
The Spirit of Memphis
Public Employees and the Dignity of 
Labor



“You are doing many things here in this struggle. You are 
demanding that this city will respect the dignity of labor. 
So often we overlook the work and the significance of 
those who are not in professional jobs, of those who are 
not in the so-called big jobs. But let me say to you 
tonight, that whenever you are engaged in work that 
serves humanity and is for the building of humanity, it 
has dignity, and it has worth. One day our society must 
come to see this.”

Martin Luther King, Jr., March 18, 1968



“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. These 
are facts which must 
be seen, and it is 
criminal to have 
people working on a 
full-time basis and a 
full-time job getting 
part-time income.”
Martin Luther King, 
Jr., March 18, 1968



“Public Servants”



"Large numbers of these workers are women and Negroes," indicating that 
the city is practicing same policy as private employers who "pay Negroes the 
lowest wages for the hardest jobs."



AFSCME Local 1733, Memphis

AFSCME members settle strike with 
city of Birmingham, Alabama, 1951



“If America does not use her vast resources of wealth to end 
poverty and make it possible for all of God’s children to 
have the basic necessities of life, she too is going to hell.” 

Martin Luther King, Jr. 



“As a political instrument, the union was 
unmatched.” 

William Lucy, Secretary-Treasurer, AFSCME

“Public employment was the principal 
source of black mobil ity, especially for 
women, and one of the most important 
mechanisms reducing black poverty.” 



“To the extent that public employees gain power through recognition and 
collective bargaining, other interest groups with a right to a voice in the 
running of the government may be left out of vital political decisions. Thus, 
the granting of collective bargaining rights to public employees involves 
important matters fundamental to our democratic form of government.”

Senator Jesse Helms, Forward to Let Our Cities Burn, 1975

“Under Illinois law, public employees are forced 
to subsidize a union, even if they choose not to 
join and strongly object to the positions the 
union takes in collective bargaining and related 
activities. We conclude that this arrangement 
violates the free speech rights of nonmembers 
by compelling them to subsidize private speech 
on matters of substantial public concern.”

U.S. Supreme Court, Janus v. AFSCME, 2018



“Dr. King recognized that 
Memphis really highlighted 
the great contradiction. 
Theoretically, if you work 
hard and play be the rules, 
you will succeed. But here, 
you had folks that worked 
every single day, yet there 
was not opportunity 
whatsoever to succeed, by 
virtue of the social structure 
and the exploitation that 
they experienced on the 
job.” William Lucy, AFSCME
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