
king of the county

In an attempt to hide its ultimately 
racist foundations and function-
ing, King County Council passed 
a resolution on February 24, 1986, 
renaming King County to com-
memorate Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. rather than William Rufus de 
Vane King (1786-1853), the slave-owning 
vice-president-elect for whom the county 
was named in 1852. Then in 2007, as you 
may remember, King County changed 
its logo from a crown to the image of Dr. 
King now seen throughout the county. In 
photos from the day the County Coun-
cil unveiled the new logo, this group of 
mostly-white, middle-aged, power-hun-
gry fools is clustered around a large print 
of it, grinning proudly. Seattle, the emer-
ald in King County’s crown, again proved 
itself to be a stunning civic example of 
Dr. King’s legacy: racial harmony.

Yeah fucking right. This all happened 
during a period in which gentrification 
was sweeping down Martin Luther King, 
Jr. Way in Seattle’s Central District, with 
rapidly increasing housing costs pushing 
more and more black residents into South 
and West Seattle and many of them right 
out of the city all together. This process 
wasn’t just some accident; it was encour-
aged by local politicians through pro-
grams like Weed and Seed.

“The CD used to be a red-lined black 
neighborhood. When Seattle began to 
make its ‘post-industrial’ turn in the 
1990s, the CD’s proximity to the city’s 
commercial core made it increasing-
ly attractive as a bedroom community 
for young urban professionals looking 
to settle down and raise a family. Under 
the cover of the war on drugs, the city 
was able to seize any property used for 
the repeated sale of narcotics (justified 

as a ‘weeding out’ of crack houses) and 
then to sell (or ‘seed’) those properties 
to younger, whiter professionals looking 
to buy their first home. This program of 
‘weed and seed’ ensured that, between the 
1990 and 2000 censuses, Seattle’s ‘black 
neighborhood’ became majority white. 
Since then, the racial character of gentri-
fication in the CD has gained complexi-
ty, with the neighborhood increasing in 
white population, though also becoming 
more diverse.”*

As in several cities throughout the 
US, Seattle’s Weed and Seed program 
funneled federal funding towards re-
shaping the physical and social terrain 
of entire neighborhoods to best expand 
profit-making potential. It was sold as a 
way to put a stop to crime but it really 
just relocated volatile “undesirables” out 
of prime real estate and into prison or 
the city’s outskirts. Local administrators 
divided funding between policing and 
ostensibly “community-based” crime 
prevention programs within the non-
profit industrial complex. Starting in the 
early 1990’s and continuing today, the 
city has spent millions of federal dollars 
on increased policing in the Central Dis-
trict, White Center, and Rainier Beach. 
Meanwhile, several new nonprofit orga-
nizations have appeared. These could at 
best address only the shallowest roots of 
horizontal violence and drug-use with-
in Seattle’s poorest neighborhoods. The 
deeper roots have remained, and much of 
the so-called “crime” has simply migrat-
ed elsewhere. The Central District might 
now seem safer to the jumpy surburbans 
who’ve moved in, but the increase in gun 

violence tells a more complex story about 
what is happening in Seattle.

Humble as it pretends to be, King 
County is a center of world capitalism; it 
is an important node in the network of 
domination. Several large corporations, 
including Amazon, Microsoft, and Boe-
ing, call King County home, and their in-
fluence has shaped the area’s social, polit-
ical, and economic character. It is here, as 
in all urban areas, that stolen life has been 
condensed into glass towers and moun-
tains of shipping containers and miles 
and miles of rich neighborhoods. What 
makes this place unique is the lengths 
those governing it will go to disguise this 
fact. Seattle itself is a place where politi-
cally correct double-speak and capitalist 
green-washing have been perfected into 
an art.

With the change in King County’s ep-
onym and logo, the image and myth of 
Martin Luther King Jr. was once again 
used by the state PR machine to cloak 
systemic racism, buff capitalism’s rough-
er edges, and usher in acceptable forms 
of resistance to both. The County should 
have just kept its old symbolic reverence 
for authority and white supremacy; it 
would have been more honest.

To read more about Martin Luther 
King, Jr, and the legacy of compulsory 
pacifism, see How Nonviolence Protects 
the State (Peter Gelderloos) and also 
Smash Pacifism: A Critical Analysis of 
Gandhi and King, available through War-
rior Publications.
warriorpublications.wordpress.com

This article originally appeared in the De-
cember 2012 issue of Tides of Flame.

* “White Empire,” Red Spark Collective. See the 
article for interesting maps charting demograph-
ic changes in Seattle.


