
 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Time’s Impact on Human Progress in “Letter From Birmingham Jail” 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phelps Moore 

HUM 103 

Professor Robb 

December 11, 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 2 

“Human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability; it comes through the tireless efforts of 

men willing to be co-workers with God, and without this hard work, time itself becomes an ally 

of the forces of social stagnation. We must use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is 

always ripe to do right. Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy and transform 

our pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now is the time to lift our 

national policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of human dignity.”1 

 

In the “Letter From Birmingham Jail,” King appeals to the emotions of the white 

clergymen. He rejects the common misconception that human progress is only dependent on 

time.  We do not usually think of time as “neutral,” but as an idealized force that allows us to 

advance. However, it is not time itself that helps us progress, but the individuals who use their 

limited time to improve the world.  King carefully chooses specific words to subtly relate to 

bigger ideas and utilizes rhetorical devices like personification, repetition, alliteration, and 

metaphors to better describe the relationship between time and progress.  

King repeatedly argues that “now”2 is the time to take action, because “human progress 

never rolls in on wheels of inevitability”3. The word “wheels”4 often corresponds with circles 

and cycles, referring to the continuation of oppression in the United States. Wheels relate to the 

idea of repetition and how people repeat the same mistakes, but can also be a symbol of 

technology and higher understanding. King uses this imagery to propose the question: Are 

technological advances worsening inequalities in the socioeconomic divide? He ironically uses 

                                                      
1 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Jonathan Rieder, Gospel of Freedom. Bloomsbury Press, 

2013, 178. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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this image, which is usually seen as a symbol of progress, to portray the way the oppressed are 

being crushed beneath the wheel. This symbolic wheel only serves the oppressors. A 

dealignment exists between the idea of a wheel revolving towards progress and the actuality of 

that wheel oppressing people as it spins. Certain groups tend to progress at the expense of others. 

He tells the white moderate not to rely on time for social change while standing idly by, but to 

exploit their privilege in order to help drive the movement forward. 

After demonstrating constructive use of time, King also reveals how time can hinder 

human progress. According to King, “Time itself becomes an ally of the forces of social 

stagnation.”5 This explicitly calls out the white moderate for not doing enough to overthrow this 

system of oppression in which they participate. The word “ally”6 can relate to themes of social 

justice and equality, but in this context has a more negative connotation. King personifies the 

idea of time when describing it as an “ally.”7 This personification creates a vivid picture, evokes 

more emotion, and allows the audience to better understand the invaluable passage of time. The 

word “ally”8 is also chosen because it mirrors the word “co-workers”9 from the phrase before. He 

applies the words “co-workers with God”10 in a positive context but uses the word “ally”11 in a 

negative light. This serves as another example of King using religion to win support for the 

movement. The words “force”12 and “stagnation”13 deliberately contradict each other in order to 

prove that the passage of time will not initiate change, and by not taking a stand many people are 

preventing growth.   

                                                      
5 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
6 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
7 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
8 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
9 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
10 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
11 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
12 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
13 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
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Another way King appeals to the clergymen to stop wasting time is by proving he has his 

church on his side. The phrase “co-workers of God”14 reminds the audience of the connection 

between religion and social justice. This phrase implies that humans are on the same level as 

God and demonstrates equality to an even higher degree.15 The Civil Rights movement was not 

only a political movement, but also a religious one. The religion of Christianity encouraged U.S. 

citizens to take action. Black churches in the South became a major part of the movement and 

one of the main symbols for the movement representing freedom. They were some of the first 

sources of power that weren’t the white government. Religion often incites social movements 

because many who value religious freedom also value individual freedoms. King wishes for a 

“psalm of brotherhood”16 once equality is achieved, more support of his idea that religion is 

intertwined with freedom.  

King employs many rhetorical devices to reemphasize the importance of immediate 

action. The letter demands that the audience, the white moderate, use their time “creatively.”17 

King writes that “time is always ripe to do what’s right.”18 His literary devices like alliteration 

sound more persuasive to the readers. His imperfect rhyme of “ripe”19 and “right”20 avoids using 

a cliché phrase and sounds subtler and more versatile. It makes the phrase memorable and creates 

unity and flow in his writing. The word “ripe”21 can mean “fully matured” or “arrived at the 

fitting time or stage for.” It implies that this movement is a time for growth and renewal. 

“Ripe”22 invokes the idea of natural imagery, implying that it should be “natural” for humans to 

                                                      
14 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178.. 
15 Luis Cordero, personal conversation, September 7, 2018. 
16 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
17 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
18 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
19 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
20 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
21 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
22 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
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do what is right. Multiple groups of people despite differences in both class and race can access 

and understand the metaphor in a vision of ripe plants and fruits. King specifically utilizes 

rhetorical devices like alliteration and imperfect rhyme in this passage and carefully chooses all 

his words in order to convince the reader to join his cause.  

Along with his many rhetorical devices, King’s word choice reminds the readers of his 

intended audience and his time-oriented purpose. The word “elegy”23 serves as a reminder that 

this letter targets the educated white clergymen and moderate. Elegy is defined as “a poem of 

serious reflection, typically a lament for the dead.” King writes that people need to “transform 

[their] pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood.”24 By juxtaposing the words 

“elegy”25 and “psalm,”26 he demonstrates how people must turn an age of death and oppression 

into one of joy and freedom. This phrase reinforces the common theme that the civil rights 

movement is an opportunity for a fresh start and renewal. The words “national”27 contrasts with 

“creative,”28 revealing to the audience that they must act as individuals independent from the 

government to make change happen. The repetition of different forms of the word “creative”29 

subconsciously prompts the audience to use their time constructively and help change society for 

the better. 

King’s repetition of the word “now” and his metaphor in the conclusion of this passage 

demonstrate that sudden action is necessary to end oppression: “Now is the time to lift our 

national policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of human dignity.”30 In 

                                                      
23 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178.  
24 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
25 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
26 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
27 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
28 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
29 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
30 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
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quicksand, the more a person moves, the faster and deeper they sink. To escape they must have 

help from the outside. King implies that the oppressed must have help from the people who have 

power and influence within the system, the white moderate. The “solid rock”31 could represent 

an eternal or divine object and also are connected with nature and history. Minorities have been 

oppressed for the entirety of history. By lifting them above this rock, King gives them hope that 

they will overcome racial prejudices and inequalities. The solid rock also represents human 

dignity while the moving quicksand embodies racial injustices. Despite developing injustices, 

human dignity exists as a stable and constant force which drives us towards equality. 

  

                                                      
31 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 178. 
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