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Handout	
  #	
  9a:	
  Martin	
  Luther	
  King	
  Jr	
  and	
  the	
  Labour	
  
Movement	
  

 

The	
  labor	
  movement	
  was	
  the	
  principal	
  force	
  that	
  transformed	
  misery	
  and	
  despair	
  into	
  hope	
  
and	
  progress.	
  Out	
  of	
  its	
  bold	
  struggles,	
  economic	
  and	
  social	
  reform	
  gave	
  birth	
  to	
  
unemployment	
  insurance,	
  old-­‐age	
  pensions,	
  government	
  relief	
  for	
  the	
  destitute	
  and,	
  above	
  all,	
  
new	
  wage	
  levels	
  that	
  meant	
  not	
  mere	
  survival	
  but	
  a	
  tolerable	
  life.	
  The	
  captains	
  of	
  industry	
  did	
  
not	
  lead	
  this	
  transformation;	
  they	
  resisted	
  it	
  until	
  they	
  were	
  overcome.	
  When	
  in	
  the	
  thirties	
  the	
  
wave	
  of	
  union	
  organization	
  crested	
  over	
  the	
  nation,	
  it	
  carried	
  to	
  secure	
  shores	
  not	
  only	
  itself	
  
but	
  the	
  whole	
  society.	
  
—Speech	
  to	
  the	
  state	
  convention	
  of	
  the	
  Illinois	
  AFL-­‐CIO,	
  Oct.	
  7,	
  1965	
  
	
  
	
  
Negroes	
  in	
  the	
  United	
  States	
  read	
  the	
  history	
  of	
  labor	
  and	
  find	
  it	
  mirrors	
  their	
  own	
  experience.	
  
We	
  are	
  confronted	
  by	
  powerful	
  forces	
  telling	
  us	
  to	
  rely	
  on	
  the	
  goodwill	
  and	
  understanding	
  of	
  
those	
  who	
  profit	
  by	
  exploiting	
  us.	
  They	
  deplore	
  our	
  discontent,	
  they	
  resent	
  our	
  will	
  to	
  organize,	
  
so	
  that	
  we	
  may	
  guarantee	
  that	
  humanity	
  will	
  prevail	
  and	
  equality	
  will	
  be	
  exacted.	
  They	
  are	
  
shocked	
  that	
  action	
  organizations,	
  sit-­‐ins,	
  civil	
  disobedience	
  and	
  protests	
  are	
  becoming	
  our	
  
everyday	
  tools,	
  just	
  as	
  strikes,	
  demonstrations	
  and	
  union	
  organization	
  became	
  yours	
  to	
  insure	
  
that	
  bargaining	
  power	
  genuinely	
  existed	
  on	
  both	
  sides	
  of	
  the	
  table.	
  
	
  
We	
  want	
  to	
  rely	
  upon	
  the	
  goodwill	
  of	
  those	
  who	
  oppose	
  us.	
  Indeed,	
  we	
  have	
  brought	
  forward	
  
the	
  method	
  of	
  nonviolence	
  to	
  give	
  an	
  example	
  of	
  unilateral	
  goodwill	
  in	
  an	
  effort	
  to	
  evoke	
  it	
  in	
  
those	
  who	
  have	
  not	
  yet	
  felt	
  it	
  in	
  their	
  hearts.	
  But	
  we	
  know	
  that	
  if	
  we	
  are	
  not	
  simultaneously	
  
organizing	
  our	
  strength	
  we	
  will	
  have	
  no	
  means	
  to	
  move	
  forward.	
  If	
  we	
  do	
  not	
  advance,	
  the	
  
crushing	
  burden	
  of	
  centuries	
  of	
  neglect	
  and	
  economic	
  deprivation	
  will	
  destroy	
  our	
  will,	
  our	
  
spirits	
  and	
  our	
  hope.	
  In	
  this	
  way,	
  	
  labor's	
  historic	
  tradition	
  of	
  moving	
  forward	
  to	
  create	
  vital	
  
people	
  as	
  consumers	
  and	
  citizens	
  has	
  become	
  our	
  own	
  tradition,	
  and	
  for	
  the	
  same	
  reasons.	
  
—Speaking	
  to	
  the	
  AFL-­‐CIO	
  on	
  Dec.	
  11,	
  1961	
  
 
 
 


