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are the ones that we looked for. . . . We were trying to make teach-

ers out of these people who could barely read and write. But they
could teach.?

Even so pre-eminently middle-class an activity as teaching the poor
can and should provide a large share of the leadership. Similarly, Hor
ton, in his work with miners, had learned that they learned best whep
taught by other miners. “Formally educated staff members, it turned
out, were never as effective in teaching as the people themselves, once
they saw themselves as teachers.” Horton never tried to teach Citizen.
ship classes himself and “discouraged other well-meaning whites from
doing so, too.”* With scrc, Mrs. Clark continued to exhibit a sensj.
tivity to class privilege. She once chided Andrew Young for sitting
down to breakfast at a time when there wasn't enough to share with
the students. What he needed to do, she told him, was either find
money to buy them breakfast or go hungry with them. She criticized
Ralph Abernathy for his habit of being late for services at his own
church in order “to flaunt his mastery over the common people.” She
spoke disdainfully of Negro women who came to civil rights meetings
to play bourgeois games. “They were going to be there because they
were going to show those beautiful clothes and those summer furs and
the like, but they weren't listening,”?s

She was never entirely comfortable as a member of scLC’s exccutive
staff. sCLC’s conception of leadership was very different from her own,
It bothered her that people all around the country would ask King to
come lead marches, so “I sent a letter to Dr. King asking him not to
lead all the marches himself, but instead to develop leaders who could
lead their own marches. Dr. King read that letter before the staff. It

just tickled them; they just laughed.”2¢

Mrs. Clark idolized King, but she wasn’t blind to his limitations,
including his inability to treat women as equals. Women wichin scrc
circles were expected to neither ask nor answer questions, and that
expectation applied to the wives of the leadership as well as to staff.
“Mrs. King and Mrs. Abernathy would come and they were just like
chandeliers, shining lights, sitting up, saying nothing.” She was un-
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willing to play chandelier herself, but it didn’t make any difference. In
cutive staff meetings, “I was just a figurehead. . x th:nev:er I had
cx;ﬂqing to say, I would put up my hand and say it. But I did know
at}rllat they weren't paying any attention.”’ . '
Septima Clark’s Citizenship School§ blcca.rne an important organiz-
ing tool for younger activists in Mis'smmppl and Vlrtua!ly everywhere
olse in the South. They were a relatively non-threatening way to get
people involved in the broader movement. Once you bring peaple
together to talk about literacy, you can get them to talk about a great
many other things. Once the schools beca.mc‘i funded, they bec?rpe a
source of income for people fired from their jobs because of activism.
Highlander also continued to be an important source of support ‘for
snce. Indeed, before snce launched its first statewide registration
campaign in Mississippi, Highlander conducted a week-long training
workshop for them. Mrs. Clark and Highlander had evolved a distinc-
tive way of thinking about the process of social cl?a.nge. Through long
experience working with impoverished communities, they h'ai devel-
qped a faith in the ability of communities of the poor to provide much

of the leadership for their own struggle and concrete ideas about how

that ability could be nurtured. 1 hat faith and those ideas were shared

by Ella Baker.

ELLA BAKER: “STRONG PEOPLE DON’T NEED
STRONG LEADERS”

Writing about the students he knew at Howard University. i.n 19?9_,
sncCs Cleveland Sellers says that when he tried to talk politics with
the guys in his dorm, they would grunt and change the subject..“They
were much more interested in cars, fraternities, clothes, parties and
girls” and the high-paying jobs they expected to have after gradua-
tion.?® Yet the turbulent sixties were born among just such students.
In Greensboro, North Carolina, on February 1, 1960, four freshmen
at North Carolina A & T College decided to go to the local Wool-
worth’s and remain at the lunch counter until they were served. They
were not served, although they stayed until closing time, but word of
what they had done got back to campus before they did. The next day
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they were joined by twenty more students. Within a few
though sit-in demonstrations had spread to more stores, they
more students who wanted to sit in than there were plac,f:s fo: ;Vere
to sit. Within two weeks, sit-ins and the boycotts that frequent[t i
companied them had spread to fifteen cities in five states. 2 ¢
By the end of March, students on at least twenty-one northern
%ege campuses had become involved, usually by picketing or bo 5
ing the northern outlets of some of the chains being hit in the SYCOtt-
Woolworth’s and Kress were popular targets. Within the first ye o
a half, sit-ins had taken place in more than one hundred Zijir ?U?d
twenty states, involving an estimated seventy thousand demonstrist 3
and thirty-six hundred arrests.? Activity tended to be most inteng i
urban areas and in border states. Non-urban areas of Deep S .
states like Mississippi were not much affected. P
. The sit-ins had substantial impact. Some desegregation took p}
in at least one hundred cities. Although he did not support the silzﬁme
at first, Ralph McGill of the Atlanta Constitution eventually cam 3
feel that “without question,” the sit-ins were “productive of et}tlo
most change. . .. No argument in a court of law could have dram :
tized the immorality and irrationality of such a custom as did ti?-
sit-ins,”3! e
At the beginning some, probably most, of the young people in-
volved thought that merely dramatiziﬂg i'rij‘ugtice would be enough to

days, €ven

produce change. It was seéem as an aggressive form of moral suasion
, owever, the sit-ins, like the ot Of diréct-action politics thar

m around them, also meant directly interfering with the
ife of a community so that it had o respond. If the powers-that-be

would not respond to moral suasion, they would have to do some:

thing about disruption. E
Taking a view similar to that of Jo Freeman, Aldon Morris has ex-

pI:itir%eci that the rapid spread of the sit-ins was made possible by pre-
existing movement networks. Starting in the early 1950s, what Morris
calls local movement centers had begun developing in the South
most of them church-connected and largely church-financed. Mont:
gomery, Alabama, was the most widely known, but there were also
centers in Birmingham, Baton Rouge, Nashville, and Petersburg, Vir-
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inia, 2003 other places. After 1957, many of these centers would
i connected under the auspices of Martin Lucher King’s Southern
Christian Leadership Conference. During the first few weeks of sit-in
ivity in carly 1960, leaders from these centers helped spread the

idea by contacting student leaders around the South, by providing
bail funds, meetin places, and contacts with adults experienced in
~onviolence as ideology and practice. The support of these older ac-
(vists was important in part because the %—@M’
frequently dependent on white economic or political support, were
not always free to support the burgeoning movement. Protesting stu-
ents were often suspended or expelled from publicly supported Black
colleges. Dr. King was among the adults involved in furthering the
spread of the movement, as were Fred Shuttlesworth of Birmingham,
Wyatt Tee Walker of Petersburg, and Floyd McKissick of North Caro-
Jina. Another supportive adult was the omnipresent Ella Baker. After
using her enormous contact networlk to encourage the spread of the
movement, she went on to play a critical role in shaping and stabiliz-
ing this massive outpouring of activist energies, a role understandable
in the context of her long activist history.

James Forman, the most important administrator in sNcc during
its early years, has said that without Ella Baker, “there would be no
story of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.”** When
she was asked to account for her lengthy activist career, Miss Baker
often launched into a description of growing up in rural Virginia and
North Carolina just after the turn of the century. Like Medgar Evers,
she took considerable pride in being from a family with explicit tradi-
tions of defiance and race pride, burt her reconstructions of her child-
hood also emphasize a family tradition of just being concerned about
people, being involved in one’s community.

She grew up hearing stories about slavery from her maternal grand-
mother, a light-skinned house slave, a daughter of the man who
owned her. Miss Bakers grandmother had refused to marry the
equally light-skinned man chosen for her by her mistress. For thar,
she was whipped and demoted to work in the fields, but she married
the man she wanted to marry, a dark-skinned man, a slave on the
same plantation, a man proud of being Black almost to the point of
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conceit. That kind of pride was not uncommon among the people
who raised Ella Baker: “There was pride in Blackness. Even lighte;
skinned people wanted to be identified with being Black.”® After the
Civil War, her grandfather either bought or leased a large section of
the plantation he had worked as a slave and tried to create a mode]
Black community. He broke up the land into various-sized plots—
twenty, thirty, forty acres—and settled members of the extended fam.-
ily on them. He was known to mortgage his own farm after the locg]
rivers flooded, so that he could buy food for other families.

Ella Baker’s mother was a good public speaker and an ardent church
worker active in the efforts of local missionary societies. “I became
active in things largely because my mother was active in the field of
religion.”* Her mother, like Clark’s, was a strict disciplinarian who
wasn't too concerned with listening to the opinions of children. Miss
Baker had a more playful relationship with both her father and grand-
father. Her grandfather, laconic with the rest of the world, liked to
talk to her and listen to her. She was a baseball-playing tomboy, but
her grandfather called her “Grand Lady” and took her on long horse-
and-buggy rides, during which they discussed issues large and small,
When he preached, he set up a big chair for her in front of the congre-
gation, right next to his own seat. Her father was a waiter on the ferry
that ran between Norfolk and Washington. With him, she could have
a discussion, the kind of exchange of opinions that was seldom pos-
sible with her mother. Before she was out of grade school, she had
acquired both a local reputation as an effective public speaker and a
degree of skepticism about the real value of oratory. Her father, well
aware of how highly Blacks valued good public speaking, used to
speak derisively about preachers who were strong on style but, when
you thought about what they said, there wasn’t much substance.

She once described her childhood as a kind of family secialism.” |
Surrounded by kin, it was taken for granted that food, tools, homes,
and responsibility for children would be shared.

N ——

Where we lived there was no sense of social hierarchy in terms of
those who have, having the right to look down upon, or to evaluate
as a lesser breed, those who didn’t have. Part of that could have re-

I’VE GOT THE LIGHT OF FEREEDOM

sulted . . . [from] the proximity of my maternal grandparents to
slavery. They had known what it was to not have. Plus, ... [we
had] the “Christian” concept of sharing with others. . . . Your rela-
tionship to human beings was far more important than your rela-
tionship to the amount of money that you made.*

By her own interpretation, having been raised with an abiding sense
of community was one of the motive forces behind her activism and

helped to strengthen my concept about the need for people to have
a sense of their own value and #heir strengths and it became accentu-
ated when I began to travel in the forties for the National Associa-
tion of Colored People. . . . As people moved to towns and cities,
the sense of community diminished.?”

Her model of the Good Life was not derived from the lifestyle of mid-
dle-class whites, as it was for some of her Naace colleagues, nor from
any pre-cut ideological scheme, as it was for some of her Marxist ac-
quaintances. During the decades when Blacks were flecing the South,
physically and often emotionally, she was trying to recreate the spirit
of the self-sufficient, egalitarian people who raised her.?® Like the
people at Highlander, she found in folk culture sources of strength,
not something to be ashamed of.

She attended both high school and college at Shaw University in
Raleigh, finishing as valedictorian of the class of 1927, with nearly
twice the number of credits needed to graduate. Scholarship aside, the
administration was undoubtedly glad to see her leave; she had been
protesting the school’s restrictive dress code for students, its policy of
having students sing Negro spirituals for white visitors, and its policy
forbidding men and women students from walking across campus to-
gether®” She claimed to have left college with conventional notions

. of personal success, but that seems to have included a desire to be

socially useful.** After graduation she wanted either to study sociology
at the University of Chicago—sociology was still thought of as a help-
ing occupation—or become a medical missionary. The family’s fi-
nancial situation would not allow her to do either, so in the summer
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of 1927, she migrated to New York, staying with a cousin her mothey
had raised. In New York, despite her record at Shaw, she could only
find factory work and waitressing jobs. Her mother wanted her to gg
into teaching, but Miss Baker didn’t want to do that, partly because 4
Black woman with a degree was expected to teach, partly because toq
many of the teachers she had known had been fearful people, afrajd
to have an opinion on anything or take a stand on anything lest they
lose their jobs. She valued her opinion more than that.

Ideas were easier to find than jobs. The smorgasbord political envi-
ronment of the city intrigued her:

I went everywhere there was discussion. New York was not as haz-
ardous as it now is. You could walk the streets at three in the morn-
ing. And so wherever there was a discussion, I'd go. . . . And maybe
I was the only woman or the only black, it didn’t matter. . . . You
see, New York was the hotbed of—let’s call it radical thinking. . . .
Boy, it was good, stimulating!®'

Her community involvement started almost as soon as she got to
New York. In 1928, she organized a Negro History Club at the 135th
street YMCA in Harlem. Between 1929 and 1932, she was on the edito-
rial staffs of at least two newspapers, the American—West Indian News
and Negro National News.

Given her childhood, organizing economic cooperatives probably
had a natural appeal. Around 1930 she was among several young Ne-

groes who wrote responses to a column in one of the Negro newspa-
pers urging Negroes to form cooperatives. The young people formed

the Young Negroes' Cooperative League, which proceeded to establish
stores, buying clubs, housing @ments, coop restaurgfl_ts-_;nd
other cooperative economic ventures in Black neighborhoods u __Md
down the East Coast, as far west as Omaha, as far south as New Or-
leans. For the first two years, she was the League’s national director,
and in one form or another she was involved with coops for at least
a decade.

Largely forgotten now, there was vigorous interest among Blacks in

cooperative ventures during the Depression. In a report written
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around 1941, she was still optimistic about their potential, noting that
the mortality rate was high but those that survived were often valuable
pj_ﬂg_,_o_ﬁ_tgcggﬂrriu_ngg_e_u_"sandsometlmes forced other businesses to
_BéprohaeS toward Black customers and employees. The high

mortality rate she attributed partly to the fact that many groups, im-
Msmrmd launched their enterprises with insufficient cap-
ical, and partly to insufficient business expertise, problems com-

pounded by the fact that initially, Negro wage earners of marginal

economic status had been the most 1nterested segment of the com-__

munity.™

The Depression played an important part in her rejection of “the
American illusion that anyone who is determined and persistent can
get ahead.”** She worked with a variety of labor organizations in Har-
Jem, including the Women’s Day Workers and Industrial League,
which focused on the problems of domestic workers. At one point,
Miss Baker pretended to be a domestic worker in order to investigate
the employment conditions of Black domestics.* Her awareness of
the problem of change-oriented organizations betraying their found-

ing ideals may have stemmed from her work with labor organizations

during this period. In the early days, she thought,

basically, the labor movement was meeting the need of the non-
powerful. . . . But I'm afraid it succumbed, to a large extent to the
failures of what I call the American weakness of being recognized

and of having arrived and taking on the characteristics and the val-

ues even, of the foe.®

In 1964, when Blacks in Mississippi were fighting to form their own
political party, she warned an audience that “we must be careful lest
we elect to represent us people who, for the first time, feel cheir sense
of importance and will represent themselves before they represent

you.”* This woman who spent so much of her life working for and
creating social change organizations had a generic distrust of organiza-
tions, especially large ones, and of those who led them.

fession, she

a clear conception of what good
political work meant that expressed itself even in relatively mundane
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projects. From 1934 to 1936 she was connected with the Ad
cation Program of the Harlem library. A letter of recomm

written some years later by the librarian summarized her
plishments:

ult Edy.
endatio h
accom.

Her work was particularly good in organizing and acting as advisey
to Young People’s Forum. The group appealed to was from sixteen
to twenty-six years of age, one not ordinarily touched by our edyc,.
tion activities. Miss Baker successfully formed an active organizg.
tion, which she brought into touch with other youth groups iy
the neighborhood and city. The public meetings included forums
on social, economic, and cultural topics, literary and musica] pro-
grams, debates and contests. Prominent speakers were brought
into these meetings, but it was Miss Baker’s plan always to place
emphasis on increased participation by the members them-
selves. . .. Although Miss Baker left us for a better position,

many of these people still show an active interest in the libr
community program.*’

ary’s

Organizing means helping others develop their own potentials, and
participatory social forms are a key part of that process. She was al-
ready a seasoned organizer. When she applied for an Naace position,
her application noted that she had been involved with the “Harlem
Adult Education Committee, the Workers’ Education Movement, the
Consumer Movement, on both a national and local scale” and had
maintained at least a speaking acquaintance with the leaders of “the
articulate mass and semi-mass movements” in the area. Starting with
the NAACP as an assistant field secretary in 1941, she found herself in a
job that meant extensive travel through some quite dangerous parts
of the South, raising funds, organizing new branches, and trying to
make old ones more effective. She spent about half of each year on
the road—especially in Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Virginia. She
organized at least three hundred membership drives and often trav-
eled twelve thousand exhausting miles a year to do it. Returning to
New York from one long trip, she wrote a friend:
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[ am too weary to think; and even if I could think, I could not
write. This race saving business is. . . . But who am I to weary of
the noble task of molding the destiny of 13,000,000

the viewpoint of the national office, no part of her job was mfwr}i
me nt than conducting the membership campaigns upon whic
LmPOrtz:;nization’s financial health depended. Some branches had the
f::d:sghip to conduct effective campaigns. This was partclcy a glatte;kof

hether local leaders were willing to do the necessary “spadework,

4 use one of Miss Baker’s favorite terms. In Birmingham, for ex-
:;nple, “we have as chairman the Rev. J. W. Goodgarr.ie, Jro... L‘IIQ_IS
Il preacher, but unlike most of them, he knows ti}at it ‘tE%k-ES wor. l to
ﬁ;%uce and he will work. We spent the morning visiting bar i:r
shops, filling stati(wwres and housewives, getting people
toﬁgzlt{‘branches were depressingly dependent on help from. the hna—
tional office: “What promised to be a well organized c_ampafllg.n aelllre
(]acksonville, Florida) has turned out to be the usuz}l thn‘lg 0 iter }j
starting from scratch.” Starting from scrgt.ch. meant 1_dc=:nt1fy1n a 9_;%_
paign chair, identifying workers and _ch?ndmg them into (z)n.qpe f‘
teams, OUTITITIY Wan, lining up speakers, oing ad-
yance canvassing of community groups, busn'.lesses, fraternal groups,
churches, social clubs, unions, all while referecing the Perso_nahty con-
ficts that debilitated many branches.” It is hard to imagine a more
effective practicum in the emerging social structure of ?lack Cf)mrmdc-l
nities. After being exposed to a broad spectrum of 1deolo.gies Nan
change-oriented organizations as a young woman ex];.)lozng ew
York, she now was making innumerable contacts and ﬁlen s a.mongf
southern leaders while being exposed to the w1_dest possible variety o
grassroots leadership styles and organizing tactics.
What she saw ran the gamut:

Rome [Georgia] manifests all the expected symptoms of a br‘anch
that has had the same president for 24 years; and a community thac

thinks nothing can be done in the South that would challenge the

WAY
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status quo; and hence makes of the Naacr meetings occasions for
demonstrating literary, musical and oratorical abilities. However, [
think our visit has served to “shock” them into greater action, as
one “leader” put it.

Factionalization within branches required her to act as “Mother Con-

fessor to the Little Folk”:

The outlook for this trip does not appear very rosy. . . . For in-
stance, how can [ create an alert and dynamic branch in West Point
[Virginia] where the not-more-than three hundred colored resi-

dents are divided by one “fraction” after the other, when I am here
but for a day and a night?

On another Virginia trip:

All in all the branches visited were in a healthy state. Where they
are engaged in securing school transportation, equal salaries for
teachers or some local program . . . community response and sup-
port of the Naace is no problem. The newer branches . . . exist
largely on being new. Less active branches suffer from lack of func-
tioning committees which places too much responsibility on the
branch presidents or one or two officers and a lack of local pro-

grams which often springs from a lack of knowledge as to how to
go about developing one.>

The problem was deeper than not knowing how to develop a pro-
gram. Many local officers thought their entire reason for being was to

support the national office; running a local program didn’t occur to
them as an option:

As his answer to those who wish to know what the branch is doing
locally Mr. Gilbert of Titusville [Florida] states that he hopes the
time will never come when the branch will be needed locally (mean-

ing, of course, that he hopes Brevard County will have no lynchings
or race riots or the like).*!

In an area where Blacks suffered every racial indignity—one nearby
school had twenty-six classrooms for 1,876 students—Jocal leadership
caw no role for the branch in speaking to day-to-day injustices. It was
- national problem, not just a southern one. While visiting the Al-
bany, New York, branch, she repeatedly heard the opinion “that if
cases were not brought to the branch, it could not be expected to seck

them and that as long as it helped some unfortunate person in the
South through its apportionment to the national office, the branch
had fully justified itself.”*> She steered the conversation to local mat-
cers. Tt turned out that while the local schools were technically inte-
grated, Black youngsters were almost automatically shunted into the
dummy academic track. She began helping them map out a strategy
for changing that. Every branch could find some local concern to
work on. “Any branch which says it has nothing around which it can
build a program is simply too lazy to concern itself with things on
its own doorstep.” As soon as you can say you've done something,
anything, people will respond, because they want action, not talk.
From her perspective, the national organization was victimized by
its own success. [t was successful enough with its program of attacking

the legal base of racial oppression that its very success blinded the
organization to its shortcomings. The legal strategy “had to be” di-
rected by lawyers and other professionals, leaving most of the hu&e
mass base of the naacp—four hundred thousand members by 1944—
[iccle meaningtul role in the development of policy and program ex-

cept raising funds and cheering the victories as they came. Her criti-
cisms were similar to those of many Deep South leaders. She thought
the leadership was overly concerned with recognition from whites, a
concern that helped prevent the organization from taking a confron-

tational stance even when such a stance would have made tactical
- . -
sense. She thought the program was oyerly oriented to a middle-class

agenda and not nearly strong enough on the kinds of economic issues
that meant most to working-class Black people. The Second World
War, she thought, had generated a more aggressive mood among Ne-
groes, and the organization seemed unwilling or unable to capitalize

on it. Perhaps above all she found the organization too centralized;

too many decisions were being made in New York. T'he work of the

e e e e A WY T T T A TYT T AYIFTTT TIATTY A YNTAYVYV

Q=




National Office is one thing but the work of the branches is in ¢,
final analysis the life blood of the Association.”> 3
She intended “to place the Naacp and its program on the lips of 4|
the people . . . the uncouth MassEs included.” She advocated regiong|
offices so that local leaders would have a source of assistance nearer
than New York. She suggested that at annual conferences, “instead of
staff members making speeches, several delegates [from locg]
branches] be designated to talk out of their branch experience.” She
argued that the overall structure of fieldwork in the Association made
no sense. Three or four field workers were responsible for the whole
country. They barely had time to organize membership campaigns
let alone help branches develop local programs. Getting the man 0;

woman in the street need not be all that difficult if the organization
made it a priority:

We must have the “nerve” to take the Association to people wher-
ever they are. As a case in point, the mass-supported beer gardens,
night clubs, etc. in Baltimore were invaded on a small scale. We
went in, addressed the crowds and secured memberships and cam-
paign workers. With the results that were well summed up in a com-
ment overheard in one club, “You certainly have some nerve com-
ing in here, talking, but 'm going to join that doggone

organization.”

.Part of the problem, she maintained, was simple class snobbery.
Like Septima Clark and Myles Horton, Miss Baker was sensitive to
the Wlay in which such class antagonisms, real or imagined, could un-
dermine everything. An important part of the organizer’s job was to
get the matron in the fur coat to identify with the winehead and the
prostitute, and vice versa. Significantly, she adds:

And so you have to break that [inability to identify] down without
alienating them at the same time. The gal who has been able to buy
her minks and whose husband is a professional, they live well. You
can't insult her, you never go and tell her she’s a so-and-so for tak-
ing, for not identifying. You try to point where her interest lies in

identifying with that other one across the tracks who doesn’t have
minks.*®

Everyone has a contribution to make. The organizer has to be aware
of class exploitation, sensitive to class snobbery, without losing sight
of the potential contribution to be made by those who do succumb
to it. Just as one has to be able to look at a sharecropper and see a

potential teacher, one must be able 1o Took at a conservative tawyer

m/d’swwntial crusader for justice.

Given her populist stance, it is surprising that she became one of
the Association’s national officers. In April 1943, she was in Alabama
when a letter from Walter White, national secretary of the Associa-
tion, caught up with her, bringing the news that she had been ap-
pointed national director of branches. Despite her surprise (“Were 1
not more or less shock-proof,” she wrote White, “I would now be

suffering from a severe case of hypertension caused by your letter of
the 15th™), she accepted the position and brought her agenda to it
during the time when the Association was experiencing the most
rapid growth it had known.””

From the director’s chair, she was able to push regionalization and
to reorganize membership campaigns in order to Jeave field workers
more time for working with branch programs. Perhaps most charac-
teristically, she was able to establish a training program for local lead-
ers. Her superiors were skeptical about how much demand there
would be for such programs, but by late 1944 she had won permission
to do one training conference on an experimental basis. The theme
for that first conference was “Give Light and the People Will Find a

Way.” Response was 5o good that the conferences became a perma-
nent feature of the Association’s program. She ran at least nine more
of them in the next year and a half, usually holding them over a week-
end and typically attracting a hundred or more delegates each time.”

Similar in structure and intent to Highlander workshops, the con-
ferences (one of which was attended by Rosa Parks) were both skill-
enhancing and consciousness;raising. Before they came, delegates
were asked what issues they wanted addressed. What they asked for
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ranged from basic issues of organizational development (getting cop,.

mittees to_function, holding on to members, mounting—mi‘;y
campaigns) to more substantive requests for information on what
_cjg_g]_:)_olt_po’lige brutality or employment discrimination orme_
integrating veterans into the community. The conferences then pre.
"sented other local leaders who had successfully addressed the same
kinds of dilemmas or national officers with some pertinent expertige,
At the same time they tried to help local leaders find more effectiye
ways to attack local problems the conferences also tried to help them
see how local issues were, inevitably, expressions of broader social s
sues. While she was never satisfied with the thoroughness of the con-
ferences, delegates themselves seemed well pleased, as with the 1945
Texas delegates who praised their conference for “a wonderful felloy-
ship and [the] contacts . . . and the many and varied benefits resulting
from the exchange of experiences and expert information.”?

The conferences were a well-established feature of the Association’s
work when she resigned from the Association in May 1946. Her resig-
nation letter gave three reasons for her leaving;

[ feel that the Association is falling far short of its present possibili-
ties; that the full capacities of the staff have not been used in the

past; and that there is little chance of mine being utilized in the im-
mediate future.

The letter registered her complaint about the “inclination to disregard
the individual’s right to an opinion” as well as the “almost complete
lack of appreciation for the collective thinking of the staff,” the latter
witnessed by the paucity of staff meetings during the “critical and por-
tentous” war years. She was also disturbed by a demoralizing atmo-
sphere among the staff occasioned by a supervisory style tantamount
to espionage. Her public reasons for resigning reflected the criticisms
she had long been making of the Association—lack ’oii_n_l_ggi_gggi_g_Lm

rogram, lack of democracy in operating style.®

She worked for a while as a fund-raiser for the National Urban
League and continued to work with the naacp at the local level. She
became president of the New York City branch, which, in her phrase,

he tried to “bring back to the people” by moving the office to a .loca—
4 more accessible to the Harlem community and by developmg a
E ram in which Black and Hispanic parents actively worked on is-
S:;g involving school desegregation and the quality c.)f education. For
her, the point was that the parents worked on the issues themsillves
t})ler than having civil rights professionals work on their be.half.
I?-‘-In the mid-1950s, with Bayard Rustin and Stanley Levison, she
helped organize In Friendship to offer .economic support for Blaclrl:s
suffering reprisals for political activism in the So.uth. F?ven before the
Montgomery bus boycott, the group had been c'hsc.ussmg ways to de-
velop the idea of a mass-based southern organization as counterbal-
ance to the Naace. When the boycott came, they saw it as the poten-
ial base for developing something. From that idea, 'de‘ve]oped by
several groups simultaneously, grew the Southern Christian Leader-
ip Conference.

Shlllz fs: not clear whether without outside encouragement the lo.cal
leadership in Montgomery would have sought to build something
larger from the boycott. According to some observers, the momentum
had stopped, and no plans were being made to carry on. When Baker
asked Martin Luther King why he had let things wind down, she ap-
parently offended him, not for the last time:

firritated [him] with the question. . . . His rationale was that after
a big demonstration, there was a natural lctdov?fn and a need for ,
people to sort of catch their breath. I didn’t quite agree. . - I don’t
think the leadership in Montgomery was prepared to ce-lpltallze
[on what] . . . had come out of the Montgomery‘situatlon. C{er—
tainly they had not reached the point of developing an organiza-
tional format for the expansion of it.”?

Levison and Rustin felt that the fledging scic needed an exper.ienced
organizer and were able to talk a reluctant Ella Bal.cer mt.o'takmg th.e
job.® Some of the ministers involved had substantial political experi-
ence before Montgomery—Martin Luther King was not among
them, though—but none had the depth and breadth of political ex-
perience that Miss Baker could offer. In 1957, she went South
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intending only a six-week stay. She wound up staying two and 3
half years, becoming the first full-time executive director. At the
beginning, she used to joke, scLC’s “office” was her purse and the
nearest phone booth. She was responsible for organizing the voter.
registration and citizenship-training drives that constituted the scr¢
program during this period, which she did largely by exploiting the
network of personal contacts she had developed while with the
NAACP.%

As with the NAacp, she had trouble getting her own thinking built
into the programs of scLc. She wanted the organization to go into
some of the hard-core counties where Blacks were not voting at all,
Prophetically, she tried to get the organization to place M
on women and young people, reflecting her sense of how southern
Black organizations worked:

All of the churches depended, in terms of things taking place, on
women, not men. Men didn’t do the things that had to be done
and you had a large number of women who were involved in the
bus boycott. They were the people who kept the spirit going [the
women] and the young people.”

Being ignored was hardly a surprise to her:

T had known . . . that there would never be any role for me ina
leadership capacity with scrc. Why? First, I'm a woman. Also, I'm
not a minister. . . . The basic attitude of men and especially minis-
ters, as to . . . the role of women in their church setups is that of tak-
ing orders, not providing leadership.*

Many scic preachers could go out and give stirring speeches about
human equality and then come back and treat the office staff as if they
were personal servants, never seeing the contradiction, although Miss
Baker repeatedly pointed it out.

scic as it actually developed was a far cry from her sense of an
effective social action organization. For all its faults, the naace had at
least been a disciplined, tightly run ship, dependent on no one pet-
sonality. scLC’s internal culture could be frustratingly disorganized,
and its dependence on centralized, charismatic leadership was a lead-

ership style of which she was most skeptical. She was certainly think-
ing of King, but not just King, when she said:

[{have always felt it was a handicap for oppressed people to depend
s0 largely on a leader, because unfortunately in our culture, the char-
;smatic leader usually becomes a leader because he has found a spot
in the public limelight. It usually means that the media made him,
and the media may undo him. There is also the danger in our cul-
cure that, because a person is called upon to give public statements
and is acclaimed by the establishment, such a person gets to the
point of believing that he is the movement. Such people get so in-
volved with playing the game of being important that they exhaust
chemselves and their time and they don’t do the work of actually or-

Eanizing people.“

Under the best circumstances, traditional leadership creates a depen-
dency relationship between the leaders and the led. Talk of leading

people to freedom is almost a contradiction in terms. “Strong people,”
8

che said in one interview, “don’t need strong leaders.”®

My basic sense of it has always been to get people to understand
that in the long run they themselves are the only protection they
have against violence or injustice. . . . People have to be made to un-
derstand that they cannot look for salvation anywhere but to them-
selves.”

Thus, leadership should be a form of teaching, where the leader’s first
responsibility is to develop the leadership potendial in others; “I have

always thought what is needed is the development of people who are
“ntercsted not in being leaders as much as in developing leadership in
others.” 7 Just as she was out of step with scLc on the nature of leader-
ship, she held her own opinions about nonviolence: “I frankly could
not have sat and let someone put a burning cigarette on the back of

my neck as some young people did. . . . If necessary, if they hit me, 1
might hit them back.””"

She was similarly skeptical about the long-term value of demonstra-
tions, preferring to emphasize the development of stable, ongoing or-
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ganizations at the local level. Nor was she particularly enamoreq
large organizations, with their tendency to make the individual o
vant. She thought that one of the most sensible structures for Chlrrele_
oriented organizations would have small groups of people ;l;ige-
n-

_tain‘in.g effective working relationships among themselves but 4
retaining contact in some form with other such cells, somcgf'o -
nated action would be possible whenever large numbers reall -
necessaty. For this reason, she admired the cell structure of the CWEre
munist Party: “T don't think we had any more effective demonstr i
of or_ga{nizing people for whatever purpose.””? E
.It is impossible to say how deeply she was disturbed by bein
ginalized inside the organizations she worked for. She said man gtl_n&f-
that being shoved to the side and ignored did not necessaril {)olglles
her because her ego wasn't involved in that way. Such stzﬁem .
sho.uld probably be taken as reflecting more her ideals than her -
feelings. By this time, she had worked with any number of Iealdf:;L g
?:vould-be leaders whose effectiveness was undercut by their e osS mz{i
it was only natural that she try to distance herself from themg '
Her thinking was so fundamentally different from that of .the me
‘-who ran scLC that it is hardly surprising that few of her ideas Wc:rrl
1r-nplemented. One of her suggestions did bear fruit. She tried to cone
vince scLC to build a program around the citizenship training school-
that had been developed by Septima Clark and the Highlander Cf:nS
ter. She was, again, unable to get this idea adopted while she was Witl;

SCLC, but.a_frer her departure in the summer of 1960, scLc did take
over the citizenship schools.

A memo she wrote in the fall of 1959 conveys some sense of her
thinking just before the sit-ins began and just before she left scrc
Addressed to scLc’s Committee on Administration, the memo tries t(;
expand on the idea of scLc as a “Crusade for Citizenship.” To her
she says, the \.zvord crusade denotes “a vigorous movement,P:with hi I';
purpose and involving masses of people.””® To be effective, she co%l-
tmues,.s‘uch a movement must provide a sense of achievement and
recognition for many people, particularly local leadership. The memo
f)uthnes four concrete steps by which such a crusade mi-ght be real-
1z‘ecl. scLc, she suggests, could start searching out and sponsoring in-
digenous leadership, especially in the hard-core states. The examgples

ghe gives are all of people working on voter registration in Mississippi,

eople whose worl, she feels, could be strengthened with some of the
resources SCLC could draw on. It sounds very much like an elaboration
of the In Friendship idea—find someone who is already working and

support that person.

Wls for recruiting one thousand ministers to par-

ficipate in house-to-house canvassing for voter registration. Each
would be asked to give only eight hours a month and if each worked
for ten months, she estimates, three hundred thousand persons could
be contacted personally. The same emphasis on working directly with
people is reflected in the third idea, a campaign to reduce illiteracy.
She thinks scLc could coordinate women’s groups, church groups,
and sororities in a campaign using the I:M}I_Qi The
Laubach program asks that each person who learns teaches someone

else, a feature she must have found appealing. She sees the idea as an

mvestment in developing people: “The real value to s.c.L.c. would be
that more people would be equipped with the basic tools (reading and
writing) and would then be ready for effective social action.” As with
most of the other ideas, she mentions several people or groups who
might be helpful, another reflection of her extensive contacts within
politically active groups.

She notes that the literacy project could provide a “respectable”

channel for helping the cause for those who would be uncomfortable
Wthe more militant aspects of the struggle—
again, there is work for the matron in the fur coat. The final idea calls
for training teams in techniques of nonviolent resistance, with the
teams to be composed of persons committed to doing spadework in
their local communities. She may not have been personally commit-
red to nonviolence, but she was willing to use it. None of the ideas
reserved a central place for Dr. King,

The memo was dated late October 1959. The sit-ins would start in
February 1960, less than four months later. With Ella Baker’s help the
sit-ins would develop into an organization that would lead a more
“vigorous” movement, involving masses of people; that would share
her skepticism about the long-term value of centralized leadership;
would stress the development of indigenous Jeadership and would

<

work directly with the people; would go into the hard-core areas of
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the rural South that other organizations had shunned and th
far more than previous organizations, make it possible for Woalt i
young people to take leadership roles. The young people wh n}en o
SNCC were the product of a number of political influences 0b .
Baker.s was among the most significant. In its organizaticn’qalllt -
ture, its program, its ideology, early snce would be almost exa thllt:-
kind of organization Ella Baker had been trying to e
three decades. Ping to cree for sl
The actual formation of sncc took place i i :
aﬁe‘r thv.it sit-ins started, Flla Baker decidlzd i;altn tli?frille:g;g o
ordination. With eight hundred dollars appropriated b SCLZOH}lle i
ranged a conference of sit-in activists at Shaw Univer);i h, c il
mater, where she was still in friendly contact with one otg,th ei{alma
More than two hundred delegates attended the meetin tv: ol
number she had hoped for. The Reverend King spoke, as iid thICCRthe
erend James Lawson, who had been working with a g:;rrou of il
ir.ou]rjg Eeol:lée in Nashville. The fiery Lawson, the young pfaple;asCIt\E:t
in Luther King, as some called him, recei i i _
the stu”dentsi"‘ Miss Baker’s own speef::(}:f\:tcllejiS‘t‘ﬁjig'l"f:;mnémm
burger got a more polite reception. She tried to get them toas v
1SrLs ajl a wedge icii'nt(l)l a broader array of social problems affecting Beichlg-
e also warned the students against letting th .
older SIOUpS. According to Julian Bond, itucf(::: l:: Stll:ztcozli);:d?_bl
weren't Feady to see past hamburgers: “To our mind luncE-c il
segregation was the greatest evil facing black people ir; the couniun:t’gg
Helpmg people see the connection between personal troubl . d
lmgezl social issues was a central concern of Miss Bakers. It fss zlr;o
Zgli Ot;)lifnhelt', thoufl?, that, having made the point, she apparently
——— gf o push it, perhaps as a result of her feeling that it was
ek or young pef)ple to learn to think things through for
emselves and decide things for themselves. Within a few vears, th
young peop_le of sncc had learned on their own to see mo};e clc:.arle
the connections she was pointing them toward. A number of clescrip)-r

tions of her emphasi s
size her willingness to | :

. . et peopl

issues on their own. people think through

k)
snccs Courtland Cox said:

5
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The most vivid memory I have of Ella Baker is of her sitting in on
these sNcc meetings that ran for days—you didn't measure them in
hours, they ran days—with a smoke mask over her nose, listening
patiently to words and discussions she must have heard a thousand

times.

Much of her interaction with students took the form of her asking

questions, sometimes quite aggressively, racher than telling them what
Wto do. Still, she could get her points across, and one of her
frequently stressed points was a warning against dogmatism. Mary
King, who worked closely with Ella Baker, claims that:

At a very important period in my life, Miss Baker tempered my nat-
ural tenacity and determination with flexibility and made me suspi-
cious of dogmatism. . . . She taught me one of the most important
lessons I have learned in life: There are many legitimate and effec-
tive avenues for social change and there is no single right way. She
Tielped me see that the profound changes we were seeking in the so-
cial order could not be won without multiple strategies. She encour-

aged me to avoid being doctrinaire. “Ask questions, Mary,” she
would say.

Similarly,
attack all the ministers as Uncle Tom sell-outs.

Tim Jenkins notes that SNCC’s original approach was just to
“One of the major

“was to help us see them in some

contributions she made,” he says,
way that was positive and
efforts [with them] an
her contributions was the style of in
eled for the young people. One of the rea
up working for sNcc rather than scLc w

she'd picked me u
Moses, partly because o
style with certain characteristics:

o o R L

[sce] some way we could coordinate our
= Ton-threatening to them.”” Another of
terpersonal interaction she mod-
sons Bob Moses wound
as his feeling that Ella

Baker cared about him as a person in a way that Martin Luther
King did not. Diane Nash said, “When 1 left her I always felt that
p and brushed me off emotionally.” According to
f Miss Baker sncc evolved an operating
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\ Whenever you want to really do something with somebody ¢]
tben the first thing you have to do is make this personal coy .
tion, you have to find out who it is you're really workin 'nEeC—
really have to be interested in that person to work with %hW“ i
You saw that all across the South in the grassroots and rur:lm. on
That was their style and Ella carried that style into this oth &
level. . .. S_he’s sort of shepherding the snce people throu Ef hi
maze and in doing that part of the initial steps is always rfak: :
these personal connections with all of them as they co};ne throrul_f;gh 7

S

The Raleigh meeting reflected her distinctive style. She k
press out of policy sessions. She was aware of the adva.nta egt o
licity, but she was aware of its drawbacks as well. She was a% o p‘%b_
to sce that the representatives of northern colleges met se arS; Eit }f)f“nﬂ
those of southern colleges. The students from the Nortﬁ WC: yb o
educated, more articulate in terms of political and social phil e it'ter
The sou.thern students, in contrast, came with what s[;;e " r
rather. simple philosophical orientation, namely of the (SZELW' dah
non-violent approach,””® but they had been the ones actuaTlsn?n,
?rolvcd, demonstrating their capacity for suffering and confronty ol
in i;fvayz tfhat th;:l northern students had not. They were the onesa;ljz
suffered from the problem and it was important ¢
allowed to determine the shape and subsltjance of ?hlelire;hz;;il ?’ I'Je
The southern character of the movement had to be preserl:\)red E
If her attempts to get students to think in terms of a whoie social
fltlrourctl.lre th;t neieded changing did not go very far, Miss Bakeroxcnjas
nore immediately successful in her attem
lished civil rights groups from absorbing tlljlt;tx(;el\j:?t)ucc}lr;fltorilthe -
The established groups were very interested in doing so COR(_)I: em}f'ng
had never established an organizational base in the S(;uth sja‘:f i;:l
student movement as the solution to that problem. The NAA(JZP whi E
had been less tl:l.’:f.ﬂ enthusiastic about the sit-ins at first, was int,erestzd
in the .ﬁlnd—ralsmg and public-relations advantages of bein i
ated .Wl.th the most interesting thing going on in the South I%/Iassoaﬂf
the sit-inners had been Naacp youth chapter members, SCL;Z w:: leo
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interested a
known and

been organi
Studﬁﬂt ].Cad

meetiﬂ

nd appeared to have the inside track. King was widely
respected; SCLC had bankrolled the conference, it had
zed by one of their staff, and many scLc leaders knew the
ers and had worked with them over a period of time.
Miss Baker was adamantly opposed. She walked out of an scLc staff
g where strategies to bring the kids on board were being dis-
cussed. At the Raleigh meeting, her position prevailed, partly because
some of the young people were skeptical of older leaders, even Dr.
King, and partly because King, perhaps not wishing to look like he
was trying to empire-build, did not push the issue as hard as he might
have.”” All this aside, Julian Bond is likely quite right when he says
that the students were just excited about the possibility of running

things themselves.

You were running your own little group. You had your own office.
You may have had your own bank account. You made decisions.
You sat down with whoever was the biggest nigger in town before
you came along. You spoke with white folks, made them tremble

with fear. It was very heady stuff.*’

It was also very idealistic stuff. The statement of purpose adopted a

month later reflected southern Christian ideals, leavened with this

new nonviolence:

We affirm the philosophical or religious ideal of nonviolence as the
foundation of our purpose, the presupposition of our faith, and the
manner of our action. Nonviolence as it grows from the Judaeo-
Christian tradition seeks a social order of justice permeated by
love. . . . Through nonviolence, courage displaces fear; love trans-
forms hate. Acceptance dissipates prejudice; hope ends despair.
Peace dominates war; faith reconciles doubt. Mutual regard cancels

enmity. Justice for all overcomes injustice. The redemptive commu-

nity supersedes systems of gross social immorality.

Love is the central motif of nonviolence. Love is the force by
which God binds man to himself and man to man. Such love goes
to the extreme; it remains loving and forgiving even in the midst of

¢
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hostility. It matches the capacity of evil to inflict suffering with a5

even more enduring capacity to absorb evil, all the while persistiy
in love.® 8

snce would never become a very large organization and would se]
dom receive as much publicity as some of the other civil rights or. an'—
zations did. Nonetheless, it is not too much to say that it did a gre 1
deal to invent the sixties. Bernice Reagon calls the civil rights n;govzt
ment the “borning struggle” of the decade, in that it was the move:
ment that stimulated and informed those that followed it. In the same
sense,.SN.cc may have the firmest claim to being called the bornin
orgamzaflon. sNcc initiated the mass-based, disruptive political style
we associate with the sixties, and it provided philosophical and orga-
nizational models and hands-on training for people who would be=—
come leaders in the student power movement, the anti-war move:
ment, and the temlnlst—mm
movement to enter the most dangerous areas of the South. It pio-
neered the idea of young people “dropping out” for a year or two to
work for social change. It pushed the proposition that merely bet-
tering the living conditions of the oppressed was insufﬁciém:_;_that has
to be done in conjunction with giving those people a voice in the
decisions that shape their lives. . As sncc Tearned to see beyond the
lunch counter, the increasingly radical philosophies that emerged
within the organization directly and indirectly encouraged a genera-
tion of scholars and activists to reconsider the ways social inequality
is generated and sustained. sNcC’s entry, along with the expanded visi-
bility of the similarly aggressive corg, pressured older civil rights or-
ganizations into a reconsideration of tactics. It put the NAAcp in a
position where it was forced to support some direct-action projects,
even though that ran counter to the organization’s essential style. Sim-
ilarly, it is likely that scLC’s return to direct action in 1962 has to be
u_ndcrstood in the context of sNcc and core having stolen the initia-
tive in 1960 and 1961. sNcc strengthened the negotiating position of
the older organizations. In 1962 or 1963, even King was considered
too radical by many of the powers-that-be. The development of a left

wing in the movement, essentially sncc and core, made centrist or-
anizations like scLc more acceptable. Given a choice between the
relatively reasonable ministers of scLc or the sometimes brash, fre-

uently uncompromising young people of sNcc, business and politi-
cal leaders were likely to choose scrc. It very soon became impossible
o think of the NAACP as “radical” at all.®

snec is so different from the better-known civil rights organizations
that it is easy to sec it as a sharp break with the past. In fact, while
sncc was primarily an organization of young people, it was an organi-
sation that owed a great deal to a much older generation of activists.
philosophically, the distinctive style of work sncc would carry into
the hard-core South drew directly and indirectly from the congealed
experience of people like Ella Baker, Septima Clark, and Myles Hor-
ton, experience acquired in exactly the kinds of communities the
snce kids would work in.

The three of them took remarkably similar lessons from their expe-

riences. They were all radical democrats, insistent on the right of

cople to have a voice in the decisioniiff/_qul_g_@giives, confident
ﬁmm‘ry-men and women to develop the capacity
to do that efiectively, skeptical of top-down organizations, the people
who led them, and the egotism that leadership frequently engendered.
Therefore, they were committed to participatory political forms be-
cause people develop by participating, not by being lectured to or told
what to do. They might all be called localists in terms of how they
thought programs should be developed but they were hardly paro-
chial. They all thought that if one worked on “local” problems with
an open mind, one was likely to learn that the roots of those problems
lay elsewhere. They all liked to think of themselves as non-dogmatic,
able to hold strong beliefs while remaining open to learning from new
experiences. All of them found in southern folk culture, Black or
white, a set of values more sustaining than those of bourgeois culture
and a code of conduct for governing interpersonal relationships.
What Bob Moses said about Ella Baker could have been said about all
of them: they were taking the style and substance of the rural South
and elevating it to another level. If many of Mississippi’s early Black
leaders seemed to have an expansive sense of citizenship, these three
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had an equally broad sense of community, intolerant of invidious dis-
tinctions among people and concerned with the well-being of individ.
uals as such.

The sncc organizers who started working in the most feared coun-
ties in the Deep South in 1961 and 1962 had to learn a great deg]
quickly but they were not starting from scratch. They were heirs to a
complex intellectual legacy shaped by older people whose thinking
had been informed by lifetimes of practical experience, a legacy reach.
ing at least as far back as Miss Baker’s grandfather’s farm.




