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Process Paper 

The Memphis Sanitation Strike of 1968 was a pivotal moment in both civil and labor rights, 
demonstrating the intersection of racial and economic justice. We chose this topic because it 
demonstrates the struggles of African American sanitation workers who faced perilous working 
conditions, low wages, and a lack of union recognition. The fight for dignity and fair treatment 
exemplifies the broader struggle for human rights and equality. Furthermore, the strike’s legacy 
continues to influence modern labor movements showing that the fight for justice is ongoing. We 
aimed to uncover the responsibilities of leaders, organizations, and the government in ensuring that all 
workers receive fair treatment.  

 
To better understand this strike, we used a combination of primary and secondary sources. We 

analyzed firsthand accounts from sanitation workers, speeches by Martin Luther King Jr., and  
newspaper articles that captured the tension and urgency of the movement. The I AM A MAN 
website from Wayne State University provided a  series of photographs and letters that were vital in our 
project. The University of Memphis Digital Commons also provided many photos we used 
throughout our website which helps us visualize the event and their impact. Upon doing further 
research, we discovered that Elmore Nickleberry was the grandfather of a recent alumna from our high 
school, which helped put into perspective how relevant this event is and that the effects of the strike are 
still present today. Secondary sources such as the documentary At the River I Stand (1993) and  the 
AFSCME website helped us understand the chain of events and their ultimate impact on labor rights 
and racial equality.  

 
We created a website because one of our members has had previous projects using 

NHDWebCentral, so naturally we believed we could best showcase our strengths with this format. We 
structured our website to include key moments , such as the deaths of Echol Cole and Robert Walker, 
the march through Memphis, and the involvement of Dr. King  before his assassination. We wanted to 
include a variety of visuals, quotes, and historical documents to bring the story to life. Our goal was to 
simultaneously emphasize the hardships faced by the workers and the strength of their collective 
action. In order to more effectively do this, we went to the Benjamin L. Hooks Central Library, to look 
for books and find newspaper archives.  

 
The Memphis Sanitation Strike was a turning point that demonstrated the undeniable 

connection between workers’ rights and racial justice, as well as the responsibility of stakeholders to 
ensure that these conditions are satisfied. The strike improved working wages and conditions for 
Memphis sanitation workers, but its influence spread beyond Memphis. It vocalized the importance of 



labor unions and shaped future policies protecting worker’s rights. The call for justice still echoes in 
Memphis today, highlighting the responsibility of people to advocate for their rights, and reminding us 
that the fight for dignity and fair treatment in the workplace is not over.  
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