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Black Southern Student Sit-In Movement:

An Indigenous Perspective

This paper argues that the southern sit-in movement of 1960, though it appears

to have developed in the spontaneous manner described by classic collective behavior

theory, actually grew out of pre-existing institutions and organizational forms.A
Moreover, the spread of the sit-ins followed the networks of these pre;existing
institutionalrélationshipsrather'than a process of social cqntagion.‘ Ohr data
diséonfirms the wi&ely acceﬁted_claim that outside resources played a cfucialirole
in the sit-ins. It is argued here that factors internal to the Black'chmunity,';:
i.e., cﬁuxches, colleges,‘prdtest organizations ahd.ieadérsvwere respo&gible for
nurturing and developing the sit-in movement. An "indigenous perspectivé" wﬁich
focuses on the processes by whicb movements emerge fiom transformed iﬁdigeﬁous
resources is utilized in this study. Our analysis is based on primary data'A:

collected from archives and interviews with over fifty (50) Civil Rights leaders.




Black Southern Sit-in Movement:

‘An Indigenous Perspective

There's never been a nigger born with sense enough to administrate such a

< s e s e by

thing. (A retired policeman's reflections on the sit-ins: Matthews and Prothro 1966:

p. 437: emphasis supplied).

| Scholars of the Civil Rights movement (Zinn, 1964; Oppenheimer, 1964;
Matthews and Prothro, 1966; Meier and Rudwick, 1973; Oberséhall, 1§73; .McAdam,
1979) and Civil Rights activists are agreed that the black Southern sﬁxdent sit-in

movement of 1960 was a crucial event. Indeed, the sit-ins pumped new life into the

Civil Rights movement and enabled it to win unprecedented victories. Moreover, the

sit-ins exercised a profound tactical and strategic influence over the entire course of ‘

social and political upheavals of the 1960's.
Apart from having a jarring impact on race relations, the sit-ins signaled the
- possibility of militant action at both Northern and Southern white campuses (Haber,

 1966; Obear, 1970; Sale, 1973). Moreover, a critical mass of the early leaders of the

white student movement, acquired much of their training, organizing skills, and ‘

tactics from black activists involved with the student sit-in movement (Sale, 1973;
Westby, 1976). Thus, the beginning of the white student movement as well as the
quickened pace of Civil Rights activity can be traced to the black student sit-in

movement.

The sit-in movement is thought to have begun February 1, 1960. Following the -

"initial" sit-ins, they spread at an extremely rapid rate. In an extensive study, the
Southern Regional Council (1960) reported that between February 1 and March 31 of

1960, major sit-in demonstrations had been conducted in at least sixty-nine (69)




Southern cities. Table I depicts the number of cities, by states, where sit-i_.n§.' and

related protest activity occurred within the first two months.l

(Table I here)

The purpose of this paper is to present an original interpretation of the sit-ins .

by presenting new data and theoretical arguments. In the éourse of the analysis a
number of commonly held assumptions regarding social movements in general, and the
sit-in tpoyemént in particular, will be challenged.

The central issues addressed are the origins- of the sit-ins and thgir faﬁd spread
across the South at a phenomenal rate during the first two months. Otl;er issues
such as strategy and rationality will be addressed as th; analysis develﬁps.i Although -
the analysis will focus on the first two months of the sit—iné, it will not be limited
exclusively to this period.

Data

At this stage §f the art, social movement scholars havei béen ﬁnable to-esgablish
a battery of sound fheoretical and empirical generalizations regarding social
moveménts. fet, most scholars continue to pursue strategies thaj are consonant with
"armchair” or "ivory tower" sociology. It may well be that some of the theoretical
impasses of social movement reséarch couid be overcome by the use.of primary data.

This study of the sit-ins is a small part of 'a; much larger study on the origins
of the Civil Rights movement.2 A substantial part of the data for the entire study ‘
were collected from primary sources--archives and interviews with Civil Rights
parti;ipants. | o |

The archival research was conducted at various sites between May and
September of 1978.3 At the archival sites, thousands of original documents (i.e.

memoranda, letters, field reports, organizational histories and directives,




\
interorganizational correspondences; etc.) that were génera_ted by the participants
during the movement, were examined. This data contained a wealth of rich
information pertaining to key variables--organizg.tion, mobiliza.tio'n,‘ finance, ra'ti'onalit}_",
spontane.ity,- etc.--relevan; to tfre study of moverﬁents.

Interviews ‘with' participants of the movement constituted the second source of
primary data. To date, in-depth interviews with over fifty (50) Civil Rights lééders.
Ha_ve been conducted. First, tl}e interviews made it possible to follow-up on many
intriguing issues raised by the archival data. Second, since these i.ntérviéws were
semifopen—énded, they revealed unexpected insights into the .n;ovement. Whenever
statements were heard that seemed novel or promi‘sing,_'the interviewee was given
freedom to speak his piece. Many vz;llu'able accoin_'\ts of the movement were c.ollectedv
in this maﬁnér.

Method

The strategy for the archival research was 'sti-aight-forward. The fesearcher'
‘examined every document possible within the time allocated for a particular site.? It
was theoretical concgrhs, however, that guided the arc.h'ivalé search. That. is, the main
ébjecti've was to explore the role that‘ variables associated with the the_;)ries of
collective behavior, Weber, and resource mobilization, played in the sit-ins. The
‘archival matérials were iﬁter’prete’d against these approaches.

Several strategies were -employed.in the interview process. First, it was decided
that the researcher should learn as much as possible about the ;novement bef;)re
conducting interviews. Th\is, extensive.lib‘rary and ‘archival research was f:erformed.
This prior knowledge enables the interviewer to ask specific questions and to assist

the interviewees in rooting their memories squarely in the social, temporal, and

geographical context of their actions .of twenty years ago. Prior knowledge enabled

the interviewer to gain the intellectual respect of the interviewee, thus increasing the

_possibility that they would appro,ach the interview with integrity and seriousness.




Second, the interviews were semi-structured, usually lasting- two to three hours.

An extended list of questions structured around the variables used in the archival

research were'fo_rmula_ted'befor'ehand. The interviewees were instructed to feel free
to dgviate' from the questions and to d.iscuss what they:thought to be .important.
The.ir "diversions" produced ne\.v information. .

Fi'n'ally,. the interview sample v}as'assembled in two ways. While examining the
ézychival material, the names of leaders (mbst of whom the researcher had never

heard about) associated with various activities, turned up constantly. .Thesé were the

‘initial individuals who were contacted for interviews. Once the interview process was

underway the interviewees, often in response to queries, would invariably remark, "you °

kriow, you really should speak to 'so and so' regarding that matter." Subsequent

interviews were arranged wiith many of these individuals. Thus, the snowball effect

played a key role in the sampling process. Clearly, the sample is not random.

‘However, those activists interviewed came from numerous organizations and

represented different, if not conflicting, viewpoints. Still, to our surprise, they were

in agreement on many basic issues.

Is the data valid and reliable? Given‘ that 'the'sit—'in,moven'xent oécurred twenty
years ago, it i; quife reasonable to wonder if the intervigw accounts are valid since
the passage of time might have dimmed or even -distorted the memory of the
pa.rtic.ipants. Réiated to the problems associated with ‘reconstruct.ed accounts is the
suspicion that participants ‘might have vested interests in presenting the "facts" in
such. a way as to enhance .,th’eir own status. It is' contended here that neither of
these potential trouble spots produced any fundamental defects in the data.

The problems. of accuracy of .merxiory_ and vested interest have. been miniix;.ized
because the analysis is not Eas;ed on any one source. Rather, it is built on 'evi.dence
from an array of published material, archival sources, and accounts of multiple

individuals who participated in and _ eye-witnessed the same events.. Furthermore,




Cross reférences were madé throughout the data Eolleétion process. Follow-up phone
calls were made to interviewees to clear up ambiguity and. to obtain a comprehensive
view of the sit-in movement. Finally, confidence in the data stems from the faC?
that information éathered fro.rn' divex;se sources seems to point, unequivocally,v to the
existence of a structural pattern and logic which undergirded the m‘oven;ent. from’ city
to city. |

Early Sit-ins: Forerunners

The first misleading idea regarding the 'sit-in movement is that 'it started in
Greensboro, North Carolina f‘ebruary 1, 1960. To the contrary, the pr.esent reseérch
ha§ documentation that in at least fi-fteeﬁ cities——Sp Louis, Missouri;- Wichita.agdl
Kansas. City, Kansés; Oklahoma City, Enid, Tulsa and Stillwater, Oklahoma; VLexin'gton
and Louisville, Kéntucky; Miami, Florida; Charleston, West Virginia; Sumter, South
Caroling; East St. Louis, Illinois; Nashville, Tennessée; and Durham, North ,Carolina-—
civil rights activists had conducted sit-ins between 1957 and 1960.5‘ Thus, the sit-ins
did not start in Greensborlo.' The vGr,eensbor'.o_ sit-ins are’important becaﬁse they
represent a unique link in a long chain of previous sit-ins. This paper will
concentrate.on the ways in which the Greensboro link was unique. First, however,
attention must be focused on the similarity of activities in the entire chain. |

 Other s‘tﬁdies' (Southern Regional Council, 1960; Oppenheimér, 1964; Matthews

and Prothro, 1966; Meier and Rudwick, 1973) haven't totally overlooked these earlier

sit-ins. . However, they fail to group them, reveal their scope, connections, and

extensive organizational base. More specifically, it is contended that these early sit-

ins occurred because of: 1) an organizational base; 2) community support; 3) the

efforts of established leaders; 4) rational planning; and 5) the availability of existing

indigenous resources.

The early sit-ins were initiated: by militant direct action organizations. From

interviews with some of the early participants (Moore, 1978; McCain, 1978; Lawson,




1978; Smith, 1978; McKissick, 1978, 1979; Luper, 1981; Randolph, 1981;.Lewis, 1981)
and published works (Southern Regional Council, 1960; 'Meier and Rudwick, 1973) it
was 'found. that (_Iivil Rights organizations initiated sit-ins in fourteen of the fifteen
cities we have 'identified. Thus, we are nét using selective cases to demonstrate the
point. NAACP, primérilyl its Youth Councils, either initiated or co-initiated si£-ins in
nine of the fifteen cities. CORE, usually working jointly with the NAACP, played an
i':r_xpo_’rtant initiating_ role in seven of the fiftégn cities. The SCLC‘ initiated one case
and was involved in another.. Finally, the Durham Committee on_ Negvro Affairs,
working with the ﬁAACP,_initiated sit-ins in that city. From this.data, we can
conciude that these éar]y sit—ins were a result of a multi-faceted organizational
-effort.

 The data revealed that thése sit-ins received substantial backing from their
respective communities. It _was> the black church that served as t}-xeb major
institutional forée behind the sit—in;. Over two decé’des ago, E. Franklin Frazier
argued that, "for the Negro masses, in their soci-al and moral isolation. in American.
‘society, ‘the Negro ‘c}.mrch community has been a nation vwithin a n-ation" (Frazier,
_1963:4.9).; He went on to a'rgué ,that the church functioned as the central - political
arena in biack society: Fraéier, pointed out that it is this institution that plays the
predominant role in structuring and organiiing» the blac.k masses. Nearly all of the
direct action organizaﬁons that initiated  these early sit-ins weré closely associated
with the church. The church supplied these orga-nizatior.xs‘ with a mass communicatién
. sy,stgm,. a safe envirorimelx_ut in which to hold péliltical'_. meetings, leaders, organized
masses, finance..e)., and music. The diréct action organizations _c'lung to the church
because their survival depended on it. |

T‘his does not _mean.that all black churches sﬁpported' the sit-ins. Yet, a
sighificant number did. .’I'he'y often supported this activity in a cr‘itical but "invisible"

manner. Thus, Mrs. Clara Luper, the organizer of the 1958 QOklahoma City sit-ins,




wrote that the black church did not want to get involved so church leaders told us,

"we could meet in their churches. They would take up a collection for us and make

announcements concerning our worthwhile activities" (Luper, 1979:3). This "covert"

‘role was central. Activists interviewed for this study revealed that clusters of

churches were usually 4directly involved with the sit-ins. In addition to community
support via the churches, these activists also received suﬁbort from those parénts
x.;v_hose children were participating in demonstrations.

" Next, these sit-ins were organized by egtablished leader§ of the Jblack
community, These leaders diq not spontaneously arise out of a crisis situation. They
were organizational Aactors in the full sense of the word. It was not unusual to find
that a sit-in leader was also a church leader, taught school, and headed up the local
direct action organization. In fact, these extensive organizational linkages provided

them with blocs of- individuals who served as demonstrators. Clara Luper has written:
The fact that 1 was teaching American Hiétory at Dungee High School
in Spencer, Oklahoma and was a membex{of the First Street Baptist ‘
Church furnished me with an ample number of young people who would

become the nucleus of the Youth -Council (Luper, 1979:1).

Mrs. Luper's case is not an isolatedAone.. It is-safe to say that the leaders of the
éaley sit-ins were enmeshed in organizational networks and were tied s<.1uarely to the
black community. | |
Rational planning was at the heart of this early wave of sit-ins, Several
concrete examplés will subétantiate this claim. During .th_e late fifties, Revs. James
Lav;son and AKelly Miller Smith, operating under the auspice_s of their d{rect action
organization--Nashville Christian Leadership Council--formed wh'at they called a
nonviolent workshop. In these workshops, Lawson meticulously taught local college
st.udents the stratégies and tactics of non-violent protest (D-Bevel, 1978; Lewis, 1978).

In 1959, these students held "test" sit-ins in two department stores. Beginning in



1957, members of the Oklahoma C.ity NAACP. Youth Council created what they called
th.eir "pro.ject" v;rhose aim was to eliminate segregation in public accomodations
. (Luper, 1979:3). The projéct consisted of various committees and groups who planned
si't-‘in strategieé.' After a year of planning, this gfoup walked into the local Kafz
\'Drug' Store and initiated ﬂxeir- -planned sit-in. In St. Louis in 1955, ‘William Clay
orga.nized. a NAACP ’fouth -Coﬁncil. “Through Vca.reful 'planning and’ twelve months of
" demonstrations, members of this o:rgar_xization. were able to desegregate dining
_ facilities;'at department stores (Meier and Rudwick;.l973:93). In Dur};am, North
Carolina in 19'58,>w_e .f.ind that lblack‘activists. of the Durham Committee on Ne.gr'o‘
-Affairs cond’ucted.a surv-ey of 5 and 10 cent stores located in Durham (Southern
Regional Council, 1960). This survey :revealed' that these stores were heavily
Vdrependent on black trade. :I‘he sit-ins initiated ‘by. this group were baséd‘on this sort
 of rational planning. The same picture emerges 'in Surﬁter, South Carolina and across
this entire group of early sit-ins.

That rational planning was a central component of these early sit-ins should be

expected. Indeed, the activists who led them were adults who occupied leadership

roles in their x;especfive 'direct action org&niz;ations. From 'expgrience, they had
‘Iearned, that one does not confront racist e-rxtrencl;éd-white power structures relying’
on. the wind,s.lof, sponténeity and fortuitous events. Rather, these léaders spent blocks |
of time at meetings, rationally planning strategy, tactics and mobilizing community
support.

| - Finally, these early sit-ins- were sponsored by inﬁigepous ‘resources of the black
community. “The lezidership came' from blacks. The bulk of the demonstrators .were .
black. 'fhé strategies and tactics were formulated by blacks. The finances came out
of the pockets of oppressed blacks, while their Seréne spirituais echoed through the
churches.b |

Most of the ofganizers of the early sit-ins knew each other and were well

-




aware of their militant activities. Indeed, mar‘x}; of these activists represented the
militant wing of ‘I\iAACP. _'Following the Montgoxﬁery bus boyco"tt, this'group-began to
reorganiz_é NAACP Youth Councils with the explicit purpose of initiating direct action
projects. This group ,of activists (e.g.‘ Floyd McKissick, Daisy Bates, Ronald Walters,
Hosea Williams, -Barbara Pose? and Clara Luper) viewed themselves as a distinct
group. This special identity was forced upon thé militants because the natiénal
NAACP usually did not approve of their approach or took a very ambivalent stance
towards it. .

These -militants of NAACP built networks between themselvés that detouxledv t.he
conservative channels and organizational positions of their. superiors. At NAACP
meetings and conferences, they drifted into rooms where they could speak freely of
their militant desife;' and pians of confrontational politics. At these gatherings,
information regarding st.rategies and tactics was exchanged. Once acciuainted, ‘they
remaiﬁed in tou‘ch by phone‘ and mail. . Thus, ,it is no accident that these early sit-ins
.occurred betv‘f%eeﬂ 1'957 and 1960. It should be remembered that other militant
activities Besides sit-ins occurred durihg this period. For exampie, this is the same
period when ‘Mrs. Daisf Bates lgd yéung people of her NAACP Youth Council into the
all-white Little .Rockv Ce%&ral High School and- forced a President to send in National
Guards. This is a'lsp the same period that CORE is beginning ‘to get "a foothold in
the South. CORE's explicit goal was to initiate direct action projects. W»e have
already seen that CORE activisté were very closely linked with the other activists of
the periéd.. These early sit-ins ‘and related activities weren't p'ar't‘ of a grandiose .
scheme. Ne;/ertheless, their joint occurrences, timing and approaches were connected
via organizational.an_d personal networks. They were part of a-decehtralized, yet‘

connected, effort to bring about desegregation.



Sit-in Cluster

The - first cluster of sit-ins .occurred in the state of Oklahoma in 1958. It was
‘org'anizational.and personal networks that ﬁroduced this cluster. By 'tracing these

networks, we can arrive at a basic understanding of this cluster .and a clue to

understanding the entire sit-in movement.

10

In August of 1958, the NAACP Youth Council of Wichita, Kansas headed by

Ronald Walters, initiated sit-ins at the lunch counters of a local drug store (Lewis,

1981). At the same time, Clara Luper and the young people in her NAACP Youth

Council were being trained to ‘conduct sit-ins in Oklahoma City. The adult leaders

involved in these two groups knew each other. Besides being organizationally

connected several individuals in the two groups were personal friends. Following the

initial sit-ins in Wichita, a number of phone calls between the two groups were

exchanged. Information regarding strategy, tactics and mutual support was discussed.

This. direct contact was important because the local press refused to cover the sit-
ins. In less than a week, Clara Luper's group in Oklahoma City initiated their planned
si't-ins. |

Withiﬁ a'sh_brt period éfv time, sit-ins were conducted in Tulsa, .E;nid and
~ Stillwater, Ok]éhoma. Working through CdRE and the local NAACP Youth Council,
Clara Lupér's-."plavy daughter"—-Mfs. Shirley Scaggins«prganized the si-t-ins in Tulsa
(Lup'er, 1981). Mrs. Scaggins had.recently lived in Oklaho;na City apd thus knew the
inner workings-of Mrs. Luper's sit-in project. The two leaders worked in ' céncert.
At Fhe same time, the NA'ACP Youth Council in Enid began to conduct sit-ins. A
Mr. Mitchell léd that g’x-oup (Luper, 1981). - He knew Mrs. Luper well and had visited
the Oklahoma Youth Council at the outset of their sit-in. On that visit, they
discussed strategy, tactics and mutual support. The sit-ins in Stillwater appear to
have been conducted‘ independently by black college students. Even if that were the

case, three of the four Oklahoma sit-ins were connectéd and organized through



organizational and per.;.o‘nal networks. The same process occurred as far away as East
'St. Louis, Tllinois. .Home'r Randolph, who in- iate 1958 organized the East St. Louis
"sit-ins, recalled thét he had previously lived in Oklahoma City and knew Mrs. Luper
well, and hadv young x;elatives who participated in tﬁe Oklahoma.City sit-ins. -

Therefore, the first sit-in cluster occurred in the state of Oklahoma ‘in 1958.
‘These sit-in;s spread to citigs within a hundred-mile radius via established
6réanizaﬁonal and pe_rsonai networks rather than through a p-r.oc'ess of "social contagion
or the mass media. It was not outside social movement entreprer;eur_s who organited
.this cluster. The skilled organizers came from w‘ithin the dominated groﬁp. ‘

Moreover, it has been shown that the majority of these early sit-ins were: 1)
connected rather thahrisolated; 2) initiated through organizations and personal ties; 3)
led énd rationally planned by established leaders; and 4) supported by indigenous
resources, | - |

Eviden;e has been presented which demonstrates that the Greensboro sit-ins do
not mark the movément's beginning. The Greensboro sit—ins are a link in the chain.
But it was a unique l'ink whicl-m triggered sit-ins gcross; the South at an incredible
pace. What i)ossibly could have happened in the black community betv&een the late
1950's and early 1.960'5 that could produce such a movement? It is contended that
something new in the black community did happen between the 1at.eA 1950's and

February 1, 1960 that was respon‘sible for this rapid' spread of 0a major sit-in

movement. That something "new" proliferated the basic dynamics--rationality,
indigenous organizations, ‘ix‘xdigenous leadership and indigenous supbort——that, were
central to the sit-ins occurring between 1957 and 1960.

Indigenous Perspective

System of Domination

An indigenous perspective will be used to analyze the 1960 black student sit-in

movement. In the analysis of concrete movements, the first task of the perspective

11




is to identify the form of domination against xvhi.ch collective action is directed.
Oppressed groups are not dominated to thé same degree. ‘Our stratégy is to treat
domination as a variable running on a continuum from extreme to moderate toA mild.
In this paper, “'r-e- are concerned only with the sys;tem of dominafio;x that confronted
Southern blacks in the 1950's and 1960's.

The system of dominétion that Southern whit.é society imposed on blacks during
this period falls tovs;ards the extreme end of the c.or-ltinuum. Blacks were doﬁinated
politically. They had no institﬁtionalized political power nor formal pc:]itical rights.
Whites controlled the local governments and the agents of social control. This meant
that blacks had no contrel over the mass media. Following Molotch (1979), wé view
the.media as part of a nation's politi%:afl structure. Without ‘poli_tical bowér,‘ blécks
had -rno instritutionalized -'leve'rage over the media. Overall, the "political institutions
were controlled by whites.

Blacks of this period were dominated eéonorﬁicall’y._ They were .at the bottom
of the'_ecbnomic' order of the Southern cities without the >re.sources to allocate basic
economic goods t’o‘ their mgmbers (Piven and CloQafd, 'l1977). Blacks couid be fired
from jobs at the discretion of the employer and organized lallbor made it overtly plain
‘that union memberships wére not to bg extended to them. 'Thus, t;lacks had little
power iﬁ the economic institutibﬁs of the society. .

Finally, blacks were dominated as_a’ racial group. Members_o'f the dominant
white group thought blacks to be an inferior spécie‘s. All membe;s of the dominant
group could routinely pxjeve.rlxt blacks from enjoying the taken-for-granted priv.iléges
accbrd-ed dominant members. Blacks could be shot dqwn, lyhched, ‘castrated' or
. illegally jailed by whités who feared no reprisals. This direct domination produced’ an

oppressed/oppressor relationship similar to the inmate/staff relationship which Goffman

(1962) analyzed in total institutions. That is, whites had unlimited institutional power

over blacks.-

12




- Therefore; blacks were dominated politically, economically ard as a racial group.
A system of e:;:treme domination exists when a dominant groﬁp controls a subordinate
group’ politically, economically. and Singles tbem éut for punishment because of
ascriptive chér'acteristics. In the fifties and sixties, collective action by Southern
blacks was directed at a system‘of extreme domination.

Power Behavior/Indigenous Resourses

Secondly, the indigenous perspective maintains that collective action is overt
political behavior that requires contending parties to mobilize resources.  Following
Coser (1966:1), "politics always involve the clash.of conflicting demands." Similarly,

Weber (1947) érgued that power stems from one's ability to realize one's own will

13

even in the face of resistance. It would seem that 'a group circumscribed by a

system of extreme domination would have few resources (i.e. money, leadership,
viable organization, skills', etc.) required for a sustained covnfronltation' with thé
dominafxt group. A number of social. movement scholars (Mar;c and Useem, 19.71;
Obérschall, 1973; Jenkins al;xd Perrow, 1977; Zald and McCarthy, 1979) have concluded
that for dominated groups to initiate social movements, they must acquire these
critical resources from ;)\;tside elites. They argue tﬁat outside resources play an
essential role in the early phases of movements. Hubbard (196é), Li'psky .(1968)', and
Garrow (1978) have presented ,é related notion that movements of the powerless are
strategically designed to attract sympathy from the outside because _the;ir success is
_dependent on the action of third parties. |

~ From the indigenous ‘perspecti',ve, the claimsl Fhat outsidé leaders and resources
play key roles in initiating movements of the powerless _Emd il;l determining their
outcome, must be questioned. The Civil Rights movement is a good case with ‘which

to test this claim because these writers have identified it as a prime example of a

movement dependent on outside resources. Furthermore, it is widely accepted that

the sit-ins occurred early in the movement and that they were critical.




.

From the indigenous perspective we note that: the critical resources necessary

for the initiation and-: &evelopment of social movements may be present in the

communities of _the dominated. ‘Indeed, the researcher must be prepared to ®xamine

the internal community "of the dominated because the basic funding patterns,

resources, communication systems and organized masses ‘central to the emergence of

social movements may be concentrated there. A task of the indigenous perspective is
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‘tq specify the conditions under which these pre-existing resources are transformed

into political resources. An analysis of the 1960 sit-in movement will shed light on

these issues.

Indigenous Political Base/ )
Spurts of Collective Action \

- Next, we ask why at certain periods in movements do we suddenly get a‘vheavy
- volume of protest activity by the insurgenf group?' The rapid spread of the sit-ins is
an excellgn.t case in point. What m.ay..account for the timing of ‘these pron'ounced
spurts of insurgency? In my view, heavy spurts of protest activity are likely to
occur following the development of a political base internal to the. dominated
community. ‘Within such a'bage are to be found protest organizations, formulated
tactics and s'trategies, mass mobilization potehtial, trained protest leaders, and on;
going protest projects. It is th_rougfx this sort of political structure that a heavy
volume of protest .activity can i)e drganized'_ and rapidly spreé.d.’ It is through the
political base that protesters ca.m be.shie]ded from repressive onsiaughts. :Through
this base pre—ex‘isting resources can be rapidly transformed into Apolitical resources and

conflict activities can be planned and coordinated.” Because it plays these concrete

roles, a -developed political base is responsible for heavy volumes of protest activity.

rather than outside factors (such as the mass media, federal government, liberal
foundations, etc.). The more developed the base, the greater the likelihood a

precipitating factor will trigger heavy spurts of protest activity.




Movement Centers

The indigenous perspectivé focuses ‘on the social processes by which collective
action occurs in ‘_real spaAce and time. Why, for instance, could the sit-ins be 'rapidly
initiated in black communities across the South? ' From our perspective, concrete
instances of collective action are often planned, organized and initiated through'what
can best be 'concep'fualized as 'local movement cénters'. - These centers are the
;ni?:ro-soqial strﬁctures through  which communities c-opduct collectivg action.

Movement centers provide communities with protest training and orientation facilities,

organizations, finances, leaders, and an atmosphere supportive of collective action.

The scope and inten;ity of collective action in a given community is gre_atiy shai)ed
by the mo‘}ement centers of the dominated. On the macro—leviel, the indigenous
politicél base consists: of all the movement centers of the insurgent group. The
concept of local movement center§ directs the researcher"s attention to fundamental

processes and structures involved in concrete cases of collective action. ' Indeed, it

15

will be shown that the sit-in movement emerged and spread through movement

centers.

Through thé indigenous perspective we have: 1) identified t‘he system of
domination that confrén_ted Southern Vblacks during the 1950's and 1960's; 2) put forth
the argument that. pow-e'rless groups may be in a position to ini‘tiate politic_él
movements, becaus;e the necessary resources are present in their own cbmmurﬁties; 3)
argued that collective. actién arises out of an i._ndigen.ous political .ba§e; 4) 'presénted
the potion that sudden spurlts of widespread collective'action are' likely to occur when
the internal political base is' well developed; and 5) argued that concrete instances of
collective action are. initiated through local r'novement centers. Through the
indigenous framework a comprehensive analysis of the 1960 sit-in movement can be

oBtained.



Indigenous Political Base

Ddring. the mid-fifties an indigenous political base emerged in numerous black

communities across the South. During this period "direct action" organizations were

- built by local activists. Community institutions--especially the black church--were

becoming political. The "mass meeting" along with political oratory and protest
music became. coinmonplace. This was the feriod that CCRE éntered the South with
intentions of initiating protest, and NAACP Youth Councils were reorganized by young
militant adults of NAACP who desired to engége in conftontétioﬁal po}itics.

. Howéver, both CORE and the NAACP Youth Coun;:ils were incapable of
mobilizing wide scale protest such 'as’ the sit-ins of 1960. Neither had a masé base in
the black commurlxity. CORE wars small, - Northern based, w>hite\ le'd and largely
unknown. to Southern blacks. Historically, the NAACP had been'una‘_ble-tq persuade
‘more th;n 2% of the black populatién to take out membership. The collective power
of the NA;ACP Youth Councils was further weakened because the National NAACI;
failed to giv'e‘unequivocal support to the confrontational politics of the younger

militants. National NAACP was oriented to legal strategies, not sit-ins. Equally as
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important, following the 1954 school désegregation decision, Southern white power

structures launched a severe attact against the NAACP. The repression was so
devastating that befween 1955 and 1960 numerous éouthern NAACP.branches' were
forced to closé down (Morris, 1980). ‘This repression forced the NAA'CP to be_c:ome a
defénsively .oriented organization. The organizaton commited its resources to court
batt!es ‘designed to savé .its'elf. Thus, neither CORE nor NAACP Youth Councils were
abie to provide an encompassing political base rqui.red to launch .the massive sit-ins
of 1960.

However, between 1955 and 1960 new organizational and protest winds were

' _bfowing in black communities of the South. They were the same winds that drew-

CORE southward and inspired the militant elements in NAACP to reorganize NAACP




Youth Councils. The ‘Montgomery bus boycott was the watershed. .Oberséhall'
(1973:223-24) has argued that the historic significance of the boycott was that it
catapulted King into };rominence and demonstrated that massive outside su1.)por‘t-wa.s
needed for the emergence of a black movement. Contrary to this latter clélir.n_. the
importance of the boycott iies in the fact that it revealed to members of the 'Black'
Icommun.ity t'xe indigenous resources, ihstitutions; mobilizing potentials, and protest
dynainics that they themselves could .utilize.

The. Montgomery ﬁass bus boycott was the catalyst because it demdnstrated the
political’ potential'zf the black church and it thrust forth a new organizational
instrument. By- 1955 the massive migration of bl?cksfrom rural’ to urban areas was
well’ underway. Indeed by this time many of the Southern cities. had sub;tantial' black
populations. ~ Black urban Achurches were quire different from theirlru_ral‘ counterparts.
That i.s,'they were larger, greéter in number, better f‘inanced, and presided over by
miﬁi.sters who were better educated and whose sole occupation ~was the ministry
(Méys and Nichbl"son, 1933; McAdam, 1979; Morris, 1980). - Moreover, urban churches
were owned, operated and (.:ontroll'ed'by:the black comimunity. | .

It 'v&;as these churches that functioned as the inst_itutional' base of .the
Montgomery bus boycott. T.hey. suppli.ed the movement with money, organized mas>se.s,
leaders, highly -developed communication networks and rel'aiivel‘y safe environmer.\tS
where the masses met, and rationally planned strate‘gy.' " These resources were present
within the church prior to the hoycott.” Movement leaders transformed them iﬁto
political” resources and commited ~them to’ the ends of the movement. That is, the
new duty. of the chur'ch finance committee was to collect money fbr the movement.
Rather than preaching mere-l\'/ of the heavenly gates, the new wole of the minister
was to use. the pulpit to articulate the political responsibilities of the church
community. The new role of the choir was to weave political messages -into the

serene spirituals. Regular church meetings were transformed into the "mass meeting"
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where the domi_néted joined ‘instrumental committees, offered up their hard-earned
dollats to the movement, and acquired reliable in-forr'.jation concerning the movement
which local’ radio and television stations refused to broadcast. The resources
necessary to initiate a Abl"ack movement were present -in the community. In
Montgomer;y', they weré transformed into political’ resources and used to launch the
first highly visible mass protest of the modern Civil Rights- movement.

. -Tbe important role that the .‘/1.ontgomery I_mprovemen.t Association (MIA) play.ed.
in the emergence of the ‘modern Civil’ Rights movement is sel@om grassid. Prior to
the creation of the MIA, black protest was largely initiatéd through the NAACP.
The NAACP was highly bureaucratic (Kellog, 1967; Meier and Rudwick, 1973), and
headquartered in New York. Southern activists were often frustrated by the NAACP
because they had to follow the predefined bureaucratic procedures established by
organizationalofficials in the North (Walker, 1;)78; Smith,. 1978; Vivian, 1978;
Wiiliamé’, 1978; Sizﬁkins, 1978; Lowef?, 1978). Mass action was,therefore, discouraged
by‘ANAACP's bur’eaucratié structure.

The MIA was aﬁ organization built for the specific purpose of leading a‘hassive
direct action movement. It was a non—bloureaucraticl ch‘urchrbased orga-miéation'. Its
organizational affairs were conducted like church seft'vices rather than rigid rule-bound
. behavior'fdund in’ bureaucr-acies like the NAACP. Ministers held the top leadership
positions in the MIA, Ultim.ate‘ aut’q'oritv inhered in the president who was Dr. King.
Decisions pértaining to local matters could i)e reached immediately. These ministers
presided over the MIA the wa? they presided over the‘ir congregaﬁons. Thus, diverse
organizational tasks were delegated to the rank-and-file on the spot. Rules and
procedures emerged from a trial and error approach and could be ..al_te;-ed “when ihey
~inhibited direct action. Orzitory, music and charismatic personalities subjectively
energized MIA's organizatioqal' affairs. .T,he structure of the organization was

designed to allow masses to participate directly in protest activities. As a result,
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the MIA proved to be more appropriate for confrontational"politics because it was
mass based, non-bureaucratic, Southern '..éd énd was able to transform pre-existil;xg
. church resources into political power. |

" Southern bldacks took notice of the Montgomery movement. For decades, black

activists had unsuccessfully employed various strategies aimed at overthrowing an

extreme ‘system of dor.nrination. Such a system fi-ic,tated were blacks could and could
not Work, ride on a bus, urinate, attend school, watch a movie, eat a hambur'ger, etc.
The Moatgomery movement offered an appealing approach. Thus, éctivigts from the
South visited T~.&on§gomery- to closely observe the political role that the- church and
the VMIA played in the movewment. -

| For example, 'wh_en_ Hosea .\-‘Iilliams (at the time an activist associated with the
NAACP. in Savannah, Geox;gia) visited the Montgomer*f merment, he marvelled at its

dynamics: . '

"You had had NAACP lawsuits, you'd had NAACP chapters, who had much
less than 5% participation anyplace. But here's a place (Montgomery)
where they got masses of blacks--they couldn't get a church big enough
where they could hold mass rallies. And then, noane of them (masses) were
riding the bﬁSes.' I was interested in these strategies and their
impléementation and in learning how to mobilize the masses to move in

concert" (Williams, 1978).
Hoéea, like countless others, did more than marvel at these dynamics.- In his x'vords,
"M _went-bac.k to Sa.vannah'and organized the Youth Couacil and nonviolent moveme;nt.f’
Thus, another d_ire'ct action’ organization emerged. The MIA bore fruits beyond
b/-iontgo:.nery!l i
Yet, it was Bléck.nlinisters who were in the structural _positi-oﬁ to organize
church related direct action organizations across the Sou£h. " Even whii'e the

Montgomery movement was in progress, ministers in other cities (i.e. Steecle in

Tallahassee, Shuttlesworth in Birmingham, and Davis in New Orléans, etc.) began to
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build mass based movements that wer.-e organizationall:y patterned after the
h4o-ﬁtgdmery movement. It was these ministers who were in a position to organize
~and commit church Aresourcles to protest efforts. They were also organizationally
linked to each other and the larger comwmunity via ministerial alliances and the
church c&nmunity. Therefore, between 1955 and 1950 a profound change in Southern
bl'aclg communities began to occur. Confroptation#l' poﬁtics were thrust to the
fore.g.roun(l through .new direct action organizations closely allied with the church..

"The creation of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in 1957
- marked a critical® organizational’ shift for the Civil’ Rights movement. SCLC was
created by. Dr. I(ing' and other militant ministers from across the South for the
explici‘t purpose of building a movement with a broad and encompassing organizatfonal'
framework. The strategy of this organizatitonal effort -\vas to bé "cénfrontational"
politics". These ministers clearly understood that'his>torica11y the church had been the
central’ institution within black societ'y. They knew it was the church that nurtured
and broduced a preponderance _of tﬁe indigenous leaders, .financ'es and organized
masses as well as being the main ‘force in black culture.” Furthermore, by 1957 these
ministers, may. of whom were in the gﬁrocess of leading movements, cdnsciousl’y. and
explicitly concluded ?hét the church was capable of functioning as the institutional
vanguard of a r;{]ass based black movement. tence, these ministers'o'rga'nized sCcLC
to be a Southern-wide protest organizatlion based in the church.

Prior to SCLC, the major black protest organization-—-NAACP--had been closely
linked ‘with the church.’ Ye't, hefore SCLC was created thé NAACP, and not the
church, functioned as the organizational apparatus through which protest was initiated.
With ‘the emergence -of SCLC the critical® shift occurred, whereby the church itself,
rathe,r. than groups closely linked to. it, began to function as the institutional center

of protest.

In 1957 the organizers of SCLC sent out a call’ to fellow clergymen of the
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South to organize their congregations and local” communities for collective protest.
The remarks of Rev. Smith of Nashville typified the action of protést oriented

ministers: .
"After the méeting (SCLC organizing meeting) and after the
discussion that we had and all” that, it became clear to me
that we needed sbmething in addition to NAACP. So I came
back and I called some people together and formed what we
‘named the Nashville Christian Leadership Council in order
to address the same kind of issues that SCLC ‘would be
ad.c_l_r'essing" (Smith, 1978). '

Hundreds of ministers across the South took similar action.

From this collective effort resulted what can best. be conceptualized as the
"local’ movement centers” of the Civil® Rights movement, which usually had the

following seven characteristics: _
1) They were built around a cadre of social change
oriented ministers and their organized congregations.
Often one -of these ministers would become the charismatic
symbol of a given cente‘r,.
2) Central to all these centers were direct action .
-organizations. These ‘organize'xtions varied in their
c'ompl'exity. In many cities local churches served as quasi-
direct action organizations whilé in others ministers
built complex church related organizations (i.e. United
Defense League of Batoa Rouge, Montgomery Improvemént
" Association, Alabama Christian Movement for Yuman Rights
of Birmingham, Petersburg Improvement Association, etc.).
3) These centers were fihé}nced by indigenous blacks.
The money was collected through the church.
4) These centers held weekly mass meetings. These
meetings served as forums where community people were
informed of relévant information and strategies re-
garding the movement. The dominated "tuned” into the

mass meeting for the latest political’ news. These




meetings also built solidarity among the participants.
5) The leaders of these centers articulated and '

disseminated a message to the dominated that social’
change wbuld'éome to their communities only through

direct action carried out by masses.’

5) The political activities of these centers were
subjectively energized through a rich church culture.
The black spirituals, sermons and- prayers were used
‘to deepen the participant's commitment to the '
struggle.’ |

7) Finally, these movement centers were mass based,

given than they were rooted in the black communities

through the church.!

The basic assumption by scholars of the movement is that the period between
the Montgomery bus boycoft and éhe 19460 .sit~ins was quiescent énd relatively
u.nimboi-tant. At this junture, the preseat study crucially departs from previous
wofks(' It is arguéd here t“n.at the org;anizatio:nal' foundation o.f ;the Civil' Rights
movement  was built during this period.” Indeed, it was the period in which active
local’ movement centers were built in numerous 50utﬁern i)lacli communities.’

A few coacrete exampl'es.o,f these lbcal'-movement centers will’ provide.
substance toAthe claim. Between 1957 and 1950 the state of Virginia was lpaded with
active movement centers. Virginia ministers such as Reverends Milton Reid, L.C.
Johnson, Virgil ‘Wood, Curtis .Harris and \‘kyatt' Waiker operated out of rnovement.
centers in such cities as.H‘opewell', Lynchburg, Portsmouth, and Petersburg. The
_ direct action organizations of thgse cities went under. such. names as the Hopewell; -
Lynchburg and Petersburg Improvement Assoc.iations. Thus, they were patterned after
" the .original  direct. action organization--MIA. South Carolina had its movement cente':-s.
For exampl'e,. in 1955-55 the black community of Orvangeburg initiated an economic
boyco.tt against twenty-three local firins. This action was taken after whites began

"exerting economic pressure against blacks desiring school” integration. This extended
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boycott resulted in a vibrant movement center which. was headed by the Reyerends
Matthew McCullum, William Sample and A.l'fred Issac. and their organized
congregations.. Mbvément centers existed in other South Carolina cities such as those
organized in Sumter, Colimbia and Florence by James McCain of CORE and \mili'tant'
cléréy’men.'

In Durham, North Carolina, the movement oriented.churches that made up the
move:ment cen‘ter were Union Baptist, pastored by Rev. Grady; Davis; Ashbury
Temple, pastored by ‘Rev.-vDougl'as Moore; Mount Zioﬁ, pastore-d by Rev. Fuller; St.
Marks, pastored.by Rev. Speaks;.and St. Josephs, pastored by Rev.:’Swann. Movement
centers were also to be found in cities within the deep South such as
Montgomery, Tuskegee, and Birrﬁingham, Alabama; Nashville, Tennessee; and
Tallahassee, Florida.! | |

These movement centers provided the rich organizational base for the

movement. '~ So prevaleént were these centers throughout the South that when Gordon

‘Carey, a CORE fiéld investigatof, surveyed the situation in 1959, he reported:
"In some Southern cities such as Montgomery, Orange-
burg, Tallahassee and Birmingham nonviblént movements
have been and are being carried on. But most of the
South, with its -near total segregation, has. not bheen

touched. Many places have FELT the SPIRIT .of Martin’

Luther King, Jr. but too often this spirit has not besen

turned into positivé action" (Carey, 1959).
The "spirit" to w‘ni;:h Carey referred was actually church '"novem'eﬁt centers which he
c;)nstapﬁ"y found as he moved across he South. Most o.f these centers were affiliates
of or patterned after SCLC.‘

Elsewhere (Morris,_.1980), I have an'ali.'zed i.n:’.letail' the militant social’
movements and activities of these centers. Suffice it to say here t}}at these centers

were . perfecting confrontation strategies, building organizational bases, leading
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marches, organizing voter drives and radicalizing members of the community during
the late fifties. Schc;l'a.rs such as Oberschall’ (1973:223) persivstently dismiss these
ceﬂters, viewing the'm' as weé.k, limited and unwilling tc; confront the white power
structure. - Yet, concrete.evidence suggests quite a different interpreta‘tion.? For
example, Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth, operating through his mass based movemeﬁt center, "
directly confronted B'ulvl' Connor ‘and the white power s'tructt;re of Birmingham .on a
conti.nuous. basis throughout the léte fifties.” As a consequence, Shuttlesworth's hom‘e{
and c_hurch were 'repeafedly bombed.! A\Vriting i-n retrospect and réflecting the
‘erroneous assumptions generaily held ab'..mt' this period, Oberschall” claims thatv these )
groups wére engaged‘in "low kevyed régistration drives" rather than ﬁiréct action.!
But, Southern Blécks functioned in a system of extreme domination.” In this context,
voting drives were acts of direct action. As many activists were to learn, attempting
to vote could g‘e\t one killed, throwr} off theil'émd or fired from one's job.!
Fu.l;therrporé, previous writers have failed to give us ar{y' idea of the per;rasiveness,
structure and accomplishments of these pre-1960 movement centers.

A>Thus,_ from. our perspective, between 1.955'and 1950 an indigenous'political' base -
capab'-lé of generating and sustaining a héavy volume of protest activify was forming.’
T.he‘se movement .centers, combined with militant NAACP Youth Co.r'\.cilé -and CdRE
chapters, constituted the new political” reality of Southern-blackAcomm‘unities_ on the
eve of the 1950 sit-ins. The indigenous political base was firmly in place.

Gr.eensboro | | -

On February 1, 1950 Ezell Blair Jr., Franklin McCain, Joe McNeil’ and Daivd
Richmor'nd, all’students at North Cav:ol'ina Agricultural"and Téchnical’ Collége, sat-in at.
the Woolworth's lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina.v Though most
commentators mark this as theA fir:st sit-in, the four protesters knew that they wgren’t
the first individuals to sit-in in. the state of North (.Z.arolin‘a. . The sit-in movement in

North Carolina had begun in the late fifties, when a young black attorney, Floyd
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McKissick, a young Board member of SCLC , Rev. Douglas Moore,. and a small group
of other yoﬁng people (including a few whites from Duke Unive:sity) began'co.nducting
sit-ins in Durham. .

These early sit-ins in Durham were part of that samebnetwork of sit-ins which
occureld between 1957 and i960; 'i‘he majorit.y éf the yéung people im.rolved in the
early sit-ins belonged to the NAACP jl’outh Divison which McKissick headed. These
you'ng protesters also formed their own militant direct action organization called the
D’uxfham Committee on Negro Affairs. During the late fifties, McKissick, and Moorg's
- group conducted sit-ins a't l.ocal bus Stations, waiting rooms, parks, hotels and the like
(McKissick, 1978). In 1957. Rev.» Moore and a. few others were arrested for_sittingfin
at a local ice-cream ‘parlor. The subsequent legal c,ése.becamé known as the "Royal
Ice Cream Case". Béiné‘ rooted in various-community organizations, McKissick also
headed the local Boy Scouts. Periodically, he would take .tll".e young "All American"
scouts into Segregafed restal;i-ants and order food. Thﬁs, this militant group in
Durham was persistentl? confronting the white power structure in the lat.e fiftiés.

The four studenrts who sat—in~af Greensboro and sparked the widespread sit-i_n
Iﬁovemenf had been involw;ed with these militant groups. They had been members of
the NAACP -;Youth Council, headed by McKissick. According to McKissick, he knew
them all well and they knéiv ‘all about the Durham activities. Martin Oppenheimer, an
early historian of the sit-ins, confirms this: "All of the boys \‘ﬁer‘e, or at some time
had been mémbe_rs: of an NAACP Youth Council’ (Oppenheimer, 1964:308). Indeed,
the four students had been involved in numerous meetings at the various social action
oriented churches that were sprinkled fhroughout Durham. In these meetings,
"movement ta]ii" and activities were the order of the day. To be involved with the
NAACP Yout}‘l Council mea‘nt. that they were .not only-’ informed about the Durham
sit-ir.xs, but also knew about many.. of the sit-ins being conducted prior to 1960. Thus,

-the myth that four college students got up one day and sat-in at Woolworth's--and
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thus sparked the movement--dries up like a "raisin in the sun" when confronted with
the evidence. |

The National office of the NAACP, and many of the conservative minlisters,
refused to back the Greensbbro sit-ins. The NAACP's renowned ‘team of lawyers did
not dgfend the "Greensboro Four". Nevertheless, on the same day they sat-in, the
students contacted a lawyer whom they considered to be their friend; thus Floyd
McKi'ssickr became the lawyer for the "Greensboro Four".v The network of the

indigénous political base had begun to operate in earn_esf. .

Greensbofo and Beyond _-

As 'soon -as the sit-ins started in Greensboro, the "hot Iinés" of the southwide
movement centers. began to.ligﬁt' up. In the first week of ‘Februa'ry, 1960, students
cont.inued to sit-in daily at the local Woolworth's. ‘However, the protest populaﬁo’n
bégan to grow. T}'1e original four profesters were joined by'hundreds of students from
A & T College and from several other local hlack coiieges. Black high school
students and a few white college s'tu;jents joined in the protést. A mass movement

was buildihg. Members of the white power structure decided to close the Woolworth's

"in - Greensboro, hoping to take the steam out of the movement. It was too late.

Rational plans to-spread the movement were formulated as soon as the first sit-

- ins in Greensboro were conducted. Floyd McKissick, Rev. Douglas Moore and others

. who had conducted. previous sit-ins, were the central actors who formulated plans to

spread the movement across the state. They were joined by CORE's white field

secretary, Gordon Carey, whose services had been requested by the local president of

.

NAACP.

Ca.rey. arrived in Durham from New York on F‘ebruary the 7th and went direc;tly
to where the sit-ins were being planned-—Mc'Kissick's home. - Carey. was a good choice
because of his knowledge of nonviolent resistance and bec'au's-e he was- we]l' aware of

the indigenous political base in Southern black communities due to previous organizing
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efforts.

On February 8th--exactly one week after the Greensboro sit—ins-;the
demonstrations spread beyond Greensboro. On that date sit-ins were conducted in the
nearb»y't'cities of Durham and Winston-Salem. McKissick, Moore, Carév and others
helped organize these éit—ins. These activists went to the local colleges and 'recruited'
students. '~ The students weré brought to the social action oriented _éhu;c}xés where
théy were trained to conduct sit-ins. For example, t‘he Durham students were trained
at"the same churches through .which McKissick and Moore had planned militant action
in the late 1-§50's. Fo]l‘p\ving training and strategy sessions, these students went to'
the local lunch counters and sat-in.

The organizin‘g effort was not limited to these two cities near Greensboro.
Within thé first week of the Greensboro sit-in, McKissick, Carey and Rev. Moore
"~ made contact with ‘activists situéted in .movement centers‘throughout' North Céroiina,
SoutH Carolina énd Viréinia', urging them to train stud}e‘ntS for .si.t—ins. vThey not only
phpned these activists, but actually traveled to local c_ities\ to provide assistance.
Moreover, when they .arrived in these Ci.ties,' they often found sit-in planning sessions
already under\va-y. According to Carey,. "when we reached tﬁesé cities we: w‘ent
directfy to the movement oriented churches" (Carey, 1978). When asked ‘why, Carey
replied, "well, that's where the protest activities .w'ere being planned: and organized."
'Thus, these sit-ins were largel}; organized at the movement churches rather than on
the ca‘mpuses.-" ;Fo understand the sit-in movement, it is necessary ‘to suspend the
assumption that it was -a mere college phenomenon. For different reasons; Rev.
Moore attempted.to convey this same idea in the early; days of the sit-ins, "If
Woolworth.and other stores think this is just another panty raid; they haven't had
their socic;logists in the fie]d recently” (I_\'Ioorg, 1960). The sit-ins grew out of a
cont.ext of organized movement centers.

As we would predict, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference was central



28 -

to the rise of the 1960 sit-in movement. It is well known that many. black churches
remained conservative _dui-ing this period, despite SCLC's effort to get them involved -

with direct action. Nevertheless, a véry.signiﬁcant number of churches throughout

the South became politicized. It is critical to remembe_ri t_ha.t when Rev. Moore’ and
others reached the various churches in the cities- of North .and South Carolina and
Vi.rg.i'nia, ~they discovered that the leaders of 't}_xese éﬁurches were .already trai‘ning
students for sit-ins. Speaking of the ministers who '-headed. these movement chu;-ches,

Carey reported:
"All of these ministers were active in the Southern .
Christian Leadership Conference. At least 75_%, were

getting inspiration from King" (Carey, 1978).

Additionally, these ministers weré well rooted in both CORE and the 'milit_an-t.wihg of

NAACP. importa'ntly, they worked closely with these organizations-.and often

provided leadership for them;

This network of ministers, churches and direct action leaders was already in
pla;:e before the sit-ins. These leaders served as the "antennas" of the sit;i(ié.
Once the massive sit-ins began at Greensboro,_the "an_tépnas“ of the wide spread
.r-n}c}vement centers quickly recorded the information and directed it int6 -chapnels
“which deliberately .plotted the ne:&_t orgar;iza.tional mo-ves.

During.the_ second week of February, 1960, solid plans to conduct sit-ins were

formulated in a number of Southern cities. Communication and coordination between _

the cities was refined. According to McKissick, ministers and leaders contacted each

other about their plans. For example, early in the second week -— e 7

of February, Rev. B. Elton Cox of High Point, North Carolina and Rev. C.A. Ivory of

Rock Fill, South Carolina, phoned McKissiék and other leaders informing them that

their groups were "ready to go" (McKissick, 1978). Cox's group sat-in on February

‘11th and Ivory's on February 12th. Rev. Ivory organized and directed the Rock Hill
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sit-ins. from his wheelchair. Within this sanie week sit-ins were being conducted in
several cities in Virginia. These sit-ins were organized through the dense network of

SCLC movement centers that existed in the state (Southern Regional Council, 1960;

V/alker, 1978).

The movement hot lines reached far beyond the border states 6f North Carc-)liné,
South Carolina and Virginia. Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth, an active léa(ier of the
movement center in Birmingham, Alabama, happened to -be in ‘North Car._olina when
the first wéve of sit-fns occurred. He was there to fulfill a_épeaidﬂg engavgementA for '

the leader of the High Point sit-ins--Rev. Cox. According to Shuttlesworth:
"He (Rev. Cox) carried me by where these people 4 '
were going to sit-in...I called back to Atlanta,
and told Ella (Baker) what was éoing on. I said,
'this is the thing. You wmust tell Martin (King)
that we must get with this, and really this can

shake up the world."" (Shuttlesworth, 1978).
According to Miss Raker, the Executive Director of SZL.C, she immediately began
calling her contacts at various colleées asking thérﬁ,, "What are you 2ll ééiﬁg >t6-do?
Tt is time to move" (Raker, 1978). o | o

Carey and Rev. Moore called up the movement éent’er in }Fashville, Tennessee
and asked Rev. Lawson were they ready to move? The student _cdmmunity and the
church community tied tc;gether by the Nashville Christian Leadership Conference,
answered in the affirmative. Speaking of the activities following the call, t.awsbn

stated:
"Of course there was organizing because after the
sit-in. the first one in February, people like Doug
Moore, Ella Baker, myself, did call around to places
that we knew. said, ‘Can you start® Are you ready?
Can you go? And how can we help you?' So there was
some of that too that went on. Even there the sit-in

movement did not just spread spontaneously. I mean
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tiere was a readiness. And then there were. there
were phone calls that went out to various .
communities where we knew people and where we knew
student groups and where we knew minister groups,

and said, you know, 'this is it, let's go'" (Lawson, 1978)

When asked, "Why did the student sit-in movement occur?” Lawson replied:

"Because King and the Montgomery boycott and the‘ V

" whole devielopment of that leadersﬁip that clustered
around King had emerged and was ready and was

" preaching and teaching direct action, nonviolent

' action. and was clearly ready to act, ready to
seed any> movement that needed sustenance and growth.
so there was--in other words--the soil had been

prepared” (Lawson, 1978).
This data and theoretical orientation provides iﬁsight into the complicat'ed _procéss of
how a political movement can rapidly spz;ead bet;veen_ge'ographically .distant‘.
communities. Out perspective can account for the wide gquraphicai spreadA of the
sit-ins without succumbing to simplistic explarations put forth by.cofxtagion and
diffusion theories. The sit-ins spread across the South in a '.;horf periqd of timle
because activists working through local movément centers planned, ;:oérdinated _gnd
susta-ined them. Furthervmore, theories which maintainh that social movements of the
powerless spread via spontaneity, mass media. outside elitesv:and phyéical_ proximitir.' of
the protesters, tend to overlook ‘th.g political context of movements. In-deed,-sit—in
demonstrators often facéd swinging billy clubs of poli_cemén, Ku Klux Klahsmen, white
mobs, murderérs,, tear gas, economic reprisals, etc. (Southern Pegional Council, 1960;
Matthews and Prothro. 1966; Oberschall, 1973). An adequate theory of collgctive
action .rr:ust account for the.rapid spread of some movements desﬁite heavy repre’ssi.on
by the opposition. CQur perspective maintains that a key factor which determines
\.vhether such movements are able to spread is the exi;tence of an indigenoﬁs political

base. It is tlirough such hases that power resources. capable of limiting repression




while sustaining protect activities, are mobilized.

Sit-in Clusters of 1960

-Central to the indigenous perspective is the claim that episodes of collective -

action stem from an organizational base. Therefore, we would predict that the sit--

ins tended not to occur and spread in a random fashion. We have already analyzed

the organizational and personal networks through which the first cluster -of sit-ins

occurred in the state of Oklahoma in 1958. The cluster concept can be applied: to

‘the entire set of sit-ins of February and March of 1960. Many of the cities 'Where, o

- sit-ins occurred can be grouped into clusters because of their geographic ‘proximity,

and because the sit-in activity within them tended to cluster together in time.

Operationally, a cluster is defined as two or more cities within apprdxiinately 75

‘miles of each other and where sit-in activity took place within a 14-day time span.

In Table II, forty-one of the sixty-nine cities having sit-ins during this two month
period have been grouped because they meet the cluster criteria.

Table T here

Vithin this period 597t of the cities that had sit-ins and related activity were part of .

clusters. The percentage of these cities forming sit-in clusters is even more striking

if attention is restricted to the first month. From available data it has ibeen

" determined that during TIebruary, 76% of cities having sit-ins were part of clusters.

By coﬁtrést, during March the corresponding percentage d_rop::; to 44%.
The clustering differentials between the two months can be explained by takiﬁg
region into account as shown in Table Il |
Table III here

Ir ‘the first month (February) we see that 85% of the cities having sit-ins were

located in Southeastern and border states. This pattern had been established earlier

when most of the sit-ins prior to 1960 occurred in border states. It can be explaiﬁed~

vhy most of the Februarv sit-ins took place in cities of border states, given that
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repression against blacks was not as severe >here as it was in the deep South. . &‘his
made it possible for activists in border states to build dense networks. of movement
qenters.. We have already seen that North Carolina, South Carolina and Virgiinia Qe;'e
loaded with social action churches and direct aétio; orgaﬁization#., For example, b.y
the time the sit-ins occurred in Virginia, SCLC had affiliates across thg stﬁte and

Rev. Vyatt Walker, who was the charismatic leader of Virginia's movement centers,

.was also the state Director of CORE and President of the local NAACP. Similar

patterns 'existec! in the other border states. . Small wonder that in the month of

February, 73% of cities having sit-ins were located in Virginia, North Carolina and

South Carolina. Similarly, these cities produced 88% of the Februa.ry‘ clusters. This

clustering reflected both the great density of movemen't'v centers and the less stringent .

system of domination as compared to the deep South. -

Table I reveals that in arch., a major change took place in that the mﬁjority
of the sit-ins occurred in cities located in the deep Soﬁth. With the exception of a
few cities, the sit~ins in the deep South did not occur in clusters. They occurred
almost exclusivelv in specific Southern cities where movement centéfsA had been
established, that is, T-.:Eontgofnery, Birmingham, and Tuskegee, Alabama; Bato# Rouge
and New Orie;ans, Louisiana; Tallahassee. Florida; NAshville and Memphis, Tennessee;
and Atlanta and Savannak, Georgia. Repression would have been to greatlt-)_nlstudent
protesters operating outside of the protectioﬁ' of such AcentersA in the deep South.
Thus, the decrease in clustering in the deep South reflected both the high level of
repression, and the absence of dense networks of movement center#. An
organizational perspective which tak.es movement centers into -account is able to
explain both the clustering phenomenon, as well as its absence.

The sit-ins' did not spread in a random manner, given that a large proportion

occurred in clisters. From a substantive standpoint, clusters represents the social

and tempora! space in which the sit-ins were organized, coordinated, spread and -
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financed bv the black community.? Within the.se' clusters, speeding cars 'fiiléd with
or‘gan-izers _from SCLC, NAAC}" and COQRE rlaced bétwéen sit—ix; points relaying.
valuable information. Telepboné lines ar;d. the community ."grapevi_ne" sent f.or,t.h
protest instructions and rational pléns. These clusters _'\}ver'e_'the.'- _:éites of 'numeroué
midday and late night meetings where the black coﬁ:munity Aa.‘sse:.nhble;i in the churches
gnd filled the collection. plates and vowed to mortagé their homes to,-raise the
nec':essar}-' bail bond money in case the pfot,esting~stﬁdénts .‘.w.éz-e jailed. Blécin lawyérs
pledged their legal services to the 'm;)vemént,‘ while b-l-ack.phylsicians .made Atheir
services available to injui-ed demonstrators. Amidst _thgse éxciting .scenes,‘the soft
serene black spirituals that had grown out of slavery: calmed and 'deepened the
commitment pf the participants. A focussed view on the ~ Nas};villé sit-ins provides ﬁ'
. concrete example of how these dyramics -éctually operated. - Indeed, the Nashvillé
Amovement epitdmized the dynémics of the sit-ins whethc;r they o?curreé. in élusters or
siﬁgularly. | |

I’ashville Sit-in Movement

A well developed  church .based- movement center I\‘ea;ﬁed'by Re;r..‘,Kelly Miller
Smith was built in Nashville during ‘the late 1;)50'5;_ The organizational apparatus 6f
this center was an affiliate of SCL.C ‘named the Nashville Ckristian _i.eadérghip ,
~ Council (NCLC). Rev. James Lawson. an expert tactician of nonviolent prbtest, was
in charge of NCLC's dfréct action committee. Ul.awson récei\.redva call from Rev.
Douglas Moore about two days after tfxe Greensboro sit‘.-iné b‘eg_anl. . The Nashville
group was ready to act. becausé a- cadre of students :had already developed. and
received training in diz-ect action cven before the Greengbcro sit—i_ns. Tﬁey :had
conducted "test sit-ins" in.two large department stores in downtown Nashville, prfor.
to the 1959 Ckhristmas holidays. Moreover. .the group had already made plans fn late
195? to begin continuous sit-ins in 1960 x'vith the explicit intention of.desegregating

¥ashville (Smith, 1978; Nash Pevel, 1978). Thus, Greensboro provided the'impetus‘ for




the MNashville group to carrv out its pre-existing strategy.

Rev. Smith's First Baptist Church became the official he.adqt'xarters of the si-t—in
"movement. A decision to sit-in at Nashville lunch counters on Saturday, ——-— =
February 13, 1960, was arrived at after much debate. The adults (rnostlyvministers)
of the NCLC met with the students at movement headqt'xarter.s and tried to copvin(:e

them to postpone the demonstrations for a couple of days until money could be

raised. According to Rev. Smith: . ]
"NCLC had £87.50 in the treasury. We had no lawyers,
and we felt kind of a parental responsibility for
those college kids. And we knew they were gonna
be put in jail, and we didn't know what else would
happen. And so some of us said, 'we need to wait
until we get a lawyer. until we raise some funds'” .
(Smith, 1978).

NCLC leaders told the students that they could collect the.money through' the

churches with in a week. Then, according to Rev. Smith:
"James Fevel, then a student at American Baptist
Theological Seminarv, said that, TI'm sick and
tired of waiting,” which was a strange thing to
come from a kid who was only about rineteen years
old. You see, the rest of us were older...(Revel
said) 'if you asked us to wait until next week,
then next week something would come up and you'd
say wait until the next week and maybe we never
will get our freedom.” He said this, 'T believe
that something will happen in the situation that
will make for the solution to some of these proble'ms'
we're talking about.’! So we decided to go on"
(Smith, 1978).

Thus, the Mashville student sit-in movement was launched on the sunny Saturday of

February 1 3 1960.

There are four black colleges located very close together in Nashville: Fisk
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Ul;niversity,' Tennessee State College, Americ;an ﬁaptist Theological Seminary, and
Mehgrry Medical School. The proximity of the campuses facilit‘ated the mobilizatidn
of. large numbers of students. In this respect, Nashville r_ese‘mbled the state of I‘Iqrth
Carolina, where the sjt;in movement was relativel&' ble'asy to coordinatg beca-use>,.
"within é ninety-mile radius of Greensboro theré are ten i\legro colleges” :(Wolff,
1970:59). Other writers (Von Eschen et al, 1971; McA.dam,. 1979) have éointed oqt
that these college networks consisting of student counclils,.lfrétemities, and sororities
pl;yed a key mobilization role in the sit-in movement.’l Itha‘t they did, is indisputabl'e.’
However, the present analysis goes beyond this insight by dembnsfra.ting» thé.t the .sit-
in movement cannot be explained without explicating the crucial interaction and
interconnections of black college stﬁdents with local movement centers. -A "wiéhin
campus"” analysis will yielci the erroneous view that the sit-in movement was a cﬁ_liege
phenomenohn su generis.

On .the first day of the sit-ins in Nashville, student;'; ga;theret_l in ffont of their
respective campuses. NCLC sent cars to each cc;llege to transport fhe students to -
Rev. Smith's church. AAgain, the major strategizing and orgénizational tasks are being |
performed in local movement centers rather than on the.' campuse§. This procedure.
was by no means Jimited to Nash;:ille. For example,.‘ fhe Mo’nfgomery sit-ins were
planned and organized. in Rev. Ralph Abernathy's home (Lee, 1978);1 the Birmingham
sit-ins were Qrganizéd in ﬁev. Fred Shuttlesworth's home (Shuttl.esworth,'l978); in
Taton Rouge the sit-ins were organized at Rev. T.J. Jemisén’s church. (Jemison, 1978);
in Little Rock, it was Mrs. Daisy Pates who presided over the NAACP Youth Council
that sent cars to Philander Smith College to pick up the students whom she trained
to conduct sit-ins (Bates, 1980). The list could continue indefinitely.

Another central point is that many- of. the' students lespecially student leaders)
were immersed in these local movement centers prior to the sit-ins. We have

- already seen the close connection that existed between the student-demonstrators and
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the adult leaders in places such as Greensboro and even in 0k1ah6maACity in 1958. :

-Inrjlee.d,. fhis pattern undergirded the entire movement. 'R_ev. Jetﬁison’s ren;ark that
the Baton Rouge sit-in devmonstrators, "were schooled righlt over 'ther.e at ouf churciu;
tlj.ey were sent out from here to go thé the lunch counters," tﬁifiés the relationship
between thé students. and the local movement centers. Jéﬁiéon contin'u'ed',‘ "tl}é
student leaders attendeé church here. We had close tiés b'ec.:ause. they jwére
v.orshipping with us while we were working together” .(Jémiso-n,l 19.78.).7 This finding

bears out Gerlach and Hine's (1970:79) important finding that movements §pread

among people who have had face-to-face contact with the movemenﬁt‘.” Local ~

movement centers and the .hundre-c_ls of social action churches provided.'tl_;:'g _‘contac‘t
tetween students and ‘the larger movement. -

Once the Nashville students arrived at movement lheac-iquarters, .they; p&ticipatéd
in workshops on nopviélence. Experts such as Rev. L;\vson, Rev. Metz2 Rollins, Rey.
C.T. Vivien, and the core group of students that Lawson hé.d.alread& tfained, were on
hand >to. prepare the new reéruits."After the @orkshobs, the students ;ve-x-e '.then

orgarized into groups with specific protest responsibilities, each having a

'spo‘.—:espérson. The spokesperson came from the group'of students that had been

trained by T.awson during the late 1950's. They then marched.'off to confront

ilashville’'s white power structure..

The adult black community immediately mobilized in support of the studerts. -

Shortly after the beginning of the demonstrations, large numbers of students had been

arrested. According to Rev. Smith:
We just launched out on something that looked perfectly crazy and
scores of people were being arrested, and paddy wagons were full
and the people out in downtown couldn't understand what was going
on. people just welcoming being arrested, that ran against everything
they had ever seer. . . Tve forgotten how much we needed that day,

and we got evervthing we needed. (That particuiar day?) Yes, sir.
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About £40.000. We necded something like $40,000 in 5's. And we had
all the money. Mot in 5's, but in bail. Every hif of it came up.

You know--property and this kind of thing. . . and there were fourteen
black lawyers in this town. Every black lawyer made himself available
to us. (Smith, 1978). ' '

Thus, we see how pre-existing resources in the community of the dominated were

transformed into power resources and utilized to éccomplish.politital goals. Thesé-
~are basic reso.urces of the dominated -commun'ities, 'a.nd not what l\?:Carthy and Zald
'(197'7) refer to as discretionafy outside elite resouréés that are bing. transformed. It
was suggested to Pev. Smith that it seemed that such a massive movement_'.as that in

Nashville would need outside resources. He replied:

"Now let me quickly say to you that in early 1960, when we were
really out there _‘on the line, the commﬁnity stood up. We stood
together. This community had proven that this stereotyped notion
of black folk can't work together is just false. Ve worked together
a lot better than the white organizations. So those people fell in
line" (Smith, 1978). '

The black épmmunity and adult leaders stood behind the sfudent demonstrations
across the South. In Orangeburg, after hundreds of,students were arrested z;ndr
brutalized,' the ‘aAdult black Vcommunity c#me solidly to their #id. >Bond was $200 per
student and 388 students were arrested.. Cver $’(’5,000 was'needed, and adults came
forth voluntarily to put up their homes and prope:sty in order. to get étudents out of
jail. Rev. McCullum, the leader of the Oréhgeburg movement center, remérked that,
"there was no schism hetween the student cémmunity and thévad\'ﬂt corﬁmunity in--
Orangeburg (McCullum, 1978). Jim McCain of CORE who played a central role in 
organizing sit-ins across South Carolina and in Florida reported that community.
supf)ort was widespread (McCain, 1978). According to J’uliah Bond, a student leadér

of Atlanta's sit-ins, "black property owners put up bond which probably amounted to -

$100,000" to get sit-in demonstrators released from jail (Bond, 1980). Rev. Bernard ‘ o
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Lee. one of the student organizers of the Montgomery, Alabama sit-ins, said:

"We were very fortunate to have an organization (MIA) committed to
ronviolence. committed to some discipline, and a tactic for social

change, that could give guidance to ‘babes out of there facing wolves"
(Lee, 1978).

Rev. l.ee added that the NAAéP had been outlawed in Alabal-na,' and that_ip his 
opinion, the Ku Klux Klan and White Citizens Councils would have killed t}.{ze studénts
had it not been f.or' the MIA and its leadership. |

The veterans of the movement centers ernvployed va_rious s;trategies designeci_ to E
ouf-maneuve'r _tkhe opposifioﬁ while sustaining the sit-in movement. ) Rev. l.]’.emisonlv of

_Baton Rouge provides us with one illuminating example: . .
" "But the whites got wind of it (sit-ins), those ‘who didn’t want that.:' .
“sort of thing, and they went to ‘all the lunch counters the next day
to see if we were coming back so they could cause some trouble. But
our strategy was not to go back the next day. Our strategy was to go
" back on Thursday. And since they didn't see us on the second day, they
said, ',w-ell they're not coming back'. We went on the third day and had
~ no trouble. And we missed two days the next time. So they couldn't get
our pattern. "So they gave up. And we never had a problem. They
finally decided that, 'they're too smart. thev got organization!'They

gave up" (Jemison, 1973).

‘Movement leaders, like corporation executive, engage in rational planning so that

outcomes can be .shaped. By 1960. the Southern black corbﬁ_m_nity housed couptless
indigenous lcaderé who were skilled organizers of collective action.

Thése basic patterns occurred repeatedly across the South.  Moreover, this
co-mmunity support shqul& not be su;prising, considering the number of min.i_sters and
congregations involved before and during t‘ae:_m,ovement. And yet, ~Professor Howard

Zinn, an cyewitness to many of these events, could write, "Spontaneity and self-

sufficiency were the hallmarks of the sit-ins; without adult advice or consent, the

students planned and carried them through" (Zinn, 1964:29). This myopia
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symptomatizes the inadequacies of ’outsidg' analyses of social movements in _ger:iei-al;
and of the Civil Rights movement in particm;lar. This bias.which assumes that.
dominated éommunities cannot pro;ride' the resources for their liberation' ‘leads maﬂy
social scientists to negléct or ignore the internal structure of oppressed communities
and protest >movernents. | |

The continuing development of the Nashvi]ile sit-ins sheds further lights §n the
interdependence of the movement and the black commﬁnity. '.A structﬁre called the
Nashville fxonv.iolgnt movement was developed fo direct Sit-il; aqtivitieé. .The two
bsub—structures, the Student Central Committee and the-Nashvillg Chris-tian-. Leadership
Council worked closely together and had overlappingA membership»(Reverendsv_ Lawson
and Vivian were fnembers of both groups). The Central Committee usual‘ly éonsisted
of 25 to 30 sfudents drawn from all the local colleges and universities. NCLC
_repreéented adult ministers and the >black communitv. The two groups ,éstablishédr
numerous committees to accomplish specific movement tasi{s. ‘Thus, thereb was a
finance committee, é télephone, “pub]icity and news committee, andA.a work
commivttee. The work cbmmittee had sub groups reéponsible for -pg.inting i)rotesf -
signs, prdviding food, and transportation. The city's black _lé.wyers became the
-movemeﬁt's defense team. Students from Meharry .Medicai School becamé t.he‘
movement's medical team.

This intricate structure propelled and guided the sit-in movement of Nashville.
A clear-cut divisién of labor developed between the Central Committee and the
NCLC. | The Central Committee's .major responsibilities were to 'train, organize and
-cobrdinate the demonstration. The NCILC developed tﬁe 'moyement's‘financial
structure and organized and coordinated the ongoing r.elation-ship bétween the
community and the student movement. Diane Nash Eevel, a major étudent leader of
the Nashvi]le sit—iné was asked wh'); tfle students dia not take care of their dwn

finances and build their own relationships with the larger community. She said:
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"We didn't want to be bothered keeping track of moneyv-that was
collected at the rallies and stuff. Ve were just pleased that
NCLC would do that, and would hardle the bookkeeping and all
that trouble that went along with having money. . . Besides, we
were much too busy sitting-in and going to jail and that kind of
thing. There w:asn't really the stability of a bookkeeper, for
instance. We didn't want to be bothered with deveioping that kind
of stabilify. .. We were very pleésed to form this alliance with
" NCLC who would sponsor the rallies and coordinate the community
support among the adults and keep track of the money, wkile we
sat-in and--well, it took all our time, and we were really totally .
immersed ir it. My day would sometimes start--well we'd have
meetings in the morning at six o'clock, before classes, and work
steady to extremely late at nigh-t, organizing the sit-ins, getting
publicity out to.the students that we were having a sit-in, and .
where and what time we would meet. Convincing heople, and talking |
to people, calming people's fears, going to class. at the same time.
It was a really busy, busy time for all of the people on the Central
Committee. e were trying to teach nonviolence, ﬁxaintain order
among a large, large number of people. That was about all we could

handle" (D. Bevel, 1978).

Students are ideal for protest activities. Usually they do ﬁot have families to
support, employer's rules and dictates to follow, and crystallized ideas as to ighat is
‘impossible' and ‘'unrealistic'. Students have free time- and boundless energy to pursue
causes they consider worthwhile and i-mperative (Lipset .'and Wolin, 1965:3; McCarthy
and Zald, 1973:10). Thus, black stuglent demonstrators --engaged .in protest
demonstrations continuously. Nevertheless, a one-sided focus on the students divert.;z
attention from the larger community which had undergone considerable radicalization.

Speaking of the adults, James Pevel, a student organizer of the MNashville sit-ins,

remarked:
"But when you talk to each individual, they talked just like we
talked--the students. They had jobs and they were adults. But

hasically, their position would be just like ours. They played
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different roles because they were in different--they had to relate

- based on where they were in the community" (Tevel, 1978).

_ The militant adults of the NCLC 6rganizéd the mil%tant blac!',.cor'ruhr‘m'nity", to support
__the militant student ;e.it~in mc;vement. 8

Once the movement began, NCLC instituted weekly z;n'd sometimes t;laily mass

meetings in'the churché_s. Rev. Smith recalled: o _
' "Sometimes we had thém more than once a week if we needed to.. -
When fhings were really hot we called a meeting at eight o'clock
in the morning. We'd call one for t\-velve that day, twelve noon,
~ and the place would be full. We had what we called our wire service. -
; People got.on telephones, that was our wire service, and - '
they would fill that building. They'd fill that building in .
just a matter of felatively short time" (Smith, 1978).

At these mass meetings, ﬁ)inist&s from across the city turned OVE!: th;e' mbney thaf _
their. respective chuches had donated to thev- movement. Thohéé.ndg of AOliﬁrs w/erei
collected at the .mass meetings 'whil.e. black adults, ministers; and'stu-dent's"sang sﬁch
lyrics as, "Pefore I'd be a slave, I'd rather be buried in my grlav'e.":_ ;!‘hen. too. bundles
of leaflets packed with movement information were giveﬂ to adults at fnass meetings.
They took the leaflets ahd distributed them throughout the blz;ck qo'mmunity.- . -

Thus, we have a concrete example 'ofvh;_:w movements of the oppressed are able
to build internal communication channels through which in’foi-matiop, strafeéiés and
' plansl #re disseminated. From the indigenoﬁs perspecvtive, it is obvious tléét ‘basic
resources such as telephopesj'CB' radios, church pulpits. ba;-bel;shops, beauty saloris, .
taverns, etc., are transformed into important communication channels.  In short,
movements of the oppressed are .able to build their own 'mass media' through the
transformation of pre-exiéting resources.

Contemporary writers have failed to explore the crucial role that indigenously
built 'mass media' play in movements. " This neglect probably stems from the tacit

assumption that movements are spread through the mass media. From our .




42

perspcctive, this assumption is-suspect. TI.'.at is. it failé to take> Molotch's .:(1.979)
iﬁsight into consideration, namely: mass media is an integral part of the power
structure of ruling groups; During' the sit-ins the Southern white power’ strﬁctu_re
attempted to destrov the mo.vei'nent throﬁgh t!_xe media. After> studying every
Southern state where sit-ins occurred, Pbllit (1960) concluded that, "with a>fe1.v
notable exceptions, the press was generélly ;:riticai." In an ex_ceptio-naJ a;céﬁntjof
the Knoxville sit-ins, Proudfoot" (1962:70,: 84) explains hou} the power; stmctt.n'e'reqused
to print anything about the sit-ins. He wrﬁte that bthe neﬁs barrier, "has kept many
-people in Knoxville unaware that sit-ins are even going on.” Lonnnie Kiné and J’uli‘an.
.B.ond, both student leaders of the .Atlanta' sit-ins, reported that the At'la"r_;ta_ Press

refused to print news of the sit-ins (‘King, 19080; Bond, 1980). In lLonnie King's words,
"We were forced to set up our own networks because the white press - :
stopped printing news about the sit-ins. They did not want us to

know that sit-ins elsewhere were being successful” (King, 1980).
- Speaking of the role of the press during the Nashville sit-ins, Diane Nash Bevel
recalled that,
Sometimes they would report an event where I was right there,
and I swear, I could not have recognized the event when I read
~it. It was just that distorted” (D. Tevel, 1678).

Against this backdrop, indigenous 'mass media' are crucial in movements of the

‘dominated. Indeed, a political view of the media helps make sense of Gerlach and

Eine's (1970) finding that 'outside media' played an unimportant role in movement

recruitment.

During tke Nashville sit-ins, word went out to the black community not to shop

.f}ov-:ntvown.
 "We didn't organize the boycott. We did not organized the boycott.
" The boycott came about. We don't know how it happened. 1 tell you
| there are a lot of little mystical elerents in there, little spots

that defy rational explanation. . . Now. we promoted it. We adopted




it. Put we did not sit down ore dav and organize a boycott. . .
ninety-nine percent of the blachk people in this community staved
awvav from downtown during the hnvcott. It was a fantastic thing--

successful. It was fantastically successful.” {Smith, 1078).
This quote seems to breathe life into classical collective behavior theory.

Yet the boycott was largely corganized by NCLC. According to Revel, Dr.
ivian Fenderson, who was head of Fisk University's economic department and a

member cof NCLC, played a kev role in the boycott because:
"Vivian Henderson was basically responsible for calling
the bovcot. He got up at a mass meeting and said, 'at
least what we could do to support students, if we've got
any decency, we can just stop paying bills and just don't
shop until this thing is resolved.” A very iﬁdignant type
of speech he made. It just caught on. All the bourgeois
women would come to the meeti-ng, and they just got on the
phone and called up everybody. all the doctor's wives and
things. They just got on the phone and called 300 or 400
people and told them don't shop downtown. Finally there
was just a total boycott downtown. There would be no black

people downtown at all" (Bevel, -1978).
Activists weré stationed downtown to insure that blacks knew not to shop. According
to Rev. Smith, shortly after the bovcott was initiated, merchants beéan coming to his
home wanting to talk. Diane Nash Bevel Sttributed the boycott's effectiveness to
reduced profits during the ﬁaster shopping season. It also changed the merchant's

attitude toward the sit-ins.
"It was interesting the difference that the (bovycott) made
in terms of how the managers were willing to talk with us.
because see'we had talked with the managers of the stores,
We had a meeting at the verv beginning and they had kind
of listened to us politely, and said. '-ell we just can't
do it. We can't desegregate the counters because we will
lose money and that's the end of it.” So. after the

economic withdrawal. thev were eager to talk with us, and
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try to work up some solution” (Nash Bevel, 1978).
Historically the black community has effectively utilized the econo;nic boycott
in numerous conflict situations. Soycotts and picketing remained a central strategy
throughout the student movement. Indeed, the official paper of the Student

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SMCC). The Student Voice of August, 1660.

revealed that economic boycotts iwere usually associated with sit-in demonstrations.
In this connection, it reported that bovcotts were underway in at least nine Southern
cities undergoing sit-ins. By the same token, picketing, which can partly be an
economic form of protest, was being carried out ir at least ten other Southerr cities

(The Student Voice, August, 1960).

It is interesting that contemporary scholars of the Civil Rights movement
(Lipsky. 1968; Hubbard, 1968; Oberschall. 1973; McCarthy and Zald, 1973; Garrow,
1978: McAdam, 1979) have failed to analyze the strategic role that the economic

boycotts played in the movement. This oversight is not a result of a lack of data.

Luper (1979) and Proudfoot(1962) have given excellect accounts of the economic

- boycotts associated with their sit-ins. The Southern Regional Council's study (1960)

of the sit-ins which most scholars quote, reports that:
"The Negro potential for economic pressure is great.

The New York Times (February 19) reported the state-

ment of an S.H. Kress executive that business in some
of the affected stores has dropped 15-18%. Other

reports have said that a variety store in Chatlottg has
had a 65% drop in business, and a Greensboro store is

down 35%. The Wall Street Journal reported that

Negro expenditures in Charlotte are estimated at

$150 million annually" (Southern Regional Council.
1960:xi).

Again in 1961, the Southern Regioral Council's study of the sit-ins reported that,
*The economic hoycott. a natural by-product of

reluctance to buy where not served, soon cmerged
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as a powerful--and successful--means of achieving
equal facilities and equal treatment” (Southern

Regional Council, 1961:1).

Thus, indigenous resources that were extremely valuable to the white power
structure were withheld until movement goals were accomplished. These economic
boycotts w.ere the products of complicated organizational efforts. Indeed, in some

places blacks en masse even returned credit cards to segregated stores. Nevertheless,

writers employing "outside" perspectives on movements such as Lipsky (1968) argued

that, "the essence of political protest consist of activating third parties to participate
in ways favorable to protest goals.” In this view, movements of thé pogverless are
doomed to failure if they are unable to attra'ct critical outside assistance. 'In the
present paper, evidence has been presented which suggests that theories of social
movement still have much fruit to bear by focussing oﬁ the basic confrontation
between the insurgent groups and the opposition.

In early 1960 the white power structure of Nashville was forced to desegregate
a number of privéte establishments and public transportation facilities. SNCC's

Student Voice reported that in Nashville:

"A long series of negotiations followed the
demonstrations, and on May 10, 6 downtown stores
integrated their lunch counters. Since this time
others have followed suit, and some stores have
hired Neéroes in positions other than those of
menial workers for the first time" (Student Voice,
August, 1960).

Daily demonstrations by hundreds of students refusing to accept bond so that they

could be released from jail. coupled witk tke boycott. gave the dominated the upper
hand in the conflict situation. Careful organization and planning was the hallmark of
the Nashville sit-ir movement.

Conclusions
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Employing an incdigenous perspective I have arrived at an interpretation of the
sit-in movement which departs from previous analyses. Scholars of the sit-in
movement (LLomax, 1962; Zinn, 1964; Matthews and Prothro, 1966; Xillian, 1968; Meier
and Rudwick, 1973; Oberschall. 1973: Piven &d Cloward, 1977) have persistently
neglected to explore the central role that indigenous social organization in general,
and formal movement oréanizations in particular played in the emergence and
development of the sit-in movement. In these writings. organization is portrayed as
an "after-the-fa__ct" accretion on student spontaneity. Indeed, the dominant view is
that SCI.C, CORE, NACCP and adult leaders of the black comxﬁunity rushed into a
dynamic campus movement seeking to enhance Fheir statue by getting on the student
bandwagon. The analysis presented in this paper argues that these organizational and
community forces were at the core of the sit-in movement from the very beginning.
We go even further by arguing that these organizational forces which became
consolidated following the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott, provided the base and

resources that made the sit-in movement possibie. The community organizing which
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occurred between 1955-60 seemed to have produced and developed the movement

rather than serving as a fnere situational trigger. This finding that organizations
played a key role in the sit-ins is consistent with resource mobilizat;on's stress oﬁ the
role that organizations play in collective action (Oberschall, 1973; Freeman, 1973;
McCarthy and Zald, 1973; Gamson, 1975%; Ti-lly, 1978; McAdam, 1979). By the same
token, the analysis presented here is inconsistent with classical collective behavior
theory (Lebon., 189€¢: Parks and Burges, 1921; Blumer. 1946; Turner and Killian, 1957;
Lang and Lang, 1961; Smelser, 1963). That is, the sit-ins appeared to have been
fueled by spontaneity and contagion. NMNevertheless, this analysis has shov'n these

assumptions to be incorrect.

]




The analysis put forth here presents a fundamental challenge to the thesis put

forth by writers (Hubbard, 1968; Lipsky, 1¢68; Marx and Useem. 197!; icCarthy and
Zald, i973: Oberschall, 1973) that clairm the Civil Rights movement was dependent on
outside resources, elites, courts. organizers, Morthern white liberals, mass media, and
the federal government. By utilizing an indigenous perspective, I have shown how a

boweriess group was able to bhuild its own movement by: !) transforming pre-existing

resources into power resources, 2) creating loca! movement centers capable of.

initiating and sustaining concrete instances of collective action. and 3) building an
indigenous polifical hase through which widespread collective action (sit-ins) was
rapidly disseminated and coordinated.

In my view the timing of the sit-ins ca.n be expalined by taking into é_ccount
the indigerous political base that had taken hold in the black community by 1960.
This ba.se‘ nurtured and sustained the movement and made it possible for the
Greensboro sit-ins to become the unique link in a long chain of previous sit-ins.

Finally, it is believed that the central concepts presented (i.e. transformation of
pre-existing indigenous resources, local movement centers, and indigenous political
base) have generalizability. For example Alidoost-Khaybari (1981) ‘has presented a
strikingly similar analysis of mobilization and development of tl;e 1978-9 Iranian
revolution. It also is believed that various college campuses during the student
movement of the 1960's and 1970's can usefully be conceptualized as local ﬁnovement
centers that served as the concrete micro-structures that gave vitality to the white
student movement. Similarly, it is suspected that the timing of innovations such as
sit-ins and teach-ins of the white student movement can be explained bv examining
the indigenous political base built by student activists.

In this paper an important social movement of the 1960's has been analyzed to

show the difference that an indigenous perspective makes.
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FOOTNOTES

lIt should be pointed out here ;hat to appreciéte'the volﬁme 6£“protest acti&if&-'
engendered by the sit—ins,rit is necessary to note that fhe total nuﬁber of cities
(69) refers only to those citieé having sit-ins, and nbt'té fhe_acfual day—to—day.
demohstrations. The acfu;l numbers of sit-in demonstrations.during these first:

two months ran into the hundreds if not thousands.’

2Morris, Aldon, "Origin of the Civil Rights Movement: An Indigemous Perspéctive"r

1980. Free Preés.

3King papers at Boston University; SCLC papers at the Southern Christian: Leadership
Conference headquartered in Atlanta; Rev. Kelly Miller Smith's papers housed at 

First Baptist Church of Nasﬁville.

4All of the King papers at Boston University were examined.  A11 of SCLC's files
in Atlanta were examined. The portion of Rev. Smith's papers &ealing.with the

sit-ins were examined.

slt'is suspected that further research will reveal that sit-ins occurred in more

than these fifteen cities between 1957 and 1960.

6It could 1égitimately be érgued that outside resources weie geﬁtrai to theée

early sitQiné, given that in some cases CORE'was.involved._ However, it seemé‘
that the emerging biack direct action organizations of the late 1950;5 and tﬁé »
church served as a resource base for CORE. Thus, CORE ﬁhich was very(sméil.at"
the time, "'piggybacked" on indigenous resources of the blackzcommunity. Elsewhere.
(1980), I have presented supporting data for this afgumené. .Meier and Rudwic#'s

account of early Core suggests a similar conclusion.

7It is not claimed here that every city we have identified as part of a particular

cluster is not actually part of another cluster(s). We are simply making the basic -



assumption that the probability that shared coordination and organization of the
sit-ins is high if two or more cities within a 75-mile radius had sit-ins within

a two week period. Our data and analysis confirms this-assumption in many instances.
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TABLE 1

Number of cities with sit-ins
and related protest activities
during February and March, 1980,
by state. R :

NUMBER OF CITIES WITH SIT-INS AND
RELATED PROTEST ACTIVITIES DURING
FEBRUARY AND MARCH, 1960

-
o

North Carolina

Florida

[
[

Virginia
South Carolina
Texas .
Tennessee
Alabama
Georgia

West Virginia
Louisiana
Arkansas
Maryland

Ohio

HoH OH NN RNN S & LSO

Kentucky

*Source: Southern Regional Council. "The Student Protest Movement,
Winter 1960".- SRC-13, April 1, 1960 (revised)




TABLE 11

Clusters of cities with sit-ins and related
activities occuring during February and
March, 1960, number of days between sit-ins
within cluster, and maximum number of miles
(approximate) between farthest two cities
within the cluster.

Cluster of Cities Humber of days Maximum number
. between sit-ins | of miles between
N=41 , within cluster farthest two
: ' cities within
cluster -
Fayetteville, Raleigh, N.C. 1 day 50 miles
Tampa, St. Petersburg,.Sarasota, Fla. 2 days : 50 miles
Montgomery, Tuskegee, Ala. 2 days 25 miles
Florence, Sumter, Columbia, S.C. 2 days 70 miles
Austin, San Antonio; Tx. 2 days 75 miles
Salisbury, Shelby, N.C. 2 days o 60 miles
Wilmington, New Berm, N.C. 2 days | 75 miles
. Concord, Charlotte, N.C., Rock Hill, S.C. 3 days _ . 50 miles
Durham, High Point, Winston-Salem, N.C. 3 days | 75 miles
.Chapel Hill, Henderson,; N.C. 3 days . 50 miles
Jacksonville, St. Augustine, Fla. 3 days 40 miles
Charleston, Orangeburg, Denmark, S.C. 4 daYs - 70 miles
Sanford, Orlando, Daytona Beach, Fla. 5 days 54 miles.
Houston, Galveston, Tx. 6 days 65 miles’
Richmond, Petersburg, Va. ~7 days - 30 miles
‘Hampton, Norfolk, Portsmouth, Newport News,

Suffolk, Va. 11 days 35 miles

Compiled from: Southern Regional Council. "The Student Protest Mbvement, Winter,'
1960." SRC-13 (April 1, 1960)




TABLE III

Number and percentage of cities having _
sit-ins and related activities in February
and March, 1960, by geographic region.

Geographic Region -
Month Deep South#* Southeastern Non-South**#* Total
' & Border : -
States**.
February, 1960 s 28 | 0 33
(15%)R (85%)R o (48%)
(19%)C - (67%)C :
March, 1960 21 . 14 1 36
(58%)R : (397)R - (3%)R (52%)
(81%)cC (33%)C (100%)C
Total 26 42 1 69
(38%) - (61%) (1%) - (100%)

*Deep South states: Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Texas,  Arkansas, Louisiana

**Southeastern and Border states: South Carolina, Virginia, Tennessee, Maryland,
: Kentucky, North Carolina, West Virginia

#%*Non-South state: Ohio

Compiled from: Southern Regional Council. "The Student Protest Movement, Winter
1960," SRC-13 (April 1, 1960)



