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Further Reading

Biographies by Adam Fairclough, To Redeem the Soul of America: The
Southern Christian Leadership Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr
(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1987), David J. Garrow, Bearing
the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr and the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (New York: William Morrow, 1986) and Taylor Branch, Az
Canaan’s Edge: America in the King Tears, 1965-1968 (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 2006) all do a good job of charting developments in King’s
final years. Vincent Harding, Martin Luther King: The Inconvenient Hero
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996) makes the persuasive case that for
many years King’s more radical legacy was conveniently but unjustly over-
looked. For more specific readings on different aspects of King’s final years
see the Bibliography at the end of this book.

David J. Garrow

Many years have passed since Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in
i i on the cool spring evening of April 4, 1968 — more time than the
welve years of his own life that King gave to “The Movement® between the
m-ﬂﬂntinm:nr. Alabama’s famous bus bovcott in December, 1955
andd that sudden accurate rifle shot from the bathroom window of a
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ek had changed in those twelve years. Racism had been confronted
A cental theme of American life. Public segregation — of lunch counters,
Waler fountaing, city parks, and city buses — had largely vanished from the
South. The Movement had evolved from the student sit-ins, the Freedom
ides, and Bull Connor's Birmingham to the divisive CONLroversy over
lack Power and the unsuccessful effort to use southern activists and tech-
nigues to launch a *Freedom Movement” in Chicago’s ghettos. Martin King
had grown from a naive optimist who had told Montgomery’s protesters
that their passive withdrawal from the buses would persuade white south-
erners of segregation’s immorality to a sagacious, worn down realist who
knew that the central injustice of American society lay not simply in its racial
practices but in its entire economic structure. Toward the end of his
journey, he began to sce that only by confronting ‘class issues . . . the
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problem of the gulf between the haves and the have nots,” and by openly
advecating democratic socialism, could *The Movement” begin to combat
the widespread economic injustice thar underlay American racism, American
militarism, and American materialism.

Up through the summer of 1965 ‘The Movement’ had won the enact-
ment of two of the greatest legislative milestones in American political
history: the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. At
first glance, those two statutes promised to make real the transformation of
the South,

Then, over some six months® time, Martin King came to a decp and very
painful realization, a realization he had had inklings of before, but that
never had crystalized: those acts of Congress, no matter how comprehen-
sive, really did very little to improve the daily lives of poor black people
across the rural South. Those bills did little, if anything, to provide better
jobs, better housing, or greater economic power for the millions of people
north and south who long had been the exploited victims of the American
economy. Long time activist Bayard Rustin had been arguing for three years
that the Movement had to turn away from a singular focus on race, and
confront the basic issues of wealth and poverty in America, but his voice
had largely been drowned out. The great 1963 pilgrimage had been titled
*The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom’, bur Rustin’s and A.
Philip Randolph’s insistence on an economic focus had been replaced by a
preoccupation with winning congressional approval of John Kennedy's civil
rights bill. Only in the early fall of 1965, as Martin King gradually realized
that the 1964 and 1965 Acts had given neither economic independence to
rural southern blacks nor anything at all to northern gherro dwellers, did
the economic issue move to the forefront of his mind.

The Chicago Freedom Movement, begun late in 1965 in an effort to
unite King’s symbolic authority with an interracial coalition of local activists
eager for such support, was the first attempt by King’s Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC) to confront the economic issue and to
mount a campaign outside the South. Initially, the Chicago effort intended
to concentrate on organizing ‘unions’ of slum dwellers rather than on street
demonstrations or protests. It would be precisely the sort of grass roots
organization building that the southern movement’s real shock troops, the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), had long advo-
cated, bur which King and SCLC intentionally had forsaken in order to
pursue ‘direct action’ protests geared to evoke newsworthy violence from
reactionary segregationists. That pragmatic strategy had propelled the 1964
and 1965 Acts through a previously reluctant Congress, but it had done
little to generate tangible gains or to create ongoing political organizations
for the citizens of those southern towns where SCLC had mounted its
protests, Now, in Chicago, King knew that something different was called
for, |







