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Qr.King saw economic 
QuUdup as key to justice 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in organizing for civil rights, 
frequently spoke on the necessity for a just economic 
program for the United States. The following comes from 
the chapter, "The Days to Come," in the book Why We 
Can' t Wait, which was released 30 years ago (New Y orie: 
Harper, 1963): 

"Civilization, particularly in the United States, has 
long pos'sessed the material wealth and resources to feed, 
clothe and shelter all of its citizens. Civilization has en-

1 do wed man with the capacity to organize change, to con
ceive and implement plans .... " 

Dr. King called for a "Bill of Rights for the Disadvan
taged." He said, "While Negroes form the vast majority 
of America's disadvantaged, there are millions of white 
poor who would also benefit from such a bill. The moral 

" justification for special measures for Negroes is rooted in 

as it ages, those whose knowledge stretched back to days 
gone by, when things were different, pass on, and the survi
vors are left with their memories of those who knew, to pass 
on through family or other means, and the quality of the 
culture is attenuated. So it is in our time. There are two 
defining moments, for people of a certain age; three for those 
of an older generation. Most, out of childhood at the time, 
know precisely where they were, and what they were doing, 
at that moment, 30 years ago now, when President John 
F. Kennedy's assassination was reported to the world from 
Dealy Plaza in Dallas. And again, later, when no credible 
solution to that crime was forthcoming from the highest lev
els of the country, everyone old enough knew, whether they 
wanted to admit it or not, that we had a big problem on our 
hands, if such a monstrous thing could be done, and then 
covered up. Most of those, and some others, also remember 
that moment, in the summer of 1969, when Neil Armstrong 
took his "one small step for a man, one giant leap for man
kind" and stepped off the ladder of the Apollo spacecraft's 
lunar module to raise the Stars and Stripes on the surface of 
the Moon. At that moment, the project Kennedy had 
launched when he called on the nation to make the commit
ment to put an American on the Moon, within the decade, 
had been brought to fruition. It was a project which involved 
us all, a project whose success was a victory for us all. For 
an earlier generation, VE-Day 1945 is similar, a day that 
lives in memory, precisely because it also affirms that the 
higher purpose which unites us all as humans is knowable, 
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the robberies inherent in the in titutioo of slavery. Many 
poor whites were the derivati e victims of slavery. As ,.I , 

long as labor was cheapened b the involuntary servitude!fk 
of the black man, the freedom f white labor, especially/f 
in the South, was little more th n a myth. It was free only., 
to bargain from the depressed base imposed by slavery {' 

upon the whole labor market. .'. . ' (, 

"It is a simple matter of jus ice that America, in deal'" 
ing creatively with the task 0 raising the Negro from 
baCkwardness, should also be scuing a large stratumi'bf 
the forgotten white poor. A Bi I of Rights for the Disad
vantaged could mark the rise a new era, in whielr the 
full resources of the society w uld be used to attack the . 
tenacious poverty which so p adoxically exists ,in the 
midst of plenty. . . . " 

Dr. King called for full e ploymeot in building the' 
national economy. "The energe ic and creative expansion 
of work opportunities, in both e public and pri:vate sec
tors or our economy , is an impeative worthy oftheriehest 
nation on earth, whose abunda e is an embarrassment as 

long as millions of poor are '  prisoned and constantly 
self-renewed within an expandi g population." 

and does exist, no matter what anyone else says to the con
trary. 

Such considerations not onllY tell us that individuals can 
and do contribute to a higher pu�ose, but they also tell us, if 
you want to comprehend what is going on, now, in the United 
States, you have to go back in lime, 25 to 30 years, to days 
when things were organized differently-not perfectly, but 
differently. Though we have makntained some of the capabil
ities we developed to put men bn the Moon, cities, such as 
�etroit, Newark, Los Angeles, eakland, Hartford, also still 
do bear the unreconstructed scars of the riots of a generation 
ago. I 

Compare what went before with what changed, and how 
it changed. If you're too young ko know, you should want to 
find out. If you're old enough 

I
to remember, it's your life, 

you changed too, becoming a different, lesser person, and 
the chances are, if you are hone t with yourself, that you can 
remember the moments of deci ion in your life which mark 
that process of decline, just as learly as you can remember 
the large-scale events which shaped the world in which you 
made them. And, of course, the ationalizations employed to 
justify them. It seemed like it "'las all for the best. It seemed 
like the lesser of various evils. There didn't appear to be· any 
choice. "I knew it was wrong, But there was nothing I could 
do about it. I didn't want to do It, but I had to." Out of such 
seemingly small decisions, consolingly cloaking themselves 
with such justifications for imp tence, tragedy, of classical 
proportions, is written for the life of nations and cultures. 
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