
CHAPTER 25

Women and Civil Rights: A 
Personal Reflection

Mary Elizabeth King

BACKGROUND

In 1838, when the Antislavery Convention of American Women adopted 
a policy of using sit-ins and protest rides to resist slavery in the United 
States (Mabee, 1970, p. 115), it underlined the importance of refusing to 
cooperate with that cruel and inhumane system and foreshadowed the 
crucial role of women in the U.S. civil rights movement more than a cen-
tury later.

A fundamental issue in the history of political thought that underlies 
nonviolent struggles is an appreciation that oppressive rulers, regimes, 
and systems require at least some complicity of the oppressed. In practice 
this is complex, and in theory oversimplified, yet it is at the core of the use 
of noncooperation—which is how people power manifests itself. Resis-
tance was characteristic during the centuries when the trade in human 
cargo brought enchained Africans to the United States. At no time was 
there an absence of individual or group resistance or refusal to cooperate. 
Nonviolent movements fought to end slavery on both sides of the Atlantic. 
In Britain, the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade, formed in 1787 
to coordinate a national campaign, preceded the American efforts, such 
that 100,000 throughout Britain signed abolitionist petitions in 1787–1788 
(Tilly and Wood, 2009, p. 150).

By the early twentieth century, from 1919 to 1955, a great interchange 
was taking place between individual African Americans and participants 
in the nonviolent independence struggles of the Indian subcontinent, at 
a time of ocean voyages and well before the emergence of Martin Luther 
King Jr. For nearly four decades, particularly in the 1930s, concepts of 
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resistance and noncooperation traveled 12,000 miles in a great historical 
interaction, until World War II made sea travel difficult. As historian Sudar-
shan Kapur shows, black leaders journeyed to India and formed personal 
relationships with individuals working alongside Mohandas K. Gandhi, 
while notable Indians visited the United States to lecture and build links 
with a nascent civil rights movement. Pockets of the U.S. black community 
became well informed about the Indian struggles, as knowledge of basic 
theory and methods of nonviolent action percolated into African American 
communities (Kapur, 1992).

As of the 1950s in Alabama’s capital, Montgomery, the black women’s 
political caucus had for three years been planning a citywide action against 
the indignities of a racially segregated bus system. When on December 1, 
1955, Rosa Parks (Figure 25.1) was arrested for refusing to give up her 
bus seat to a white man, Jo Ann Robinson, an instructor at the local black 
college, and the women’s caucus moved their plan into action. The result-
ing Montgomery Bus Boycott would last 381 days and become one of the 
two most salient transformative events of what was coalescing into the 
U.S. civil rights movement, in the sense of representing a climactic turn-
ing point that increased the breadth of mobilization. The influence of the 
bus boycott was of far greater magnitude than its exertion of one method 
against one system of one city. Its success, upheld by the Supreme Court 
on December 17, 1956, in a landmark decision that segregation on Mont-
gomery’s buses was unconstitutional, persuaded black onlookers across 
the South who were closely following the campaign, that nonviolent direct 
action could be effective and practical. Observing what had occurred in 
Montgomery, they concluded that this was the most important develop-
ment for African Americans since the Civil War and the 1863 Emancipa-
tion Proclamation, and that it must be repeated (Lawson, 2013–2014).

The other transformative watershed was the Southern student sit-in 
movement, prompted by the nonviolent direct action taken on February 
1, 1960, by four black students at North Carolina Agricultural and Techni-
cal State University, in Greensboro. They decided to seek lunch counter 
service, and, when refused, they remained in place to accept the conse-
quences. Unheard of until the start of the Greensboro sit-ins, students in 
other places were already preparing themselves for action. The Nashville 
Christian Leadership Conference, the first affiliate of the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference (SCLC), established in 1957 by the Reverend 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. after Montgomery’s success, had in winter 1958 
and spring 1959 begun nonviolent direct action targeted at discrimination 
in downtown Nashville restaurants and stores. Throughout autumn 1959, 
the Reverend Dr. James M. Lawson Jr. led weekly Monday evening ses-
sions, instructing students from the city’s institutions of higher learning 
toward a profound understanding of what it means to take nonviolent 
action and guiding them in the development of strategy and discipline. 
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He systematically analyzed with them the Gandhian theories and tech-
niques in which he had immersed himself during three years in India. 
The students, fortified by local clergy, launched several test cases and used 
small sit-ins for practice and role playing. Lawson’s workshops continued 
for several months before the news broke from Greensboro. When a tele-
phone call from North Carolina notified him of those events, 75 Nashville 
students were ready and moved to action, with Diane Nash their leader 
(King, 2002, pp. 187–193).

Student sit-ins swept across the Southern states (except for Mississippi). 
Within two months, thousands of students were sitting in at lunch coun-
ters in nearly 75 cities. Newspaper reports of sit-ins in far-flung cities 
produced an effect of ubiquity and synchronization as they blazed across 
the region. By year’s end, approximately 70,000 young people, primar-
ily black, had sat in, along with an increasing number of whites. Some 
3,600 were imprisoned (King, 2002, pp. 134–137). Silently and speedily, 

Rosa Parks’s refusal to give up her bus seat to a white man, in keeping with the 
law, was uncommon, but was not, as many suppose, impulsive. As noted below, in 
summer 1955, Parks attended what was then the Highlander Folk School, a training 
institute for trade-union organizers in Monteagle, Tennessee. Thus, four months 
before her refusal to cooperate with Montgomery’s legally segregated bus system, 
she had learned the basics of nonviolent action, including civil disobedience.
(Ida Berman photo. Used by permission of Karen Berman)

Figure 25.1
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the signs demarcating “Whites Only” began coming down, without news 
conferences or announcements in an intentional tactic to avoid triumphal-
ism. Eventually in more than 100 Southern cities, discrete student sit-in 
campaigns against segregated lunch counters became the prows for local 
struggles of civil resistance. The sit-ins provided magnitude of reach and 
built a regional base for the civil rights movement, whose mobilization 
eventually involved tens of thousands, in what would become a move-
ment of movements. In April 1960, Ella Baker (considered below) brought 
together the leaders of the disparate Southern sit-in campaigns, which 
gave rise to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pro-
nounced “snick”). It was explicitly formed to coordinate among the lead-
ers of disparate sit-in campaigns. SNCC would provide a mass base and 
South-wide reach, materially entwining a web for a regional mass move-
ment, based in Atlanta. Through its Friends of SNCC groups in key North-
ern cities, countless more individuals across the United States were able to 
support cascading mid-century correctives of egregious historic wrongs.

SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT

In 1995 Betty Friedan in my hearing told a group of scholars and acade-
micians in Washington, D.C., at the Woodrow Wilson Center of the Smith-
sonian Institution, that “the ideology of the 1960s civil rights movement 
was to keep women barefoot and pregnant.”1 Other accounts of SNCC 
have described women as obsequiously fetching coffee for men or scrub-
bing clean the “freedom houses.” These reports are, frankly, unrecogniz-
able to me, as someone who worked for SNCC for four years in Danville, 
Virginia; Atlanta, Georgia; and Jackson, Mississippi.

Although we learned how to laugh at our mistakes and find humor in 
small doses, little was amusing about the circumstances. A September 1961 
murder in Mississippi would affect the forms of civil rights organizing 
in that state. The Reverend Herbert Lee, a leader of the SNCC-supported 
voter registration drive in Amite County, Mississippi, was killed by E. H. 
Hurst, a white Mississippi state legislator. Louis Allen, a witness willing 
to testify to Lee’s murder, was shot dead in January 1964. The second kill-
ing solidified the resolve of Robert Moses, SNCC’s Mississippi director, to 
organize a statewide attempt to confront the country’s most degenerate 
stranglehold of racism and white vigilante violence toward blacks, and to 
focus national attention particularly on the need for federal intervention.

Moses and David Dennis of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) 
created the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), an umbrella 
organization comprised of the local black leadership of all the civil rights 
organizations working in the state, including the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People, the SCLC, and others. With unity a 
critical element of organizing that might confront the extensive and delib-
erate violence against black citizens, COFO inventively brought together 
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all the human wealth and organizational resources that could be assem-
bled in Mississippi, presenting a cooperative front for what would become 
the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer. Enlarging the scale and magnitude 
of our efforts, we recruited more than 1,000 young, often white students 
from Northern colleges, clergy, lawyers, and physicians and nurses from 
across the United States to serve as volunteers. In all, 1,500 staff and vol-
unteers labored in project offices across the state. Hundreds of student 
volunteers acted as teachers in 38 freedom schools, working with more 
than 3,000 students throughout the summer. Seeking to reach into all of 
the state’s 82 counties, in addition to freedom schools the summer project 
entailed some 30 voter registration projects, the building or reconstruction 
of almost 20 community centers, and the development of a parallel politi-
cal party, the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP).

On June 21, the start of Freedom Summer, law officers in Neshoba 
County murdered three civil rights workers: James Chaney, a local black 
CORE volunteer, and Mickey Schwerner and Andrew Goodman, two 
young white men from New York who had been COFO volunteers.2

This tragedy, rather than setting us back, caused us to intensify our 
work. Midway through the summer, the emphasis on voter registration 
shifted to “Freedom Registration,” an effort to enlist registrants for the 
infant, alternative MFDP, chaired by Lawrence Guyot. In August, millions 
watched as Fannie Lou Hamer, a sharecropper who emerged as an icon 
for the movement, testified on the challenge by the MFDP to the seating 
of the all-white regular Mississippi delegation at the Democratic Party’s 
national convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey. The MFDP had elected 
its own 68 delegates but was offered only two at-large seats, which the 
delegates refused. The dismay and discouragement of local people and 
staff ran deep in response to the meager proffer.

Following the momentous events of Freedom Summer and uncer-
tainties about the future, with the murders of our three fellow workers, 
SNCC’s executive secretary James Forman suggested that any of our 200 
staff persons could write a position paper, basically concerning SNCC’s 
future, to be shared and discussed at a staff retreat at Waveland, on the 
Mississippi coast. In November 1964, Casey Hayden (Sandra Cason) and 
I drafted a “position paper” with contributions from other women with 
whom we had been conversing. Scores of papers were written and submit-
ted, addressing questions and doubts about the future. At the core, Casey 
and I were asking if SNCC’s ideal of leadership might not also mean that 
the issues of women should be among the concerns of the larger move-
ment. We submitted the paper anonymously, with no pride of authorship, 
yet we were concerned about a response of derision and ridicule. To an 
extent this says something about the environment of SNCC, but it also 
speaks about us and the times. Growing out of the ferment of discussions 
among women working in Mississippi, it had a semi-facetious tinge and 
was titled “The Position of Women in SNCC.”
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One evening at Waveland, about a dozen of the SNCC staff gathered on 
a pier with a gallon of wine. Stokely Carmichael had the previous summer 
been called “Stokely Starmichael,” because his personality was that of a natu-
ral luminary, and he began a long, drawn out, hilarious monologue, starting 
out by making fun of himself and “Trinis” (his family was from Trinidad). 
He cracked jokes about black Mississippians and made fun of one group 
after another. Finally, he turned to the staff meetings and position papers. 
The nameless submission was no longer anonymous. Stokely looked at me, 
grinned, and said, “What is the position of women in SNCC?” Answering 
himself, he responded, “The position of women in SNCC is prone!” He guf-
fawed; we held our sides with laughter; his funny, ribald comment drew us 
all closer together. With  his characteristically self-deprecating humor, we felt 
that he was making fun of himself and some of his own attitudes. (Casey and 
I felt and continue to feel that Stokely was one of the most positively respon-
sive men at the time that the anonymous paper first appeared in 1964.)3

Somehow, in 1970, when Robin Morgan’s book Sisterhood Is Powerful 
appeared, it attributed this paper on women to Ruby Doris Smith Robinson 
(Morgan, 1970, p. xxiv). While the document had resulted from efferves-
cent discussion in the company of many women working in Mississippi, 
Ruby Doris was the spirited and respected administrator in Atlanta and 
not in these talks. In the main Atlanta office, however, she had earlier in 
1964 participated in a humorous “sit-in” by five SNCC women includ-
ing herself—Mildred Forman, Judy Richardson, Bobbi Yancy, and this 
author—outside the cubicle of James Forman, SNCC’s executive secretary. 
Richardson’s hand-drawn sign read “Unfair,” and Robinson’s said “No 
more work til justice.” It is a tribute to the deep bonds that we felt for each 
other that such lighthearted assertions could be comically made, which 
nonetheless contained some elements of truth.

Although the referent for Stokely’s droll phrase were position papers 
that any member of SNCC staff could submit, curious accounts have 
rebounded, about which more will be said (King, 1987, pp. 448–452). With-
out attempting to verify the facts with any of the firsthand witnesses who 
were on the wharf at Waveland and are still alive, Morgan’s book misre-
ported the remark and treated it as a forthright comment under the section 
of her book called “Know Your Enemy.” Having misattributed the paper to 
Ruby Doris  she alleged that the document was “laughed at and dismissed” 
(Morgan, 1970, p. xxiv), which was only partially true. So entrenched did 
these misperceptions become that 17 years later, when Juan Williams of 
The Washington Post reviewed my book Freedom Song: A Personal Story of the 
1960s Civil Rights Movement, he said, “She downplays Carmichael’s com-
ment as a joke, as if she expects us to believe that Carmichael meant it that 
way, or that it was taken as such” (Williams, 1987). Williams is not the only 
one who has wanted to believe that it was a serious statement.4

Some laughed at us then, but they do not chortle today. Social change 
related to gender issues has been rapid in the United States, and the levels 
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of self-disclosure changed so swiftly in the United States so that it became 
easier for men to say, as civil rights leader Andrew Young told me more 
than once in the 1980s, “Women ought to know exactly how reluctant men 
are to share power with them in anything more than a symbolic way.”

WHERE, THEN, IS THE TRUTH?

Transformative events and social movements have long tended to cre-
ate political space for further mobilizations, often with new constituen-
cies. The U.S. civil rights movement stimulated and encouraged other 
groups to galvanize, such as those working against the war in Vietnam 
and in the embryonic environmental preservation movement. Funda-
mental forces in American political struggle were being unleashed by 
the organizing taking place in the 1960s civil rights movement, includ-
ing acceleration of pressures for addressing women’s claims for rights. 
The consciousness, awareness, and status of women in the United States 
and beyond would be affected, and a transcultural movement for wom-
en’s liberation would coalesce. The movement has been nonhierarchi-
cal, leaderless, emancipatory, and emphasizes self-help by empowering 
women to make their own change. A volcanic outpouring of works on 
the nature of knowledge and its methods, as it pertains to gender, has 
resulted. The entire subject of politics has been affected by this search. 
The field of gender studies would in three decades become transcendent 
and cross-cutting, presenting challenges and critiques to virtually every 
area of human activity.

On the other hand, the truth is, also, that women can be guilty of com-
plicity in questioning the worthiness of other women, as Betty Friedan 
was dismissive of women when she misspoke of “the ideology of the civil 
rights movement” as keeping women barefoot and pregnant. Nothing 
could be further from the truth.

The number of capable women organizing within the broad contours 
of the civil rights movement could not be counted. Rosa Parks had pre-
pared herself for refusing to cooperate with racist bus system regulations, 
when she attended Highlander Folk School in Monteagle, Tennessee, dur-
ing summer 1955. At this center for training labor organizers, she had 
learned the fundamentals of direct action and civil resistance, and also 
met for the first time whites who were concerned about racial injustice. 
Ruby Doris Smith Robinson had urged that the 1961 Freedom Rides 
continue when CORE and the Kennedy administration wanted them to 
cease due to the danger. Diane Nash was the leader of the Nashville stu-
dent sit-in campaign, chosen by consensus because of the confidence in 
her judgment vested by her fellow Nashville organizers. To name a few 
others, Anne Braden, descendant of early Anglo-Saxon settlers of Ken-
tucky, was, with her husband Carl, the moving force behind the Southern 
Conference Education Fund. Dorothy Cotton joined the staff of SCLC in  
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1960 and, along with Andrew Young, was part of its Citizenship Educa-
tion Program. Gloria Richardson led the movement on the Eastern Shore 
of Maryland. Dorie and Joyce Ladner—sisters who grew up in Palmers 
Crossing,  Mississippi—were among the earliest black women in Missis-
sippi to become involved in what we called simply “the movement.” Jean 
Wheeler, daughter of one of the famed Tuskegee Airmen, was a field sec-
retary and traveled by herself visiting campuses in Virginia and Tennessee 
to share the movement’s goals. Other outstanding women staff organizers 
or leaders included Fay Bellamy, Amelia Boynton, Margaret Burnham, 
Connie Curry, Elaine DeLott, Theresa del Pozzo, Doris Derby, L. C. Dorsey, 
Betty Garman, Prathia Hall, Ruth Howard, Janet Jemmott, June Johnson, 
Lorne Kress, Dorothy Miller, Helen O’Neal, Annelle Ponder, Bernice 
Johnson Reagon, Dona Richards, Gloria Richardson, Judy Richardson, 
Gwen Robinson, Constancia Romilly, Emmie Schrader, Euvester Simpson, 
Muriel Tillinghast, Brenda Travis, Maria Varela, and Cynthia Washington.

I knew such honorable and capable women by the gross. Betty Friedan 
apparently did not know them. She was not there. Nor did she mention the 
civil rights movement in her 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique. Or maybe 
she knew that they were there, but wanted to emphasize only superfi-
cial, flippant emanations. Regrettably for the larger issues involved, when 
Friedan did take the opportunity to frame the coalescing women’s move-
ment, she failed to understand the significance of the civil rights move-
ment in preparing countless of its women participants for what would 
become the women’s liberation movement.

The truth is that the civil rights movement gave training, experience, 
seasoning, and proficiencies to the women who participated in it. In many 
instances it provided the very first nurturing of leadership skills for girls 
and women. Ideologically, it was profoundly committed to female par-
ticipation in the struggle, which was localized, decentralized, and orga-
nized around the specific needs of different communities. There was no 
“women’s wing” or women’s auxiliary. When Lawrence Guyot and others 
in the MFDP decided to conduct a mock ballot in autumn 1964 as part of 
another challenge to the regular all-white Democratic congressional del-
egation, and to demonstrate the fervency with which Mississippi black 
people wanted to have a voice, the alternative political party chose for its 
candidates Fannie Lou Hamer in the Second Congressional District, Annie 
Devine in the Third District, and Victoria Jackson Gray in the Fifth District. 
In other words, in three out of Mississippi’s five congressional districts, 
the MFDP chose to put a woman on the parallel ballot.

Truth, however, is often nuanced and rarely simple. Thus, we must also 
say that while the movement, particularly in the Mississippi Delta, was in 
some ways ahead of the rest of the country in capturing and nourishing 
women’s leadership at the grass roots, it, too, was a product of a larger 
society. It also reflected ingrained patterns of the diminishment of women. 
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Many women accepted these standards, particularly when they repre-
sented matters of style, culture, and custom.

Ella J. Baker (Figure 25.2) believed that women often had learned to play 
their largely supportive roles in churches. She was an adviser to Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. and to SCLC before she became SNCC’s senior adviser. A 
brilliant and dignified figure who never raised her voice, she staunchly 
believed that social change could best proceed by the strengthening of 
local leadership. The effects of her influence have still to be evaluated fully 
through historical analysis.5 Yet it can be said without doubt that the depth 
of her thought on the question of leadership was such that she influenced 
everyone who worked for SNCC.

Septima Poinsette Clark (Figure 25.3), from Charleston, South Carolina, 
whose father was a slave and mother a laundress, ran citizenship train-
ing programs for SCLC. Although she enunciated little about women dur-
ing the years of the movement, she would later speak emphatically about 
the leadership style of Dr. King and the deprecating views of some men 
toward women:

I thought that you develop leaders as you go along, and as you develop these 
people, let them show forth their development by leading. . . . I think that there is 
something among the Kings that makes them feel that they are kings, and so you 
don’t have a right to speak. You can work behind the scenes all you want. That’s 
all right. But don’t come forth and try to lead. That’s not the kind of thing they 
want. . . .

Ella Baker speaking during the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party Challenge, 
Atlantic City, NJ, 1964. 
(George Ballis photo. Used by permission.)

Figure 25.2
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Like other black ministers, Dr. King didn’t think too much of the way women 
could contribute. But working in a movement, he changed the lives of so many 
people that it was getting to the place where he would have to see that women are 
more than sex symbols. . . . I see this as one of the weaknesses of the civil rights 
movement, the way the men looked at women. (Clark, 1986, pp. 4, 73, 78, 79)

Looking back over the 1960s struggle for racial justice in the United 
States, it is evident that men were usually the spokespersons and often the 
public orators. Women, however, were the central driving force. They were 
effective planners, organizers, enablers, and mobilizers. Nevertheless, an 
exceptional woman such as Septima Clark, who contributed to each phase 
of the complex, multiphase stages of the movement, has been overlooked 
or forgotten. This omission is partly due to an overwhelmingly male bias 
in the larger society. It is also a function of the normative culture of histori-
ography: men tend to emphasize the parts played by males.

In speaking of this phenomenon, Septima Clark said, “In stories about 
the civil rights movement you hear mostly about the black ministers. But 

Septima Poinsette Clark (center), leading Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference citizenship training, Sea Islands, South Carolina, with Bernice 
Robinson standing. Many associate the actions and events of the U.S. civil rights 
movement as entailing public processions and street demonstrations. Yet the more 
significant toil was the laborious, one-to-one literacy preparations for registering to 
vote, encouraging the taking of action despite dangers, development of confidence 
in joining others, and actual planning for campaign strategies and methods.
(Ida Berman photo. Used by permission of Karen Berman)

Figure 25.3
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if you talk to the women who were there, you’ll hear another story. I think 
the civil rights movement would never have taken off if some women 
hadn’t started to speak up” (Clark, 1986, p. 83).

Furthermore, “I used to feel that women couldn’t speak up,” Clark 
recalled.

I grew up with the idea that women didn’t have a word to say. But later on, I found 
out that women had a lot to say, and what they had to say was really worthwhile. I 
changed my mind about women being quiet when they had something to say. . . . In 
the late [nineteen-] fifties and sixties in the United States there was a tremendous 
upheaval for women. They gained success and recognition. Before that, it was dif-
ficult for any woman in the U.S. to be recognized for her intellectual ability. 
For black women, the problem was twofold: being a woman and being black. 
(Clark, 1986, p. 82)

 In her view, “It took fifty years for women, black and white, to learn to 
speak up. I had to learn myself, so I know what a struggle it was” (Clark, 
1986, p. 82).

Half a century. Doesn’t this say something about the speed of social change? 
Wasn’t Septima Clark suggesting that women themselves had accepted a type 
of social and political muzzling? Wasn’t she saying that no one is going to 
grant authority, that women themselves have to seek it? Was she not suggest-
ing that change takes place internally as much as it does externally? She was, 
I believe, also implying that part of the struggle is for personal power—the 
power that resides in the crevices of our hearts and minds.

Still, there’s another angle. Whether staff or local, the women with whom 
I worked in the movement were often less preoccupied with the stuff of 
status than were their male counterparts. The influence that women were 
accorded or the height of their profile seemed less important to them than 
getting the job done. And then there was the sheer weight of dispropor-
tionate responsibilities in the home for local women.

Certainly it is correct to say that in the 1960s civil rights movement, 
women got no reprieve because of their sex. Instead, “women who were 
even rumored to be part of the movement lost their jobs,” sociologist 
Charles Payne notes.

Every adult woman I interviewed got fired, except for those who quit because they 
expected to get fired. Women were regularly clubbed at demonstrations or beaten 
in jail. The homes of women activists were regularly shot into. Any women in the 
Delta who contemplated joining the early movement had to be aware of all this. 
(Payne 1990, p. 4)

Historically, the efforts to open doors for minorities and women have 
been interwoven, and the quests for women’s and minorities’ rights are 
historically entwined in the American experiment. Women were a dynamic 
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force in the 19th-century abolitionist movement. This is exemplified by 
an incident involving William Lloyd Garrison, who was active in the 
American Anti-Slavery Society. In 1840, Garrison arrived in London, 
England, for the World Anti-Slavery Convention. Having arrived later 
than the rest of the delegation, Garrison was shocked to discover that 
Lucretia Mott and the remainder of the women in the U.S. delegation 
had not been seated. A tempestuous debate had erupted over the issue. It 
was mentioned that the marvelous contributions of the women abolition-
ists in America were appreciated, but did the ladies have to participate? 
Should women’s rights be introduced to an antislavery meeting, an issue 
for which they were not prepared? Would the British keep out half the 
human race from a world meeting? Garrison’s answer was clear enough. He 
and the entire American delegation boycotted the session. Still, they kept 
the issue alive by watching the proceedings from the balcony, refusing to 
participate (Merrill, 1963, pp. 162–168).

Just as women were instrumental in the abolition of slavery, the wom-
en’s suffrage movement of the early 20th century, which gave women the 
vote, in turn took nourishment from the abolitionist movement. Women 
had a major effect, generating popular grassroots force for the mid-20th 
century U.S. struggle for civil rights. Half a century later, part of the mod-
ern women’s movement was sparked from the tinder of women who had 
matured, gained skills, and grown in their political thinking within the 
civil rights movement. They were strengthened and invigorated by the 
ethos and experience of working in a massive social movement for rights 
and justice, in which the profundity of belief and action were intertwined. 
Women who had been immersed in SNCC’s profound democratic philoso-
phy during the years 1960 to 1965 helped to galvanize the activist branch 
of the modern women’s movement, which, as it began to cohere, borrowed 
its tools and vocabulary from the civil rights movement.

Sandra Cason (Casey) and I put pen to paper again, in 1965, still from 
within SNCC. Called “Sex and Caste: A Kind of Memo,” we sent it by mail 
to 40 women who were working in various capacities in the peace and 
freedom movements across the United States. This serious document, 
published in 1966 by Liberation magazine of the War Resisters League, 
became a catalyst for the development of feminist consciousness-raising 
groups in the 1970s and 1980s (Evans, 1980; Rosen, 2000, pp. 57, 98, 100–109). 
Like greenhouses for the cultivation of political thinking, these missives 
contributed to energizing contemporary women’s organizing on a host of 
issues.6

Ella Baker often told me during 1962 and 1963, when I worked beside 
her in Atlanta before joining SNCC staff, how she had traveled alone in 
Mississippi during the long, testing years of the 1940s organizing for the 
NAACP. Jobs, homes, farm tenancies, and lives were lost by those who 
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joined what was a condemned organization. SNCC thus benefited immea-
surably from the wisdom that she accrued as the result of 30 years of unre-
mitting practice organizing everything from workshops to cooperatives, 
all the way from New York City to Mississippi. More than once, Miss 
Baker’s wise advice to SNCC during the early 1960s prevented political 
splits from rending the organization. It was she who impressed upon me 
the concept that the oppressed must define their own freedom—a lesson I 
have tried never to forget.

Miss Baker was clear about the potency of women in civil rights:

The movement of the ’50s and ’60s was carried largely by women, since it came out 
of church groups. It was sort of second nature to women to play a supportive role. 
How many made a conscious decision on the basis of the larger goals, how many 
on the basis of habit pattern, I don’t know. But it’s true that the number of women 
who carried the movement is much larger than that of men. Black women have 
had to carry this role, and I think the younger women are insisting on an equal 
footing. (Baker in Lerner, 1972, p. 351)

Miss Baker (as we always respectfully addressed her) also said she 
didn’t think of herself as a woman—wasn’t self-conscious of herself as a 
woman—which I believe was influential for most of the women who knew 
her in the movement. Instead, Miss Baker revealed the core of her thinking:

I thought of myself as an individual with a certain sense of the need of the people 
to participate in the movement. I have always thought what is needed is the devel-
opment of people who are interested not in being leaders as much as in developing 
leadership among other people. (Baker in Lerner, 1972, p. 352)

This adds an important dimension to our search for truth. Miss Baker 
took the expectation that women ought to be consigned to second-class 
status and turned it upside down. In other words, she took the probability 
of being treated as lower caste and put this likelihood to work to serve 
a larger goal: the enlistment, exaltation, and development of true demo-
cratic leadership. This, she believed, might come from anyone. She knew, 
furthermore, that a sense of one’s own integral power comes first, and that 
not everyone felt secure enough to forgo the limelight or give the gavel to 
others. Hear her words:

I don’t advocate anybody following the pattern I followed, unless they find them-
selves in a situation where they think that the larger goals will be shortchanged 
if they don’t. From the standpoint of the historical pattern of the society, which 
seems to assume that this is the best role for women, I think that certainly the 
young people who are challenging this ought to be challenging it, and it ought to 
be changed. But I also think you have to have a certain sense of your own value, 
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and a sense of security on your part, to be able to forgo the glamor of what the 
leadership role offers. (Baker in Lerner, 1972, p. 352)

As I have ruminated about the meaning of my experiences in SNCC, a 
sense of security or perception of personal power has come to seem more 
important than I had heretofore realized. Over the last 20 years, my work 
has taken me to 120 developing nations—poor, postcolonial  countries—
and more if we count Europe, Scandinavia, or Russia. Yet no one that 
I’ve met on five continents—kings or queens, presidents or premiers, 
sultans or potentates, magnates or government ministers—has expressed 
a stronger consciousness of her personal power than the person on whose 
front steps I used to sit, so that I could listen and learn from her: Fannie 
Lou Hamer (Figure 25.4). The sources of Mrs. Hamer’s resolute strength 
lay deep within her. Despite a background crimped by the poverty of a 
Mississippi Delta upbringing barely removed from the shackles that had 
bound her grandparents in slavery, she was rich spiritually. Her soaring 
spirit moved and magnetized anyone who encountered her. In spite of a 
permanent limp from childhood polio, intensified by the crippling blows 
of a jailhouse beating that almost killed her, she was inherently brave and 
aimed straight for her mark. Nothing intimidated her.

In the Mississippi African American culture that drew no division 
between politics and religion, Mrs. Hamer became the paragon of the 
movement’s song leaders. Once you heard her lead a freedom song or spir-
itual, you could not forget it. Wherever she was, she might feel the surge of 
a freedom song or spiritual and slowly rise to her feet. As her voice began 
quietly, everyone present became concentrated on her, and her voice rose, 
declaring her persuasion and conviction. National television projected her 
forceful authenticity when she testified in 1964 on behalf of the MFDP’s 
Convention Challenge at the Democratic National Convention.7 She elec-
trified the nation, even though President Lyndon Johnson tried to divert 
attention away from her testimony.

The goal of women should be “not to fight to liberate ourselves from 
the men—this is another trick to get us fighting among ourselves—but to 
work together with Black men,” Fannie Lou Hamer said, “and then we 
will have a better chance to just act as human beings, and be treated as 
human beings in our sick society” (Hamer, 1971, p. 613). As Congress-
woman Eleanor Holmes Norton recalled years later, Mrs. Hamer did not 
want to be “liberated from love.8

For Fannie Lou Hamer—as for many women—the hope and desire for 
fulfillment could not be found on a road that led to separation from men. 
She would not have understood what was meant by the Redstockings Mani-
festo statement of the late 1960s radical feminists identifying the agents 
of oppression as men. Nor did she see herself as the “slave of a slave,” 
as some black women feminists phrased it (Beal, 1970, p. 343). Alienation 
from male partners—whether fathers, brothers, or sons—or opposition to 
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men was unthinkable to Mrs. Hamer, who had a different slant: “I’m not 
hung up on this about liberating myself from the Black man, I’m not going 
to try that thing. I got a Black husband, six feet three, two hundred and 
forty pounds, with a [size] 14 shoe, that I don’t want to be liberated from” 
(Hamer, 1970, p. 612).

Mrs. Hamer was philosophical and searched for basic truths; she pon-
dered the meaning of events. For example, she claimed, “I work for the 
liberation of all people, because when I liberate myself, I’m liberating 
other people” (Hamer, 1970, p. 610). She thought about the connections 
between colliding forces, about what her experience showed, as she delib-
erated and drew conclusions. “In the past, I don’t care how poor this white 
woman was, in the South she still felt she was more than us,” Mrs. Hamer 
observed. “In the North, I don’t care how poor or how rich this white 
woman has been, she still felt like she was more than us. But coming to the 
realization of the thing, her freedom is shackled in chains to mine, and she 
realizes for the first time that she is not free until I am free” (Hamer, 1970, 
p. 611). As Bernice Johnson Reagon phrased it, “Mrs. Hamer was and is 
timeless and relentless in her honesty. She insisted that the relationships 
between maids and nursemaids and their employers be a part of any dis-
cussion about sisterhood” (Reagon, 1990, p. 213).

Let’s return to Septima Clark, who once reflected about Virginia 
Foster Durr—the person who amassed the tuition for Rosa Parks to go to 

Fannie Lou Hamer’s leadership in the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party 
brought to national attention the abuses and violations faced by Mississippi’s black 
citizens, when she testified in August 1964 at the Democratic National Convention, 
Atlantic City, NJ, about being beaten and tortured for attempting to register to vote. 
(From a Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party filmstrip, made in winter 1964–1965, by the 
author and others, Tougaloo, Mississippi. Notes for a script to accompany it are found here: 
http://cdm15932.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15932coll2/id/25907, Mary E. 
King Collection, Wisconsin State Historical Society.)

Figure 25.4
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Highlander Center for the training that helped her to spark the confronta-
tion with a city’s bus system. Mrs. Durr was a white Montgomery cham-
pion for ending lynching and the poll tax. I would sometimes stay with 
her to break up the long drive from Atlanta to Jackson. She became active 
in the National Organization of Women, as Septima Clark recollected:

When they had their first meeting in Washington . . . she [Virginia] had me to 
come from Highlander to talk about the women of the South who failed to speak 
up when they knew what they wanted, about white women who would see their 
husbands doing wrong but dared not tell them, about black women who wouldn’t 
speak at all because the husband had the right to say whatever. (Clark, 1986, p. 80)

According to Clark,

I found all over the South that whatever the man said had to be right. They had 
the whole say. The woman couldn’t say a thing. Whatever the men said would 
be right, and the wives would have to accept it. Out of these experiences I felt I 
wanted to be active in the women’s liberation movement. (Clark, 1986, pp. 79–80)

In 1964, I went to Issaquena County to visit Unita Blackwell, the key 
person for the movement in that isolated river county. That night, I slept 
on the floor of her kerosene-lit home, because rural electrification had yet 
to come to Mayersville. Blackwell was the daughter of sharecroppers, and 
the family lived on the Hampton plantation in Lula, Mississippi, until she 
was three years of age, when the owner, she recalled, wanted to put her 
to work in the fields. “Mr. Hampton wanted to bring me to the field when 
I was a little bitty baby,” she remembered. “The boss man let it slide that 
time and then he wanted to bring me on when I was three, so they got into 
it, and my father scraped us up a little money and took us to Memphis” 
(Blackwell, n.d.). She was elected mayor of Mayersville in 1977, and in 
1992 Blackwell was named a MacArthur Fellow and received one of the 
so-called Genius Awards from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation. Years after I had known her in the movement, I asked her 
what attracted her to the SNCC workers who came to Issaquena County. 
“They ate what we ate, and dressed like we dressed,” she answered. “If we 
ate commodity pinto beans, they ate commodity pinto beans!”

Asking Mayor Blackwell who were the people who maintained momen-
tum in the movement, she answered:

Who . . .  really keeps things going? . . . It’s women. The women [are] the ones 
that supports the deacon board. They holler the Amen. The women is the ones 
that support the preacher. . . . Without women in these churches and whatever in 
the United States, you wouldn’t have many people there. . . . So in the black com-
munity the movement, quite naturally I suppose, emerged out of all the women 
that carried out these roles. We didn’t know we [were] leaders. You knew you did 
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things, but you never saw it as a high political leadership role. (Blackwell in Mills, 
1993, p. 45)

Years later, Blackwell speculated that her mother “never thought that 
her black, barefoot child would become in a position of power; I’m not the 
kind of material this society whips up to make a mayor. I come out of a 
struggle” (Blackwell in Crawford, 1990, p. 26). By 1992, the barefoot child 
had served on 16 diplomatic missions to China as president of the U.S.-
China Peoples Friendship Association. In addition, she was twice elected 
president of the National Conference of Black Mayors (Kilborn, 1992, p. 18). 
She was also concerned for young women coming to maturity and cherished 
the hope that they, too, could become elected officials.

Nonetheless, many women of ethnic minority derivation in the United 
States even now view the proponents for women’s rights about whom they 
read or hear as not including them and not able to speak for them. This 
remains a significant problem. I recall some years ago asking a group of 
mountain women in eastern Kentucky what was their number one wom-
en’s issue in Appalachia. Driver’s education, they replied. If they could 
not drive, they explained, they could not get out of the hollows and val-
leys between mountains to escape violence toward themselves and their 
children from abusive, drunken husbands. So driver’s ed headed the list 
of “women’s issues.” Spokeswomen being quoted in the national media 
markets often sound as if the cause of women concerns equal pay for all 
the lawyers in the corporate boardroom. Unita Blackwell was not alone in 
feeling that some white women were promoting something that did not 
include her. Any effort to benefit women must seek to embrace women of 
all backgrounds and walks of life, on family farms and in mills, factories, 
and small businesses.

On the other hand, Black Power was perceived by many poverty-stricken 
black women as not speaking for them either. Instead, some saw it as rais-
ing the specter of yet one more male power game. Commented one black 
feminist activist, “Since the advent of Black Power, the black male . . . 
seems to take his guidelines from the pages of the Ladies’ Home Journal” 
(Beal, 1970, p. 343). Former SNCC staff worker Johnny Wilson, who served 
for years in the Washington, D.C., city council along with fellow former 
SNCC field secretary Frank Smith, once told me, “There were things about 
the way that men treated women in the late, final days of SNCC [1966 and 
1967] that made me feel ashamed.” (I had by then departed.) He said my 
book, Freedom Song, made him feel better because it provided an overall 
context.

Where does this bring us in our quest for truth? Movements typically 
have a transformational effect on groups and constituencies beyond 
their own mission and they open political space for others. Throughout 
the annals of wrestling with the scourges and sequelae of slavery in the 
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United States, the struggle for women’s rights has both benefited from 
and enhanced the fight for full entitlement of persons with minority or 
ethnic identity. It is, however, no longer certain that this will continue. 
The United States is still often divided by race. Attitudinally, geographi-
cally, demographically, emotionally, and ethically, the country is split by 
both black and white hesitancy and uncertainty over whether or not to 
try to continue making opportunity equal, and whether finally to con-
front the history of violence and racism that has never been fully faced. 
Neo-conservative historians and theoreticians are now interpreting the 
civil rights movement as flawed, with failures attributed to its assaults 
on authority or a romantic search for community. Some African American 
voices sound themes so remote from the basic problems of systemic insti-
tutionalized racism that one might wonder whether race is actually under 
discussion at all.

During the decades of the 1950s and 1960s, onlookers saw a nation wres-
tling with the dilemmas and quandaries involving race. The United States 
was grappling with the issue, preoccupied with her shortcomings. It is 
no longer, however, clear that the American people are asking the cogent 
questions about what shall be done. A shift has appeared, and it cannot be 
classified as one of the left or the right. A column in The Washington Post 
declared that “the civil rights era is over” (Yardley, 1995, p. D2).

On the world stage, where in the 1970s the United States led the fight for 
human rights—now a universal conception for which our movement was 
one of the midwives—many eyes are focused on domestic U.S. efforts to 
build a nation where each person will be free without bars based on race, 
sex, religion, or creed. The current debate on multiculturalism is under 
review. This underlying conflict foretells our potential for disappoint-
ment and failure. Are we entering a period where we are creating division 
rather than overcoming it? Contrasted, for example, with the theory of 
nonracialism that underlies post-apartheid South Africa, the United States 
sometimes appears to be moving in the opposite direction. Despite the as 
yet imperfect power model of South Africa, the allure of rejectionism in 
the United States is strong, with aftereffects from the fierce, unabashed 
national backlash to the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party’s 1964 
challenge, which have never subsided.

Yet these troublesome times are also producing surprises. Some of the 
street gang leaders in Los Angeles view themselves as the inheritors to 
Martin Luther King. In 1994, when the senior leaders of the “Crips” and 
the “Bloods” gangs came together to negotiate a truce for the end of their 
warfare, some of the leaders became proponents of nonviolent struggle. 
Some changed their rap music to emphasize nonviolent action.

I said initially that fundamental forces in U.S. political struggle were 
unleashed by the 1960s movement—influences and compulsions that 
would eventually alter the consciousness and status of women in the 
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United States and overseas. Those who participated in the civil rights 
movement feel deep indebtedness, because it offered to the women (and 
men) who played a part in it potent experiences, expertise, knowledge, 
skills, and tutelage.

The movement was always changing, evanescent, and temporal. Indeed, 
movements are always ephemeral; that’s what makes them movements. 
Once one starts on a process of social and political transformation, the 
pathways that will be opened and the results can never be anticipated. 
The trajectories for social and political change cannot be predicted or con-
tained. One movement leads to another. The question of women was not 
diversionary, as some shrill voices in the civil rights movement scolded in 
1964 and 1965. William Lloyd Garrison could have told them so. It was a 
logical succession and, historically, perhaps even predictable. That does 
not mean that women’s movements have been without their inconsisten-
cies, contradictions, blind spots, inadequacies, and moments of ineptitude, 
even as the civil rights movement showed itself to have some significant 
weaknesses of planning and preparation. Yet the two causes are histori-
cally linked, and, I believe, both are the better for it. It takes nothing away 
to acknowledge that part of the drive and initiative for U.S. women to 
mobilize came from their experiences working in the civil rights move-
ment. In fact, it is crucial to recall this connection because it helps to keep 
the cause of justice at the center.

We cannot re-create the glory of the civil rights movement, but we can 
retain and revive some of its strongest legacies. Women, having found 
their voice, must continue to speak out. The 1995 United Nations meeting 
in Beijing made it clear that 70 percent of the world’s poor are women.

Approximately half the students in U.S. law schools are now women. We 
must achieve the same result internationally. As long as men are the sole 
interpreters of laws—whether customary, religious, or state laws—women 
will be subordinated and denied rights, based on patriarchally ingrained 
and often religiously ordained views of their inferiority. Presumptions of 
gender neutrality go virtually unquestioned by judges across the world. 
The battles, however, should be over the content of the laws, about the 
admission of women into legal professions and politics, and concerning the 
preparation of judges. The fights must not be about or against men. Some 
of the most effective forces for women’s rights are allies who are male.

The movement taught the nation about the interconnections between 
racism and poverty, the links of money and politics to ongoing inequality 
and impoverishment, the ties between racism and political corruption, the 
reliance of systemic racism on violence, and the connections between the 
economy and racism. It is not knowledge that is lacking so much as clarity 
and persuasiveness.

Moreover, a host of nonviolent movements of civil resistance around the 
world have borrowed from the U.S. civil rights movement, just as women 
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working in the 1960s civil rights campaigns harvested lessons from them 
for how women could organize and build power. From the U.S. move-
ment they have learned how nonviolent sanctions can throw opponents 
off balance by undermining their power, weakening the bulwarks of their 
support. Nonviolent action is based on an understanding of social power, 
and of the ability of people to withhold cooperation from an oppressor. 
Closely related, although rare, campaigns can produce a form of political 
jujitsu, in which the adversary is thrown off balance and the sources of the 
opponent’s legitimacy may be collapsed. I’ve heard some of my fellow 
workers dismiss nonviolent action as something merely tactical in the civil 
rights movement. We were in fact the wielders of a technique for exerting 
social and political power that has in the 20th century allowed ordinary 
mortals to confront and succeed in their goals against some of the greatest 
militarily armed regimes in world history. I think we were smarter than 
to adhere to solely a tactical view, and sufficiently philosophical that we 
comprehended that how the way one fights affects the outcomes, and that 
ethical considerations are often the best strategic choices.

According to a biblical phrase, “By their fruits, you shall know them.” 
Across the globe, we can see our fruits. I am speaking of Argentina, where 
Adolfo Pérez Esquival won the 1980 Nobel Peace Prize when, as a critic 
of Argentina’s military dictatorship, he organized a nonviolent movement 
for the monitoring, investigation, and denunciation of the military gener-
als in their dirty war. Called Servicio de Paz y Justicia (SERPAJ), it spread 
to more than 20 countries of Latin America. Twelve years later, Rigoberta 
Menchú in Guatemala won the Nobel Peace Prize for her catalytic role in 
mounting civil resistance to a military coup d’état. A number of the recent 
national nonviolent revolutions in Eastern Europe claim descendancy from 
the U.S. struggle: the Pastors’ Movement, led by the Reverend Christian 
Führer of the Nikolai Church, Leipzig, East Germany; the Solidarity (Soli-
darnosc) trade union that brought democracy to Poland; and the velvet 
revolution of the Czech playwrights, poets, and intellectuals, one of whose 
members, Václav Havel, became president of the Czech Republic. Nonvio-
lent movements that have drawn on the U.S. civil rights experience are at 
this moment working to disintegrate oppressive dictatorships or military 
occupations, and others are attempting to prevent armed coups d’état or 
to establish democracies. So I say that all ambivalence on lowering the bar 
for resorting to violence, whether in the United States or elsewhere, must 
be rejected. Otherwise, we give a pretext for more  violence—or for being 
crushed.

In this personal reflection about women and the civil rights movement, 
I have gone from the local (Sunflower County, Issaquena County, Charleston, 
Montgomery) to the global. This is something we must all do. Movements 
today use social media, not mimeographs. Nonviolent movements tend 
to appropriate the latest in communications technologies. In literally one 
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minute, human rights monitoring groups around the globe can be linked 
on the Internet in an electronic mail conference, commenting on each 
other’s position papers. We could put the proceedings of a conference on 
the World Wide Web tonight for people all over the world to read. These 
technologies can work to link groups in one community, or around the 
globe. These are brave new tools for using information to fight racism and 
sexism.

The civil rights movement, at times, was the closest I shall ever be to 
real democracy. Profoundly committed to women’s participation in its 
struggle, it empowered and invigorated women not only in the Missis-
sippi Delta, but across the decades and around the world. I knew worthy 
women by the hundreds in Georgia, south-side Virginia, and Mississippi. 
I learned my deepest lessons about life from the movement. I had some 
sorrows, but I had many joys.
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NOTES

1. Personal memory from the event. Also see Integrating the Sixties (1995).
2. In 1965, the deputy sheriff and six other defendants were convicted. Rather 

than being charged with murder—a crime normally adjudicated at the state level 
but unlikely to return justice in a system permeated by racism—they were pros-
ecuted for denying the volunteers’ civil rights under federal statutes. Even with 
justice delayed, one outcome of the Freedom Summer would be to break the back 
of the state-sanctioned vigilante violence, as the FBI reluctantly got involved and 
international attention focused on Mississippi.

3. In response to an article by Karen de Witt, “Formerly Stokely Carmichael 
and Still Ready for the Revolution, Conversations: Kwame Turé,” New York Times, 
April 14, 1996, this author’s Letter to the Editor of  the Times (King, 1996) explains 
that his joke “came at the end of a long and uproariously funny monologue in 
which he had made fun of every constituency involved in the movement.” Further, 
“At the time, I recall [Stokely] as receptive and sympathetic when several women 
began to discuss whether the movement would be expansive enough to allow for 
broader issues of democracy to be raised—including the hopes of women for a 
more just society.”

4. Factual inaccuracies and misjudgments continue half a century later, 
including errors that misconstrue the document, date (1966, not 1964), milieu, 
setting, and context, as, for example, historian Peniel E. Joseph has mistaken  in 
his biography of Carmichael, Stokely: A Life (New York: Basic Civitas, 2014, pp.  
79–80).
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5. As a step in this direction, see Joanne Grant, Ella Baker: Freedom Bound (New 
York: John Wiley and Sons, 1998).

6. Both papers are attached as appendices here.
7. For a definitive account of the MFDP Convention Challenge, see Lisa Anderson 

Todd, For a Voice and the Vote: My Journey with the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
Party (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2014).

8. Eleanor Holmes Norton was elected in 1990 as a Democratic delegate to the 
House of Representatives, representing the District of Columbia (nonvoting). Less 
known is the fact that she worked as a volunteer for SNCC during her summers 
while in college and law school, including the Mississippi Freedom Summer. For 
more, see Norton, “For Sadie and Maude,” 353–359.
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APPENDIX 1

SNCC Position Paper, November 1964
Name withheld by request

1. Staff was involved in crucial constitutional revisions at the Atlanta staff 
meeting in October. A large committee was appointed to present revi-
sions to the staff. The committee was all men.

2. Two organizers were working together to form a farmers league. With-
out asking any questions, the male organizer immediately assigned 
the clerical work to the female organizer, although both had had equal 
experience in organizing campaigns.
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 3. Although there are women in the Mississippi project who have been 
working as long as some of the men, the leadership group in COFO is 
all men.

 4. A woman in a field office wondered why she was held responsible 
for day-to-day decisions, only to find out later that she had been 
appointed project director but not told.

 5. A fall 1964 personnel and resources report on Mississippi project lists 
the number of people in each project. The section on Laurel, however, 
lists not the number of persons but “three girls.”

 6. One of SNCC’s main administrative officers apologizes for appoint-
ment of a woman as interim project director in a key Mississippi 
 project area.

 7. A veteran of two years’ work for SNCC in two states spends her day 
typing and doing clerical work for other people in her project.

 8. Any woman in SNCC, no matter what her position or experience, has 
been asked to take minutes in a meeting when she and other women 
are outnumbered by men.

 9. The names of several new attorneys entering a state project this past 
summer were posted in a central movement office. The first initial and 
last name of each lawyer was listed. Next to one name was written 
(girl).

10. Capable, responsible, and experienced women who are in leadership 
positions can expect to have to defer to a man on their project for final 
decision making.

11. A session at the recent October staff meeting in Atlanta was the first 
large meeting in the past couple of years where a woman was asked to 
chair.

Undoubtedly this list will seem strange to some, petty to others, laugh-
able to most. The list could continue as far as there are women in the move-
ment. Except that most women don’t talk about these kinds of incidents, 
because the whole subject is not discussable—strange to some, petty to 
others, laughable to most.

The average white person finds it difficult to understand why the Negro 
resents being called “boy,” or being thought of as “musical” and “athletic,” 
because the average white person doesn’t realize that he assumes he is supe-
rior. And naturally he doesn’t understand the problem of paternalism so too 
the average SNCC worker finds it difficult to discuss the woman problem 
because of the assumption of male superiority. Assumptions of male supe-
riority are as widespread and deep-rooted and every much as crippling 
to the woman as the assumptions of white supremacy are to the Negro. 
Consider why it is in SNCC that women who are competent, qualified, and 
experienced are automatically assigned the “female” kinds of jobs such 
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as: typing, desk work, telephone work, filing, library work, cooking, and 
the assistant kind of administrative work but rarely the “executive” kind.

The woman in SNCC is often in the same position as that token Negro 
hired in a corporation. The management thinks that it has done its bit. Yet, 
every day the Negro bears an atmosphere, attitudes, and actions which are 
tinged with condescension and paternalism, the most telling of which are 
seen when he is not promoted as equally or less skilled whites are.

This paper is anonymous. Think about the kinds of things the author, if 
made known, would have to suffer because of raising this kind of discus-
sion. Nothing so final as being fired or outright exclusion, but the kinds of 
things which are killing to the insides—insinuations, ridicule, overexag-
gerated compensations.

This paper is presented anyway because it needs to be made known 
that many women in the movement are not “happy and contented” with 
their status. It needs to be made known that much talent and experience 
are being wasted by this movement, when women are not given jobs com-
mensurate with their abilities. It needs to be known that just as Negroes 
were the crucial factor in the economy of the cotton South, so too in SNCC, 
women are the crucial factor that keeps the movement running on a day-
to-day basis. Yet they are not given equal say-so when it comes to day-to-
day decision making.

What can be done? Probably nothing right away. Most men in this 
movement are probably too threatened by the possibility of serious dis-
cussion on this subject. Perhaps this is because they have recently broken 
away from a matriarchal framework under which they may have grown 
up. Then, too, many women are as unaware and insensitive to this subject 
as men, just as there are many Negroes who don’t understand they are not 
free or who want to be part of white America. They don’t understand that 
they have to give up their souls and stay in their place to be accepted. So, 
too, many women, in order to be accepted by men, on men’s terms, give 
themselves up to that caricature of what a woman is—unthinking, pliable, 
an ornament to please the man.

Maybe the only thing that can come out of this paper is discussion—
amidst the laughter—but still discussion. (Those who laugh the hardest 
are often those who need the crutch of male supremacy the most.) And 
maybe some women will begin to recognize day-to-day discriminations. 
And maybe sometime in the future the whole of the women in this move-
ment will become so alert as to force the rest of the movement to stop the 
discrimination and start the slow process of changing values and ideas so 
that all of us gradually come to understand that this is no more a man’s 
world than it is a white world.

Source: Mary King, Freedom Song: A Personal Story of the 1960s Civil Rights 
Movement (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1987), pp. 567–569.
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APPENDIX 2

Sex and Caste
The following is a memo that was written for private circulation but for which 

we have asked permission to publish, not only in the confidence that it will interest 
our readers but also in the hope that it will lead to continuing discussion of the 
vital, yet neglected, problems it raises.

A KIND OF MEMO from CASEY HAYDEN and MARY KING
to a number of other women in the peace and freedom movements.
November 18, 1965

We’ve talked a lot, to each other and to some of you, about our own and 
other women’s problems in trying to live in our personal lives and in our 
work as independent and creative people. In these conversations we’ve 
found what seem to be recurrent ideas or themes. Maybe we can look at 
these things many of us perceive, often as a result of insights learned from 
the movement:

Sex and caste: There seem to be many parallels that can be drawn 
between treatment of Negroes and treatment of women in our society 
as a whole. But in particular, women we’ve talked to who work in the 
movement seem to be caught up in a common-law caste system that 
operates, sometimes subtly, forcing them to work around or outside 
hierarchical structures of power which may exclude them. Women seem 
to be placed in the same position of assumed subordination in personal 
situations too. It is a caste system which, at its worst, uses and exploits 
women.
This is complicated by several facts, among them:

1. The caste system is not institutionalized by law (women have the right 
to vote, to sue for divorce, etc.);

2. Women can’t withdraw from the situation (a la nationalism) or over-
throw it;

3. There are biological differences (even though those biological differ-
ences are usually discussed or accepted without taking present and 
future technology into account so we probably can’t be sure what these 
differences mean). Many people who are very hip to the implications 
of the racial caste system, even people in the movement, don’t seem to 
be able to see the sexual caste system and if the question is raised they 
respond with: “That’s the way it’s supposed to be. There are biological 
differences.” Or with other statements which recall a white segrega-
tionist confronted with integration.
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Women and problems of work: The caste system perspective dictates 
the roles assigned to women in the movement, and certainly even more 
to women outside the movement. Within the movement, questions arise 
in situations ranging from relationships of women organizers to men in 
the community, to who cleans the freedom house, to who holds leader-
ship positions, to who does secretarial work, and who acts as spokes-
man for groups. Other problems arise between women with varying 
degrees of awareness of themselves as being as capable as men but held 
back from full participation, or between women who see themselves as 
needing more control of their work than other women demand. And 
there are problems with relationships between white women and black 
women.
Women and personal relations with men: Having learned from the 
movement to think radically about the personal worth and abilities 
of people whose role in society had gone unchallenged before, a lot of 
women in the movement have begun trying to apply those lessons to 
their own relations with men. Each of us probably has her own story of 
the various results, and of the internal struggle occasioned by trying to 
break out of very deeply learned fears, needs, and self-perceptions, and 
of what happens when we try to replace them with concepts of people 
and freedom learned from the movement and organizing.
Institutions: Nearly everyone has real questions about those institu-
tions which shape perspectives on men and women: marriage, child rear-
ing patterns, women’s (and men’s) magazines, etc. People are beginning 
to think about and even to experiment with new forms in these areas.
Men’s reactions to the questions raised here: A very few men seem to feel, 
when they hear conversations involving these problems, that they have 
a right to be present and participate in them, since they are so deeply 
involved. At the same time, very few men can respond non-defensively, 
since the whole idea is either beyond their comprehension or threatens 
and exposes them. The usual response is laughter. That inability to see 
the whole issue as serious, as the strait-jacketing of both sexes, and as 
societally determined often shapes our own response so that we learn to 
think in their terms about ourselves and to feel silly rather than trust our 
inner feelings. The problems we’re listing here, and what others have 
said about them, are therefore largely drawn from conversations among 
women only—and that difficulty in establishing dialogue with men is a 
recurring theme among people we’ve talked to.
Lack of community for discussion: Nobody is writing, or organizing or 
talking publicly about women, in any way that reflects the problems 
that various women in the movement come across and which we’ve 
tried to touch above. Consider this quote from an article in the centen-
nial issue of The Nation:
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However equally we consider men and women, the work plans for husbands and 
wives cannot be given equal weight. A woman should not aim for “a  second-level 
career” because she is a woman; from girlhood on she should recognize that, if she 
is also going to be a wife and mother, she will not be able to give as much to her 
work as she would if single. That is, she should not feel that she cannot aspire to 
directing the laboratory simply because she is a woman, but rather because she is 
also a wife and mother; as such, her work as a lab technician (or the equivalent in 
another field) should bring both satisfaction and the knowledge that, through it, 
she is fulfilling an additional role, making an additional contribution.

And that’s about as deep as the analysis goes publicly, which is not 
nearly so deep as we’ve heard many of you go in chance conversations.

The reason we want to try to open up dialogue is mostly subjective. 
Working in the movement often intensifies personal problems, especially 
if we start trying to apply things we’re learning there to our personal lives. 
Perhaps we can start to talk with each other more openly than in the past 
and create a community of support for each other so we can deal with our-
selves and others with integrity and can therefore keep working.

Objectively, the chances seem nil that we could start a movement based 
on anything as distant to general American thought as a sex-caste system. 
Therefore, most of us will probably want to work full time on problems 
such as war, poverty, race. The very fact that the country can’t face, much 
less deal with, the questions we’re raising means that the movement is one 
place to look for some relief. Real efforts at dialogue within the movement 
and with whatever liberal groups, community women, or students might 
listen are justified. That is, all the problems between men and women and 
all the problems of women functioning in society as equal human beings 
are among the most basic that people face. We’ve talked in the movement 
about trying to build a society which would see basic human problems 
(which are now seen as private troubles) as public problems and would 
try to shape institutions to meet human needs rather than shaping people 
to meet the needs of those with power. To raise questions like those above 
illustrates very directly that society hasn’t dealt with some of its deep-
est problems and opens discussion of why that is so. (In one sense, it is a 
radicalizing question that can take people beyond legalistic solutions into 
areas of personal and institutional change.) The second objective reason 
we’d like to see discussion begin is that we’ve learned a great deal in the 
movement and perhaps this is one area where a determined attempt to 
apply ideas we’ve learned there can produce some new alternatives.

Source: Mary King, Freedom Song: A Personal Story of the 1960s Civil Rights 
Movement (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1987), pp. 572–574.
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