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Martin Luther King Jr.: An Inspiration in Today’s Fight for Racial and
Economic Justice
By Brittany Alston
On April 4th, 1968, 50 years ago tomorrow, Martin Luther King
Jr. was assassinated amidst the struggle for workers’ rights in
Memphis, Tennessee. After longstanding tensions mounted
between Black sanitation workers and the City of Memphis,
workers refused to report to work. The men used nonviolent
tactics in protest of low wages and dangerous working
conditions. They etched their cause in the minds of millions with
signs that read “I Am A Man”. Organizers called on clergy,
including Martin Luther King Jr., to amplify the voices of the
workers. King told workers that they were "reminding, not only
Memphis, but [they were] reminding the nation that it is a crime
for people to live in this rich nation and receive starvation wages."
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King’s presence in the Memphis Sanitation Workers’ fight was indicative of his support for unionism as a
vehicle for racial and economic justice for Black people. His support, however, was not without critique. In
a 1961 speech to the AFL- CIO, King recognized that many unions denied Black people membership or
access to vocational programs. He urged labor leaders to see the importance of a unified movement,
inclusive of all people.
King radically shaped the Civil Rights Movement and clearly defined the structural barriers prohibiting
upward mobility for Black and poor people in the U.S. In his speech to the sanitation workers he declared,
“all work has dignity”. He rhetorically asked, “Do you know that most of the poor people in our country are
working every day? And they are making wages so low that they cannot begin to function in the mainstream
of the economic life of our nation”. King chided government officials for allowing poor housing conditions,
low wages, mass unemployment and inadequate schools in Black communities throughout the country.
Washington, DC continues to struggle with the pervasive racial and economic inequality that disturbed King
and inspired his work.
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•

Income Inequality: Over the last ten years, the predominately Black wards east of the river
have not seen unemployment rates drop below 10 percent.1 In 2016 alone, the unemployment
rate was 10.6 percent in Ward 7 and 13 percent in Ward 8, as compared to the unemployment
rates in Ward 2 (4.2 percent) and Ward 3 (3.9 percent), which are predominately white.

•

Affordable Housing and Homelessness: Some 26,000 extremely low-income households in
the District spend more than half their income on rent and face a greater risk of becoming
homeless. Nearly all of these households are headed by a person of color.
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•

Education: There are distressing differences between the educational outcomes for white
students and students of color in the District. In high school English, 87 percent of white
students are college and career ready, compared to only 21 percent of Black students.2

•

Health: Despite a citywide reduction in the District’s infant mortality rate over time, the rate is
nearly six times higher for Black babies than white babies, with a rate of 9.9 deaths per 1,000 live
births in DC’s Black community.3

•

Workplace Inequality: Many workers in the District continue to be victims of wage theft,
especially on construction sites. Even with laws in place, the government fails to use strategic
enforcement to protect workers from employer misconduct.

King left people not only with impassioned words, but with tangible solutions. The Civil Rights Movement
experienced wins with the passage of The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, but
more still needed to be accomplished. In 1968, leaders of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC) launched the 1968 Poor People’s Campaign. The campaign included direct actions and policy
proposals for lawmakers.
In February 1968 leaders drafted the Economic and Social Bill of Rights. The document contextualized the
experiences of the poor and proposed the following:
• Decent jobs in high demand industries for all employable citizens and a universal minimum
income
• Decent housing for all people and free choice of neighborhoods, regardless of class or race
• Comprehensive education programs that support the growth and success of every student
• Full benefits and health care coverage through a social security system
To fund these proposals, the authors urged the government to repurpose Vietnam war funds for social
programs to ensure poor Americans received basic necessities.
The assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. limited the success of the Poor People’s campaign. Led by
King’s successor Reverend Ralph Abernathy, thousands marched on Washington and participated in the
planned Resurrection City Action. Ultimately, leaders were unable to simplify the many interests of involved
groups and the SCLC never formally adopted the Economic and Social Bill of Rights. Because of this, the
campaign was unable to achieve any legislative wins. However, the campaign represented a pivotal shift in
the Civil Rights Movement. Leaders made no attempt to prioritize class or race, but instead recognized the
fundamental importance of both.
Many of the campaign’s proposed anti-poverty policies could only be achieved with bold investments and
funding, and this remains true today. Advocacy and activist circles throughout the District continue to push
for anti-poverty policies and funding mechanisms that will allow all residents to benefit from the District’s
recent growth and prosperity. While progress has been made with the help of timeless leaders such as
Martin Luther King Jr., an action-oriented fight for racial and economic justice must continue.
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