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SNCC: The Qualities of Protest 

Tom Hayden 

Tom Hayden , a new member of the editorial board of Studies on the Left, is a com
munity organizer on the staff of the Newark Community Union Project and the 
Economic Research and Action Project of SDS. He worked for SDS in Atlanta in 
1961~2 and is the author of several articles and pamphlets on Mississippi. 

Howard Zinn, SNCC: The New Abolitionists. Boston. Beacon 
Press. 1964. $4.95. Pp. 246. 

So UNWRI'IT.EN is the SNCC story 
that any contribution as rich and 
knowledgeable as Howard Zion's is 
desperately needed. His book is a 
rare example of concentrating on 
the center of gravity in the civil 
rights movement. H owever, the 
book underemphasizes much of the_ 
feeling and many problems of the 
movement. These gaps have been 
widened greatly by events during 
the eight months since the writing 
was finished, particularly by de
velopments in Mississippi. 

What does Zinn give his readers, 
and to whom is he writing? First, 
he documents much of the detailed 
history of the period since the 1960 
sit-ins, far more responsibly than 
any previous writer. What we have 
received from Louis Lomax and 
numerous other "inside dopesters" 
have been histories portraying "the 
Negro revolt" as a quest for inte
gration into American society as it 

presently exists. Gradually, it is 
becoming unaerstood that the 
credit for this revolt is most de
served by, and least given to, 
SNCC- and that this partly stems 
from SNCC's position as an effec
tive force largely un-inlegrated in
to American society. T he other 
civil rights organizations often use 
SNCC's deeds as a means to raise 
money and justify their own pro
grams. SNCC is the least guilty of 
the major groups in this competi
tion for image, and consequently, it 
is the most infrequently mentioned 
of the major organizations in the 
mass media. Because of this, it is 
gratifying to find a writer who 
knows the pivotal role SNCC plays 
and who documents numerous cases 
of their incredible achievements in 
organizing in the back oountry 
most Americans know quaintly as 
the Old South. 

Secondly, Zinn stands out as one 
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of the few searching crates of the 
Federal role in Black Belt voter 
registration. He uses close-up 
studies of negligence by Justice 
Department personnel, as in Selma, 
Alabama, as well as pointing out 
the unused legislation which the 
Department could employ to end 
voter discrimination today. Zinn's 
position, challenging both the Ad
ministra tion and the established 
civil rights coalition, is that the 
1964 Civil Rights Bill is not a 
"first step" but a narrowing of the 
prevailing constitutional mandate 
to protect the rights of all citizens. 
No one can read the book without 
facing the p ossibility that, behind 
all the rhetoric about the govern
ment's limited powers, stands an 
Administration prepared to in
dulge only in a tokenism which 
lulls civil rights supporters while 
callously denying the needs of the 
underdog Negroes in the South. 

Third, Zinn is perhaps the most 
sensitive of the published writers 
to problems which the movement 
itself defines as critical to its own 
future. He devotes a chapter to 
black-white relationships w11hin 
SNCC, arguing that underneath the 
tensions there is growing the kind 
orihorough mterraoal contact th~t 
is needed to produce an integrated 
soo~. SNCC, in this view, IS an 
imnd where people at least strug
gle to overcome racial alienation 
although never escaping the vicious 
atmosphere of a racist society. In 
another chapter, entitled "the revo
lution beyond r ace", he broaches 
a number of issues that SNCC is 
beginning to confront and raise: 
I) the possibilities in direct action 
as a supplement to orthodox par
liamentary change; 2) the need to 
end the categories of "communist 
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and anti-communist" which have 
paralized American liberals and 
radicals for several generations; 
3) the need to extend democratic 
decision-making to the sacred 
sphere of private enterprise; 4) the 
need for new focus and forms of 
teaching and learning, begun with 
the development of "freedom 
schools" as alternatives to segre
gated inferior education. What may 
be most profoundly the contribu
tion of SNCC, he suggests, is the 
quality of 

renunciation, without the pretenae of 
mart)Tdom, of the fraud and glitter 
of a distorted prosperity. It is abo 
a recapturing from some time and 
place long forgotten of an emotional 
approach to life, aiming. beyond poli
tics and economics, simply to remove 
the barriers that prevent human be
ings from making contact with one 

other. (p. 257) 
The book seems to be written for 
a broad audience, but in particular 
a liberal and educated one: stu
dents, professionals, browsers in
terested in the civil rights move
ment. It serves as a defense of SN
CC against its critics, without going 
into name-calling or major criti
cisms of individuals or organiza
tions. It does this by stirring emo
tions and challenging myths: most 
impressively, the myth that the 
Federal government is on tbe "right 
road." It also begins to define the 
content and style of a new radical
ism in America, something which 
few have been able to do with 
such control and persuasiveness. 
However, there is a sense in which 
the book is too self-limiting: it 
avoids getting deeply into prob
lems, glosses over them or draws 
back. This inadequacy can be ex
plained, in part, by the fact that 
the book was written before the 
1964 Mississippi Summer Project. 



It also goes back to the apparent 
employs. H e initiates a dialogue 
mostly within the terms of the 
majority society: he tells where 
the SNCC organizers came from, 
he asks whether the Federal gov
ernment is doing what it claims, 
he shows the relation of civil rights 
to other issues, he tries intelli
gently to answer the questions 
which most interested people might 
be expected to raise. But this ap
proach means, first, that certain 
upsetting questions are not raised, 
such as the full national responsi
bility for the Mississippi system, 
and especially the nature of the 
basic challenge SNCC poses to 
liberal and established political 
forces in America. While describ
ing the attitudes that SNCC staff 
members often hold toward issues 
in American life, Zinn neglects, 
enerall , the sources of rotest 

and t between C 
sta f and the local dispossessed. 
Tfiese relations make the fabnc of 
revolt. More than that, they es
tablish a kind of underground 
forum, which strengthens those in 
the underground, but which re
mains mysterious and unexplained 
to anyone in the dominant Ameri
can society. 

~ Ie for the nightmare lj[e jn the 
lack Belt. Ladybird Johnson has 

plantation holdings in Alabama. 
The men who control Harvard 
University also control Mississippi 
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Power and Light, one of the key 
companies intertwined with the 
Mississippi Dixiecrat machine and 
the White Citizens Councils. Mis
sissippi white taxpayers receive far 
more · Federal revenue in propor
tion to their taxes than do New 
Yorkers. Wealthy individual con
tributors to the national cause of 
civil rights also direct companies 
which repress Negroes in Natchez. 
Men like Senator J ames 0 . East
land and Representative Jamie 
Whitten, to whom the Democratic 
Party gives high privileges, are 
conscious land-owning overlords of 
the murderous territory they call 
the Delta. The Department of De
fense has spent perhaps one bil
lion dollars in Mississippi since 
the 1940's. The examples could go 
on and on; the point is that Mis
sissippi is not an isolated wasfe
land left outside of "mainstream 
America." It is more nearly a de
liberate creation of the nation's 
liberal political and economic 
elites and, as such, raw testimony 
to the unspeakable qualities of or
dinary American life. 

That SNCC is beginning to at
tack the privileges of this elite is 
only one way to und~rstand the 
challenge that the movement is be
ginning to present. The immedi
ate signs that the challenge _ is 
serious include the phenomenal 
growth of staff into the several 
hundreds; the constantly upward 
spiralling of the organization's an
nual budget; the fashioning of a 
Freedom Democratic Party; the 
attention and controversy presently 
surrounding the ~fississippi Project 
in general. --

Most Americans, including those 
with o(ficial policy responsibilities, 
have been able to adapt what 
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happens in the movement to their 
comfortable view of the world. Af
ter all, they believe, it is kids, keep
ing America's conscience spirited, 
held within responsible bounds by 
the more established Negro leaders. 
Now and then, of course, nasty 
incidents are rumored, such as 
when SNCC chainnan John Lewis' 
speech had to be censored at the 
vVashington March, but that is the 
price of a little revitalization. Such 
has been the pattern of thinking 
among many people. But now the 
student movement is changing di
rection in ways that create uncen
sorable discomfort. The emphasis 
has been on exploding dramatic 
racial incidents in the country's 
face. Now, in addition, the effort 
is to create lasting grass-roots move
ments of the people who are most 
exploited so that others may have 
their comforts. The emphasis has 
been on gaining support from na
tional sources of liberalism, such as 
student and religious organizations, 
;md from the sympathetic middle 
classes in general. Now, i~ addi
tion, the effort is to seek coalition 
with movements of poor all over 
the country even if this upsets 
some vested interests in the back
yards of Northern SNCC support
ers. In many circumstances, this 
challenge has rejuvenated healthy 
thinking and tentative steps toward 
a new radical spirit. In other in
stances, it has met rejection or pro
duced alann. 

Rumors are nowadays heard 
around parts of the liberal-labor 
community, to take one major 
example where the SNCC chal
lenge is creating a disturbance, 
that SNCC is becoming irrespon
sible, even perhaps "leftist". These 
claims started becoming intense last 
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summer. Over what? To begin 
with, national liberal and civil 
rights organizations had no pro
gram of insurgent community-level 
action, especially after the long 
period of lobbying for the Civil 
Rights Bill. Their next project, 
after the Bill, was to support John
son against Goldwater, mostly 
through propaganda-educational 
programs coupled with a "mora
torium" on demonstrations. SNCC, 
on the other hand, was sending 
hundreds of organizers into the 
back reaches of Mississippi to or
ganize a political movement- the 
Freedom Democratic Party. The 
FDP "supports" Johnson, but in a 
way that commits it to less than 
any other state party in America. 
The general SNCC attitude to
wards the Civil Rights Bill was 
one of justified skepticism: 1) the 
bill narrowed existing precedents 
which the government could use if 
it were serious about going into 
the rural areas; 2) the bill dealt in 
no way with the needs of the poor 
rural people SNCC was organizing. 
But SNCC had an operating as
sumption abou t how to get the bill 
through Congress, while not having 
to take energy away from .work on 
immediate problems facing poor 
people in the community. That 
'Strategy has been learned from
five years' experience - to prod, 
disrupt and threaten established 
power with common sense issues, 
such as the right to vote, to gain 
concessions from the establishment 
and to build a permanently-com
mitted movemen t. SNCC thus acts 
as the lever which forces the Ad
ministration to make concessions, 
and the spur which moves civil 
rights groups to press harder for 
legislative victories. 



• 
It perhaps was not the civil rights 

bill, however, but the Atlantic City 
Convention which widened the fis
sure between SNCC and the liberal
labor forces . The dominant liberal
labor position was that any major 
disruption would strengthen Gold
water's hand; harm Humphrey's 
chances for nomination ; diminish 
the prospect of getting more favor
able labor and civil rights policies 
from the Administration during 
the next term. These hopes for 
liberal victories were perhaps high
er than at any point in the last 
twenty years. The prospects for suc
cessful passage through the Con
vention appeared excellent until 
the sharecroppers and housewives 
and SNCC organizers came drag
ging in from the lower depths of 
America. 

There has been a somewhat de
liberate effort to brand the FDP 
position at Atlantic City as "un
compromising". But in fact the 
FDP did take a compromised posi
tion there. Its ultimate demand is 
to replace _completely the r;lcist
Democrats in the national party. 
But at Atlantic City the FDP de
mand, echoed by numerous rank
and-file Democrats, was for equal 
treatment with the racist delega
tion. This demand was fully in 
keeping with the ·anti-tokenist ap
proach taken on mafly occasions 
by the regular civil rights groups. 
At one point the FDP had suffici
ent support among state delega
tions to get a minority report, fa
voring equal treatment, from the 
credentials committee to the con
vention floor. The notion was that 
with the question placed flatly be
fore the convention, with the tele
vision cameras bearing down on 
them, delega_tes might have voted 

-
for the minority report rather than 
seat the racist Mississippians. But 
backing for the minority report was 
withdrawn at the last minute, with 
most of the national liberal lead
ership cooperating with LBJ and 
the Democratic hierarchy against 
the demands of Mississippi Negroes. 

Someday the complete story of 
this series of episodes may be told. 
Until then, it is enough to say 
that, in the climactic minutes be
fore the convention opened, one by 
one the "leaders" implored the 
FDP to recall their responsibilities 
to defeat Goldwater and, above all, 
to be aware of the damage that a 
rash act might do to their relations 
with "friends" and "allies" in the 
"coalition". The Mississippi people 
looked around, and decided their 
responsibilities were to their friends 
and allies back home, not to the 
President and the national organi
zations who were contributing so 
little on a daily basis to change 
Mississippi. They voted to reject 

· the Administration proposal of 
two "honorary" seats as tokenism. 

Those moments made clear the 
differences between the Mississippi 
project and existing national re
form movements. In Mississippi 
there is a movement with its roots 
cut bare by the anguish of unre
lieved oppression; in other ·move
ments, the same roots are tangled 
in respectability and its obligations. 
In Mississippi there is a movement 
which organizes people to speak 
sharply for themselves, in their 
natural terms; in other movements, 
the poor are spoken for by fixed 
representatives. In Mississippi there 
is a movement that locates itself 
in a place so isolated as to be 
almost immune to the attacks of 
the national elite; other movements 
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haYe come to depend too much on 
the favors and blessings of that 
elite. 

T HERE IS ANOTHER WAY to find 
the root of this new radicalism 
and the liberal disaffection with 
it. On one of the SNCC posters is 
pictured a sharecropper, in over
alls and workshirt, sitting out front 
of his shack. A tom h at shades his 
face so darkly that his eyes gleam 
remotely, as if veiled. The poster 
says " One Man, One Vote". This 
poster reminds the observer that 
Southern Negroes need the vote, 
but also something deeper is con
veyed by that man's presence. The 
question it seems to raise is: what 
will happen to America if the 
people who least "qualify" for 
leadership begin to demand control 
over the decisions affecting their 
lives? What would happen to Con
gress with all those sharecroppers 
in it? What would h appen to bu
reaucracies if they had to be under
stood by the people they are 
supposed to serve? What would 
happen to the military if the people 
were responsible for their own de
fense? What would happen to 
banks and corporations if people 
wanted a say over how they were 
being opera ted? What would hap
pen to reformers and negotiators 
if their "constituencies" decided to 
speak for themselves? What would 
happen to schools if the teachers 
questioned the kids about what is 
important to know, and the kids 
answered back an~ decided how 
to learn i~? \\'hat would happen 
to professors if poor people could 
give lectures on poverty? 

These questions are among the 
most upsetting ones that this coun-
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try can be asked to face, because 
probably the most thoroughly em
bedded, if subtle, quality of Ameri
can life is its elitism - economic, 
political, social and psychological. 
This will startle only those who 
remain enthusiastic about the 
American definitions of power, 
freedom, equality and democracy. 
The meaning of all of these terms 
has been distorted by the emphasis 
on private control, commercialism 
and the other segregating features 
of entreprenurial and modem cor
porate capitalism. By American 
definitions, power is to be in "re
sponsible" hands, kept carefully 
from both dictators and mobs. 
Freedom is only doing what you 
want, so long as it doesn't inter
fere with the "freedom" of others. 
l:.y_uality is the absence of arbitrary 
barriers to opportunity. Democracy 
exists when Negroes, workers and 
the poor .ue allowed to choose be
tween the images of Lyndon John
son and Barry Goldwater. But the 
terms are dead, their literal mean
ings reversed by two outstanding 
realities of American life: power 
concentrated among a few, voice
lessness and abs1;1rdity the condition 
of the many. The search for new 
terms is characteristic of the SNCC 
revolt. 

The American system has an un
canny way of demanding universal 
conformity to means and channels 
of change which keep control 
monopolized at the top. Thus, Hu
bert Humphrey wanted to pick two 
"good" representatives of the FDP 
to take honorary seats at the Con
vention; after all, they would be 
televised as representatives of a pe
tioning branch of the Democratic 
Party. Thus, too, all our "officials" 
believe the FDP is "illegal", no 
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matter how morally right its gen· 
eral cause may be. And thusr na
tional organizations complain that 
SNCC has no definite line.s of 
authority or spokesmen. When 
these kind of questions are raised 
about SNCC instead of just the 
familiar red-baiting cliches, then it 
is sure that America's underlying 
habits of change are being chal
lenged as much as its immediate 
political and economic arrange· 
ments. 

wHY SHOULD H UMPHREY decide 
on the dress of a Mississippi far
mer? '<\'hy not have the FDP rep
resentative on television in his 
overalls, and why not have him 
talk in his Delta vernacular when 
reporters gouge him with ques
tions? What if the FDP is the only 
political party whic)t is legal in 
America and what if the sO<alled 
laws are made and administered by 
men who are criminals because 
they trade nonchalantly in human 
life? What if " lines of authority" 
are harnesses made by the system 
an~ what if "spokesmen" tum out 
to be coffin nails standing upright 
until they can be h ammered down 
to keep the dead from returning? 

SNCC has been turning away 
from these orthodox American de
finitions of the way humans should 
organize themselves. The special 
character of their revolt draws, iii 
part, from Its origins in the ex
penence of Ne~o oppression. Ne
groes are outSiders, everywhere 
identified and segregated, whether 
they participate in benificent in
stitutions, such as the universities, 
or more terrorizing ones, such as 
the Southern plantation areas. 
S~self<onscioysness of exploi-

tation has emerged among the 
young intellectuals and the isolated 
sharecroppers. The Black Belt may 
at first seem to be a sad, damaging, 
dying and desolate place where, as 
the Mississippi signs advertise, 
"past and present go forward with 
the future" . »ut it is. too, a place 
remote enou h from urban indus
tna sooety to make o e 
begmnmg o a counter way of life. 
ln these rural areas, contact among 
Negroes is veined thickly with di
rect human issues - the worth of 
men is likely to be measured by 
what they do, not as much by the 
labels and organizational imagery 
they project. Since the societ~ is 
largely pre-industrial, men ten to 
have adirect and coherent rela
tiQh to the1r work which con

tri!>utes also to integrity of their 
personality and social relations. 
Cons c 1 o usn es s of perservenng 
through historical suffering, in ad· 
dition, has a way of creating the 
strength with which a movement 
must be infused. These qualities 
of Black Belt life, in tum, give 
responsibility and strength to the 
Negro students who become organ
izers. The honesty, insight and 
leadership of rural Negroes demon
strate to the students that their 
upbringing has been based on a 
framework of lies. One of these is 
that schooling creates understand
ing; another is that the American 
dream will be fulfilled. The move
ment takes root in places which 
testify tragically to the flaws of 
American morality and promise. 

The particular alienation of 
American Negroes forms an irrita
tion which this society has never 
salved; but the SNCC revolt in
volves other kinds of aiienation 
felt by whites as well as Negroes. 
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There is a widespread disenchant
ment in America, represented not 
in the form of party, movement 
or class but in the form of shallow 
loyalties, deep apathy, explosive ab
berations. The only threat these 
attitudes seem to pose is a remote 
one, a kind of degeneration, being 
obsen-antly managed and glossed 
by the respectable powers. But 
viewed from another direction, 
these terns of alienation are the 

recond · · a rea awa 
from the present social order. Ta e 
the obvious examples of authority 
cheated- students to teachers, 
workers and management, welfare 
clients and the agencies; these sure
ly are signs of informal organiza
tion against the system. Out of 
these deep feelings, many come to 
SNCC, and through that experi
ence the feelings are reinforced. 
~CC represents a chance for tht 
~£filiated to retain their posture 
of alienation while still beini rele
V_!lnt to the prevailini political a:Rd 
racial terms of Amerjcap disous
sion. This opportunity is being 
USed, by SNCC staff, to try the con
struction of alternative institutions 
- freedom schools, cooperatives, 
the FDP -which carry at least the 
seeds of a new consciousness. This 
goes far to break down an obstruct
ing dilemma faced by those who 
would keep alive the radical con
tent of protest. Usually those seek
ing immediate relevance are forced 
to insure themselves to the claims 
of established power; this leads to 
an appeased and, at best, rhetorical 
radicalism which offers no social 
alternatives in its practices. In the 
other direction, alienation has been 
twisted into ineffective forms of 
protest, from beat withdrawal to 
destructive pathologies. 
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This is not a revolt that can be 
easily explained within the bodies 
of hisLOrical knowledge we know as 
liberalism and marxism. Both ide
ologies have tended to assu!"e the 
P-Ossibility of rational self-mterest 
blsed oiL "mater ia]'l needs. ~h~Ie 
it is clear that the SNCC revo t m
volves "material" denials in the 
areas of schools, jobs, housing and 
voting, the driving force is to prac

the clam s of ortho-

oun auon or new patterns of 
~rk, love and pohucs. These 
needs perhaps cannot be absorbed 
by the reform tradition of organiz
ing people simply on the basis of 
material gain. But neither is SNCC 
a form of religion stressing per
sonal relationships at the expense 
of institutional change. It is a re
volt being organized on a long
term basis because there is nothing 
worthwhile to be gained at present; 
which expresses emotion and anxi
ety as well as legislative demands; 
which finds a way to make a !Jublic 
lmd pohucal ISSue out ofiena
tlon and abuse. 

THE coNCLUSION of The New 
Abolitionists contains several spe
culations about SNCC strategy that 
should be singled out for addi
tional comment. Zinn is um:ertain 
how SNCC will respond to the 
series of problems faced by North
ern Negroes who are surrounded 
by ghetto poverty and liberal rhe
toric. Secondly, he includes a hope
ful note about the possibility of 
an interracial alliance of the poor, 
along populist lines, emerging 
across the South. Finally, he asks 
whether SNCC 

will fulfill a promise it now con-



tains in blurred form: to recognize 
that there are other supreme human 
values, along with that of racial 
equality, which deserve attention. For 
any society, whether totally white, 
or totally black, or perfectly mixed, 
can be controlled by an elite of 
power, can ignore the most wretched 
poverty, can destroy the right of pro
test, can engage in the mass murder 
of war. (p.24()) 
For insight into the first prob

lem, that of organizing in ghetto 
areas, one can look to the difficult 
experiences SNCC has had already 
in Southern cities. At the time of 
this writing, there are no grass
roots organizations in the urban 
areas to compare with the rural 
FDP. The cities, some in SNCC 
feel, are centers of social disinte
gration, family disorder, unemploy
ment and other crushing ills; in 
addition, they are occupied by more 
moderate or liberal political ma
chines which compete for mass 
Negro loyalty; for these and other 
reasons, community organizations 
h ave not been built effectively in 
Jackson, Atlanta and other cities. 
It may be that the development 
oL a powerful FDP · in the rural 
counties can create a momentum 
that will make urban organizing a 
greater possibility; if true, then it 
would be possible to start in the 

_., rural areas of the other Deep South 
states and develop parties that car
ry over into tl}e larger cities. 

SNCC may bring its experience 
in Southern rural and urban 
areas into the North at some fu
ture point. The most probable 
reason for this expansion might 
be the need for organized Northern 
support, a t the community level, 
for the developing southern move
ment. For instance, already the 
FDP has sought support, not only 
from the established o!ganizations, 
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but also from new grass-roots move
ments being built in Northern 
ghettoes. If this could be extended 
politicians might be more respon
sive to the FDP, and the movement 
might be able to move towards 
greater political and financial in
dependence from national interests 
wishing to dilute or compromise 
its program. However, the prob
lems here are immense. In the 
North, it is likely that peopre-ilre 
more damaged and boxed in by 
complex alternatives than in t1le 
South; there is an organized Negro 
middle-class more expansive and 
powerful than the "teachers and 
~eachers" who act as conseryatiye 
e ements in many Southern situa
tions; there is a liberal establish
ment, including the Negro middle 
class, which produces ·a confusing 
array of leaders competing for the 
support of the poor; there is a 
would-be Left in the North, whicli 
often mana es to im ose its own 
sectanan ms1g ts mto an a rea 
difficult scene. ese differences 
between t e orthern and South
ern contexts should not be over
stressed, however, based as they are 
on inadequate experience. Further
more, it may be the similarities 
which stand out more impressively. 
In both areas, it is ·the irresponsi
bility of the n ational political
business elite which is being con
fronted; it is a matter of winning 
over the decent forces in society; 
and most of all, the poor every
where build up their own styles 
and mechanisms for staying clear 
of the majority society. To put it 
more positively, in the North as 
well as the South, there still is a 
democratic feeling, a sense of class, 
and a courage unshattered by so
ciety, among many Negro poor. 
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Our experience in Newark, for in
stance, shows at least that there 
are people with a sense of outrage, 
and a willingness to organize them
selves into a social movement. In
cidentally, nothing could be more 
impressive than to see the enthu
siasm of Newark people as they re
turned from a meeting with the 
FDP where they discovered, for the 
first time, that a movement com
posed of "the little people" is be
ginning to grow. It may be a long 
time however, before there exists 
a mass Northern movement with 
which the FDP can align itself 
primarily. 

'\.Vill it be a Negro movement, or 
a movement which spurs the or
ganization of poor whites? There 
is hope among some SNCC organ
izers that the example of "little 
people getting together" in the 
FDP will have an effect on the 
whites who hear about the develop
ment through television or other 
media. In addition, there · have 
been minor but unsuccessful at
tempts to organize poor whites in 
the Northeast and Gulf sections of 
Mississippi. In th~se places, many 
whites were found to retain per
sonal or racist rationales of why 
they "failed" to do well, and there 
was a greater resentment towards 
"freedom riders" than towards the 
Mississippi government. These 
shreds of information, however, 
have to be compared to the more 
positive experience in the mining 
country of Appalachia, for instance 
in H azard, Kentucky, where it h as 
been possible to organize unem
ployed miners on a mass basis. The 
miners who are organized tend to 
take very strong positions in favor 
of an interracial movement. This 
has been found as well in smaller 
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organizing efforts in Cleveland 
where whites are being reached 
by a Students for a Democratic 
Society community project. We can 
expect increasingly that whites will 
find reason to consider the alterna
tive of organizing themselves in 
alliance with the Negro movement: 
youth unemployment, the threat 
to employment, gripes with the 
labor leadership over intolerable 
working conditions, the starving of 
education, housing and social serv
ices, all create uneasiness among 
the millions of whites on or below 
the edge of poverty. The danger, 
of course, is that these whites may 
shift loyalties to a fascist move
ment, or their resentment of the 
Negro may be too great for them 
to be organized on a coalition basis. 
These dangers, however, may be 
real ones only to the extent that 
the marginal whites are neglected 
by the labor and civil rights move
ments. Until there is a massive ef
fort at organizing whites, by SNCC, 
SDS, labor unions or civil rights 
groups, the real potential for an 
interracial movement probably will 
not be knowrl. 

THESE PROBLEMS cannot be con
sidered apart from the question of 
what kind of transition SNCC is 
capable of making. The organiza
tion has gone from a small group 
coordinating student demonstra
tions to a -striking force of young 
people opening up crisis areas of 
the South; to a staff organization 
with its goal the creation of inde
pendent people's movements. At 
each· moment SNCC is beckoned 
to adopt the customs of "normal" 
American organizations. These cus
toms include: projecting an organi-



zation image that reaches the maxi
mum number of people; construct
ing a fixed hierarchy of command 
to make immediate decisions re
garding crises as well as decisions 
about long-range programs; and so 
on. These alternatives are not to 
be sloughed off just because they 
are part of the orthodox American 
celebration of efficiency. They are 
rooted in real perceptions of real 
needs: SNCC is under constant at· 
tack from every direction, its fi
nancial base is shaky, decisions do 
need to be made rapidly. These 
feelings heavily influence the or
ganization already. Against them 
are other feelings, however, also 
based on real perceptions of real 
needs. There is the proven need to 
avoid tailoring publicity to simply 
what the media wants to hear, or 
what will raise the most money 
right away. There is the need to get 
across a message about racism and 
poverty through all the distorti(J,.., 
put in the way by official agencies. 
There is a need to make as many 
SNCC people as possible compe
tent to decide on policy, so that 
the maximum number do effective 
work and the possibilities for eHte 
control are minimized. There is 
the need to overcome the effects of 
specialization, which invites hier
archy and keeps people from reach
ing their maximum potential for 
responsibility and activity. There 
is a need to give organizational 
substance to the "one man, one 
vote" demand, extending the power 
of voice and vote to -every person 
directly affected by organizational 
decisions. And there is the need to 
demonstrate, by example, the be
ginnings of another way of life. 

- Books 

It is a set of confl icting needs such 
as these, roughly suited here, which 
indicates that SNCC's own prob
lems are related to those it is posing 
for society. It is impossible to build 
up an enti rely new society using 
people and materials that are part 
of the existing order. But it is just 
as impossible to revolutionize this 
society by employing its prevailing 
styles of bureaucratic organization, 
because those styles are meant to 
work only for groups that want in
tegration into the existing pluralist 
structure of rewards, privileges, 
roles and opportunities. There is 
no escaping the American way of 
life entirely, not even in the Black. 
Belt. It beckons and sways the 
movement, not because the move
ment is corrupt, but because at 
least some progress seems to require 
accommodation to the wishes of 
the more satisfied and integrated 
elements in American life. But if 
there is no escaping the American 
way, how can it be changed? Per
haps no group is looking harder for 
the answer to this .. question than 
SNCC. Part of the answer lies in 
the sources of protes1 which SNCC 
has tapped: not -:just people who
want "more", but people who want 
"no more" of a rotten society; not 
just people who are satisfactorily 
accommodated but remain humani
tarian, but people who are beyond 
accommodation because their alien
ation is so great. The movement's 
sq:.ength comes from the humam~iil 
of rural peo le who are tmmune to 
t e ravages o compeuuve soaety. 
Tliat this humanism inspnes stu· 
dents from the ravaged society is a 
sign that a pennanent base of re
volt is possible amo'ng millions. 
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Maxwell Geismar, Henry James and the Jacobites. Boston. 
Houghton Miffl in. 1963. $7.00. Pp. 462. 

THE MOST GENERous official re· 
viewers• have greeted Maxwell 
Geismar's Henry james and the 
]acobites with some variation of 

•see, for example, Orville Prescott, 
N . Y. Times, October 7, 1963. At least two 
radical critics have been more generous 
still. Truman Nelson (National Guardian, 
November 7, 1963) and V. J. jerome 
(Political Affairs, March, 1964) speak in 
terms of almost uncritical adulation. 
Nelson's piece has been described, with 
some justice, as " hysterical." More sober 
J erome wrote for publication in Czecho
slovakia. The Czechs will be surprised, 
if they read the book, to discover it filled 

• with crude psychologizing. Jerome, whom 
I'm sure disapproves of that aspect of 
the work, just forgot to mention it. Such 
uncritical thinking will not help the 
Czechs, American radicals, or Maxwell 
Geismar. For a fine example of what a 
Marxist (albeit one who is protected from 
our Jacobitical geist _by 3,000 miles of 
Atlantic water) can find in James to 
respect and enjoy, see Arnold Kettle, An 
Introduction to the English Novel, voJ. 
II, pp. 13-34, N.Y., 1960. 

the following: "Oh, dear. We know 
how silly the Jacobite critics can 
be, but Geismar is too, toa ex
treme. He damages his own cause. 
We agree with his aims, sort of, 
but not with his means." Now that 
is very easy to say - and certainly 
there is some truth in saying it
but those who so speak, by and 
large, have no sense that the Ja
cobite cult typifies a mort~l crisis · 
in American intellectual life. As a 
result they cannot begin to under
stand the staunch indignation and 
moral vision which inform Geis
mar's lengthy polemic · and which 
often lead him critically astray . 
They cannot understand any more 
than "moderates" of "good will" 
can grasp the root forces which 
drive Negroes to block innocent 
streets or face death in pastoral 
Mississippi. 

As literarv criticism, Henry 
]ames and tf1e ]acobites is often 
no more sensible than a _117th 
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