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Bli}ac;kj-,_:Freedom Studies: Re-imagining and
‘Redefining the Fundamentals’

~Jeanne Theoharis
Brookiyn-College of CUNY

Abstract

A burgeoning body of scholarship over the past decade has begun to reshape popular
understandings of the civil rights movement. They have challenged the dominant
civil rights story of a nonviolent movement botn in the South during the 1950s
that emerged triumphant in the early 1960s led by the Rev. Martin Luther King,
Jr. but then was derailed by the twin forces of Black Power and white backlash
when it sought to move Notth after 1965, By returning and re-asking the
fundamental questions of origin, direction, and ideology of the movement, this
new scholarship has questioned the most basic aspects of the story: who led and
undertook these movements, what the movement was actually about, where it took
place, when it happened, and why people engaged in a movement (or what they
hoped to change). Their answers — if taken together — begin to show us a different
movement: a national black freedom movement populated, shaped, and led by local
people in communities across the country that began in the 1940s and 19505 and
extended through the 1970s, that married self-defense with nonviolent direct action,
radical economic critiques with desegregation protest with international solidarity,
that relied on organizing and ground-level theorizing of local problems as well as
charisma and national organizations.

The civil rights movement commands a premier spot in the history of 20™
century America. A landmark 1954 Supreme Court decision in Broum v
Board of Education rendering school segregation illegal and a courageous act
of civil disobedience by Rosa Parks touched off a grassroots movement that
reshaped the nation. Led by the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the
ministers of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the
courageous students of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC) and Freedom Summer, the movement was peopled by courageous
black folks and their devoted white allies across the South who faced brutal
violence and economic repression in their quest for justice. With the support
of two liberal presidents, it succeeded in getting the passage of two laws —
the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act — while undoing
Jim Crow segregation and the legacies of plantation slavery in the South.
Celebrated on the King holiday and during Black History month, the
dominant civil rights story, then, remains that of a nonviolent movement
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Black Freedom Studies 349

born in the South during the 1950s that emerged triumphant in the early
1960s but then was derailed by the twin forces of Black Power and white
backlash when it sought to move North after 1965.

But that history — while inspiring — has done as much to contain and
distort the movement as it has to illuminate it. It misses Rosa Parks’s early
activism on behalf of the Scottsboro case, her role as secretary of the
Montgomery NAACP and later work for the young Detroit Congressman
John Conyers, and her visit to Highlander Folk School. It misses the
movements that cris-crossed the Northeast, Midwest, and West Coast — as
well as the South — that fought for school and housing desegregation, attacked
police brutality, opened up unions, and pushed for equitable city services,
fair housing practices, and political representation. It niisses the long history
of self defense in black communities across the country, the push for black
history and independent cultural institutions that started well before the
1960s, the crossfertilizations between organizations like the NAACP, the
March on Washington Movement, the Nation of Islam, the Garvey
movement, and the American Communist Party.? It misses Gloria Richardson
in Cambridge, Maryland and Robert Williams in Monroe, North Carolina
— both of whom led local movements that joined nonviolent direct action
with calls for self defense.® It misses Father Groppi in Milwaukee and the
Reverend Albert Cleage in Detroit, both of whom drew from Christianity
the seeds of militant action and black nationalism.* It misses a more
complicated Martin and Malcolm, both of whom were largely feared and
isolated at the ends of their lives. Indeed, both leaders had moved politically
closer to each other in their calls for self determination and economic justice
in the United States, in their attacks on the structures and legacies of
colonialism and the hypocrisy of American involvement in the Vietnam
war, and in their critique of liberalism and the American credo of “liberty
and justice for all.”® Ultimately, this popular history takes away the black
freedom struggle’s relevance for today by focusing on charismatic leadership,
long-suffering rural folk, and backward Southern rednecks,

The limitations and misinterpretations inherent in the popular narrative
of the movement have been the focus of much new scholarship.® By
returning and re-asking the fundamental questions of origin, direction, and
ideology of the movement, this body of recent work has begun to map the
black freedom struggle in new and important ways.” Taking their cues from
the elemental questions of inquiry, they have questioned the most basic
aspects of the story — who led and undertook these movements,® what the
movement was actually about, where it took place, when it happened, and
why people engaged in a movement {or what they hoped to change).
Unfortunately, because much of this history focuses on the specific — on a
locality, an organizer, or a campaign — the power of this historiographical
intervention has not been fully recognized. Their answers — if taken together
— show us the depth and strength of racism throughout the United States
along with a national black freedom movement populated, shaped, and led
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350 Black Freedom Studies

by local people in communities across the country that began in the 1940s
and 1950s and extended through the 1970s. These movements married self
defense with nonviolent direct action, radical economic critiques with
desegregation protest with international solidarity, and relied on organizing
and ground-level theorizing of local problems as well as charisma and national
organizations. They were not the inevitable outcome of American democracy
or proof of the resiliency of American political institutions but the product
of slow, tedious work, of standing on the shoulders of others who labored
for decades, and of risking jobs, reputation and often physical harm te build
a more just society, These local movements were built from scratch and
inheritance, out of the labor movement, local churches, community groups,
women’s organizations, and organized self-defense groups. And in the
process, they had to drag local and national politicians and the courts first
to acknowledge the damage of racial inequity and then to begin to eradicate
that injustice.

Studying the “long movement,” as Jacquelyn Dowd Hall has termed it
with its myriad array of targets, its diversity of leaders, and its need to make
visible the structures of racism makes the movement harder: “Harder to
celebrate as a natural progression of American values. Harder to cast as a
satisfying morality tale.”® It moves us past the view of segregationists as solely
fat Southern sherifls, jeering Arkansas parents, and hooded Klansmen. While
these people helped fill the ranks of resistance movements, such a view
reduces racisni to rudeness and irrational hatreds, downplaying the economic
and political interests that fueled it, Polite segregationists — those who claimed
colorblindness and natural boundaries, who agitated for “law and order,”
“standards,” “local autonomy,” and “neighborhood schools” — fought as
long and hard (and succeeded perhaps longer and more substantially, if
covertly) in preventing desegregation, economic and social equity, and open
opportunity.

WHO: SEEING THE ORGANIZERS AND LOCAL LEADERS

An avalanche of scholarship has brought into public view a cast of different
actors and leaders, challenging the prevailing sentiment that the movement
was only a Movement because of the emergence of an exceptional set of
charismatic national leaders.”® In her analysis of the 1963 March on
Washington, historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham explained the ways
this Great Man-centered paradigm has dominated civil rights history and
determined what is looked at and who is seen. “[I]t is interesting that
historians initially studied the freedom movement by looking not at the
250,000 marchers, but at the leaders on the platform high above the crowd
gathered at the Lincoln Memorial.”!"! Recent scholars, then, have turned
the gaze both literally and metaphorically onto the marchers who came fiom
across the country from struggles in Detroit and Montgomery, Philadelphia
and Boston, Cincinnati and Cambridge, Maryland. Indeed, the March

© Blackwall Publishing 2006 History Compass 4/2 (2006); 348-367, 10.1111/1.1478-0542.2006.00318.x




Biack Freedom Studies 351

brought local activists — high school students and older church women,
sharecroppers and independent black entrepreneurs, and unemployed adults
— who had been waging struggles across the country together with people
who had their first experience of civil rights activism that August day. Dr,
King’s message was poetic and profound but it was the 250,000 people who
heard it that made it significant. It was they who drove the March — and
the movement ~ not just as its foot soldiers but also as its organizers and
theoreticians.

Scholars, led by the seminal work of Charles Payne, have turned our
attention to the task of organizing, of what it took to build a mass
movement. The pivotal work of organizers like Bayard Rustin made it
possible to bring more than a quarter of a million people to Washington
D.C, for a safe and effective miarch.”” Rustin, a long time organizer for
Conggess of Racial Equality (CORE), the Fellowship of Reconciliation,
and the War Resistor’s League, had been backgrounded - and had also
limited his own roles in the movement - because of his homosexuality and
his socialism but had served as a behind-the-scenes strategist in Montgomery
and for Martin Luther King, Jr. more broadly. He had worked with A.
Phillip Randolph for three decades when they hatched the idea for massive
civil disobedience and a march for jobs and justice in the nation’s capital
and sought to get all the major civil rights otganizations on board for the
event. The NAACP and the Urban League initially batked at Rustin’s leading
role in organizing the March but Randolph circumvented their concerns
by agreeing to chair the March and then appointing Rustin as his deputy. As
John D’Emilio demonstrates, Rustin with decades of organizing experience
under his belt, took up the Herculean task of bathrooms and bus-stops, of
finessing the politics to keep all the groups together and of keeping the
Washington D.C. police (all of whom were on duty that day) from harassing
the marchers.

This new scholarship also shows us the pivotal position women played
as participants, organizers, and leaders in all aspects of the movement while
taking seriously the gendered assumptions rife within American culture, and
the black community more specifically, that limited women’s roles and
visibility within these movements.” Indeed, while a handful of women
shared the dais that August day, no women were allowed to speak on the
progrant. Pauli Murray protested to A. Phillip Randolph “over the blatant
disparity between the major role which Negro women have played and are
playing at the crucial grass-roots levels of our struggle and the minor role
of leadership they have been assigned in the national policy-making
decisions.” While women played major roles in fundraising for the March
on Washington, march organizers like Randolph rejected the idea of letting
even one woman speak, saying that it would cause “serious problems vis-i-vis
other women and women’s groups.”*

Ella Baker had also highlighted this tension over women’s roles and
leadership, as Barbara Ransby and Charles Payne demonstrate; as the first
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execttive director of the SCLC, she still found a limited role for her as a
woman within the organization and ultimately resigned her position but
organized the conference that would lead to the founding of the SNCC,
Yet, the movement also became 2 place for women to find their voice.
Organizations like the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party and SNCC
were born out of the work of women and becanie a place for many women
such as Fannie Lou Hamer, Unita Blackwell, Annie Devine, Winson and
Dovie Hudson, Diane Nash, Judy Richardson, Ruby Doris Smith Robinson,
Jean Wheeler Smith, and Joyce Ladner to be taken seriously as strategists,
thinkers and actors.'® Still, many black women also formed their own feminist
organizations in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as Deborah Gray White,
Joy James, and Kimberly Springer have shown, to create an organized and
militant voice of advocacy for black women and to address issues being
sidelined by civil rights, Black Power, and 2™ wave feminist organizations.

Changing our view of the March on Washington also reveals that most
Americans deplored the March on Washington in 1963 —~ in a Washington
Post poll conducted before the march, two-thirds of those surveyed deplored
the March, calling it “un-American.” This re-visioning disrupts the prevalent
Americanization of the civil rights movement by showing how broad-based
its opponents were. President Kennedy had strongly pressured March
organizers to call it off and, when they refused, to shift from their emphasis
on “jobs and freedom” to a call to pass the Civil Rights Bill, and most
Americans feared the event. Tensions between groups were clear, highlighted
by the controversy and calls to censor SNCC chairman John Lewis’s speech
and by Malcolm X's condemnation of the event as a “farce on Washington.”
The March’s current iconic status has been achieved through historical
erasure of the wide swath of Americans who feared and opposed it and
through a whitewashing of the movement’s goals for jobs and ficedom to
a “dream” of black and white together,

WHAT: A NATIONAL BLACK FREEDOM MOVEMENT

Recasting who made the movement has necessitated expanding what the
civil rights struggle actually encompassed. Framing it as the black freedom
movement, as scholars recently have begun to do, has moved our
understandings of the movement beyond a dichotomy between civil rights
and Black Power both ideologically and chronologically. These strict
distinctions have rendered issues like self-defense, internationalisim, black
history, and police brutality outside of civil rights, while keeping
desegregation, civil disobedience, and engagement in the political process
separate from Black Power. Yet, Jacquelyn Dowd Hall describes a

“long civil rights movement” that took root in the liberal and radical milieu of
the late 19305, was intimately tied to the “rise and fall of the New Deal Order”
accelerated during World War I, stretched far beyond the South, was
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continuously and ferociously contested, and in the 1960s and 1970s inspired a
‘movenient of movements’ that ““deffies] any narrative of collapse.’’?

Such a long view foregrounds the early work and behind the scenes
organizing — from Highlander Folk School in Tennessee to the shipyards
of Oakland — in the late 1940s and 1950s, as Chatles Payne, Robert Self,
and Beth Bates, among others, have ably demonstrated.

This rethinking moves Black Power out of the riots and rebels narrative
that it often occupies and shows it instead as a series of organized local,
nationat, and international movements that have their roots in the 1940s
and 1950s." Black Power did not appear after the 1965 Watts riot, or after
the media heard Stokely Carmichael and Willie Ricks proclaim it in 1966,
but represented, as Peniel Joseph explains, “a powerful, political movement
that redefined and deepened American democracy’*" It had early roots in
A. Phillip Randolph’s all-black March on Washington Movement that
organized against discrimination in the army, defense industries and federal
government; in black women’s organizing against the “legal lynching” of
Rosa Lee Ingram who was given a death sentence after defending herself
against aggressive white sharecropper in 1947; in Robert Williams's
rebuilding of the Monroe NAACP chapter in the 1950s; and in many
militant youth chapters of the NAACP in the 1950s and 1960s, It was an
indigenously developed set of tactics which can be seen in black parents
creating their own schools in Boston and Milwaukee, in black sharecroppers
forming their own political party in Lowndes County, Alabama, in Brooklyn
CORE members planning a stall-in to disrupt the first day of the World’s
Fair. It developed within a series of groups like the Black Panther Party, the
CORE, the Young Lords Party, the Congress of African Peoples, the
National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) and the US Organization,
which pushed city and state governments to provide equitable public
services to communities of color, promoted the election of blacks to city
government, and cultivated the profound interest in Afvican and Afiican
American history, literature, and culture within the black community.
Ideologically, theologically, and strategically rooted, nationalism was not
Just born out of anger and was often continuous with struggles in the 1930s,
1940s, and 1950s.

The Black Power movement has often been portrayed as violent and
dangerous but recent scholarship has examined the politics behind these
generalizations. As Brian Purnell shows, in 1964, Brooklyn’s CORE chapter,
after years of direct action, called a stall-in for the opening day of the
New York World’s Fair. This decision led to strident criticism of this
confrontational tactic as “violent” from many New Yorkers and black and
white CORE members, including a suspension by the national office, but
also catalyzed the move towards more militant non-violent tactics. Similarly,
Premila Nadasen, Felicia Kornbluh, and Deborah Gray White demonstrate
that the NWRO was criticized as uncivil and disorderly when it organized
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a “brood mare stampede” to protest Senator Russell Long’s characterization
of welfare recipients as “brood mares” and refusal to let them testify before
Congress.

Morcover, Black Power, like the civil rights movement, has too often
been viewed as the work of a charismatic set of revolutionaries as opposed
to 2 homegrown process of adaptation and alternate and evolving political
visions. Recent scholarship has taken us far past Malcolm X and Huey
Newton, beyond Carmichael and Hamiltons Black Power and Eldridge
Cleavers Soul on Ire. The rewriting of the history of places such as
Cambridge, Maryland, and Lowndes County, Alabama reminds us of the
Southern roots of Black Power and lifts them fiom being understood as
simply outposts of SNCC to locally grown protests that drew national
organizations to their struggle. Employing elements of both nonviolence
and self-defense, as Peter Levy explains, the Cambridge struggle focused on
desegregation and economics, particularly jobs and housing, However, they
refused to participate in city referendum on desegregation, believing that
rights should not be subject to polls — and many civil rights leaders lambasted
Gloria Richardson for her refusal to organize on behalf of the referendum.
Cambridge became a formative experience for many of the important
freedom movement leaders, including Malcolm X and leaders of SNCC
including Stokely Carmichael who cut their teeth in the midst of the “Civil
War” in Cambridge. The emergence of Black Power in the county is
credited to Carmichael and SNCC. Yet, an analysis of the rise of political
consciousness and activism in Lowndes County, Alabama before the arrival
of SNCC shows the local roots of Black Power. As Hasan Jeffries shows,
the independent political movement forged in the county came out of years
of activism not simply the organizing inspiration of SNCC. Similarly, James
Smethurst in his study of the Black Arts Movement foregrounds the
importance of locality in the growth of cultural radicalisn, taking us from
Harlen to Chicago to Detroit to Los Angeles, Black Power, then, was local
as well as national, tactical as well as ideological.

WHERE: OUT OFTHE SQUTH

The prevailing assumptions that undergirded much of the public
commemoration of the 50" anniversary of Brown v. Board of Education in
2004 was that of a profound difference between the South and the North.
From National Public Radio to the Nation magazine to the special issue of
the Josrnal of American History, the prevalent view was that de jure segregation
was to be found primarily in the South and thus the movement to topple
it was based largely in the South. But scholars have taken us out of the South
to show us a decades-long national struggle.” This history reveals that the
civil rights movement did not begin in the South and move North, nor
were its successes limited to the South. Movements to address intentional
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school segregation, fight for the hiring of black teachers, and establish
educational equity rose up throughout the country. In 1958, invoking the
Little Rock Nine, a group of Harlem mothers termed the Harlem Nine
refused to send their children to segregated schools and was taken to
coutt. Three thousand miles away, community activists in L.A. promised
confrontational direct action if school segregation in Los Angeles was not
addressed, penned a letter to city officials in 1963 much like King’s “A Letter
from a Birmingham Jail,” and held marches throughout the summer as well
as sit-ins and other disruptions into the fall to follow through on their threat.

Throughout the 1960s, scores of demonstrations, pickets, marches, school
boycotts, and sit-ins in Milwaukee, Cincinnati, Boston, New York, and
Los Angeles, among others, protested increasing school segregation,
discrimination against black teachers, overcrowded schools, and biased
curriculum. As Clarence Taylor demonstrates in his biography of New York
civil rights leader the Rev. Milton Galamison, the biggest civil rights
demonstration in U.S, history was held not in Washington D.C. in August
of 1963 but in New York City in February of 1964. Nearly a half million
students and teachers boycotted New York City schools to demand a plan
and timetable for comprehensive desegregation of the city’s schools. 2 When
the New York Board of Education proved intransigent around school
desegregation, community activists turned to a calt for community control.
Battles for community control of schools, like those that erupted in the
Ocean Hill Brownsville section of Brooklyn, were not simply Northern
features however; in Hyde County, North Carolina in the late 1960s, as
David Cecelski shows, black parents boycotted schools for a year to protest
the closing of two black schools.?®

Moreover, while foregrounding the similarities of racial tyranny and
structural injustice across the United States, scholars have also asked us to
consider crucial difterences of region and local variation — of the distinctions
between rural and urban, of the dramatic reshaping of Midwestern black
communities with new waves of Southern migration, of the unique
experiences of blacks in the multiracial West.? More than half a millior
black people migrated to the L.A. area between 1940 and 1970, neaily a
sixth of all black migrants in this period. Racial tyranny and opportunity
looked difterent in the West — and the multiracial character of West Coast
cities had rendered black life in the early 20% century comparatively more
free and racialization more multifaceted than most American cities, as Josh
Sides and Douglas Flamming have demonstrated. This shifted precipitousty
in the postwar period and while south L.A. had been considerably multiracial
{encontpassing blacks, whites, some Latinos, and Asian Americans), it became
increasingly separate and segregated black in the 1950s and 1960s. During
the 1965 Watts uprising, police could curfew black South L.A. without
touching the rest of the city. Siill, activisty, community, and culture
cris-crossed racial lines, as Daniel Widener and Scott Kurashige demonstrate,
making the black freedom movement one that drew its strength from cultural
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hybridity and the struggle against colonialism both at home and abroad.”
White resistance proved resilient and triumphal in California, as Lisa McGirr
has argued, with the birth of the new right and its political successes owing
much to the racial politics of California.

Moving beyond the Southern view of the movement also forces a
reexamination of the dichotomy between de facfo and de fure segregation and
highlights the power of the state in enforcing and maintaining segregation
throughout the United States.” The split between de facto and de juve which
trames Southern segregation in the lnw and Northern segregation in faet does
not adequately take into account the state-sponsored nature of segregation
outside of the South. It inevitably casts Southern segregation as clear and
intentional and Northern segregation murkier and unsystematic, growing
out of individual prejudices and personal choices rather than concrete state
policy.

Complicating this dichotomy requires looking carefully at state-sponsored
segregation both inside and outside of the South - the modern roots of
which date to the New Deal and the expansion of American citizenship
that accompanied it. The New Deal, while providing a safety net and set
of protections, put the federal government’s power behind a racial
hierarchy. Through provisions that specifically excluded domestic workers
and farm workers from minimum wage and union protections, through the
creation of the Federal Housing Authority which put the federal
government’s bureaucratic apparatus and money behind ensuring home
loans and housing segregation, and through laws that kept the administration
of public assistance and jobs programs in local hands, the gap between blacks
and whites actually widened through the New Deal, war years, and
accompanying postwar prosperity. As Patricia Sullivan, Ira Katznelson, and
David Roediger show, the signatures of the New Deal paradoxically may
be the instantiation of social citizenship in the United States and the
concomitant expansion of institutional racism.”

Extensive black migration during the war and in the postwar period to
Northern cities was met by an increasingly aggressive segregation policy by
local governments and state to contain black people in certain neighborhoods,
Jjobs, and schools. Thus, black students in cities like Los Angeles, Detroit,
Newark, and Boston were more segregated in 1965 than in 1950. The
framing of Northern segregation as de facfo is decisively repudiated by
examining the conscious ways city leaders, local citizens, and a variety of
state institutions colluded to ensure this segregation.® While often disguised
in a language of urban renewal, cultural deprivation, law-and-order, or
bureaucratic imperatives, state action expanded and cordoned off the ghetto
and its schools in the postwar period. Indeed, under the guise
of “colorblindness” and “natural boundaries,” public officials used those
distinctions between de jure and de facto segregation to conceal conscious
segregationist policies of districting and distributing resources.
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A fuller inclusion of Northern activism within the postwar freedom
narrative challenges the notion that the movement demised in the North.
Drawing from the theories of E. Franklin Frazier and Daniel Patrick
Moynihan, popular views have linked black Northern migration with the
dissolution of the black community; accordingly, divorced from the kin and
culture of Southern black life, the movement met its death on the concrete
of the North. Yet, Robert Self, in the conclusion of his study of the racial
politics of postwar Oakland, demonstrates the “pressing need to move beyond
the trope of the black ghetto and the paradigm of crisis and to theorize how
African American communities responded — in creative, productive, and at
times even halting and unsuccessful ways — to the structural changes brought
on my migration and metropolitan reorganization.” (334) Black communities
in the North waged a protracted fight for justice and equity but constantly
had to “prove” segregation and contend with theories that blamed them for
their children’s and community’s inadequacies. Part of the power of local
struggles by CORE, the Young Lords, the NWRO and the Black Panthers
was to make visible the structures that discriminated against people of color.
Pulling trash onto city streets and public spaces, liberating tuberculosis trucks
and garbage brooms, exposing the city’s reluctance to provide adequate
medical services for poor people, having sleep-ins in welfare offices, and
organizing against the health effects oflead paint wete ways to highlight and
challenge the inequality of public services. Scholarship by Patrick Jones,
Jeanne Theoharis, Johanna Fernandez, Komozi Woodard, Premilla Nadasen,
and Rhonda Williams has shown the organization of urban black
communities anc the ways they mobilized to fight against these pathologizing
images of black culture and community.®

WHEN: DISRUPTING THE 19541968 TIMELINE

This new scholarship has also pulled the timeline earlier and later, out of
the heroic 1954-1965 narrative with King’s assassination spelling the final
end of civil rights protest.*® Indeed, the movement emerged far before these
“national” events and came wup organically through community
mobilization, This earlier history — of the March on Washington movement,
of school desegregation battles from Cincinnati to Boston to Prince Edward
County that predate the Brown decision, of battles against police brutality
inn the 1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s — are needed to see these well-known
events simultaneously as culminations and new directions of previous
struggles. The role of the UNIA and the NAACP, and particulaily the
NAACP Youth Councils as Patrick Jones shows in Milwaukee, served as
incubators for militant activism in many cities.

‘Whether Amzie Moore’s labor on behalf of voter registration in postwar
Mississippi or Charlotta Bass’ in Los Angeles, whether it was the movement
to stop the “legal lynching” of Rosa Lee Ingram in 1947 or the 1960s
demonstration outside the United Nations to protest CIA involvement in
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the assassination of Patrice Lumumba, an expanded timeline allows us to
see a much longer, more varied and resilient history of struggle.® Such
chronological expansion foregrounds the early phase of movement-building
that laid the groundwork often slowly and painstakingly (and sometimes
with very little public attention or “success”). This history of activism shows
that civil rights struggles have roots in labor and Communist organizing
during the 19305 Angela Dillard, Regina Freer, and Martha Biondi all
have made connections between the 1930s left, the Communist Party, and
the emerging civil rights movement in Detroit, Los Angeles, and New York
respectively. This new scholarship also forces us to see the crucial
organization and movement building that occurred well into the 1970s,
Komozi Woodards work on Newark, for instance, documents the pivotal
organizing of the Congress of African Peoples formed in 1970, which helped
build the largest black political convention of local groups in Gary, Indiana
in 1972, while Angela LeBlanc Ernest has shown the extensive comnmnity
programs developed by the Black Panther Party that took root in the 1970s,

Enlarging the timeline is not only crucial for understanding civil rights
activism but for grappling with white resistance. Not a product of the
backlash against the 1960s in the North, white resistance constituted a
frontlash, forming a near-continuous wall of protest across the country in
the postwar period. White citizens moved to protect their new rights
(complements of the New Deal and the G.I. Bill) as soon as they secured
them.”The movement to stymie fair housing and integrated neighborhoods
in California was indicative of the vociferous and early evidence of this
white resistance. White residents and organized homeowner and local
protective associations used restrictive covenants, zoning, economic pressure,
harassment and violence to protect “their neighborhoods” in the 1940s,
1950s, and 1960s. This resistance coalesced state-wide after black activists
and their white allies succeeded in getting the California state legistature to
pass a fair housing bill in 1963. Realtor groups joined with white
homeowners to put forth Proposition 14 to repeal the state’s fair housing
act, A scant four months after Lyndon Johnson had signed the Civil Rights
Act, California voters passed Proposition 14 with a two to one majority
(three of four white voters supported it) and affirmed the right to discriminate
in the sale of property.

WHY (THERE WAS MOVEMENT): RETURNING CLASS TO THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

Part of the danger of the popular narrative of the movement is that it strips
the movement of its radical critique. The black freedom struggle was a
movement to end American apartheid, to achieve economic justice, and to
foster the liberation of oppressed peoples throughout the world. And yet,
that focus on poverty and econoniic inequity, on the racial caste system that
supposted American capitalism, has been obscured in views of police dogs,
lunch counters, and Christian freedom songs. Indeed, one crucial aspect of
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this new wave of scholarship has been to return class to the civil rights
movement — both in terms of foregrounding a new set of struggles and
organizers and of reminding us that the fight against Jim Crow in the South
was always a fight to break the back of a feudal economic system. The
ted-baiting of the movement in the 1950s and 1960s meant that many
activists were quieter about their economic agenda but it did not mean that
they did not have one. As John Dittmer and Charles Payne make amply
clear, the fight for the vote in Mississippi was fundamentally about gaining
a tool to disrupt the economic marginalization of rural and urban black
Mississippians. Likewise, numerous King scholars have noted that Martin
Luther King, Jr. long understood that the campaign for public desegregation
and the vote were intimately connected to economics - poverty was ensured
through political and social marginalization and thus the apparatus of black
marginalization needed to be dismantled. King’s critique of American
capitalism grew more vociferous in the mid to late 1960s, in part because
the Civil Rights Act and Voting Right Act had not dramatically altered
black poverty — but in part because after the Watts rebellion, journalists were
much more interested in talking to King about class.**

Welfare rights were a crucial struggle in the late 1960s yet these battles
until recently have been left out of the civil rights, Black Power, and 2
Wave feminism narratives. The radical imagination has often framed armed
black men in berets as the image of militancy, leaving aside angry black
women picketing welfare offices, public housing authorities, and national
politicians. Yet, the NWRO's core philosophy that welfare was an American
right provided as stark and fiightening a repudiation of capitalism and
American democracy as the Black Panther Pasty’s call for land, peace, and
jobs. Formed in 1966 with CORE organizer George Wiley as executive
director and L.A. welfare recipient Johnnie Tillmon as chair, the NWRQO
grew to over 30,000 members, counting more than 100,000 in their local
campaigns in places as diverse as Cleveland, Boston, Virginia, and Los
Angeles. Welfare rights struggles brought tens of thousands of people to the
streets; opened up access to welfare to most who needed it; pressed for and
often won special grants for clothing, furniture, and other household needs,
and, with more limited success, access to credit for welfare recipients;
established the right to due process for welfare recipients; and attempted to
move welfare away from casework to a guaranteed annual income.” This
activisim, according to Premilla Nadasen, led to a “seldom acknowledged
level of consensus in the late 1960s” for a guaranteed annual income (or
negative income tax as consetvatives called i¢),%

CONCLUSION

Reframing the who, what, where, when, and why of the movement reveals
a black freedom struggle less perfect but more inspiring, more complex yet
also more broad-based than popular depictions suggest. Challenging the
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sanitized, Sunday-school version of the struggle, this new scholarship shows
the variety of tactics, the wide base of activists, the existence of movements
of differing strategies and ideclogies across the country, the depth of
resistance, and the tenor of leadership that fed to a Second Reconstruction
in the United States. Taken together, this scholarship represents a powerful
historiographical intervention into the politics of race over the past fifty
years and into the landscape of race relations in the new millennium,

This new body of scholarship ultimately gives us fresh ways of thinking
about contemporary American society. Race refations in the 21* century
look more like “the North” than the imagined South of the civil rights
movement; movements today look more like a collection of local struggles
than a set of exceptional leaders, the issues look more complicated with a
diverse array of targets and hard-to-attack structural forces rather than a seat
on the bus or service at a lunch counter (as the movement’s goals have so
been caricatured). Students today often lament the lack of a movenient
today, wishing they had been alive in the 1960s because then the issues were
“clear” and they could have been part of a reaf movement. What this history
reveals is that this “clarity” was not always apparent but demonstrated to
the nation through political struggle.

Many people have come to believe that existing social problems now
have internal, more than structural, roots. Lack of work ethic, poor values,
dysfunctional behaviors — these kinds of “cultural” explanations are used
today to account for persisting social inequities and to explain why social
change is not as eflective or as relevant as it once was, Yet while “the decline
of the black family” and “lack of motivation of black youth” are framed as
a new and urgent social reality, such explanations are actually quite old, and
have been a key method to justify segregation, educational inequity, and
poor city services over the past fifty years. But people found ways to fight
against them. Whether it was the Young Lords burning garbage in East
Harlem, or Boston mothers arranging for buses to transport their children
to open seats in less crowded schools, or welfare mothers pressing social
workers for special grants to buy their children school clothes, people took
action on behalf of their families and communities and sought to repudiate
images of themselves as bad parents or undesirable city residents. If we miss
that the justification for segregation in places like Los Angeles and Boston
and Harlem: was (and still is) being couched in a language of cultural
deprivation, poor values, and social isolation, then we miss the multiple
methods by which racial inequity was constructed, made invisible and
defended, the ways that local people found to unveil and attack it, and the
possibility for how it could be done again.

Notes

! am grateful to }jayo Gore, Alejandra Marchevsky, Mark Wild, and Komozi Woodard for their
thoughts and suggestions on this piece,
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