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The Grassroots Leadership & the Arts for Social Change Corner

Freedom Is a Constant Struggle: In Memory of Julian Bond
and Bob Moses

By Susan J. Erenrich
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Introduction

Dear Friends,

Welcome! This issue of the Grassroots Leadership & the Arts for Social Change Corner is a bit different. It is meant to
celebrate the reprint of Freedom Is a Constant Struggle: An Anthology of the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement and to
honor two of the book’s contributors who have passed on, Julian Bond and Bob Moses.

The collection was originally released to the public in 1999. The reprint was published in mid-November 2021.

Thanks to NewSouth Books, “a risk-taking socially conscious publisher” in Montgomery, Alabama, the material is
available once again. It is important to note that this is not a “new edition” but a reprint, meaning nothing was
altered from the original text.

Freedom is a Constant Struggle is one of the most comprehensive books ever published on the Civil Rights Movement
in Mississippi with contributions from more than eighty people involved in the movement.

This multimedia anthology includes images from one of the largest photo archives of the Southern Freedom Movement
as well as some personal snapshots. Additionally, drawings by children who attended the Freedom Schools and
eighteen sketches, capturing the people and events of the time, were done exclusively for this project. They help tell
the story of the battles waged in the Magnolia State during the era.

Also included are the lyrics to forty songs that appear on a two-CD set, Freedom Is a Constant Struggle: Songs of the
Mississippi Civil Rights Movement. The album, which was released by the Cultural Center for Social Change in March
1994, showcases more than 20 singer-songwriters involved in the Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964. Aggie
Friesen’s original images from Broadside magazine accompany many of the lyrics in the book.

There is a whole section on the arts: the “Roots of the Singing Civil Rights Movement” workshop at Highlander, the
SNCC Freedom Singers, the Mississippi Caravan of Music, Broadside magazine, and the Free Southern Theater. Other
portions of the book pay tribute to individuals like Medgar Evers, Fannie Lou Hamer, and Ella Baker.

Many of the survivors of the 1960s’ fight for racial justice are gracefully aging, but more than forty of the contributors
to this project have died since its first publication. I am saddened that they are no longer here to mark this
momentous occasion.

Even though we are only paying tribute to two of the incredible Movement foot soldiers in this special issue of The
Corner, we owe a debt of gratitude to each and every one of them. They paved the way for the rest of us. We stand
on their shoulders.

I hope you join me in recognizing the timely importance of the rerelease of this material and help me remember and
commemorate the lives of Julian Bond and Bob Moses. The accompanying radio broadcast highlights some of the
music of the period.

Susie

Julian Bond
Julian Bond was a giant. Not physically — but inspirationally, intellectually, characteristically. He was brilliant,
charming, humorous, accessible, caring. He was my mentor, advisor, confidant, colleague, and friend. I was fortunate
to know him, and I miss him now that he is gone.

I first met Julian on May 4, 1987. It was a brief encounter. Julian was the keynote speaker at an event
commemorating the killing of four students on the Kent State University campus. Allison Krause, Sandra Scheuer,
Jeffrey Miller, and William Schroeder were gunned down by the Ohio National Guard during a peaceful protest
seventeen years to the day before Julian gave his speech. If memory serves me well, it was a windy, sunny afternoon
and thousands were gathered on the Commons to listen to the Civil Rights Movement icon give his address. I was
mesmerized by his words. Apparently, so was everyone else, because I could have heard a pin drop during his oration.

Approximately five years later, I showed up at Julian’s classroom door and asked him if I could sit-in. Julian was
teaching his magnificent course on the Southern Civil Rights Movement at American University, and I couldn’t get a
spot. At the time, I was an American alum and adjunct faculty in the Arts Management Graduate Program. I was
starting to work on the Freedom Is a Constant Struggle project, the centerpiece of this guest column, and I wanted
some of Julian’s wisdom to trickle down to me. Julian welcomed me in and that was the beginning of a remarkable
association.

Julian passed away on August 15, 2015. On Saturday, August 22, 2015, friends of Julian’s from across the world
gathered at bodies of water to reflect on his legacy and to release flowers in his honor.

I bought two dozen roses for the occasion. I went to the Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial in Washington, D.C. and at
2:00 PM, the designated time for the commemorative action, I tossed one rose at a time into the Tidal Basin. It was a
solemn moment.

I was joined by Jennifer Lawson. In the 1960s, Jennifer was a Field Secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC). As a full-time SNCC organizer, she worked in Lowndes County in the Alabama Black Belt. “There,
she encouraged residents to register to vote and explained how the Lowndes County Freedom Organization, the
independent political party SNCC built with local residents, could help Black people win political power” (SNCC Digital
Gateway, n.d.). You can learn more about Jennifer here from a series of conversations with her released by The Sixth
Floor Museum in January 2022.

I had never met Jennifer prior to this sad remembrance, but in this hour of grief, we bonded in our sorrow. Jennifer
snapped a few photos. I’ve included them below.

In 2021, Julian Bond’s Time to Teach: A History of the Southern Civil Rights Movement, edited by Julian’s widow,
Pamela Horowitz, and Jeanne Theoharis was published by Beacon Press. The book is comprised of Julian’s classroom
lectures. I remember them well. What I didn’t know was that Julian meticulously wrote the lessons out in full
paragraphs. Pam recently relayed that tidbit when I told her I wanted to honor Julian in this special issue of The
Corner. One of my favorite classroom sessions, that didn’t make it into his book, was on Movement Music. With Pam’s
permission, I’ve included it here. Beacon Press has also shared this lecture on their Broadside website. Bond’s papers,
which include the lecture, are housed at the University of Virginia.

Movement Music: The Final Lecture From Julian Bond’s Class on the Southern Civil Rights Movement – An
Abridged Version of the Session Is Below

We are going to listen today to several Freedom Songs, all of them taken from a three-record set “Voices of the Civil
Rights Movement: Black American Freedom Songs 1960–1966” — all of them should blow your mind. The set was
compiled by Dr. Bernice Johnson Reagon, Director of the Smithsonian’s Program in Black American Culture. You will
hear her voice on some of these songs and will remember her from the movement in Albany, Georgia. She is best
known as the founder and director of the singing group Sweet Honey In The Rock. In the liner notes, she says the
“music culture of the civil rights movement was shaped by its central participants: black, Southern, and steeped in
oral tradition.”

These songs tell stories. They are protest songs and songs of rebellion. They issue challenges to the White opposition.
They tie the movement’s experiences — a march, a boycott, a clash with White authority — to the tradition of the
Black church and take from the tradition of Black church songs, substituting words and names to create new songs,
applying old songs with biblical messages to the current movement.

For example, the lines “Paul and Silas bound in jail, had no money for to go their bail” could easily refer to biblical
figures, or to jailed protestors in Albany, Birmingham, or Selma. The song, “Let My People Go,” might mean the
children of Israel held in bondage; it might also mean jailed protestors anywhere in the early 1960s South.

SNCC Field Secretary Charles Sherrod described in a field report how the music helped the movement when he wrote
about the Albany Movement’s first mass meeting in November 1961:

“The church was packed before eight o’clock. People were everywhere, in the aisles, sitting and standing in the choir
stands, hanging over the railing of the balcony, sitting in trees outside the window . . . When the last speaker among
the students, Bertha Gober, had finished, there was nothing left to say. Tears filled the eyes of hard, grown men who
had seen with their own eyes merciless atrocities committed . . . And when we rose to sing ‘We Shall Overcome’
nobody could imagine what kept the church on four corners . . . I threw my head back and sang with my whole body.”

There are many songs on these three records, and many other collections — on records and in songbooks — of
movement music. Some of these songs should be familiar to you; others will be brand new. When they are familiar,
you should feel free to lose your inhibitions and sing along, following the song’s leader. I have selected a few, loosely
divided into two categories — first, songs created by movement songwriters for movement ensembles to express a
feeling or sentiment or to sum up a movement, and then more traditional songs from church tradition that have been
altered and adapted to become Freedom Songs.

Bernice Reagon explained that process:

“Charlie Jones looked at me and said ‘Bernice, sing a song,’ and I started ‘Over My Head, I see Trouble in the Air.’ By
the time I got to where ‘trouble’ should be, I didn’t see any trouble, so I put ‘Freedom’ in there. That was the first
time I had an awareness that these songs were mine and I could use them for what I wanted.”

These songs serve many purposes. They help to rally community spirit. They help the community to say things in
song they might not dare to say in conversation. Most of them are congregational, sung by everyone at the mass
meeting. When everyone sings, everyone shares in the emotion, and everyone shares in the spirit expressed in the
song. There were many movement ensembles or groups. Many communities had a favorite choir, drawn from a
church, or a choir made up from several church choirs that moved from church to church as the sites of mass
meetings moved.

Each community also had song leaders. Each leader brought something different to each song. On occasion, a
member of the ensemble or choir — or of the congregation or audience — can supersede the leader, suggesting a line,
introducing the chorus, even beginning a new song. Typically, the leader serves both musical and organizational roles.
He or she establishes which song is to be sung, and the rest join in. The leader must select the right song for the right
moment and must infuse the group with the spirit to sing. The typical song follows a pattern imported from Africa,
adapted to field or work songs during slavery and peonage, and existing today in church and popular music, and in
the cadences of Black and White ministers — call and response.

Thus, in the spiritual, the leader asks, “Have you got good religion?” and the congregation answers, “Certainly, Lord.”

Leader: “Have you got good religion?”

Audience: “Certainly, Lord.”

Leader: “Have you got good religion?”

Audience: “Certainly, Lord.”

Leader: “Have you got good religion?”

Audience: “Certainly, Lord. Certainly, certainly, certainly, Lord.”

With the change of a few words, this spiritual becomes a Freedom Song.

Leader: “Do you want your freedom?”

Audience: “Certainly, Lord.”

The first three songs are sung by one of the movement’s premier ensembles, the SNCC Freedom Singers.

First is a song “Dog, Dog,” written in Parchman Penitentiary in 1961 by Freedom Riders James Bevel and Bernard
Lafayette. It reflects the early 1960s optimism of the movement that racial barriers would be broken down and Blacks
and Whites would one day be together. It owes its inspiration to the rhythm and blues music of the period.

James Bevel explained how it was written.

“I lived next door to a man and he had a lot of children and so did my dad but we weren’t allowed to play together
because they were white. But we had two dogs. He had a dog and we had a dog. And our dogs would always play
together, so we wrote this song . . .”

This is SNCC’s Freedom Singers — Rutha Harris, Bernice Reagon, Bertha Gober, Chico and Charles Neblett — each of
them a SNCC Field Secretary with experience working in the field. Cordell Reagon, who came to Albany in 1961 with
Charles Sherrod, is the lead singer.

Watch on

SNCC Freedom Singers - "Dog Dog" or "Dog Song"
Share

 

The next song was also written in jail, this time by Bertha Gober and Janie Culbreth, both students at Albany State
College arrested for trying to integrate the bus station. This song is based on the spiritual “Oh Mary, Oh Martha.” By
substituting some words, they have changed it into a Freedom Song. The song is “Oh Pritchett, Oh Kelley.” At the
time, Pritchett was the Albany Chief of Police and Kelley was the mayor. This song follows the call and response
pattern:

Leader: “Oh, Pritchett.”

Response: “Oh, Kelley.”

Leader: “Oh, Pritchett.”

Response: “Open them cells.”

The Freedom Singers are singing; Bertha Gober sings the lead.

Watch on

Oh Pritchett, Oh Kelly
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Like many others, this next song borrows from the popular culture, in this case, rhythm and blues music. This song
was written by James Orange, a SCLC (Southern Christian Leadership Conference) organizer. It is called “Governor
Wallace” and is aimed at the segregationist governor of Alabama.

The Freedom Singers sing. Charles Neblett is the lead singer.

Watch on

Governor Wallace
Share

 

Last is the movement anthem, “We Shall Overcome.” George Stoney has produced a marvelous documentary on this
song, tracing its development from an old church song, “I’ll Overcome Someday.” In 1945, members of the Food and
Tobacco Workers Union in Charleston, South Carolina, adopted it for use during a strike and brought it with them to
Highlander Folk School. Zilphia Horton used it at union meetings all over the South and taught it to Pete Seeger.
Seeger and Horton added verses appropriate to labor, peace, and integration movements.

In 1959, Guy Carawan was hired as Highlander’s Music Director. He sang it at SNCC’s organizational meeting on
Easter Weekend, 1960. That was the first time I and other students had heard it. It quickly became the movement’s
anthem. I saw Israeli and Palestinian women holding hands and singing it; it was sung as the Berlin Wall came down;
I heard it sung in Tiananmen Square. In March [2006] in the great immigrant rights marches, it was sung in Jackson,
Mississippi in Spanish. The version below was recorded in 1988 at a SNCC Freedom Singers reunion concert in
Washington, D.C.

Watch on

We Shall Overcome
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In Jeanne Theoharis’ Introduction, “What Julian Bond Taught Me,” she summarizes her takeaways from Julian’s course.
Jeanne is an acclaimed scholar and distinguished professor. She is the author of The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa
Parks. Back in her day, she was also Julian Bond’s teaching assistant, so she has a distinct view on the nature of
course content.

Here are the seven lessons she learned from Julian Bond, as listed in her Introduction:

Lesson 1: Movements are made; they don't just happen.

Lesson 2: The changes the Civil Rights Movement accomplished were not the province of presidents or charismatic
speakers but accomplished by the efforts and freedom visions (and sacrifices) of everyday local people possessing
great courage and vision.

Lesson 3: Social change and social oppression are about choice.

Lesson 4: Movements take years and decades, and they are unpopular.

Lesson 5: There was nothing inexplicable about Black Power.

Lesson 6: Learning is essential for movements and for teachers.

Lesson 7: Mentorship is powerful and transformative. (Theoharis, 2021)

Julian is gone, but his movement doctrine and spirit live on in Julian Bond’s Time to Teach, thanks to Pamela Horowitz
and Jeanne Theoharis. I highly recommend this instructional guide. It’s a model for agents of change who reflect on
the past and work in the present in order to build a better future. Learn more about Bond’s life and accomplishments
in his New York Times obituary.

References & Resources

Julian Bond papers, MSS 13347, Special Collections, University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville, VA.
https://ead.lib.virginia.edu/vivaxtf/view?docId=uva-sc/viu00259.xml

Theoharis, J. (2021). What Julian Bond Taught Me. In Bond, J., Julian Bond’s Time to Teach: A History of the Southern
Civil Rights Movement (xiii-xxv). Beacon Press.

SNCC Digital Gateway. (n.d.). Jennifer Lawson. https://snccdigital.org/people/jennifer-lawson/

Tribute to Bob Moses 1935 - 2021
by Mike Miller

"This is Mississippi…There is a tremor in the middle of the iceberg--from a stone that the builders rejected.” -- Bob
Moses, Letter from Magnolia, MS jail, 1962

Introduction

In an age of plastic heroes, Bob Moses is the real thing — in large part because he did not want the role. In
Mississippi, where his approach to organizing was born of a deep respect for “local people,” the work he initiated
unleashed the talent, energy, and power that is there waiting when small “d” democracy has the space to operate.

That space is called democratic organization: small “d” so that it is not confused with the American democratic myth
that says when you choose between competing brands, called political parties, and the products they offer, called
candidates, you have a democratic society.

“Organization” so it is not confused with the occasional uprisings of mass mobilization that take place when oppressed
people revolt only to return to internalized anger when power structures fail to respond adequately or when voters
massively turn out for the lesser evil (however real and necessary that might be) in the hope that it will be more.

In the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), we thought “organization” is what we did while
“mobilization” is what Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) did.

Ella Baker, another genuine hero of The Movement, introduced Bob to a network of Mississippi African Americans who,
in 1961, were leaders in local branches of the NAACP or independent local citizenship organizations seeking voting
rights. To dare to attempt to register to vote was to put one’s life on the line and to risk firing, eviction, foreclosure,
credit denial, or other economic consequences.

Amzie Moore, one of those leaders in Cleveland, MS, admired the courage of young people sitting-in and engaging in
freedom rides, but he told Moses that what Black Mississippians needed was the right to vote. That view was repeated
by other local leaders.

From Baker to Moore to Webb Owens and McComb

In July 1961, Moses arrived in McComb, in southeast Mississippi. It was to be the first site for SNCC action in the
state. Webb Owens was a highly respected local Black leader, a retired railroad man who had been in the Sleeping Car
Porters Union, and treasurer of the local NAACP. In his telling, he was for whomever was doing something constructive
for justice for Black people — organizational affiliations weren’t all that important. He took Moses under his wing and
introduced him to key leaders (people who had earned the trust of others). At the close of each of the meetings, he
asked them for the equivalent of $50-$100 in current money. The McComb effort got off to a good start.

Too many discussions of “grassroots organizing” and “top-down versus bottom-up organizing” ignore the lessons that
are taught by Moses’ experience. Respected local leaders introduced him into the local communities in which voter
registration projects started and asked the local community to financially support the work that Moses and other SNCC
field secretaries were going to do. To the question, “Who sent you?” which might be asked of a SNCC worker, the
answer was, Webb Owens or Amzie Moore or CC Bryant or any of a number of respected local people who legitimized
SNCC’s presence in their community.

Where that beginning legitimacy was lacking, the SNCC worker had to “earn the right to meddle” by gaining the trust
of locally respected people. Field secretary Charles McLauren wrote a SNCC staff working paper on invited and
uninvited organizers, and what the latter had to do to earn the trust that was the precondition for engaging local
people in “Movement” activity.

An Organization of Organizers

Moses also recruited young people to become organizers and developed in them an understanding of the role that was
controversial within SNCC. For Jim Forman, SNCC’s executive director, SNCC was an organization of organizers and
itself a leadership organization, a “vanguard.” To use a spatial image, SNCC would be internally democratic as would
groups it created, but it would be in front of a growing body of affiliates from across the south.

For Bob and his Mississippi full-time organizer recruits, SNCC was alongside, not in front. It was this understanding of
the organizer’s role that created the space for people like sharecropper Fannie Lou Hamer to emerge as major
Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) leaders. For the alongside organizer, there is a continuing tension
between, on the one hand, the greater vision an initial organizing effort offers and the belief in it that develops in its
rank-and-file and secondary leaders, and, on the other, the egos and personal interests that might emerge at various
levels of leadership and the realities of power relationships that necessarily force compromise upon the vision if it is to
move forward. (There are, of course, constraints on vanguard organizations — mostly results of the corruption of
power — as history has amply demonstrated.)

The elevation of local people led Bob to support the revival of the Council of Federated Organization (COFO), an
umbrella organization in which the major civil rights organizations could develop a common strategy and
implementation plan to break Mississippi’s iron wall of segregation. Under COFO’s auspices, the Mississippi Freedom
Democratic Party (MFDP) was created. These were necessary steps to advance the cause, though a deep sacrifice
organizationally for SNCC, which was providing 90% of the full-time staff in the state and would no longer be able to
raise funds in the name of its Mississippi Project. The sacrifice was necessary. Bob never confused the narrower
interests of an organization with the larger purpose it was supposed to fulfill. That was central to both his thinking and
work.

The Mississippi Summer Project

The idea of bringing the country to Mississippi was circulating in the state as early as mid-1963. Let America see
Mississippi for what it is and surely it will reject it and demand change was the underlying premise. Moses was quiet
during the increasingly intense discussion that followed. Local people generally liked the idea. Many of SNCC’s young
Black staff feared what the presence of an overwhelmingly White, elite-college educated, group would do both to local
leadership and to their own roles. The fears were legitimate, and Moses didn’t want to lend his weight to one or
another point of view.

Then yet another killing of a Black local activist took place. Louis Allen, witness to the murder of local Black leader
Herbert Lee by a state legislator, initially told a lie that made the murder appear to be self-defense. Allen changed his
mind and told the FBI that he would testify. Explaining why, he said, “I did not want to tell no story about the dead,
because you can’t ask the dead for forgiveness.” Allen was gunned down on his farm.

That ended Moses’ silence. He threw his considerable weight behind the Summer Project. Like other Movement-related
deaths, I believe this one made a deep imprint on Bob. Lee’s wife angrily confronted him for his responsibility in the
death of her husband and father of their eight children. When the three Summer Project workers were murdered in
1964, Moses said to a gathering of the volunteers that his only promise regarding their physical safety was that he
and other SNCC workers would be there with them, doing what they were doing, not off in a headquarters someplace
out of danger.

Just before completion of training for the second group of summer volunteers, three more Movement people were
murdered: a Black Mississippian and two northern Whites. Moses addressed the volunteers, inviting them to go home
if the news of these murders created any doubts for them. The accounts vary as to how many left, and there may
have been none, but it was fewer than the fingers on one hand.

Later, Moses said of them, “[I]t turned out they had within them, individually and collectively, some kind of moral
toughness that they were able to call upon. And God knows they needed it, because it was not just the Mississippi
government, it was also the issue that the space in the Black community was really not a completely welcome space.
There were some elements there which were welcoming them and bringing them in as family…, but then there was
this resentment also, so they had to figure out how to walk through that. It is to their everlasting credit that they did.”

The summer volunteers and the full-time COFO staff worked tirelessly to build the MFDP’s challenge to seating the
Democratic Party racist “regulars” at the 1964 Party Convention. That and a subsequent Congressional challenge to
seating the Mississippi delegation in Congress shook the Democratic Party. Though both were defeated, they were as
responsible for the 1965 Voting Rights Act as the far better known 1965 Selma-Montgomery March.

There was a bigger problem: The defeats also defeated SNCC, COFO, and MFDP. Years later, Bob and I talked about
that. He thought SNCC needed to regroup, take a break, go off someplace for days or weeks and talk, renew the circle
of trust, and analyze what went wrong and what could be learned from it. But that didn’t happen. Some SNCC people
took a trip to Africa that Harry Belafonte paid for. No doubt the trip was deserved and things were learned, but the
crisis facing SNCC was not front and center. Its road to decline and disappearance continued.

The Algebra Project (AP)

How The Algebra Project teaches algebra to its students who have been tracked out of studying math in most of the
schools they attend remains a mystery to me. To say the least, algebra is not one of my strengths. Bob once said to
me, “anyone can learn algebra.” When I challenged him to teach me, we gave up because our time for humoring me
had run out — a meeting beckoned. The evidence is that those who thought they couldn’t learn it can!

What I do understand is some of its core ideas, and they are really organizing concepts: begin with people’s
experience; tap into their curiosity; engage them and their families in the process; go step-by-step, establishing self-
confidence and building from one experience to the next.

AP makes demands on those who would participate in it: you have to do extra studying, including a summer. And you
have to make demands upon the education system. The element of demand is central. Change comes from below.

AP is also more complicated than voting. School districts, superintendents, and “downtown” math divisions, principals,
math department heads, classroom teachers and others have to buy in. Moses’ organizing talent put together a
national organization of school people, including university math departments, school superintendents and districts,
school reformers and others to pursue its goals.

Across the country, in Black inner-city schools, Latina/o barrios and in Appalachian hollers, AP is working.

AP also contributed an appreciation of social class to Moses’ thinking that I don’t think was previously there. In
relation to their education, he told me he didn’t see much to differentiate poor White students in AP classes in
southeast (Appalachian) Ohio and those in Black inner-city schools.

The Right to an Education

For Moses, The Algebra Project was a direct line extension from Mississippi in the 1960s. Then “sharecropper
education” provided just enough literacy for cotton workers to do their jobs. Now, “sharecropper education” can’t do
that because we’re in a different age — the information age. So Black youth especially, and others at the bottom of
the social status ladder as well, now receive sharecropper education that destines them for prison. Like the right to
vote, the right to math literacy is the prerequisite to escaping that destiny.

A national obstacle to the exercise of that right is in the local nature of public education. Moses took on that challenge
as well, traveling the country urging a new Constitutional Amendment guaranteeing the right to an education.

At a meeting in Oakland several years ago Moses asked all attending to rise and recite several times with him the
Preamble to the U.S. Constitution:

“We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic
Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to
ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America…”

He then told us we had the task now of amending the Constitution to include a Federally guaranteed right to an
education. He never thought small.

At the same time, he knew that to think big you had to also think local: 50 states and thousands of jurisdictions within
them needed committees that would pursue such an amendment.

Reflecting on Our Times

Interviewed by Ellen Barry (2020) in the New York Times after the George Floyd murder, Moses “was cautious in his
comments, saying the country seemed to be undergoing an ‘awakening’”:

I think that’s been its main impact, a kind of revelation about something that has been going on for over a
century, a century and a half, right under your noses. But there isn’t any indication of how to fix it.

It’s like an awakening: We’re trapped... What we’ve been doing isn’t working. What are we going to do? That
level of consciousness really is new. And it’s not just the broader white population that is waking up to some
extent, but also within the African-American population, too.

It may be that the person who killed George Floyd was an aberration. But the system they were a part of, that
protects them, is as American as apple pie. So waking up to that — it’s not clear whether the country is capable
of waking up to that to its full extent.

...The system works to protect the people who are involved in all of this at different levels, not just the guy who
pulls the trigger and puts the knee on the throat.

It’s catharsis...to try to solve the problem at the level of the individual. [T]he system just keeps rolling on and
producing more atrocities.

It is revelatory that the pressure now is coming from within. It’s been sparked by this one event, but the event
really has opened up a crevasse, so to speak, through which all this history is pouring, like the Mississippi River
onto the Delta. It’s pouring into all the streams of TV, cable news, social media. So that is quite different. And
the question is, can the country handle it?

We don’t know. I certainly don’t know, at this moment, which way the country might flip. It can lurch backward
as quickly as it can lurch forward.

His Meaning to Me

Bob was closest to me in age of the three people who most influenced my life as a community organizer. (The others
were political theorist/longshoremen’s union leader Herb Mills, my best friend for 60 years who died in 2018, and Saul
Alinsky, who died in 1972, for whom I directed a Black community organizing project in Kansas City, MO 1966/1967.)
Bob was born in 1935, two years before me. Like me, he grew up in a public housing project — he in Manhattan, I in
San Francisco.

We first met when he came to the San Francisco Bay Area on a fundraising tour I organized as SNCC’s field secretary
in the area. We got to know one another better when I worked out of the Greenwood, MS SNCC freedom house during
the summer of 1963. Dick Frey and I were the first Whites to be assigned to the Mississippi Delta. I got to watch him
work up close.

Our friendship renewed when Bob started traveling with The Algebra Project. He came to the Bay Area where I
connected him with local community organizations that were interested in getting AP introduced in their school
districts. He invited me to come to Broward County, FL where the school district was adopting AP as part of its
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districts. He invited me to come to Broward County, FL where the school district was adopting AP as part of its
curriculum. We developed a plan for an organizing project that would organize parents and their communities;
unfortunately, it never got off the ground.

In 2012, I organized a trip to the Bay Area by Bob to raise funds for the defense of Ron Bridgeforth, a former SNCC
field secretary who’d gotten himself in trouble with the law when he used a gun to steal materials for a Black
children’s tutorial program and got in an exchange of shots with a cop who was attempting to arrest him. (Bridgeforth
escaped and went underground for 40+ years. We’d been friends before that incident when he was still a SNCC
worker.) Bob was happy to come; we raised what was needed from his trip.

Bob often stayed at my place when he came to the Bay Area. We got to have serious discussions about the things we
cared most deeply about. I got to know him as a person.

What stood out about Bob is the quiet that surrounded him — a quality of serenity that made him a rock of
steadfastness no matter what turmoil surrounded him.

We think of charisma as associated with dramatic speeches made to tens or hundreds of thousands: Rev. Martin
Luther King, Jr., the CIO’s John L. Lewis, and other orators. Bob’s charisma was different. He spoke softly, often using
questions to get others talking with each other in small groups, and he listened carefully. But there was no question:
When he was in a room, he was usually the center of attention.

For Bob, there were no nobodies. That created a deep bond between him and sharecroppers, day laborers, domestics,
inner-city students, and other otherwise nobodies in the dominant culture. The other side of this coin was that nobody
intimidated him: not a Mississippi sheriff with a gun pointed at him or U. S. Senator Hubert Humphrey trying to
persuade him of the honorary at-large two-seats “compromise” at the 1964 Democratic Party Convention.

Bob left a legacy in the work of many who continue in the struggle for full freedom, equality, justice and community.
The country is a better place because of his presence. We miss him.

Learn more about Bob Moses’ life and accomplishments from his New York Times obituary.

Mike Miller’s work can be found at www.organizetrainingcenter.org. He was a Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee “field secretary” from late 1962 to the end of 1966.
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About the Book 

To learn more about many of the 1960s foot soldiers in the Magnolia State, please check out the reprint of Freedom Is
a Constant Struggle: An Anthology of the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement.
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