EPISODE 10:

THE PROMISED LAND (1967–1968)
Episode 10 reviews the final months of Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life and the immediate
aftermath of his assassination. This period marked an intensification of the nonviolent struggle in two
areas: the struggle against poverty and the efforts to
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was a bridge between civil rights and economics. The campaign was to end in a massive demonstration of solidarity in Washington, DC.
While organizing the campaign, King had received a call from his friend Reverend James Lawson
(the man who had organized the trainings in nonviolence in Nashville during the sit-ins; see Episode
3). Lawson invited King to Memphis, Tennessee, in support of a black sanitation workers’ strike. King,
believing the strike would highlight the link between race and poverty, accepted the invitation. On
March 18, 1968, King delivered a speech to a crowd of seventeen thousand; ten days later he led proEPISODE 10 | 151

testors in a march through the city. For the first time, however, one of King’s marches descended into
violence. Disturbed, he flew back home, but vowed to return and lead a nonviolent march in
Memphis.
Two weeks later, King was back. On April 3, the night before the planned march, King delivered
his prophetic “Mountaintop” speech at the Mason Temple in Memphis. The next day, during a meeting with Andrew Young, Rev. Jesse Jackson, and other SCLC leaders at the Lorraine Motel, King
stepped out onto his balcony. Seconds later he was hit by a sniper’s bullet; he died an hour later at a
nearby hospital. The country was in shock: America had lost its most public voice of moral conscience.
Disbelief quickly became fury, and on April 5, riots broke out in more than sixty cities across the US.
For several days fires raged, leaving behind a desolate urban landscape of burnt cars, broken storefronts, and scorched buildings.
The final segment of the episode chronicles the SCLC’s efforts to recover after King’s death.
Struggling to regroup, the SCLC made the final arrangements for the Poor People’s Campaign. Five
weeks after King’s assassination, thousands of protestors—the majority of them black—arrived in
Washington, DC. There, in makeshift sheds and tents and drenching rain, they built Resurrection City
on the Mall, the site of the March on Washington five years earlier (see Episode 4). In early June, the
movement suffered yet another blow when Senator Robert F. Kennedy—considered a close ally of the
freedom movement—was assassinated shortly after winning the California Democratic presidential
primary elections. On June 24, 1968, with Kennedy and King gone, a saddened and confused nation
watched police and public authorities raze Resurrection City.
KEY QUESTIONS
1. Are poverty and economic inequality civil rights issues?
2. What relationship did King see between the war overseas and poverty at home?
3. What dilemmas did King encounter when he spoke out against the Vietnam War? How did he wrestle
to reconcile his moral objection to the war with his responsibility as a leader?
4. What strategies did the SCLC employ in its campaign against poverty? Why did the Poor People’s
Campaign face so much resistance?
5. How can a movement continue after the death of its charismatic leader?

Document 1: A TIME TO BREAK THE SILENCE
The 1960s marked an intensification of US engagement in Vietnam. Between 1962 and 1967, the number of US troops in Vietnam swelled to nearly half a million, increasingly diverting domestic economic resources overseas. Many felt that the war’s escalating costs undermined President Johnson’s “War
on Poverty.” For King, the issues of Vietnam and poverty were inseparable and had to be addressed.
He faced a dilemma, however, since speaking out against the war would alienate close allies of the
movement, including President Johnson, who viewed any criticism of his Vietnam policy as a personal betrayal. While earlier King had called for support of a peace process in Vietnam, in 1967, he decided it was time to speak about the moral costs of the war.
On April 4, at an event organized by a group called Clergy and Laymen Concerned about Vietnam,
King delivered a powerful speech denouncing the war. King opened by quoting from a statement
issued by the group’s executive committee:
“A time comes when silence is betrayal.” That time has come for us [too] in relation to
Vietnam. The truth of these words is beyond doubt but the mission to which they call us is
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a most difficult one. Even when pressed
by the demands of inner truth, men do
not easily assume the task of opposing
their government’s policy, especially in
time of war. Nor does the human spirit
move without great difficulty against all
the apathy of conformist thought within
one’s own bosom and in the surrounding
world. Moreover when the issues at hand
seem as perplexed as they often do in the
case of this dreadful conflict we are always
on the verge of being mesmerized by
uncertainty; but we must move on.
Some of us who have already begun to
break the silence of the night have found
that the calling to speak is often a voca-

April 1967. King is surrounded by policemen and protestors who objected to his statements against the Vietnam
War. In April 1967, King decided to speak about the
moral costs of the war. He declared that “a time comes
when silence is betrayal.”

tion of agony, but we must speak. We
must speak with all the humility that is appropriate to our limited vision, but we must
speak. And we must rejoice as well, for surely this is the first time in our nation’s history
that a significant number of its religious leaders have chosen to move beyond the prophesying of smooth patriotism to the high grounds of a firm dissent based upon the mandates of conscience and the reading of history. Perhaps a new spirit is rising among us. If it
is, let us trace its movement well and pray that our own inner being may be sensitive to its
guidance, for we are deeply in need of a new way beyond the darkness that seems so close
around us.
Over the past two years, as I have moved to break the betrayal of my own silences and to
speak from the burnings of my own heart, as I have called for radical departures from the
destruction of Vietnam, many persons have questioned me about the wisdom of my path.
At the heart of their concerns this query has often loomed large and loud: Why are you
speaking about war, Dr. King? Why are you joining the voices of dissent? Peace and civil
rights don’t mix, they say. Aren’t you hurting the cause of your people, they ask? And
when I hear them, though I often understand the source of their concern, I am nevertheless greatly saddened, for such questions mean that the inquirers have not really known
me, my commitment or my calling. Indeed, their questions suggest that they do not know
the world in which they live. […]
Since I am a preacher by trade, I suppose it is not surprising that I have several reasons for
bringing Vietnam into the field of my moral vision. There is at the outset a very obvious
and almost facile connection between the war in Vietnam and the struggle I, and others,
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have been waging in America. A few years ago there was a shining moment in that struggle. It seemed as if there was a real promise of hope for the poor—both black and white—
through the poverty program [Johnson’s War on Poverty]. There were experiments,
hopes, new beginnings. Then came the build-up in Vietnam and I watched the program
broken and eviscerated as if it were some idle political plaything of a society gone mad on
war, and I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor so long as adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and skills
and money like some demoniacal destructive suction tube. So I was increasingly compelled
to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such.
Perhaps the more tragic recognition of reality took place when it became clear to me that
the war was doing far more than devastating the hopes of the poor at home. It was sending
their sons and their brothers and their husbands to fight and to die in extraordinarily
high proportions relative to the rest of the population. We were taking the black young
men who had been crippled by our society and sending them 8,000 miles away to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in Southwest Georgia and East
Harlem. So we have been repeatedly faced with the cruel irony of watching Negro and
white boys on TV screens as they kill and die together for a nation that has been unable to
seat them together in the same schools. […]
My third reason moves to an even deeper level of awareness, for it grows out of my experience in the ghettos of the North over the last three years—especially the last three summers. As I have walked among the desperate, rejected and angry young men I have told
them that Molotov cocktails and rifles would not solve their problems. I have tried to offer
them my deepest compassion while maintaining my convictions that social change comes
most meaningfully through non-violent action. But they asked—and rightly so—what
about Vietnam? They asked if our own nation wasn’t using massive doses of violence to
solve its problems, to bring about the changes it wanted. Their questions hit home, and I
knew that I could never again raise my voice against the violence of the oppressed in the
ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of violence in the
world today—my own government. […]
For those who ask the question, “Aren’t you a civil rights leader?” and thereby mean to
exclude me from the movement for peace, I have this further answer. In 1957 when a
group of us formed the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, we chose as our
motto: “To save the soul of America.” We were convinced that we could not limit our
vision to certain rights for black people, but instead affirmed the conviction that America
would never be free or saved from itself unless the descendants of its slaves were loosed
completely from the shackles they still wear.1
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CONNECTIONS
1. How did King describe his dilemma about speaking out against the war? What did he mean when he
said he must “move on”? What did he mean by the “mandates of conscience and the reading of history”?
2. How did King respond when asked, “Why are you speaking about the war, Dr. King?” On what principles and perceptions did he base his opposition to the war?
3. Why did many people think it was unpatriotic to speak out against the Vietnam War? Is it unpatriotic
to oppose a war, or other government policies, that one thinks are unjust? Why or why not?
4. America was engaged in two wars in 1967: the war in Vietnam and the war on poverty in the United
States. King estimated that America spent $322,000 for each enemy soldier killed in Vietnam but
only $53 on each US citizen classified as poor. What was King suggesting about the nation’s priorities? Are poverty and economic injustice religious issues? Are they civil rights issues?

Document 2: KING’S MOUNTAINTOP SPEECH
© Bettmann/CORBIS

In March 1968, King arrived in Memphis, Tennessee,
to aid the civil rights struggle of black sanitation workers. The workers, spurred by the accidental deaths of
two co-workers, began a strike in February. They
sought to improve their wages and get the city to recognize the sanitation workers’ union. James Lawson,
King’s longtime friend and a leading practitioner of
nonviolence, was chairman of the strike committee
and asked King to join the struggle to boost morale
among the workers and heighten the visibility of their
strike. King agreed and led a demonstration in
Memphis on March 28. That protest, uncharacteristically, turned violent. Disappointed, King made plans
for another march in the upcoming weeks. When
Memphis city officials acquired a court injunction
against the marches, however, King returned to the
city to encourage the workers to continue their
protest. On April 3, the evening before his assassination, King delivered a passionate and prophetic speech
to a crowd at the Mason Temple Church:

March 1968, Memphis, Tennessee. Surrounded by troopers and tanks,
sanitation workers declared themselves “men” and demonstrated against
low wages and unfair working conditions. King, who came to Memphis to
aid the workers’ strike, was assassinated on April 4, 1968.

We mean business now, and we are determined to gain our rightful place in God’s world.
And that’s all this whole thing is about. […] We aren’t engaged in any negative protest
and in any negative arguments with anybody. We are saying that we are determined to be
men. We are determined to be people. We are saying that we are God’s children. And that
we don’t have to live like we are forced to live.
Now, what does all of this mean in this great period of history? It means that we’ve got to
stay together. We’ve got to stay together and maintain unity. You know, whenever Pharaoh
wanted to prolong the period of slavery in Egypt, he had a favorite, favorite formula for
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doing it. What was that? He kept the slaves fighting among themselves. But whenever the
slaves get together, something happens in Pharaoh’s court, and he cannot hold the slaves
in slavery. When the slaves get together, that’s the beginning of getting out of slavery. Now
let us maintain unity.
Secondly, let us keep the issues where they are. The issue is injustice. The issue is the
refusal of Memphis to be fair and honest in its dealings with its public servants, who happen to be sanitation workers. Now, we’ve got to keep attention on that. That’s always the
problem with a little violence. You know what happened the other day, and the press dealt
only with the window-breaking. I read the articles. They very seldom got around to mentioning the fact that one thousand, three hundred sanitation workers were on strike, and
that Memphis is not being fair to them […].
I call upon you to be with us Monday. Now about injunctions: We have an injunction
[against the demonstration] and we’re going into court tomorrow morning to fight this
illegal, unconstitutional injunction. All we say to America is, “Be true to what you said on
paper.” If I lived in China or even Russia, or any totalitarian country, maybe I could understand the denial of certain basic First Amendment privileges, because they hadn’t committed themselves to that over there. But somewhere I read of the freedom of assembly.
Somewhere I read of the freedom of speech. Somewhere I read of the freedom of the
press. Somewhere I read that the greatness of America is the right to protest for right. And
so just as I say, we aren’t going to let any injunction turn us around. We are going on.
We need all of you. And you know what’s beautiful to me, is to see all of these ministers of
the Gospel. It’s a marvelous picture. Who is it that is supposed to articulate the longings
and aspirations of the people more than the preacher? Somehow the preacher must be an
Amos, and say, “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.”
Somehow, the preacher must say with Jesus, “The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because
he hath anointed me to deal with the problems of the poor.” […]
It’s alright to talk about “long white robes over yonder,” in all of its symbolism. But ultimately people want some suits and dresses and shoes to wear down here. It’s alright to talk
about “streets flowing with milk and honey,” but God has commanded us to be concerned
about the slums down here, and his children who can’t eat three square meals a day. It’s
alright to talk about the new Jerusalem, but one day, God’s preacher must talk about the
[new] New York, the new Atlanta, the new Philadelphia, the new Los Angeles, the new
Memphis, Tennessee. This is what we have to do. […]
Let us develop a kind of dangerous unselfishness. [In the story known as The Good
Samaritan, Jesus] talked about a certain man, who fell among thieves. […] [A] Levite and
a priest passed by on the other side. They didn’t stop to help him. And finally a man of
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another race came by. He got down from his beast, decided not to be compassionate by
proxy. But with him, administered first aid, and helped the man in need. Jesus ended up
saying, this was the good man, this was the great man, because he had the capacity to project the “I” into the “thou,” and to be concerned about his brother. Now you know, we use
our imagination a great deal to try to determine why the priest and the Levite didn’t stop.
[…] I’m going to tell you what my imagination tells me. It’s possible that these men were
afraid. You see, the Jericho road is a dangerous road. […] Or it’s possible that they felt
that the man on the ground was merely faking. And he was acting like he had been
robbed and hurt, in order to seize them over there, lure them there for quick and easy
seizure. And so the first question that the Levite asked was, “If I stop to help this man,
what will happen to me?” But then the Good Samaritan came by. And he reversed the
question: “If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to him?”
That’s the question before you tonight. Not, “If I stop to help the sanitation workers, what
will happen to all of the hours that I usually spend in my office every day and every week
as a pastor?” The question is not, “If I stop to help this man in need, what will happen to
me?” “If I do not stop to help the sanitation workers, what will happen to them?” That’s
the question. […]
Well. I don’t know what will happen now. We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like
anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned
about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you.
But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people will get to the promised land. And
I’m happy, tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes
have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.2
CONNECTIONS
1. What did King mean by “a dangerous unselfishness”? What did King try to teach his audience about
empathy through the story of the Good Samaritan? What does he mean by the great man’s ability to
project the “I” into the “thou”? What does it take to help people see a situation from someone
else’s perspective?
2. How did King justify his decision to violate the federal injunction against the planned demonstrations? What democratic traditions did he cite in defense of civil disobedience?
3. What was King’s charge to the religious community in the struggle for social justice? According to
King, when is it the role of the clergy to side with the poor?
4. What did “the promised land” stand for in his speech? What do you think King meant when he said
he had seen “the promised land”?
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Document 3: ROBERT KENNEDY AND THE ASSASSINATION
OF REVERED DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.
Throughout 1967, New York Senator Robert Kennedy (brother of slain President John F. Kennedy)
became increasingly outspoken about the problems facing the poor in the United States. After a factfinding trip to the South where he witnessed firsthand the living conditions of blacks and whites in the
Mississippi Delta, Senator Kennedy suggested that King bring an army of poor people to Washington
in order to pressure the Johnson administration to address their plight.
Later that year, Senator Kennedy announced he would run for president. For many in the movement, including former Chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee John Lewis,
Senator Kennedy’s candidacy offered hope for a renewed commitment to social justice. Lewis, working with the Kennedy campaign, helped organize an event for the senator in Indianapolis, Indiana.
Just as an audience of nearly one thousand gathered, Lewis learned of King’s assassination in
Memphis. The staff agreed that Senator Kennedy would break the news of the tragedy to the predominantly black crowd. Lewis remembered Senator Kennedy reaching out to his audience:
He had no notes. He spoke simply and honestly, completely extemporaneously, straight
from his heart. And the crowd hung on his every word. It didn’t matter that he was white
or rich, or a Kennedy. At that moment he was just a human being, just like all of us, and
he spoke that way.3
Kennedy began:
I have bad news for you, for all of our fellow citizens, and people who love peace all over
the world, and that is that Martin Luther King was shot and killed tonight.
Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice for his fellow human beings,
and he died because of that effort.
In this difficult day, in this difficult time for the United States, it is perhaps well to ask what
kind of a nation we are and what direction we want to move in. For those of you who are
black—considering the evidence there evidently is that there were white people who were
responsible—you can be filled with bitterness, with hatred, and a desire for revenge. We
can move in that direction as a country, in great polarization—black people amongst
black, white people amongst white, filled with hatred toward one another.
Or we can make an effort, as Martin Luther King did, to understand and to comprehend,
and to replace that violence, that stain of bloodshed that has spread across our land, with
an effort to understand with compassion and love.
For those of you who are black and are tempted to be filled with hatred and distrust at the
injustice of such an act, against all white people, I can only say that I feel in my own heart
the same kind of feeling. I had a member of my family killed, but he was killed by a white
man. But we have to make an effort in the United States, we have to make an effort to
understand, to go beyond these rather difficult times.
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My favorite poet was Aeschylus. He wrote: “In our sleep, pain which cannot forget falls
drop by drop upon the heart until, in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom
through the awful grace of God.”
What we need in the United States is not division; what we need in the United States is not
hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence or lawlessness; but love and wisdom, and compassion toward one another, and a feeling of justice toward those who still
suffer within our country, whether they be white or they be black.
So I shall ask you tonight to return home, to say a prayer for the family of Martin Luther
King, that’s true, but more importantly to say a prayer for our own country, which all of us
love—a prayer for understanding and that compassion of which I spoke.
We can do well in this country. We will have difficult times; we’ve had difficult times in the
past; we will have difficult times in the future. It is not the end of violence; it is not the end
of lawlessness; it is not the end of disorder.
But the vast majority of white people and the vast majority of black people in this country
want to live together, want to improve the quality of our life, and want justice for all
human beings who abide in our land.
Let us dedicate ourselves to what the Greeks wrote so many years ago: to tame the savageness of man and make gentle the life of this world.
Let us dedicate ourselves to that, and say a prayer for our country and for our people.4
The grieving crowd affectionately applauded Senator Kennedy, but neither he nor other leaders could
soothe the rage that spread across the nation. Within hours of King’s assassination, riots broke out in
more than sixty cities. In a press conference held the next morning, Stokely Carmichael declared that
“when white America killed Dr. King, she declared war on us […] Black people have to survive, and
the only way they will survive is by getting guns.”5 America now risked a war with its own citizens.
Two months later, Sirhan Sirhan assassinated Senator Robert Kennedy after a campaign speech in
Los Angeles, California.
CONNECTIONS
1. After King’s assassination Senator Robert Kennedy stated, “it is perhaps well to ask what kind of a
nation we are and what direction we want to move in.” What did Kennedy see as the solution to the
moral and political crisis in the wake of King’s assassination?
2. In his remarks, Senator Kennedy chose to quote the Greek poet Aeschylus, who wrote “Even in our
sleep, pain which cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, until, in our own despair, against
our will, comes wisdom through the awful grace of God.” What message did he hope the crowd
would take from these words? What wisdom did Kennedy hope would come from the pain and
despair over King’s death?
3. The evening before King’s funeral, Kennedy held a meeting with SCLC leaders and several other civil
rights activists. He explained, “I know we must bury Dr. King tomorrow. I don’t want to talk politics,
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but I do want to ask, what can I do? What should I do?”6 What do you think the SCLC should have
advised him to do?
4. What are the difficulties that movements face with the death of a charismatic leader?

Document 4: THE POOR PEOPLE’S CAMPAIGN
In 1968, before his death, King and the SCLC traveled across the nation to promote the Poor People’s
Campaign in Washington, DC. King hoped that the campaign would begin the second phase of the
civil rights movement. This new phase “must not be just black people,” he declared, “it must be all
poor people. We must include American Indians, Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, and even poor whites.”7
Andrew Young, then a top assistant at the SCLC, explained the goal of the campaign:
The Poor People’s Campaign was to be a more massive, long-range campaign of civil disobedience than we had ever previously undertaken. […] The demonstrators would live in
Washington in temporary housing we would construct and begin the petitioning of government agencies and Congress for what was, in effect, an economic Bill of Rights. During
the Great Depression, Bonus Marchers, Veterans of World War I, had come to Washington
and camped out, demanding a promised “bonus.” In many ways, the Poor People’s
Campaign was part of a constitutionally protected tradition of Americans petitioning the
government for the redress of grievances.8
The pamphlet below was developed to attract support for the campaign:
WHO ARE THE POOR?
The poorest Americans are 35 million persons who do not have enough money for a
decent life. The government says they fall below the “poverty line,” earning less than
$3130 a year for a family of four, or $1540 for an individual.
WHY ARE PEOPLE POOR?
Poor people are kept in poverty because they are kept from power. We must create “Poor
People’s Power.”
WHAT HAPPENS TO POOR PEOPLE?
Poor people do not get decent jobs, decent incomes, decent housing, decent schools,
decent health care, decent government, decent police. Poor people do not even get
respect as human beings.
WHAT DO POOR PEOPLE DO?
Most poor American adults work hard every day but are not paid enough for a decent life
for their families. Unemployment is a severe problem, especially among men, and the
unemployment rate in many places, especially most big cities, is so high that there is Great
Depression. Seven million people are on welfare (mostly children, old people, the sick,
and mothers unable to work). Less than 1 percent of these people are able to work—if
they get proper training.
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RICH PEOPLE AND POOR PEOPLE
There is a great contrast in the lives of rich and poor people in America. For example, a
U.S. Congressman is paid nearly $600 a week, but a Southern sharecropper’s family sometimes earns less than $600 a year. A maid in a big Northern city may earn $50 a week,
while her rich boss may get $50 an hour.
CAN AMERICA END POVERTY?
Yes. Many nations that are poorer than rich America provide decent incomes and services
for all poor people. America spends 10 times as much money on military power as it does
on welfare. The government subsidizes big companies and farms, and gives tax favors to
rich people, but punishes the poor. America spends more money in one month to kill in
Vietnam than it spends in a year for the so-called “war on poverty.” […]
POOR PEOPLE’S CAMPAIGN
The poor people of America will demand decent jobs and income in massive demonstrations in our nation’s capital, Washington, D.C., this spring.
The Poor People’s Campaign, starting in April, is being organized by Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) with the support and
participation of many local groups and individuals.
WHO WILL BE IN THE POOR PEOPLE’S CAMPAIGN?
At the start, several thousand poor people will go to Washington. We will be young and
old, jobless fathers, welfare mothers, farmers and laborers. We are Negroes, American
Indians, Puerto Ricans, Mexican Americans, [and] poor white people.
WHERE DO THESE POOR PEOPLE LIVE?
All across the nation, SCLC is recruiting poor people in 10 big cities and five Southern
states. Poor People in all other communities and cities are also invited to join the Campaign.
DO YOU HAVE TO BE POOR TO BE IN THIS CAMPAIGN?
No. Most persons at the start of the Campaign in Washington will be poor, but other people
from all walks of life must be prepared to take their place in the lines of this campaign.
WHY ARE WE GOING TO WASHINGTON?
Washington is the center of government power, and the national government has the
money and resources to end poverty and fight racism. But that government has failed to
do this. Therefore the Poor People’s Campaign will demand government reforms.
WHAT WILL THE POOR PEOPLE’S CAMPAIGN DO IN WASHINGTON?
We will build powerful nonviolent demonstrations on the issues of jobs, income, welfare,
health, housing, education, human rights. These massive demonstrations will be aimed at
government centers of power, and they will be expanded if necessary. We must make the
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government face up to the fact of poverty and racism. In order to carry out our demonstrations, we will not reveal to the government in advance exactly what we plan to do and
where we will demonstrate.
WHAT WILL WE DEMAND?
We will present to the government a list of definite demands involving jobs, income, and a
decent life for all poor people so that they will control their own destiny. This will cost billions of dollars, but the richest nation of all time can afford to spend this money if
America is to avoid social disaster.
WHAT IF THE GOVERNMENT DOES NOTHING?
We will stay until the government responds, building up the pressure for action by calling
for thousands upon thousands of people, rich and poor, to come to Washington or stand
up and be counted in demonstrations in their home communities.9

Reverend Ralph Abernathy succeeded King after his assassination on April 4, 1968, and led over two
thousand participants in the Poor People’s Campaign to Washington. There, the marchers built a
shantytown they called “Resurrection City” and demonstrated in the capital from March through June.
On June 19, 1968—called “Solidarity Day”—some fifty thousand people rallied in the Capitol to
protest the consequences of economic inequality in America.
Over time, however, conditions at Resurrection City worsened as many days of rain rendered the
city muddy and unsanitary. After violence and near-riots broke out, the Poor People’s Campaign finally ended. The police entered the camp, made numerous arrests, sent many home, and razed the city
to the ground. Andrew Young discussed the failures and accomplishments of Resurrection City:
Years later, when I read my daughter Andrea’s college thesis on the Poor People’s
Campaign […] I remembered again the extraordinary extent to which we were opposed
by members of Congress, the administration, and the media. As they saw it, the conditions
of poverty and oppression in America weren’t the enemy—we had become the enemy. We
did not realize the extent of the panic we were engendering in the capital. Had we understood the level of concern, we might have acted to either soothe the fear or at least take
advantage of it. We wanted to challenge the president and the Congress enough to make
them take seriously the problems of poverty and act to help poor people. We believed that
as segregation was immoral in a democracy, poverty was immoral in a nation as wealthy as
the United States of America.
What had begun as a movement for racial equality had evolved until Martin could no
longer ignore the role that war and poverty played in the oppression of people of color in
America and around the world. Racism, war, and poverty were intertwined. Only when we
removed the first layer of segregation did we see clearly the cancer of poverty eating away
at the hope and strength of black people in America. Segregation nourished that cancer,
but the elimination of segregation could not eradicate it. But, by attacking poverty, Martin
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was calling into question fundamental patterns of American life. There was scarcely any
power center that was unaffected by his challenge.10
CONNECTIONS
1. How did the Poor People’s Campaign seek to address poverty in the United States? In what ways
was the campaign similar to other campaigns that the SCLC had organized? What do you see as the
key differences? How would you address the issues of poverty today?
2. What did the SCLC see as the greatest challenge to achieving “poor people’s power”? Compare the
SCLC’s program against poverty with the Black Panther Party’s programs in Oakland, California
(see Episode 9).
3. How did the SCLC explain its assertion that wide economic gaps infringed upon the rights of poor
Americans? What parallels does Andrew Young draw between segregation and poverty?
4. Young believes that people who opposed the Poor People’s Campaign did not see poverty and
oppression as the enemy; instead they saw the protestors as the problem. Why do you think this was
the case?
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