
; I --

December 14, 1965 

To: A. Philip RQndolph, chairman 
Norris Abrams and ';1i1.liam Coleman, co- cb.airman 
h'hite Rouse Conference Planning Commission 
1800 G. St., N. W. 
1.\lash.ington, D. C. 

From : John Lewis , Chairman, SNGC ; }!arion S . Barry, Jr . 
Director t Hashing ton :'IN.CC 'office and Bet t;y Garman, 
SNCC Federal Programs Co ordinator. 

'fhe. outline below represents some of our th.oughts about 
a posnible White [[ouse Conference on Ci vil Rights. 

I. Projected Pur poses of tb.e Conference: 

From Ol.\r experience , it a ppears t hat the I'iannine :>.<>oflion 
f or the Spring 1fuite ltou.se Conference and, indeed, oth"'i' 
White House Conference on topics suctl as etuplo:ywent, 
hea lth and so on have servr:d only a limited fun.c tion. 
The fact that a ~Th.ite House· Conf'erence took pl ace gave 
the Administration a chance to prove , to the press and 
to some of the partic i pants, that the Ad~ini$tration i s 
int erested in a certain t opic ·or concerned about s olutions 
to a certain problem. But this purpose is meaningless--
and, in face , distwne st--unless there is s.">me a ssurance 
that a ct i on will flo'~ from the c.onf'e r e nce r e commendations-
ac t i on which readles t o the :;> eople who are faced v1ith. such 
problems. I t is irre~evant in ~he outr~ge suggest i ons 
for new leg islation :li' present l e gislat b n in the area 
of civil right,s is not' going to be en:for0ed and it i s 
di.sb:onest to encouragE. recommendat i ons i f tb.e recommendat ions 
will not be carried out . 

Therefore-, -v.•e recommet,d t hat no 1·'hite House Conf'Elrence 
on Civil Rights be held until the Administrat ion is 
Hilling · to take s tep s to enfor ·ce exis~ing leg islation 
viel l- - and not half hesrted.ly. 1•Te hardly need to cite 
examples but Tit le VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1965 
and the Vot i ng Rights Act of 1965 stl!nd as the best 
ex.ampl es. The money spent on such conferences--$18 .50 
a day hotel accomodations and r ound t rip air fares could 
be better spent in helping t:o staff' a T;itle VI enf'oreement 
agency or i n fund ing a l ocal pro ject fr·o:n which people 
v/ould actually benefit . Civil Rights ac·bivists and 
schol ars h~j,rdly need a f ree trip to the capitol to continue 
th.eir wo.rk or gani?,ing and generating ne't-I ideas and 
approaches to the problems of disenfranchised voters, 
bad schools, ghett .os , !lrnemployment and d i scrimi nation. 



We bel ieve very strongly that the Admi nistration must be 
honest about the pur pose of ·a ~-!hite House Conference . 
If the mee ting; i s called to generat e new ideas \.Jhictl. vlill 
end up in a r eport in sonieone 1 s file, then this shoul d 
be knol>m in advance. I f the conference is to be a "rubber 
stamps" for the Administrations " do pr actically nothing 
and made the nat ion think it cares" policy ; t hen this 
should also be said. 

If, on the other hand , the Administrati on wants to collec~ 
scholars and act.ivists and poor peop le and Negroes in a 
meeting room and Hants to hear the·ro talk, then they 
should say so and the agenda and participant s should be 
so arranged t o a llo'W that open forum , anythine goes 
a t mos pller e . 

II . Agenda and Participants 

Given tbe fact tha.t a 1·/hit e Jiouse Conference· will take 
pla ce, and given the fact that. we don't wane it used 
pr imarily for "show" we are making the following recommen
dat ions for t he ag enda and the t ype of par t i ci pants who 
should be i nvolved . 

A. Who ·snoq_+d be; involv_e~ :i,_n_ tn~ .I?lanning? It i s ah~ays 
di~ficu;n;-~o ClElc1de wno snould aec1de because the group 
that one select~• ends up determining the chara ct er of 
the event . He suggest that the planning committee be 
comprised of people who are committed to scheduling a 
confe·rence where debate can be open a nd honest·, wl:lere 
questions of 11 stepping on toes i.f we say tl:lat" t~ill not 
be relevant , and Hl:lere no attempt will be made to produce 
a certain r esult or 11 ")0nsensus . " hTe suggest ttl.at a 
grc qp of 20- 25 individuals be chosen who would have 
control of all decis ion s relating to t he charact er of 
the conference . That is to sav t hat changes t4ill not 
be made by "higher -ups" who fear that the aonferees 
migl:lt b~ too d i fficult of the Admi nistration . The 
group of· planners shoul d i nclude repr.esentatives from 
the major civil rights org~nizations , a few businessmen, 
peopl e fi'pt'l tl:le labor movement , a fe\~ scholars , people 
from the . rfJligd.ous commun ity, several government of:ricials , 
and some ~pr~eentatives from community movements or 
g r ass rootf! organizat ions . · Cj_vil Rights and community 
groups should make up the bul k of the planner s. 

'·'e cannot emphasize enoua;h, however , that a l l people on 
the planning committee be committed to planning a s open 
a c onferen ce as possi ble . Those ,,,n,o are a sked to serve 
must be required to ke·ep this ahrays i n mind . 

B. ''!hat s t1.ou\rd the agenda b'? The agenda should simply 
outline problem areas for ai~cussion and should not be 
any more s t ructures than tnat . The problem areas se.lected 
should be ~b.cse o.f concern to poor neo-ple , Negro.es , 
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civi .l rights people and peopl e in tb.e pm~er structur e we 
seek to change . Problem areas StJch as those used in the 
Planning Conterence for the 1''hi te House Conference are 
.adequate with some addi tiona: Education, Commlinity, 
V0ting , Administration of Justice , Family, Neighborhood, 
Jobs and Job Training , He alth and 1•1elfar.e ( tb.ose used i n 
November) . The additions or changes would be : Health 
and l•'e l fare to be div i ded to two work grou ps ; 2) The 
Poverty Program (DEO) ; 3} Tne role of Polit ical Parties , 
i . e . Democrat and Republican . 

No internal struc ture would be given to these problem 
~1ork groups . No papers shoul d be present ed and di·scussed 
in a formal way . All participants would be asked, if 
they so desir e , t o s ubmit ~lritten statements (either 
by themselves or someone else) as background papers for 
the worlc group meetings . These papers would be d i-stributed 
in .advance but Hould not serve to limit discussion. No 
.one t~ho participa tes in the work group· sessions shouLd 
be designated a s an expert on a particular topic : This 
does not mean that people Hho have experience in certain 
ai'eas will not be i nvolved but it means they '~ill not 
be labeled as "exverts" or "consultants . " This hopef'ully, 
·~o~ilJ !'lci·ve in the beginn ing of the meeting to set the 
tone for par~lci.pation by all-- those Hho · are not highly 
educa ted and don't know the int.ellectual i n t rJcacy ' s 
of eacn social arg ument . 

Each wor){ groltp would have an adnd ni. sl.rat or or administrators-
persons to make certain that papers are s -"nt out , travel 
arrangement s made and so forth. The admjni sLt·a~or would 
convene th e 'l'lork group meeting on the opening day 
and the first order of business would be selection of a 
cb.ai.rman . Tl:le group mig~~t call for volunteers or mi gh.t 
decide upon sooJeone . T.1e chairman shoul d rotate, b ut 
most important he sho uld not be chosen beforehand .. If 
any reporting to the press or to other participants is 
required, the individaal to do thi s should . be selected 
in some manner by the group and should not be appoint ed 
by the chairman or by the conference planning commit t ee. 
The Hor k gro!jlp should als o determine Hb.at points . this reporter 
to~ould stress to those not in t he work group session. 

Each ~10rk group section should be smal l , the number of 
participants not to exceed 30 and the ideal number fixed 
at 20-25 . Several 1~ork groups , then. would be meeting 
to deal with the s ame pro\Ylems . If 2,000 part i cipants 
are projected for the meeting and if approximately 15· 
problem areas are defined, th.en each probl em area would 
have s ix sub sections . The larger ;JOrk group ( 150} or 
so people )might meet on the first morning and decide that 
6 sub-problems coul d be defined and tha·t . each of t he six 
groups \·Iould consider one of the sub- probJ:ems . Or, the 
larger group might just decide that each smaller g1:•oup 
would consider what it wante d to . On the last day, the 
sub - problem groups· would come togetpel_' i n a plenar ty sess ion, 
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repor t to e-ach other, and then decide ~:hat , if anything , 
to do t~i t h the i deas and suggestions debated . If the 
word group ~:anted t o pass resolutions it could . But this 
~:ould not bEi required or f orbidden. And, if the work 
group (eit her the s ub-group or larger group ) ~:anted to 
request time t o s peak t o t he other participants--or t o 
tile press- - it coul d . T:1is , too, would not be required 
or forb i dden . The same would be true of tb.e entire conf erence. 

The conference s hould have not s peeches except those by 
top g overnment officials s:t meal hours. And , these officials 
must be commi tted jn a dvance to answering questions in 
an open for um. 

If any post-conference work is to be done on tran scri pts 
or reports , the ~:ork group participants should be able 
to d i rect the nature of reporting--by instructing the 
admiuistrat or to do c ertai n tb.ings . 

C. '•'ho sb.oul d par t i cipate? 

A broad cross section of peopl e ~1ho are i n sorr.e way involved 
in discussing or deter mining the di rection of sol utions 
to t he problems which face the civil rights movement and 
the anti- pover ty movement should be invited t-o attend . 
This group wo> ld include : (1) civil rights a ctivi sts, 
community organizers , poor people and Negroes t·:ho are both 
the le ader ship and the base of the t1~in movements . I t 
is very important to make certai n that welfare reci p i e nt ·s , 
umemployed folks , rural and ghet to Negroes are invited 
as well as t he executives of' civil rights or ganizations . 

This group would conbtit ute the bulk of t he participants 
since t h &y are t he ones most oft en unable to play major 
r oles i n determining policy. The r~st of the partic~pants 
woul d be a good sampling of t he f ollowing groups: academics 
who think or mi ght - h.ave had ex peri ence with t he pr oblem; 
businessmen who are-th i nki ng or are doi ng something a bout 
t hat problems as well a s businessmen who ought to be 
tninlring ·about what to do; ~:e'lfare and othe-r program 
administrators (sea ool boar d members, etc . ) who implement 
programs rela ted to poo-r peopl e end Negroes-- both from 
the North and t he South; government of ficials ~ho administer 
programs .and servi ces in l·lashi ngton and i n agency regional 
of'fices . 

Another way of expl aining this concept of parti ci pation 
wl:lould be to say that h1o groups of people would be 
represented: (1) Those wb.o hold p ower in t he s tructure s 
and over t he progr am wh i-eh now exist s and t-Jhich the· 
mov-ement seeks to change and (2) peop l e who ar e Horking 
t o change those programs and/orwho are affected by the 
p r esent operation of those programs . 

The largest gr 'lup, agai n , VJQ.oul d be those affec ted by or 
seeking to change those programs or str ucture since the y 



_.... ,_ 
• • OJ 

page five 

hold less power . 

Wben organizations or groups are i nvited to participate, 
they would be asked to send a "represent ative" - - in other 
'~ords, t he president o r a c.ertain individual in that 
group ~1ould not be invited directly . Most c ommunity 
groups , t~e know, would e l ect ttlcir delegates wtlich woul d 
help to get around the whole quest i on of "now come he 
was invited and '~e we ren 't. Gvoups ~1ould know that their 
person was chosen by them and not by the Administration 
and ttle individual would fee l fr eer to s pea.ck for his 
group openl y . 

'~e HOll ltl 1 Hc-e to went.i.on , too, that we think that represe
u~ .. tives of such groups· as the Dea<v:>ns :for Defense and 
J ustice, the Mus lims and various Afro-Americ an groups 
s hould be included i n the concept o:f COIJltnUnHy groups 
as well as such groups a s the Coordinating Council of 
Community Organizations, the Mississippi Freedom Democr ..,t.i.c 
Party (MFDP) , the Lowndes County Freedom Org»n i?.A.t. i ons, 
the Newar k Communi ty Union Proj·e c t , the Na tional Far m 
Workers Associat i on, and the r1ississippi and Tennessee 
Freedom Labor Unions , which ~10uld mormally be selected 
by send representativ~s . 

In add it ions the planning comroi ttee would be free to 
i nvite anyone it so de sired. 

D. Regiona1 meet ings or pre-confe~ence mee t·ings would 
be cond~cted by the Civil Rights Commi ssion on much 
t he same basis as the above . Since these meetings Hould 
presumably allow for gr-eater participation by larger 
mumber s and sin~e they would be reg ional i n nature , they 
c9uld p-robably dig deepev into certain problems than 
the '·'a·sh-ington meeti ng ', And, i f regional work gr·oups were 
so moved, they should b~ given an opportunity to suggest 
names of participants ip the nat ional meeting . 

~le ~1ould .be willing to discuss these propoeals .f•lrther 
•~i tb. anyone ~1ho is interestetl.. 




