
WORKING PAPEfh 

Afte.r tt~ months spent talking t o ~poor whitea~ in NE ltlsso1 I have 
eome -~o some very tentalva and r oughly sta~eO. conclusions aDOut us 
and themo 

Their pr•assing needs ar e eeonowie ne'6ds(; They have b1 ttctr 
memories of decades of e.xperien.ce vi th po11 tieia.ns~ partlas, and 
prorni.sos .,. They are ·very cynical about poli ties as a means ot solving 
tha-11" eeonomie problEHns., They want diraet solu tions& cooperatives., 
nell tndustriast loans., ete., They are open to t he idea or unions, but 
to many aven unions l o.ok like a lot of talk w.tthout much in the way 
ot tangible :results(} 1-tany do n~t. want unions because they know that 
the runa~y factories would just run somewhere else to g~t eheap laboro 

Us : 
Do we have- the resources and the personnel to even begin 

to eope with the tremendous problems of l'"'ttral decay, automation, un
employment? We might ask ourselves where we would De in the- Negro 
community today if we J:lad had to confront the eeonom1e issues head 
on and produee soma tang1b1s results~ Instead, the issues or segreg~ 
ationi pol1ca brutalj_ty9 injustice i.n the conr'ts s. and the vote have 
provided us w-1 th motTe immediately soluble problems around which we 
eould organizeo 

None of thGsa i ssues are pressing enough to the poor white people 
to provide a basis for political organization.,. ~lhen we learn how 
to organize in e;i ties l ika J·aekson and Atlantn~ we will perhaps pick 
up some point ers wh1eh will indicate the appr oach poor whites might 
respond to,; For even t hough most or the poo~est wites in Mississippi 
still live in the rural areas ~ the1~s is a Q~~ng cultureo The young 
Who are lucky are getting jobs in the n&v factories in the townso 
Those Who ean•t find ~~rk here go North~ in . large numbers¢ Thus 
they are rapidly beeoming an urban working class; even though so many 
or the older people continue to live on t he land and to grow a little 
eo\'tonQ 

2'o T.hemt 
The folloving is a rough summary of the typical racial 

01ttitu.dss of ))oor Wites in the area where we workeds (!tawamba 
County is 95'% white) The-y think NegJ>oes ought to have the vote, at 
lea·1it in their areae They say they oppos$ the violence this summer 
b:r.ought to other areas o:r th~ stateo Host oppose school 1ntetrat1oa 
but many know it is eoming one day soono Some are not afraid or 
integration because thei~ chil dren have gone to integrated school• 
up Northo 'l'h&'J all fear raee mi:xing and economic comptiti tion from 
the !lagro in the tut \U•eo 

But the most striking thing is t tmt to most poor rural whites 1n 
Itawmnba County-t t he racial questions seem irrgl·evanto They live 
in a 'White world" 'I'here are very few Negroes le.ft on the lando Th• 
rew who li.ve in the count y are <~lustered in 11 ttle poekets outside 
thoe towr1s._Many do domestic work for middle class .__mi·teso Burthermor~ 



there is no KKK or Citizen's Counei1 in the areao So, 118117 of the 
whites can 1 t see- that Negroes have any particular problems and do 
not understand this sumner's rermento Rather than sympath1z1ng with 
the Negro movGmant1 they tael threatened by 1 t C> 

Ur.u 
We are- COFO?. SNCC~ whatbave youo To then that means Froedom 

Riders, nigger lovers7 unholy J.-aee mixers,. the NAACP, whieh is of 
course synonomous w1 th eommunistso Thoy have fairly violent pre~ 
judiees against us 9 to say the least~ And just as 1n their attitudes 
~ Negroesz the prejudice is aeeompanied by notiee&b1e fearo 

I found tha" many did not know what COFO vaso If I said it was 
an organization that worked on getting people to vote_, teaching people 
to read? etco,. and that 1 t worked among· people of botn races, they 
just snd~ "Oho •: They thought we were 50eial workerse 

But it never took long for word to spread thai: COFO was the 
liAACP 1t the Freedom Riders, etco And then people did not open their 
screen dool'"s 'tt.'i1<m we e2me back, or they went tor their guns or the
tel.ephoneo ThstJ were afraid o And thay tel t thoy hnd be·en taken in 
by usi' ?emembering how we sat in 'tl'leir homes o7 shared the!,. rood, 
:rememoei•ing all the things they had talked to us aboutc 

Why te~l tharn we aro COFO? After the smmner ' s experience w1 th 
whi t0 folk in Biloxi, some poople suggested that those who worked 
td th lllili tes should "dissoeia.te thGmselvestt t'rom COFOC) But this is 
not easily doneo Once ·coFO, al~~s COFO~ like membership in the 
Communist Party 30 years ago.. We are being fought every inch of the 
way by an e.ff'i~lant polies state t-Iho tap lines and ksep files on us o 
It is not dif.f'ieult to expose us as having worked with CO!t'O& This 
is almost 100% effaeti ve as a smear taetic9 right nowe 

If it were possible fo;r- a worker to remain UU!ldergrounj ta tor: s 
year or so, hs might so tdn people a- s eontidenee that such exposure 
tactics wuld be ineffeeti veo Bv.t I am not sure sueh seerec7 i s 
possible-or aven desirable in Mississippio Eastern T~essse or 
North Georgia might possibly be dif.ferenta 

Perhaps the ~ost we can do at this point is to encourage other 
groups t o go into the :poor white oomunity with their- personnel, 
skj;lls, and rer:ources - groups not assoc1atsd with the movemento 
The quostion is who? The is blaak on both unions and existing tam 
organizations: thGY shy away from the Deep South. 

Since we are at present i ndelibly branded as race m1¥ers, perhaps 
the only lrdY we can relate (however ncgativsly)to poor Whites is 
on th0 subject or raceo libieh~ ve must remember, is not one or their 
major eoneemso 

Pover~, or tho Alliance 

Poor whites do not wish to relate t o us on ·the subjeet 
of their poverty\)' To und9l'stand this whole business o~ attitudes 
toward poverty, we have to remember tha t ror many Negroes, their 
~tate or poverty ~ be vi~wed as a continuation oT the state of 
slave?y to Uhieh the wnole rae§ was subjected~ This ean r elieve in 
a smaJ.l way the bu:rden of individual guilt tllat all parents feel 
vhen they eanno t provide a decent fUture for their ehildreno 
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For Poor ~1 tes _po:t~er~y ~~ .Jtqm~~bin.g to be ashamed of i n ~ more 
personal way~ He has ~oubl~ ~dentitfing ~th a group whp were . . 
visibly put . down<»-i It ~e~,r~~-~y. 11:988· ~-.a shack~ 1t ·is because the 
fathex• n_ever ~ade good"o Or ··at. 18flst he sees i 't ~"tat W&Yo And. so 
do his neighbors~ who often blame tdm for the povert.y he and 'his 
family l:t ve ,in·o . :: · · 

Most .poor :whit~~ -ha~e rel~~i"es 9 even close rolativeslt who lax~ 
"tnad'ii. good• ,and -who are nov (.till.tl\lldg~ middle class Sauthernerso 
He i dentifi-ed w1 th :~e wh~ ti'a ·~"Who a:roe:··making 1 t , and expee ts or hopes 
that ~s children will cateil ··~P ~o 1thei:r ch11d~en some d&Yo He may 
even eome 'to share ~~eir attitudes to oth~rs ·in hi s own s1tuatioiu · 
"'they are whit e trasho " In shot,.t., _as has be@ said ·so· often, the 
lower class Southertl whites do not have rnuel\· crlsss conseiouaness 
7ete The populists9 the Conmmists~ and labn~ poople, have all 
stubbed their toes against this fac't o It is also a prob!GID tor us., 

Us: 
Thus it is vary difficult to approach a poor white Mississ

ippian with the idea that t hare are three groups in Mississippi& 
:r:-1eh whtte , poor whi t:e~ and Negro 9 and that tht.t· l ast two shoUld 
ally agains t t he tirstg 

No matter how subtly this ides i s concealed in conversations.! it 
e:ar..not be hidden for l ong \1 f or it i s inh~rent 1n the very tact that 
we seek out poor wh1 tes to talk too When the man senses this he 
is humil iatedo To hilil there &I'e only two groups\'1 white and blacko 

· · He does not consider himself a '8poor "'White() • He has a lot more to 
learn abouJ.; Negroes and a bout white ~ in the power structure before 
he will see himself as ·belonging t ea separ ate groupo 

And he ·will not see him~elf as part o~ a separate group until the 
ladders of upward &eonom1e mobility .., bo1M~ hve and ill the North -
are .as blocked off to him and his relAtives as they are to Nepooeso 

To make the diff.':tetilties i nvolved in "an all.iance• even clearer, 
l et us suppose t hat in spite of all the above obst aeles, poor whites 
were ready to turn t o the FDP as a vehicle for change 1n M1ss1ss1pp1o 
Suppose they ware ready in l arger than tolum number so I s the FDP 
:ready for them? T;!ould t his be a good thing for the FDP at this ·early 
stage of its development? Would it be a good thing ror M1as1ss1pp1 
N&groes? I have great doubt~o 

'fo advocate the drawing 1n or number s of' poor whites i nto the 
FDP9 when the party is still so yolll:lg and !'ragile~ may be to overlook 
the psychological trai t s whic-..h eenturies or oppression have produeed 
in most Southern Negroese Though ve do not talk about it mueh in 
starr mootings~ we are all awre of the deg:roe to which mQ.S.t. Southern 
Negroes eannot yet relate to whit9s~ especially l ocal SoUthern Whites 
rrom their own area, without ral11ng i nto many of the old attitudes 
or submission and retreato 

Any organization (oogo NAACP) can throw up sophisticated leaders 
who ean hold theit, otrm in the wh1 te pol1 t1&L.t aranao But it we are 
to develop a party in ~~1eh decisions ere made by t he rank and tile, 
ve have to take into aeeount t he state of mind of the average person~ 



... 4 ... 

not of the exceptional oneso We have to know whether NegroEn:~ on 
t he Lo-..mdes or Lafayette Couney FDP executive Committees could 
function as they do nov it ;'0" ct the comm1 ttee were wh1 te·. At the 
Tougaloo meeting, Jean Wheeler maintained tha t 1n West Point, People 
were na:.t.. ~eady to bava t:Jh1 tes come to their precinct meeting - if 
this ~been a possibility~ 

Many people objected at first to what Jean was saying. But i 
think ·she vas righte I think W4!> have years ot -work in devol oping 
predominMtly Negro parties like the FDP (with handtuls ot tok en 
whites) 9 and in developing local leaden-ship and mass parti cipat ion 
berore we ~eaCh the point where an i ntegrated polit ical movement 
becomes a real possibility. Talk about an alliance bet ween poor 
whites and Negroes is very premature - maybe ten ,-ears prematureo 
Maybe mueh moreoeo 
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