
( WORKING PAPER POOR \illiTES AND THE t'10VE""1ENr ES 

After two mornths spent talking ·to npoor whites" in NE Miss., 
I have come to som~ very tentative and roughly stated conclu­
sions about us and them. 

l. Tho.m: 
_Their pressing needs a rc economic needs,. They have 

bitter memories of decades of expe rience with politicians, 
partie s, and pro;nises. They arc very cyni&al about politics 
as a means of· solving their e c onomic pr oblems. They want 
dir e ct solutions : cpo.peratives, new industrioa 7 loans, etc. 
They are open to the - idea of unions, but t :o many _even unions 
look like a lot -of tal~ without _ much in the way of tangible 
results. Many do not want uni :ms .. because 'they lmow that the 
runaway t:actorie s would just run somewhere else to g,et cheap 
labor~ 

us: 
Do we have the resources am the personnel to even 

begin to cope with tne trerne ndous problems of -rural -decay~ 
automation, unornp!r.·uraent? We ::nif!ht ask ourselves where we 
woul.d be i.ri the Negro ~ omiiiuni ty today if we had had to cOb-
front tqQ ___ QponQrnJ_q__l_s __ sucs noaa on ana produ.c_a= -~ -ome· - t..~Q&..rnnr - ~ 

-.v 

--- -- - - --·- -- - - ---- ·- · - -------resu-l·t&.-- -I-na.tc.ad.,__ _the is sues __ of s ogre go. ~~o~.~-.. . 2..ol ic~ brutality , 
inj_l,lStico in the C aurts 1 at?d th~. __ yo_t_g _ JJ-Slo'L~--Q_rovided US Wf"th~ 
more i!ll!ll~d.l.il.:WQ sol_uble - problems around wh:ic-h .wo cou.rct-·orgo.n1-
ze. · . · · · . . ·· · ·· .. ·. · · ~- --------

- None of these issueff are pressing enough to the poor white 
people to provide a basis fCT- political organization. 
Hhcn we learn .how to organi.,.e in cities like Jn.ckson and Atlan­
ta, we will pe rhaps pick up some pointers which will indicate 
tho appr oach poor whites might respond to. For even though 
most of the po orest whites in Mississippi still live in the 
rural areas, theirs is a dying culture. The young who are 
lucky are ge tting jobs in the new l?a.ct:bries in the towns. 
Those who can't find work here go North - in large numbers. 
Thus they a re rapidly becoming an urban working class, even 
t}j.ough so many of tho older people continue to live on the 
land and to g row a little cotton. 

2_. Them: 
The following is a rough . summary of the typical 

racial a ttitude s of' Dlor whites in the nreo. where we wor~{ed: 
(Itawamba county is 95% whit e .). They think Negrces ought 
to have the vote, at Je ast in their area • They say they 
oppose the viihlence- this summer brought to :J the r areas of 
the state . Mos t oppose school integrati on , but many know 
it is comi ·g one day s oon·• S orne are not afraid -of integration 
bec o.use their children have go n~ to integrnted schools up 
North . They all fear race mixing and ec::>momic competitlion 
from tr..e Negro in the future. 
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But the most striking thing is that t o most poor rural whit e s 
in Itawamba County~ the rauial questio~B s aern irre l e vant. They 
lj'J& in a white world. There are very few Negroes left on the 
land. The f ew who live in the county ar e clust e red in l,i ttle 
·pockets outs ide the t owns. ~1~y do domestic work for middle 

· class whites and e nd up with nicer homes than a. gre a t many 
of the rural whites. Furthermore, there · is no KKK or Citizeo.~s 
Council in the area. So,many of the whites can't se e that 
Negroes have any pa rticula r problems a nd do-not uijderstand 
this summer's ferment. Rather than s ympathi '7. ing with the 
Negr o movement, they f eel thr ea te ned by it. . 

Us: · 
. '· We i:tre·· .C OFO, s r~CC, ~ha:t · have you. T 9, t~ m that mea ns 

Fr:ee.dom Rider-s, .. nigge·r 1-C)ve rs_,_ nnho1y .. !'ace. rili.x:ers ·, the NAACP , 
which .. is q f q our se syn oli.omo~s . w.ith 9 ommuni;s ts. • . They have . 
f a irly vi ol e n"t . prejudices : a;gs.xJnst us,, : to. s ay ths J ... e'as t~· And 
jus t a s in the ·fr ' attitudes t oward Ne e:; ro'es, the prejudice· · 
is a ccompa ni ed by noticeable Fear • 

. · If ou.nd . ~ha~ ma ny did n .. ot _ .Jmqw J~hat COFO was. If ··I said 
it was an o+>g~ niz.at_i on · tha t :worleed .on t;e tting ~e ·o ·~ ;t.e to , voto, 
teuc)!i~g £eGp l e ,. ~.qw. :tb r e ad, .. e tc • . ansJ wo.t it .worked o.m9ng . . 
pe opl e o f . bo th r n~ o' '!I!', . they just. s ~ id·_ ."Oh". They th.ougn~ :we· . . 
wero soc :tal workers. · ' ·. · · · · · · · .. . . #·. .. .. . . , .. ·, 

But · Lt·- ··n~ver to .ok'.l ciffi . f or w'ord to .. ~pr~·ad . th.[!..t CPFO ~as ·· 
±rhe . NAAC ~- ' tho . _Fresdol!J Ride~~:, , et _-?. And :then po op;Le did rmt:·. 
o pen thelr scr een door·s when · we · ~.:-.me back, or they went for~.' 
their guns or the telGp.hone. They were afraid. And t he y .fel't 
they hadboen t ake n in by }13, r omombcring '·how we sat in their 
h omos _ or shar edf'"o.Od with 'US, r omembering . a ll the things thoy 
ha::d talked to us . about. · · · · · · · · · 

· Why tell th.om -w-e·n re GOFO? Afltier t.he ·~urnmor's' o,x:)criencc 
with whit_e .. folk i n Biito~i, s·omo lJ GQ ~ lc ·'suggc stGd .th a t those 
who :wor ·-o 'd with, white~ _sh9uld 'disassociate tr.cm se lve s" 'frpm, 
coFn~ B:ut this -is not· so oasily . dore .• once ceFo, .Q.lways Cofo, 
l1ko membc-rrship ip ·tho ·communist Pr:rty 30 yeo.rs ago. We arq ­
be ing !"ought e very inch of tho way by nn officio nt police 
st ate who tap 1 ine s n.nd kco ;J fil e s on us. It . . is not difficult 
to e x po se us aS having worktld with COFO. This ls almost 100% 
effective as a smear tactic, ri ght now. · 

I£ i:t were _possib+e f or n. worker to re.m~inuundci--g~ouna" 
for o.yen.r ·or s_o , hE? m:i gn t :so win .;J oop l o 1 s . c o nfidonc c-thn.:t 
such> o~posur e t n.cti'cs .would b~ i nel'f .octi3lG. But . r · am not .· 
sure such socr ·3 CY ·is . p OS si bll3 "in 111iss is Sl Dp i, . o.r · e ven QCS iro.b l e • 
East.ern· Teim.~ ·s~. e6 or North G o.qrg~a· . m_i ght · P.Q~ si'blW be dif fer ent. 

Pe r "hap·s t b,o most we can ~ do nt this . ~ oint is enc:_;ur o.ge ~ths to 
gr ~ups _ t6 g2 . intQ .. the poor . >.,ih~ t e c --·,munity with . treir [Xl rs·annel, 
skill:;;:, and r esources- gr?ups not o.~soci3.t cd : . with the rnoyoment. 
The quos ti cm is 'who? Th o outl"ook is b l eak on bo th unions a nd 
exis ting fc.rm or gani za ti ons :thoJ s:tiy" 'aw2.y · fr om the Deep South. 
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Since we are at present indeliay branded as race mixers, per­
haps the only way we cn.n relate (however negatively) - to poor 

· white pe-ople is o ':! the subject of ra;ce. Which, we must remem­
ber , is not one of their major c~ncerns. 

3. Thhm: Poverty , or The _Alliance 

Poor whites d o not wish to r e late to us on the subject 
of their poverty. To understand this whole business of attitudes 
toward poverty, we have to remember that for many Negroes, 
the ir state of' poverty Can be viewed n.s a. C:)ntinuation of the 
state of slavery to whicnthe wh ::~le r a ce H:l.S subje cted. This 
can relieve in a small way the burde n of individual guilt tho. t 
all parents feel when they cannot provide a decent future for 
their children. 

For poor whites poverty is so me thing to be ashamed of in 
a more personal way. He has trouble identifying with a group 
w,ho were visibly fUt down. If tho family lives in a shack, it 
is because the father never "made good 11

• Or at least he soos 
it that way. And so do his neighbors, who afton blame him for 
the poverty he and his f amily live in. 

Mo~t poor whites have rel a tives, oven close relatives, who 
have "made g ood11 and who are now full fl odged middle class 
Southerner~. He identifie d with tho whites who are making it, 
and expects or hopes thn t his children will catch up to their 
children some dElY· · He may even come to share their :att:Ltudes 
to others in his owh situation: 11 thoy Dre white trash." In 
s:hort, as has been , said so often, the lower class Southern 
whites ·do not :have much class consciousness ·yet. The populists, 
the .·c ommuniatx, and . labor pe :>ple hqve all stubbed tno ir toes 
agn. in::~~ t this fact. It is also a problem for us. 

US:: 
T ~us it is very difficult to a oproach a poor white 

Mississi ppian wi:th the idea t hat there a re three groups in 
Nississippi: rich white, p oor !J'hito, and Negro, and the last 
two should a lly against the first. 

· No matter how subtly this idea is concealed in conversation, 
it cannot be hidden for long, for it is inherent in the very 
fact t hat we seek out poor whites to tal-k to. When the man 
senses ·this, he is humiliat ed. To him thore are only two 
frrou ps, whi to a nd black • He doc s not consider · hims elf a 1poor whitc 11

• He has a lot more to learn about Negroes and 
about wrhitos in the power structure before he W..ll see himself 
as belongi 'Jg to a separate group. 

And he will not see himself as IJ<.'l.rt of a separate g roup until 
tho ladders of upward o conomic mobility - both here and in 
the North - are o..s bloc kod off to him and his rola ti ves as 
they are to Ne groes. 

. I 



llt41144 4 41.\J 

To make the difficulties invJlved in "an allio.nce 1i even 
clea)?er, let us suppose that in spite of all the~ a\Jove 
o~stacle s, · po6r whites were ready to turn to the FDP as 
a vehicle for change in Mississi ~pi. Suppose they were 
ready in larger than token numbers? Is the FDP ready for 
them? Would this be a good thi•g for the FDP at this 
early stage of its development? Would it be a good thiq; 
for Mississippi Negroes? I . have . great doubts. 

To advocate the d ro.wing in of numbers· of· po'Ott whites into 
t:b.e FDP, when the party is still so young and fragile, mS¥ 
bt:. to· overlook. the . psychological traits which centuries . 
of oppression have produced in most Southern Negroes. 
ThJugh we do not talk about it much in staff' meetings, we 
a.r~ a 11 aware of tho degree to which most Southern Negroes 
cannot yet rela'ie to whites, especially 1 ocal: So~theran 
wh.:.tes from their own area,· without falling into many 
of the old attitudex of' submission and retr-eat. 

Any organization (e.g. NAACP ) can throw up sopijisticated 
leaders who can hold their- own in th9 white politita.l 
arena. But if we are to develop a party :i.n m. ich decisions 
are made by the rank and file, we hn.ve to take into account 
the state of mind of the average person, not of the 
exceptional ones. We have to know wl\ether Negroes on tm 
Lowndes o'it' Lafayette Count·y FDP executive Committees could 
function as they do now if 50% of the committee were white. 
At the Tougaloo meet~g, Jean Wheeler maintained that in 
West Point, people were not ready to have whites coroo to 
their precinct meeting .. -r_r this ha.d been a possibility. 

Many people objected at first to what Jean was saying. Bu t 
I think she w a.s rig h t. I think we have years of work in 
developing predominantly Negro parties like the FDP 
(with handfuls of token whites), and in developing local 
leadership and mass participation before we reach the 
point where an integra ted political movement bee :>mos a. 
real possibility. Talk nbout an alliance between poor 
whit e s and Negroes is very premature - maybe ten years 
premature. Maybe much moro •• l 
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