as the Apostle Paul
left his village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of
the Greco Roman world, so am I compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond
my own home town. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call
for aid.

3

Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I
cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in
Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in
an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever
affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the
narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who lives inside the United States
can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its bounds.

4

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But your statement, I
am sorry to say, fails to express a similar concern for the conditions that brought
about the demonstrations. I am sure that none of you would want to rest content
with the superficial kind of social analysis that deals merely with effects and does not
grapple with underlying causes. It is unfortunate that demonstrations are taking place
in Birmingham, but it is even more unfortunate that the city's white power structure
left the Negro community with no alternative.

5

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of the facts to
determine whether injustices exist; negotiation; self purification; and direct action.
We have gone through all these steps in Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying
the fact that racial injustice engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably the
most thoroughly segregated city in the United States. Its ugly record of brutality is
widely known. Negroes have experienced grossly unjust treatment in the courts.
There have been more unsolved bombings of Negro homes and churches in
Birmingham than in any other city in the nation. These are the hard, brutal facts of

the case. . .

6

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."

7

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determine whether a
law is just or unjust? A just law is a man made code that squares with the moral law
or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law.
To put it in the terms of St. Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a human law that is
not rooted in eternal law and natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is
just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust. All segregation statutes are
unjust because segregation distorts the soul and damages the personality. It gives the
segregator a false sense of superiority and the segregated a false sense of inferiority.
Segregation, to use the terminology of the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber,
substitutes an "I it" relationship for an "I thou" relationship and ends up relegating
persons to the status of things. Hence segregation is not only politically,
economically and sociologically unsound, it is morally wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich
has said that sin is separation. Is not segregation an existential expression of man's
tragic separation, his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? Thus it is that I can
urge men to obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme Court, for it is morally right;
and I can urge them to disobey segregation ordinances, for they are morally wrong.

8

Let us consider a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An unjust law is a
code that a numerical or power majority group compels a minority group to obey
but does not make binding on itself. This is difference made legal. By the same
token, a just law is a code that a majority compels a minority to follow and that it is
willing to follow itself. This is sameness made legal.

9

Let me give another explanation. A law is unjust if it is inflicted on a minority that, as
a result of being denied the right to vote, had no part in enacting or devising the law.
Who can say that the legislature of Alabama which set up that state's segregation laws
was democratically elected? Throughout Alabama all sorts of devious methods are
used to prevent Negroes from becoming registered voters, and there are some
counties in which, even though Negroes constitute a majority of the population, not
a single Negro is registered. Can any law enacted under such circumstances be

considered democratically structured?

10

Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For instance, I have
been arrested on a charge of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong
in having an ordinance which requires a permit for a parade. But such an ordinance
becomes unjust when it is used to maintain segregation and to deny citizens the FirstAmendment privilege of peaceful assembly and protest.

11

I hope you are able to see the distinction I am trying to point out. In no sense do I
advocate evading or defying the law, as would the rabid segregationist. That would
lead to anarchy. One who breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with
a willingness to accept the penalty. 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 injustice, is in reality
expressing the highest respect for law. . .
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You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme . . . But though I was initially
disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as I continued to think about the
matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an
extremist for love: "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them
that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you."
Was not Amos an extremist for justice: "Let justice roll down like waters and
righteousness like an ever flowing stream." Was not Paul an extremist for the
Christian gospel: "I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus." Was not Martin
Luther an extremist: "Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God." And
John Bunyan: "I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of
my conscience." And Abraham Lincoln: "This nation cannot survive half slave and
half free." And Thomas Jefferson: "We hold these truths to be self evident, that all
men are created equal . . ." So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but
what kind of extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love? Will
we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the extension of justice? . . .

13

One day the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths,
with the noble sense of purpose that enables them to face jeering and hostile mobs,
and with the agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the pioneer. They will
be old, oppressed, battered Negro women, symbolized in a seventy two year old
woman in Montgomery, Alabama, who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her
people decided not to ride segregated buses, and who responded with
ungrammatical profundity to one who inquired about her weariness: "My feets is
tired, but my soul is at rest." They will be the young high school and college students,
the young ministers of the gospel and a host of their elders, courageously and
nonviolently sitting in at lunch counters and willingly going to jail for conscience'
sake. One day the South will know that when these disinherited children of God sat

down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up for what is best in the
American dream and for the most sacred values in our Judaeo Christian heritage,
thereby bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy which were dug
deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and the
Declaration of Independence . . .
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I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that circumstances will
soon make it possible for me to meet each of you, not as an integrationist or a civilrights leader but as a fellow clergyman and a Christian brother. Let us all hope that
the dark clouds of racial prejudice will soon pass away and the deep fog of
misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear drenched communities, and in some
not too distant tomorrow the radiant stars of love and brotherhood will shine over
our great nation with all their scintillating beauty.
Yours for the cause of Peace and
Brotherhood,
Martin Luther King, Jr.

Handout 6.2

Statement from Alabama Clergymen
A Group of Clergymen
April 12, 1963

We clergymen are among those who, in January, issued "an Appeal for Law and Order and
Common Sense," in dealing with racial problems in Alabama. We expressed understanding
that honest convictions in racial matters could properly be pursued in the courts, but urged
that decisions of those courts should in the meantime be peacefully obeyed.
Since that time there has been some evidence of increased forbearance and a willingness to
face facts. Responsible citizens have undertaken to work on various problems which cause
racial friction and unrest. In Birmingham, recent public events have given indication that
we all have opportunity for a new constructive and realistic approach to racial problems.
However, we are now confronted by a series of demonstrations by some of our Negro
citizens, directed and led in part by outsiders. We recognize the natural impatience of
people who feel that their hopes are slow in being realized. But we are convinced that these
demonstrations are unwise and untimely.
We agree rather with certain local Negro leadership which has called for honest and open
negotiation of racial issues in our area. And we believe this kind of facing of issues can best
be accomplished by citizens of our own metropolitan area, white and Negro, meeting with
their knowledge and experiences of the local situation. All of us need to face that
responsibility and find proper channels for its accomplishment.
Just as we formerly pointed out that "hatred and violence have no sanction in our religious
and political traditions," we also point out that such actions as incite to hatred and violence,
however technically peaceful those actions may be, have not contributed to the resolution
of our local problems. We do not believe that these days of new hope are days when
extreme measures are justified in Birmingham.

We commend the community as a whole, and the local news media and law enforcement
officials in particular, on the calm manner in which these demonstrations have been
handled. We urge the public to continue to show restraint should the demonstrations
continue, and the law enforcement officials to remain calm and continue to protect our city
from violence.

We further strongly urge our own Negro community to withdraw support from these
demonstrations, and to unite locally in working peacefully for a better Birmingham. When
rights are consistently denied, a cause should be pressed in the courts and in negotiations
among local leaders, and not in the streets. We appeal to both our white and Negro
citizenry to observe the principles of law and order and common sense.
Signed by:
C.C.J. CARPENTER, D.D., LL.D., Bishop of Alabama.
JOSEPH A. DURICK, D.D., Auxiliary Bishop, Diocese of Mobile-Birmingham
Rabbi MILTON L. GRAFMAN, Temple Emanu-El, Birmingham, Alabama
Bishop PAUL HARDIN, Bishop of the Alabama-West Florida Conference of the
Methodist Church
Bishop NOLAN B. HARMON, Bishop of the North Alabama Conference of the
Methodist Church
GEORGE M. MURRAY, D.D., LL.D., Bishop Coadjutor, Episcopal Diocese of Alabama
EDWARD V. RAMAGE, Moderator, Synod of the Alabama Presbyterian Church in the
United States
EARL STALLINGS, Pastors, First Baptist Church, Birmingham, Alabama
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Handout 6.3:

Letter from Birmingham Jail Socratic Seminar Ticket
Directions: Read both readings twice before writing anything on this sheet. The second
time you read, highlight or underline words or phrases that you think are important,
puzzling, or intriguing to you. Make notes in the margins about your thoughts and feelings
as you read the passage and any questions you have about what the text says.
1. Identify any words that you do not understand or think are important to the text.
Give the meaning, part of speech, and an original sentence using each.
Word

2. What is the purpose of this Letter?

Meaning

3. Who is King’s audience(s) for this letter?
4. How does King describe a just from unjust law?

5. Write three additional open-ended questions that require discussion. Do not pick
questions with right or wrong answers or ones that can be answered by simply
looking at the text.
1.

2.

3.

