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Introduction

Am I Not a Man and a Brother?

e had no name. At least, we never knew it. Yet we knew, or thought we 
knew, intimate details about his life. Raised and educated in the South, 
he attended one of the most prestigious institutions of higher learning 
open to African Americans early in the twentieth century. A bright, 
bookish young man, he had not learned a lesson that other black south-
erners seemed to internalize from early in their youth — that African 
Americans, especially African American men, had to hide their true 

selves behind masks of deference to whites. Expelled from school for offending 
one of his university’s white benefactors, this man traveled to the North where 
he became active in the struggle for racial equality. As he rose through the ranks 
of an integrated civil rights organization, he honed his skills as a public speaker 
and activist, fi ghting for the rights of the dispossessed in Harlem. Then, almost 
without warning, the white leaders of his organization withdrew their support 
for him after a relatively minor dispute over movement strategy. Shorn of his 
position and persona as an activist, the man came to understand that it did not 
matter what identity he chose; others could not see him, and in some sense, he 
had never really been able to see himself.
 Published in 1952, Ralph Ellison’s novel Invisible Man chronicled the life of 
this unnamed protagonist, exploring the racial blind spot in the mind’s eye of 
white America. In the fi rst half of the twentieth century, racism forced African 

I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor am I 

one of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms. I am a man of substance, of fl esh and bone, fi ber and 

liquids — and I might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because 

people refuse to see me. — Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (1952)

H
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Americans to hide their true thoughts and identities, and it blinded whites to 
black humanity. For black men, such social subterfuge was all the more essential, 
because the ever-present threat of lynching for supposed sexual improprieties 
meant that their survival could depend on their ability to mask their masculinity. 
It thus behooved black men to become invisible, lest they become highly visible 
examples of the racial rules that governed American society. This posed a seri-
ous dilemma for black men who, like the protagonist of Ellison’s novel, wanted 
to become activists or leaders in the crusade for racial equality. It also meant that 
white allies in this struggle worked with blinders that obscured some of the very 
problems they were trying to solve. These dilemmas had confounded the move-
ment for racial equality from its inception.1

 In the 1780s, the British Society for the Abolition of Slavery adopted as its 
official seal a woodcut of a kneeling slave above a banner that read: “Am I not a 
man and a brother?” By the middle of the 1800s, this illustration had graced the 
covers of countless abolitionist handbills in America. This image of an African 
man imploring an unseen master for his freedom came to symbolize the struggle 
for abolition of the “peculiar institution” in the nineteenth century. As the wood-
cut reveals, many white Americans, even abolitionists, expected African Ameri-
cans to adopt a submissive posture of supplication when seeking emancipation. 
African American abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth 
did not beg for their freedom, however; they demanded it. And they left a heri-
tage of untiring struggle that would inspire the modern civil rights movement. As 
eloquent as these African American abolitionists were in their advocacy of equal 
rights, they were not powerful enough to sway the paternalistic vision of emanci-
pation held by many white abolitionists and lawmakers. These white leaders and 
their former opponents in the South would defi ne and limit the rights of African 
American citizens after the Civil War. A century after emancipation, African 
Americans were still not truly free and equal citizens of the United States. Civil 
rights activists in the second half of the twentieth century sought to remedy this 
injustice. No longer willing to wait for an answer to the question, “Am I not a 
man and a brother?” they demanded freedom with the slogan, “I AM a Man!”2

 The civil rights movement was fi rst and foremost a struggle for racial equality, 
but questions of gender lay deeply embedded within this overtly racial confl ict. 
From the outset, the African American quest for emancipation and equality in 
the United States was a struggle for recognition of black humanity and citizen-
ship. In this sense, demands for recognition of black manhood were calls for an 
acknowledgment of the human rights of both black men and women. Yet men 
dominated the social and political arenas in which the struggle for rights took 



Abolitionists argued that the brotherhood of man included African and African American 
slaves. From John Greenleaf Whittier, “Our Countrymen in Chains” (New York: Anti-
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place, and this was refl ected in the language used to discuss civil rights. The po-
litical philosophy of republican citizenship, which Americans originally borrowed 
from European Enlightenment thinkers, equated the “rights of man” with the 
rights of all citizens. Since men were the only voters in most nineteenth century 
political contests, voting rights and citizenship were directly linked to manhood. 
This connection between citizenship and manhood shaped the language, strate-
gies and objectives of political and social reform. Like the political leaders of 
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their respective times, abolitionists and civil rights activists also used a gendered 
language to call for white Americans to live up to the country’s egalitarian ideals 
by recognizing the equal rights of all men regardless of the color of their skin. 
The gender component of their rhetoric was not simply a matter of semantics, 
however. In fact, the struggle for black equality since the era of slavery has also 
had specifi c implications for gender relations and gender identity in America. 
The “I AM a Man!” slogan represents a demand for recognition and respect of 
black manhood as well as black humanity. This demand, and the racial oppres-
sion that inspired it, refl ect the ways that race and racism have contributed to our 
understanding of both black and white manhood in America.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, defi nitions of white manhood — and 
especially, southern white manhood — rested on mastery over plantations, farms, 
and households that contained numerous dependents. The legal status of depen-
dence (the subordination of women, children, and slaves) defi ned white manhood 
and independence. The Virginians who led the revolt against “enslavement” to a 
despotic British monarch did so, in part, because they understood only too well 
what slavery and dependence meant. In 1776 these same men pledged “our lives, 
our fortunes, and our sacred honor” to the cause of independence from England. 
With few exceptions, citizenship, honor, and manhood in the young American 
nation would remain the exclusive purview of these white men and their white 
male progeny.3

 Along with black women and white abolitionists, African American men strug-
gled for independence on the fi elds of plantations and the fi elds of battle in a her-
culean effort to win emancipation. This struggle was often tied to their identity 
as men. Since slavery rested on the violent suppression of black bondsmen, black 
men in the antebellum period often spoke of physical confrontation with whites 
as a rite of passage into manhood. In his autobiography, Frederick Douglass wrote 
about such a confrontation when describing his fi rst fi ght for freedom. After win-
ning a bloody, two-hour brawl with a white overseer, Douglass realized his own 
power and will to be free. “This battle with Mr. Covey,” Douglass wrote, “was 
the turning point in my career as a slave. It rekindled the few expiring embers 
of freedom, and revived within me a sense of my own manhood. It recalled the 
departed self-confi dence and inspired me again with a determination to be free.” 
Slave revolts and escapes represented only two of the many forms of rebellion 
against bondage that imbued black men with a “resistant masculinity.” The Civil 
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War offered black men a chance to fi ght for their own freedom, for the liberation 
of all slaves, and for their manhood. The struggle for emancipation during the 
Civil War imparted a new sense of pride in black soldiers. When a white man 
asked one black Union soldier from South Carolina, “What are you, anyhow?” 
the soldier responded proudly, “When God made me I wasn’t much, but I’s a 
man now.”4

 In the tumultuous years that followed the Civil War, black men won citizen-
ship, the vote, and political office only to see these things stripped from them in 
the waning years of the nineteenth century. Conferring equal citizenship and the 
vote, the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments provided the legal and politi-
cal foundations for black equality. Reconstruction established biracial political 
leadership in the South after the Civil War, but it did not insure that African 
Americans had the economic wherewithal to maintain independence from white 
landowners. Sharecropping allowed black families a certain amount of auton-
omy and distance from former masters and overseers, enabling black men to 
exercise authority in their households comparable to the limited patriarchy of 
white yeomen. Yet a cycle of debt to landlords and merchants produced grinding 
poverty and an equality of oppression for black and white people who worked 
the land. When the Populists and a small number of other progressive politi-
cians attempted to organize these black and white farmers along class lines in the 
1880s and 1890s, elite white southerners trumped this interracial alliance with 
white male supremacy. Adopting the rhetoric of civilization and manliness that 
pervaded American culture at the turn of the twentieth century, white southern 
men banded together across class lines, ostensibly to protect white women from 
“uncivilized” and “beastly” black men. White night riders, Klansmen, and state 
legislators hid behind the masks of chivalry and protection of white woman-
hood as they stole the vote from black men. Lynching, disfranchisement, and 
segregation solidifi ed a social order in the American South based on white male 
supremacy. Race men and women such as W. E. B. Du Bois and Ida B. Wells 
would fi ght against this tide of virulent racism that swept across the South and 
the nation in the fi rst half of the twentieth century.5

 Racial separation became the rule in southern society when the Supreme 
Court upheld segregation in its Plessy v. Ferguson decision in 1896. Segregation 
defi ned the region’s labor market, educational system, worship patterns, recre-
ational activities, and sexual mores. Wealthy white men manipulated the sense of 
racial loyalty inherent in segregation to undercut class solidarity between black 
and white workers, and all white men could use segregation to protect and con-
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trol “their” women. Segregation offered no such protection for black women, 
however, for under the cover of darkness and even in the light of day, white men 
reserved the “right” to rape black women with impunity. Certainly, not all white 
men took advantage of this “right,” but segregation buttressed the social struc-
ture that made such atrocities possible. In short, segregation supported a system 
that gave elite white men complete control over southern society, guaranteeing 
the allegiance of white women and working-class white men by offering them a 
sense of psychological superiority over their black neighbors and coworkers.6

 Segregation’s high walls also confi ned black men. For them, any transgression 
in the white world might lead to lynching or castration for supposed sexual im-
proprieties. “You couldn’t even smile at a white woman,” a black man from rural 
Mississippi remembered. “If you did, you’d be hung from a limb.” This terrifying 
period when the segregated social order became entrenched is often called the 
Jim Crow era, named after the character — really, a racist caricature of African 
American men — in blackface minstrel shows of the nineteenth century. Histori-
ans often refer to this time as the “nadir of race relations,” because of the ghastly 
lynching campaign that reinforced white supremacy. From 1889 to 1922, the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People () calculated 
that 3,436 Americans were lynched, the majority of them African Americans 
and all but 83 of them men. Though accusations of rape were made in less than a 
third of the cases for which the “cause” of the vigilante justice was known, sexual 
assault by black men remained the popular justifi cation for such lynchings. When 
around whites, especially white women, black men had to cloak their sexuality 
and mask their manhood for fear of trespassing on the race and gender preroga-
tives of white men. Benjamin Mays, a black South Carolina native who would 
become Martin Luther King Jr.’s mentor at Morehouse College, looked back on 
his upbringing during the Jim Crow era and concluded, “To exercise manhood, 
as white men displayed it, was to invite disaster.”7

 When black men and women confronted segregation and disfranchisement 
in the 1950s and 1960s, they contested white supremacy in the South and ques-
tioned long-held assumptions about race and gender in American society. During 
the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955 – 56, one of the fi rst major campaigns of the 
modern movement for racial equality, activists addressed the gender implications 
of civil rights protest. Rosa Parks, a local black activist who refused to abide 
by segregation on a Montgomery bus, initiated the boycott, but she and other 
organizers at fi rst found it difficult to enlist the support of the city’s black male 
ministers. One local leader who had supported the boycott from the beginning 
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was E. D. Nixon. A union man and president of the Montgomery chapter of the 
, Nixon met with Montgomery’s black ministers and chastised them for not 
publicly supporting the boycott begun by courageous women from their com-
munity. “We are acting like little boys,” Nixon told the ministers, “and if we’re 
afraid, we might as well just fold up right now. We must also be men enough to 
discuss [this] in the open. . . . We’d better decide if we’re going to be fearless men 
or scared boys.” Martin Luther King Jr. responded to Nixon’s call to action, be-
coming the leader of the Montgomery Improvement Association and one of the 
most eloquent spokesmen of the civil rights movement. Another of the ministers 
who heeded Nixon’s call that night, Reverend Ralph Abernathy, later noted that 
the struggle in Montgomery raised questions not only about black manhood but 
white manhood as well. When white city officials refused to desegregate the city’s 
buses without a court order, Abernathy explained, “They could not appear to be 
giving in to black pressure. It was a matter of racial pride, their manhood.”8

 As the modern civil rights movement began, both white and black Americans 
shared basic defi nitions of manhood. Manhood entailed an economic, social, 
and political status ideally achievable by all men. A man was the head of his 
household: he made enough money to support his family as the primary if not the 
only breadwinner. He also had a political voice in deciding how his community, 
his state, and his country were run. Racism kept many men, especially working-
class black men, from achieving these attributes of manhood. This was partly by 
design in that white men used racism to reduce competition for jobs, for politi-
cal offices, and even for women. When overt racial discrimination in the South 
came under attack in the 1950s, southern white men used masculinist rhetoric 
to defend the privileges that whiteness and manhood had afforded them in the 
economic, political, and sexual spheres. It should come as no surprise, then, 
that some civil rights activists and their allies responded to this defense of white 
male supremacy by using masculinist strategies of racial uplift with the express 
goals of gaining economic autonomy, political power, and social status for black 
men.9

 In contrast to feminism, which attempts to overturn social inequalities that 
result from gender discrimination, “masculinism” embraces the notion that men 
are more powerful than women, that they should have control over their own 
lives and authority over others. Masculinist rhetoric uses the traditional power 
wielded by men to woo supporters and attack opponents. It rallies supporters 
to a cause by urging them to be manly or to support traditional ideas of man-
hood. It challenges opponents by feminizing them, and therefore linking them to 



8 in t ro d u c t i o n

“weakness.” When political leaders harness the power of masculinism to forward 
their agendas, they often simplify complex issues into binary oppositions, plac-
ing themselves and their allies in the dominant position. During the civil rights 
movement, masculinist rhetoric used by both sides served to obscure the ques-
tions of racial and economic equality that lay at the heart of the original struggle, 
complicating and sometimes confl ating these issues with the related question of 
what it meant to be a man.10

 Early accounts of the movement focused primarily on men without consciously 
acknowledging the role of women or gender in shaping the course of the struggle. 
Journalists who chronicled the movement in the 1950s and 1960s highlighted the 
actions of male leaders in civil rights organizations in part because chauvinism 
in the wider American culture led them to assume that men were the “natural” 
leaders of any movement or organization. For many years, civil rights histori-
ans replicated this bias, favoring male movement leaders in their narratives, de-
spite the fact that women did much of the tough local organizing. Recently, civil 
rights scholars have reversed this trend, lauding the admirable achievements of 
movement women such as Rosa Parks, Ella Baker, and Fannie Lou Hamer. The 
analysis of gender in these accounts of the movement along with demonstrations 
by black men in events like the Million Man March raised important questions 
about the interplay between race and masculinity in struggles for black equality. 
How did participation in the American military affect black men’s conceptions 
of themselves as men and as citizens? What role did these veterans play in the 
emerging movement for civil rights? What role did masculinity play in the stra-
tegic choices activists made — for instance, the choice between nonviolent protest 
and armed self-defense? How did notions of manhood shape the responses of 
southern leaders, federal policymakers, and Americans of all races to the move-
ment? Finally, how did movement activists infl uence racial and gender identities 
in American society, and what can we learn from their experiences, both the 
triumphs and tribulations?11

 This book seeks to answer these questions and explore some of the dilemmas 
that arose during the civil rights movement and still bedevil race and gender 
relations today. When both segregationists and civil rights workers framed their 
actions in terms of claiming or defending manhood, they found a powerful or-
ganizing tactic that rested on traditional assumptions about race, gender, and 
sexuality. This tactic bound men together in struggle and revealed both the pos-
sibilities and limitations of campaigns based on a quest for manhood. This is a 
book about men emerging from the shadows of prejudice and discrimination to 
challenge stereotypes about who they were and the types of men they could be. 
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But it is also, at its heart, the story of men and women working together to fi ght 
for their rights. It is my hope that an understanding of connections between 
race and manhood in the civil rights movement will inform new histories of this 
struggle and guide campaigns for social justice today and in the future. 
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Chapter One

Man the Guns

hells from a Japanese cruiser streaked across the bow of the  Gregory
as Ray Carter rushed to his battle station. The Gregory was supporting 
the American invasion of Guadalcanal in the midst of a bloody island 
hopping campaign to retake the Pacifi c from the Japanese during World 
War II. Ray Carter was the “hot shell man” for a four-inch deck-gun 
on the Gregory. He wore asbestos gloves in order to catch the white-hot 
shell casings ejected from the gun. Suddenly, one of the Japanese cruis-

er’s shots landed a devastating hit on the Gregory, killing the American captain 
instantly and crippling the vessel. A surviving officer ordered all hands to aban-
don ship. “I donned a life jacket,” Carter later remembered, “and took a running 
jump, landing as far out as possible from the ship.” Like his fellow sailors, Carter 
scrambled onto one of the life rafts. The men looked back and watched as the 
Gregory sank beneath the waves. Feeling lucky to be alive, Carter talked about the 
bond that formed between the men. “Talk about togetherness; we were straight 
out of The Three Musketeers, all for one and one for all.” Such combat-forged 
camaraderie is a common theme in stories from the “Good War.” Yet it does not 
tell the whole story of Raymond Carter’s wartime experiences or the experiences 
of other black men and women who served during World War II.1

 Ray Carter enlisted in the Navy early in the 1940s as a fresh-faced nineteen-
year-old from Detroit, Michigan. Perhaps he had seen a poster urging young 

I spent four years in the army to free a bunch of Frenchmen and Dutchmen, and I’m hanged if 

I’m going to let the Alabama version of the Germans kick me around when I get back home. No 

sirreee-bob! I went into the army a nigger; I’m comin’ out a man. 

— Black corporal, U.S. Army (1945)

S
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recruits to “Man the Guns” or one featuring a pin-up girl that read, “Gee, I 
wish I were a Man!! I’d join the Navy.” More likely, posters and newspaper sto-
ries featuring the black World War II hero, Dorie Miller, inspired Carter to sign 
up. Miller was a messman on the  West Virginia stationed in Pearl Harbor 
on December 7, 1941. During the Japanese surprise attack that morning, Miller 
risked his own life to drag his dying captain from harm’s way, before manning 
a deck-mounted machine gun. Though he had not been allowed to train on the 
weapon because of his race and rank, Miller took aim at Japanese planes until 
a fi re on the deck drove him from his position. Likely hoping to follow Miller’s 
example and to man the guns himself, Ray Carter joined the Navy.2

 Because of his tan complexion, the Navy recruiter asked Carter about his na-
tionality and was clearly surprised when Carter responded that he was “colored.” 
The white officer quickly crossed out Carter’s original duty assignment and wrote 
“steward” on the recruiting forms. It was official policy of the Navy in the early 
1940s that “colored men are enlisted only in the messman branch” as cooks and 
personal attendants for white officers. It was a “waste of time and effort,” the 
Navy reasoned, to recruit and train black sailors for other positions that were as-
sumed beyond their capacity. Carter wondered why the Navy issued white coats 
in addition to normal uniforms for himself and the other black recruits. “Oh 
man, was I a real dum-dum!” he later exclaimed with a mixture of humor and 
sadness. “I had enlisted to fi ght for my country and my great contribution to the 
war effort was to wait on whites.” 3

 More than one million African Americans served in the U.S. Armed Forces 
during World War II, and hundreds of thousands more contributed to the war 
effort in war-related industries. Though many black soldiers were relegated to 
labor battalions in the early years of the war, manpower needs and political pres-
sure eventually brought thousands of them into combat. Similarly, many war in-
dustries had initially hired white men only. As white American men went off to 
war, however, positions began to open up for white women and African Americans. 
Scholars of the war argue that these changes in domestic race and gender rela-
tions were “central to the whole campaign for civil rights” in the 1950s and 1960s. 
Previous studies of the war have explored how Rosie riveted a new identity for 
women and how the Tuskegee Airmen earned the movement its wings. This chapter 
investigates the ways that World War II altered conceptions of African American 
manhood and how these changes set the stage for the civil rights movement.4

 Although it is certainly not the only defi ning experience for boys becoming 
men, military service — especially during a time of war — has traditionally been 
viewed as a rite of passage into manhood. In the context of wartime service, 
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“man” becomes not just a noun but a verb, not just an identity but an action, as 
soldiers and sailors are ordered to “man the guns.” Military action, then, shapes 
a masculine identity. The tests of physical prowess, courage, and mettle in the 
military are supposed to harden young boys into men, to prove that they can 
fulfi ll their traditional roles as husbands and fathers, protecting their families and 
communities from harm. On a political level, wartime military service has also 
been seen as an obligation of citizenship in modern republics and democracies. 
Citizen-soldiers must protect and defend the state in return for the right to have 
a say in how the state is run. Well into the twentieth century, the segregation of 
the armed forces and the relegation of women and minority men to noncombat 
roles excluded them from this band of brothers, for this was where manhood and 
citizenship were defi ned. Still, there was a sense among African American men 
that participation and valorous service in war could uplift their race and gain 
them respect and recognition as men. Such had been the case during the Civil 
War, when nearly 200,000 black soldiers fought in combat and 300,000 African 
Americans labored behind the lines for the Union Army. Black military service 
helped to inspire passage of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amend-
ments to the Constitution, ending slavery and laying the groundwork for Recon-
struction. Yet these rights had been rolled back in succeeding decades, despite 
evidence of African American patriotism during the Spanish-American War and 
calls by black leaders like W. E. B. Du Bois for Americans to “close ranks” and 
share the burden of battle in World War I. It seemed that the political and social 
legacies of black heroism and martial manhood had a limited half-life when the 
military crisis of the moment had passed. Understanding that their civil rights 
had been curtailed rather than expanded after these confl icts, black men and 
women exhibited deep ambivalence at the outset of World War II. Navy steward 
Ray Carter continued to feel this ambivalence when he spoke to an interviewer 
more than two decades after the war in the midst of the civil rights movement. 
He wondered how “I or my people benefi ted from the time I spent in the service 
and the insults and humiliation I endured as a man.” But one legacy of his service 
was clear. When asked what he thought about young militants in the civil rights 
movement, he said that he was proud of them. “After all,” he explained, “they 
were sired by the men of World War II.”5

Even before the attack on Pearl Harbor brought the United States formally into 
the war, the battle lines were drawn at home. Industries in the United States 
began gearing up for war production in 1939, and in 1940 President Franklin D. 



McClelland Barclay’s recruiting poster for the Navy entitled “Man the Guns” (1942) 
emphasizes the manly duty to serve with its arresting image of a muscular white seaman 
ramming home a shell in the midst of battle. David Stone Martin’s “Above and Beyond 

the Call of Duty” (n.d.) foregrounds the loyalty of black seaman Dorie Miller against the 



abstract backdrop of Pearl Harbor without explicitly showing Miller’s heroic action or his 
assigned role as a messman. Miller received the Navy Cross only after much pressure 

from the  and the black press. Still Picture Branch (-44--24 and 
-208--68), National Archives and Records Administration.
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Roosevelt began shipping arms to aid the British in the fi ght against Germany. 
After the record unemployment of the Great Depression, employers in these 
burgeoning war industries could pick and choose their workers. In the second 
half of 1940, white unemployment declined from nearly 18 percent to 13 per-
cent, but black unemployment in this same period remained at an astonishing 
22 percent. In the immediate wake of the Pearl Harbor attacks, less than three 
percent of the workers in American defense industries were African Americans, 
and many of these black war workers were relegated to low-paying, unskilled 
positions. “While we are in complete sympathy with the Negro,” one executive at 
the North American Aviation Company explained, “it is against company policy 
to employ them as aircraft workers or mechanics. . . . There will be some jobs as 
janitors for Negroes.”6

 Black labor and civil rights leaders pressured the government to deal with ram-
pant workplace discrimination. Black trade unionist A. Philip Randolph came up 
with the idea for a March on Washington in 1941. Backed by Walter White of 
the , and other black leaders, the march would protest racial discrimination 
among defense contractors, federal agencies, and the armed forces. “If American 
democracy will not insure equality of opportunity, freedom and justice to its 
citizens, black and white,” Randolph argued, “it is a hollow mockery and belies 
the principles for which it is supposed to stand.” The blues singer Josh White 
put it even more simply in “Defense Factory Blues”: “Well, it sho’ don’ make no 
sense, when a Negro can’t work in the National Defense.” Initially planned for 
10,000 people, Randolph predicted a few weeks before the scheduled date of the 
march that more than 100,000 African American protesters might come to the 
nation’s capital. This was no empty threat. Randolph could count on the sup-
port of the militant followers in his powerful union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping 
Car Porters, as well as thousands more demonstrators organized by local March 
on Washington committees in cities across the country. President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt met with black leaders in the summer of 1941 to try to persuade them 
to drop their demands. He was unsuccessful. A few days after the meeting, the 
president issued Executive Order 8802, which forbid racial discrimination by 
employers and labor unions working with defense contracts and also set up a Fair 
Employment Practices Committee () to investigate racism in war industries. 
Randolph called off his march, but he would go on to lead an even greater pil-
grimage for jobs and freedom two decades later.7

 During the early 1940s, despite a small staff and an unenthusiastic southern 
chairman, the  held hearings around the country, examining the hiring prac-
tices of various defense contractors. Earl Dickerson, an outspoken black insurance 
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man and politician from Chicago, served on the  and remembered heading to 
Los Angeles for hearings early in the war. The aviation contractor Lockheed had 
around 20,000 employees in southern California, only nine of whom were Afri-
can Americans. When Dickerson asked where the black employees worked and 
how long they had been with the company, the Lockheed spokesman sheepishly 
admitted that they were all janitors, who had been hired just before the hearing. 
Without the political clout to enforce the president’s nondiscrimination order, 
the  could do little more than slap companies on the wrist with warnings. 
Integration would come to the defense industries, but only after millions of white 
men were shipped overseas to fi ght in the war.8

 The American military faced an even more delicate task of recruiting minori-
ties while still trying to maintain racial segregation. Despite the heroism of black 
soldiers in World War I, there still were doubts among top military officials about 
the combat capabilities of African Americans. A 1925 study conducted by what is 
now the Army War College based its conclusions on the tenets of social Darwin-
ism: “In the process of evolution the American Negro has not progressed as far as 
the other subspecies of the human family. . . . His mental inferiority and inherent 
weakness of his character are factors that must be considered . . . [in] any plans 
for his employment in war.” Such assumptions were still widely held by military 
brass at the outset of World War II, but political pressures led to gradual policy 
adjustments that opened the door for more black military participation. Fearing 
a challenge from Republicans for black votes in the 1940 elections,  and some 
liberal Democrats crafted a Selective Service Act, calling for “any person, re-
gardless of race or color” to be included in the draft and be given the opportunity 
to enlist voluntarily. So as not to ruffle the feathers of white southern Democrats 
and military leaders, however, the White House and War Department quickly as-
sured the public that such legislation would not jeopardize the military’s policy of 
racial segregation, which had “proven satisfactory over a long period of years.”9

 To African Americans, Washington’s Jim Crow pronouncements whispered 
the same white supremacist dogma shouted by Adolph Hitler and the fascist 
Nazi Party in Germany. In Mein Kampf, Hitler had outlined conspiracy theories 
based on anti-Semitism and racism to explain the depressed state of the German 
economy after World War I. “It was and it is the Jews who bring Negroes into 
the Rhineland, always with the same secret thought and clear aim of ruining 
the hated white race,” Hitler warned. In his eyes, the men of these “bastard” 
races presented a clear danger to German womanhood and the German nation. 
Yet denigration of other races was only half of the Nazi propaganda strategy. 
Idealization of Aryan manhood and athleticism were just as central to the Third 
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Reich. Hitler and his followers viewed the 1936 Olympics in Berlin as a perfect 
opportunity to showcase German superiority. When black track star Jesse Owens 
raced to victory and four gold medals in the Berlin games, the Nazis’ white su-
premacist theories took a beating. Two years later, African American boxer Joe 
Louis knocked out the German champ Max Schmeling, deemed the embodiment 
of Aryan manhood, in the fi rst round of a heavyweight title bout. Yet when con-
fl ict came with the United States, Hitler continued to harp on Jewish and black 
inferiority, reportedly telling his senior staff that Germany would surely defeat 
the “half Judaized, and the other half Negrifi ed” American people.10

 The declaration of war in the United States brought a rush of enlistments, a 
draft, and calls to arms based on the obligations of citizenship and manhood. 
For young white men, service in the armed forces during World War II was a 
chance to prove themselves. Bob Rasmus, a white Chicagoan who volunteered as 
an infantry rifl eman, explained in an interview years later: “I was a skinny, gaunt 
kind of mama’s boy. I was going to gain my manhood then. I would forever be 
liberated from the sense that I wasn’t rugged. I would prove that I had the guts 
and the manhood to stand up to these things.” Black servicemen discussed some 
of the same traditional themes, but with different political implications. Draftee 
Jack Crittendon explained to the graduating class at his high school why he was 
proud to serve, recalling Dorie Miller’s heroism. “He proved himself capable. 
And when more black men are given the opportunity to serve their country they 
will prove themselves worthy of the trust placed in them. Give them a chance, 
[because] . . . a man is still a man!” Such sentiments gave parents, black and 
white, cause for concern. When Nelson Peery told his mother that he was enlist-
ing, she steeled herself for the waiting and worrying to come. “I knew you’d go,” 
she told her son. “I can’t stop you. I guess men have to fi ght to prove something to 
themselves. It’s just that I hate to think that I raised seven sons to become cannon 
fodder.”11

 Not all young black men wanted to fi ght, kill, and perhaps die in a segregated 
army, despite the seemingly laudable aims of defeating Hitler and defending 
democracy. Bayard Rustin, an organizer for the Fellowship of Reconciliation, 
refused to serve because of his Quaker upbringing and his commitment to the 
philosophy of nonviolence advocated by Mohandas Gandhi. In addition to politi-
cal opposition to service in a segregated army, Rustin and other pacifi sts sought 
an alternative path to manhood that did not rest on military service or physical 
aggression. Elijah Muhammad, the leader of the group that would later become 
the Nation of Islam, opposed the draft not because he disagreed with traditional 
ideas about martial manhood, but because he felt that the black man’s struggle 
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lay closer to home and that his natural allies were the Japanese and other people 
of color. “The Asiatic race is made up of all dark-skinned people, including the 
Japanese and the Asiatic black man,” Muhammad explained to his followers, urg-
ing them to ignore the draft. “The Japanese will win the war, because the white 
man cannot successfully oppose Asiatics.” Rustin and Muhammad both served 
jail time for their philosophical and ideological opposition to the U.S. war effort. 
Other black men wanted to avoid the war for more pragmatic reasons. Howard 
McGhee was an up-and-coming jazz trumpeter during World War II. When he 
was called down to the induction center for a psychiatric evaluation, he asked the 
army psychiatrist, “Man, why should I fi ght? I ain’t mad at nobody out there. 
. . . I wouldn’t know the difference. . . . If he’s white, I’m going to shoot him. 
Whether he’s a Frenchman, a German, or whatever, how the fuck would I know 
the difference?” As he had intended, that answer got McGhee classifi ed as 4-, 
psychologically unfi t for service. During the war, he got a chance to join Count 
Basie’s band, replacing a horn player who had been drafted. Afterwards, McGhee 
explained, “I wasn’t ready to dodge no bullets for nobody. And I like America. 
But I didn’t like it that much. I mean it’s all right to be a second class citizen . . . 
but shit, to be shot at, that’s another damn story.”12

 Rustin, Muhammad, and McGhee were certainly not alone in denouncing the 
war, but the majority of young black men who were called to serve did so. Still, 
the armed forces relegated them almost exclusively to labor and service battalions 
for the fi rst two years of the war. Trained under white southern officers who sup-
posedly “knew the Negro” better than their northern counterparts, 80 percent 
of black recruits and draftees were stationed at bases in the South, surrounded 
by communities that were hostile to black men in uniform. John Griffin, a black 
Marine Corps recruit from Chicago, learned this lesson fi rst hand. The Ma-
rines had, in fact, rejected black volunteers for nearly a century and a half after 
the Revolutionary War, from 1798 to 1941. The Corps only reluctantly began 
accepting African Americans early in World War II. Even before he arrived for 
training at the segregated base attached to Camp Lejeune in North Carolina, 
Griffin faced the humiliation of having to move to the back of a segregated train 
as it traveled into the South. For much of the war, the commanding officer of 
the black training facilities at Camp Lejeune was Colonel Samuel A. Woods Jr., 
a native of South Carolina and an alumnus of that state’s all-white military col-
lege, The Citadel. According to an official history of black Marines in World War 
II, Colonel Woods “cultivated a paternalistic relationship with his men,” who 
dubbed him the “Great White Father.” One imagines that this was said with 
different infl ection around the colonel and in the barracks. But Woods appeared 
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enlightened compared to another camp commander who joked that overseas he 
had seen “women Marines” and “dog Marines,” but he knew that the war was 
serious when he saw black men “wearing our uniform.”13

 Life and labor on southern bases was brutal by design. The explicit inten-
tion of military training is to harden a civilian into a soldier, one who will take 
orders to kill or be killed with no questions asked. Black draftees and recruits 
understood this. “I wasn’t looking for an easy spot or a bed of roses to lay in,” 
one explained. But the majority of black soldiers endured the normal rigors of 
military life, only to face continued discrimination and segregation once they 
had completed basic training. Black s vented their frustrations in letters to 
black editors, members of the Roosevelt administration, and the , decrying 
segregation and discrimination in the armed forces. “A U.S. Army uniform to 
a colored man makes him feel about as free as a man on a Georgia chain gang 
and you know that’s hell,” explained one letter to the Baltimore Afro-American 
signed by 300 black soldiers in Alabama. On base, black soldiers were forced to 
go to segregated Post Exchanges, theaters, and other recreational facilities. The 
most galling aspect of this Jim Crow policy was that German prisoners were 
often allowed to use these white facilities, while loyal African American soldiers 
were shunted off to substandard “colored” ones. A black lieutenant stationed in 
Texas remembered watching German s and white American troops eating 
together, and he thought, “I was a citizen soldier in the uniform of my country 
and I had to go through an alley to the back door while some of Hitler’s storm 
troopers lapped up the hospitality of my country. I think the army, the govern-
ment, or white people . . . purposely humiliated blacks in uniform to attempt to 
make them feel they were less than men.”14

 Institutional racism within the military was less visible but just as insidious as 
segregation. An officially sanctioned racial hierarchy in assignments and advance-
ment infuriated black troops. After Samuel A. Conner’s battalion was trained for 
artillery and radio operations, they were reassigned to a job the military felt bet-
ter suited them. “To our dismay,” he wrote to the Afro-American, “we found that 
some brass hat in Washington had given orders to form a Construction Battalion. 
. . . To be frank, we must toss away the months, in some cases, years of train-
ing.” Promotion and advancement proved difficult as well. By the end of the war, 
less than two percent of the officers in the U.S. military were black, and these 
officers frequently were denied access to Officers’ Clubs or positions other than 
chaplain.15

 Black enlisted men and officers faced brutality if they trespassed across the 
color line in or around military bases. In 1941 Private Felix Hall was lynched in 
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his uniform at Fort Benning, Georgia. Local authorities refused to rule out the 
possibility of suicide, even though his hands and feet had been bound. Black 
troops who protested against segregated buses and other public facilities in towns 
near military bases were beaten, arrested, and even shot by local white authori-
ties. The military did nothing. Fed up with brutality, injustice, and segregation, 
the tone of soldiers’ letters became more strident. A letter to Walter White from 
an anonymous soldier in Alabama explained, “Negro soldiers are treated like 
slaves on this post.” The soldier continued, “Unless something is done at once 
to change these conditions, I am afraid something serious will happen at this 
camp.” It was only a matter of time before frustration exploded into confronta-
tion. Although problems were worse in the South where segregation was the 
order of the day, the War Department acknowledged that “smoldering unrest, 
which is likely to erupt at any time,” existed at posts across the country. In 1943 
a department memo reported “riots of a racial character” at Camp Van Dorn, 
Mississippi; Camp Stewart, Georgia; March Field and San Luis Obispo, Califor-
nia; Fort Bliss, Texas; and Camp Breckenridge, Kentucky. Nelson Peery, a black 
infantryman trained in Louisiana and Mississippi, recalled the sense of rage and 
frustration among black troops in the wake of these uprisings. “The fi nal realiza-
tion of the black man’s impotence weighed on my chest,” he wrote. At the time, 
he remembered feeling as if the “black man will never be anything but a boy in 
this country. Even if you kill one of these white bastards, you’re not a brave man; 
you’re a dangerous crazy nigger.”16

 When black soldiers and sailors fi nally went overseas, discrimination and con-
tinued assignments to labor battalions were constant sources of tension. Staff Ser-
geant Bill Stevens from the famed black 24th Infantry Regiment later joked about 
the situation. Assigned to dock work during the Guadalcanal campaign “under 
the guise of keeping physically fi t,” Stevens explained, “If totin’ that barge and 
liftin’ that bale was a physical fi tness program, then [we] should have been in 
superb physical condition compared to similar white units.” In fact, Stevens’s 
regiment was assigned to manual labor so often that he thought they should have 
been renamed the “24th Stevedores.” Infantry training had nothing to do with 
their assignments. Not all black troops were anxious to “prove themselves” at the 
front, however. As one soldier from a labor battalion remembered, “We were glad 
that we were not being sent up into the hand-to-hand combat area. We wanted 
to survive . . . [and] we felt we were performing an important job.” Service as-
signments were not only important jobs; they also could be dangerous ones. As 
the Allies advanced in Europe, construction battalions were asked to rebuild 
bridges while battles continued to rage around them. Leon Bass remembered the 
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“glorious day” that his battalion of combat engineers completed a bridge in spite 
of inclement weather, strafi ng, and shelling from German howitzers. But he also 
recalled thinking that his battalion had “paid a heck of a price for that glory” as 
he stood in the snow “and looked at the grave registration trucks on which the 
bodies of so many friends were placed.”17

 With black soldiers working and dying for their country, the black press and 
black officials demanded an end to the hypocrisy of a segregated army fi ght-
ing to save freedom and democracy throughout the world. Early in 1942, the 
Pittsburgh Courier launched the “Double V” campaign for victory over fascism 
abroad and discrimination at home. The Double V caught on with fashion, songs, 
and numerous editorials in the black press. Yet the ’s magazine, The Cri-
sis, had been demanding similar action since 1940. In an editorial entitled “For 
Manhood in National Defense,” the  explained, “This is no fi ght merely 
to wear a uniform. This is a struggle for status, a struggle to take democracy 
off of a parchment and give it life.” It was, in short, a “continuing battle for 
manhood citizenship rights.” White policymakers and pundits understood the 
relationship between military service, citizenship, and manhood as well, but they 
argued — disingenuously — that war was not the time for rabble rousing and pro-
test. To conservative whites like J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the , black 
editors’ criticism of government policies during wartime bordered on treason 
and sedition. Hoover and some members of the mainstream white press argued 
that black editors should be muzzled. The white Scripps-Howard columnist 
Westbrook Pegler accused the Pittsburgh Courier and the Chicago Defender of 
“exploiting the war emergency as an opportunity to push the aspirations of the 
Negro.” Even Pegler acknowledged, however, “If I were a Negro, I would live 
in constant fury. . . . I would not be a sub-American, sub-human being, and in 
docile patience forever yield my rightful aspiration to be a man.” Black editors 
felt the same way, and they continued to fi ght for the Double V.18

 The strongest critic of Jim Crow military policies within the Roosevelt ad-
ministration was William Hastie, the dean of the Howard University Law School 
and former federal district judge in the U.S. Virgin Islands. Hastie had been 
appointed as Civilian Aide on Negro Affairs in the War Department in October 
1940. Letters from irate black soldiers and his own investigations of discrimina-
tion in the armed forces led Hastie to conclude that segregation had a disastrous 
effect on military morale and effectiveness. In a 1941 memo to his superiors, 
he challenged the assumption that southern white officers were the best choice 
to train and lead black troops, and he also chastised the War Department for 
“insufficient effort” to “persuade southern communities to accept and treat the 
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Negro man in uniform as a man and a soldier.” The heart of Hastie’s critique 
related to the psychological effects of segregation and discrimination on black 
soldiers: “In the army, the Negro is taught to be a man, a fi ghting man; in brief, 
a soldier. It is impossible to create a dual personality which will be on the one 
hand a fi ghting man toward a foreign enemy, and on the other hand a craven who 
will accept treatment as less than a man at home.” Understanding that wartime 
military service reinforced traditional notions of manhood that rested on physical 
strength, courage, duty, and honor, Hastie saw that such cultural expectations 
placed black recruits in a Catch-22. Black soldiers were trained to exhibit these 
traditional attributes of manhood to help win the war, but these same qualities 
that helped them survive military service were perceived as dangerous to an 
American social order that rested on white male supremacy. These paradoxi-
cal expectations created a psychic dissonance for black veterans, many of whom 
would channel their frustrations into a movement for equal rights after the war. 
Hastie’s insightful critique of the military predicted just such a scenario, but his 
words fell on deaf ears in the War Department. Responding to Hastie’s salvo, 
department officials argued that the “level of intelligence and occupational skill 
of the Negro population is considerably below that of the white” and warned 
of the dangers of “social experimentation” in the military during wartime as a 
justifi cation for continued segregation. Hastie resigned his post in protest against 
these policies.19

 As the military reinforced traditional ideas about manhood and stubbornly 
clung to Jim Crow policies, manpower needs on the home front inspired a mas-
sive migration of workers and shifts in the labor force that undermined white 
male supremacy. With the bulk of young white men serving overseas, there were 
new job opportunities for women and minorities in the economy, especially in the 
burgeoning war industries. Even if some of these opportunities proved fl eeting, 
they had an important impact on manhood and race in America. As historian 
George Lipsitz argues, the mobilization for war “not only realigned the economy, 
it brought dramatic changes as well in gender roles” and allowed African Ameri-
cans to take “control of their own destinies.” These changes began with what 
amounted to a second Great Migration of farmwomen and black sharecroppers 
from fi elds to factories. Just as in World War I, millions of rural Americans, espe-
cially in the South, headed to southern urban centers and cities in the industrial 
Northeast and Midwest. But the new promised land of the 1940s was the West 
Coast, especially California. Many of the 338,000 black migrants who headed to 
California ended up in Los Angeles and the San Francisco Bay Area. They were 
part of a fl ood of more than 3.5 million new workers that came to the state in a 
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wave of migration that journalists and scholars have dubbed the “Second Gold 
Rush.”20

 Eddie Eaton was one of these migrants. His grandfather had been born a 
slave, and Eaton himself had been born in a log cabin. Maybe migration was in 
Eaton’s blood; Eaton’s parents had joined one of the earlier migrations from the 
rural South to the city of Houston, Texas to fi nd work. In 1943, when he heard 
about high paying jobs in the California shipyards, Eaton took the train with 
his sweetheart, Myrtle, and headed west. The train was undoubtedly packed 
with other migrants — black and white, many of them from Texas, Louisiana, 
Oklahoma, and Arkansas — hoping to fi nd a job and the good life. “From what I 
heard,” Eaton said, “it was a better place to live than Texas. You were a little more 
freer in California than you were in Texas.” Another Texas migrant had similar 
expectations after an uncle waxed poetic about his work on the Golden Gate 
Bridge in letters home. Images of her uncle standing high atop one of the bridge 
towers and gazing out into the expanse of the Pacifi c Ocean inspired this young 
black woman to move west. “It just sounded like a fantasy,” she remembered.21

 Like thousands of other migrants to the Bay Area, Eddie and Myrtle got jobs 
at the Kaiser shipyards in the town of Richmond, just northeast of San Francisco. 
Finding a job wasn’t the problem; housing was. The population of Richmond 
exploded during the war. In 1940 there were 23,000 residents in the bayside town. 
Four years later the population had more than quadrupled. Schools, apartments, 
and other city facilities creaked under the weight of all the newcomers. Housing 
was especially tight for the 18,000 new African American workers at the Kai-
ser shipyards, who were often excluded from certain homes and neighborhoods. 
Eddie and Myrtle Eaton moved in with a friend for a time, before they married 
and fi nally found their own place. “They tried to keep the blacks in an area and 
the whites in an area,” Eaton remembered, “but fi nally, they kind of gelled and 
went to moving in and around each other and it worked out fi ne.” The infl ux of 
both black and white migrants from the South was both exciting and unsettling 
for longtime residents of the Bay Area. One middle-class black resident of Rich-
mond admitted in an interview years later that she was suspicious of both black 
and white newcomers, who seemed less educated and more racially prejudiced 
than her family. “They brought a lot of that with them from the South. I’m not 
talking about just whites, I’m talking about blacks too, because they would go 
around, a lot of them, with chips on their shoulders.”22

 It is no wonder that many of the migrants had chips on their shoulders, because 
they often faced discrimination in the shifting terrain of the wartime workplace. 
Most unsettling to older residents and workers were the women who took “men’s 
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jobs” in the shipyards, women like Myrtle Eaton. Challenging traditional gender 
ideas, these women had simply answered the federal government’s call to join 
the workforce like Rosie the Riveter. To minimize the social impact of women 
entering the shipyards, leadermen and managers tried to stop women from wear-
ing nail polish, lipstick, makeup, or sweaters in the yards. Historian Kevin Starr 
notes that such rules did not apply to women who did more traditional clerical 
work at the shipyards, but when women “came into competition with men as 
welders or electricians, they were forced to suppress all signs of femininity.” 
This was too much for some men, who didn’t want their wives to get jobs at the 
shipyards, and some women, who looked askance at such jobs. Marguerite Wil-
liams was tempted by the high pay but decided against applying for a shipyard 
job because the women “looked so mannish” and they “had to work like men.” 
Myrtle Eaton didn’t seem to mind. Beaming from the Eaton family album is a 
beautiful picture of a young Myrtle smiling, her face framed by a raised welder’s 
visor during a sunny afternoon break at the shipyard. Evidently, Myrtle Eaton 
was happy to have a high paying job even if she couldn’t wear lipstick while she 
welded.23

 Migrant men also struggled to fi nd their place in the new war industries. Older 
California residents derided the white southern migrants as ignorant “pecker-
woods” and Okies. They hung signs over ship bulkheads that read, “Okie, This 
Is a Door” and drew labels on urinals that said, “Drinking Fountain.” But the 
white southern migrant could take solace in the fact that he was not the “low 
man” on the job site at Kaiser. Unions made this clear when they barred black 
workers from joining or shunted them into segregated auxiliary locals that had 
little say in negotiations. Racism infected the workplace in other ways. As an 
internal Kaiser company memo noted, “The men from the South complain 
more about the fact that the shipyards employ, and they must mingle with, all 
races, creeds, and colors.” Much of this tension came from the simple fact that 
black and white migrants were competing for jobs and raises. But the presence 
of women in a racially integrated workplace — and the implicit possibility of in-
terracial relationships — further complicated the economic competition in the 
shipyards. No one captured the drama of these confl icts better than the novelist 
Chester Himes.24

 Himes was himself a migrant. Born and raised predominantly in the Midwest, 
he had spent a short time in the South where his father taught in black col-
leges. He was too old for the initial draft in World War II and later was deemed 
medically unfi t because of a horrible accident, a fall down an elevator shaft, in his 
youth. In the early 1940s he traveled with thousands of other migrants in search 
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of work in California, a place that he found was no “land of the free.” Himes 
had twenty-three jobs in the fi rst three years of the war. Only two of them were 
skilled positions: a ship-fi tter for Kaiser in Richmond and a shipwright’s helper in 
a Los Angeles shipyard. Himes later wrote in his autobiography that “the mental 
corrosion of race prejudice in Los Angeles” left him “bitter and saturated with 
hate.” He channeled that anger into several essays and short stories for the  
magazine, The Crisis, and also into what he called a “bitter novel of protest,” If 
He Hollers Let Him Go.25

 Bob Jones, the main character of If He Hollers Let Him Go, is a black shipyard 
worker in Los Angeles who must deal with the racism that faced Himes and other 
black workers in wartime industries. Jones is also a leaderman, a man in a position 
of authority over a crew of other black workers. His light-skinned, middle-class 
girlfriend and her family constantly remind him of his potential, if only he would 
apply himself and get an education. But higher education and attaining a respect-
able middle-class life are not necessarily priorities for Jones, especially if he has to 
hold his tongue about the racism that he faces in Los Angeles and the shipyards 
to get them. The sky of the narrative darkens when Jones must supervise a white 
woman from Texas. “I ain’t gonna work with no nigger!” Madge Perkins tells 
Jones when he fi rst gives her an assignment. To which Bob replies, “Screw you, 
you cracker bitch!” From this fi rst altercation springs a work relationship fraught 
with sexual tension. At one point, Bob fi nds himself drawn to the hotel where 
Madge is staying. They argue and tussle until they fi nd themselves locked in an 
embrace. In a psychological power play, Madge hisses her lustful desire, “All 
right, rape me then, nigger!” Alarm bells peal through Bob’s consciousness and 
he breaks off the encounter immediately. But he hasn’t escaped yet. The next day 
at work, he stumbles upon Madge sleeping in a compartment of the ship where 
they are working. Before Bob can fi gure out what to do, Madge begins to scream 
for help, claiming that she’s being raped. Beaten to a bloody pulp by his white 
coworkers at the shipyards, Bob is then taken before a judge. “Suppose I give you 
a break, boy,” the judge says, acknowledging the weakness of the case against 
Bob. “If I let you join the armed forces — any branch you want — will you give 
me your word that you’ll stay away from white women and keep out of trouble?” 
Feeling like “half a man,” Bob Jones joins the army.26

 The confl icts and anxieties that drove If He Hollers Let Him Go were rife in 
the factories and cities that had been transformed by war industries and migra-
tion. In 1943 these tensions exploded into race riots in Los Angeles, Harlem, 
and Beaumont, Texas, but the worst racial violence took place in Detroit. It had 
begun more than a year earlier as the federal government attempted to deal with 
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the housing shortage caused by massive migration. In 1942 the government had 
planned to build the Sojourner Truth Homes for black war workers in a pre-
dominantly white neighborhood. A rash of white protests made the government 
redesignate the homes for whites only despite the fact that they were named in 
honor of the prominent African American abolitionist. A second reversal fol-
lowed the outcry from liberal and civil rights leaders, but when the fi rst black 
family attempted to move in, it was greeted by an angry white mob. Though vio-
lence quickly dissipated, residual racial tensions simmered in Detroit until they 
boiled over again in June 1943. One rumor that a black woman and her child had 
been assaulted and another about the supposed rape of a white woman sparked 
the confl ict that raged for three days. When the smoke cleared, thirty-four people 
were dead — twenty-fi ve were black and nine were white. Seventeen of the black 
casualties had been killed by the city’s predominantly white police force. After 
an investigation of the riot, the ’s Walter White argued that competition for 
housing and jobs along with the stresses and strains that accompanied black and 
white migration from the South were primarily to blame. Finding that nearly 70 
percent of the rioters were young white and black men, White further speculated, 
“A compensatory bravado seems to have been created in some of these young 
men who by the physical violence of mobbing sought to convince themselves and 
others that they were as physically able as those who had gone into the army.” As 
White suggested, it was difficult to untangle the social and psychological causes 
of the 1943 race riots in Detroit and other cities. Black men on the home front 
were frustrated with limitations placed on new wartime job opportunities, and 
white men who remained at home saw the social hierarchy that they dominated 
before the war begin to shift beneath them. Avoiding the traditional rite of pas-
sage offered by the military for whatever reason, these men on the home front 
may have felt even more adrift in the sea of social changes brought on by the 
war.27

 The military was not without its own social problems, and the case of the 
Port Chicago mutiny made it impossible for folks on the home front to ignore 
these problems any longer. Not far from Kaiser’s Richmond shipyards in the 
northeast corner of the San Francisco Bay stood Port Chicago and the Mare 
Island Naval Station. Liberty ships would sail in and dock at Port Chicago to be 
loaded with ammunition that would resupply Allied forces overseas. All of the 
enlisted men loading the munitions were black, while the vast majority of their 
superior officers were white. Though the detonators had not been placed in most 
of the bombs that the men loaded onto the ships, they were still fi lled with tons 
of explosive and incendiary materials. Boxcars were loaded within two feet of the 
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ceiling, and the men would climb onto the pile of bombs and roll them down a 
ramp into a net on the dock. Winch operators would then use cranes to lift the 
nets of shells into the cargo holds that were 30 – 40 feet deep. Joe Small, a winch 
operator, remembered, “If a bomb fell out or the net came loose and dumped the 
load into the hold, it would mean disaster. There is absolutely no place to run or 
hide in the hold of a Liberty ship being loaded with ammunition.” Despite the 
danger, officers would make small wagers on which units could load the most 
munitions in an eight-hour shift. Such informal speed-ups were even more dan-
gerous, because the Navy had not offered the black sailors any special training in 
loading munitions.28

 On July 17, 1944, the Port Chicago men’s worst nightmare became a reality. 
An explosion on or near the loading dock set off a chain reaction that decimated 
the Port Chicago facilities and two ships, killing 320 sailors. An Army Air Force 
plane fl ying nearby reported seeing a fi reball three miles wide, and Bay Area 
residents as far as forty miles away felt the blast. Joe Small, who was not work-
ing at the time, rolled out of his bunk and used his mattress to protect himself 
from shards fl ying out of the explosion. Everyone who survived at the base was 
shaken by the devastating experience. Given that more than 200 of the sailors 
killed were African Americans, the tragedy was especially difficult for the black 
survivors.29

 Less than a month after the explosion, the black sailors who had survived 
the disaster were asked to return to work loading munitions again. When 258 of 
them refused, they were imprisoned in a barge to await questioning. Frustrated, 
scared, and angry, some of the men passed around a petition stating that they 
would agree to any assignment other than loading munitions, while others began 
to fashion weapons out of metal tools and implements on the barge. Joe Small, an 
unofficial leader of the men, gathered them together to try to calm them down 
and keep them united. “We’ve got the officers by the balls,” he said. “They can 
do nothing to us if we don’t do anything to them. If we stick together, they can’t 
do anything to us.” But Small was wrong. The Navy announced that fi fty of the 
“ringleaders” would be charged for mutiny, and mutiny during a time of war 
carried a possible death sentence.30

 The Port Chicago mutiny became a cause célèbre, a case in which black man-
hood and courage were literally on trial. A Chicago Defender headline trumpeted 
the cause of the “Fifty New Martyrs.” The  sent its top litigant, Thurgood 
Marshall, to advise the defense team, and a young Lieutenant Commander James 
Coakley, who would later prosecute members of the Black Panther Party as the 
District Attorney of Oakland, served as the Navy’s judge advocate. The fi fty 
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men pled not guilty, arguing that many of them had not been directly ordered to 
load ammunition and that those who had were not technically guilty of mutiny, 
because they had not attempted to “usurp, subvert, or override” the authority of 
their officers. Most of all, the defense rested its argument on the fact that the men 
had agreed to accept any other assignment, just not loading munitions, because 
of the paralyzing fear that crippled them after the explosion. In response, the 
prosecution sought to prove that the meeting on the barge was clear evidence of 
conspiracy and that fear was no excuse for disobeying an order during a war that 
saw American soldiers and sailors dying by the thousands overseas. The officers 
called to testify by the Navy included a chaplain at Mare Island who spoke with 
the men after they were imprisoned. All of the officers testifi ed that they had tried 
to persuade the men to do the right thing. The chaplain had “appealed to their 
race pride and mentioned the fact that they were letting down the loyal men of 
their race and their friends.” A white officer who commanded one of the accused 
units testifi ed that he “explained the seriousness of the charge and went on to 
explain that there were women doing more hazardous work with explosives than 
they were called to perform.” After building a case for a sensitive officer corps 
commanding cowardly enlisted units, the prosecution used Small’s comment that 
the enlisted men “had the officers by the balls” to prove he had led a conspiracy 
to “usurp and subvert” the white officers’ authority.31

 It took the court eighty minutes, including a lunch break, to decide that the 
fi fty men were guilty. They were sentenced to fi fteen years in prison and dishon-
orable discharges. In an appellate brief completed after the sentence was handed 
down, Thurgood Marshall and other  attorneys cited a lack of training for 
the black sailors and also poor leadership by white officers as leading to both the 
explosion and the alleged mutiny. For these reasons, and also because this was 
the largest court martial trial ever held, Marshall asked the navy to reconsider the 
verdict. “This is not an isolated case,” he wrote. “This is a case which will break 
down completely all consideration of a Negro as a seaman.” Marshall understood 
that the prosecution’s arguments and the original verdict in this case reinforced 
negative stereotypes about black manhood, morale, and military service without 
critically examining the racism within the armed forces that was at the root of 
these problems. The poor morale of the Port Chicago men was the logical result 
of racist assignments to the most dangerous and unrewarding tasks in the navy 
duty rosters. Far from an exhibition of cowardice, the “mutiny” was an example 
of courage, of men fi ghting for the right to fi ght. The Port Chicago verdict tarred 
the reputation of fi fty seamen, few of whom had ever even gotten a chance to go to 
sea. Ironically, Joe Small and many of his comrades from Port Chicago fi nally got 
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assigned aboard ships after the war ended. In 1946 the Port Chicago mutineers 
were released and stationed on several integrated ships to complete their terms 
of service. It was on one of these ships that Small had one last confrontation with 
racism in the navy — this time, with a white sailor from Alabama who refused 
to eat in an integrated ship’s mess with him. Small launched his fi ve-and-a-half 
foot, 170-pound frame into the six-foot plus, 250-pound southerner. After the 
fi ght, the two eventually became friends, and the Alabamian admitted, “I found 
something out. A man is a man.” To Small, this was something of a vindication 
of his struggle. It was long overdue.32

 While Small and the other black men from Port Chicago literally fought for 
their lives in the mutiny trial, subtle changes were fi nally taking place in the 
branches of the military as a result of political, intellectual, and social pressures 
in the wider society. President Roosevelt acknowledged the racism in the armed 
forces in a 1944 press conference before the Negro Newspaper Publishers As-
sociation. “It is perfectly true,”  said, “there is defi nite discrimination in the 
actual treatment of the colored engineer troops and others.” While ’s election-
year mea culpa seemed a political ploy, Eleanor Roosevelt’s stance was a more 
principled and proactive one. “I think we will have to do a little educating among 
our Southern white men and officers,” she wrote to Secretary of War Henry 
Stimson, urging him to take action against discrimination. Slowly, the military 
began to respond to these criticisms. In 1944 the army produced a training man-
ual called “Leadership and the Negro Soldier” that cited “competent scholars 
. . . [who] are almost unanimous in the opinion that race ‘superiority’ and ‘inferi-
ority’ have not been demonstrated.” The manual praised the patriotism of black 
troops and urged officers (most of them white) to remember that black soldiers 
were “citizens in a country which prides itself on its democracy and individual 
liberty.” The army’s new line echoed the thesis of the groundbreaking work that 
the Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal completed on American race relations 
in 1944 entitled An American Dilemma. Myrdal’s exhaustive study concluded 
that racism pervaded all sections of American society, but also emphasized that 
if Americans could address this “dilemma,” they had an opportunity to lead the 
postwar world by living up to the national ideals of liberty and justice for all. 
The obvious fi rst step down this path was equal treatment in the armed services 
and, as the black press had argued all along, that meant African American troops 
deserved the right to fi ght for their country.33

 The fi ght for the right to fi ght began early in the war as African Americans 
struggled to gain entry into the heralded Army Air Corps. Air Corps pilots were 
the surgeons of the skies, and when they came back down to earth, they had a 
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confi dent swagger that has become legend. The very embodiment of martial 
manhood and technological mastery, positions for fi ghter pilots were reserved 
for whites only. So when Charles W. Dryden went down to enlist in the Army 
Air Corps in New York City, the recruiter shook his head and said, “The United 
States Army is not training any colored pilots.” As one of the fi rst black gradu-
ates of the New Deal’s civilian pilot training program, Dryden was as qualifi ed 
as any young man in America to sign up in 1940, but he would have to wait. 
Finally, in the summer of 1941, the Bronx native was accepted into a segregated 
fi ghter squadron that would train at an airfi eld attached to the black university in 
Tuskegee, Alabama. When Dryden and his fellow cadets completed their train-
ing courses and earned their wings, it was front-page news in the black press. 
Yet at home in New York on leave, Dryden was mistaken for a porter at Penn 
Station. “Here, boy, carry my bag,” an elderly white socialite demanded of him. 
“Madame, I am an officer of the United States Army Air Forces,” Dryden replied 
with as much patience as he could muster in the face of such disrespect.34

 Two years after Dryden arrived at Tuskegee, he and the other members of 
the 99th fi ghter squadron were fi nally sent into combat in North Africa and the 
European theater. Saddling up for what he later called “an aerial danse macabre,” 
Dryden took part in the Tuskegee Airmen’s fi rst dogfi ghts with the German Air 
Force, or Luftwaffe. He nicknamed his planes “A-Train,” after the popular tune 
played by Duke Ellington’s band about a subway train in New York, and the 
planes served him well. On a clear day over the coast of Sicily, Dryden and other 
Tuskegee-trained pilots joined a fi ghter escort for bombers who had targeted 
Axis airstrips on the island. When two “bandits” appeared in the sky ahead, 
Dryden’s wingman didn’t see them. Tracer bullets came frighteningly close to 
Dryden’s plane as he joined the fray to protect his buddy. Surviving the fi rst 
barrage of enemy fi re, it was his turn to attack. With A-Train’s .50 caliber guns, 
Dryden sought to tattoo lines of bullet holes on the German fi ghters. Although 
none of the German planes went down, the dogfi ght was over in minutes. The 
enemy had fl ed. “Race base, this is race ace,” the black pilots would radio to their 
control tower after a mission. “Give me the word, and I’ll make like a bird.”35

 When reports of the Tuskegee Airmen’s early exploits reached the States, 
they were lauded in the black press but viewed with skepticism by military brass 
and the white media. Time magazine grudgingly admitted that the 99th fi ghter 
squadron had “done fairly well.” But the story went on to cite unnamed military 
sources, concluding, “The top air command was not altogether successful with 
the performance.” The mainstream media and military officials echoed old ste-
reotypes about black soldiers, implying that the 99th fi ghter squadron suffered 
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from a “lack of aggressive spirit.” Historical accounts do not bear this out. If 
anything, the Tuskegee Airmen were plagued not by cowardice but by the cock-
sureness that is legend among fi ghter pilots. “The fact is, we were vainglorious,” 
one pilot later remembered. “I’m old enough now to know this is quite human 
for a bunch of young men.” This must have been especially true for young men 
who fought with the heavy responsibility of representing their race. “Let’s face 
it, it was an honor in that our people were so proud of us for having picked up the 
challenge when it was offered,” this same airman concluded.36

 As the men of the 99th fi ghter squadron saw their fi rst combat in Europe, 
U.S. transports with African American reinforcements were zigzagging across 
the Atlantic to avoid German subs. Arriving in Britain was a welcome relief to 
all, but it was especially so for black troops, who stepped off the ships and into 
a society with a reputation for more tolerant race relations. The fi rst African 
American soldiers arrived in Britain in May 1942. Having never seen African 
Americans before, many British people were receptive to the newcomers and 
critical of American racism. Some pubs mocked American segregation, advertis-
ing: “For British people and coloured Americans only.” The liberal Daily Mir-
ror in London printed a cartoon of an African American and an Indian soldier 
passing a sign in a shop window that read: “No colored people admitted,” with 
the black soldier commenting, “We didn’t see that notice in the trenches.” When 
Europeans did not evince the proper deference to American racial customs, some 
white soldiers took umbrage. An Italian American soldier went so far as to print 
up leafl ets ordering Italian women not to consort with black s, warning, “The 
machine gun will cut down the prostitute who sells the honor of her race, and the 
people will seek revenge upon her and her black son.” In Britain, white troops 
spread rumors that their black comrades in arms were endowed with tails. Since 
few British women had seen a black man before the war, they were naturally 
curious. “They would come up and pat you on your butt to see if you got a tail,” 
remembered one black veteran. “And some of the smarter brothers told them, 
‘Yes, I may have a tail . . . [but] my tail doesn’t come out until late at night.’ ” This 
kind of interracial fl irtation was the worst nightmare of many southern white 
troops. As one white corporal explained, he didn’t mind the advancement of black 
troops, but he did object “to Negro men sexing with white women. We’re not 
fi ghting for that kind of ‘democracy’.”37

 British attitudes toward race relations subtly shifted as more American troops, 
black and white, poured into the country in anticipation of the D-Day invasion. 
The historian Graham Smith argues that the British were not uniformly opposed 
to segregation or theories of white supremacy and such racist sentiments actually 
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grew in some circles during the war. Sympathy for segregation was clear in Brit-
ish military memos and civilian pronouncements, but it crystallized around the 
case of a black American  named Leroy Henry, who was accused of raping a 
British farmer’s wife in 1944. The rape accusation led to Henry’s swift conviction 
in a U.S. military tribunal, and he was sentenced “to be hanged by the neck until 
dead.” The case was widely publicized in the British press, as liberal Brits at-
tempted to distance themselves from the racial atrocities they had long criticized 
in the United States. Many believed Henry’s claim that he had paid his British 
partner for sex in the past but that on the night in question she had demanded 
twice her normal fee. When he refused to pay, she played to white Americans’ 
basest racial fears. A thorough investigation by members of General Eisenhower’s 
staff supported Henry’s story, and the black  was freed to return to duty. Other 
African American soldiers were not so lucky. African Americans made up less 
than 10 percent of American military personnel in the European theater, but 
they represented 21 percent of the soldiers convicted of criminal activity and 42 
percent of those convicted of sexual assault. This wasn’t the sort of justice they 
were fi ghting for, and it revealed the lengths to which military officials would go 
to export Jim Crow.38

 Timuel Black saw this injustice fi rst hand when one of the members of his 
Quartermaster Battalion was hung for supposedly raping a British woman dur-
ing their stay on the island before the D-Day invasion. This must have weighed 
heavily on Black’s mind as he joined the invasion of Normandy two days after D-
Day. On the trip across the English Channel to Utah Beach, Black remembered 
“young men cryin’ for their mothers, wetting and defecating themselves. Others 
tellin’ jokes. Most of us were just solemn.” After the landing, African Ameri-
can supply companies served as the arteries of the Allied forces, pumping the 
lifeblood of supplies and munitions to the front lines. The 23,000 black drivers 
and support staff collectively known as the Red Ball Express brought more than 
412,000 tons of food, fuel, weapons, and ammunition from the beachhead to the 
advancing Allied armies within one three-month period in 1944.39

 While the companies in the Red Ball Express distinguished themselves in the 
types of support positions where blacks had traditionally served, new opportuni-
ties were fi nally opening up for black troops on the battlefi eld in the European 
theater. The most acclaimed of these was the 761st Tank Battalion, nicknamed 
the Black Panthers. When the Black Panther battalion joined the advancing Third 
Army, General Patton explained to the soldiers what he expected of them. “Men, 
you are the fi rst Negro tankers ever to fi ght in the American army,” the gruff 
commander barked. “I don’t care what color you are as long as you go up and kill 
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those Kraut sons-of-bitches.” Captain John Long, the commander of B Company 
in the 761st Battalion, was actually nicknamed the “black Patton” by his men. 
Although the army and the American public rarely recognized them, Long and 
other black combat officers exhibited an attribute of martial manhood that would 
prove valuable in the struggles that followed the war: leadership. “Johnnie was 
every inch a soldier,” one of the men from B Company recalled. “He asked noth-
ing of his men that he would not do himself. He was courageous, shrewd, able 
and an evil s.o.b. There were times when we hated his guts, but we had to respect 
him.” One can still sense awe and fear in the testimony of men from B Company 
who told of Captain Long getting out of his tank personally to check for booby 
traps and mines underneath a bridge that they had to cross, leaving himself open 
to enemy sniper fi re.40

 Though they served in a segregated battalion, the Black Panther tankers found 
themselves involuntarily integrated with white units by the chaos of modern 
warfare. When a German round slammed into Sergeant Johnnie Stevens’s tank, 
he climbed out with three surviving comrades but found himself too injured and 
shocked to crawl out of range of the mortars that continued to rain down on his 
position. A white soldier from the 26th Division saw him. “Hey Sarge, you hit?” 
he asked. “I’m hit hard as hell,” Stevens called back. The white soldier hopped 
over a protective embankment, scooped Stevens up in his arms, and carried him 
to safety. Just before the white soldier ducked down behind the embankment 
himself, a German sniper killed him. Stevens never learned the name of the man 
who saved his life. But he did come to understand what another black soldier 
believed was one of the central ironies of war: “You don’t have time for prejudice 
in a foxhole.”41

 One of the few black combat units on the front lines at the conclusion of the 
war, the Black Panther battalion was also one of the fi rst American units to wit-
ness the devastation of the Holocaust. Seeing the atrocities of the concentration 
camps seared horrifying images into the minds and memories of these men. 
When asked about his impressions of the camps, Captain John Long could only 
initially respond with a question for his interviewer: “Have you ever seen a stack 
of bones with skin stretched over it?” The exact role of the Black Panthers in 
liberating the camps is a matter of dispute, but Captain Long remembers, “When 
we busted in the gate, the inmates just staggered out with no purpose or direction 
until they saw a dead horse recently struck by a shell.” To Long’s shock and hor-
ror, the prisoners began tearing at the animal’s carcass, “eating the raw fl esh.” As 
black soldiers came to grips with the meaning of the atrocities that they saw at the 
end of World War II, they began to refl ect on their own conditions in the United 
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States. “If this [Holocaust] could happen here, . . . it could happen to black folk 
in America. I guess more than any single event, it was this sight that crystallized 
my determination to do as much as I could to bring about some sanity to a very 
insane world.”42

 In fact, many of the American troops, black and white, who survived the war 
came to similar conclusions about the need for activism when they returned to 
the United States. One black chaplain stationed in the Pacifi c gave a fi nal sermon 
to his men at the conclusion of hostilities that summed up this new militancy 
among black troops. “We have won the military battle for democracy,” he said, 
“but the fi ght is not over. Don’t be satisfi ed with the way things were. . . . Don’t 
let anyone ever again tell you you are inferior because you are black. . . . Be a man! 
We owe it to ourselves.” Black troops were not the only ones who saw racial injus-
tice in a new light after the war. The scales had fallen from the eyes of a few white 
veterans as well. Captain Hyman Samuelson may have gone into the war more 
predisposed to understanding racial prejudice because of his Jewish heritage, but 
he also carried racist assumptions of his Louisiana upbringing. Samuelson came 
to respect and admire the black men he commanded in an engineering battalion 
stationed in the South Pacifi c. He tired of constantly defending them in front of 
other white officers and resolved to do something about this when he returned 
home. “Before I die,” he wrote in his diary in 1943, “I must help stamp out this 
crazy idea that the white man has about his superiority over the colored man. . . . 
It’s wrong — damn wrong!” This was a powerful epiphany, yet after Samuelson 
returned from the war, he did little to support the emerging struggle for racial 
equality.43

 One of the reasons that the war may have altered race relations, if only tem-
porarily, was the formation of strong friendships — a type of male bonding that 
some veterans argue cannot be fully understood by civilians. “The buddy be-
comes father, brother, drinking companion, banker, untiring confi dant to all the 
hopes and hurts and fears,” wrote Nelson Peery, a black infantryman who served 
in the Pacifi c theater. “Buddy becomes . . . more of a man by confi dently giving 
that dignifi ed special kind of love that exists between men of combat.” Black 
troops who fought together in segregated units gained strength in this bond and 
a new consciousness of shared racism that they all faced, regardless of where they 
came from in the United States. Northern blacks realized the trials and tribula-
tions that segregation infl icted on their southern brethren, and southern blacks 
saw that they were not alone in fi ghting such discrimination. Despite the segrega-
tion and discrimination in the armed forces, camaraderie did bridge racial and 
class divides during the war. But black soldiers looked on such newfound friend-



36 m a n t h e g u n s

ships with a mixture of hope and skepticism, fearing that once the war ended, so 
would the relationships it wrought. “Oh, we accepted the friendship offered,” a 
black soldier remembered, “but we never forgot that one day we would be going 
home and not to take this bit for real.” Another later said, “My best friend while 
I was in the Pacifi c was white. We went through hell together, gambled together, 
chased girls together, and came back together until we passed under the Golden 
Gate Bridge, and my buddy disappeared. . . . The bridge said it, we were back 
home again, back to reality.”44

 The reality may not have changed, but black soldiers had. A new sense of con-
fi dence and camaraderie forged during the war became a powerful weapon for 
civil rights groups afterwards.  membership and activism grew by leaps and 
bounds as veterans swelled the ranks of the organization. The number of local 
chapters nearly tripled and national membership soared from 50,556 in 1940 to 
almost 450,000 by 1946. In Mississippi, for instance, black veterans like Amzie 
Moore, Aaron Henry, and Medgar Evers spearheaded successful local organizing 
drives for the  in the 1940s and 1950s. Southern white leaders fought back, 
attempting to defend the racial hierarchy that existed before the war. Mississippi 
Senator Theodore “The Man” Bilbo admonished his constituents to quell the 
rising militancy of black veterans and their efforts to regain the vote after the war. 
“The white people of Mississippi are sleeping on a volcano,” he warned, “and it is 
left up to you red-blooded men to do something about it.” Such calls to arms did 
not go unheeded. In 1946 Isaac Woodard, a black veteran, was returning to his 
South Carolina home after completing three years of service in the army when 
he asked the white bus driver if it would be possible to stop so that he could use 
the bathroom. “Hell, no!” the driver said. Still wearing the uniform that symbol-
ized his service to his country, Woodard seethed: “Dammit, you’ve got to talk 
to me like a man.” The bus driver then radioed ahead to the police, who pulled 
Woodard off the bus at the next stop and beat him until he was blind. In the face 
of such local resistance, the  harnessed the organizing energy of returning 
veterans into a national campaign to overthrow Jim Crow. “After World War II, 
as a result of black servicemen, really, the whole attitude in the country about the 
race relations problem changed,” according to  attorney Constance Baker 
Motley. Motley, Thurgood Marshall, and their colleagues in the  Legal 
Defense Fund focused on a challenge to segregation that was ultimately success-
ful in the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision.45

 The social and cultural revolutions that took place in the 1950s and 1960s were 
clearly rooted in changes that began during the war. In framing the war as a fi ght 



 m a n t h e g u n s 37

for democracy and self-determination, the United States had inspired a desire for 
freedom at home and abroad. The combination of this idealistic rhetoric and the 
decimation of European economies during the war led to the rise of anticolonial 
movements in Africa and Asia that would, in turn, inspire the civil rights move-
ment in the United States. The migration of African Americans from the South 
to the North and West altered the domestic political landscape. Politicians with 
national ambitions had to appeal to this black voting block. Franklin Roosevelt’s 
successor, Harry Truman, recognized this new political reality. Motivated both 
by political expediency and moral repulsion at the beating of Isaac Woodard, 
Truman signed an executive order to desegregate the armed forces and pushed 
for a civil rights agenda in Congress in the months before the 1948 elections. 
Though this would lose him white southern votes as the Dixiecrats bolted from 
the Democratic Party, it gained him votes in the urban North and West. The 
national consciousness was fi nally awakening to social justice, but the change had 
begun in the hearts and minds of the men who served in World War II.
 The dissonance between the idealistic rhetoric of World War II and the racist 
reality of 1940s America created the new militance among black veterans that 
spurred the early civil rights movement. While calls to arms reinvigorated tra-
ditional notions of manhood during the war, they further illuminated the gulf 
between what was expected of black men as soldiers and as civilians. Here were 
black men fi ghting to protect democracy in Europe despite the fact that they 
could not vote in Alabama or Mississippi. Here were citizen-soldiers who did 
not enjoy basic rights of citizenship such as equal protection of the law. Here 
were black youth joining up to “man the guns” in a segregated military that 
rarely treated them as men and armed them with mops and shovels instead of 
weapons. Despite these paradoxes and prejudices, World War II military service 
gave many black soldiers the opportunity to prove themselves as men in a very 
traditional sense. Having survived the traditional rite of passage into manhood 
in military service, black veterans felt differently about themselves even if many 
white Americans still did not. The discrimination against black veterans, and 
massive resistance to early civil rights victories like the Brown decision, revealed 
the limits of the positive legacies of black military service. The confi dence and 
strength that black veterans gained as soldiers was simply a foundation for future 
struggle. Whites might reluctantly acknowledge black sacrifi ce, service, and even 
manhood during a time of military crisis, but when the crisis passed, African 
Americans’ civil rights were still not fully recognized. That fi ght was just be-
ginning, and it would be a struggle for a more enduring equality. When Nelson 
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Peery returned from service in the Pacifi c, he understood on a personal level 
that “the most important phase of my becoming a man and a revolutionary was 
drawing to a close.” He knew that black veterans had “stood together and gained 
a new pride and unity . . . [and] that when the moment came . . . these men were 
going to be the cutting edge of a movement that would change America.”46



Chapter Two

A Question of Honor

oward University professor Roosevelt Williams gripped the podium with 
both hands as he addressed the Mississippi  audience in December 
1954. Williams began by paying his respects to the black Mississippians 
who helped to pave the way for the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of 
Education decision, which overturned racial segregation. “It is to your 
everlasting honor,” Williams said, “that you have not given up in the 
difficult struggle . . . for equality.” Referring to the efforts of African 

American soldiers in World War II and Korea, he proclaimed, “Our people have 
fearlessly fought and died in the front lines while the white soldiers crouched in 
the back areas,” proving once again that “the negro is the white man’s superior.” 
As he moved on to the heart of his speech, a discussion of relations between white 
women and black men, Williams leaned toward the audience as if he were divulg-
ing a secret. He explained that southern white women supported black equality, 
because they “have been subjected to the same persecution that we have,” but he 
believed that there was a deeper reason why “millions of southern white women” 
fought for integration. Black men, Williams claimed, “have long known that the 
white woman is violently dissatisfi ed with the white man and we know of the 
millions of clandestine meetings sought by the white woman. They, along with 
us, demand the right to win and love the negro man of their choice and shout to 
the world, ‘This is my man and he is a man in every respect.’ ”1

Preservation of our institutions has become for [southern congressmen] a fi ght to the death — and 

the fact that the battle has not been lost is due largely to the steadfast efforts of that strong and 

stubborn group of “Southern Gentlemen” . . . who have taken an impregnable position behind a 

fortress of truth, honor, and integrity, and who refuse to surrender to enemies from without and 

within who would destroy us. — Councilor Newsletter (1957)

H
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 Roosevelt Williams never gave this speech to the  in Mississippi. In 
fact, Roosevelt Williams existed only in the minds of southern white men, the 
Citizens’ Council leaders who drafted, recorded, and distributed this speech to 
state legislatures and opponents of integration all over the South.2 National  
president Roy Wilkins dubbed the speech “an obvious fake,” pointing out that 
Howard University did not employ a Roosevelt Williams and that no such person 
belonged to the . Robert “Tut” Patterson, executive secretary of the Citi-
zens’ Council, could only respond by saying that the council had “never claimed 
[the speech] to be authentic.”3 As a fi gment of the council’s imagination, the 
fraudulent speech provides stark evidence of the fears about race, sex, and gender 
that animated the campaign of massive resistance throughout the Deep South.
 In the 1950s southern white men faced a stiff challenge for control of a social 
order they had long dominated. The “race mixers” in the  and Supreme 
Court seemed hellbent on overturning a gender and racial hierarchy that rested 
on the solid foundations of black disfranchisement and segregation.4 The Wil-
liams speech called into question white women’s loyalty and white men’s per-
formances on the battlefi eld and in the bedroom. Rather than revealing the se-
cret desires of black men and white women, this speech illustrates the anxieties 
about manhood that spurred “massive resistance” to integration. It also shows 
the lengths to which segregationists would go to band white men together in 
defense of their race and region, their women and children, and their status as 
white men.
 The debate between the Citizens’ Councils and their opponents reveals inter-
sections between the segregationists’ rhetoric of manhood and themes of southern 
honor, social control, and racial violence.5 Massive resistance was not a “crisis of 
masculinity,” but it was a struggle for power often expressed in gendered terms. 
Segregation gave elite white men control of black workers in white homes, shops, 
fi elds, and factories, and it kept wages low for working-class blacks and whites. To 
retain their economic and social authority, white southern leaders in the Citizens’ 
Councils demonized black men’s sexuality and galvanized southern white men 
with ideals of whiteness, honor, and manhood. This gendered rhetoric was not 
simply a mask that hid race and class confl ict, however. It was both a refl ection 
of male insecurities in the larger society of 1950s America, and a response to 
“assaults” on southern society by the civil rights movement and an increasingly 
interventionist federal government. While the reliance on honor and masculin-
ist rhetoric did help the Citizens’ Councils mobilize white men and women for 
massive resistance campaigns, these strategies had unforeseen consequences. By 
demonizing black manhood and resurrecting nineteenth-century conceptions 



 a  qu e s t i o n o f h o n o r 41

of honor, the councils created hysteria in the South that encouraged vigilante 
violence in defense of segregation. The violent extremism inspired by this mas-
culinist rhetoric eventually gave civil rights officials and the federal government 
the moral authority to dismantle legal segregation.

For nights after he learned of the impending Brown v. Board of Education deci-
sion at a school board meeting in Indianola, Mississippi, Robert Patterson, the 
future executive secretary of the Citizens’ Councils of America, lay awake in his 
home, worrying about sending his daughter to fi rst grade in an integrated school. 
Finally, he rose from bed and wrote a letter of protest, calling for other men to 
join him in defense of segregation. “I, for one,” he vowed, “would gladly lay down 
my life to prevent mongrelization. . . . There is no greater cause.” While some 
southern whites resigned themselves to accepting the Court’s decision, Patter-
son, a World War II paratrooper, Mississippi State football hero, and manager 
of a 1,585 acre plantation in LeFlore County, was not the sort of man to give up 
the fi ght that easily. In July 1954 he met with thirteen like-minded businessmen 
and politicians from Indianola and formed the fi rst Citizens’ Council to battle 
the integrationists. Looking back on that fi rst meeting two years later, Patterson 
recalled that the men present had “no idea that such a small beginning would, in 
a few months time, expand miraculously into a virile and potent organization.” 
The majority of new recruits to this “virile and potent organization” were middle-
class white men. By the summer of 1956 the councils claimed to have over 80,000 
members in Mississippi alone. Though there were chapters in sixty-fi ve out of the 
state’s eighty-two counties, membership was highest in Delta counties where the 
majority of the state’s black population lived and worked for a white minority.6

 The Citizens’ Councils quickly spread from Mississippi to other Deep South 
states. In December 1954, six months after the fi rst council meeting in Missis-
sippi, segregationists from the Magnolia State were invited to lead a revival-
style meeting in western Alabama. As dusk settled on the sleepy town of 1,300, 
pick-up trucks and large sedans cruised up to the county courthouse. “When 
they parked,” one observer recalled, “only men — white men — emerged and 
all walked silently” to the meeting. A local state senator warmed up the crowd, 
preaching, “This is a white man’s county. It always was and always will be if the 
white men will unite to keep it so.” Speakers hammered on one theme over and 
over again. School integration, they argued, would inevitably lead to sexual rela-
tions between black men and white women. In the words of one councilor, “The 
door to the school room is the door to the bedroom.” To slam those doors shut, 
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southern white men felt that they must band together to squash the movement for 
integration. Although the potential for violent reprisals against civil rights activ-
ism was discussed, economic pressure was the preferred method of “persuasion” 
for the council leaders. They urged bankers, for instance, to refuse credit to black 
and white “trouble makers,” and employers clearly understood their responsibil-
ity if hired help so much as hinted at support for integration. At the conclusion 
of the meeting, most of the four hundred men present anted up the three-dollar 
annual dues to join the Citizens’ Council.7

 Though they used much the same recruiting approach, council organizers in 
the upper South were not as successful as those in Alabama and Mississippi. In 
the border states of the old Confederacy, politicians who held fast to massive re-
sistance vied with business leaders who sought to project a “progressive” image 
of race relations in order to attract outside investment in the boom years of the 
1950s.8 Virginia, North Carolina, and other border states may not have witnessed 
the level of grassroots organizing that Mississippi and Alabama did, but segrega-
tionists in the upper South were just as worried about “miscegenation” and “race 
mixing” as their Deep South counterparts. Dr. Wesley Critz George, a professor 
of anatomy at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, responded to the 
Brown decision by lending his scientifi c credentials to the defense of segregation. 
George theorized that integration allowed for “the illicit and illegitimate cross-
ing of blood” between the two races that would inevitably lead to a “lowering of 
the quality of our race and [destruction] of our civilization.” He helped found the 
Patriots of North Carolina, a group with approximately 20,000 members affiliated 
with the Citizens’ Councils of America.9

 Hundreds of white men and women from all over North Carolina wrote to 
George to praise him for his courageous defi ance of integration. A few even hailed 
him as a paragon of southern white manhood. Eugene Hood, a working-class 
segregationist from Greensboro, commended the segregationist intellectual for 
leading the “common folk.” “It’s difficult to see how a man can retain his own 
‘self-respect’ unless he also maintains his pride in his race,” Hood wrote in a let-
ter to a Greensboro newspaper. “It is to men of the type of Dr. W. C. George, of 
the faculty of the University of North Carolina, to whom we are indebted . . . for 
some of us being able to maintain our ‘own self-respect’ and possibly our racial 
integrity.” The psychological wages of “self-respect” and “pride in race” may 
have made up for the fact that working-class white men were not paid much more 
than their black coworkers in a segregated southern labor market that depressed 
all paychecks. As important as self-respect was, it did not put food on the table 
in workingmen’s homes. Despite its costs, segregation served another function 



 a  qu e s t i o n o f h o n o r 43

for working-class households in the eyes of some white women. White North 
Carolina women thanked George for protecting their children from integration. 
“I sure do wish we had some more men just like you,” wrote Mrs. J. P. Thornton. 
“This is the saddest thing that has ever faced the mothers of the South.”10

 Black North Carolinians were less enamored with Wesley George than their 
white neighbors. Dr. F. W. Avant was one of the few black North Carolinians to 
write to George, and he targeted the segregationist’s assumptions about “race 
mixing” in his response. “The disgusting thing that has been such a problem 
to thinking Negroes all of the time,” Avant observed, “has been how to keep the 
white man out of our back yards, debauching our Negro women, and crossing 
the races in this diabolical, dishonorable, disgusting manner.” Avant then went 
on to argue that rather than leading to a destruction of American civilization, 
“the crossings of the human beings here in America have produced a very . . . 
sturdy specimen of manhood and womanhood.” An anonymous African Ameri-
can woman testifi ed to the true origins of “miscegenation” in her rebuttal to 
George. “I have passed by hundreds of white men in my life and they winked 
their eyes,” she wrote. “But to keep from being disgraced I kept my mouth shut, 
because Negroes have no protection.”11

 In a strange twist of fate, segregationists in North Carolina turned to black 
men for support (at least rhetorically) when their organization began to falter in 
the late 1950s. The North Carolina Patriots folded in 1958, in large part because 
local governments had coopted their agenda. By then, education policymakers 
had formulated plans to forestall real integration by accepting a few black stu-
dents into white schools. Unwilling to let even one black child attend school with 
their sons and daughters, diehard Tar Heel segregationists resorted to desperate 
measures, even attempting to muster a biracial coalition of men to combat inte-
gration. The charter for the North Carolina Defenders of State’s Rights, which 
succeeded the Patriots, called for all men “who have pride in their race, whether 
they be white or Negro . . . to show it. Let honorable men take their stand for 
their inalienable rights, their race, and their country.” Evidently, no black men 
answered the call.12

 The clearest statement of the Citizens’ Councils’ ideology during their early 
years was a call to arms written by Judge Tom P. Brady in Brookhaven, Missis-
sippi, on July 23, 1954. Brady’s Black Monday provided a history of “racial amal-
gamation,” a censure of the Supreme Court decision, and a call for grassroots 
political organizations to defend segregation through nonviolent, legal means. 
Brady began by “proving scientifi cally” that the “species” Homo Africanus was 
vastly inferior to Homo Caucasius, using the pseudo-scientifi c theories of south-
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ern academics like Wesley George and George McIlhenny. McIlhenny’s research 
on cellular biology and his rabid support for segregation led him to suggest that 
“every male Negro of puberty should be considered a potential rapist, until clini-
cal tests prove beyond any reasonable doubt that he does not possess the sickling 
gene.”13 The scientifi c link between the “sickling gene” and sexual assault was 
more than a bit tenuous. Regardless, Brady used such theories to explain what he 
saw as black male pathology, and he elaborated on his paternalistic vision of race 
and gender relations in the South, arguing that the Supreme Court should not 
meddle in the social affairs of the South until it “knew the Negro” as southern 
white men supposedly did. Black Monday did not confi ne itself to men, how-
ever. Brady reconstructed the Old South pedestal for “the loveliest and purest of 
God’s creatures, . . . the well-bred, cultured Southern white woman or her blue-
eyed, golden-haired little girl.” Then, he gently latched the door of segregation’s 
gilded cage, arguing that the “peaceful and harmonious relationship” between 
blacks and whites in the South rested on the “inviolability of Southern Woman-
hood.” Brady’s tract implicitly acknowledged that segregation restricted not only 
the social mobility of black women and men, but the sexuality of white women 
as well. Although he carefully emphasized that only a nonviolent organization 
could successfully defend segregation, Brady warned ominously that “trouble” 
would inevitably come to Mississippi if a “supercilious glib young negro who has 
sojourned in Chicago or New York” ever performed “an obscene act or [made] 
an obscene remark, or a vile overture or assault upon some white girl.” Brady 
concluded his book with a strident appeal to white southern manhood: “No true, 
loyal, Southern man will ever agree to [integration] or permit it. It shall not be!”14

 Brady’s warning proved prophetic. A year after the publication of Black Mon-
day, two white men named Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam lynched Emmett Till, a 
black youth from Chicago who supposedly whistled at a white woman in Money, 
Mississippi. Although Bryant and Milam were acquitted in the Till murder trial 
by an all-white jury, they later told a journalist their story for $4,000 in “portrayal 
rights.” When they picked up Till, Bryant and Milam claimed that they had 
only intended to scare him. But after Till supposedly boasted of having a white 
girlfriend back in Chicago, the white men decided to make an example of him. 
“Well, when he told me about this white girl he had,” Milam told the journalist, 
“my friend, that’s what this war’s about down here, now. That’s what we got to 
fi ght to protect. And I just looked at him and I said, ‘Boy, you ain’t never going to 
see the sun come up again.’ ”15 It is doubtful that Till boasted of a white girlfriend 
to his kidnappers, but in Milam’s mind, even the hint of interracial relationships 
made the youth’s murder a justifi able homicide. Citizens’ Council spokesmen 



 a  qu e s t i o n o f h o n o r 45

offered little comment on the Till case, except to say that it was “regrettable” 
and to deny responsibility. The  saw things differently. They argued that 
the councils should have been held accountable for Till’s death because the group 
had fomented intense racial animosity in Mississippi and all but demanded such 
vigilantism in Brady’s Black Monday. As Milam’s belated admission of guilt re-
vealed, calls for the protection of white womanhood and defense of white man-
hood led directly to violence against black men.16

 The national media spotlight focused on the Mississippi Delta during the Till 
murder trial, and white Mississippians were angered by what they viewed as the 
“biased” nature of the press reports. To combat this coverage of the struggle, the 
Citizens’ Council began publishing its own monthly newspaper. The fi rst issue 
rushed off the Jackson press in October 1955. William J. Simmons, the son of a 
prominent Jackson banker, edited and wrote most of the articles for the paper and 
eventually supplanted Patterson as the leading spokesperson for the organiza-
tion. In the Citizens’ Council, Simmons kept Mississippians, and ultimately over 
40,000 subscribers across the South, apprised of the status of the organization 
and the results of integration in northern cities.17

 Nearly every month in the first several years of publication, the Citizens’ 
Council “documented” the inevitable sexual repercussions of racial integration 
in schools, calling on white men to do their paternal duty by protecting their 
children from this menace. Headlines shocked readers with stories of “Rape 
[and] Assault in New York Schools,” “Sex Atrocities in Massachusetts: Blacks 
Rape White Girl Repeatedly” and “Brotherly Love Stained in Philadelphia.” 
The specter of rape and miscegenation struck a chord with white readers. The 
segregationist paper published an open letter to President Dwight Eisenhower 
from a former Air Force officer explaining why he, as a father, had to fi ght against 
integration: “Do you think any American father with any red blood in his veins 
is going to allow his dear, little girl to be insulted, possibly sexually molested and 
exposed to disease” through integration? Such sentiment actually found a sym-
pathetic ear in the White House. “These [segregationists] are not bad people,” 
President Eisenhower confi ded to Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren. “All 
they are concerned about is to see that their sweet little girls are not required to 
sit in school alongside some big overgrown Negroes.” Positioning themselves as 
loyal husbands and fathers, council leaders won at least tacit support from the 
president and other white men by arguing that they were simply protecting the 
fl ower of southern womanhood from black men who supposedly could not con-
trol their “animalistic” passions.18

 Southern editors and politicians described integration and the Supreme 
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Court’s “attack” on the region in similar sensationalist tones. The Richmond 
News Leader denounced the Brown decision as a “rape of the Constitution” in 
its call for “a valiant effort to halt the evil.”19 Senator Strom Thurmond of South 
Carolina observed, “The court has fl ung a challenge of integration directly into 
the South’s face. . . . This means as much as a demand for surrender.”20 The 
Richmond editor’s equation of the Court decision with rape dipped into a deep 
well of racial animosity by linking the integration of schools to sexual violence 
and miscegenation. Strom Thurmond’s mixture of the metaphor of the duel with 
allusions to the South’s surrender in the Civil War tapped into yet another his-
torical reservoir of ideals of southern white manhood.21

 Southern whites had abandoned dueling years before and had lost and found 
the cause of the Civil War many times since 1865, but these calls still resonated 
in the hearts of many southern white men. Arguments based on historical south-
ern obligations and protection of white womanhood represented self-conscious 
resurrection and reinterpretation of regional “traditions” that gave the fi ght for 
segregation and white male supremacy a powerful but false sense of timeless-
ness. Although they borrowed from the language and symbols of earlier southern 
struggles, these arguments must be viewed in the specifi c context of the 1950s 
and 1960s, during a time when southern white men’s status as leaders of their 
society was being challenged by black activists and the federal judiciary. Nowhere 
was the resurrection and reinterpretation of southern traditions more apparent 
than in the campaign to raise the Confederate battle fl ag over southern state 
houses in the late 1950s and early 1960s. While claiming that the fl ags simply 
commemorated the Civil War centennial, state and local politicians recognized 
the unifying value of such militaristic icons as symbols of manly independence 
and resistance to the federal government. At the same time that they hoisted the 
rebel fl ag, segregationist leaders unfurled a highly purposeful heritage of hatred 
and honor to bring white southerners together.22

 Segregationists called upon ancestral obligations from the antebellum and 
Civil War eras to reinvigorate the concept of southern honor. They hoped that a 
combination of honor and shame would galvanize white community consensus 
against integration and discipline southern whites with questionable allegiance to 
segregation. In the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, a challenge to a southern 
white man’s honor was a challenge to his manhood, and such challenges often 
necessitated dueling. This rather brutal form of confl ict resolution faded from 
southern society after the Civil War, but the concept of honor endured, retain-
ing its association with militarism and a willingness to defend one’s good name 
or community with force. Honor’s salience in southern society, it seems, ebbed 
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during relatively stable periods of race and gender relations and fl owed during 
challenges to white male authority and identity. During the late 1950s, southern 
white opponents of integration consciously resurrected this code of judgment by 
community and regional consensus to forge a “Solid South” in which staunch 
segregationists would be held in high esteem, while “moderates” and racial liber-
als would be dishonored and ostracized.23

 “The Citizens’ Councils . . . deserve the sanction and participation of all who 
are willing to mutually pledge their lives, their fortunes and their honor to the 
preservation of an unsullied race,” argued Representative Wilma Sledge from the 
fl oor of the Mississippi House of Representatives in 1954. The councils certainly 
appreciated Sledge’s support, but as a woman, she would not have been welcomed 
into their ranks in 1954. In the fi rst few years after the Brown decision, many 
prosegregation groups restricted their membership to men only.24 The names of 
these groups suggested their gender exclusivity: White Men, Inc., White Broth-
erhood, and Southern Gentlemen.25 Many councilmen did not originally believe 
that women’s participation in the organization was necessary or appropriate. 
“Women will not be allowed to join,” announced one Alabama organizer late in 
1954, “because we feel that it is a job for men.” One historian of massive resis-
tance has observed, “As defenders of white ‘racial purity’ and guardians against 
the evils of ‘miscegenation,’ council members viewed themselves as fi ghting a 
battle to which women should not be exposed.”26 The skewed demographics of 
local Citizens’ Councils refl ected this mindset in the mid 1950s. As of 1956, the 
roster of one Citizens’ Council chapter in Forrest, Mississippi, included only 15 
women out of 190 total members. However, a note at the bottom of the member-
ship list read, “Ladies invited to join also,” indicating that some in the councils 
were not above recruiting the “gentler sex” if it meant more dues-paying mem-
bers. While men would continue to dominate the councils’ leadership and mem-
bership, they quickly realized that they could not ignore the vast pool of potential 
support and voting power represented by southern white women.27

 By the end of 1956, the Citizens’ Council had begun to acknowledge the need 
for women’s activism in the segregationist crusade. “Special attention should 
be given to bringing ladies into active, working membership in your Council,” 
William Simmons wrote. “Determined ladies will put backbone in some of your 
timid men.” Women in the segregation struggle believed they could do more 
than stiffen the fl agging fealty of their men, however. Council member Janice 
Neill wrote, “We women have an opportunity to do a job that is peculiarly ours: 
[teach] the children. . . . Men of the present generation can fi ght a delaying action, 
but if we women do our job we can play a part in attaining victory in the next 
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generation.”28 Another self-styled “Southern Lady” asked women to use their 
vote to elect prosegregation candidates. In a telling (if implicit) admission that 
southern white women might be tempted to join the campaign against white male 
supremacy, she warned her white sisters to avoid integrationist organizations that 
were “part of the shrewd, premeditated campaign to enlist the sympathies of 
inexperienced women.”29

 Most women who joined the councils were relegated to low profi le positions, 
but Sara McCorkle, director of the Councils’ Youth Activities Division, appeared 
in the pages of the Citizens’ Council several times. McCorkle, who argued that 
“women must fi ght along side of men in this war,” coordinated a high school essay 
contest about the advantages of racial segregation and fought against sales of a 
toy that portrayed a family with a dark skinned father and a white mother.30 The 
Citizens’ Council supplemented McCorkle’s efforts in the fi eld of youth educa-
tion by publishing a serial primer for white children that told the “true” story of 
American history and race relations. “Our country is very big,” one installment 
of this “Manual for Southerners” began. “And white men built it all. . . . Did you 
know our country will grow weak if we mix our races? It will. . . . We do not want 
our country to grow weak. White men worked hard to build our country.”31 The 
councils’ defense of segregated schooling and alternate lesson plans for southern 
youth would eventually fuel the private school movement in the South during 
the 1960s. In the 1950s, the obsession with protecting the racially divided pubic 
school system revealed fears that the younger generation would be easily swayed 
by integrationist propaganda and ideas. “For although to most persons today the 
idea of mixed mating is disagreeable or even repugnant,” one council spokesman 
warned, “this would not be true of the new generation brought up in mixed 
schools.”32

 Nowhere was the issue of “mixed schools” more explosive than in Little Rock, 
Arkansas, where President Eisenhower grudgingly enforced racial integration 
with the presence of the National Guard in 1957.33 “Remember Little Rock” be-
came a rallying cry for Citizens’ Councils, and council leaders blamed the defeat 
of segregation in Arkansas on southern white moderates who had exposed cracks 
in the “Solid South.” Segregationists responded to moderate men’s heretical po-
sitions with attacks that depicted them as women, for in the eyes of Citizens’ 
Councilors, no true southern white man would ever question Jim Crow. After 
Harry Ashmore, editor of the Arkansas Gazette, won two Pulitzer Prizes for his 
critical assessments of Governor Orval Faubus’s segregationist stance, one Citi-
zens’ Council cartoonist portrayed Ashmore as an old woman named “Pussyfoot,” 
who won prizes for her articles in the “Carpetbag Chronicle.” William Simmons 



This cartoon, published in the Citizens’ Council in 1958, portrays Arkansas newspaper 
editor Harry Ashmore as a woman named “Pussyfoot,” because Ashmore was 

not man enough to stand up for segregation. Rare Book Collection, 
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.
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later characterized moderate editors like Ashmore and Mississippi’s own Hod-
ding Carter as “recognition-starved printing-press prostitutes.”34

 Southern journalists like Ashmore and Carter did not view themselves as 
radicals or integrationists, because they upheld the concept of honor, remaining 
loyal southern men even as they rewrote what that identity meant. Describing 
a 1948 broadcast of the  radio and television program “Town Hall On the 
Air,” Ashmore remembered that Walter White, then president of the , was 
demanding desegregation and “Hodding and I were defending the honor of the 
South.” At the same time that these southern moderates were performing their 
duty as men in defending the honor of the South, they were performing race as 
well, literally assuming masks of whiteness for the television cameras. Ashmore 
remembered that when the show’s crew was “putting [our] make-up on, they had 
to lighten up Hodding and darken down Walter.”  could not very well have 
their representatives of the white South looking “blacker” than the president of 
the .35 Even though Carter defended segregation in the Greenville (Miss.) 
Delta Democrat-Times throughout the 1950s, he had to withstand boycotts and 
threats of violence for his condemnation of council tactics. “Any white who didn’t 
agree with the white majority was more than a dissenter,” Carter remembered. 
“He was a traitor, and was to be treated as a traitor would be treated in war 
time.”36 Moderate southern editors like Hodding Carter and Atlanta’s Ralph 
McGill abhorred the strategies of arch segregationist groups, but social mores 
and personal prejudices made them reluctant to advocate immediate integration. 
Straddling the fence on racial issues, these moderates garnered scathing criti-
cism from both segregationists and civil rights activists. Martin Luther King Jr. 
articulated his disappointment with the slow pace of change proposed by racial 
moderates in his “Letter from the Birmingham Jail.” “I have almost reached the 
regrettable conclusion,” King wrote, “that the Negro’s great stumbling block in 
his stride toward freedom is not the White Citizens’ Councilor or the Ku Klux 
Klanner, but the white moderate who is more devoted to ‘order’ than to justice.” 
The black comedian and activist Dick Gregory offered a more scathing satiri-
cal indictment. To Gregory, the southern moderate was “a cat who’ll lynch you 
from a low tree.” Moderate southern whites may have seemed no different from 
arch-segregationists in the eyes of movement activists, but their acceptance of 
gradual reform served as a harbinger of future change. Explaining the ambivalent 
regional allegiances of newsmen like Harry Ashmore, Ralph McGill, and her 
husband, Betty Carter said, “You see they never wanted to be anything but loyal 
sons of the South. But the South wasn’t going to be what they wanted [it] to be. 
So they struggled to make the South be what they wanted.”37
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 Southern moderates represented one threat to the councils’ goal of regional he-
gemony, but violent supporters of segregation represented an even more danger-
ous problem because their actions ran the risk of provoking federal intervention. 
From the very beginning, most council spokesmen publicly distanced themselves 
from other white supremacist organizations like the Ku Klux Klan by denounc-
ing their proclivity for violence. In one early council address, Judge Tom Brady 
surveyed his audience and surmised, “None of you men look like Ku Kluxers to 
me. I wouldn’t join a Ku Klux [Klan] . . . because they hid their faces; because 
they did things you and I wouldn’t approve of.” However, realizing that it might 
be politically expedient to soften criticism of the Klan in Mississippi, Brady 
continued, “I’m not going to fi nd fault with anyone who did [join the Klan]. 
Every man looks at the proposition not in the same way.”38 Although officially 
nonviolent, the councils issued mixed messages about the uses of violent tactics 
by supporters of segregation, just as their masculinist discourse and rhetoric of 
honor carried the implication that, if pushed, the only honorable course of ac-
tion for white southern men might be to “defend” their communities by force. 
Violent acts committed by noncouncil members also allowed council leaders to 
claim that their defense of segregation offered a peaceful solution to the region’s 
racial tensions, but council members who openly used violent tactics undercut 
these claims.
 One council member who “looked at the proposition” of violence and Klan 
membership in a slightly different way was Asa “Ace” Carter, executive secre-
tary of the North Alabama Citizens’ Councils. Unlike most of the Mississippi 
Delta councils, which were dominated by leading businessmen and planters, the 
North Alabama Citizens’ Council consisted mainly of laborers and union men. 
To Carter, this was the type of man that the Citizens’ Councils should recruit be-
cause “through his veins fl ow the fi re, the initiative, the stalwartness of the Anglo 
Saxon. Proof of his enviable reputation is the attack upon him. For such has been 
coined the words ‘red neck’ and wool hatter’ . . . ‘cracker,’ and ‘hillbilly.’ ” When 
he wasn’t waxing poetic about the “calling card of cocksureness” adopted by 
southern “crackers,” Carter ran into trouble with the state and national leader-
ship of the councils. His working-class roots, propensity for violence, outspoken 
anti-Semitism, and membership in the “Original Ku Klux Klan of the Confed-
eracy” proved too much for white-collar council leaders, who refused to recog-
nize the North Alabama chapter. Despite this rejection from the official state 
organization, Carter continued to agitate openly for segregation until members of 
his klavern were arrested and convicted for castrating a black man in an initiation 
ceremony in 1957.39 Castration of black men, a more common occurrence during 
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the nadir of race relations around the turn of the century, continued through the 
1960s, clearly underlining the salience of masculinity and sexual control in the 
struggle for civil rights.40 The Birmingham castration incident damaged Carter’s 
public position in the segregationist movement, but he continued to work be-
hind the scenes and would later become a speechwriter for Alabama governor 
and perennial presidential candidate George Wallace. National Council leaders 
nonetheless distanced themselves from Carter in the late 1950s. “Ace Carter is an 
Alabama problem,” William Simmons observed. “He has no standing with our 
group. . . . However, it might be added that the  never feels it necessary to 
apologize for every Nigger rapist or for the Commies who help their cause.”41

 If southern moderates and vigilantes undercut council strategies of massive 
resistance from within, a new breed of northern bohemians in the 1950s repre-
sented an entirely different alternative to segregationist ideology. Norman Mailer 
sketched the complicated relationship between white and black youth in the gen-
eration of the beatniks and hipsters in an essay entitled “The White Negro.” 
Like many men of his generation, Mailer worried that the crushing conformity 
of the post-World War II years threatened to wipe creativity, originality, and 
even “true” masculinity from the American scene. The only beacon of hope for 
Mailer and other white writers of the Beat generation was the “Negro hipster” 
or jazz musician. “Indeed, if one is to be a man [in the 1950s],” Mailer argued, 
“almost any kind of unconventional action often takes disproportionate courage. 
So it is no accident that the source of Hip is the Negro for he has been living on 
the margin between totalitarianism and democracy for two centuries.” Mailer’s 
homage to black manhood had paternalistic and racist undertones. He believed 
that black hipsters were “true” men, immune to the emasculating effects of con-
formist culture, not only because they were politically marginalized, but also 
because they were hypersexual “psychopaths.” Yet despite the highly problematic 
nature of Mailer’s argument, his essay did capture the Beat counterpoint to seg-
regationist fears of “miscegenation.” Positioning himself in direct opposition to 
the Citizens’ Councils, Mailer argued that “it is the absolute human right of the 
Negro to mate with the White, and matings there undoubtedly will be, for there 
will be Negro high school boys brave enough to chance their lives.”42

 Mailer’s fear that white American manhood was somehow on the decline in 
the 1950s tapped into an undercurrent of white male insecurity evident in the 
politics and popular culture of the era. This male angst reinforced the anxieties 
of white southern men who felt that they were losing control of their region. The 
masculinist rhetoric wielded by the Citizens’ Councils against integration echoed 
the national debates concerning America’s response to the Cold War. As histo-
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rian K. A. Cuordileone has argued, politicians of this era attempted to position 
themselves not only as staunch anticommunists, but also as “hard,” manly Cold 
Warriors who were imminently more capable of defending America than their 
“soft,” sometimes “queer” or “effete” opponents. Senators Strom Thurmond, 
James Eastland, and Richard Russell were leading segregationists and national 
political fi gures who aligned themselves with the “hard” Cold Warriors, brooking 
no quarter for communist “subversives” or for liberals who appeared “soft” on 
communism and civil rights. Leander H. Perez, a powerful Louisiana politician 
and Citizens’ Council leader, likened the national Democratic platform in 1960 to 
the Communist Manifesto because of its moderate support for civil rights. “How 
can we preserve our constitutional rights, our liberty and freedom under law, our 
status as fi rst class citizens, our self-respect and manhood,” Perez demanded, 
“ we continue to run from the negroes” and bow to “the worldwide Com-
munist conspiracy.” As staunch anticommunists and segregationists, southern 
leaders saw little inconsistency with defending democracy abroad and denying it 
at home.43

 Shifts in American society and popular culture reinforced and refl ected the 
gender anxieties that were rife in the political arena. As men and women settled 
down to domestic bliss in the cookie-cutter suburban subdivisions that sprang 
up across the country in the 1950s, some husbands began to wonder if they con-
trolled their domains and their destinies to the same extent that their fathers had. 
Films of the era such as The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit depict men grappling 
with insecurities that accompanied conformity and domesticity, but no picture 
was more emblematic of this male angst than Rebel Without a Cause. At the heart 
of the story is a dysfunctional relationship between a father and son. James Dean 
is the archetypal rebellious son who cannot understand why his father, played by 
Jim Backus, has exchanged his manhood for domestic servility. In one especially 
telling scene, the effete father, wearing a striking full-length, fl ower-print apron, 
futilely attempts to bond with the troubled teen. The son fl ees from the house and 
rushes to defend his “honor” in a game of chicken. With his smoldering intensity, 
Dean’s character eventually teaches his father to be a strong man who stands up for 
himself and his son. One moral of the story is clearly that men must be careful not 
to become too domesticated or feminized in the rush to conjugal bliss. By the late 
1950s and early 1960s, pop culture paeans to the patriarchal nuclear family such 
as Leave it to Beaver and Father Knows Best reassured American men that they 
were still masters of their domains. Yet the reassurances may have seemed hollow 
to southern white men who struggled to shield their families from integration.44

 Rock ’n’ roll music, television shows, and major motion pictures “invaded” 
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homes and hamlets throughout the South in the late 1950s, challenging the basic 
tenets of segregation with interracial casts and integrationist themes. The Citi-
zens’ Councils railed against what they saw as the insidious tendency toward in-
tegration in American popular culture. When Asa Carter defended six members 
of the North Alabama council who assaulted Nat “King” Cole in 1956, he called 
Cole a “vicious agitator for integration.” If Cole and other popular black crossover 
artists threatened segregation by attracting black and white fans to their concerts, 
Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, and the white rockers of the 1950s seemed even 
more dangerous. They personally embodied integration. Unabashedly mingling 
black rhythm and blues with white country music, Elvis was the undisputed 
“king” of the white rockers who gained popularity by embracing black music, 
clothes, and dance styles. Elvis blurred gender lines as well. Dressed to the nines 
in meticulous outfi ts with bold pink accents or done up in the eye shadow that 
he liked to wear for shows, Elvis tapped into a tender masculinity that made 
girls swoon without letting go of the motorcycle machismo that inspired boys to 
rock. Like other rockers broadcast to even the most remote areas of the South 
by radio, Elvis presented a serious problem for segregationists bent on defend-
ing a traditional ideal of southern manhood and keeping white culture “pure” 
of black infl uences. The airwaves crackled with more than the insidious sounds 
of R & B and rock ’n’ roll; they carried the images of television programs, which 
also seemed tainted by integration. Robert Patterson referred to the abominable 
infl uence of “Hellavision” on impressionable southern children, who might see 
“white men hugging Eartha Kitt or Pearl Bailey or some other form of interracial 
brainwash.” And William Simmons frequently worried about the implications of 
television programs like Ed Sullivan’s “mixed entertainment.”45

 Hollywood similarly shocked segregationist sensibilities in the 1950s, daring 
to depict interracial relationships on the silver screen. Island in the Sun (1957) 
revolved around an interracial relationship between a black man (Harry Bela-
fonte) and a white woman (Joan Fontaine). Belafonte’s character ultimately de-
cides against interracial marriage, explaining that a white wife “would only mean 
snubs and misery. Besides, the girl would forget herself one day and call me a 
nigger.” In a subplot, however, a white British officer does successfully woo an 
Afro-Caribbean woman. Despite the fact that the interracial couples are never 
seen kissing in the fi lm, Jet dubbed Island in the Sun “the most frank portrayal of 
interracial love ever to hit the screen.” Segregationists called for whites to picket 
theaters that screened the fi lm. In fact, a posse of Citizens’ Councilors cut the 
power and blocked the entrance to one rural Alabama drive-in that dared to show 
it. The angry councilors even assaulted a journalist sent from the state capital to 
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photograph the protest and then boasted, “Niggers may run wild in Montgom-
ery, but Elmore County is going to take care of itself.”46 To segregationists, Island 
in the Sun was only the beginning. Don Whelply, a council member from Atlanta, 
responded to Hollywood’s purported slander against the southern white men 
and women in a Citizens’ Council article entitled “What They Say About Dixie.” 
He decried what he saw as celluloid caricatures of “the spineless Southern male 
[and] the sickly simpering belle,” noting that “overnight, the southern gentle-
man vanished. In his place stood the beefy bigot, with blacksnake whip poised 
over the poor ‘kneegrow.’ ” For Whelply, the last straw was the 1957 fi lm Band of 
Angels, which cast Yvonne DeCarlo, a “luscious, very Anglo-Saxon young starlet 
as a Negress.” Writers like Erskine Caldwell and Tennessee Williams, whose 
novels and plays became movies in the 1950s, also fell under Whelply’s caustic 
critique for their gothic depictions “of the masses’ strange doings in the land of 
cotton.”47

 If Citizens’ Council members felt besieged by popular national culture and 
the press, they could take solace in the fact that distant echoes of their rhetoric 
returned in the words of at least a few vociferous northern segregationists. Carle-
ton Putnam, an alumnus of Princeton with a law degree from Columbia, had 
grown up in New England, but his career as an executive in the airlines industry 
had taken him across the country, including a long stint in the South. In the 
late 1950s, he became a vocal opponent of racial integration, writing letters to 
the president and southern newspapers that eventually became the book, Race 
and Reason: A Yankee View. Putnam argued that Africans and African Ameri-
cans were uncivilized, with generalizations such as “the earth has never known 
a bloodier race than the African Negro.” It was clear to him that the “complete 
integration of these races, especially in the heavy black belts of the South, can 
result only in a parasitic deterioration of white culture.” To an even greater ex-
tent than Putnam, Patricia and Lambert Schuyler believed that interracial sex 
would be the vehicle for such “cultural contamination,” and they commended 
segregationists for their vigilance in a 1957 book entitled Close That Bedroom 
Door. Residents of Seattle, Washington, the Schuylers worried that “white men, 
it seems are no longer selfi sh of their women” and that “outside the South, where 
men are still conscious of their basic duty as defenders of their race, our men have 
abdicated” their role as protectors. The Schuylers’ true fears are best summed up 
by their own fi ctitious integrated school bulletin. The fi ctional bulletin informed 
parents that a daughter “must not discriminate at school even in bestowal of her 
sexual favors,” and it detailed the horrors of a white homecoming queen and a 
black homecoming king, noting, “Whatever they might do in a parked car after 
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the ceremony is obviously to be expected and has the blessing of the entire fac-
ulty.”48

 In the late 1950s, the Schuylers were the exception rather than the rule out-
side the South. National sentiment and the federal government favored at least 
gradual desegregation in Dixie. By 1958 and 1959 politicians in the border states 
were beginning to view token integration as an acceptable alternative to federal 
intervention. When Governor J. Lindsay Almond of Virginia “surrendered” to 
the opponents of segregation by agreeing to token integration in Virginia schools, 
one Tennessee paper suggested that the Governor had “emerged with the honor 
that is due wisdom and courage and good citizenship.” As a spokesman for the 
Citizens’ Councils, William Simmons vehemently disagreed, noting, “The only 
‘honor’ Almond emerged with is that accorded by others of like persuasion of 
whom, mercifully, there are but few in the deep South.” Simmons termed Al-
mond’s action a “massive betrayal,” and he felt certain that white Virginians had 
“enough pride and honor to make certain that [this] never happens again.”49 
Moderate southern whites in border states had begun to redefi ne the “honorable” 
position in the integration crisis as massive resistance lost its already tenuous 
hold on the upper South.
 Meanwhile, in the Deep South, Mississippi segregationists were about to elect 
one of their own to the highest office in the state. In his 1959 campaign for gov-
ernor of Mississippi, Ross Barnett made it crystal clear that no other candidate 
could offer a stronger defense of segregation than he could. A longtime member 
of the Citizens’ Councils, Barnett’s election as governor represented the political 
high-water mark for the organization. At a council dinner to commemorate his 
election, Barnett hammered away at racial moderates with a masculinist rhetoric 
that had become the staple of segregationists. “Physical courage is a trait sadly 
lacking in altogether too many of the South’s so-called leaders,” Barnett said. 
“We must separate the men from the boys. We must identify the traitors in our 
midst. We must eliminate the cowards from the front lines.” Barnett beseeched 
other southern leaders to harness “the   of our State governments into 
this fi ght as  weapons,” and he wasted no time in diverting funds to the 
Citizens’ Councils from the coffers of the Magnolia State.50

 The primary vehicle through which Barnett channeled state money to the 
Citizens’ Councils was the Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, an inves-
tigative bureau and propaganda machine for the segregationist crusade that had 
been created in 1956. Under Barnett’s predecessor, the Sovereignty Commission 
had languished in relative obscurity, but beginning in 1960, the Commission and 
the Citizens’ Councils began a “real two-pronged offensive” against integration. 
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Investigators for the Sovereignty Commission kept tabs on civil rights activists 
all over the state, showing up at mass meetings and conspicuously copying down 
the license plates of those in attendance. They seemed particularly interested 
in digging up dirt about the political activities, sexuality, and drinking habits of 
suspected civil rights sympathizers, making liberal use of hearsay to tar fellow 
Mississippians as communists, homosexuals, adulterers, and drunks. The Sover-
eignty Commission would then turn this information over to local police officers 
or Citizens’ Council members so that “appropriate measures” could be taken to 
see that racial unrest was kept to a minimum. The Commission paid black editors 
to oppose integration and black informants to spy on movement activists in their 
communities. But the bulk of Commission “donations” went to the Mississippi 
Citizens’ Councils, which received as much as $2,000 per month during the Bar-
nett administration.51

 Ross Barnett’s outspoken opposition to integration set him on a collision course 
with the federal government, which by 1962 was no longer willing to delay the de-
segregation of the University of Mississippi. In that year, President John F. Ken-
nedy and his brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, pressured Governor 
Barnett to accept court-ordered integration of Ole Miss. Publicly, Barnett had 
vowed never to permit integration. In early negotiations, he told Bobby Kennedy, 
“A lot of states haven’t got the guts to take a stand. . . . They are weak-kneed.” 
In contrast, Governor Barnett promised the public that he would “spend the 
rest of my life in a penitentiary” before letting a black man attend Ole Miss. The 
Governor also told Bobby Kennedy that James Meredith, a black applicant to 
Ole Miss, had been rejected primarily because of his criminal record (for civil 
rights protests) and that race was only one of many reasons he could not attend 
the university. “That’s one of the reasons,” the attorney general responded in-
credulously. “We’re talking man to man. That’s the reason — you don’t want a 
Negro going to the University.” After several more tense conversations, Barnett 
cut a secret deal with the Kennedy brothers that would allow him to save face 
even as he “surrendered” to the federal government by registering Meredith at 
Ole Miss. Final negotiations almost broke down when Barnett asked the attor-
ney general to promise that Meredith would be led onto campus by a phalanx of 
federal marshals, who would all draw their guns as they forced the governor to 
step aside. Kennedy suggested that only the lead marshal draw his gun and “the 
rest of them [would] have their hands on their guns and their holsters.” But this 
wasn’t good enough. “I was under the impression that they were all going to pull 
their guns,” Barnett complained. “We got a big crowd here and if one pulls his 
gun and we all turn, it would be very embarrassing. Isn’t it possible to have them 
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all pull their guns?” Clearly frustrated, Kennedy fi nally agreed, sealing the deal 
to integrate Ole Miss with the staged confrontation. In Barnett’s mind, this cho-
reographed showdown, reminiscent of a duel, would be the only way to convince 
Mississippians that he had done his manly duty and acted honorably to defend 
them against integration.52

 Even the governor realized that this hollow performance of manliness would 
not be enough to rationalize surrender in the eyes of Mississippians whipped into 
a frenzy by his own rabid rhetoric. At the last minute, Barnett reneged on the 
deal, withdrawing state troopers and highway patrolmen from the campus and 
leaving the federal marshals, assigned to ensure order as Meredith integrated 
Ole Miss, to face a mob of angry students and armed vigilantes. In the riot that 
followed Meredith’s entrance into the university, thirty-fi ve marshals were shot 
and two people were killed. Unaware of the violence erupting in Mississippi, 
President Kennedy delivered a nationally televised speech concerning the inte-
gration of Ole Miss just as the marshals began to return the fi re coming from the 
mob. In his speech, Kennedy coopted white Mississippians’ own conceptions of 
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manhood and honor as he asked Ole Miss students to accept Meredith, saying, 
“You have a great tradition to uphold, a tradition of honor and courage, won on 
the battlefi eld and the gridiron, as well as the university campus. . . . I am certain 
the great majority of the students will uphold that honor.”53

 Vigilante violence was a direct result of the masculinist demagoguery used 
by segregationists. The 1955 lynching of Emmett Till, the 1956 beating of Nat 
“King” Cole, the 1957 castration in Birmingham, the 1962 riots at Ole Miss, and 
countless lesser known acts of violence (primarily directed against black men) in 
the 1950s and 1960s had the unintended consequence of undermining the segre-
gationist crusade. Segregation had constituted a solid foundation for white male 
supremacy in the South. Understanding this, the Citizens’ Councils recruited 
thousands of southern white men into the fi ght against integration with ideals of 
manhood and honor. The council’s manipulation of honor and a hateful heritage 
of militant white male supremacy led directly to violence against black citizens, 
civil rights activists, and federal officials. Once the struggle against integration 
became a question of honor, violence became the only recourse for militant white 
supremacists when political and legal actions failed.
 Rather than cowing African Americans, these violent episodes spurred black 
activism for integration and voting rights. With the protection of the federal 
government, James Meredith fi nally enrolled at the University of Mississippi in 
September 1962. Twelve years later, Aaron Henry, a longtime civil rights activist 
and  leader in Mississippi, told an interviewer that he had fought against 
segregation because “you don’t learn from osmosis that other people are just 
like you. Except you have the opportunity of dealing with them man to man, or 
person to person. . . . White boys get the idea that they’re better than black boys 
because they are separate from black boys.” Though armed allies often protected 
them, African American civil rights activists could not hope to outgun white 
supremacists backed by the full authority of southern states. Nonviolent pro-
tests against segregation and disfranchisement brilliantly caricatured the macho 
posturing and racial violence on which southern white male supremacy rested. 
Through nonviolence, civil rights activists demanded respect for black man-
hood and carved out new possibilities for white manhood as well. Aaron Henry 
summed up this movement as an effort “to convince as many members of the 
total community as I could that there was a situation . . . where all men were men, 
where nobody was inferior to another.” When Henry and activists in the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee brought the movement to Mississippi, they 
did just that.54
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Chapter Three

Freedom Summer and the 
Mississippi Movement

 s Charles McLaurin walked down the street in Ruleville, Mississippi, 
  during the summer of 1962, he chatted with anyone who would listen 
  about the importance of registering to vote. A fi eld secretary for the 
  Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (), McLaurin had 
  just begun a voter registration drive in the sleepy Delta town. The mayor 
  of Ruleville and a local police officer confronted the stranger and the 
  small group of black citizens that surrounded him. Mayor Charles Dor-
rough was a white man. He had been elected without the support of Ruleville’s 
black residents, less than 2 percent of whom could vote in 1962. Dorrough or-
dered the people listening to McLaurin to get off the street and go home. When 
McLaurin told them to stay put, the Mayor had him arrested. McLaurin was 
released later that day, and he returned to the very same street to talk to the very 
same people about their right to vote.1

 As a black Mississippian himself, McLaurin understood why most of the folks 
he spoke with were reluctant to join him on the trip to the county courthouse. He 
knew that when these folks got home from trying to register, they would be fi red, 
evicted, or even jailed. But despite the threats of retaliation, or perhaps because 
they were no longer beholden to the white men who once paid them little more 
than subsistence wages, three older women from Ruleville agreed to ride with 

How many roads must a man walk down / Before you call him a man?

 — Bob Dylan, “Blowin’ in the Wind,” The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963)

A
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McLaurin down to the courthouse in Indianola. There they would face a hostile 
white registrar in the birthplace of the Citizens’ Councils of America.
 Early on the morning of August 22, McLaurin took the three brave women to 
register. Their car rolled south from Ruleville, passing cotton plantations where 
“men, women, and children, moving to the rhythm [and] beat of the hoe,” la-
bored for the arch-segregationist Senator James O. Eastland and other wealthy 
planters. McLaurin followed the women up to the daunting white columns that 
stood like silent sentinels guarding the Indianola courthouse. He waited anxiously 
while they tried to register and drove them home after the registrar rejected them 
because they were black. McLaurin brought dozens of Ruleville residents down 
to the courthouse that summer. Among them was a sharecropper named Fannie 
Lou Hamer, who became one of the most powerful advocates for the rights of 
women, minorities, and the poor. Looking back, that fi rst trip to the courthouse 
remained one of McLaurin most enduring memories. “I will always remember 
August 22, 1962,” he said years later, “as the day I became a man.”2

 Charles McLaurin’s reminiscences might seem strange at fi rst. He himself did 
very little. He did not register to vote or face the white registrar; the women did. 
Yet McLaurin found his strength that day by helping the women fi nd theirs. He 
claimed his manhood by helping the women reclaim a bit of their dignity. Com-
ing of age in Mississippi, where respect for black men was all too rare, it is not 
surprising that McLaurin and other  men look back on their activism as a 
rite of passage into manhood. Responding to segregationists who had demonized 
black masculinity, the young men in the movement created militant new models 
of black manhood. The rite of passage for  activists and other young men in 
the southern movement avoided many of the traditional trappings of manhood 
that rested on power and domination. These men were leaders whose primary goal 
was to fi nd local leaders to replace them. Though  men occasionally used 
masculinist rhetoric, their advocacy of participatory democracy led them to an 
inclusive, humanistic organizing strategy that welcomed both men and women 
into the leadership of the movement.3

 The Mississippi movement and especially the summer project of 1964 raised 
broad questions about the gender, racial, and sexual mores of the segregated 
South. During the summer project, hundreds of young white men and women 
lived and worked alongside black activists in an attempt to replace segregation 
with the “beloved community,” a society based on equality, democracy, and love 
that knew no racial boundaries. For segregationists, it surely must have seemed 
that the “race mixing” apocalypse had arrived. This made local men’s participa-
tion in the struggle especially difficult as their attempts to challenge white male 
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supremacy alongside white women elicited particularly violent responses from 
the white community. Local blacks and civil rights organizers fought back against 
racial violence and oppression both with armed self-defense and nonviolent polit-
ical protest. Armed self-defense safeguarded activists and the black community, 
fending off the attacks of white vigilantes. Local men and more than a few women 
took up arms in self-defense as a practical necessity. For the men in particular, 
this was also an important way to reclaim their manhood by protecting their 
families. However, because it was by nature defensive, this strategy could never 
produce lasting change in the southern social order. Nonviolent activism, per-
haps seen as a more “passive” form of resistance, was actually the potent moral 
force and savvy political strategy that brought about real change in the southern 
society. Southern civil rights organizers showed that nonviolent activism could be 
courageous and even manly. Above all, they demonstrated that nonviolent protest 
was an effective way to undercut the violence upon which white male supremacy 
rested and also a way to gain political power for disfranchised African Americans 
in the South.

The Citizens’ Councils and other segregationist groups succeeded in thwarting 
the Supreme Court’s desegregation mandate during the second half of the 1950s 
because the federal government was unwilling to force southern states to comply 
with Brown v. Board, and because of the violent white backlash elicited by the 
de cision. A temporary lull in the direct action phase of the movement after the 
Montgomery bus boycott and the Little Rock school crisis also contributed to the 
haltingly slow progress of desegregation. By the end of the 1950s, a new genera-
tion of African Americans had grown tired of waiting for older civil rights leaders 
and federal officials to act. On a blustery February day in 1960, four freshmen 
at North Carolina A & T, a historically black college in Greensboro, sat down 
and ordered food at the “whites only” Woolworth’s lunch counter. When refused 
service because of their race, the four black men remained at the counter in 
protest against segregation. “I probably felt better than I’ve ever felt in my life,” 
one of the students later said. “I felt as though I had gained my manhood.” This 
simple act of protest sent shock waves throughout the South. By the end of the 
month, college and high-school students had begun sit-ins in thirty-one cities 
across the region.4

 To harness the power of these various protests, student leaders met in mid-
April in Raleigh, North Carolina, with support from Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (). There to 
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guide the students were veteran activists Jim Lawson, a proponent of nonvio-
lent protest and mentor to student demonstrators in Nashville, Tennessee, and 
Ella Baker, a movement veteran who had worked with both the  and . 
Though employed by  at the time of the conference, Baker advised the stu-
dent leaders to remain independent of King’s organization, which refl ected the 
traditional male-dominated, hierarchical structure of the black church. The sit-
in leaders listened to Baker and founded the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee () as an autonomous band of young activists wedded to “group-
centered leadership” and intent on using grassroots organizing and nonviolence 
to overturn white supremacy in the South.5

 When Bob Moses, one of the fi rst fi eld secretaries for the young organization, 
accepted a call to lead a voter registration drive in southwest Mississippi in the 
summer of 1961, he faced the strongest bastion of white supremacy in the Deep 
South. Moses had grown up in a Harlem housing project. His sharp mind and in-
tellectual curiosity spurred him to undertake graduate work at Harvard, and his 
admiration for the existentialist philosophy of Albert Camus fueled an early pas-
sion for social activism. Arriving in Mississippi on assignment for , Moses 
found that the Citizens’ Councils had a stranglehold on most public institutions 
in the Magnolia State. Through the guidance of local activists such as veteran 
 organizer Amzie Moore, Moses came to believe that the only way to wrest 
control of the state from the councils was to organize the voting power of black 
Mississippians.6

 A strict social hierarchy of gender and race had long restricted citizenship and 
voting rights in Mississippi and the rest of the American South. Black men had 
won citizenship and the vote after the Civil War, but a concerted campaign to 
disfranchise African American male voters in the South at the end of the nine-
teenth century stripped them of these rights. Race riots throughout the region 
punctuated the disfranchisement campaign. One particularly heinous bloodbath 
in Wilmington, North Carolina, took place in 1898 after a black newspaper edi-
tor named Alexander Manly had the temerity to suggest that some white women 
might actually desire relationships with black men. Manly’s offices were sub-
sequently burned, and hundreds of black citizens fl ed the city after a massacre 
that accompanied local elections and the rise of a white supremacist govern-
ment. White mobs wreaked similar havoc in New Orleans and Atlanta. The white 
southerners who shouldered shotguns during the riots and led disfranchisement 
campaigns argued that segregation alone would not afford white men the neces-
sary power to protect white women from supposedly uncivilized black men. Thus 
elite southern white men sought not only control of the public space though seg-
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regation, but also sole jurisdiction over public office through disfranchisement. 
Having removed black men from electoral politics, many white southerners also 
fought against the Nineteenth Amendment to give women the right to vote, fear-
ing that it would undermine traditional racial and gender norms. The political 
activism of the 1950s and 1960s directly confronted the interlocking system of ra-
cial and gender oppression. Marion Barry, a  activist who accompanied Bob 
Moses into Mississippi, talked about this when he explained what the struggle 
meant to him. Barry fought against segregation and disfranchisement because 
he realized that if he “was not a free man, I was not a man at all. I was only part 
of a man, and I felt in order to be a whole man I must be an American citizen as 
anybody else.”7

 During the summer of 1961,  voter registration workers confronted both 
legal and extralegal obstacles to black voting in Mississippi. After ascertaining 
that Bob Moses was the person “who’s been trying to register our niggers,” police 
officers threw the  activist in jail for two days. Less than a week later, Moses 
took another group down to register, and this time a local white man attacked 
him. A staunch advocate of nonviolence, Moses refused to fi ght back. His assail-
ant, who turned out to be the sheriff’s cousin, was acquitted by an all-white jury. 
One month after Moses was beaten and jailed, E. H. Hurst, the state representa-
tive from Liberty, Mississippi, and also a member of the local Citizens’ Council, 
shot and killed Herbert Lee, a black man who had been active in the voter regis-
tration drive that summer. Claiming self-defense, Hurst was never tried for Lee’s 
murder. To the black residents of Liberty, the name of their hometown must have 
seemed, at best, ironic.8

 In the face of vigilante reprisals and official police repression, Bob Moses and 
the others who helped organize the fi rst voter registration drives in Mississippi 
remained true to the code of nonviolence. The idea of nonviolent protest, used 
so effectively in the Montgomery bus boycott and the student sit-ins, had come 
to the movement from many sources. American writer Henry David Thoreau 
had espoused nonviolent civil disobedience to protest against the Mexican War 
in the nineteenth century, and Mahatma Gandhi used similar passive resistance 
techniques to contest British colonialism in India during the twentieth century. 
As a man of color fi ghting both colonial oppression and an ethnic caste system in 
his native land, Gandhi won special admiration from African American leaders. 
Gandhi was, in the words of W. E. B. Du Bois, “not an impressive fi gure of a man 
but small and thin, weighing only about 100 pounds.” Despite Gandhi’s slight 
physical stature, Du Bois saw his nonviolent struggle as a model for how “to 
achieve freedom and manhood.” Movement mentors James Lawson and Martin 
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Luther King Jr. merged Thoreau’s and Gandhi’s protest philosophies with the 
Judeo-Christian ethos of loving one’s enemies. African Americans in the rural 
South may have been unfamiliar with Thoreau and Gandhi, but they did under-
stand the moral strength of nonviolent protest as a modern version of Christian 
teachings to turn the other cheek.9

 Though many rural black southerners accepted nonviolence as a tactic for 
demonstrations, most did not adopt it as a way of life. Local activists, especially 
black veterans, viewed armed self-defense as a practical necessity in the fi ght 
against white vigilantes. National civil rights leaders, on the other hand, under-
stood that black activists could not outgun both vigilantes and southern authori-
ties, and they feared that armed self-defense would undermine the movement’s 
moral high ground. This debate came to a head in 1959. That year, the national 
leadership of the  denounced the militant stance taken by Robert Wil-
liams. A veteran of the Marine Corps and director of the local  chapter in 
Monroe, North Carolina, Williams had led black activists armed with shotguns 
and hunting rifl es in fending off attacks by Klan nightriders. During an  
convention in 1959, Williams demanded that national officials reconsider their 
position against self-defense: “We as men should stand up as men and protect our 
women and children. I am a man and I will walk upright as a man should,   

 .” Williams conceded that nonviolence was a fi ne tactic when media 
cameras and the national conscience held white vigilantes in check, but on lonely 
nights in rural North Carolina, he understood that the only place for the moral 
high ground of nonviolence might be six feet under.10

 As  moved its voter registration drive into the Mississippi Delta in 1962 
and 1963, student organizers had to make peace with local activists who, like 
Robert Williams, believed strongly in armed self-defense. Among the most vis-
ible advocates of self-defense were the men of Holmes County, Mississippi. 
Though it had been difficult for Charles McLaurin to persuade large numbers 
of Ruleville men to try to register, the men in Holmes County practically dragged 
 organizers to the courthouse. Holmes County had been the site of a New 
Deal land grant experiment that helped black tenant farmers become landown-
ers. Independent farmers could challenge white authority in ways that other men 
could not. Hartman Turnbow was one of the black landowners who accompa-
nied fourteen other Holmes County residents on a trip to the courthouse. The 
sheriff met them at the door. Patting his side arm, he said, “Now, who will be 
fi rst?” Turnbow stepped forward. Late one night, about a week after his unsuc-
cessful registration attempt, gunshots poured into the windows of Turnbow’s 
house and fi rebombs exploded outside. As his wife and daughter ran for cover, 
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Turnbow grabbed his rifl e and trained it on his assailants. The attackers quickly 
fl ed. “They can’t stand when a black man go to throwing fi re,” one black resi-
dent from Holmes County remembered. “When you stop and return fi re, they 
moves.” Though white officials arrested Turnbow the next morning for suppos-
edly fi rebombing his own house, vigilantes in Holmes County probably thought 
twice about attacking his home in the future.11

 Hartman Turnbow and Robert Williams believed that it was a man’s duty to 
protect his wife and children against racial violence. The rationale that black men 
had a responsibility to protect their women and children was, in fact, very similar 
to the Citizens’ Council argument that white fathers needed to fi ght against inte-
gration to protect their wives and daughters. For both black and white men, civil 
rights historian Tim Tyson notes, “the rhetoric of protecting women was fraught 
with the politics of controlling women.” Though the gender politics may have 
been similar in these two instances, the parallel breaks down when one consid-
ers that black children, armed only with books and pencils, posed much less of a 
threat than white vigilantes with bombs and guns. As the attack on the Turnbow 
home illustrates, there were times when African American men had real reasons 
to defend their wives and children with arms, whereas white men’s armed defense 
of segregation primarily protected their control of southern society, not the lives 
of white women and children. Black women did not remain silent in this debate 
about self-defense as protection for the “weaker sex.” Women demanded that 
politically apathetic men stand up for them and take part in the movement, even 
as the women themselves occasionally took up arms to defend their families. In 
this way, according to Tyson, black women “both deployed and defi ed gender 
stereotypes,” demanding protection to spur black men to activism, but protecting 
themselves when necessary.12

 Tragically, it was not always possible to anticipate or defend against vigilante 
violence. Earlier in the same summer when Hartman Turnbow stood his ground 
against nightriders in the Delta, an assassin gunned down Medgar Evers, a fi eld 
secretary for the , in front of his home in Jackson. The only prints found 
on the rifl e belonged to Byron De La Beckwith, a member of a Delta Citizens’ 
Council, who reportedly later said, “We’re going to have to do a lot of shooting 
to protect our wives and our children from bad Negroes and sorry white folks 
and federal interference.” Armed self-defense alone might slow this sort of vio-
lent suppression of the movement, but as a purely defensive strategy, it could not 
transform the political landscape of the state.13

 Evers’s assassination and the concerted attacks against voter registration drives 
in the summer of 1963 forced civil rights leaders to reevaluate their strategies. 
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“We were getting smashed by violence [and] terrorism,” remembers Reverend 
Ed King, a white activist minister at predominantly black Tougaloo College in 
Jackson. “We either had to withdraw or move in a new direction.” Mississippi 
activists refocused their energies on the gubernatorial campaign of state  
president Aaron Henry. As Henry’s campaign manager, ’s Bob Moses asked 
Ed King to sign on as a candidate for lieutenant governor, creating the fi rst bira-
cial ticket in Mississippi since Reconstruction.14

 King and Henry solicited “freedom votes” from black Mississippians, who 
were excluded from the official election by white registrars. The Henry campaign 
hoped to garner enough of these alternate ballots to prove to federal authorities 
that black Mississippians wanted to participate in the electoral process but were 
denied solely on the basis of race. According to the U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights, just over 6 percent of the eligible nonwhite voters in Mississippi in the 
early 1960s were registered to vote. In twelve counties with a total population of 
nearly 35,000 eligible nonwhite voters, no black residents were registered at all. 
Far from apologetic about the scarcity of registered blacks, white Mississippians 
such as Citizens’ Council leader William Simmons argued that racial disfran-
chisement was necessary to defend against “nigra political domination.”15

 In speeches across the state throughout the fall of 1963, Aaron Henry ral-
lied the disfranchised in Mississippi. Henry based his candidacy on the issues 
of “justice, voting, economics, and education,” and though he spoke mostly to 
black constituents, he tried to show how the white elite used racial segregation 
to control both black and poor white Mississippians alike. “These politicians,” 
he told an audience in 1963, “have been able to maintain their power by bury-
ing Mississippi’s problems under a blanket of race hatred.”16 As a self-employed 
pharmacist, Henry did not have to fear the economic reprisals that kept many 
from joining the movement, but white supremacists found other ways to stymie 
his activism. Terrorists fi rebombed Henry’s home and drugstore in Clarksdale 
several times, and local law enforcement officials repeatedly arrested the  
leader on trumped up charges. In an effort to smear him not only as an integra-
tionist but also as a “sex pervert,” police accused Henry in 1963 of soliciting sex 
from a white boy. The charge proved false, but the insinuations had a basis in 
fact. Though Henry was married, he was also bisexual. According to those who 
knew him well, Henry felt little discrimination from the local movement because 
of his sexual orientation, but he hid it much of the time, recognizing that both 
black and white Mississippians might not understand. It was telling that move-
ment opponents focused on Henry’s sexuality as well as his civil rights activism 
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as “proof” of what they saw as the unavoidable connections between “sexual 
perversion” and integration.17

 Henry’s campaign for governor attracted powerful allies and fresh ideas to the 
Mississippi movement. Allard Lowenstein, a Stanford professor and political 
activist, came to Mississippi in 1963 and proposed the idea of bringing white col-
lege volunteers into the state to help with the freedom vote. Lowenstein brought a 
quick mind, an egocentric personality, and most important of all, connections to 
wealthy white universities. He suggested to Bob Moses that university students 
could help staff the movement in places where many of the local organizers had 
been jailed or intimidated. At the urging of Lowenstein, dozens of students, most 
of them young white men from Yale and Stanford, traveled south to help recruit 
potential voters for Henry and King. As one volunteer remembered, he and his 
fellow students were “long on naïve idealism with little real sense of the larger 
history and risks,” but they supplied necessary labor for the freedom vote.18

 The freedom vote proved a success, tallying more than 80,000 ballots from 
black citizens across the state. In the spring of 1964,  leaders assessed the 
lessons of the campaign. The white Democratic candidate, Paul Johnson, had 
won, but according to  organizer Ivanhoe Donaldson, this was almost beside 
the point. The freedom vote “showed the Negro population that politics is not 
just ‘white folks’ business,’ ” Donaldson observed, and also that “whites can work 
[for civil rights] in Mississippi (at least white males).” Recognizing the important 
contributions of volunteers, Donaldson and others in  still feared that given 
southern taboos against “miscegenation,” the presence of white females would 
add a volatile ingredient to an already explosive situation in Mississippi. These 
and other concerns about the volunteers set the stage for a debate over the role of 
white students in the Mississippi summer project of 1964.19

 In the wake of the freedom vote, ’s small cadre of Mississippi organizers 
began to plan a much larger campaign for the summer.  then teamed up with 
the  and other civil rights groups in an alliance called the Council of Feder-
ated Organizations (). As the strongest proponents of the summer project, 
’s Bob Moses and Charlie Cobb argued that student volunteers could staff 
a massive voter registration campaign and teach summer classes for the state’s 
black children, who attended substandard, segregated schools during the year. 
Many local organizers, however, worried that the volunteers’ educational ad-
vantages would overwhelm and intimidate local activists. Yet  staffers and 
local organizers fi nally agreed that the skills and fi nancial support that volunteers 
could bring outweighed the dangers they posed to struggling local movements. 
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More importantly, such a project would show America that whites and blacks, 
men and women, northerners and southerners, could work together to heal the 
deep wounds cut by segregation and disfranchisement.20

  struggled to recruit a truly integrated cadre of volunteers for the Missis-
sippi summer project. Many black students simply could not afford to pay their 
way to Mississippi. The resulting pool of volunteers was integrated but dominated 
by upper middle-class white students from elite universities outside of the South. 
Gender, as well as race and class, factored into the composition of the volunteer 
staff that traveled to Mississippi. As the sociologist Doug McAdam suggests, 
gender formed a barrier to white women’s participation in the summer project 
as both their parents and  organizers worried about the response of white 
southerners to the integrated movement. Protective parents often refused to let 
their daughters go to Mississippi, but because of society’s double standard, this 
was less of an issue for male volunteers, whose parents were more likely to assume 
that their sons could take care of themselves.  recruiters also felt that the 
presence of young white men in an integrated movement might be less likely to 
provoke the wrath of white southerners than the presence of white women. While 
the societal double standard partially explains the bias against white women vol-
unteers, this was more of a practical response to the sexual and racial taboos of 
southern culture than an example of chauvinism in .21

 The very dangers that restricted white women’s participation in the summer 
project may actually have spurred men’s participation. Men were more likely 
to sign up and be accepted, McAdam observes, because working in the sum-
mer project was similar “to any number of other traditional challenges that were 
available to young men as part of the process of ‘becoming a man.’ ” While this 
may have been a factor in why young men signed up for the summer project, 
 organizers rarely used such masculinist rhetoric to recruit volunteers. They 
wanted to recruit anyone with a true desire to learn about themselves and the 
South. They wanted people who believed in the beloved community and hoped 
to bring it to Mississippi.22

  For the volunteers who joined the summer project, the road to Mississippi led 
through Oxford, Ohio, where Bob Moses and other movement veterans offered 
an orientation on racial oppression in the South and a crash course on nonvio-
lence. Traveling in an old, tan Volkswagen van, Donna Howell and two other 
volunteers subsisted on bread and peanut butter as they trekked from the Uni-
versity of New Mexico to the orientation in Oxford. Along with hundreds of 
other volunteers, Howell listened to Bob Moses discuss ’s allegiance to non-
violence. To volunteers and veteran activists alike, Moses represented the model 



 t h e m i ssi s sippi  mov e m en t 71

movement organizer, one who held fast to his ideals through countless beatings. 
“We don’t preach that others carry guns or refrain from carrying them,” Moses 
told the volunteers, “but no  workers, staff, or volunteers would be permitted 
to carry guns.” The gentle power of his belief in nonviolence guided the paths 
of countless activists, yet Moses himself eschewed the leadership role. His soft-
spoken demeanor and humility only reinforced the mystique that surrounded 
him. Volunteers remembered Moses as a “very poetic, sort of a Gandhian-like 
fi gure . . . [who] commanded a tremendous amount of respect, [but] didn’t have 
an overtly macho male leadership style.” Amzie Moore, the local  leader 
who originally invited Moses down to Mississippi, admired his young colleague 
because people followed him even though he never said, “I’m the man, you do 
this, that, and the other.” Like Charles McLaurin and other men in , Moses 
was a hard worker, an organizer, and an idealist who represented a new type of 
militant, nonviolent manhood.23

 In the midst of a mass meeting during the second orientation week, Moses 
received word that a group of volunteers who went to Mississippi after the fi rst 
orientation were missing. A pall of silence fell over the young crowd as Moses 
related the harrowing tale of three civil rights workers’ mysterious disappearance. 
A veteran white activist, Mickey Schwerner had accompanied James Chaney, a 
young black activist from Mississippi, and Andrew Goodman, a white college 
student who had just arrived with the fi rst group of volunteers, to investigate a 
church bombing in Neshoba County. The three had not returned. Moses told 
those assembled that the workers were presumed dead. Still reeling from the 
news of the missing activists, the volunteers and veterans bolstered their courage 
with freedom songs before boarding buses, trains, and automobiles bound for the 
Magnolia State.24

 In anticipation of the integrationist onslaught, state and local officials in Mis-
sissippi beefed up law enforcement and passed legislation to prepare for the sum-
mer project. Jackson Mayor Allen Thompson proudly showed Newsweek photog-
raphers his new police battalion decked out in gas masks and riot gear along with 
an armored vehicle he lovingly dubbed the “Thompson Tank.” Governor Paul 
Johnson ordered the highway patrol to add 200 new officers to the 275 already 
employed, and he pressed for legislation that outlawed picketing of public facili-
ties. Johnson also received regular reports from the State Sovereignty Commis-
sion. One Sovereignty Commission spy attended the Oxford orientation, detail-
ing rumors about “communist infi ltration” and interracial sex in secret memos 
to the governor. “The white girls have been going around with Negro boys, and 
Negro girls are going with white boys. I have seen these integrated couples going 



Civil rights volunteers sing together at the end of the orientation week in Oxford, Ohio, 
before departing for work in Mississippi during the summer of 1964. Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee Photograph File, King Center for Nonviolent Social Change.
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into the dorms together for extended periods of time,” one racy exposé revealed. 
Unbeknownst to the volunteers, this spy traveled with them from Ohio to Can-
ton, Mississippi, to begin the summer project.25

 Stepping off the train in Canton, JoAnn Ooiman was one of the earnest volun-
teers who received a warm welcome from half a dozen  staffers and icy stares 
from angry local whites. A white college student originally from Denver, Ooiman 
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had never been to Mississippi, and her introduction began with a barbeque at a 
black minister’s house. Just as Ooiman and the other volunteers began to dig into 
the heaping plates of food, police sirens brought the welcome party to a screech-
ing halt. The sheriff hauled the volunteers down to the station, took their mug 
shots, and then played a taped speech from the district attorney, warning that 
“the women would be raped by blacks in town and the men would be beaten up.” 
It was a welcome befi tting the “closed society.”26

 Despite the warnings of Canton’s district attorney, many of the volunteers 
stayed in the houses of local black families during the summer without incident. 
In the rituals of everyday life, volunteers and local activists got to know one 
another as people. “Rise, shine, and give God glory,” Ms. Hattie Bell hollered 
every morning to wake up Ooiman and another volunteer staying in her small 
house. A domestic worker in white homes for much of her life, Bell had saved up 
enough money to buy her own place. Since she had retired, she was no longer 
beholden to whites for income and so was freer to join the movement. She cooked 
large meals for the young women who stayed with her. Though she grew close to 
the volunteers over the summer, she never ate with them, abiding the dictates of 
segregation even in her own home.27

 As the volunteers and host families soon learned, the careful deconstruction 
of such racial barriers was an important part of the summer project. For young 
black men in Mississippi, this was especially difficult given the taboo against 
their interactions with white women. Explaining her son’s reticence to a volun-
teer, one local woman said, “Jus’ one boy touch a white girl’s hand, [and] he be in 
the river in two hours. We raised them up never to even look at one they passes 
on the street, don’t even look, that’s the way down here.” Veteran activists warned 
volunteers to be wary of southern white taboos. The  staff sent a few female 
volunteers home because they began romantic relationships with members of the 
communities in which they worked.28

 Volunteers worked on three projects throughout the summer: voter registra-
tion drives, “Freedom Schools,” and a smaller “white folks” project. The voter 
registration workers walked some of the same dusty, rural roads traveled earlier 
by Charles McLaurin. Moving out of the blistering Mississippi sunlight or occa-
sional summer squalls, they climbed up rickety porches and talked to sharecrop-
pers about registering to vote. Black farmers would nod and often agree that they 
should be allowed to vote. If the canvassers were white, they would say “yessir” 
or “yes’um,” out of deference to the conventions of Mississippi race relations. 
Some might agree to come to mass meetings. A few might even agree to try to 
register. But most just listened. “There’s a great amount of fear there,” said  
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fi eld secretary Willie Peacock. “They will tell you . . . that they don’t want to 
become registered to hide the pride, which says, ‘If I say I’m afraid, then I’m less 
than a man.’ . . . So we’ve been working on trying to cut through this fear.”29

 Occasionally, organizers used the rhetoric of manhood to push past the fear. 
When Charles McLaurin led a group of volunteers on a voter registration drive in 
the small town of Drew, he found many of the local men reluctant to participate. 
At one mass meeting outside of a small church, McLaurin harangued a crowd of 
men who looked on in silence. Referring to a group of white police officers who 
also stood nearby, McLaurin said, “What they’re afraid of is that you’re gonna 
rise! That you’re gonna say, ‘I’m a man! Treat me like a man!’ . . . Are you gonna 
let them see that you’re afraid? That you won’t join these kids and women?” 
McLaurin then turned to his supporters and began to chant “Which Side Are 
You On,” an old labor organizing song adapted by the movement. Those at the 
meeting joined in, shouting in unison:

Oh people can you stand it,
Tell me how you can.
Will you be an Uncle Tom
Or will you be a man?

At that moment, the police arrested the young organizers. Evidently, they were 
afraid that the men who had remained silent might rise.30

 At the same time that voter registration work and mass meetings began to cut 
through adults’ fears, the Freedom Schools had a similar effect on the young. As 
in many southern states, Mississippi’s segregated public school system heavily 
favored white schools over black ones, allocating an average of $81.66 per white 
student as compared to $21.77 for each black pupil in 1964. Many black Mis-
sissippians had grown up attending split-session school years, implemented by 
white planters to ensure that they had enough additional child labor to plant and 
harvest their crops. To make up for these educational defi cits, ’s Charlie 
Cobb had proposed the Freedom Schools, in which volunteers would teach sum-
mer courses in social studies, black history, drama, art, French, English, and non-
violence. Starved of educational opportunity for so long, the students exhibited an 
insatiable hunger for learning. Yet the schools would not have been possible with-
out the support of parents, many of whom walked their children to classes every 
day, some as far as seven or eight miles from their homes. By late July, despite 
arson and bombings, forty-one Freedom Schools enrolled over 2,100 students, 
testifying to the overwhelming desire for equal education in Mississippi.31

 Though  valued Freedom School teaching and voter registration work 
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equally, volunteers had preconceived notions of the work they wanted to do, and 
some questioned the gender breakdown of work assignments. A female volunteer 
recalled that she felt “shoved to the side” as a teacher, while male volunteers were 
“being macho men,” facing violence out in the fi eld. One male canvasser said 
that, although teaching was important, “it wasn’t the same kind of, if you want, 
macho adventurism that I was into.” Sociologist Doug McAdam used volunteer 
interviews and staff rosters to estimate that women were nearly twice as likely 
as men to be assigned to teaching, whereas men dominated the ranks of voter 
registration workers. At the beginning of the summer,  organizers did make 
strategic placement decisions. They originally kept white volunteers from doing 
voter registration work in the extremely dangerous counties and restricted white 
women’s roles in the fi eld for fear that their presence would provoke more hos-
tility from local whites, but as the summer progressed, these restrictions slack-
ened. Many women did work in voter registration even in tough rural counties, 
and those who worked as teachers also risked violence merely by working in the 
movement. Regardless of their assignments or their gender, all of the volunteers 
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and staff members “put their bodies on the line.” To white Mississippians bent 
on defending the racial status quo, teachers were no less of a threat than voter 
registration workers.32

 No one in the movement was immune to the violence and racism in the Mag-
nolia State. Away from the glare of media cameras, police officers felt no com-
pulsion about beating activists or threatening them with language that revealed 
the sexual subtext of white male supremacy. Bessie Turner, a black woman from 
Clarksdale, told  workers about a police officer who took her to jail and made 
her disrobe and lay face down on the concrete fl oor while he whipped her with 
a leather strap. “Turn over and open up your legs,” he ordered, “and let me see 
how you look down there.” Then, the officer hit Turner “between the legs with 
the same leather strap.” When Mary Lane, George Johnson, Phillip Moore, and 
Paul Klein, a black female volunteer and three white male volunteers, went to the 
police station in Greenwood to report harassment by a local white man, they re-
ceived similar treatment. Officer Logan (who did not give the volunteers his fi rst 
name) kept Lane, Johnson, and Klein occupied while Moore spoke to officers 
in another room. Logan, off duty and out of uniform, asked how the white male 
volunteers liked “screwing that nigger,” referring to Lane. Then he took out a 
long knife, and as he began to sharpen it, he said, “Sounds like rubbing up on 
nigger pussy.” He brought the sharpened knife to bear on Klein’s ribs and asked, 
“Think it’s sharp enough to cut your cock off?” Shaking in fear, Klein and the 
others must have thought of the three missing civil rights workers, whose eyes 
probably stared down from wanted posters on the precinct wall. On this day, 
however, the volunteers were relatively lucky. Officer Logan eventually left them 
alone, but only after further bullying Lane with a pistol and shoving her to the 
fl oor.33

 Most Mississippi officials opposed the summer “invasion,” but few lawmen 
were as disturbed by civil rights activities as Police Chief Ben Collins from 
Clarksdale, Aaron Henry’s home town. Before the summer began, Collins had 
coordinated official efforts to squelch Henry’s campaign for governor. When 
Al Lowenstein brought Franklin D. Roosevelt III (the grandson of the former 
president) to meet Henry, Collins took them all down to the jail for questioning. 
“Don’t you know these white guys ain’t fooling around with you but for one 
reason,” Collins warned Henry, “to get your women.” Throughout the summer, 
Collins harassed the civil rights workers in Clarksdale, cutting off their electric-
ity, bringing them in for questioning, and beating those unlucky enough to cross 
him on a bad day. The chief took a married couple of volunteers down to the sta-
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tion one day, and he tried to goad the husband into a fi ght, asking, “How many 
niggers did you sell your wife to last night?” When the male volunteer did not re-
spond, Collins grew angry. “Why don’t you stand up like a man?” he demanded. 
“I’d like to kill you.” The chief, whose conception of manhood rested largely on 
physical power, could not comprehend the volunteer’s adherence to the philosophy 
of nonviolence. Frustrated, he eventually agreed to let the couple go.34

 By the mid-1960s, some white Mississippians had begun to feel that official 
opposition to the movement had not been effective enough. Many who had sup-
ported the Citizens’ Councils as they defended segregation through ostensibly 
legal means had watched in frustration as the politics of massive resistance failed 
to thwart the “invasion” of civil rights workers. In 1963 and 1964 these men res-
urrected the Ku Klux Klan in Mississippi. The fi rst installment of their news-
letter, “The Freedom Fighter,” published in December of 1963, demanded that 
white Mississippians listen to the voice of the Klan, because it was “  

 !!!” “These men,” the newsletter proclaimed, were “too tall to bow down. 
They are men who have had enough. Enough of the Kennedys, communists, [and] 
negroes,” among other things. Much like the Citizens’ Councils before them, the 
Klan called on white men to join the fi ght against integration in order to protect 
their families, yet the organization’s unprovoked attacks on African Americans 
could never have been mistaken for self-defense. In the spring of 1964, Justice De-
partment officials chronicled several beatings of black Mississippians at the hands 
of Klansmen. On one night early in the summer, the white supremacist group 
tried to intimidate civil rights activists by burning seventy-one crosses in different 
parts of the state. Justice Department officials also suspected that the Klan was 
involved in many of the bombings of black churches and movement offices as 
well as the disappearance of the three missing civil rights workers, though by the 
middle of the summer they had few concrete leads.35

 Though the vast majority of white Mississippians vehemently opposed civil 
rights, a small group of white moderates in the state has subsequently fallen 
through the cracks of history. One group of volunteers attempted to organize this 
silent minority of sympathetic white Mississippians in the “white folks” project. 
Grenville Whitman, a volunteer from Harvard, began the summer talking to 
white church and labor leaders in Biloxi, where the presence of federal military 
installations and a reliance on the tourist trade moderated the harsher aspects 
of racial oppression. “We were preaching to the choir,” Whitman recalled with 
a wry smile, because these people had already begun to question segregation, 
but they had little power to sway the majority of their white neighbors. With 
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the exception of vocal movement allies like Ed King and Hodding Carter, most 
white Mississippians who might have supported the movement were silenced by 
economic reprisals and social ostracism.36

 The story of the Heffners from McComb serves as a case in point. Albert 
“Red” Heffner Jr. lived in a community where other white men formed a militia 
to defend against demonstrators “creating a disturbance, destroying property, 
or raping our wives.” Heffner was, in many ways, a typical middle-class white 
Mississippian. He sold insurance and was the proud father of a former Miss Mis-
sissippi pageant winner. But Red held a secret in his heart: he sympathized with 
the civil rights movement. When he invited movement volunteers to dinner just 
to talk about their reasons for coming south, angry segregationists surrounded 
his home. “It was beyond my conception that I could be in any danger in my 
own house,” Heffner remembered. Afterwards, his family began to receive bomb 
threats. Someone poisoned their dog, and Red’s insurance business dried up. 
“People just wouldn’t even talk to us on the street,” Malva Heffner said. “There’s 
no way to describe the hurt. I had never been put down in my life. I had never 
been rejected, and it was over something that just wasn’t right.” Eventually, the 
Heffners fl ed to Washington, D.C., to escape the hatred directed at them for one 
small act of kindness toward the movement.37

 Opponents of the movement reserved their harshest reprisals for local black 
activists. Over the summer,  staff chronicled thirty-fi ve shootings, thirty 
homes bombed, thirty-fi ve churches burned, and eighty beatings. Though move-
ment veterans and volunteers had made a promise to remain nonviolent, local 
Mississippians made a conscious choice to defend themselves. Guns and hunting 
were integral parts of rural life in the South, and black men were not about to 
sit idly by while nightriders shot up their homes. Even though nonviolence had 
proven effective in the direct action campaigns of the early 1960s, the decision of 
local people to defend themselves in Mississippi infl uenced  activists’ think-
ing about passive resistance. “In that kind of environment,” remembered one 
organizer, “it just kind of mutes the whole question of Gandhian philosophy.” 
Over the summer,  veterans began to rethink their allegiance to nonviolence 
in light of local attitudes toward self-defense. James Forman, the organization’s 
executive secretary in 1964, later wrote that the summer project “confi rmed the 
absolute necessity for armed self-defense,” and in a mass meeting at the end of 
the summer, future  director Stokely Carmichael voiced similar frustrations. 
“We’re not going to stick with this nonviolence forever,” he warned.38

 In fact, 1964 saw the rise of civil rights groups that openly advocated self-
defense. The Deacons for Defense and Justice was founded in Louisiana that 
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year to defend black communities from white vigilantes. When the Deacons came 
to Mississippi to recruit members the following year, one said, “It’s time for 
you men to wake up and be men.” This philosophy resonated with some black 
men, especially veterans. The Deacons eventually expanded to include affiliates 
in twenty-one cities (seventeen of them in the South). These were predominantly 
male organizations modeled on black fraternal orders. Roy Burris, one of the 
Deacons from Bogalusa, Louisiana, explained to a New York Times reporter that, 
when his group fought back against white supremacists, “they fi nally found out 
that we really are men.” In the tradition of men like Robert Williams and Hart-
man Turnbow, the Deacons wielded guns to protect themselves, their wives, and 
their children.39

 Behind the chivalrous ideal of self-defense, however, lay the reality that women 
were almost as likely to arm themselves for self-defense as men. While staying in 
the home of a black woman from Biloxi, Mississippi, during the summer project, 
Grenville Whitman awoke one night to fi nd the woman guarding the house with 
a pistol in one hand and a rifl e in the other. Hattie Bell, the Canton house mother 
who woke JoAnn Ooiman up every morning with breakfast and the harmonious 
call to “rise shine and give God glory,” slept with a hatchet under her pillow every 
night. These stories of women protecting themselves, their families, and the vol-
unteers speak to the reality of self-preservation tactics in rural Mississippi where 
federal protection for nonviolent protesters was nonexistent. The stories also give 
a sense of women’s strength and courage in the local civil rights movement.40

 Women showed this strength not just in their willingness to defend them-
selves and their communities, but also in their untiring activism and leadership. 
“Women have been the backbone of . . . Mississippi’s movement,” noted  
fi eld secretary Charlie Cobb. Emphasizing the important role that women played 
in Mississippi before Freedom Summer, sociologist and historian Charles Payne 
writes that local women were more politically active, attended mass meetings 
in larger numbers, and attempted to register to vote more often than their male 
peers. One activist Payne interviewed even dubbed the Delta movement “a wom-
an’s war.” Though most observers believe that women participated in dispropor-
tionately high numbers, few agree on why this was so. Payne offers a variety of 
explanations, including black women’s faith and enthusiasm for the churches that 
often supported the movement and the possibility that black women may have 
seemed less threatening than black men.41

 Both of these factors may have facilitated women’s participation in the move-
ment, and yet, it may also be instructive to examine the obstacles to men’s in-
volvement. Struggling to explain why it was so difficult to get local black men 
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to join the movement, volunteers were struck by what they perceived as the in-
ability of these men to stand up and fi ght racism. Segregation has “so smashed 
and whiplashed” the black community, one volunteer wrote in a letter home, 
“it makes boys . . . out of men. The men are often so pitifully weak — unable to 
decide anything.” Another wrote of the “absolute castration of the Negro male,” 
who “is trained to be nothing more than a child with his . . . sheepish expres-
sion and ‘Yessir, yessir’ to everything the white man says.” Without a deep un-
derstanding of the long history of lynching and repression faced by these men, 
the volunteers callously but perhaps accurately described the crushing fear that 
crippled many men’s ability to participate in the movement. Local women had 
their own opinions on this issue. Annie Devine, a staunch organizer from Can-
ton who campaigned for Henry during the Freedom Vote of 1963 and later ran 
for Congress herself, said that she became active in the movement and politics 
because most men just would not run for office. “Negro men have been pushed 
around and hounded,” she told an interviewer in 1965, so the black man “needs 
to be reassured that he is a man, and that when he does speak, you know, he’ll be 
looked upon as a man, cause right now he’s not, and he hasn’t been. He’s had no 
control over his woman; he’s had no job to take care of her.” Fannie Lou Hamer, 
who became the most eloquent spokeswoman for the Mississippi movement, ex-
plained, “If they beat me almost to death in jail, what do you think would happen 
to my husband? You have to live in Mississippi as a Negro to understand why it’s 
not more men involved than there is.”42

 Even with the countless obstacles to their participation, many men rose to the 
challenge and joined the fi ght against white supremacy in Mississippi. Highlight-
ing women’s activism in civil rights studies, scholars have rightly recognized the 
integral role that women played as the unsung heroes of the movement. But we 
must also acknowledge the immense courage of local men who, like women activ-
ists, were often overlooked in contemporary accounts that focused on articulate 
national leaders and highly educated volunteers. These supporters could fl y home 
once campaigns ended. Local men and women joined the struggle, knowing that 
they would have to deal with the white backlash long after others left.
 One such local hero was C. O. Chinn. Volunteers would have received no wel-
come at all when they arrived in Canton if not for men like Chinn, who sacrifi ced 
everything for the movement. “He was a powerful man,” wrote one movement 
veteran, “known as ‘badass C. O. Chinn’ to the Negroes and whites alike. All of 
the Negroes respected him for standing up and being a man. Most of the whites 
feared him.” Within a week of joining the movement in 1963, Chinn lost his busi-
ness, but he continued to campaign for the freedom vote, and his personal loss 
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only made him more passionate. He spoke at mass meetings and organized a local 
boycott against stores owned by members of the Citizens’ Councils. Canton police 
arrested Chinn for trying to convince others to join the boycott — “threatening” 
them, according to the police — and also for helping  staff prepare for Free-
dom Summer. At the start of the summer, Chinn was working on the chain gang 
as a prisoner of the Canton jail. Bone tired at the end of a scorching summer day 
on the work gang, Chinn would probably have agreed with another local activist 
who observed that, in Mississippi, the white man “is our friend, as long as we are 
‘boys.’ But when we act as if we are ‘mens,’ then we’re not his friends.”43

 While the role of local men has been overlooked in many accounts of the move-
ment, the gender and sexuality of movement volunteers and  veterans has 
been the focus of much popular and scholarly attention since the summer it-
self. The frenzied fear of interracial sex, whipped up by the Citizens’ Councils 
and other proponents of massive resistance, contributed to the sexually charged 
atmosphere of the summer. From the beginning,  organizers warned vol-
unteers to avoid such interracial liaisons. As a project director in Greenwood, 
Stokely Carmichael admonished white volunteers to be conscious of the history 
of white men taking sexual advantage of local black women, and “as far as white 
girls with Negro boys — of course none of that on the other side of town.” Car-
michael opposed staff dating, feeling that it would only complicate matters during 
the summer, but he did not prohibit dating altogether. Given the close quarters 
of communal living arrangements, the stress and strain of daily organizing, and 
the young age of most movement volunteers and veterans, it is understandable 
that civil rights workers formed intimate relationships that summer.44

 Due to the highly politicized nature of interracial sex, such relationships could 
both bring activists together and tear them apart. Sociologist Doug McAdam 
viewed sexual experimentation during Freedom Summer as an inchoate expres-
sion of free love, an idea that would appear in full bloom only in the late 1960s. 
Liberated sexuality also represented the logical extension of ’s ideals — a 
truly free society or “beloved community.” The taboos against interracial sex 
made it that much more enticing. “For black men,” historian Sara Evans writes, 
“sexual access to white women challenged the culture’s ultimate symbol of their 
denied manhood.” For white women, who “had experienced a denial of their 
womanhood in failing to achieve the cheerleader standards” popular at that time, 
sexual interest from black men was especially empowering. White men and black 
women also experienced the liberating power of love that summer. But activists 
found that the personal politics of interracial sex could damage the movement. 
Black women, at times, grew angry when black men fl ocked to white women, re-
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inforcing American society’s racist standards of beauty. White women may have 
felt trapped in a Catch-22 of being labeled as racist if they declined black men’s 
advances and opportunistic if they accepted. Despite all of the complications that 
arose from interracial sex during the movement, it is important to remember that 
these intimate relationships were born out of a faith in love (both platonic and 
passionate) and a hope that movement ideals were harbingers of a more egalitar-
ian and open society. As one volunteer wrote in his journal, the people in  
“already have the ‘beloved community’ and they rightly see the aim of the move-
ment to be the inclusion of the whole of America into this community. . . . Our 
aim is indeed miscegenation, more profoundly so than they think.”45

  actually came closest to embodying the utopian ideal of the beloved com-
munity before the summer of 1964. The infl ux of volunteers during the summer 
project, and the high retention rate of new staff members afterwards, exacerbated 
what had been relatively minor philosophical differences in the organization. 
As  attempted to deal with these growing pains, deciding between a highly 
centralized structure and a more loosely affiliated group of “fl oating” fi eld sec-
retaries, several female veterans also began to question why they were relegated 
to what was seen, stereotypically, as “women’s work.” Executive Secretary Jim 
Forman remembered that discussions of gender roles had begun before the sum-
mer in Atlanta, when women protested assignment to secretarial tasks. Forman 
suggested that  women stage an office sit-in to protest. The issue cropped up 
again during Freedom Summer when some women felt that they were assigned 
to teaching and office work because of their gender. A spy from the Sovereignty 
Commission, eager to expose divisions within the beloved community, reported, 
“The ‘strong’ females on the permanent office staff have told me earlier of a 
revolution among females, ‘the women’s fi ght for equality with men.’ . . . I have 
watched it gain momentum over the past months. There are many male support-
ers of this new thing.”46

 Among the strong women fi ngered by the spy was Casey Hayden, a stalwart 
movement veteran who later coauthored a paper on the position of women in 
. In the paper, Hayden and Mary King, another veteran white staffer, com-
pared the oppression of women in the organization to the oppression of African 
Americans. “The average white person fi nds it difficult to understand why the 
Negro resents being called ‘boy,’ ” they wrote, “because the average white person 
doesn’t realize that he assumes he is superior. . . . So too the average  worker 
fi nds it difficult to discuss the woman problem because of the assumption of male 
superiority.” Initially, the position paper received little serious discussion. It pro-
voked Stokely Carmichael’s infamous quip that “the position of women in  is 
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prone.” Mary King, who heard Carmichael make this comment, later argued that 
it was clearly a joke and that he was in fact relatively progressive on gender issues. 
At the time, such jokes may have defl ected the thrust of the women’s arguments. 
Yet Hayden and King’s position paper would become an infl uential document in 
the history of women’s liberation, capturing an epiphany of feminist conscious-
ness that would later burgeon into the women’s movement.47

 The tensions between the egalitarian ideal in  and the reality of gender 
relations in 1964 led women in the movement to challenge both racism and sex-
ism. Feminism, according to historian Belinda Robnett, “did not evolve from the 
sexist treatment within ” but from the organization’s liberating philosophy 
and open structure that fostered challenges to authority. The structure of the 
organization, which was founded on principles of participatory democracy, gave 
both men and women a voice in decision-making. Martha Prescod Norman, an 
activist who worked with  in Mississippi and Alabama, remembered that 
both women and men in the organization inspired her “to be brave, to be smart, 
to be intellectual — to be all of the things that are stereotypically not female.” 
Empowering women as it did,  was far more progressive than other move-
ment organizations and most parts of American society in 1964. Yet there were 
times when the civil rights group did refl ect society’s gender bias in work as-
signments and formal leadership. Charles Scattergood, a summer volunteer who 
worked with Charles McLaurin in Sunfl ower County and stayed in the Delta 
until 1965, later acknowledged that tension on the local project was due, in part, 
to sexism. “I saw racism spreading all over Mississippi. But I also saw male chau-
vinism spreading out pretty bad too,” he said. Perhaps Scattergood’s experiences 
in Mississippi led him to question his own gender assumptions, making him 
more open to the position of the later feminist movement. “I think that women 
have a defi nite place in the movement,” he later maintained, “not just as secretar-
ies either — as leaders.” Such confl icting testimony reveals the complex nature of 
gender relations in the movement. As Sara Evans originally argued, the women 
in  experienced both liberation and oppression. To acknowledge this para-
dox is not to single out the organization or its male leaders for special criticism; 
it merely captures the historical reality of 1964. Despite the pervasiveness and 
intractability of racism and sexism in America during the mid-1960s, the men 
and women of  attempted to fashion a movement in which all people could 
gain personal and political power.48

 At the end of the summer project,  organizers took this utopian vision 
to the Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City, where their standard 
bearer would be the indefatigable local activist, Fannie Lou Hamer. Born the 
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twentieth child of a poor sharecropping family, Hamer joined Charles McLau-
rin’s voter registration drive in Ruleville back in 1962 and traveled with him to 
the forbidding Indianola courthouse. After trying to register, Hamer lost her job 
of seventeen years as a timekeeper on a nearby plantation, and her husband Perry, 
who had worked at the plantation cotton gin for thirty years, was also fi red. After 
losing her job at the plantation, Hamer committed more of her time to organizing 
a challenge to black disfranchisement, enduring arrests and a vicious beating by 
police officers in Winona, Mississippi. These blows did not sway Hamer’s sup-
port for the movement. She housed volunteers over the summer and crisscrossed 
the state with  organizers to help found the Mississippi Freedom Demo-
cratic Party () as an alternative to the all-white, segregationist Mississippi 
Democratic Party. In August, black Mississippians nominated Hamer, Aaron 
Henry, Ed King, and dozens of other grassroots activists to represent them at 
the national convention in Atlantic City.49

 As the  geared up for the election of delegates and the trip to Atlantic 
City, word came that federal authorities had found the three civil rights workers 
who had been missing since the beginning of the summer. It turned out that local 
police in Neshoba County had arrested the activists on Sunday, June 21, 1964, 
and released them later that night only to inform Klan members of the activists’ 
whereabouts. A posse of vigilantes and sheriff’s deputies tracked down the activ-
ists. They severely beat James Chaney, the young black man from Mississippi, 
and then shot the three civil rights workers to death. The posse buried the men 
beneath a dam of fresh earth and began to spread the rumor that the activists had 
staged their own disappearance for publicity. In early August, federal officials, 
who had done little to protect the civil rights activists throughout the summer, 
fi nally found the bodies of the three missing men.50

 When the  delegates traveled to Atlantic City, they brought placards with 
simple drawings of the murdered activists. These posters of the martyred men 
were powerful symbols of the struggle for equality in Mississippi, but Fannie 
Lou Hamer embodied that struggle as well. In challenging the seating of the 
official Mississippi delegation that unconstitutionally excluded African Ameri-
cans, Hamer testifi ed before a national television audience about being beaten 
and jailed simply for trying to vote. “I was beaten until I was exhausted,” Hamer 
testifi ed. “I began to scream, and one white man got up and began to beat me on 
the head and tell me to hush. . . . All of this on account we wanted to register, to 
become fi rst class citizens. [If] the Freedom Democratic Party is not seated now, 
I question America.” Fearful that Hamer’s powerful testimony would jeopardize 
white southern support for the Democratic Party and undermine his reelection 
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campaign, President Lyndon Johnson broke into Hamer’s testimony with an 
emergency press conference. No matter, the television networks broadcast her 
testimony in full on the prime-time news later that night. Millions of Americans 
heard Hamer’s story, which echoed what they had read about the struggles of 
volunteers and veteran activists all summer long. In order to quell the ’s dis-
sent, Johnson and his allies crafted a compromise that would allow Aaron Henry 
and Ed King to enter the convention as at-large delegates. Henry wanted to ac-
cept the compromise, as did national civil rights leaders and some in the  
contingent. Hamer and fellow local activist Annie Devine disagreed. Hamer 
viewed the compromise as a sellout, and she told the other delegates so, exclaim-
ing, “We didn’t come all this way for no two seats.” One delegate remembered, 
“I wanted them to accept two seats, but those two women, Mrs. Hamer and Mrs. 
Devine, shamed me out. . . . I changed my mind right there.” In a testament to 
participatory democracy and the women’s leadership, the Mississippi activists 
voted to reject the compromise.51

 The  delegation returned from Atlantic City just as many of the sum-
mer volunteers went back to their homes and universities. Almost immediately, 
people began to assess the legacies of the summer project. Using the volunteers 
as a wedge,  had pried open the state’s closed society and made room for 
moderate white Mississippians such as Hodding Carter to form interracial coali-
tions that would alter the political landscape of the state. A new generation of 
black political leaders and community activists came of age in the Mississippi 
movement. Aaron Henry became a state senator in a biracial coalition of legisla-
tors in Jackson. Charles McLaurin returned to Ruleville and eventually became 
a fi eld organizer for the National Council of Negro Women. He also guided the 
implementation of Head Start and the Child Development Group of Mississippi 
in the Delta. Bennie Thompson, a young man who got his start in politics work-
ing with  in the late 1960s, went on to represent the Delta in the United 
States Congress. Student volunteers also came of age politically during the sum-
mer project. Many returned home to university campuses and continued the 
activism that they had begun in Mississippi, struggling for free speech, civil 
rights, women’s liberation, and, later, an end to the war in Vietnam. In addition 
to developing political maturity and leadership, longtime Mississippi activists 
Aaron Henry and Amzie Moore believed that the summer project dispelled rac-
ist fears of integration and myths about black men circulated by the Citizens’ 
Councils. When volunteers and local activists lived and worked together, they 
learned about each other as people. If only for one long summer, these young 
activists exemplifi ed the beloved community that  had envisioned.52
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 In the wake of the summer, however, the utopian vision of the beloved com-
munity slowly receded. Klan violence intensifi ed, and as the media lost interest 
in the local struggles, activists had a tougher time challenging local officials. 
Jack Wilmore, who headed the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights in Memphis 
from 1965 to 1967, believed that the movement in the rural South declined after 
1965. Based on the testimony he compiled for the civil rights commission, he 
argued that although the movement had a huge psychological impact on the 
way white southerners viewed African Americans and the way southern blacks 
viewed themselves, it had won “few real concessions” and had done little to 
alter “the black man’s socio-economic position” in the rural South. Wilmore felt 
that the best option for many rural black southerners was to “get the hell out of 
there” — to leave the rural areas or the South entirely — and seek a better life in 
cities or the North. Certainly, Wilmore overstated this case. Many of the largest 
gains in the southern movement came with the political empowerment of Afri-
can Americans after the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and black migrants who had 
followed the path of the Great Migration since the 1910s and 1920s found that 
the road to the “promised land” was littered with its own racial problems that 
required tough movement remedies.53

 Yet thousands of African Americans had long believed, as Wilmore did, that 
migration was the surest and quickest path to equality or, at least, opportunity. 
For those who felt that coming of age in Mississippi was little more than a pipe 
dream for black men, there had always been that train ticket to Memphis, Chi-
cago, or New York. In the North, black migrants would fi nd a “man’s chance,” it 
was said. In the North, they would fi nd a movement led by men who were willing 
to fi ght for their rights “by any means necessary.” In the North, they would fi nd 
a new religion, a new leader, and a new path to manhood.



Chapter Four

God’s Angry Men

illiam Longstreet was born in the tiny town of Coffeeville, Missis-
sippi, in 1940. His parents separated when he was seven, and his 
mother took him out of the South. Like many black southern mi-
grants, they eventually ended up in Chicago. Longstreet dropped 
out of school in the tenth grade and joined the Navy, where he be-
came a skilled airplane technician. Receiving an honorable discharge 
after two years of military service, he searched for a job as an airline 

mechanic, but found that “color disqualifi ed me from civilian employment in that 
fi eld.” Jobless and depressed, Longstreet brooded over his problems and found 
what little solace he could, drinking and hanging out with other unemployed men 
day after day, down on the corner. At night, he came home and fought with his 
wife. “I was venting my fury on my wife and family,” he remembered, “because 
of my frustrations in attempting to be a man.” In 1961 Longstreet joined the 
Nation of Islam, and his problems seemed to vanish. Through Islam, he found 
satisfaction in a new job, fulfi llment in being a responsible father and husband, 
and the strength to be a man.1

 The story of William X Longstreet was one of dozens of conversion testimo-
nials printed in the Nation of Islam’s Muhammad Speaks in the 1960s. During 
the early 1960s, the Nation of Islam () attracted thousands of new converts 
with its message of community uplift through individual self-help and spiritual 

It seemed to me that Malcolm spoke directly to the emasculation of the black male in particular. 

And Malcolm wanted to heal that emasculation. He wanted to teach us how, in spite of that, to 

be men again. So I thought I would like my children and generations to come to know this aspect 

of Malcolm X. — Ossie Davis, actor/activist/friend of Malcolm X

W
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purifi cation. In these goals, the Nation was not unlike other fundamentalist reli-
gious movements in American history, and more specifi cally, African American 
history, but it was unique in two ways. First, the  was predicated on the as-
sumption that the only way African Americans could ever be truly free was to 
separate themselves from the white man, not by going back to Africa, but by 
carving out sovereign black states in America. Second,  was one of the few 
religious movements among black or white Americans to attract an overwhelm-
ing majority of male converts. The Nation won male converts, in part, by telling 
them that Islam offered the one path to true manhood open to the black man in 
America. The proof lay in the stories of converts like William X Longstreet and 
his more famous brother in the faith, Malcolm X.
 Malcolm X eloquently advocated the ’s masculinist liberation theology and 
its doctrines of separatism, self-defense, and black nationalism that gained wide 
currency among civil rights activists in the second half of the 1960s. The doc-
trines espoused by Malcolm and other  leaders stood in stark contrast to the 
nonviolent integrationist philosophy that guided  in the early 1960s. Martin 
Luther King Jr. and other  ministers had fi rst articulated the nonviolent 
integrationist philosophy that relied on Christian faith and brotherhood to or-
ganize civil rights activists and appeal to America’s moral conscience. Though 
both the  and the  used faith as an organizing tool in the struggle for equal 
rights,  ministers consistently portrayed black Christian leaders and non-
violent activists as weak, cowardly, and unmanly. Muslim ministers deliberately 
constructed public personas of militant manhood as role models for black youth 
and as a recruiting strategy for the . In the Nation, these ministers argued, a 
black man could reclaim his manhood and take his rightful position as the head 
of his household. Black women recruits were promised the respect, protection, 
and admiration that they deserved as women. The strict separation of gender 
roles in the  formed the foundation of a racial uplift philosophy that linked 
the struggle for liberation directly to a quest for manhood. Through his fi ery 
eloquence, fi erce intelligence, and brutal frankness on the subject of American race 
relations, Malcolm X brought the Nation’s model of militant manhood and mes-
sage of liberation to thousands of people who might never have considered the 
Islamic faith. This model of militant masculinity was Malcolm’s primary legacy, 
and it guided the course of the civil rights movement after his death in 1965.

Malcolm X was born Malcolm Little on May 19, 1925, in Omaha, Nebraska. His 
father was a Baptist minister and an organizer for Marcus Garvey’s Universal 
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Negro Improvement Association (), a group dedicated to the goals of African 
repatriation and political self-determination for blacks in the Americas. Under 
pressure from white supremacists, Malcolm’s family fl ed from Omaha to Lan-
sing, Michigan. Soon after the move, Malcolm’s father died under mysterious 
circumstances. Though the police reported Earl Little’s death as an accident, 
Malcolm believed that his father was attacked by whites, for preaching the  
message of black liberation, and then pushed in the path of a streetcar to disguise 
the murder. One scholar has asserted that this loss of his father at such an early 
age and the lack of a strong male role model during his formative years spurred 
Malcolm on a quest for true manhood that eventually made him one of the most 
powerful speakers of the twentieth century. While his father’s untimely death 
may well have infl uenced Malcolm’s masculinist message and future leadership 
style, its more immediate effect was to place the Little family in dire straights.2

 After Earl Little died, Malcolm’s mother, Louise Little, had to take care of her 
eight children alone. Hounded by state welfare officials and weighed down by the 
strain of caring for so many children with so little support, she was forced to send 
the children to live with relatives and foster families. Soon after losing her chil-
dren, she was institutionalized for mental illness. The breakup of the family and 
the institutionalization of their mother coupled with their father’s death might 
have permanently crippled some children, but Malcolm and his siblings survived. 
In fact, Malcolm thrived, succeeding socially and academically in schools where 
he was often the only African American student. These successes did not shield 
Malcolm from racism or feelings of isolation, however, for as his brother Wilfred 
remembered, “People saw us as oddballs in the city where we grew up. Whites 
would describe us as ‘those uppity niggers’ . . . In those days, the twenties and 
thirties, it was the same as being in Mississippi.” To escape the isolation and 
racism of the rural Midwest, Malcolm moved to Boston around 1940 to live with 
an older half-sister.3

 In Massachusetts, Malcolm entered a new and exciting realm of urban black 
society that he could only have dreamed of in rural Michigan. Though his half-
sister was a member of Boston’s black middle class, Malcolm eschewed her social 
set in favor of the electrifying jazz and youth culture of the Roxbury neighbor-
hood. In bars, pool halls, and dance clubs, the young Malcolm emulated urban 
hipsters, who bounced to the beat of the era’s hottest bebop jazz and Big Band 
swing. In Boston, and then in New York City, where he later struck out on his 
own as a hustler in Harlem, Malcolm gave up his education in books and quickly 
became a studied master of urban street culture. He conked his hair (a painful 
process of straightening with hot lye solution), donned the fl ashiest zoot suit he 
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could afford, and lost himself in a subculture of drugs, prostitution, and crime. 
With his natural intelligence and quick wit, Malcolm thrived in this culture, just 
as he had in the primary schools of Michigan, but as he would later admit, the 
cutthroat underworld of stealing and dealing catches up with even the savviest of 
hustlers. In January 1946, Malcolm was arrested for his involvement in a small-
time robbery ring and sentenced to eight-to-ten years in prison.4

 Malcolm entered prison an avowed atheist, but through correspondence with 
his siblings in Michigan, he learned about a black religious leader named Elijah 
Muhammad and the Nation of Islam. Muhammad, who had been incarcerated 
for evading the draft during World War II because of his religious beliefs, un-
derstood that black convicts like Malcolm Little were often highly receptive to 
his teachings. Muhammad taught that white men were devils and that black men 
would never be truly free until they separated from whites and formed their own 
society. A small taste of Muhammad’s teachings inspired Malcolm to immerse 
himself in studies of religion and African American history. His prison studies, 
correspondences with Muhammad, and debates with fellow inmates strength-
ened Malcolm’s commitment to the Nation of Islam and sharpened his oratorical 
skills.5

 When he was released from prison in 1952, Malcolm moved to Detroit and 
joined the  Temple Number One. The Nation claimed thousands of members 
in the early 1950s, but historians have estimated that fewer than fi ve hundred 
men and women belonged to the organization when Malcolm joined. Noting 
Malcolm’s oratorical skills,  leaders in Detroit soon tapped him for a post as 
assistant minister at Temple Number One, where the young minister’s eloquence 
won numerous converts for the Nation. One man who heard Malcolm preach-
ing in Detroit during the early 1950s remembered that there were “a number of 
ministers who had a better background than Malcolm did . . . but Malcolm was 
the one who was on fi re.” Malcolm’s fi ery preaching and his stanch loyalty to 
Muhammad propelled him rapidly up through the ranks of the  hierarchy. 
He preached in Boston and Philadelphia temples before eventually becoming the 
minister for Temple Number Seven in New York.6

 During the mid-1950s, Malcolm confi dently strode the same Harlem avenues 
he had worked as a street hustler a decade before. He quickly became famous 
for his fervent stepladder preaching on the bustling corner of 125th Street and 
Seventh Avenue. He also “fi shed” for converts to Islam in front of black nation-
alist meetings, where angry men might be amenable to his message about white 
devils, or outside fundamentalist Christian churches, where devout southern 



 g o d’s a n g ry m en 91

migrants, the majority of them women, might be receptive to the Nation’s pas-
sionate preaching.7

 Once Malcolm cajoled the curious men and women into the doors of the Mus-
lim temple, the potential converts heard distinctly gendered messages about race 
and religion in America. Women and men took seats on different sides of a central 
temple aisle. Muslim men dressed impeccably in dark suits and the women wore 
simple, white, fl oor-length gowns with scarves covering their heads. Malcolm’s 
preaching ran the gamut from the horrors of slavery in America (especially the 
rape of black women by slave masters) to contemporary race and gender relations 
in which black manhood had been called into question. “The Honorable Elijah 
Muhammad teaches us that . . . the black man never will get anybody’s respect 
until he learns to respect his own women! The black man needs today to stand up 
and throw off the weakness imposed upon him by the slave master white man!”8

 One of the key tenets of the Nation of Islam was, in fact, that black men should 
appreciate black women’s natural beauty and protect them from white men. 
Muhammad’s teachings directly challenged the defeminization and denigration 
of black womanhood in mainstream white culture by creating a more positive 
image of black femininity. Yet the strict gender roles espoused by Muhammad 
also placed black women on a pedestal not all that different from the one recon-
structed for southern white women by segregationists. As with the segregation-
ists, the Muslim conceptions of gender difference, deference, and chivalry thinly 
veiled a gender hierarchy within the organization. “The true nature of man is 
to be strong and a woman’s true nature is to be weak,” Malcolm explained, “and 
while a man must at all times respect his woman, at the same time he needs to 
understand that he must control her if he expects to get her respect.” Elijah 
Muhammad added, “There is no nation on earth, that has less respect for and as 
little control of their women as we so-called Negroes here in America.” Though 
these teachings did appeal to some women who were attracted to the stable (if not 
egalitarian) relationships in Muslim families, the majority of the converts to the 
Nation of Islam in the 1950s and 1960s were men who found dignity and power 
in accepting the traditional position of leadership in their families. In some cities, 
according to Muhammad, the Nation converted fi ve men to every one woman, 
a recruiting pattern that stood in stark contrast to southern churches and the 
southern movement in which the majority of participants were women.9

 Both women and men who sought entrance into the Nation of Islam began the 
spiritual journey by giving up many aspects of their former lives. Converts shed 
their “slave names,” which the Muslims argued correctly were often the sur-
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names of former masters, in favor of an X. They were also prohibited from sinful 
pleasures such as smoking tobacco, drinking alcohol, eating pork, and having 
sexual relations before marriage. Along with daily ablutions, this ascetic lifestyle 
was meant to cleanse the body at the same time that Islam cleansed the spirit. 
Few were more loyal to the  strictures than Malcolm, who, by all accounts, 
was one of the most devout ministers in the Nation.10

 Once converted, men and women took separate paths on the road to divine 
acceptance in the Nation, learning different lessons in sex-segregated classes. 
Men aspired to become members of the Fruit of Islam (), a stern, well-disci-
plined honor guard for each temple. The  members became infamous in media 
coverage of the Nation because of their training in judo and other self-defense 
tactics. Yet Malcolm noted that  training went far beyond fi ghting techniques. 
He claimed that the  spent much of their time in “discussions on men [and] 
learning to be men. They deal with the responsibilities of a husband and father; 
what to expect of women; the rights of women which are not to be abrogated by 
the husband; the importance of the father-male image in the strong household,” 
as well as discussing business principles and current events. Women learned of 
their familial responsibilities in Muslim Girls Training classes. In these classes, 
Muslim women learned “how to keep homes, how to rear children, how to care 
for husbands, how to cook, sew, [and] how to act [as] . . . a good Muslim sister 
and mother and wife.” In fact, the Muslim Girls Training classes resembled the 
home economics courses taken by countless black and white women in schools 
across the country during the 1950s and early 1960s. As radical as the Nation’s 
nationalist rhetoric could be, its vision of gender relations was cut from tradi-
tional family values advocated by many conservative, middle-class Americans, 
black and white.11

  For Malcolm, this traditional ideal of family life became a reality not long 
after Sister Betty X joined Temple Number Seven. Born and raised in Detroit, 
Michigan, Betty Sanders had begun her college career as an education major 
at Tuskegee University in Alabama. She joined the Nation of Islam and met 
Malcolm in 1956 after moving to New York to attend nursing school. Gradually, 
it became apparent that Malcolm and Betty were attracted to one another, but 
formal dating was out of the question. “I never ‘dated’ Malcolm as we think of it 
because at the time single men and women in the Muslims did not ‘fraternize,’ as 
they called it.” Instead, the two would go out with groups of young people from 
the Temple. Even in this highly chaperoned courtship, Malcolm’s noble bearing, 
charm, and broad smile won Betty’s heart. When the two traveled to Detroit, 
Betty’s Methodist parents were impressed with her “friend” the Muslim minis-
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ter, but a blessing for marriage was out of the question. This and Malcolm’s dis-
taste for “Hollywood” romance led to a simple, civil ceremony early in 1958.12

 In an interview with Essence magazine more than thirty years after she married 
Malcolm, Betty candidly talked about their evolving relationship. Malcolm had 
initially warned his bride-to-be that it would be hard for him to keep her updated 
on his frequent travel plans as one of the most sought after spokesmen for the 
. “It was basically that fear of a woman having control,” Betty remembered. 
“So when we got married, I never asked his whereabouts.” Yet as he grew closer 
to Betty, Malcolm made sure that he was always in touch with his wife, wherever 
his many travels took him. Another early sticking point in their relationship was 
Betty’s desire to work outside of the home. “I thought Malcolm was a little too 
strict with me,” she told the interviewers. “He was possessive from the beginning 
to the end, though I think he learned to control it. . . . He didn’t want anybody 
to have any infl uence over me that could in any way compete with his.” Betty 
did eventually convince her husband to let her continue doing volunteer work, 
teaching Muslim Girls Training classes at the Temple when she was not taking 
care of their growing family. Aside from some serious disagreements about her 
desire to work and his frequent travels, Betty fondly recalled their relationship 
as a happy one. Her love and support at home made Malcolm’s successful career 
possible, refl ecting the traditional gender norms then endorsed by the  and 
much of American society.13

 If the gender ideology of the  did not draw the attention of the mainstream 
news media, the organization’s claim that white men were devils and its demand 
for land in America to create sovereign black states did. When Louis Lomax and 
Mike Wallace, journalists for  News in New York, heard about the Nation’s 
teachings and growing popularity, they asked Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm 
X for permission to record  meetings and interviews with Muslim leaders. 
The resulting documentary, The Hate that Hate Produced, exposed the  to 
thousands of viewers outside of Harlem, who had never imagined such a group 
existed. Asked if he hated all whites, Malcolm responded, “For the white man 
to ask the black man, ‘do you hate me’ is just like the rapist asking the raped or 
the wolf asking the sheep ‘do you love me.’ ” White viewers were shocked by 
such a blunt retort to a question about race, but black viewers exhibited a range 
of responses to Malcolm’s withering indictment of white racism. According to 
the writer Alex Haley, who would later coauthor Malcolm’s autobiography, some 
African Americans were initially horrifi ed by Malcolm’s rhetoric, fearing that it 
would jeopardize the movement for racial integration that was beginning to make 
progress in the 1950s. Others, however, deeply admired Malcolm, because he had 
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“the courage to say aloud, publicly, things which they had felt” in their hearts for 
many years about white racism in America.14

 In the opening of The Hate that Hate Produced, Mike Wallace observed that 
the “gospel of hate” preached by the Nation would have “set off a federal investi-
gation if it were preached by southern whites.” In fact, Malcolm’s preaching and 
the Muslim movement had already set off such an investigation. The Federal Bu-
reau of Investigation had been following Malcolm’s career since the mid-1950s. 
Agents learned that he had dodged the draft during World War II by pretending 
to be insane. Malcolm later claimed that he told military psychologists in the 
1940s, “I want to get sent down South. Organize them nigger soldiers, you dig? 
Steal us some guns, and kill up some crackers!” While Malcolm’s criminal record 
and his conduct during World War II caught the attention of federal investiga-
tors, the Bureau was much more interested in Malcolm’s success in converting 
African Americans to Muhammad’s brand of Islam. One  informant in New 
York dubbed Malcolm a “very convincing speaker,” and after seeing him speak in 
Charlotte, North Carolina, another agent grudgingly admired “how Malcolm X 
unites the individuals into an emotional entity . . . [and] uses his skill as a speaker 
to direct emotions and hatreds of his audience toward white people.”15

 Seeing the attention that resulted from The Hate that Hate Produced,  lead-
ers decided that they needed their own publication to combat biased coverage, 
not only of their teachings, but also of current events that pertained to African 
Americans. Malcolm had cut his teeth in the newspaper business with a column 
entitled “God’s Angry Men,” which was fi rst printed in 1957 in the Los Angeles 
Herald Dispatch and the New York Amsterdam News. By the early 1960s, the 
 had the resources to begin publishing their own paper, Muhammad Speaks. 
Under Malcolm’s initial direction, Muhammad Speaks quickly became the Na-
tion’s primary voice and a major source of funds and publicity. The publication 
of Muhammad Speaks increased the visibility of the Nation in more ways than 
one, as  men were required to pound the pavement selling the paper for sev-
eral hours a day in order to meet high individual sales quotas. If a Muslim man 
did not sell the required number of papers, one former member of the  from 
Chicago remembered, “they [would] give you the loving Fruit of Islam,” which 
was a “beating with a strap.” Although this did not happen every time a young 
brother missed his quota, it was indicative of the tough and sometimes brutal 
militaristic regimens that hardened male recruits in the Nation. The quotas and 
punishments undoubtedly drove up sales of Muhammad Speaks, further spread-
ing the word of Elijah Muhammad.16

 “We Must Have Some Land!” “We Must Control Our Neighborhoods!” “We 
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Must Protect Our Women!” These were the banner headlines in many of the 
early issues of Muhammad Speaks. Malcolm explained the Nation’s desire to 
“leave a land of bondage and go to a land of our own . . . [in] several states here on 
American soil, where those of us who wish to can go and set up our own govern-
ment, our own economic system, our own civilization.” Malcolm and Muham-
mad also demanded that the U.S. government fi nance the fi rst twenty-fi ve years 
of this endeavor in return for nearly 300 years of unpaid slave labor. In the eyes 
of  leaders, separation was the ultimate form of protection for black women 
and control of black destiny. “Separation and some good earth that we can call 
our own is a must! The woman is the man’s fi eld to produce his nation. If he does 
not keep the enemy out of his fi eld, he won’t produce a good nation.” Though 
the Nation’s leaders demanded complete separation in black states, they were not 
about to wait until that day came to begin instituting their programs. Members of 
the Nation began black farming collectives in rural areas and opened restaurants, 
laundries, groceries, and other retail establishments near temples in urban areas. 
These black-owned institutions brought pride and revenue to the Muslim com-
munity, and they would later be held up as models of self-sufficiency by Black 
Power advocates in the second half of the 1960s.17

 In addition to promoting black entrepreneurship and community control, each 
issue of Muhammad Speaks dedicated several articles to “The Women in Islam.” 
The  attacked what they saw as the racist American beauty aesthetic that ideal-
ized blond white women as the ultimate model of attractiveness. Eldridge Cleaver, 
a young Muslim who was incarcerated in San Quentin prison in the early 1960s 
and would later become the Minister of Information for the Black Panther Party, 
wrote an article that asked why “ ‘the official standard of beauty’ is that of the 
Caucasian peoples?” Cleaver argued that the American beauty aesthetic was “one 
of the cornerstones of White Supremacy” as he and other  writers railed 
against skin bleaching creams and hair straightening agents used by black women 
and men. Although their attacks on the restrictive and exclusionist American 
beauty standards presaged similar social criticisms leveled later by feminists, the 
 gender strictures were no less rigid than the ones they sought to replace. The 
Nation, in fact, forbade women to wear cosmetics of any sort. Muhammad Speaks 
asked, “Should women wear pants or dresses?” in one column and answered this 
rhetorical question by chastising women for “wearing the clothes and acquiring 
the actions of a man.” Men wore the pants in Muslim families, just as they did in 
many middle-class American families at this time, but distinctive anxieties about 
gender relations and class status also fueled the Nation’s rhetoric about the fam-
ily. The Muslims ministered primarily to members of poor, urban households: 
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men who often lacked the economic wherewithal to support their spouses as 
homemakers and women who worked outside of the home, sharing or sometimes 
shouldering the breadwinner burden. In other words, low wages, unemployment, 
and underemployment made it difficult for many men in these families to achieve 
the ideal of patriarchal manhood that typifi ed middle-class American culture 
in the 1950s and early 1960s. To compensate for this, Muslim teachings urged 
women to take on more subservient, domestic roles associated with traditional 
femininity. Muhammad Speaks constantly reiterated, “The woman provides a 
man a means of raising himself,” and thus, “the so-called Negro woman must 
return to femininity,” so that the black male can reclaim his manhood. The Mus-
lims were not alone in calling for women to return to femininity and domesticity; 
Madison Avenue advertising campaigns used a similar logic to hawk an assort-
ment of appliances and other household goods during this period. Instead of the 
labor-saving devices touted by Madison Avenue as solutions to the difficulties of 
domestic work, Muhammad Speaks assured readers that their faith could serve 
this function. Echoing ads for products that claimed to make housework more 
“fun” and efficient, the paper printed a testimonial from one Muslim woman 
who said that after her conversion to Islam, sewing, cooking, and other household 
chores “suddenly took on more meaning and actually became easier.”18

 Even as the Nation’s leaders demanded domestic conformity of “their” women, 
Muhammad Speaks looked abroad to recognize the role of revolutionary women 
in international freedom struggles. Articles championed the advocacy of women’s 
rights by Egyptians, citing experts from the Middle East who argued, “The 
Koran warns women against falling into the pitfalls of sin, but does not prohibit 
social and political freedom.” Women in the Nation responded to external criti-
cisms of gender discrimination among Islamic cultures. When critics pointed 
to the practice of women wearing veils in Islamic societies as an indication of 
their inferior status, Tynnetta Deanar, a regular  columnist, urged readers 
to understand that a “respect and concern for women’s welfare amidst strangers 
. . . initiated this practice.” Discussions such as this in Muhammad Speaks reveal 
a complicated picture of  gender ideology, one that espoused both liberation 
and subordination. Yet a defi nite hierarchy existed within the Nation’s organi-
zational structure and within the families of African American Muslims. The 
protection and admiration offered to women in the  were part and parcel of 
a rigid patriarchy that Muhammad and Malcolm saw as a crucial foundation for 
true manhood.19

 As the struggle for integration gained momentum in the early 1960s, both 
women and men in the Nation leveled scathing attacks on the leaders of the 
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movement, often challenging their manhood as well as their tactics and goals. 
Tynnetta Deanar, for instance, suggested that the civil rights movement evi-
denced “the gradual weakening of our men to the state of cowards, fl inching 
before the demands of the White Race.”  members and ministers dubbed civil 
rights leaders unmanly cowards and Uncle Toms, in large part because of their 
allegiance to the philosophy of nonviolence. Discussing the student sit-ins that 
swept across the South in 1960 and inspired the formation of , Malcolm X 
told reporters, “Anybody can sit. An old woman can sit. A coward can sit. . . . It 
takes a man to stand.” Likewise, when Martin Luther King led a nonviolent civil 
rights campaign in Birmingham, Alabama, Malcolm questioned his recruitment 
of women and children for marches. “Real men don’t put their children on the 
fi ring line,” Malcolm scoffed, concluding, “Martin Luther King is a chump, not 
a champ.”20

 More to Malcolm’s liking were southern rebels like Robert Williams and Hart-
man Turnbow who advocated armed self-defense. Like these men, Malcolm and 
other ministers in the Nation articulated their support for self-defense in terms 
of protecting womanhood. “You’ve got Klansmen knocking Black women down 
in front of a camera and that poor Black man standing on the sidelines because 
he’s nonviolent,” Malcolm said, scolding those who “turned the other cheek.” 
To bring this critique of nonviolence home, Malcolm invited Robert Williams to 
speak in New York’s Temple Number Seven, introducing him as “the only fi ght-
ing man we got” down in the South, and urging his congregation “to help him 
so he can stay down there.” Malcolm and other leading Harlemites raised money 
to buy some of the weapons Williams used to defend his home in Monroe, North 
Carolina.21

 Malcolm could only offer fi nancial and moral support to Robert Williams, 
however, because Elijah Muhammad dictated that Muslims, especially Muslim 
ministers, were prohibited from intervening in politics or political movements. 
According to Muhammad, this was a necessary fi rst step in separation from white 
America, but for activist-minded Muslims like Malcolm, it was a bitter pill to 
swallow during the heady movement days of the 1960s. Though he absolutely for-
bade any members of his congregation to participate in the March on Washington 
in 1963, Malcolm himself traveled to the nation’s capitol to observe the protest. 
Dubbing the event the “farce on Washington,” Malcolm demanded, “Whoever 
heard of angry revolutionists swinging their bare feet together with their oppres-
sors” and singing “with gospels and guitars?” Later, Malcolm added, “You don’t 
do that in a revolution. You don’t do any singing; you’re too busy swinging.” To 
Malcolm, the dream of an integrated, egalitarian society that Martin Luther 
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King spoke of during his famous speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial 
was an American nightmare of racial oppression. Malcolm and King were both, 
in a sense, “God’s angry men,” but the two charismatic ministers could not have 
been further apart philosophically than they were that day. King’s faith in Chris-
tian love and nonviolent protest seemed unstoppable at that moment, possibly 
the zenith of the southern civil rights movement. This contrasted dramatically 
with Malcolm’s equally zealous faith in complete racial separation, the Nation of 
Islam, and the divine guidance of Elijah Muhammad.22

 By 1963 the surge of new recruits inspired by Malcolm X, the success of Muslim-
owned shops and business enterprises, and the increased revenue from paper 
sales had made the upper echelons of the  quite wealthy. Elijah Muhammad 
and his family benefi ted the most from the Nation’s growth. One writer who 
visited Muhammad at this time noted that the Messenger of Islam lived with his 
wife in a “stately mansion on Chicago’s South Side.” Though he preached thrift 
for his followers, Muhammad himself lived a lush life. Members of the Nation, 
including Malcolm X, who subsisted on little more money than was absolutely 
necessary, did not begrudge the Messenger his wealth. It was a tangible symbol 
of the Nation’s success and proved the truth of its message. In 1963, however, 
Malcolm learned from Muhammad’s own son that the Messenger was partaking 
of other earthly pleasures strictly forbidden to Muslims. Several of Muhammad’s 
secretaries, Malcolm learned, had become pregnant out of wedlock under myste-
rious circumstances. As it turned out, Muhammad was having affairs with these 
women. Perhaps Muhammad viewed these affairs as his prerogative, a logical 
extension of the patriarchy he preached, but there was little doubt that these 
transgressions were not sanctioned by the Nation’s strict moral code. Though 
Malcolm claimed to have continued his steadfast support of Muhammad despite 
these adulterous affairs, the faith of the Nation’s most eloquent minister had been 
shaken.23

 The exposure of Muhammad’s affairs created a small rift between Malcolm 
and the Messenger that widened over the next few years. When President John 
F. Kennedy was assassinated in late 1963, Malcolm observed wryly that this was 
little more than “the chickens coming home to roost.” Afterwards, Malcolm 
explained what he meant, saying that a country that allowed “white people to 
kill and brutalize those they don’t like” should not be surprised when this atmo-
sphere of violence and hatred led to the assassination of one of its favorite sons. 
Muhammad, who had warned his ministers not to make disparaging comments 
about Kennedy’s death, reprimanded Malcolm with a ninety-day suspension, 
during which he was to make no statements to the press. Some have speculated 
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that the suspension was an attempt to rein in Malcolm, because he was beginning 
to overshadow Muhammad as the public face of the Nation. Whether or not this 
was so, Malcolm accepted the punishment and turned his attention to shepherd-
ing a new star into the faith.24

 During his suspension, Malcolm bided his time, accompanying his friend, 
the young boxer Cassius Clay, to Miami, where Clay was training for a shot at 
the world heavyweight title. Clay had grown up in Louisville, Kentucky, where 
there were few if any Muslims, but his amateur boxing career took him all over 
the country for Golden Gloves tournaments. During a tournament in Chicago 
in the late 1950s, Clay learned of the Nation of Islam, and when he returned to 
Kentucky, he tried to write a high school report on the organization. His teacher 
rejected the topic, but Clay’s interest in the Nation was not diminished. He met 
Malcolm X on a visit to Detroit in the early 1960s, and Malcolm became both 
a friend and mentor to the young fi ghter. Like Malcolm, Clay embodied a new 
model of black manhood. With his brash and arrogant style, Clay defi ed the ex-
pectations of the boxing world that black fi ghters should behave with self-effacing 
deference to white reporters, managers, and commentators. Wielding a wit that 
was even quicker than his fi sts, he mocked these racist expectations. During one 
spoken word performance in 1963 entitled “I Am the Greatest,” Clay boasted 
that he was a perfect role model. “I am the greatest! . . . I’m good looking, clean 
living, and I am modest,” he joked. With the crowd already reeling, Clay deliv-
ered the : “My only fault is that I don’t realize how great I really am.” Years 
later, he would look back on his career and remark with pride, “I had to prove 
you could be a new kind of black man. I had to show the world.”25

 Despite the speed with which he delivered both punches and jokes, Clay faced 
a potentially brutal bout in his fi rst challenge for the heavyweight title in 1964, 
and he needed all the help he could get. He welcomed Malcolm’s presence in the 
training room, where the Muslim minister served as the contender’s spiritual 
adviser as he prepared to challenge Sonny Liston for the title. Before the fi ght, 
few sportswriters gave Clay a chance of beating Liston, but Malcolm knew better. 
Sitting in seat number seven at ringside, he watched as Clay stunned the boxing 
world with a victory. Shortly after the bout, the new champion announced his 
faith in the Nation of Islam and took the name Muhammad Ali, conferred upon 
him by Elijah Muhammad.26

 In Ali, Elijah Muhammad found a new champion and, in the words of one his-
torian, a replacement for Malcolm “as the leading symbol of black masculinity” 
in the Nation. Ali’s intelligence, grace, and strength beamed from the front pages 
of Muhammad Speaks for months after his championship as the paper’s coverage 
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of Malcolm gradually degenerated into slander and libel. At the end of his ninety-
day suspension in March 1964, Muhammad refused to reinstate Malcolm. After 
years of faithfully following the Messenger’s orders, Malcolm decided that the 
time had come for him to branch out on his own. Realizing full well that there 
could be dangerous repercussions to his actions, the young minister broke with 
the  and founded the independent Muslim Mosque Incorporated.27

 “I have reached the conclusion,” Malcolm said at a press conference in March 
1964, “that I can best spread Mr. Muhammad’s message by staying out of the 
Nation of Islam.” The immediate reasons for his departure from the  may 
have been the ninety-day suspension and tensions between Malcolm and Mu-
hammad, but Malcolm’s break from the Nation was also indicative of his own 
intellectual growth in this period. He had no qualms with the masculinist theol-
ogy of racial uplift espoused by the Nation, but Malcolm believed that he could 
continue to preach this message and weave it into broader concerns about human 
rights while also become more active in the movement once he struck out on 
his own. In later interviews, Malcolm’s friends and associates suggested that 
the ideological confi nes of the Nation, especially the strict prohibition against 
political action, restrained his boundless intellectual curiosity and activist bent. 
Once out of the Nation, Malcolm was free to join with other civil rights leaders 
in expanding his movement philosophy. He demanded improvements in educa-
tion, housing, and jobs and called for African Americans to use the power of the 
ballot to effect change. Accepting these reformist tactics as important means to 
an end, Malcolm was no less militant after his break with the . He advocated 
black nationalism as both a “political concept and form of social action against 
oppression.” Although his political ideology remained vague immediately after 
he broke from the Nation, he reiterated his staunch advocacy of self-defense 
for black activists, saying, “Every Negro ought to have a weapon in his house, a 
rifl e or a shotgun. Any Negro who is attacked should fi ght back; if necessary, he 
should be prepared to die like a man.” Malcolm even called for the organization 
of black gun clubs, but few would heed this call until the Panthers recapitulated 
it in the late-1960s.28

 Upon leaving the Nation of Islam, Malcolm planned a religious pilgrimage 
to the Middle East. The journey to Mecca, known in the Muslim world as the 
hajj, served several purposes for Malcolm. First, it allowed him to escape the 
fi restorm of criticism that was beginning to rain down upon him from his former 
brothers and sisters inside the Nation. Second, it afforded him the opportunity 
to learn more about his chosen faith from theologians and practitioners outside 
of the Nation. Most important in the eyes of white observers and integrationists, 
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it was on this trip that Malcolm fi rst acknowledged the possibility of interracial 
fellowship within the faith of Islam. In Mecca, Malcolm prayed, slept, ate, and 
communed with Muslims of different races and nationalities. “They were of all 
colors,” Malcolm wrote of his fellow pilgrims, “from blue-eyed blonds to black-
skinned Africans, . . . displaying a spirit of unity and brotherhood my experiences 
in America had led me to believe never could exist between the white and the 
non-white.” Malcolm had known that white Muslims existed before his hajj, but 
this public epiphany was certainly newsworthy back in the States. Few could 
believe that this man who had preached fi re and brimstone against the “white 
devils” for twelve years as a Muslim minister had begun to acknowledge the hu-
manity of whites. Yet Malcolm’s associates remember that this was not as much 
of a sea change in his thinking as it appeared to be. Malcolm himself cautioned 
that the “Muslims of ‘white’ complexions who had changed my opinions were 
men who . . . practiced true brotherhood,” but he reiterated that “any American 
white man with a genuine brotherhood for a black man was hard to fi nd, no mat-
ter how much he grinned.”29

 After his hajj to Mecca, Malcolm traveled to Africa where he met several po-
litical and religious leaders who impressed upon him the need for African Ameri-
can solidarity with African anticolonial struggles. One such episode involved a 
meeting between Malcolm and a light-skinned Algerian revolutionary who had 
become the ambassador to Ghana after his country won its independence from 
France. When the Algerian ambassador asked Malcolm about his current ideol-
ogy and future plans, Malcolm began to discuss black nationalism. Puzzled, the 
ambassador asked how he fi t into such a strategy as “a Muslim brother and a 
revolutionary” who was not “black.” Malcolm was uncharacteristically speech-
less, but the answer soon became clear. In the U.S., Malcolm would continue 
to preach black nationalism, but internationally, he advocated a type of Pan-
Africanism that allowed for alliances with anticolonial movements throughout 
the Third World, where conceptions of race were often quite different from those 
in the U.S.30

 Returning home to New York, Malcolm continued to expand his original mas-
culinist liberation theology to include this new international focus, and he also 
began to make overtures to more mainstream civil rights leaders. He founded the 
Organization of Afro-American Unity (), modeled on the Organization of 
African Unity, a group of leaders from several independent African nations. In 
the , Malcolm began to press for a hearing in front of the United Nations in 
which he would charge the United States with violating the international charter 
on human rights. On the domestic front, Malcolm began looking for ways that 
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the  could form alliances with other movement groups, even with traditional 
civil rights leaders that he had once blasted as unmanly cowards and Uncle Toms. 
When one former Muslim asked Malcolm whether he should volunteer for ’s 
Freedom Summer campaign in Mississippi, Malcolm said that he should, if that 
was what he wanted to do, but warned him against getting tied to any one civil 
rights organization. Malcolm offered to assist King during ’s protest move-
ment in St. Augustine, Florida, volunteering to “dispatch some of our brothers 
there to organize self-defense units among our people” to give the Ku Klux Klan 
“a taste of its own medicine.” Not surprisingly, King did not accept this offer.31

  Despite their differences with Malcolm, King and other mainstream civil 
rights leaders realized that the former Muslim minister could play an important 
role in the movement if only as a threat of what might happen if nonviolence 
did not succeed. During the campaign for voting rights in Selma, Alabama, in 
early 1965, Malcolm journeyed southward to share a podium with Coretta Scott 
King. Malcolm told the audience and the reporters assembled in Selma, “The 
white man had better be glad that Dr. King is leading a nonviolent revolution. 
There are those of us who are waiting for him to fail. Then the real revolution 
will begin.” Behind the scenes, the actor/activist Ossie Davis and others ar-
ranged meetings between Malcolm and representatives of the Urban League, 
, and other mainstream civil rights organizations. Davis recalls that these 
meetings were an attempt by Malcolm to “get on board with the regular civil 
rights leaders but at the same time retain enough threat to serve his old purpose 
. . . saying, ‘Look if you don’t deal with them, you’re going to have to deal with 
me.’ ” In public, civil rights leaders kept their distance from Malcolm. King told 
the press, for instance, that Malcolm’s break with the  had little relevance 
for the civil rights movement, but he warned, “If sizable tangible gains are not 
made soon all across the country, we must honestly face the prospect that some 
Negroes might be tempted to accept some oblique paths such as [those] Malcolm 
X proposes.”32

 Malcolm’s relationship to mainstream civil rights leaders was downright col-
legial compared to his growing estrangement from the Nation of Islam. Venom 
spewed from the pages of Muhammad Speaks as  leaders trotted out nearly 
every loyal minister they could fi nd to denounce Malcolm as a heretic. Philbert 
X, Malcolm’s own brother, questioned his sibling’s sanity, saying, “I am aware 
of the great mental illness which . . . beset my mother whom I love and one of 
my brothers and may now have taken another victim, my brother Malcolm.” 
Though Philbert would later renounce this statement, he was not alone among 
Muslim ministers in casting aspersions on Malcolm. Louis X, the minister of 
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the  temple in Boston, penned a long, scathing indictment of Malcolm that 
questioned his ability to provide for his family as a husband and father since he 
was still living in a house that technically belonged to the Nation. Louis also chal-
lenged Malcolm for “using women” to undercut Elijah Muhammad’s divinely 
sanctioned position as the Messenger of Allah, as if this indirect attack were 
somehow less manly than a direct confrontation that was settled mano a mano. 
Muhammad, speaking in a less cryptic manner than usual, warned Malcolm 
and others who “speak evil against me that they might be playing with fi re and a 
very hot fi re at that.” Malcolm fought back, arguing that he lost respect for Mu-
hammad when he refused to admit to his adultery. “You can’t take nine teenage 
women and seduce them and give them babies and . . . then tell me you’re moral,” 
Malcolm said of Muhammad in a 1965 speech. “You could do it if you admitted 
you did it and admitted that the babies were yours. I’d shake your hand and call 
you a man. And a good one too. [Audience laughs] But when you seduce teenage 
girls and . . . make them hide your crimes, why you’re not even a man, much less 
a divine man.”33

 By this point in early 1965, Malcolm had obviously traveled a great distance 
from his position as the Messenger’s right-hand man in the Nation of Islam. 
Biographers of Malcolm agree that his thinking changed more in the ten months 
after he left the Nation than it had during his entire twelve-year career as Mu-
hammad’s most eloquent minister. Yet one thing that had not changed was Mal-
colm’s reliance on the rhetoric of manhood to win supporters. “I’m the man you 
think you are,” Malcolm told one audience member who asked in early 1965 
what Malcolm would do in the wake of civil rights legislation. “It doesn’t take 
legislation to make you a man and get your rights recognized,” Malcolm said, 
“and if you want to know what I’ll do, fi gure out what you’ll do. I’ll do the same 
thing — only more of it.” Malcolm’s distinctly gendered rhetoric leveled oppo-
nents who were unwilling, in his eyes, to take a bold stance against the Man.34

 Malcolm’s followers have testifi ed to the fact that his manly rhetoric had a 
powerful psychological appeal for them. Many listeners — especially, but not 
exclusively, young men — were drawn to him as a father fi gure, because of his 
self-styled image of militant manhood. Herman Ferguson, one of Malcolm’s fol-
lowers, who joined him in the , idolized “the quiet kind of strength that 
came with this man . . . just the way he carried himself, this was a different black 
man.” Comparing Malcolm to other civil rights leaders and even his own father, 
Ferguson continued, “I could never agree with Martin Luther King. You do 
protect yourself and defend yourself when you have to. I have seen my father not 
turn away from a physical encounter, but turn away from a verbal encounter so 
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that it wouldn’t lead to something physical. . . . It did something to me, because 
. . . a boy thinks his father is the greatest thing in the world.” Ferguson followed 
Malcolm because he was a different kind of man than King or his father had 
been, and he was not alone. The poet and civil rights activist Sonia Sanchez 
worked with  in Harlem during the early 1960s, and she admired Malcolm 
for speaking in “this very manly fashion” what African Americans had been 
thinking for many years but had been afraid to say. There were other facets to 
his appeal. Malcolm was a handsome man, and like other Muslim ministers, he 
dressed immaculately in simple, elegant, dark suits that conveyed respectability 
and a seriousness of purpose. This image only reinforced his preaching about 
men’s responsibilities as husbands and fathers, which also appealed to women. 
According to Sanchez, Malcolm “assumed the responsibility of father, brother, 
lover, man. . . . He became the man that most African American women have 
wanted their man to be: strong.”35

 There is evidence that in the months after he left the Nation, Malcolm was 
beginning to soften his masculinist rhetoric in favor of a more inclusive vision 
of women’s roles in the movement. Malcolm assigned several leadership roles in 
the  to women, and one biographer notes that Malcolm’s “new position on 
women” after his break with the  “was that they be treated as equals.” When 
Malcolm shared a Harlem podium with Fannie Lou Hamer late in 1964, he 
introduced her as “the country’s number one freedom fi ghting woman,” explain-
ing, “You don’t have to be a man to fi ght for freedom. All you have to do is be an 
intelligent human being.” After returning from trips abroad, Malcolm said, “One 
thing I noticed both in the Middle East and Africa, in every country that was 
progressive, the women were progressive. In every country that was underdevel-
oped and backward it was the same degree that the women were undeveloped, or 
underdeveloped, and backward.” With this recognition came regret. “I taught the 
brothers that the sisters were standing in their way; in the way of the Messenger, 
in the way of progress, in the way of God Himself,” Malcolm explained in early 
1965 in a letter to a relative. “I did these things brother. I must undo them.” Yet 
despite his change of heart about the position of women in society, Malcolm 
continued to contrast the “inherent” weakness of femininity with the strength 
and militancy of manhood. In the last full speech of his life, Malcolm suggested 
that an infl ux of former Muslims like himself into the ranks of mainstream civil 
rights organizations would make “Uncle Tom Negro leaders stand up and fi ght 
like men instead of running around here nonviolently acting like women.”36

 Though he wanted to take a more active role in the struggle for civil rights as 
a charismatic spokesman for militant action, Malcolm would not get a chance. 
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His life was cut short by  assassins’ bullets on February 21, 1965. Twenty-two 
thousand people queued up in the slow, respectful line of mourners that passed 
by Malcolm’s casket in the public viewing ceremony. Later, in his eulogy to the 
slain leader at the memorial service, Ossie Davis summed up what would become 
Malcolm’s most enduring legacy. “Malcolm was our manhood,” he said, “our liv-
ing, black manhood! This was his meaning to his people. And in honoring him, 
we honor the best in ourselves.”37

 Malcolm X had embodied militancy and manhood during his life, and these 
would be his primary legacies to the movement after his death in 1965. Wallace 
D. Muhammad, Elijah Muhammad’s son, remembered that from the very begin-
ning of Malcolm’s ministry in the Nation, “We were attracted to Malcolm. He 
automatically became like a leader for us, a role model. He was an inspiration, a 
great inspiration for the young men and boys of the Nation of Islam.” In the way 
Malcolm told his own story to countless converts in the Nation and then later 
to Alex Haley, the coauthor of his autobiography, he highlighted his own pas-
sage into manhood through a fearless confrontation with the truth about racism 
in America. In this, he would serve as a model for a new generation of militants 
in the latter half of the 1960s, young men and women in groups like the Black 
Panthers who dubbed themselves the “heirs of Malcolm X.”38

 The connection that Malcolm X and other ministers from the Nation of Islam 
drew between racial uplift and the quest for manhood also fed into a very different 
stream of thought in the civil rights movement. As the movement shifted in the 
mid-1960s, demanding economic equality as well as social justice, scholars and 
federal officials attempted to untangle the threads of poverty, race, and gender. 
Much of this scholarship began to focus on black manhood and black family 
structure, recurring themes in many of Malcolm’s sermons. Preaching to im-
poverished black men, Malcolm demanded, “Get off the welfare. Get out of that 
compensation line. Be a man. Earn what you need for your own family. Then 
your family respects you. . . . So husband means you are taking care of your 
wife. Father means you are taking care of your children. You are accepting the 
responsibilities of manhood.” Social scientists investigating Harlem and other 
urban black communities in the 1960s drew similar conclusions, arguing that 
black men needed to take charge of their lives and their families to halt the cycle 
of poverty that gripped the nation’s “ghettos.” Coming from Malcolm X, this 
was a call to arms for black men, but when such analysis came from white social 
scientists and federal policymakers, it sounded like just another white challenge 
to black manhood.39



Chapter Five

The Moynihan Report

 ess than one month after Malcolm X’s assassination in February 1965, Daniel 
  Patrick Moynihan, Assistant Secretary of Labor for Policy Planning and 
  Research, completed a report on minority male unemployment and the 
  breakdown of the black family in America’s inner cities. In May, Secre-
  tary of Labor Willard Wirtz forwarded an abridged version to President 
  Lyndon Johnson. Impressed by Moynihan’s arguments, Johnson included 
  them in a major civil rights speech at Howard University. Civil rights lead-
ers initially applauded the president’s frank willingness to address the problems 
of inner city poverty, but as policy proposals based on the study began to crys-
tallize, debate about its real meaning heated up. When it was fi nally released to 
the public at the end of the summer as urban uprisings took place in California, 
a fi restorm of controversy exploded in the media, bringing issues of masculinity 
to the forefront of debates about civil rights and poverty policy in America. “The 
attached Memorandum is nine pages of dynamite about the Negro situation,” 
Wirtz had written in introducing the original memorandum to the president. 
Unlike thousands of documents produced by the federal bureaucracy each day, 
this report lived up to Wirtz’s claim. It certainly was “dynamite.”1

 Moynihan argued that providing equal opportunity for African Americans 
was not enough; the government had a responsibility to provide equal results 
in jobs, housing, and education. Acknowledging that the black middle class was 

When you deprive a man of a job, you deprive him of his manhood, deprive him of the authority 

of fatherhood, place him in a situation which controls his political life and denies his children 

adequate education and health services, forcing his wife to live on welfare in a dilapidated dwell-

ing, you have a systematic pattern of humiliation which is as immoral as slavery and a lot more 

crippling than southern segregation. 

— Martin Luther King Jr., speech at the University of Chicago (January 1966)

L
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closing racial employment and income gaps, Moynihan nonetheless emphasized 
that, among the black poor, “the master problem is that the Negro family struc-
ture is crumbling.” He detailed statistics about high rates of “illegitimate” births 
of black children in the nation’s cities, but focused primarily on the “systematic 
weakening of the position of the Negro male” in American society. A history of 
emasculation in slavery and Reconstruction, dispersion in urban migration, and 
severe unemployment, Moynihan argued, had heavily strained black families and 
black men in particular. Believing that the breakdown of the black family was 
“the principal cause” of urban violence and other forms of delinquency in the 
ghetto, Moynihan proposed a national policy to “bring the structure of the Negro 
family into line with the rest of our society.” Among his policy recommendations, 
Moynihan proposed a welfare allowance for families with both parents present, 
full employment for black men (“even if we have to displace some females” from 
the workforce), family housing for African Americans in the suburbs, more op-
portunities for black men to serve in the armed forces, and wider public dissemi-
nation of birth control materials. Though these specifi c policy recommendations 
were not included in the published version of Moynihan’s report, formally titled 
The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, the key issues of that paper were 
covered in this memorandum to Johnson.2

 The Moynihan Report and the controversy that surrounded its publication 
represented an attempt by the federal government, the academy, and the main-
stream news media to address the intersections of race, gender, and poverty in 
America. Widely publicized in the wake of a massive uprising in the Watts area 
of Los Angeles, California, Moynihan’s report came to be viewed as the Johnson 
administration’s official analysis of the urban “riots” that rocked the nation in 
the late 1960s. Many of the “rioters” were young black men, frustrated with the 
slow pace of change brought about by the civil rights movement. Like Malcolm 
X, Moynihan believed that obstacles to black manhood lay at the heart of the 
“race problem” in America, and both men saw a reduction of welfare dependency 
and black men’s acceptance of family leadership as solutions to that problem. 
Whereas Malcolm spoke directly to black men, demanding that they take on the 
responsibilities of manhood, Moynihan spoke to policymakers, arguing that the 
federal government had a responsibility to help black males attain the manhood 
that white society had long denied them. Some mainstream civil rights leaders, 
including Martin Luther King, agreed with Moynihan’s analysis of the prob-
lem, but few concurred with his proposed solutions. The controversy sparked 
by Moynihan’s report distracted the Johnson administration, which was already 
shifting resources from the War on Poverty to the war in Vietnam, and under-



mined attempts by the federal government to address the demands of the civil 
rights movement in the second half of the 1960s.

In the movie Nothing But a Man, which opened in December 1964, Duff An-
derson (Ivan Dixon) struggles against the odds to become a man, a father, and a 
responsible husband. As the fi lm begins, a lonely blues harp lopes along on the 
soundtrack behind the pounding jackhammers of Anderson’s railroad gang in 
rural Alabama. Migratory railroad work provided Anderson with a good living, 
but when he decides to marry the local preacher’s daughter, Josie Dawson (Abbey 
Lincoln), he must forgo the carefree life of an itinerant railroad man and settle 
down as a low-paid sawmill laborer. Duff Anderson refuses to be “half a man” 
like his father-in-law, the preacher, who, according to Duff, has “been stooping so 
long [he doesn’t] know how to stand up straight,” so he tries to organize a union 
at the sawmill. The white foreman fi res and blacklists him so that he can get few 
other jobs around town. At the end of the day, he returns home frustrated by 
futile attempts to fi nd a new job and takes his anger out on his wife, Josie. As a 
relatively well-paid schoolteacher, Josie tells Duff that he does not have to work, 
because her salary can support the family for a while. “You’re not a man because 
of a job, Duff,” Josie says. A tortured Anderson replies, “You don’t know noth-
ing about it.” At the conclusion of the fi lm, Duff remains unemployed, but he 
accepts the responsibility of raising his son and settles down with Josie. Jobless, 
but determined to raise a family, Anderson comes to terms with the fact that he 
may be “nothing but a man,” but at least he is a good one.3

 Nothing But a Man provides a fi ctional account of the difficulties faced by 
unemployed black men who struggled to fulfi ll the role of breadwinner expected 
of fathers and husbands in the 1960s. The fi lm was one of the few movies that 
Malcolm X liked, because it mirrored the reality that spurred much of his mas-
culinist rhetoric. During 1964, 29 percent of black males in the workforce were 
unemployed for some portion of the year, and half of these men were unemployed 
for fi fteen weeks or more. For black men in the inner cities between the ages of 
eighteen and twenty-four, the unemployment rate was fi ve times higher than the 
rate of joblessness for young white men. Falling through the cracks of the capi-
talist economy these men found it nearly impossible to live up to a standard of 
manhood that required them to earn enough money to support their families.4

 With the nation’s attention focused on the problems of race and racism by 
the civil rights movement, officials at the Department of Labor () grew in-
creasingly concerned about the high rate of minority male unemployment in the 
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mid-1960s. Just as Nothing But a Man opened in theaters, staffers at the  
Office of Policy Planning and Research began an investigation of the effects of 
unemployment on black men and black family structure. After ninety days of in-
tensive research and writing, Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han completed the fi nal draft of a report entitled The Negro Family: The Case 
for National Action. Ellen Broderick and Paul Barton, members of Moynihan’s 
Policy Planning staff at the , conducted the majority of the research for the 
report. Barton, who cowrote a preliminary outline of the report with Moynihan, 
remembered that few other governmental officials were involved. “We basically 
didn’t tell anyone [about it],” he said. Ellen Broderick noted that the only person 
outside the Labor Department allowed to see the report before its publication 
had to read it in Moynihan’s office because “the paper was kept under such tight 
wraps during the entire period of its research and preparation.” Perhaps this se-
crecy was due to the controversial subject matter and analysis. Once Moynihan 
fi nished the report, the  printed one hundred copies. Ninety-nine of them 
went into a safe, and one went to Bill Moyers, the White House press secretary. 
Recognizing the report’s importance, Moyers requested an abridged version for 
the president.5

 It is impossible to understand the Moynihan Report without fi rst examining 
the life of its primary author and the political environment in which he wrote the 
document. Daniel Patrick Moynihan was born in 1927, the grandson of an Irish 
immigrant. Until he was ten, he lived in comfortable suburban neighborhoods in 
New Jersey and Queens. Moynihan’s father, John, had a good job as an advertis-
ing copywriter in the city, but he also had problems with drinking and gambling. 
After racking up debts at the racetrack, John Moynihan left his family and fl ed 
to the West Coast in 1937. With the country still languishing in the Great De-
pression and without support from her husband, Margaret Moynihan struggled 
to make ends meet for her family. They went on welfare for a time and moved 
to various apartments in New York City and the surrounding area until fi nally 
settling in the tough, working-class Irish neighborhood known as Hell’s Kitchen. 
Moynihan shined shoes and worked on the docks as a teenager to help support 
the family. Looking back on his young adulthood Moynihan later remarked with 
characteristic dramatic fl are, “I’ve lived much of my life in a jungle of broken 
families, watching them tear out each other’s minds, watching them feast on each 
other’s hearts.” A stint in the navy and graduate work at Tufts University served 
as his tickets out of poverty. In the early 1960s, he moved to Washington to work 
for the Department of Labor in the young, energetic Kennedy administration, 



where he could address the problems of poverty and fatherlessness that he had 
seen fi rsthand.6

 The fi rst half of the 1960s was a time of great optimism in Washington. There 
was a sense that the government could actually do something to alleviate poverty 
and strengthen all Americans’ civil rights. In 1964 Moynihan had just completed 
a stint on the taskforce with Sargent Shriver that outlined the Johnson admin-
istration’s ambitious proposals for the War on Poverty. Among the members of 
Moynihan’s Policy and Planning staff at this time was a young iconoclast named 
Ralph Nader, who would later become a radical consumer advocate, environmen-
tal reformer, and presidential hopeful. There was a refreshing “lack of cynicism 
about what the federal government could do,” according to Moynihan’s research 
assistant Paul Barton, “and a belief that the Policy Planning staff could actually 
make a big difference.” Seeking to understand how economic factors such as un-
employment affected the social structure of poor urban communities, the mem-
bers of the Policy Planning and Research staff analyzed statistical data on poverty, 
race, and family stability. The fruit of their labors was Moynihan’s report.7

 After acknowledging the gains of the civil rights movement and especially 
the progress of the black middle class, Moynihan argued that the “fundamental 
problem” was one of family breakdown in the impoverished black communities 
of the nation’s inner cities. Among the indicators of family breakdown cited in 
the report were the proportion of babies born to unmarried couples in black and 
white communities (24 percent and 3 percent respectively in 1963) and the per-
centage of black and white families headed by women (21 percent and 9 percent 
respectively in 1960). Longitudinal data indicated that these trends and racial 
gaps were worsening. Moynihan also noted that this breakdown of family struc-
ture had led to “a startling increase in welfare dependency.” With fewer husbands 
present in black families, he argued, more black women were turning to Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children (), a type of welfare created in 1935 that 
covered families where one or both of the parents was absent or incapacitated. In 
fact, one implication of the report was that  had provided an incentive for 
many unemployed men to desert their families, so that the women and children 
could receive welfare.8

 Beginning with this statement of the problem, Moynihan then proceeded to in-
vestigate the historical and contemporary causes of family breakdown. Through-
out the period of slavery and segregation, the report noted, “the Negro male, 
particularly in the South, became an object of intense hostility,” and he suffered 
more from racism than black women, which “worked against the emergence of 
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a strong father fi gure.” Migration to urban centers also placed a strain on family 
structure. In the cities, according to the 1960 census, women headed 23 percent 
of African American families as opposed to 11 percent in rural black farming 
communities. For support of this thesis, Moynihan quoted liberally from the 
distinguished black sociologist E. Franklin Frasier whose 1939 work entitled The 
Negro Family in the United States chronicled the effects of black migration to the 
“City of Destruction.” The fi nal causal factor highlighted by Moynihan was the 
effect of unemployment on black men and their families. For decades, black male 
unemployment and separations or desertions among black couples rose and fell 
together.  researchers saw this correlation breaking down in the mid-1960s, 
suggesting that poor, minority families might continue to split up even if male 
employment rose again, because researchers believed the culture of poverty was 
beginning to make family breakdown self-perpetuating. Based on this analysis, 
Moynihan concluded that the government should focus its attention on both 
unemployment and poor black families.9

 Moynihan wrote that these strains on the black family created a “tangle of 
pathology,” a phrase he borrowed from the black sociologist Kenneth Clark. 
One of the most distressing knots in this tangle of pathology for Moynihan was 
the “matriarchal” family structure that resulted from unemployed or underpaid 
black family men. To his credit, Moynihan recognized that there was “no special 
reason why a society in which males are dominant in family relationships is to 
be preferred to a matriarchal arrangement,” but he argued that the matriarchal 
structure of poorer black families was “so out of line with the rest of American 
society [that it] seriously retards the progress of the group as a whole, and im-
poses a crushing burden upon the Negro male and, in consequence, on a great 
many Negro women as well.” Black women attained more education than black 
men, and they worked in greater numbers than their white female counterparts. 
When combined with black male unemployment and low wages, Moynihan be-
lieved that these factors undermined traditional male authority in working-class 
black couples’ relationships and more importantly contributed to the number of 
couples that split apart. Though unemployment, low wages, and historical op-
pression may have undermined the black family structure, Moynihan warned 
that the cycle of family breakdown would begin to feed on itself if the federal 
government did nothing to bolster the position of the black man. Without strong 
male role models, black children (especially black boys) would be less likely to 
succeed in school and more likely to sink into delinquency. As they matured, 
these young men would again be less likely to attain good jobs and more likely to 
desert their own families, tightening the “tangle of pathology.”10
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 The Negro Family avoided specifi c policy recommendations other than the 
general (albeit emphatic) conclusion that a concerted effort by the federal govern-
ment was needed to support African American families. Yet within the report, 
there were hints of policy proposals, especially for increasing black male employ-
ment in the armed forces. Before writing The Negro Family, Moynihan and the 
Policy Planning staff had penned a report entitled One-Third of a Nation, which 
focused on the high rate of rejection for poor men (especially poor black men) 
called up for the draft by selective service. Moynihan had argued that the armed 
forces could and should provide special training for these men. In The Negro 
Family, he explained why. African Americans constituted only 8 percent of the 
armed forces in 1964, yet they made up 11.8 percent of the United States’ popu-
lation. Moynihan noted that if the military recruited enough black men to get 
proportionate representation in the armed services, black male unemployment 
would drop substantially. The greatest gain, according to Moynihan, would be 
a psychological one, because black men would fi nd less racial discrimination in 
the military than in the society at large and they would also fi nd an “utterly mas-
culine world . . . away from the strains of the disorganized and matrifocal family 
life in which so many Negro youth come of age.” For those who died in combat, 
Moynihan admitted that the cost was “inestimable,” but he felt that the risk was 
worth it, for, in quoting the words of an armed forces recruitment campaign, 
Moynihan argued, “In the U.S. Army you get to know what it means to feel like 
a man.”11

 President Johnson learned of this report in early May 1965, a time when he 
was especially receptive to new ideas about the future direction of federal involve-
ment in the civil rights movement. Johnson had just won a landslide victory in 
the election of 1964, and though he had squashed the challenge of the Mississippi 
Freedom Democratic Party delegation at the Democratic national convention 
in Atlantic City, he took his general election victory as a mandate to enact civil 
rights and antipoverty legislation. Moynihan’s analysis of the connection between 
black male unemployment and persistent racial inequality in America struck a 
sympathetic cord with the president.12

 As a southern politician, Lyndon Johnson had walked a fi ne line over the 
course of his long career in public service between conservative support for the 
racial status quo and moderate pressure for racial progress. When he was a young 
man, Johnson taught at a small segregated school for Mexican Americans in 
Cotulla, Texas. Later, as administrator of the New Deal’s National Youth Ad-
ministration () state office in Austin, Johnson administered segregated youth 
programs, but ensured that black  facilities received ample funds. As a con-



In The Negro Family: A Case for National Action, Daniel Patrick Moynihan argued, 
among other things, that poor minority men who lacked male role models could benefi t 

from service in the armed forces. Moynihan is shown here with Ralph Abernathy, 
president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, talking to reporters 

outside of the White House in 1969. Photograph by Warren K. Leffler. U.S. News 
& World Report Magazine Collection, Prints and Photographs Division 

(-9-21046, frame 6), Library of Congress.

114 t h e m oy ni h a n r ep o r t

gressman and then senator from Texas, Johnson initially opposed national civil 
rights bills, voting against the Fair Employment Practices Commission in 1948, 
for instance, arguing, “If a man can tell you who you must hire, he can tell you 
whom you can’t hire.” Yet, in the 1950s, he defi ed the Citizens’ Councils as the 
only senator from the old Confederacy who did not sign the so-called Southern 
Manifesto, which admonished the Supreme Court for usurping state authority 
in outlawing segregation. Clearly, Johnson was aiming for a wider constituency 
than the South as Senate Majority Leader after 1954, but a close investigation of 
his racial voting record suggests that Johnson’s support of civil rights bills after 
1957 did not refl ect simple political expediency. Instead, it represented Johnson’s 
growing personal commitment to civil rights for all Americans.13

 Having shepherded the Civil Rights Act of 1964 through Congress in the wake 
of Kennedy’s assassination, Johnson turned his eyes to the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965 and an arsenal of new programs being developed for a War on Poverty. 
In the late spring of 1965, after learning of Moynihan’s report, Johnson asked 
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him to cowrite a presidential address for the graduation ceremonies at Howard 
University, one of the most prestigious historically black colleges in the country. 
Moynihan wrote the fi rst draft of the speech and then revised it with White 
House wordsmith Richard Goodwin before running it by  president Roy 
Wilkins and Urban League president Whitney Young.14

 In the Howard speech, delivered on June 4, 1965, President Johnson lauded 
the victories already won by the civil rights movement, but he observed that 
freedom was not enough. “You do not take a person who, for years, has been 
hobbled by chains and liberate him,” the president said, “bring him up to the 
starting line of a race and then say, ‘You are free to compete with all the others.’ ” 
Johnson argued, as had Moynihan, that equal opportunity must yield an equality 
of results before it could be said that Americans of all races were truly free. The 
president concluded, “It is not enough to open the gates of opportunity. All our 
citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates.” While noting that 
middle-class African Americans had made much progress, Johnson pointed to 
the breakdown of the family in low-income black communities as perhaps the 
“most important” indicator of what remained to be done in the civil rights revo-
lution. The breakdown of the black family, he observed, “fl ows from centuries 
of oppression and persecution of the Negro man. It fl ows from the long years of 
degradation and discrimination, which have attacked his dignity and assaulted 
his ability to provide for his family.” Acknowledging that there was no single 
answer to this problem, Johnson believed that jobs for black men, better housing, 
welfare programs for two-parent families, and innovative health care initiatives 
constituted parts of the answer. He concluded his speech with a call to “scholars, 
and experts, and outstanding Negro leaders — men of both races — and officials 
of Government” to attend a White House conference that would fashion concrete 
solutions to the problems faced by African Americans.15

 Letters of support fl ooded into the White House in the days and months fol-
lowing the Howard speech. “Never before,” wrote Martin Luther King Jr., “has a 
President articulated the depths and dimensions of the problem more eloquently 
and profoundly.” Representative John Conyers echoed King’s sentiment, laud-
ing the speech as “one of the greatest statements ever made by a President of the 
United States about the desperate struggle of Negro Americans to achieve their 
rightful place in American society.” Aminda Wilkins, the spouse of  presi-
dent Roy Wilkins, focused on the family in her response. “Through the years, I 
have talked and worried about the deterioration of the Negro family life and the 
failure of organized groups to do anything about it. . . . To know that our Presi-
dent has identifi ed the problem and its causal factors, spoken out on them and 
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plans action is beyond our greatest hopes and dreams.” In addition to these let-
ters from African American leaders and luminaries, Johnson received hundreds 
of letters of support from everyday people like Jessie R. Shipp, who wrote, “You 
really spells out the plain truth. I think you are great. We need mens in times like 
these like you. With fervent will their part to play.” In one of his few responses to 
this outpouring of support, Johnson admitted to Aminda Wilkins, “There was, 
of course, some apprehension that so frank a discussion of a somewhat sensitive 
issue might be misunderstood. However, I am pleased to report to you that the 
reception has been uniformly positive.”16

 Although a few newspaper stories in June and July 1965 traced the impetus 
for the president’s speech at Howard back to a report done by the Department 
of Labor, most Americans knew nothing of The Negro Family. Moynihan, who 
resigned from the Labor Department during the summer to campaign for the 
presidency of New York’s city council, had left Washington by the time his report 
garnered wide publicity in late August. At that point, journalists began citing the 
report as an explanation of the urban uprisings that would continue to rock the 
nation in the second half of the 1960s.17

 The summer of 1964 had witnessed explosive racial unrest in New York City, 
but the spark of the “long hot summers” that burned throughout the late 1960s 
caught fi re in the Watts area of Los Angeles, California, in August 1965. Cali-
fornia Highway Patrol officer Lee Minikus pulled over Marquette Frye and his 
brother on suspicion of drunk driving in what started out as a routine traffic stop 
in the predominantly African American neighborhood of Watts. A crowd of on-
lookers gathered after another squad car pulled up, and Frye’s mother emerged 
from the group of spectators to harangue the white police officers for stopping 
her son. Rumors spread quickly about the fracas that ensued between white po-
lice and black bystanders. Some said that the police assaulted Mrs. Frye after 
dragging her down to the station house, and others reported seeing a pregnant 
woman in the crowd beaten by white officers. Though these rumors were never 
substantiated, tensions between the  and black residents sparked eight-days 
of looting and violence in Watts during which thirty-four people died, approxi-
mately 1,000 were injured, and 4,000 were arrested out of an estimated 35,000 
who actively participated in the uprising. Official estimates of property damage 
ranged upwards of $200 million. Noting, as many commentators have, that the 
majority of the participants were young black men, historian Gerald Horne offers 
one analysis of the gender implications of the Watts uprising. “The black nation-
alism that ultimately detonated in Watts was . . . [in part] a reaction against the 
historic and stereotypical notion that blacks were the ‘female’ of the races: sub-
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ordinated, subordinate, dominated, and timid. Through black nationalism a slice 
of race cum gender privilege could be reclaimed by means of a sometimes brutal 
masculinity.” The rumors that touched off the uprising, according to Horne, re-
veal that one impetus may have been a response by black men to the myth arising 
from slavery that they “could not protect their families and ‘their’ women.”18

 Though a signifi cant minority of the participants in the Watts uprising were 
women, contemporary analysts focused on explaining the men’s actions, and they 
believed that they found the answer in the theory of family breakdown cited in 
Moynihan’s report. The Los Angeles Times, under the headline “Racial Unrest 
Tied to Negro Family Failure,” characterized the “typical” juvenile arrested 
in the uprising as a seventeen-year-old “male Negro with little or no previous 
contact with the police,” who was usually from a “broken home.” The Califor-
nia governor’s commission that later investigated the causes of the Watts upris-
ing likewise attributed unrest to minority family instability, fatherlessness, and 
problems within the welfare system. Moynihan remembers that Bill Moyers, 
the White House press secretary, gave copies of The Negro Family to the press 
on August 17, 1965, when journalists began “demanding to know what was hap-
pening in California,” but other federal officials suspect that Moynihan himself 
leaked the report, knowing the additional attention it would receive in the wake of 
the riots. Conservative Washington columnists Roland Evans and Robert Novak 
wrote an article in mid-August that, in the eyes of some scholars, was “the most 
infl uential news story connecting the report with the post-riot atmosphere.” 
Evans and Novak downplayed Moynihan’s discussion of unemployment and the 
historical causes of family breakdown and highlighted the causal nature of the 
breakdown itself in spurring violence. Evans and Novak also exposed a debate 
raging in the administration over whether to move forward with Moynihan’s 
family policy recommendations. This debate, Evans and Novak argued, “may 
determine whether this country is doomed to succeeding summers of guerilla 
warfare in our cities.”19

 Considering that Moynihan completed his report fi ve months before the Watts 
uprising, it may have been unfair for journalists to connect his thesis to the racial 
unrest in California, but Moynihan himself contributed to such analysis. “From 
the wild Irish slums of the 19th century Eastern seaboard to the riot-torn suburbs 
of Los Angeles, there is one unmistakable lesson in American history,” he wrote; 
“a community that allows a large number of men to grow up in broken families, 
dominated by women, never acquiring any stable relationship to male authority 
. . . that community asks for and gets chaos.” Though Moynihan used this thesis 
to argue once again that the government had an obligation to ensure that all men 
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had the jobs and wages necessary to provide adequately for their families, his 
hyperbole veered closer and closer to a position that would be taken by many as 
“blaming the victim.”20

 In the wake of Watts, civil rights activists and their allies recognized possible 
problems in the public perceptions of the report, especially a potential for ma-
nipulation of the family breakdown theory by movement opponents. William F. 
Ryan, a psychologist who had worked with the Congress of Racial Equality () 
in Boston, observed that the perception of Moynihan’s report created by press 
coverage fed into the argument that “the present unequal status of the Negro in 
America results not from the obvious causes of discrimination and segregation, 
but rather from . . . the ‘instability’ of the Negro family.” Department of Labor 
officials had shied away from releasing the report for this very reason, fearing that 
it would “be picked up by the segregationists and used against the Negro.” When 
the government began disseminating copies of the report late in the summer, 
these fears proved justifi ed. The Citizens’ Councils praised Moynihan’s report 
in the pages of the Citizen and offered to sell copies to segregationists inclined to 
fi nd out more about the “tangle of pathology” in black communities.21

 As segregationists and other conservative pundits coopted the report to sup-
port their own political ends, a backlash against Moynihan’s thesis began to grow 
in movement circles and within the government itself. Many of the report’s con-
servative proponents and liberal critics had not read the document itself, but 
instead based their opinions on summaries or excerpts printed in the press. A 
case in point was a scathing indictment penned by Dr. Benjamin Payton, the di-
rector of the Protestant Council of New York City’s Office of Church and Race. 
“The symmetry of the report is fl awed,” Payton wrote, “only by the simplistic 
logic which holds it together, the inadequate empirical evidence it utilizes, and 
the erroneous premise upon which it is based.” Citing only newspaper articles, 
including the essay written by Evans and Novak, Payton argued that matriarchy 
and illegitimacy were symptoms of deeper problems — “insufficient jobs and job 
training programs, inferior segregated education, and inadequate and unsafe 
housing conditions” — points that Moynihan himself would have wholeheart-
edly seconded.22

 Payton ended up unwittingly agreeing with much that Moynihan had actually 
written, but more informed critics targeted the report’s questionable implica-
tions for women and federal civil rights policy. Mary Dublin Keyserling, director 
of the Women’s Bureau in the Labor Department, agreed with Moynihan that 
family breakdown and minority unemployment were serious problems, but she 
challenged some of his basic assumptions regarding women’s roles. In an article 
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published just months after his report was released, Moynihan argued, “It is 
in the perspective of the underemployment of the Negro father that we must 
regard the Negro mother as being overemployed.” Keyserling disagreed, citing a 
19 percent higher rate of unemployment among nonwhite women than nonwhite 
men in 1964. She went on to argue that both minority men and women were 
discriminated against in the labor force, noting the high proportion of low-wage 
and unskilled jobs many of them held. Keyserling believed that the federal gov-
ernment had a responsibility to improve the quantity and quality of employment 
for black men and women. Civil rights leaders pointed out three other problems 
with the report. First,  leaders argued that Moynihan’s report and Johnson’s 
Howard speech presumed too much in suggesting that the movement had already 
won equality of opportunity. Working in grassroots organizing every day, these 
activists could testify to the fact that civil rights and antipoverty legislation had 
barely scratched the surface of problems in the rural South and urban North by 
1965. Second, many believed, as did Bayard Rustin, an organizer of the March 
on Washington, that female-headed families in poor black communities might be 
a “healthy adaptation” to the problems of poverty and racism that besieged the 
family in urban ghettos. Finally, the Urban League’s Whitney Young suggested 
that like their black peers, poor whites in the nation’s cities also struggled with 
obstacles to family stability.23

 Yet despite these criticisms, some civil rights activists initially believed that 
Moynihan’s analysis might offer a new impetus for the government to address 
racism and poverty in America. No one more eloquently stated this position than 
Martin Luther King Jr. “The fl ames of Watts,” King said, “have illuminated 
more than the western skies — they lit up the agony of the ghetto.” He concurred 
with Moynihan’s thesis that “the progress in civil rights [could] be negated by 
the dissolving of family structure” in these ghettos, and he traced the difficulties 
of family stability back to the horrors of the middle passage and slavery, as had 
Moynihan. King also suggested that the availability of domestic jobs in the cities 
made black women more employable than men, positioning them to be heads 
of households, so that “the Negro male existed in a larger society which was 
patriarchal while he was the subordinate in a matriarchy.” Following the lead of 
Malcolm X, Moynihan, and others, King was beginning to articulate the gender 
implications of economic discrimination and racism in America’s inner cities. Yet 
there were still real differences between these civil rights leaders and policymak-
ers. Even though King accepted much that Moynihan had posited in The Negro 
Family, he also highlighted the history of strength and resilience that allowed 
black families to survive through troubled times. “No one in all history had to 
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fi ght against so many physical and psychological horrors to have a family life,” 
King preached. “The fi ght was never lost: victory was always delayed, but the 
spirit persisted and the fi nal triumph is as sure as the rising sun.” The increasing 
public awareness of obstacles to family stability, according to King, represented 
both dangers and opportunities. The danger was that opponents of the movement 
would attribute family instability in poor black communities to “innate Negro 
weakness,” but there was also an opportunity for the nation to “deal fully rather 
than haphazardly with the problems as a whole — to see it as a social catastrophe 
and meet it . . . with an adequacy of resources.”24

 The federal government attempted to take full advantage of this opportunity 
with the White House conference “To Fulfi ll These Rights,” which Johnson had 
proposed during his speech at Howard University. Civil rights activists, schol-
ars, and government officials met in Washington in November 1965 to plan the 
larger conference for the following spring. In confi dential meetings with federal 
officials, prominent civil rights leaders agreed in late October that the White 
House conference should focus on family stability as well as “economic security 
for the Negro family head,” protection of civil rights workers in the South, and 
enforcement of the 1964 civil rights act. Yet others, like sociologist Herbert Gans, 
worried that the focus on the family would reinforce an “overly paternalistic” way 
of dealing with civil rights and might “defl ect attention away from the economic 
causes of the Negro problem.” Because of these confl icting opinions and the 
maelstrom of controversy surrounding Moynihan’s report, the issue of the family 
was buried in one of eight sessions in the planning meeting; the others dealt with 
more traditional civil rights issues such as voting, education, and employment. As 
the meeting opened, one official downplayed Moynihan’s role by joking, “I have 
been reliably informed that no such person as Daniel Patrick Moynihan exists.” 
Rendered an invisible man, Moynihan quietly attended the early sessions on the 
family.25

 Moderated by  Legal Defense stalwart Constance Motley and presided 
over by the sociologist Hylan Lewis, the family session convened in the Washing-
ton Hilton. Though its official purpose was to plan for the upcoming civil rights 
conference, the meeting became a free-form discussion of the problems faced by 
black families. At fi rst, session participants focused on the economic underpin-
nings of family instability, but the conversation branched out into the need for 
male role models and the problems of matriarchy in poor black communities. 
Dorothy Height, president of the National Council of Negro Women, addressed 
these criticisms of female-headed families, arguing that scholars needed to recog-
nize “the tremendous contribution made through the years by the Negro woman 
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in the family.” For Height, neither matriarchy nor patriarchy was the ideal. In-
stead, she advocated “building up a sense of partnership and interrelatedness 
within the family.” Few observers focused on Height’s thoughtful comments, 
however, because on the second day, Moynihan responded to the acerbic criti-
cisms leveled against him by Benjamin Payton regarding his supposed ignorance 
of the economic causes of family breakdown. “Do you see that the object of this 
report was not to say that jobs don’t matter,” Moynihan beseeched those in at-
tendance, “but to say that jobs do matter in the most fundamental way? That 
housing matters in a profound way. . . . [and that] we can measure our success 
or failure as a society, not in terms of the gross national product, not in terms 
of income level, . . . but in the health, and the living, loving reality of the family 
in our society.” Payton responded by quoting the report itself as having argued 
that the breakdown of the black family is “the fundamental source of weakness 
of the Negro community at the present time.” This debate about the wording 
of Moynihan’s argument distracted from the substantive issues that his report 
had raised and led participants to disregard Dorothy Height’s proposal of federal 
support for spousal partnerships rather than either patriarchal or matriarchal 
families. The debate was far from over, but for all intents and purposes, the plan-
ning session for the White House civil rights conference was.26

 Official reports and unofficial accounts of the planning meetings left the im-
pression that the scholars, civil rights activists, and government officials in atten-
dance had accomplished very little. As chair of the family session, Hylan Lewis 
penned the recommendations that the federal government implement a national 
family policy, which included providing jobs for all men. But Lewis was careful 
to argue that once families were guaranteed an economic foundation for success, 
they “should have the right to evolve in directions of their own choosing.” The 
vague consensus cobbled together by Lewis is a testament to the fact that few 
concrete plans were laid out for the larger White House civil rights conference 
the following spring or future administration policy regarding the family. One 
participant felt that the conference did little but “consolidate and intensify the 
dissatisfaction, frustrations and militancy of the Negro leadership,” and another 
observed wryly, “It may be that the Hilton Hotel is not fertile ground for the 
planning of a revolution.”27

 The revolution was going on in the streets, far from the posh conference rooms 
of the Washington Hilton and the rarifi ed air of policy discussions about the fam-
ily. Realizing this, the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights traveled to cities across 
the nation to collect testimony from residents of the urban ghettos. One of the 
fi rst places the commission visited in 1966 was the Hough area of Cleveland, 
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Ohio, where 39 percent of the families lived below the poverty line and 32 percent 
had female heads of households. Looming at an astonishing 15.6 percent, male 
unemployment in the neighborhood was nearly quadruple the national rate by 
late 1966, and Department of Labor staffers who visited Hough insisted that this 
official count seriously underestimated true unemployment in the area.28

 The stories collected by the commission revealed the strains that unemploy-
ment and poverty placed on low-income black families. “Our whole attitude and 
idea about a man’s worth is where he works,” one man who counseled youth in 
the neighborhood told the commission. “Naturally, a lot of kids are not only try-
ing to fi nd some way of making a living, but they are trying to gain some dignity, 
some type of recognition, and being able to be men.” One-fi fth of the families 
in the Hough area survived only with help from , which stipulated that no 
able-bodied man could reside in the home. This rule spurred some unemployed 
men to desert their families because, as one woman noted, “a man doesn’t want 
to feel that he is going to take bread out of his child’s mouth if he is really a man 
. . . [so] if he is not able to support his family adequately, he usually leaves.” Rev-
erend Walter Grevatt Jr., a minister in the neighborhood, found it very difficult to 
counsel his unemployed male parishioners not to leave their wives and children, 
because he knew that this would deprive the families of much needed assistance. 
The solutions offered by the local people who testifi ed before the commission 
included striking down the “man-in-the-house” rule that restricted  pay-
ments to single parent households and the institution of public child care that 
would allow parents to take jobs to support their families.29

 The testimony compiled by the U.S. Civil Rights Commission in 1966 ar-
ticulated the needs of poor families quite eloquently, but when the White House 
civil rights conference “To Fulfi ll These Rights” convened a few months after 
the Cleveland hearings, consensus and concrete proposals seemed frustratingly 
elusive. As the conference approached, some activists and movement groups re-
considered their involvement in such a top-down approach to civil rights. “No 
More ‘Cullud’ Leaders and ‘White Experts’ On Us” read a placard carried by 
demonstrators from the District of Columbia who gathered to protest at the con-
ference site. Stokely Carmichael, the new head of , withdrew his organiza-
tion from the conference, saying, “The White House conference, especially with 
its original focus on the Negro family as the main problem with which America 
must deal, accentuates [the] process of shifting the burden of the problem” from 
the oppressor to the oppressed. By 1966 Carmichael and many of the other  
activists who had come of age in Mississippi had grown completely disillusioned 
with the federal government’s role in the struggle for black equality. Black Power 
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and community self-help were their new mantras, and their speeches echoed 
Malcolm’s militant rhetoric. Other civil rights activists, however, had not given 
up hope for government intervention. Speaking at the beginning of the meet-
ing, African American labor leader A. Philip Randolph did broach the subject 
of the family, which had become almost taboo in government circles by June 
1966. “The man of the family is supposed to be the protector and support of the 
family. But if he is denied education and employment, if he cannot play his role 
as a husband or a father, the family breaks down,” Randolph concluded, echo-
ing Moynihan’s report. Few other speakers addressed the family at all. In fact, 
the vast majority of conference participants navigated a wide course around this 
volatile issue. To address unemployment and welfare restrictions that Moynihan 
and others believed undermined family stability, the conference proposed the 
creation of metropolitan job councils, affirmative action by public and private 
employers in hiring minorities, and reform of  with a guaranteed income for 
all families.30

 The modest recommendations that resulted from the conference had little or 
no impact on federal policy in the fi nal years of the Johnson administration. The 
president and the public at large had seemingly lost the political will to enact 
major civil rights legislation. Frustrated by the waning popular support for civil 
rights, Harlem’s congressional representative, Adam Clayton Powell, belittled the 
conference as a place where black and white leaders met “to whisper words of 
futility into the hurricane of massive indifference.” Presidential assistant Harry 
McPherson described resistance to serious reform within the government itself, 
warning Johnson’s cabinet members that each federal agency had a responsibil-
ity to act upon the proposals of the White House conference. “It will not do,” he 
said, “to drop these recommendations into the still waters of the bureaucracy.” 
Despite McPherson’s warning, the conference recommendations made barely 
a ripple as they sank to the bottoms of fi le drawers in the various departments. 
Federal agencies should not shoulder the only responsibility for inaction on civil 
rights, however. The president himself was increasingly distracted from domestic 
issues by the escalation of the Vietnam War, and without his support, federal civil 
rights and antipoverty policy began to suffer.31

 The shift in resources from the War on Poverty to the war in Southeast Asia 
had serious implications for federal policies resulting from the Moynihan re-
port. Noting the disparity between $14 billion in federal allocations for the war 
in Vietnam and $1.5 billion spent in the War on Poverty, activists in  had 
joined their  comrades in refusing to participate in the 1966 White House 
civil rights conference.  leaders observed that military action had “called 
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the government’s attention away from the vigorous efforts to enforce the law 
and preserve the rights of Negroes in this country.” The growing emphasis on 
military spending dovetailed with one of the implicit policy recommendations in 
Moynihan’s report, namely the increased recruitment of minority men into the 
armed forces. The resulting federal program, Project 100,000, seemed to offer 
the Johnson administration a unique opportunity to fi ght a two-front war on 
poverty at home and communism abroad.32

 Though it may not have been directly inspired by The Negro Family, Project 
100,000’s efforts to address unemployment and military manpower demands by 
recruiting low-income and minority men into the armed forces in 1966 certainly 
fi t Moynihan’s model. In a July 1965 memorandum for White House aide Harry 
McPherson, Moynihan had argued that minority unemployment might drop 
by as much as 5 percent “if 100,000 nonwhite men were added to the Armed 
Forces.” “Above all things,” Moynihan suggested, “the down-and-out Negro 
boy needs to be inducted into the male, American society.” African Americans 
were underrepresented in the military as a whole in 1965, comprising only about 
9 percent of the armed forces as opposed to 11 percent of the population, but 
much higher percentages of African American troops fought and died in Vietnam 
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that year. In 1965, 15 percent of the Army’s troops in Vietnam were black, and 
black soldiers made up 22 percent of the Army’s enlisted casualties in Southeast 
Asia between 1961 and 1965. As the numbers of American troops in Vietnam 
increased the African American proportion of casualties dropped, but by 1967 
it still topped 15 percent. A low-income, minority recruitment program such as 
Project 100,000 could receive bipartisan support in a time when civilian public 
works projects and civil rights initiatives were declining in popularity. Yet one of 
the same factors that made Project 100,000 politically expedient — mobilization 
for the war — also made it a tragedy. A sign held by one demonstrator outside the 
White House conference targeted this tragic irony, asking the rhetorical question: 
“Vietnam: Final Solution to Black Unemployment?” In an interview more than 
thirty years later, Paul Barton, one of Moynihan’s assistants at the Department 
of Labor, explained regretfully, “We saw some very good things about the kinds 
of jobs that blacks had in the military. On the other hand, we were beginning to 
see the Vietnam War was heating up and later, [we realized], ‘You’re not helping 
them a lot by making them cannon fodder.’ ”33

 The shift of federal resources to the war in Vietnam signaled the waning of 
government interest in civil rights, poverty, and the black family, but the con-
troversy over The Negro Family touched off an avalanche of academic scholar-
ship on these topics. In the second half of the 1960s and throughout the 1970s, 
more than fi fty books and fi ve hundred journal articles addressed the effects of 
poverty and discrimination on black families. In the fi rst few years after the re-
lease of The Negro Family, scholars seemed to support much of what the report 
had suggested. Though they carefully distanced themselves from Moynihan, 
the psychologists William Grier and Price Cobbs actually furthered The Negro 
Family thesis in their 1968 explanation of Black Rage. With chapters on “Achiev-
ing Womanhood” and “Acquiring Manhood,” Grier and Cobbs argued that “a 
great many of the problems of black people in America can be traced back to the 
widespread crumbling of the family structure.” Like Moynihan, they linked this 
phenomenon to slavery, when the black man was “psychologically emasculated,” 
but also found contemporary obstacles to black manhood in economic injustice. 
“In a capitalist society economic wealth is inextricably woven with manhood,” 
Grier and Cobbs wrote. “Closely allied is power — power to control and direct 
other men, power to infl uence the course of one’s own and others’ lives. . . . It is 
this power both individually and collectively, which has been denied black men.” 
For Grier and Cobbs, as for Moynihan, part of the answer lay in providing black 
men the economic foundation to exercise patriarchal power in their families and 
political power in the society.34
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 By the early 1970s, however, the growing infl uence of the feminist movement 
generated fi erce academic and popular critiques of this thesis. Robert Staples, 
Angela Davis, Carol Stack, Deborah White, Herbert Gutman and other distin-
guished scholars challenged the thesis of The Negro Family with research that 
highlighted the black family’s resiliency under the strains of slavery and poverty. 
Recognizing the existence of a matrifocal family structure that Moynihan had 
pointed to as an indication of family breakdown, these scholars argued, as had 
early critics of the report from the civil rights movement, that alternative family 
structures in low-income black communities were healthy adaptations rather than 
signs of pathology. They also targeted the thesis about overwhelming obstacles to 
the attainment of black manhood. “Stereotypes of the black male as psychologi-
cally impotent and castrated,” wrote Robert Staples, “have been perpetuated not 
only by social scientists but through mass media and accepted by both blacks 
and whites alike. This assault on black masculinity is made precisely because black 
males are men; not because they are impotent.” In other words, Staples argued 
that the power inherent in black men’s gender identity was an implicit threat to 
white male dominance of society. This threat had engendered both physical at-
tacks on black manhood and intellectual attacks in the social sciences, according 
to Staples. Yet even though he argued that a racist political ideology underlay so-
cial science analyses of the black family and black manhood in the 1960s, Staples 
agreed that low income levels and unemployment for black men in America’s 
inner cities formed a “major impediment” to black familial relationships. Like 
most scholars who critiqued The Negro Family, Staples’ difficulty was not with 
the problems Moynihan had analyzed, but with the solutions he offered. The 
real solutions, Staples and others argued, lay not in government support for black 
male patriarchy or intervention in black family structure, but in addressing basic 
social and economic inequalities that continued to plague American society.35

 Poets were just as incensed by Moynihan’s policy proposals as their social 
science colleagues. June Jordan was, like Moynihan, the product of a poor up-
bringing in New York City, and she too had worked her way out of poverty by be-
coming a wordsmith. While Moynihan’s medium was the policy report, Jordan’s 
was poetry. Many of her poems described the gritty reality of life in New York’s 
impoverished neighborhoods and the strength of the women — especially black 
women, like her mother — who had to struggle simply to survive and raise their 
children. When she fi rst learned of The Negro Family report, Jordan “didn’t have 
the time for Mr. Moynihan or any other Mr. Man’s theories,” because she was 
busy demonstrating in the movement, raising her son, and working. But she did 
eventually fi nd time to pen “Memo to Daniel Pretty Moynihan.” “Don’t you 
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liberate me / from my female black pathology,” she warned him, and as for a 
solution to the problem of black matriarchy, she offered the “simple proposition” 
that he “take over my position.” Sonia Sanchez was only slightly more charitable 
in “Queens of the Universe,” calling out the “cracker,” who “done superimposed 
on our minds myths about ourselves . . . [as] matriarchs and no good bums.” 
She continued, “i ain’t sayen that some of that might not be,” but there were 
reasons why minority men could not support their families (“like no gigs”) or 
why women headed some black households (“like bruthus cuttin’ out cuz this 
was the coooooollLL thing to do or becuz the sistuhs made more bread than the 
bruthus”). In the view of professors and poets, Moynihan may have seen a real 
problem, but he remained blind to its causes and solutions. As June Jordan later 
wrote, she and others would not “willingly submit to the fl agrantly popular, il-
logical, and misogynist [suggestion] that the solution to the impoverishment of 
Black women/Black mothers is the enablement of everybody else.”36

 The negative response to The Negro Family in the civil rights community, 
the academy, and the federal government left Moynihan feeling misunderstood 
and embittered. Appearing on the television program “Meet the Press” in late 
1965, Moynihan pleaded for understanding. “I was trying to show,” he explained, 
“that unemployment statistics, which are so dull . . . nonetheless ended up with 
orphaned children, with abandoned mothers, with men living furtive lives with-
out even an address: that unemployment had fl esh and blood and it could bleed.” 
The harsh realities that The Negro Family addressed, according to Moynihan, 
did not refl ect badly on the people in the nation’s slums, but on the society that 
continued to allow those slums to exist. He had hoped that the focus on the fam-
ily would enlist conservative support for full employment and other antipoverty 
initiatives in a way that traditional civil rights bills could not and also in a way 
that would not engender a backlash among the white working class. He did not 
foresee the negative response from the movement itself or the rapid decline in 
support within the Johnson administration. Feeling stabbed in the back by an 
administration that quickly distanced itself from him during the controversy, 
Moynihan complained to a White House aide in 1966, “If my head were sticking 
on a pike at the South West Gate to the White House grounds the impression 
would hardly be greater.”37

 With a changing of the guard at the White House two years later, Moynihan 
climbed down from this political pike at the South West Gate and moved into the 
West Wing as the chief domestic advisor for President Richard Nixon. Seen vari-
ously as the “house liberal” in Nixon’s administration or as a “neoconservative,” 
depending on one’s point of view, Moynihan pushed for a form of guaranteed 
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income with the Family Assistance Plan and tacitly approved Nixon’s efforts to 
decrease unemployment through support of “black entrepreneurship” and cor-
porate tax breaks for minority training programs. In the Nixon administration, 
Moynihan proved once again a magnet for controversy when a memo he wrote 
to the president regarding civil rights was leaked to the press in the spring of 
1970. Given the “extraordinary progress” made by the civil rights movement and 
also the increasing tenor of radicalism in the more militant sections of the black 
community, Moynihan proposed that “the time may have come when the issue 
of race could benefi t from a period of ‘benign neglect.’ ” The fury of civil rights 
leaders exploded in the press, and “benign neglect” became a symbol of how 
little the federal government had accomplished in the area of civil rights since 
the mid-1960s.38

 The Moynihan report and the controversy after its release brought many of 
the issues surrounding black masculinity that Malcolm X had addressed in the 
early 1960s to the forefront of mainstream American consciousness in the second 
half of the decade. Never before had so many social critics and commentators in 
the government, the media, the movement, and the academy addressed the rela-
tionships between race, poverty, and gender. Moynihan’s belief that an increase 
in black male employment could bolster black men’s position as patriarchs and 
stabilize the family structure in poor urban communities struck Johnson and oth-
ers in his administration as an innovative approach to antipoverty policy. Given 
the assumptions about race and gender roles that dominated American society in 
the mid-1960s, this should come as no surprise. “Well, in 1964 there was still the 
general pattern and the general expectation that the male was the breadwinner,” 
Moynihan’s assistant Paul Barton remembers. “We were very much interested 
in upgrading the economic status of the black male,” he explains, “so that they 
could become the breadwinners and change this trend toward children not having 
fathers, not being raised by . . . successful fathers in the economy as role models 
for socialization.” Like Moynihan, Barton had been raised by a single mother, 
and though both men hewed closely to the principle of objectivity in their social 
science research, their life experiences may have infl uenced their analysis of the 
family in unconscious ways. Their backgrounds, their research, and the society 
in which they lived led them to assume that reestablishing a patriarchal family 
structure in poor communities would provide a solid socioeconomic foundation 
for the progress of the civil rights movement. This thesis proved more contro-
versial than its authors could ever have anticipated. The controversy kicked up 
by The Negro Family report clouded the government’s civil rights initiatives at a 
time when they might have been most effective and also served as a smokescreen 
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for a shift in federal funds away from the fi ght to vanquish poverty in America 
toward efforts to combat communism in Southeast Asia.39

 In the long term, Moynihan’s report on the black family had even more unin-
tended and wide-ranging consequences. The hope that a focus on the family and 
manhood would enlist bipartisan support for full employment and antipoverty 
programs in the 1960s disappeared as feminist critics began to challenge the 
patriarchal assumptions on which the report was based and as radicalized move-
ment activists grew increasingly jaded about potential government action on be-
half of poor families. At the same time that it lost support from liberals, however, 
Moynihan’s thesis about the importance of the family gained credence in more 
conservative circles. As Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and other Republican 
leaders in the 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s began pressing for welfare reform 
and touting family values, Moynihan’s ideas gained a new lease on life, albeit 
in a modifi ed form. In 1992, President George H. W. Bush echoed Moynihan’s 
thesis in a speech at Notre Dame University. “At the heart of the problems facing 
our country stands an institution under siege. That institution is the American 
family. Whatever form our most pressing problems may take, ultimately, all are 
related to the disintegration of the American family.” Rather than helping black 
men in America’s inner cities gain the economic means to become patriarchs or 
supporting black family stability with federal programs as Moynihan had once 
suggested, conservative politicians focused on the connections between race, gen-
der, and poverty to attack and stereotype “deadbeat dads” and “welfare queens.” 
Attributing this shift to Moynihan would be unfair. A shift in American political 
culture began just as his report was released in the mid-to-late 1960s, leading 
to a gradual rollback of the interventionist welfare state. Though conservative 
politicians made rhetorical allusions to poverty, race, and gender, their main con-
cern was extracting the federal government from the “tangle of pathology” that 
Moynihan and others observed.40

 As the federal government began to swing its focus away from the connections 
among poverty, race, and gender, activists in the civil rights and labor move-
ments refused to let Americans forget these issues. In Memphis, Tennessee, 
hundreds of male African American sanitation workers marched with Martin 
Luther King Jr. in 1968 to demand union recognition and higher wages so that 
they could provide for their families. When these men strode through the streets 
of Memphis, protesting the racist paternalism of city officials, they wore signs 
that demanded recognition, not only of their union and civil rights, but of their 
manhood as well.
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Chapter Six

I Am a Man!
The Memphis Sanitation Strike

n March 28, 1968, Martin Luther King Jr. directed a march of thousands 
of African American protesters down Beale Street in Memphis, Tennes-
see. King’s plane landed late that morning, and the crowd was already 
on the verge of confl ict with the police when he and other members of 
the  took their places at the head of the march. The marchers were 
demonstrating their support for 1,300 striking sanitation workers, many 
of whom wore placards that proclaimed, “I AM a Man.” As the throng 

advanced down Beale Street, some of the younger strike supporters ripped the 
protest signs off of the wooden sticks that they carried. These young men, none 
of whom were sanitation workers, used the sticks to smash glass storefronts on 
both sides of the street. Looting led to violent police retaliation. Troopers lobbed 
tear gas into groups of protesters and sprayed mace at demonstrators unlucky 
enough to be in range. High above the fray in city hall, Mayor Henry Loeb sat 
in his office, confi dent that the strike was illegal, and that law and order would 
be maintained in Memphis.1

 In one sense, the “I AM a Man” placards worn by the sanitation workers rep-
resented a demand for recognition of the dignity and humanity of all African 
Americans in Memphis. This demand caught white Memphians by surprise 
because they had always taken pride in being racially progressive. Token inte-

And this hell was, simply, that he never in his life owned anything, not his wife, not his house, 

not his child, which could not, at any instant, be taken from him by the power of white people. 

This is what paternalism means. — James Baldwin, Nobody Knows My Name (1961)

O
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gration had quietly replaced public segregation in Memphis in the mid-1960s 
without the level of demonstrations and unrest that accompanied desegregation 
in other southern cities. However, the 1967 mayoral elections revealed the true 
colors of the conservative Memphis electorate, as segregationist candidate Henry 
Loeb rode a wave of white backlash against the movement into office. Loeb took 
his election as a mandate to maintain “law and order,” a phrase popular in the 
political parlance of the late 1960s, often equated to suppression of civil rights 
protest and defense of the racial status quo. The mayor still referred publicly to 
black Memphians as “his Negroes,” and observers characterized his vision of 
race relations as reminiscent of a “plantation mentality.” Strike leaders focused 
much of their rhetoric on Loeb’s paternalism and denial of the strikers’ manhood. 
These were working men, fi ghting for higher wages so that they could support 
their families and fulfi ll the traditional breadwinner role of men in a capitalist 
society. Though their goals may have been traditional, their struggle was not. 
By challenging white men’s paternalism and power in Memphis, the strikers and 
their allies questioned what had been a monolithic (and monochromatic) model of 
masculinity, creating new possibilities for working-class black men, black youth, 
and others to defi ne their own identities. In this sense, the “I AM a Man” slogan 
and the sanitation strike represented a dispute over what it meant to be a man.2

 As the civil rights movement expanded from a struggle for social and politi-
cal rights into a campaign for economic justice, competing visions of manhood 
emerged based on the age and class of movement participants. The young men 
who ripped the signs off of their sticks during the march, for instance, were con-
testing not only white constructions of manhood, but also the manhood espoused 
by older black leaders. The sanitation workers were members of an urban working 
class that had a long history of activism in Memphis, but had very little input 
into the decision-making process and direction of the civil rights movement in 
the early 1960s. King was trying to bring these men into the movement in the 
second half of the decade. To do this, he had begun to address not only their 
fi nancial situation, but also the way that economic oppression affected them as 
men. Although the “I AM a Man” slogan and the sanitation workers’ demands 
dealt explicitly only with the impact of low wages and poverty on working-class 
black men, the campaign also raised questions about the position of women in 
Memphis society and in the movement. The struggle for manhood in Memphis 
resists a simple black and white model of gender identity. Instead, the sanitation 
workers’ protest illuminates a spectrum of meanings for manhood and woman-
hood in both the black and white communities, and it offers a chance to inves-
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tigate the ways in which gender and race shape assumptions about work and 
workers’ rights.3

The racial composition of the Memphis labor force began to shift around the 
turn of the century when increased mechanization of agricultural production and 
new urban job opportunities encouraged black migration from farms in the Mis-
sissippi Delta to the cities. This migration exacerbated tensions between black 
and white urban residents that erupted in periodic outbreaks of violence and 
lynchings.4 Blacks, who once worked the land as sharecroppers, now competed 
with whites for manufacturing jobs in Memphis. This exacerbated racial divi-
sions within the city’s working class. Most attempts to organize interracial alli-
ances among workers in the South failed, and the majority of the Memphis labor 
unions that survived remained segregated. When white workers fought for raises, 
they usually demanded higher wages for whites only. As W. E. B. Du Bois sug-
gested, white supremacy in the workplace offered higher “psychological wages” 
for poor white workers, but in general, racial segregation kept wages relatively low 
across the board in the region.5 Though integrated unions would have allowed 
a unifi ed working class to demand higher wages for all workers, working-class 
whites often resisted alliances with black coworkers for fear that this would jeop-
ardize their social status in the strict racial hierarchy of southern society.6

 Low wages and poor working conditions in the Memphis Public Works De-
partment of the 1950s and 1960s were a direct result of racial divisions in the 
workplace. White supervisors openly discriminated against black employees 
in job assignments, pay scales, and advancement. Black sanitation workers in 
Memphis earned so little money at this time that 40 percent of the men still 
qualifi ed for welfare even though many worked second jobs. In addition to pay-
ing miniscule wages, the city attempted to save money by refusing to modernize 
ancient equipment used by black workers. Until the public works commissioner 
grudgingly purchased pushcarts and trucks with mechanical packers in the mid-
1960s, workers had to haul huge garbage cans on their backs, frequently enduring 
painful injuries to remain on the job. “Back then,” remembers sanitation worker 
Taylor Rogers, “everybody had a 50-gallon drum in the backyard. . . . You car-
ried those tubs on your head and shoulders. Most of the tubs were leakin’ and 
that stuff was fallin’ all over you. You got home you had to take your clothes off at 
the door ‘cause you didn’t want to bring all that fi lth in the house.” To cut costs 
further, supervisors often sent “nonessential” public works employees home on 
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rainy days. While he and other black workers were the fi rst to lose shifts when 
it rained, L. C. Reed bitterly observed, “white men worked shine, rain, sleet, or 
snow. Them supervisors just sit there till four o’clock and then get up and go 
home ever since I been here. This is not the way to do things.”7

 Although they realized that they would have little support from their white 
coworkers, black sanitation workers united in the 1960s to fi ght for better wages 
and working conditions and against racial discrimination in the Public Works 
Department. Their fi rst attempt to strike in 1963 failed because of inadequate 
organization. Former sanitation worker, T. O. Jones, helped his disgruntled co-
workers form Local 1733 of the American Federation of State, County, and Mu-
nicipal Employees () in 1964, but city officials refused to recognize the 
union. Another walk out in 1966 also failed to achieve union recognition, but it 
did win new recruits. “I joined Mr. T. O. Jones and the union in 1966 cause we 
just wasn’t getting justice,” said Ed Gillis. These false starts prepared the public 
works employees for a longer struggle that began in earnest in 1968 after an old 
garbage truck malfunctioned, killing two black workers. The Commercial Ap-
peal, one of two white dailies in Memphis, reported that the workers had been 
“ground up like garbage.” The sanitation department paid the workers’ families 
an additional month’s salary and $500 for the funeral expenses, but no city rep-
resentatives attended the funerals, and no further compensation ever reached the 
families.8

 On February 12, 1968, the sanitation workers’ union met to discuss the deaths 
of their coworkers and the partial pay that they had received when forced to go 
home early on rainy days. These incidents pushed the workers beyond the break-
ing point. Even though they knew that a sanitation strike would have been more 
effective during summer months when uncollected garbage would have festered 
in the streets and led to much worse sanitary conditions, these men voted unani-
mously to walk off the job. They demanded higher wages, dues checkoff, time-
and-a-half for overtime, safety measures, and back pay for rainy days when they 
had been asked to go home.9

 All of the sanitation workers were men, but at least one woman attended that 
seminal meeting, and her speech concerning racial discrimination in the city of 
Memphis helped spur the men to action and focus their attention on the civil 
rights dimensions of the strike. Cornelia Crenshaw reminded the sanitation work-
ers that, despite some union leaders’ claims that this was a simple labor dispute, 
the “real” issue was race. While labor leaders tried to downplay the issue of race 
in the beginning of the strike, Crenshaw and the Reverend Ezekial Bell made 
sure that the issue of racial discrimination in wage rates and raises remained 



 i  a m a m a n !  135

central to the workers’ demands. Bell labeled Crenshaw a “lady well-known as 
a civic and political leader,” but other public fi gures denigrated her role in the 
strike. Gwen Awsumb, the only (white) woman on the City Council, said that 
Crenshaw “had a chip on her shoulder” after she was fi red from the Memphis 
Housing Authority. Like other women who were involved in the strike from the 
beginning, Crenshaw logged long hours, often working until one or two o’clock 
in the morning, drumming up donations and making sure that the needs of the 
strikers were met. This was especially important early on, before national civil 
rights leaders got involved. Crenshaw’s behind-the-scenes work was business 
as usual for women in the movement, but her outspoken leadership early in the 
strike was exceptional. Black ministers and white labor leaders quickly overshad-
owed her public role in the strike as the media cameras and local citizens focused 
their attention on the male leaders of the labor and civil rights movements.10

 At the insistence of Mayor Henry Loeb, television crews fi lmed the strike 
negotiations from the beginning. Loeb knew how to manipulate the local media, 
and he came out of the early negotiations looking relatively calm and polite when 
compared to the brash national union representative P. J. Ciampa. Ciampa’s blunt 
negotiating style pushed many moderate Memphians into Loeb’s corner. Soon 
after televised negotiations began, some white Memphians showed their dis-
dain for Ciampa with bumper stickers that read, “Ciampa Go Home.” National 
 President Jerry Wurf decided at this point that he needed to step in and 
deal with Loeb directly.11

 By February 20 Ciampa and Wurf had worked with local union leaders to 
revise the strikers’ list of demands. The new list included union recognition 
through a written contract, a grievance procedure, a 10 percent wage increase, 
fair promotion policies, sick leave, pension programs, health insurance, and pay-
roll deduction of union dues. Mayor Loeb continued to refuse union recognition 
and dues checkoff from wages because he believed that this would set a bad prec-
edent for unionization of municipal employees in “his” city. He argued that the 
sanitation workers were being duped by  officials (“outsiders”), who only 
wanted to line their pockets with the hard-earned money of local Memphians. 
Loeb saw himself as the sanitation workers’ keeper. He vowed throughout the 
strike that he would not abandon his “moral obligation” to protect them from 
union officials. To the sanitation workers and local black leaders, this kind of 
rhetoric smacked of paternalism. The workers felt more than capable of making 
their own decisions about the intentions of the national union. After all, they 
were not children, but men.12

 Gradually, the strike leaders began articulating their demands in the gendered 
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language of claiming manhood. Addressing the men at a union meeting in the 
fi rst week of the strike, Bill Lucy, the highest-ranking black official in the na-
tional  office, blasted Loeb’s paternalism. “The honorable Mayor . . . is 
going to take care of you,” Lucy observed with biting sarcasm. “He’s treating you 
like children, and this day is over because you are men and must stand together 
as men and demand what you want.” The strikers cheered in agreement. They 
boiled down this sentiment into a simple slogan of pride and defi ance: “I AM a 
Man.”13

 The “I AM a Man” slogan resonated with the sanitation workers, in part be-
cause it echoed a theme of the Delta blues that had pumped out of Beale Street 
clubs and juke joints since before World War II. Blues music had followed the 
migration of black sharecroppers from the farms and plantations of the Missis-
sippi Delta to manufacturing and service jobs in cities like Memphis and Chicago. 
Blues guitar players like B. B. King and Muddy Waters thrilled African American 
urban audiences in the 1950s with a new amplifi ed version of the acoustic blues 
that they had learned growing up in the Delta. Although King set the tempo for 
the Beale Street beat, Waters’s Chicago blues recordings fi rst popularized the 
genre nationwide and dealt directly with African American manhood.
 The title of Waters’s song “Mannish Boy,” fi rst recorded in 1955, captured 
the ambiguous position of black men in America. This slow blues ballad began 
with a black mother telling her fi ve-year-old son that he would one day be “the 
greatest man alive,” but at the age of twenty-one, the son realized that though he 
felt like a man, people continued to perceive him as a boy. The proof of manhood 
in “Mannish Boy” — as in many blues songs from this era — was the narrator’s 
sexual prowess. With the chorus, Waters refuted those who questioned black 
manhood, belting out, “I’m a Man, spelled M-A-N!” and punctuating each line 
with instrumental breaks and a responsive chorus sung by female vocalists. The 
macho swagger of Waters’s song challenged racially exclusive constructions of 
manhood in the 1950s. Perhaps, it laid the cultural foundations for later demands 
of political activists during the 1960s. Drawing on some of the same gender and 
racial dilemmas that concerned Waters, the “I AM a Man” slogan galvanized 
the sanitation workers in support of a challenge to white economic and political 
hegemony in Memphis.14

 In mid-February, seven hundred sanitation workers sat-in at a public works 
committee meeting held by the city council. Fred Davis, one of only three black 
councilmen, presided over the meeting that began amicably enough but ended 
in an angry demonstration by the union. Local black ministers gave speeches 
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and led the workers in freedom songs. Reverend Ezekial Bell fi red up the crowd 
when he said that he would not care if somebody tore the city seal down off the 
wall of the meeting hall. After listening to this rousing rhetoric, the sanitation 
workers refused to leave the hall until the committee fi nally agreed that a full 
council meeting would address a resolution about the strike. The committee 
recommended that the council support union recognition and dues checkoff, 
but the resolution passed by the council the following day said nothing about 
either proposal. Instead, it recognized the mayor as the sole spokesperson for the 
city.15

 The striking workers felt betrayed by the council. The ministers and union 
leaders realized that they needed to come up with a nonviolent way for the work-
ers to protest these injustices and release their frustrations. “The men were 
angry,” union president Jerry Wurf remembered. “They were tired, beaten men, 
making a struggle that before they died they would stand up and be men. They 
were not bomb throwers. . . . But they were really worked up, and when that kind 
of guy gets worked up, he’s worked up. And I was scared.” The police agreed 
that the sanitation workers could march to Mason Temple Church of God in 
Christ as long as they stayed on one side of the street. Led by union organizers 
and ministers, the strikers and their supporters marched until a police cruiser 
reportedly crossed the center line and ran over a female demonstrator’s foot. 
Some of the men in the march began rocking the police car to protect the female 
marcher, and the police retaliated by spraying the entire procession with mace, 
hitting ministers, union leaders, and federal civil rights officials. Shocked and 
dismayed that they had been maced while wearing their clerical collars, the min-
isters recognized that the sanitation strike held signifi cance for the entire black 
community. At a meeting immediately after the march, Reverend Ralph Jackson 
preached, “I am sick and tired of Negroes getting on their knees and begging the 
great white father for the crumbs that fall from his table.”16

 The day after the march, February 24, one hundred and fi fty black minis-
ters met to form an organization to support the strikers. This group eventually 
took the name Community on the Move for Equality ().  called for an 
economic boycott against downtown businesses and against the two white daily 
papers in Memphis, the Commercial Appeal and Press-Scimitar, which they be-
lieved printed biased accounts of the strike. Preaching from their pulpits every 
Sunday about the struggle, the ministers helped organize the black community 
behind the sanitation workers. What had begun as a strike of 1,300 black sani-
tation workers had expanded into a citywide civil rights campaign. The  
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strategy committee, headed by Reverend James Lawson, soon realized that they 
could bring more pressure on the Loeb administration by inviting national civil 
rights leaders to Memphis.17

 When  president Roy Wilkins came to Memphis along with national 
labor leader Bayard Rustin on March 14, 1968, to address a crowd of over 9,100, 
they articulated the sanitation workers’ fi ght as a struggle to get a living wage, one 
that would allow them to support their families. Wilkins chastised city leaders 
for paying the sanitation workers so little that they could not fulfi ll their roles as 
breadwinners. This minimum level of acceptable wages was often called a “fam-
ily wage.” “If I were the mayor of this city,” Wilkins said, “I would be ashamed. I 
wouldn’t want these men not to be able to feed their families on the lousy pittance 
they are paid.” With higher wages, Wilkins argued that the workers could fulfi ll 
their traditional role as men by taking care of their family’s fi nancial needs. When 
Martin Luther King Jr. came to speak in Memphis four days later, he reiterated 
this call for recognition of the strikers’ manhood through payment of a living 
wage.18

 Local leaders brought King in to speak because they knew that he would bring 
national media attention to the strike that might force Mayor Loeb to reconsider 
his position, but King also offered his own analysis of the gender implications of 
the strike. Speaking to a crowd of over 10,000 people, King preached, “We are 
tired of our men being emasculated so that our wives and daughters have to go 
out and work in the white lady’s kitchen, leaving us unable to be with our children 
and give them the time and attention that they need.” King went on to join the 
chorus against Loeb’s paternalism, saying, “Don’t let anybody tell you to go back 
on the job and paternalistically say, ‘Now, you are my men, and I’m going to do 
the right thing for you.’ ” King ended his speech with a promise that he would 
return to lead a massive, nonviolent march in Memphis to support the sanitation 
workers.19

 King’s involvement in the Memphis strike refl ected a commitment to economic 
justice that he recognized was integral to the fi ght against racial discrimination, 
but he also understood on a personal level the demand for recognition of black 
manhood that had become the rallying cry for the sanitation workers. As a young 
child, King saw his father, the Reverend Martin Luther King Sr., battle such 
discrimination in Atlanta. One day, when the two were driving together, a white 
traffic cop pulled them over and demanded of King’s father, “Boy, show me your 
license.” “Do you see this child here,” King’s father replied defi antly, referring to 
his son. “That’s a boy. I’m a man. I’m Reverend King.” Later, Martin’s father ex-
plained the incident to his son in order to teach him a lesson that he would never 
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forget: “When I stand up, I want everyone to know that a man is standing.”20

 In his fi rst speech to the sanitation strikers, King had equated low pay and 
racist treatment with the tradition of white emasculation of black workers that 
stretched back to the times of slavery. King’s primary motive for addressing the 
emasculation of black men was to attack the dehumanizing effects of paternalistic 
racism and low pay. This was, in part, a response to discussions of black male 
joblessness, poverty, and family stability raised by Daniel Patrick Moynihan in 
the mid-1960s. Like Moynihan, King not only addressed the effect of economic 
discrimination on men, he also showed how attempts to emasculate black men 
affected the status of black women and black families. When he said that emas-
culation of black men forced “our wives and daughters . . . to go out and work in 
the white lady’s kitchen, leaving us unable to be with our children,” he observed 
that the denial of black manhood affected the ability of black parents to care for 
their children. Inherent in this was an implicit assumption that denial of a family 
wage to black men left black women unable to fulfi ll what King saw as their true 
role, as mothers.21 King accepted a patriarchal ordering of the black family in 
his call for higher wages and status for black men. He argued that black women 
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should not have to work as domestic servants in white homes but assumed that 
they would accept domestic duties in their own households. At the very least, 
King believed that all families, regardless of race, should have enough income to 
allow women a choice of whether to work inside or outside the home.
 The male domination of the  and the patriarchal order of American soci-
ety in the 1960s bolstered King’s support for male-headed households and also 
his rhetoric of manhood. King’s support for black patriarchy refl ected the gen-
der hierarchy within the black church and . ’s direct action campaigns, 
nonviolent philosophy, and faith-based inspiration had won countless women 
supporters and staffers for the organization, but the organization’s leadership 
ranks remained dominated by men. These were preachers, accustomed to a world 
of congregations and choruses where women predominated, but men led. Ella 
Baker, a strong independent activist who had guided the creation of , chafed 
at the male domination of , as did Septima Clark and other women in the 
organization. If King’s rhetoric refl ected the gender hierarchy in his organiza-
tion and the black church, it also echoed the patriarchal assumptions of many 
Americans at this time, assumptions shared by men as different as Malcolm X 
and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Robert Williams and Lyndon Johnson. Even the 
language mirrored this cultural bias, so it was easy for civil rights leaders and 
politicians to equate the rights of all humanity with the rights of “mankind.” At 
various times in the course of the Memphis campaign, however, labor and civil 
rights leaders articulated the various meanings of the “I AM a Man” slogan in 
both gendered calls for manhood and gender “neutral” calls for human rights.22

 Civil rights and labor leaders responded to the lack of white respect for black 
humanity and also the attempts by white men to emasculate black men. Reverend 
Lawson told the press that the mayor “treats the workers as though they are not 
men, [and] that’s a racist point of view. . . . For at the heart of racism is the idea 
that a man is not a man, that a person is not a person.” In this instance, Lawson 
was simply saying that racism precluded full recognition of African American 
humanity. At other times during the Memphis movement, however, strike leaders 
defi ned “I AM a Man” in the strict sense of men’s rights rather than the broader 
construction of human rights. When King addressed the emasculation of black 
men in Memphis, he alluded to what many participants and observers believed 
was the crux of the “I AM a Man” slogan. White men and women had referred to 
black men in Memphis and throughout the South as “boys” since slavery. This 
verbal infantilization paralleled the physical emasculation of black men in slave 
beatings, Redemption-era lynchings, and twentieth-century  retaliations for 
civil rights activities. The sanitation workers’ slogan was a direct response to the 
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verbal and physical emasculation of black men. Some strikers and their leaders 
believed that a nonviolent struggle against the paternalism of the city “fathers” 
was the best way to contest this emasculation, but by the second half of the 1960s, 
there was a strong, outspoken contingent of black men who, like Malcolm X, saw 
nonviolence as obsolete.23

 One organization that advocated an alternative style of civil rights struggle in 
Memphis was a group of young militants known as the Invaders. Most of the In-
vaders were black males in their late teens and twenties, who viewed themselves 
as the radical arm of the civil rights movement in Memphis. Charles Cabbage 
and Coby Smith organized the Invaders in 1967 as the “security” wing of a stu-
dent group called the Black Organization Project (). Members of  had 
made some attempts to include this group of young militants in their organizing 
efforts, but relations between the two groups were strained. The Invaders advo-
cated Black Power, and their rhetoric often included calls for violent resistance 
to the city’s white power structure. This rhetoric contradicted ’s strategy of 
nonviolent direct action.24

 In 1968 Calvin Taylor was a senior at Memphis State University, an intern 
for the Commercial Appeal, and a member of the Invaders. Taylor’s supervisors 
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at the newspaper did not know of his ties to the Invaders, and he attended many 
of the strike demonstrations as both a participant and observer. Press reports 
about the Invaders angered Taylor. “It’s kind of cute that they call us Black Power 
boys,” he noted sarcastically. “White people just can’t get that out of their head, 
‘boy.’ ”25

 Like many young men on the cusp of adulthood, the Invaders were preoccu-
pied with the rite of passage into manhood. Taylor intimated this when describ-
ing the Invader recruitment strategies to an interviewer. “A black boy, when he’s 
fourteen, isn’t really a boy, he’s a man — ’cause he knows what the world is all 
about,” Taylor argued. “So we decided we’d go a step further — and we’d get 
people in high school . . . and people who [were] freshmen and sophomores in 
college — to make up this Invader group.” Mainstream American rites of pas-
sage into manhood at this time included getting a job, starting a family, going to 
college, or joining the military, but the Invaders argued that simply learning to 
live in racist society and having the courage to confront bigotry served as a rite 
of passage for young black men. Like the young activists in , the Invaders 
were coming of age in the movement.26

 If the Invaders’ defi nitions of black manhood contrasted with traditional white 
defi nitions, they also contradicted defi nitions espoused by older, more conser-
vative black leaders. One Invader, who defi ned himself as a “radical,” stepped 
up to the microphone at a mass meeting and blasted the advocates of nonvio-
lence. “Preaching and money raising are fi ne,” he said. “Somebody has to do it. 
But there are some men out there. We’ve got to do some fi ghting. Not marching 
— fi ghting! And when you talk about fi ghting a city with as many cops as this 
city’s got, you better have some guns! You’re gonna need ‘em before it’s over!” 
(emphasis in original) As staunch advocates of the philosophy of nonviolence, 
Martin Luther King Jr. and James Lawson certainly did not agree with this 
construction of manhood that defi ned men by their willingness to fi ght the city 
power structure with violence. When Taylor talked about his conversion from a 
belief in nonviolence to a strategy based on violence or self-defense he said, “It 
used to be, ‘Man . . . okay . . . we got beat last night. I got hit over the head fi ve 
times. Beautiful thing.’ You know. ‘We’re doing this for the brothers!’ After a few 
knocks . . . you get kind of tired.” Frustration drove Taylor and other Invaders to 
seek new forms of brotherhood and new defi nitions of manhood that accepted or 
even required participation in violent protest.27

 On March 28 Taylor and the other Invaders got a chance to participate in a 
violent protest. That was the day that King returned to Memphis to lead the ill-
fated march down Beale Street that culminated in a police riot. Although most 
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Invader leaders did not actively participate in the looting and violence, their 
rhetoric stirred up younger demonstrators and provided a cover for onlookers 
who came to the march with an agenda that included more than just nonviolent 
protest. Young protesters held up hand-painted signs with slogans like: “Loeb’s 
Black Day,” “Loeb Eat Shit,” and most subtle of all, “Fuck You Mayor Loeb!” 
Few observers could tell who started the looting at the time of the march, but 
Reverend Lawson remembered that the looters were “chiefl y men, chiefl y male, 
under thirty, I suspect.” These young men altered the character of the sanitation 
strike by rejecting King’s calls for nonviolence. After the march degenerated into 
violence, King felt compelled to remain involved in the Memphis campaign until 
he could prove the viability of nonviolent protest.28

 Between 1965 and 1968, King and other civil rights leaders of his generation 
struggled to convince the new generation of militant activists not only that non-
violence was the best way to combat the violence and prejudice in America, but 
also that it could be a manly way. King understood the frustration and anger that 
drove younger activists to demand Black Power and to back up their demands 
with threats of violence. “Black Power is a psychological call to manhood,” he 
wrote in 1967, but he also knew that “the job of arousing manhood within a 
people that have been taught for so many centuries that they are nobody is not 
easy.” For King, the key to this process was cultural education not violent con-
frontation. Knowledge of the proud African American heritage and history in 
this country would, he argued, impart a profound sense of dignity much more 
lasting than the ephemeral euphoria of violent struggle. While he sympathized 
with those who called for Black Power, he disagreed with their methods of attain-
ing dignity and manhood. King still believed that the most effective strategy of 
protest was nonviolence, and he was not alone in this belief. The debates about 
violent protest and manhood in the sanitation workers’ strike reached California 
where the Chicano labor leader César Chávez was facing similar challenges to his 
nonviolent strategies in the United Farm Workers strikes against grape growers. 
In March 1968, Chávez echoed King’s movement philosophy, explaining to his 
followers why he was fasting rather than fi ghting: “I am convinced that the truest 
act of courage, the strongest act of manliness, is to sacrifi ce ourselves for others in 
a totally nonviolent struggle for justice. To be a man is to suffer for others. God 
help us to be men!”29

 As eloquent as these older leaders were, their words and exemplary actions 
did not seem to be enough to stem younger activists’ increasing disillusionment 
with the tactics of nonviolence. King, Chávez, and a few other leaders had a 
deep, philosophical commitment to nonviolence, but many of their followers saw 
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this simply as a tactic, not a way of life. The story of the Invaders in Memphis 
suggests that increased willingness to rebel violently was, in part, a result of 
the generation gap in the movement. Yet the allegiance of Hartman Turnbow, 
Robert Williams, Malcolm X and other veteran activists to armed self-defense 
complicates this thesis. Nonviolence and armed resistance had coexisted in the 
movement from the beginning, but the younger generation of activists that came 
of age in the late 1960s was more willing to accept the latter as both a tactic and 
a philosophy. The willingness of the young to embrace armed resistance brought 
this same militant sentiment, an understandable reaction to racist violence, out 
in older activists as well. The Invaders were not the only people involved in the 
Memphis uprising. They were not the only ones who could be driven to violence 
by police brutality. They were not alone in their frustrations with the slow pace 
of change in the movement. James Robinson, one of the striking workers, remem-
bered that when the men found out that there was a police informant secretly 
attending their meetings “he about got beat to death.” Such incidents occurred, 
but they were rare. James Lawson, who had worked as a missionary in India and 
studied Gandhian forms of nonviolent protest, admitted, “It has never been that 
everyone [in the movement] was a nonviolent person. . . . I don’t pretend, for 
example, that the sanitation workers were nonviolent. I mean, however, some did 
get the idea and tried to use it well.”30

 For the most part, the sanitation workers did remain true to the strategy, if not 
the philosophy, of nonviolence throughout the strike, but they were not the only 
ones whose manhood and commitment to nonviolence were tested by the confron-
tations with police. Middle-class black Memphians who supported the struggle 
were also dragged into the fray. During a mass arrest of strikers and their sup-
porters after a sit-in at city hall, a police officer told Reverend Henry Starks to 
“get along, boy. Go on, boy. Move it, boy,” and Starks fi red back, “I’m not a boy. 
I’m the Reverend Mr. Henry Starks and if you call me ‘boy’ just one more time 
you are going to have to arrest me for assault.” Other well-to-do members of the 
black community also responded militantly to racist police rhetoric during the 
sanitation strike. On the day of the march and mini-riot, Harold Whalum, presi-
dent of a local insurance company, was standing outside of the  offices with 
Executive Secretary Maxine Smith and a few other women when a police officer 
walked by and said, “Get in there you black motherfucker!” Whalum replied, “Is 
it necessary, do you have to talk to the ladies like this?” The policeman called 
Whalum a “Black ” and knocked him to the ground.31

 Black and white newspaper coverage of strike violence and police brutality 
highlighted the struggle for manhood in the sanitation strike. The Tri-State De-
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fender, the largest black weekly newspaper in Memphis, questioned the actions 
of national guardsmen who maintained “law and order” during the strike. The 
black paper portrayed the predominantly white guardsmen as trigger-happy cow-
boys, whose unruly conduct disrespected and endangered the lives of law-abiding 
African American ladies. According to the Tri-State Defender, the guardsmen 
were “waving their shotguns out the window and rudely spitting tobacco on the 
streets where Negro women are standing.” One of the major white dailies, the 
Commercial Appeal concentrated its attacks on King, who, at the insistence of ad-
visers, had left the Beale Street demonstrations when the march turned violent. 
The Commercial Appeal dubbed King’s “fl ight” from the disturbance “Chicken 
a la King.” If King was a coward or a chicken, as the newspaper portrayed him, 
he certainly could not have been a “true” man.32

 The white newspapers were not alone in questioning King’s manliness. Mem-
bers of the Invaders viewed his nonviolent philosophy as less than manly, even 
though they held him in high esteem. When King met with Invader leaders after 
the march debacle, Calvin Taylor observed, “For a man he had very soft looking 
skin. . . . But this man actually lived and believed nonviolence. This was one of 
the reasons he looked so soft to me.” King’s presence awed Taylor, but the young 
Invader remained critical of the older civil rights leader’s methods.33

 King realized that he had to put these and other questions about nonviolence 
to rest. After violent incidents erupted in the fi rst march, he vowed that he would 
come back to Memphis and lead a successful nonviolent march before he trav-
eled to Washington for the Poor People’s Campaign. He returned to Memphis 
on April 3, two days before the second march. That night, Ralph Abernathy 
convinced King to go to Mason Temple to speak to the three or four thousand 
Memphians who had braved inclement weather to attend the mass meeting. King 
accepted Abernathy’s invitation and gave his now famous “Mountaintop” speech, 
the last public address of his life. During this speech, King recalled his victorious 
Birmingham campaign. Given his assessment of white attempts to emasculate 
black men in his fi rst Memphis speech, his choice of metaphor in his second 
speech was telling. King reminisced, “And there was a power [in Birmingham] 
which Bull Connor couldn’t adjust to; and so we ended up transforming Bull into 
a steer [a castrated bull], and we won our struggle.”34 Here, King reiterated the 
power that nonviolence had had earlier in the movement when it had neutral-
ized the violence upon which white male supremacy rested in the South. As he 
concluded his speech, he addressed the issue of manhood that had been raised 
by the sanitation strike, but summed up the goal of the sanitation strike and the 
upcoming Poor People’s campaign in broader terms, saying, “And that’s what this 
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whole thing is about. . . . We are saying that we are determined to be men. We are 
determined to be people.”35

 King would not be in Washington to lead the Poor People’s campaign, how-
ever. James Earl Ray gunned him down the day after the “Mountaintop” speech 
on April 4, 1968. With King’s assassination, the eyes of the nation focused on 
Memphis and the sanitation strike. Civil rights leaders across the country warned 
white Americans that they had lost the person most likely to bring about a peace-
ful reconciliation between the races. Former  leader, Stokely Carmichael, 
predicted a “violent struggle in which black people would stand up on our feet 
and die like men. If that’s our only act of manhood, then Goddammit we’re 
going to die.” Clarence Coe, a black Memphis trade unionist, said that after he 
learned of King’s assassination, “I just expected to go to war.” There was violent 
social upheaval in many cities throughout the United States in the wake of King’s 
death, but Memphis remained relatively quiet.36

 In the wake of King’s death, black and white Memphians came together to fi nd 
meaning in the tragedy. A biracial, multidenominational contingent of ministers 
had earlier scheduled a meeting with Mayor Loeb for April 5 to call for a strike 
settlement, but the meeting took on new importance in light of the assassina-
tion and national coverage of the strike. In a prepared statement, the ministers 
eulogized King as an “eminent preacher of peace, advocate of the power of non-
violent love, promoter and practitioner of true manhood.”37 The ministers used 
this public forum to throw their support behind King’s nonviolent defi nition 
of manhood, but many white Memphians still opposed King and what he had 
stood for. Conservative white city council members felt that they faithfully rep-
resented these constituents throughout the strike in their general opposition to 
the strike.
 During the month of March, the city council had met on a weekly basis and 
continued to support Mayor Loeb. While the three African American members 
of the city council backed the strikers in varying degrees, they stood against a 
strong majority of white council members that endorsed the mayor’s position. 
Tom Todd, one of the leaders of the council’s white majority, resented the pres-
sure that union leaders placed on the council with sit-ins. Todd offered a con-
servative analysis of the struggle, suggesting, “It would have made it a lot easier 
if these creatures [union leaders] had come down here and acted as men and not 
. . . as gangsters.” One of the other white council members observed, “You 
couldn’t have negotiated with any of them any more than you could negotiate 
with the devil.”38

 When other white council members began to reconsider their opposition to 
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the strike, conservative white Memphians branded them as race traitors. Jerred 
Blanchard swung his vote behind union recognition before any of the other white 
council members. To some angry white constituents, “I became the fourth ‘nig-
ger’ on the Council,” Blanchard remembered. “That was the night the phone 
started ringing.” Blanchard was not the only one who received calls from irate 
white Memphians after he altered his strike position. When the papers misquoted 
councilwoman Gwen Awsumb as suggesting that it was time for the mayor to 
compromise, she received calls from many of the white citizens that had helped 
elect her. One woman screamed, “I voted for you and now you are doing things 
for those niggers. You are nothing but a cigarette smoking bitch.” Awsumb had 
merely observed that it might be time for the mayor to reconsider his position on 
the strike, but any breaking of ranks in the sanitation strike was seen as the worst 
form of treachery in certain parts of the white community. If some white Mem-
phians recognized African American humanity and equality, then what would it 
mean to be white? In much the same way that the segregationists in the Citizens’ 
Councils had wielded racial loyalty as a weapon to enforce southern political 
unity during the 1950s, conservative white Memphians attacked white moderates 
in the late 1960s because they realized that a divided white electorate might lead 
to black political power. Once again, the types of attacks reveal gender anxieties 
underlying this political and racial struggle.39

 White women who actively supported the strikers, or who had husbands who 
did, received the brunt of such attacks. Reverend Richard Moon, a white min-
ister who went on a hunger strike outside Mayor Loeb’s office after King’s as-
sassination, said that his wife received the most offensive calls. Both women and 
men “would express themselves in very vivid terms about how my wife had had 
sexual intercourse with blacks, . . . and that there were probably certain parts of 
her anatomy that were black,” he later recalled. The sexual nature of this attack 
reveals the extent to which white male supremacy rested on control of white 
women’s and black men’s sexuality. Criticisms of Moon and Awsumb highlight 
the degree of gender and racial conformity expected of southern white women 
during this period of social upheaval.40

 The role of black women in supporting the Memphis sanitation strike raised 
different questions about the city’s social and economic relations than did the 
activities of white women. Many of the sanitation workers’ wives and female 
supporters worked double shifts out of necessity before and during the strike. 
They cooked and cleaned for white families during the day and performed these 
chores again for their own families at night. For these women, the struggle for 
black equality was more than just a campaign to attain an equal footing with 
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the white women for whom they worked. It was a fi ght for liberation from the 
double burden they bore because of their race and gender. While white women 
were learning from Betty Friedan about the “feminine mystique” and the stifl ing 
seclusion of the domestic sphere, black female domestics left their own domestic 
sphere only to enter another one in the white community. They faced an entirely 
different mystique from their white “sisters.”41

 During the 1968 school year, white teachers at St. Mary’s Episcopal School 
for Girls in Memphis asked their students to write essays about their black 
maids. The girls’ essays reveal how members of the white community learned 
the “proper” place for black women in southern society. One student said that 
Catherine, the black woman who worked in her house, was “very modern, but 
. . . still as loyal and kind as the old plantation mammies.” She went on to thank 
“those Dutch traders that brought such a valuable commodity to America.” This 
student recognized a difference between “modern” and “traditional” attitudes 
in black women, but still, it was telling that she viewed African Americans as 
“commodities” rather than people. Other students echoed these sentiments in 
their praise of “loyal maids” and criticism of “uppity” ones. One student saw that 
black maids could allow white women to break out of the role of homemaker. “I 
feel that a mother should not be required to stay at home because society feels it 
is good for her children,” she said. “There are so many things that they have to 
do today that a maid can ease the burden.” Questioning “traditional” gender roles 
for white women, this student completely accepted older roles for black servants. 
She recognized, without a hint of irony, that black women’s labor played a key role 
in white women’s liberation.42

 Black women advocated civil rights because southern society tied their status 
to their race. They certainly recognized the broader implications of the sanitation 
workers’ strike and their claims to manhood. Hazel McGhee had just fi nished 
a strike with other laundry workers in Memphis when her husband walked off 
the job at the sanitation department. One day, early in the sanitation strike, her 
husband called home from the union hall. He was not sure whether he could or 
should go on. “After I done been out seven months and two weeks, and he done 
went out and stayed a couple of days,” if he had quit the strike, she said, “that 
would make me feel that he wasn’t like the slogan, a man.” Higher wages for black 
men meant the possibility of freedom from the double burden borne by black 
women. Black women supported the sanitation strikers’ calls for manhood and 
higher wages because recognition of African American manhood would lead to 
recognition of African American humanity and broader freedom for both black 
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men and women. Mrs. L. C. Reed, the wife of one of the strikers, summed up her 
view of the strike in yet another bitter critique Loeb’s position: “He was telling 
them like some little child, like you tell a little child, ‘Go on back to work, I’ll give 
you some candy.’ . . . You can’t treat them like little children, you know, anybody. 
Mens are mens these days, no matter what color they are.”43

 As a mother and the executive secretary of the Memphis chapter of the , 
Maxine Smith also recognized the salience of gender roles in the sanitation strike. 
It was tough to raise a child while being active in the movement, but nothing was 
going to keep her from fi ghting for her rights and instilling the same passion for 
justice in her young son. When asked if she thought she had “failed” her child by 
taking him to demonstrations and “not teaching him to respect police,” she grew 
irritated, saying, “I didn’t have to teach him,” because his “fi rst confrontation 
with police was a very negative one.” Like many mothers, Smith was expected 
to take care of her child before she joined the demonstrations, but she had other 
ideas of maternal responsibilities. These included ample doses of protest as well 
as loving care.44

 Union and civil rights leaders knew that, without the assistance and participa-
tion of black women, their movement would have ground to a halt. Taylor Rogers, 
one of the sanitation workers, went to his family at the very beginning of the strike 
“to tell them what the situation was and what they might have to go through by 
me walking off the job.” Rogers’s family assured him, “Whatever help we can 
give, we’ll work together and try to make things work.” This support was crucial 
for everyone on strike, according to Rogers: “I guess all the other men talked with 
their families the same way and we just got together, and we decided to stand up 
and be men, and that’s what we did.” But this couldn’t happen without the sup-
port of women from the community, who marched and attended the mass meet-
ings just as frequently as men. The women’s actions often spoke louder than the 
words of male leaders quoted in the daily papers. During one march to city hall, 
the leaders consciously placed the women in the front of the crowd as a shield. 
One minister remembered that “some of the men decided . . . , ‘Well, they’re not 
going to hurt the women, so put [them] out in front.’ ” These leaders borrowed 
this strategy from King’s Birmingham campaign in which public opinion had 
swung against Bull Connor when he turned fi re hoses on women and children. 
Confl ict between armed male authorities and unarmed female protesters served 
 well in news coverage of demonstrations in Birmingham, Memphis, and 
later Charleston. But women were not limited to silent roles in these civil rights 
campaigns. During a mass meeting toward the end of the strike, one observer 
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noted, “In a large place like Mason Temple, women set up nuclei around the hall 
and sang their own variations on the sermon coming out of the loudspeakers.”45

 The continued mass meetings at Mason Temple, pressure from local mer-
chants and federal officials, as well as the specter of King’s assassination weighed 
heavily on Loeb and other city officials during the fi rst half of the month of 
April. On April 16 city and union officials fi nally got together to formalize a 
strike settlement. The agreement included a fi fteen-cent hourly wage increase, 
a “memorandum of understanding” concerning the existence of the union, dues 
checkoff, strictly merit-based promotion, and an end to racial discrimination in 
the work place. The union had not received official recognition as the sole bar-
gaining agent for the workers, but the memorandum of understanding allowed 
both sides to exit the dispute claiming victory. Loeb believed that nothing had 
really changed in Memphis due to the sanitation strike, but strikers and their 
supporters felt differently. Local union official Robert Beasley proclaimed twenty 
years later, “I am a man; I guess that really did mean something. Didn’t it?” 
 staffer Hosea Williams elaborated on Beasley’s statement, explaining that 
the strike altered the relationship between white and black men in Memphis. 
The goal at least was to replace paternalism with partnership. “White folks, and 
particularly white southerners, have addressed African-Americans as ‘boy’, and 
a boy is someone controlled by a parent,” Williams said. “But a man is someone 
[who] makes his or her own decisions, . . . so what they were saying to the city 
[was] . . . ‘We are no longer your children. We are men, and men make decisions 
for themselves.’ ” James Robinson, who worked in the Memphis public works 
department for thirty-three years, put it more simply. To him, “I AM a Man” 
meant that the sanitation workers just “weren’t gonna take that shit no more.”46

 The strikers fought hard for recognition of their manhood and their union, 
but both struggles ended inconclusively. The struggles for human dignity and 
new defi nitions of manhood do not end in the tangible victories or defeats that 
are usually found in studies of civil rights and labor confl icts. Gender and racial 
identities are constantly being reconstructed and contested. The sanitation work-
ers won higher wages and challenged the mayor’s paternalism. For a time, their 
local,  1733, became the largest single union in the city with almost 6,000 
members, the vast majority of whom were black. And beyond the Memphis city 
limits, the strike, according to union official Bill Lucy, won “a new kind of re-
spect and a new kind of recognition” for sanitation workers across the country. In 
short, the strikers gained pride and dignity — for themselves, for their families, 
and for working-class black men and women in Memphis and the rest of the na-
tion. For over a year after the sanitation strike, black employees who attempting 
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to organize other city departments in Memphis wore “I AM a Man” signs, and 
when African American auto workers in Michigan formed the Dodge Revolu-
tionary Union Movement () in 1968, they chanted:

For hours and years with sweat and tears
Trying to break our chain . . .
We broke our backs and died in packs
To fi nd our manhood slain . . .
But now we stand for ’s at hand
To lead our freedom fi ght,
And now til then we’ll unite like men
For now we know our might.47

 The revolutionary fervor of  was indicative of the radical path taken by 
both the labor and civil rights movements at the end of the 1960s and in the early 
1970s. The self-proclaimed “vanguard” of this new revolution, the Black Panther 
Party, framed the terms of the debate more than any other movement organiza-
tion. The Panthers and the radical white student groups that followed them down 
a revolutionary path used ideals of manhood to recruit new supporters, but they 
would eventually realize that this masculinist movement philosophy contained 
internal contradictions that could cripple their revolution.
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Chapter Seven

“The Baddest Motherfuckers Ever 
to Set Foot Inside of History”

hree carloads of Black Panthers glided to a stop on the dimly lit Oakland 
street. Eldridge Cleaver, the party’s minister of information, had ordered 
the lead car to pull over. Among the Panthers in the caravan that night 
was “Lil’ Bobby” Hutton, age seventeen. Even though Hutton was young 
when he joined the party, the Panthers welcomed him because, accord-
ing to party cofounder Bobby Seale, “Everyone from sixteen years of 
age and up was treated like a man. If he wasn’t a man, he could get out 

of the Party.” Hutton, who had been on many Panther patrols before the night 
he joined Cleaver’s caravan, had undoubtedly proven himself worthy of Panther 
membership.1

 There was a palpable tension in Oakland’s black community that night. Two 
days earlier, on April 4, 1968, James Earl Ray had assassinated Martin Luther 
King Jr. in Memphis. The Panthers opposed King’s philosophy of nonviolence, 
and they derided him for expecting anything other than “murder, brutality, 
degradation, and castration” from the white power structure. Despite their 
philosophical disagreements with King, party leaders were infuriated when Ray 
gunned down the civil rights leader in cold blood. Fearing that unfocused rioting 
and rebellion in the wake of King’s death would only harm the black community, 
the Panthers publicly urged Oakland residents to remain calm, and the city es-
caped much of the violence that erupted in other urban areas immediately after 

We shall have our manhood. We shall have it or the earth will be leveled by our attempt to gain it.

— Eldridge Cleaver, Soul on Ice (1968)

T
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the assassination. Privately, however, anger seethed in the Panther ranks as party 
leaders plotted a more focused retaliatory strike.2

 After hearing of King’s death, Cleaver wanted to “just go out and shoot up 
the town,” but he cooled his heels until two days after the assassination when 
he joined several other Panthers in the night patrol. Though most Panther pa-
trols were strictly defensive in nature, designed to check police brutality in black 
neighborhoods, the Panthers in the caravan on April 6 had a different agenda. 
“We basically went out to ambush the cops,” Cleaver told an interviewer in the 
late 1980s, “but it was an aborted ambush, because the cops showed up too soon.” 
Most of the Panthers in Cleaver’s caravan, including Bobby Hutton, were armed. 
As the three Panther cars pulled over, a fourth car inched down the deserted 
street toward them. Suddenly, a bright beam of light trained on Cleaver, and a 
policeman’s voice called from the darkness, “Hey, you, walk out into the middle 
of the street with your hands up, quick.”3

 In earlier speeches, Cleaver had goaded the police, saying, “We know you 
cowardly punks. You’re not brave men. If you were brave men, if you were even 
a man, you would not be able to [brutalize our community].” But on this night 
Cleaver checked his bravado and complied with the policeman’s order. Suddenly, 
as Cleaver moved past the front of his car, gunshots shattered the stillness of the 
night. Within minutes, police backup arrived on the scene. “Scatter! Let’s get out 
of here,” one of the Panthers yelled as they fl ed into the surrounding neighbor-
hood. Cleaver jumped a fence and landed on Bobby Hutton in a tiny alleyway. 
Bullets streaked into the tight enclosure as the two slipped through a small win-
dow into a nearby basement. According to Cleaver, he could “taste death” on his 
tongue.4

 The basement that had appeared to be a safe haven from the fi refi ght above 
became a death trap in minutes. Police bullets and tear gas canisters ripped into 
the room. Armed with a rifl e, Hutton returned fi re as long as he could, but a po-
lice bullet eventually pierced Cleaver’s leg and a gas canister hit him in the chest. 
As the building burst into fl ames, Cleaver and Hutton surrendered. Supporting 
the wounded Cleaver and choking from the tear gas, Hutton staggered out of the 
burning basement toward the police line. Two officers had been shot during the 
melee, and the police, who would later count 157 bullet holes in the fi rst squad 
car on the scene, were enraged. Despite Cleaver’s wounds, they ordered the two 
captured Panthers to run to the nearest police car. Hutton stumbled, and in an 
instant, he was dead, felled by the police officers’ bullets.5

 One year later, the Panther paper eulogized Hutton, arguing that his “man-
hood was accelerated” by his participation in the struggle. Hutton, the paper 
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continued, had been “forced to do what those who call themselves men and act 
like Negroes would not do.” In other words, he had earned his own manhood 
when he picked up the gun and aimed it at “The Man” — the cops and the white 
power structure. Bobby Hutton’s tragic death transformed him into a martyr for 
the party cause, and in the eyes of many Panthers, he became a model for revolu-
tionary manhood. Hutton had died trying to emulate his hero, Huey Newton, the 
cofounder of the Black Panther Party and a man whom Eldridge Cleaver dubbed 
“the baddest motherfucker ever to set foot inside of history.”6

 A history of masculinity in the civil rights movement, or any history of Ameri-
can manhood, would be incomplete without an analysis of the Black Panther 
Party. Like the Nation of Islam, the party made bold and explicit claims to man-
hood as the basis for its struggles against racial and economic oppression. Unlike 
their Muslim brothers, however, the Panthers did not subscribe to Elijah Mu-
hammad’s eccentric reading of Islam. The party’s ideology was instead a mix of 
demands for self-determination and revolutionary international socialism. While 
their evolving ideology heightened race and class consciousness in America’s 
inner cities, the most strident message from Panther leaders in the early years 
of the party was their clarion call for black males to stand up and “be men,” to 
stand up and be revolutionaries.7 The Panthers also infl uenced and won the sup-
port of white movement groups such as Students for a Democratic Society () 
and the Weather Underground, in part because of their emphasis onmilitancy, 
manhood, and armed self-defense. A masculinist liberation ideology helped the 
Panthers win recruits and allies, but it also spurred many men in the movement 
to use violence to prove their manhood rather than to further a progressive politi-
cal agenda. The revolution that the Panthers envisioned never came to pass, but 
their models of manhood and radical activism remain among the most visible and 
controversial legacies of the civil rights movement.

In October 1966, Bobby Seale and Huey Newton worked in the North Oakland 
Anti-Poverty Center where they discussed the problems that faced the Bay Area’s 
black community. Out of these discussions emerged a set of demands that became 
the Ten Point Platform for the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. Among the 
platform’s demands were full employment, decent housing, adequate education 
that included black history, exemptions for black men from military service, free-
dom for black prisoners, and an end to police brutality against minorities. Seale’s 
wife and Newton’s girlfriend typed the platform in the antipoverty center office, 
and the Black Panther Party was born.8
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 Newton and Seale wanted to attract both women and men to the party, but 
they were especially interested in recruiting young, working-class black men. 
Newton believed that a lack of employable skills and education made these men 
feel powerless to change their environment. He further argued that a young black 
man in this position often believes “that he is something less than a man, as is 
evident in his conversation: the white man is ‘ ,’ he gets everything and 
he knows everything.” Newton understood this as a sarcastic term intended to 
mock what white men felt was their exclusive prerogative over power and mascu-
linity, but he also knew that the term cut both ways, reminding young black men 
that they often were less powerful than “ ” that they ridiculed. Newton 
and Seale hoped to serve as role models and organizers for young men who had 
been frustrated by, rather than included in, the earlier civil rights movement. 
They wanted to show young black men in America’s inner cities that they too 
could be “ ,” that they too could have power.9

 The cofounders of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense were themselves 
members of Oakland’s black working class. Newton and Seale were both born in 
the South, but their families had migrated to California in search of job oppor-
tunities and freedom from harsh racial repression. Neither of these things was 
easy to come by in Oakland during the 1950s and 1960s. Growing up “on the 
block” was a struggle for Newton, who was relatively light skinned and slight of 
build with boyish good looks. As a teenager, Huey and his friends would wrap 
their hands in towels and box each other for sport. “Fighting has always been a 
big part of my life, as it is in the lives of most poor people,” Newton recalled in 
his autobiography. “I was too young to realize that we were really trying to affirm 
our masculinity and dignity using force in reaction to social pressures extended 
against us.” With few good job prospects, Newton decided to try college, despite 
the fact that a high school guidance counselor had told him that he would never 
make it. At Oakland’s Merritt College, Newton met party cofounder Bobby Seale, 
who had similarly struggled to fi nd his way as a young man, working odd jobs as 
a carpenter, comedian, and drummer after serving in the air force. Newton and 
Seale understood the problems of Oakland’s black community because they had 
seen these problems fi rsthand. When they organized the Panthers, the two men 
began by addressing the immediate concerns of their community, starting with 
police brutality.10

 Despite police efforts to recruit minorities in the Bay Area, African Americans 
accounted for less than three percent of the Oakland force in 1966, and many of 
the white officers had reputations for using derogatory language and unnecessary 
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force against black residents. The Panthers fi rst garnered support in the Oakland 
black community when they began following police officers on their patrols to en-
sure that they did not brutalize African American residents. When they observed 
police patrols, the Panthers displayed their weapons openly in accordance with 
California law. During one patrol of an Oakland neighborhood, a police officer 
questioned Newton about the weapon he was carrying. Newton, who had studied 
the California gun laws, turned the question back to the white officer and asked 
him what gave him the right to carry his gun in the black community. “Who in 
the hell do you think you are,” the officer demanded of Newton. “Who in the hell 
do you think you are?” Newton replied, dropping a round into the chamber of his 
gun for emphasis. By this point, a crowd of onlookers had gathered. Newton told 
them to watch and make sure that the police did not retaliate against the Pan-
thers. The white police officers backed away slowly and left the neighborhood.11

  These demonstrations against police brutality attracted recruits and local pub-
licity for the party, but the Panthers gained national notoriety when they marched 
into the California State Assembly in May 1967 to protest a gun control bill that 
would have curtailed their police patrols. Reporters, who were covering an appear-
ance by Governor Ronald Reagan at the Capitol, swarmed around the Panthers. 
Cameras clicked and whirred as the armed Panthers stood in steely silence while 
Seale issued the fi rst official party statement. Seale told onlookers to take note that 
the “racist California Legislature” was attempting to keep black people “disarmed 
and powerless,” and he called for African Americans to “arm themselves against 
terror before it’s too late.”12

 Six women and twenty-four men took part in the Sacramento demonstration, 
but media coverage invariably focused on the men. Photos of Seale, Bobby Hut-
ton, and other Panther men in their black berets, leather jackets, and dark sun 
glasses made good copy for newspapers across the country. This emphasis on 
black men with guns, as terrifying and tantalizing as it was to media moguls, was 
not merely a construction of white journalists. The Panthers consciously wielded 
this image as an organizing tool. Eldridge Cleaver, a writer, ex-convict, and for-
mer Muslim who had joined the party earlier in 1967, told one interviewer, “For 
the young black male, the Black Panther Party supplies very badly needed stan-
dards of manhood.” As one of the party’s most articulate spokespeople, Cleaver 
did much to fashion the party’s image of manhood, but he was not alone in high-
lighting this aspect of the Panthers appeal. Sonia Sanchez, an African American 
poet teaching classes at San Francisco State College in the late 1960s, compared 
the Panthers’ assertions of manhood to sentiments expressed by Malcolm X. 
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“The Panther Party was probably a manifestation of Malcolm on many levels,” 
she observed, because it “gave a sense of ‘We are men and not boys . . . Don’t call 
us boys. Call us young men.’ ”13

 As the party grew beyond the Bay Area, this gendered aspect of its image 
continued to be a powerful drawing card for new recruits, both men and women. 
One of the fi rst branches of the party outside of Oakland sprang up in Los An-
geles amidst the smoldering embers of Watts. Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter, El-
dridge Cleaver’s prison mate in the early 1960s and also a follower of Malcolm 
X, founded the party chapter in Los Angeles. “The Man is a beast,” Carter told 
Panther recruits in southern California, “and he is armed against us. The only 
thing that will deal with the Man is the gun, and men who are willing to use 
the gun.” Elaine Brown, who eventually became a party leader after her initial 
recruitment in the Los Angeles chapter, was blown away by the strength, self-
confi dence, and radical ideas embodied by Carter and the Panthers. “Here were 
men who were saying, ‘Listen, we are willing to take charge of our lives. We are 
willing to stand up,’ ” Brown later said, explaining what drew her to the party. 
“It was the appeal that Malcolm had in many ways, [an] appeal to my psyche and 
my emotional need to say, ‘Yes, there were men in this world — black men — who 
cared about the community, wanted to do something and were willing to take it 
to the last degree.’ ” Brown was one of the few early recruits, however, as the Los 
Angeles chapter grew very slowly until a confrontation with the police in north-
ern California gave the party a central cause to rally behind. In October 1967 a 
shootout between Panther leader Huey Newton and members of the Oakland po-
lice department left Newton wounded and one police officer dead. The death of 
Officer John Frey resulted in a series of trials that sent Newton to jail but offered 
the Panthers a wide forum for critiquing racism in the American criminal justice 
system and organizing black militants. At a speech shortly after Newton’s arrest, 
Carter urged African Americans in Los Angeles to join the Panthers and follow 
Newton because he has “shown us that we too must deal with the pig [police] if 
we are to call ourselves men.”14

 Before Newton went to prison in 1967, fewer than fi fty men and women worked 
for the party’s two chapters in Oakland and Los Angeles. When Newton emerged 
from prison in 1970, there were over thirty Panther chapters across the country 
with about fi ve thousand members who sold approximately 125,000 copies of the 
Black Panther newspaper per week and operated community service programs 
that reached thousands more. The Panthers’ newspaper and community service 
initiatives such as the Free Breakfast Program, which provided hot meals for poor 
children before school each day, became the bread and butter outreach of the 
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party. Panthers did not just theorize about a revolution that would help the poor; 
they actually worked to improve the lives of the poor every day. This garnered 
respect and recruits for the party in black communities across the country. Much 
of the explosion of membership was due to the organizing skills of Chief of Staff 
David Hilliard, the publicity generated by Eldridge Cleaver and Bobby Seale, 
and the hard work of thousands of grassroots activists, women and men. Yet the 
Panther’s public campaign focused on Newton and the image of a strong black 
man waging a lonely struggle against a racist system.15

 Among Panther leaders, Cleaver most eloquently lionized Newton and codi-
fi ed the gender ideology of the party in his writing and speeches. Before Newton 
went to jail, Cleaver had him pose for a photograph in full Panther uniform with 
a shotgun in one hand, a spear in the other, and African shields lying at his feet. 
Few pictures better captured the warrior pose and militant masculinity embod-
ied in the carefully constructed Panther image. Though Newton claimed to fi nd 
the photo embarrassing, the massive popularity of the “Free Huey” campaign en-
sured that this poster was plastered on the walls of radical students’ dorm rooms 
and Panther offices all over the country. This was the period when Cleaver called 
Newton “the baddest motherfucker ever to set foot inside of history,” arguing 
that Newton “had set a standard of what it means to be a man” in his shootout 
with the police.16

 Such claims rested on a masculinist liberation ideology explicated most fully 
in Cleaver’s collection of prison essays entitled Soul on Ice. Published in February 
1968, Soul on Ice sought to explain how racism split gender identities, creating 
schizophrenic racial types of manhood and womanhood. According to Cleaver, 
black and white men were “supermasculine menials” and “omnipotent adminis-
trators” respectively, while black and white women were “Amazons” and “ultra 
feminines.” In other words, men and women of both races were constantly striv-
ing for the “true” manhood and womanhood that their racial opposites appeared 
to embody. Cleaver believed, for example, that white women envied black wom-
en’s strength, while black women longed to be “feminine,” closer to the Ameri-
can racist standards of beauty embodied by white women. As a former Muslim, 
Cleaver had made this argument before, but his analysis of race and masculinity 
in Soul on Ice was more original and complicated. White male “omnipotent ad-
ministrators,” he argued, had disassociated themselves from the physical body, 
relegating this (and most menial labor) to black men, while seeking to retain 
sole custody of cognition and intellect. This perceived loss of physicality bred 
insecurity in the white male psyche just as the restricted access to education (and 
professional positions) handicapped the black male psyche. Because white men 
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had power, they compensated for their feelings of insecurity by controlling black 
male bodies. White men became the ultimate arbiters of sexuality by denying 
black men access to white women and white women access to black men, while 
placing few societal restrictions on their own relations with black women.17

 In Soul on Ice, Cleaver admitted with regret that as a younger man he had used 
rape as an “insurrectionary act” in a twisted revolt against this gender and sexual 
hierarchy. But by the late 1960s, he understood that there were different paths to 
manhood for “supermasculine menial” men. For these men, Cleaver explained, 
revolutionary violence appeared to be the only recourse. “Self-conscious black 
men curse their own cowardice,” he wrote, “and [they] stare at their rifl es . . . 
laid out on tables before them trembling as they wish for the manly impulse to 
. . . send them screaming mad into the streets shooting from the hip.” Infl uenced 
by the psychologist Frantz Fanon, Cleaver hoped that the party could harness 
this rebellious impulse as it had been used in the Algerian revolution. Fanon, an 
Algerian who studied psychology in Paris, had returned to his native country to 
counsel men involved in the anticolonial uprising against the French. Fanon’s 
psychological case studies, subsequently published in The Wretched of the Earth, 
revealed that anticolonial rebellion had a cathartic effect on men in a colonized 
country, many of whom had internalized an inferiority complex as a result of 
racist colonial propaganda. Cleaver cited Fanon’s work to show that African men 
had been able “to achieve their manhood” through revolutionary violence, and he 
used such psychological theories to explain how the Panthers’ claims to manhood 
could channel the frustrations of working-class black men into a movement for 
revolutionary social change. Unlike the earlier civil rights movement, when armed 
self-defense had been just one alternative to nonviolent direct action, in the latter 
stages of the movement many young militants would come to view armed struggle 
as the only effective means of confronting the white power structure.18

 From jail, Newton articulated an intellectual side of the struggle for man-
hood based on Cleaver’s theories. Newton critiqued the use of the term “the 
Man” to refer to white men in positions of power because, he argued, this epithet 
implicitly denied nonwhite manhood. This was why the Panthers referred to 
police officers as “pigs,” to show that they were “less than a man.” Newton also 
understood that political education was necessary to add substance and depth to 
the claims of Panther manhood. The intellectual aspects of party training that 
he instituted allowed the Panthers to “regain their mind and their manhood.”19

 The party leadership took Newton’s proclamations to heart, requiring regu-
lar political education classes in all branches. According to one Panther who 
joined around 1968, these classes attracted “people who were much more ori-



The militant manhood embodied by the Black Panther Party is captured in this 1968 
photograph of Captain George “Baby D” Gaines (fi fth from right, with the beard) and 

several Panther recruits undergoing weapons training in Marin City, California. 
Courtesy of Pirkle Jones.
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ented toward reading and studying and understanding revolution, as opposed 
to just being angry and mad.” At fi rst, the political education classes focused on 
an understanding of the Ten Point Platform, but as the party grew, discussions 
expanded to include The Autobiography of Malcolm X, Mao Zedong’s treatise 
on Chinese communism, and Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth. These books 
mirrored a shift in the Panther’s political ideology from black nationalism to 
international socialism as the Panthers began to view themselves as allies of anti-
colonial revolutionaries around the world. This internationalism inspired a more 
elaborate analysis of domestic power relations, which sprang from the Panthers’ 
original protest against police brutality. Panther classes taught that police entered 
the black community only to protect private property, not to protect and serve 
the people. Socialism, party ideologues argued, would not only achieve equality 
by eliminating private property, it would also end oppressive police brutality. 
Armed with the strategy of self-defense, the ideal of revolutionary manhood, 
and an emerging socialist ideology, the Panthers hoped to radicalize the working 
class, especially working-class black men.20

 If the addition of new recruits had been the only result of the Panthers’ mas-
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culinist liberation ideology, the movement might have advanced unhindered. 
But the ideals of manhood espoused by Cleaver and other Black Power leaders 
had serious negative implications for men who did not fi t his model and also 
for women, who, unsurprisingly, had difficulty achieving ideals of manhood in 
any form. Cleaver’s vision of “true” manhood, for example, could never include 
gay men because he viewed homosexuality as a “sickness” akin to “baby rape.” 
Though he claimed to be friends with fellow writer and civil rights activist James 
Baldwin, Cleaver thought that Baldwin, being gay, should keep quiet about his 
sexuality. Homosexuality, Cleaver argued, was “not something [Baldwin] should 
be projecting out as a model for black manhood.” Other Black Power pundits 
hammered away at similar themes. Amiri Baraka, an intellectual leader of the 
Black Power movement, argued that straight black men were the only true men 
in American society, because “most white men are trained to be fags. For this 
reason it is no wonder their faces are weak and blank . . . [with] those silky blue 
faggot eyes.”21

 Homophobia became one of the chief weapons wielded by movement partici-
pants during the Black Power era even though gay men had played crucial roles 
earlier in the struggle. In the fi rst half of the 1960s, the movement benefi ted from 
the participation and leadership of many activists who also happened to be gay, 
men like James Baldwin, Aaron Henry, Al Lowenstein, and Bayard Rustin. This 
is not to say that the earlier movement was free from homophobia or that sexuality 
did not affect the ability of these men to participate. Many gay movement activ-
ists downplayed or denied their sexuality for fear of the negative consequences for 
personal and professional relationships. Such fears were not unfounded. Rustin, 
for example, had to resign from the Fellowship of Reconciliation after a convic-
tion on “morals charges” stemming from an arrest for homosexual activity in the 
early 1950s, and his relationship with Martin Luther King’s  was strained, in 
part, because many of the ministers viewed Rustin’s homosexuality as a sin and 
a public relations liability. Yet King supported Rustin as a director of the March 
on Washington in 1963, just as  stood by Aaron Henry after his arrest for 
“sexual perversion” in Mississippi, and these men made invaluable contributions 
to the movement in the fi rst half of the 1960s.22

 By contrast, the masculinist liberation ideologies that guided many movement 
groups in the second half of the decade encouraged antigay rhetoric and senti-
ment. From 1966 – 1970, the Panthers and other militant groups fl ung a stream of 
homophobic epithets against their opponents and the politically apathetic. Party 
leaders ridiculed conservative whites and black moderates alike as “sissies” and 
“punks,” and they derided the police as “faggots” and “whores.” Though many 
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Panthers brandished heterosexism in this way, Cleaver was the most outspoken 
proponent of this tactic. When Governor Ronald Reagan barred him from teach-
ing at the University of California at Berkeley, Cleaver called Reagan a punk, a 
sissy, and a “dickless motherfucker” before challenging him to several duels. 
Luckily for the future president, Cleaver never got “satisfaction.” Though the 
Panthers did not explicitly exclude gay men from their ranks in the late 1960s, 
such strident statements fostered intense homophobia in Panther offices and black 
communities across the country. In attempting to refashion a powerful identity 
for black men, the Panthers accepted negative stereotypes of gay men as “weak,” 
and they used homophobia to seal chinks in the armor of their manly image.23

  The Panthers’ ideas about manhood similarly complicated gender relations in 
the party. From the beginning, party leaders had recruited both men and women. 
The image of strength and confi dence projected by male Panther leaders had a 
powerful, sensual appeal for many female recruits. Though this was by no means 
the only reason that women joined the party, it did not hurt recruitment. Once 
they entered the party, female recruits, like their male counterparts, learned to 
handle weapons at the same time they studied revolutionary theory. Panther 
leaders understood that the ever-present threat of confl ict with the police made 
it prudent to train both men and women in self-defense. As one woman remem-
bered, “We learned to clean and break down guns. . . . I was good, too. I got 
up to marksman level. In the Party, men and women pretty much got the same 
training.” Despite this training and an official position that “there are no sexual 
roles in the Black Panther Party,” Panther men often relegated women to admin-
istrative positions, occasionally dubbing them “Pantherettes.” The traditional 
ideals of manhood espoused by the Panthers in the early years of the organization 
required that women submit to the dictates of men who dominated the party’s 
leadership positions at that time. The national leadership position garnered by 
Kathleen Cleaver was the exception that proved this rule since she was also the 
wife of the Minister of Information. As she later explained, the traditional gender 
breakdown in the party ironically refl ected white male power in the dominant 
culture that the Panthers struggled against. “Black men were seeking to be more 
assertive and more in control. Self-determination, Black Power, community em-
powerment all mean black men are not submissive to the dominant white man, 
or to the police,” Cleaver said. In that situation, she concluded, “It’s very tricky 
to create something that’s not totally male dominated.”24

 The primary ideal for women in the party during this period was as revolu-
tionary mothers and helpmates for men. Elaine Brown remembers that in south-
ern California, the women separated from the male Panthers to learn about their 



Women in the Black Panther Party received similar training to that of men, though they 
were not always treated as equals, especially in the party’s early years. This Panther recruit 
attends a 1968 weapons training class in Marin City, California. Courtesy of Pirkle Jones.
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special role in the party. “Our gender was but another weapon, another tool of 
the revolution,” she writes. Women in the party “had the task of producing chil-
dren, progeny of the revolution.” Writing in the Black Panther in 1968, another 
Panther captured the dual, often contradictory role of women in the party as 
both “military” and “domestic.” “As women, we are expected to be by our men’s 
sides, gun in hand to help them carry on,” she wrote, but then added that, “we 
 reproduce warriors so that there will be future generations to carry on the 
revolution, [and do] household duties, such as cleaning, caring for family, sewing, 
and cooking, etc.” Though this was a very traditional breakdown of gender roles, 
one that women in the party would later challenge, the role of militant mother-
hood was one of the party’s positive legacies for the next generation. Many of 
the Panther women did have babies by Panther men, and a few of these children 
of the revolution followed in their parents’ footsteps, keeping militant attitudes 
alive in a succeeding generation that would be better known for its apathy than 
activism.25

 As revolutionary mothers, Panther women were often sexual partners with 
Panther men. The ideals of revolutionary manhood and free love that reigned 
in the late 1960s had both liberating and deleterious effects on sexual relations 
in the party. In theory, having multiple sexual partners avoided the chauvinistic 
aspects of “ownership” that traditional monogamy often entailed. However, as 
the Panthers and other movement groups soon learned, chauvinism was not as 
easily “smashed” as monogamy. Masai Hewitt remembered that Panther men 
often took advantage of women recruits, transferring them from office to office 
to satiate the sexual appetites of party leaders. According to Hewitt, a typical 
male Panther attitude in the early years was: “ ‘I’m a black king or prince . . . 
and as a king, I’ve got a right to as many queens as I want.’ ” When women fi rst 
challenged this system, men denounced them, saying, “ ‘Comrade Sister, you’re 
doing the same thing to me that the white man does. You’re fucking with my 
manhood.’ ”26

 Far from seeing women as objects of sexual exploitation, Eldridge Cleaver ar-
gued that they could and should wield their sexuality as a revolutionary weapon. 
He shocked audiences by advocating what he referred to as “Pussy Power,” ex-
horting women to leave any man unwilling to join the revolution. “Until he [is] 
ready to pick up a gun and be a man, don’t give him no sugar,” Cleaver said. “I 
don’t know how you can stand to have them faggots layin’ and suckin’ on you. 
You can always get a real man.” As the historian Tracye Matthews observes, 
Cleaver was treating Panther women’s sexuality as a commodity “to be exchanged 
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in service of the revolution.” But even if women might have been able to use their 
sexuality in this way with men outside the party, Hewitt and others suggest that 
they could rarely assert such “power” with male party leaders.27

 The rigid gender hierarchy within the party did at times alienate the Panthers 
from potential allies, but because chauvinism also existed in the predominantly 
white movement groups, there was initially little resistance to Panther machismo. 
The antiwar movement, in fact, exhibited similar tendencies in treating women 
as sexual commodities, urging female war resisters to play their part with the 
slogan, “Girls Say Yes to Men Who Say No.” For a variety of reasons, the antiwar 
movement proved to be the strongest nexus between the Black Panthers and white 
movement organizations such as  and, later, the Weathermen. The Panthers’ 
masculinist organizing strategy offered militant alternatives for men who were 
against the war. In antiwar coalitions, the Panthers contributed unique insights 
into the plight of black s and draftees, and they greatly infl uenced white move-
ment groups that were dealing with similar issues of gender and sexuality.28

 Many of the Panthers, including cofounder Bobby Seale, were veterans them-
selves, and they understood why a disproportionately high number of black men 
were serving and dying in Vietnam. Though Moynihan’s recruitment recom-
mendations and programs like Project 100,000 did not help matters, these were 
not the primary reasons why more black men served in the war. The draft netted 
more men from impoverished minority backgrounds because these men were 
less likely to get educational or professional deferments than their wealthy white 
counterparts. And even if a young black man in this position escaped the draft, 
he might still be more likely to enlist for the steady pay. During the mid-1960s, 
when African American unemployment was twice as high as white unemploy-
ment, the military offered a quick solution to the economic problems of young, 
unskilled black men. In conjunction with this economic rationale for enlistment 
was a psychological motive that the U.S. Army consciously appealed to in its 
recruiting campaigns. “I passed this recruiting station, and saw in the window 
a sign that said, ‘      ,’ ” remembered one black ex-
Marine. “For some goddamned reason,” he continued, “I believed that the 
U.S.M.C. made a man out of anybody. And I wanted to be a  more than 
anything in this whole goddamned world.” As a veteran, Seale spoke directly to 
these men in his speeches against the war, challenging the pathway to manhood 
espoused by Moynihan and the army. “You went into the service for the same 
reason I [did],” he told them, “’cause it wasn’t no jobs. . . . And you feel you’d go 
into the army and some guy’d sell you some insidious notion about being a man, 
and all that kind of crap. And you were already a man. . . . [G]oing out trying to 



 “ t h e b a d d e s t m ot h er f u c k er s ” 167

prove how many colored peoples you can kill in a foreign land. That’s not being 
a man; that’s being a fascist.” Because the Panthers used manhood as a recruit-
ing tool in much the same way the armed forces did, they understood the appeal. 
Seale and other Panthers offered their own ideals of revolutionary masculinity 
as an alternative to the rite of passage promised by U.S. Army recruiters. In 
so doing, they forged alliances with white radicals also interested in stopping 
American involvement in Vietnam, alliances that had an important impact on 
the direction of the wider movement.29

 Unlike many militant black nationalist groups founded in the late 1960s such 
as Ron Karenga’s organization “” that shunned coalitions with white move-
ment groups, the Panthers had been open to interracial alliances almost from 
the beginning. They fi rst worked with the predominantly white Peace and Free-
dom Party (), which ran antiwar candidates in the elections of 1968. Eldridge 
Cleaver became the  candidate for president that year. Stokely Carmichael, 
the former head of  who had briefl y joined the Panthers himself, and other 
black nationalist leaders criticized the Panthers for working so closely with white 
antiwar activists during an era when Black Power had come to mean black inde-
pendence for many and separatism for others. The Panthers argued that the alli-
ance was based on pragmatism not dependence, because they believed that coali-
tions were necessary for a successful movement. The party also formed alliances 
with Mexican American radicals in the Brown Berets, Puerto Rican militants in 
the Young Lords, Chinese Americans in the Red Guard, Native Americans in 
the American Indian Movement, and young working-class white radicals in the 
Patriots. These alliances deeply impressed a generation of white radical students 
who were also struggling to form an interracial mass movement based on revolu-
tionary consciousness.30

 Radical white activists respected the Panthers and supported the Free Huey 
campaign as a continuation of the civil rights movement’s fi ght against racism. 
They also struggled to keep up with the radicalization of black movement groups 
like the Panthers. White movement activists accepted self-defense and violence as 
viable forms of dissent, in part, to earn the respect of black militants. Todd Git-
lin, the former president of , remembers that after one antiwar demonstration 
that ended in violence, he was overjoyed to hear that some black activists were 
saying, “ boys, you’ve become men. Now, we’re ready to talk.” Willingness to 
withstand and, eventually, commit violence in support of the revolution became 
a badge of “authenticity” among white radicals in much the same way that it 
became proof of manhood among the Black Panthers. The fi rst time the white 
movement exhibited such violent militancy en masse occurred in response to 
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police repression during the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago. 
Though women were involved, Gitlin believed that “men outnumbered women 
in the Chicago street actions by eight or ten to one.” Turning a critical eye on 
his peers’ willingness to use violence, he wrote, “We are living through some 
profound crisis of masculinity, explained but not wholly justifi ed by the struggle 
to shake off middle class burdens of bland civility.”31

 While  made tentative steps in this direction, its more radical successor, the 
Weather Underground, jettisoned an allegiance to civility and nonviolence in its 
attempts to join the Panthers in the revolutionary vanguard. A former member of 
this group, David Gilbert, reached this point in 1969 when he “turned to armed 
struggle because the Panthers were being killed, and . . . you could no longer 
just limit yourself to protest.” Acknowledging that a willingness to use violence 
was a difficult psychological leap for some activists, the Weather Underground 
used the “gut check” to prepare members for violent action. According to Gil-
bert, this came out of a “macho culture,” which asked, “Are you man enough to 
stick your head in the lion’s den?” Like the Panthers, the Weather Underground 
welcomed women, but their violent protest thrived on a language and culture of 
masculinity.32

 In fact, the white student movement also exhibited the gender and sexual dis-
crimination that plagued the Panthers. Despite its strong adherence to partici-
patory democracy, the white student movement was, from the outset, “highly 
male-dominated,” with many leadership positions and intellectual assignments 
automatically going to men. Like the Panthers, white movement groups expe-
rienced both the liberating and exploitative aspects of free love. For, as David 
Gilbert explains, “within a structure where there was still male dominance, [free 
love] meant making women more sexually available for men.” The personal poli-
tics of sexuality hurt gay men in white student groups as well. Gregory Calvert, 
who worked with  throughout much of the 1960s, was afraid to come out to 
his peers, and when he fi nally did, he “got nothing but the most negative kinds 
of reactions,” including gay baiting by other national officers.33

 Few gay activists raised these issues in white movement organizations until 
after the Stonewall demonstrations in 1969, but women’s liberation became an 
issue as early as 1965. Movement veterans have recently begun to revise schol-
arly accounts of the origins of feminist consciousness in the movement. While 
not denying the chauvinism that existed, these activists argue that scholars have 
failed to acknowledge the attempts of many movement men to deal with sexism 
in a more progressive way than men in the wider society. But despite the efforts 
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of both male and female movement feminists, serious discussions and critiques 
of chauvinism would not be widely addressed until the end of the 1960s. It was 
then that several of the Panthers began to take a critical look at the masculinist 
liberation ideology that had guided the group since its inception in 1966.34

 By 1969 many female Panthers were beginning to chafe at obeisance to revo-
lutionary manhood, though they continued to feel divided racial and gender loy-
alties. For some, women’s liberation had always been a “white girl’s thing,” not 
only because their loyalty to the movement kept them focused on the fi ght against 
racism, but also because early on, white feminists had difficulty integrating the 
unique demands of black women into the burgeoning movement. Elaine Brown 
was one of these women, who, rather than criticizing the Panther’s rhetoric of 
manhood, actively supported it. In the official party anthem, which she wrote and 
sang, Brown urged young black militants, “We just have to get guns and be men.” 
Others were more critical of the Panthers’ masculinist ideology and resulting 
traditional gender roles. “We would like to be regarded as ,” June Cul-
berson wrote from southern California in May 1969, “not females (Pantherettes), 
just Panthers.” Culberson and other Panther feminists revised the party’s ideal 
of “revolutionary motherhood” by demanding true equality with Panther men. 
It was time, these women argued, to crush sexism as well as racism. While they 
understood that black men were struggling to regain dignity and manhood, they 
wanted the men to “understand that their manhood is not dependent on keeping 
their black women subordinate.”35

 Recognizing the problem of sexism and sexual exploitation in the party, male 
leaders fi nally began to respond to these internal criticisms in 1969. Eldridge 
Cleaver asked his comrades to “purge our ranks and our hearts” of chauvinism, 
though he did not acknowledge that his own ideals of revolutionary manhood had 
contributed to the problem. Some men in the party had stood against such chau-
vinism from the beginning. Assata Shakur, a member of the party in New York, 
wrote lovingly about a fellow Panther named Zayd who “refused to become part 
of the macho cult that was an official body in the Black Panther Party.” Though 
he was the minister of information for the Bronx chapter, he was often the fi rst 
person to volunteer to cook dinner, wash dishes, or do other domestic chores. 
“Zayd had always treated me and all the other sisters with respect,” Shakur wrote 
in her memoir. “I knew this had to be especially hard for him because he was 
small and his masculinity was always being challenged in some way by the more 
backward, muscle-headed men in the Party.” To support men like Zayd and ad-
dress gender tensions in the party, the national leadership sent Don Cox and 
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Masai Hewitt to eradicate “sexual fascism” in local offices across the country by 
speaking to the men of each chapter about the Panthers’ official stance against 
sexism.36

 In addition to his efforts in the campaign against sexism, Don Cox also em-
barked on a fundraising campaign in 1969 that brought the Panthers much 
needed money but also biting criticism. The writer and journalist Tom Wolfe 
described one of these fundraising parties in his book Radical Chic and Mau-
Mauing the Flak Catchers. With his caustic wit, Wolfe caricatured the tough 
Black Panther emissaries who drummed up support from effete, white socialites 
while munching on expensive hors d’oeuvres in penthouse apartments high above 
New York’s Park Avenue. In part, Wolfe was critiquing (and the Panthers were 
skillfully manipulating) white liberal guilt that pried open the wallets and pock-
etbooks of many would-be philanthropists. Yet Wolfe also addressed the image 
of militant manhood that the Panthers cultivated to distance themselves from 
older civil rights leaders and to prove that they were truly radical. “These are 
no civil rights Negroes wearing gray suits three sizes too big,” one female guest 
supposedly gushed at the fundraising event Wolfe observed; “these are real men!” 
According to Wolfe, the Panther machismo and revolutionary rhetoric that won 
support from these socialites was nothing more than “radical chic,” a passing 
fad. Financial support from such circles dried up quickly in the wake of Wolfe’s 
exposé.37

 Wolfe also argued that the radical chic of the Panther image served as a model 
for other young minority men who wanted to “mau-mau” guilty white liberals 
into giving them funds. The term came from the name of the revolutionary force 
that overthrew British colonialism in Kenya, but in Wolfe’s hands it became a eu-
phemism for “pseudo-revolutionaries” in America, who had found that educated 
white men had “a deep dark Tarzan mumbo jungle voodoo fear of the black man’s 
masculinity.” Wolfe’s white male characters looked suspiciously like Cleaver’s 
“omnipotent administrators.” These men may have appeared weak, but they were 
really “fl ak catchers” for the establishment. “Why do so many bureaucrats, deans, 
preachers, and college presidents, try to smile when the mau-mauing starts?” 
Wolfe asked rhetorically. “When some bad dude is challenging your manhood, 
your smile just proves that he is right and you are chicken shit — unless you are 
a bad man yourself with so much heart that you can make that smile say, ‘Just 
keep on talking, sucker, because I’m going to count to ten and then squash you.’ ” 
Radical Chic was a response to the masculinist liberation strategies espoused by 
the Panthers and other groups, a primer on how to deal with angry revolutionar-
ies which implied that all white men in the establishment had to do was call the 
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bluff of militant young men and then reassert their authority once the storm of 
protest had passed.38

 White men in positions of power did occasionally respond in this way when 
confronted by the Panthers. William J. McGill, who was the chancellor of the 
University of California at San Diego in the late 1960s remembered that with-
standing a Panther-inspired student revolt was one of the pivotal moments in his 
life. As racial tensions at  heated up in 1968, Chancellor McGill passed out 
in his office due to the stress. Within days of McGill’s panic attack, Cleaver spoke 
on campus, rallying the students to organize a general strike. McGill agreed to 
address a mass meeting of protesting students even though he was “stricken with 
anxiety.” As he walked through the center of the crowd assembled on the campus 
commons, he was “immediately embroiled in an argument with black students, 
with radicals, with kids.” The debate lasted for several hours, and when it was 
over, McGill realized that he had escaped from the protest relatively unscathed. 
He returned home, took off his fi gurative fl ak jacket, and had a drink with his 
wife. In hindsight, he realized that the demonstrations were merely “a kind of 
political theater,” so “the next morning, I refused to debate them. I said they 
were violating the rules of the campus.” For the Black Panthers and other mili-
tant organizations in the late 1960s, this was a danger. Performances of militant 
masculinity, or what some dubbed “guerilla theater,” were often ignored by The 
Man, because bluster and bravado bounced off even the fl imsiest of establishment 
fl ak jackets.39

 Previous critics of Panther machismo have been content to rest with this as 
their fi nal assessment of the party. Michele Wallace, who focused on the party’s 
“black macho” attitudes, implied that this masculinist rhetoric and posturing 
hid a lack of substantive programs. But her critique ignores much of the party’s 
grassroots political activism and willingness to address issues of sexism and ho-
mophobia within the organization. Even as the Panther leaders preached about 
revolutionary manhood, they also instituted Survival Programs that served as a 
new model of activism for thousands of black youths. Newspapers that printed 
photos of bold Panther men with guns rarely published images of these same Pan-
thers in aprons serving eggs and bacon to hungry kids before school. When the 
mainstream white press did cover the breakfast programs, reporters often con-
demned them as indoctrination because the Panthers used the programs to teach 
children about collective community uplift and socialism. “What you call indoc-
trination,” David Hilliard replied to one such critic, “we call education.” Begun 
in Oakland in 1968, versions of the Panthers’ free breakfast program sprang up 
in urban centers from Seattle, Washington, to Greensboro, North Carolina. By 



Photographs of Panther men in leather jackets and sunglasses, shouldering shotguns, 
made good copy for the news media. But mainstream papers rarely published images 

of these same men in aprons feeding hungry children before school. Here, Charles 
Bursey works in the Black Panthers’ breakfast program at St. Augustine’s 

Episcopal Church in Oakland, California. Courtesy of Pirkle Jones.
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late 1969, party officials estimated that local projects provided free breakfast to 
over 30,000 children a week. In addition to the free breakfast program, party 
members constructed and staffed free health clinics, sickle cell anemia testing 
centers, liberation schools, and free busing programs for prisoners’ families.40

 Survival Programs such as the one that provided transportation for families to 
visit relatives in prison came directly out of the Panthers’ own experience with 
the criminal justice system and understanding of the needs of the black com-
munity. In 1970 Huey Newton was only the most famous black prisoner locked 
behind the bars of an American penal system in which over 50 percent of the in-
mates were African Americans, the vast majority of whom were young men. After 
the  director, J. Edgar Hoover, dubbed the Panthers the “greatest threat to 
the internal security of the country” in September 1968, local police and federal 
law enforcement officials launched concerted attacks on party offices across the 
country. As  fi les and Panther records show, police harassment of the party was 
unrelenting. Between March 1968 and January 1970, the police arrested party 
members more than 650 times on charges ranging from murder to spitting on the 
sidewalk. For Panther leaders, these arrests led to high profi le trials in New York, 
California, Connecticut, and Illinois, but for the rank and fi le, arrests often led to 
prolonged jail time. Ultimately, this concerted attack on the Panthers by federal, 
state, and local law enforcement agencies would destroy the organization, but in 
the short run, it linked the party to a population of young black men in prisons 
who were very receptive to the group’s ideology. Like the Black Muslims before 
them, the Panthers garnered many recruits among inmates with whom their 
platform to free all political prisoners was widely popular. The Panthers’ ideas of 
revolutionary manhood also spoke to the concerns of black inmates who lived in 
an entirely masculine world.41

 By far the most famous inmate recruited by the Panthers was a young man 
named George Jackson, whose letters and essays written from California pris-
ons became the widely read Soledad Brother. Accused and convicted of stealing 
seventy dollars from a gas station in 1960 at the age of eighteen, Jackson received 
a one-year-to-life sentence. Jackson’s book and his letters to Newton articulate 
the rage that young black men felt due to the racism that pervaded the criminal 
justice system. Another dominant theme of the prison letters was anger toward 
black women for stifl ing men as a way of protecting them from this racism. One 
letter that Jackson wrote to his mother in the spring of 1965 — coincidentally, the 
same time that Daniel Moynihan penned his report on matriarchy in the Negro 
family — hammers away at her for undermining the masculinity of the men in 
her family. “You have always had the run of things. You have done father a dis-
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service. You are doing [my brother] Jon a disservice now,” Jackson wrote. “This 
is a man’s world. The real world calls for a predatory man’s way of thinking. 
. . . [How could] any of the men of our kind accomplish what we must as men 
if we think like bourgeoisie women, or let our women think for us?” As Jackson 
corresponded with Newton and Angela Davis, an ardent advocate of prisoners’ 
rights and a radical political activist, he shifted the target of his angry eloquence. 
Black women’s attempts to protect their husbands and sons, he soon came to real-
ize, were symptomatic of larger problems with racism. Undoubtedly infl uenced 
by Davis, Jackson eventually linked the masculinist ideology that had initially 
attracted him to the Panthers with a broader socialist critique of race, class, and 
gender in America. By the end of the 1960s, he argued that racism and capitalism 
together “emasculated” working-class black men. Jackson’s letters from this later 
period refl ected a pride in black manhood rather than animosity towards women. 
Black men, he wrote, “have walked the path of disparity, of regression, of abor-
tion, and yet come out whole. There will be a special page in the book of life for 
[these] men” that “will tell of utter defeat, ruin, passivity, and subjection in one 
breath, and in the next, overwhelming victory and fulfi llment.”42

 George Jackson never emerged from the prison in which he penned these words 
because he died in an inmate uprising in 1971, but Newton attended Jackson’s me-
morial service and delivered the eulogy as a free man. He had been released from 
prison on August 5, 1970, to the cheers of thousands who had helped make the 
Free Huey campaign a success. That sunny summer day, Newton jumped atop a 
waiting car to thank the people, his shirt off, his muscles chiseled from years of 
prison exercise. Newton had honed his mind as well as his body in prison, evolv-
ing politically, as had the party during his incarceration. In the fi rst few years of 
the new decade, Newton and the party would continue to shift their public focus 
from armed self-defense and the rhetoric of manhood to an emphasis on Survival 
Programs and political coalition-building that used the language of reform as 
much as revolution.
 In line with this strategy, Newton began to court support from feminist groups 
and gay liberation organizations in the Bay Area. Ten days after leaving prison, 
Newton penned a press release entitled “The Women’s and Gay Liberation 
Movements,” one of the most progressive statements made by any heterosexual 
movement leader on issues of gender and sexuality. He fi rst acknowledged Pan-
ther prejudices, explaining with frightening frankness that “sometimes our fi rst 
instinct is to want to hit a homosexual in the mouth, and want a woman to be 
quiet,” because of the fear that homosexuals are a “threat to our manhood” or 
that feminist women might “castrate us.” But he argued that free love included 
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liberating homosexuality and that gay men and women were in some ways “the 
most oppressed people in the society.” Thus, rather than being somehow weaker 
than other people in the movement, women and gay activists could be the most 
militant revolutionaries. Similarly, Newton wrote that if Panthers differed from 
feminists they should debate them on the issues and “not criticize them [simply] 
because they are women trying to be free.” Newton’s statement and attempts by 
the party to deal with these issues garnered new support for the Panthers and 
also laid the groundwork for future political coalitions.43

 Not all Panthers welcomed the shift to reform politics, however. Some, who 
had been drawn to the party’s original mission of armed self-defense, felt stifl ed 
by the new emphasis on politics and Survival Programs. One day, several of these 
Panthers paid a visit to Bobby Seale in the national office. They jacked him up 
against the wall and said, “We talk this revolutionary shit about ‘Off the Pig’ and 
getting arms and having a revolution, and we’re [not] doing shit!” Seale tried 
to explain that they fi rst had to educate the masses through grassroots political 
programs so that there would be wider support for the revolution, but these men 
would have none of it. Most of them bolted from the party.44

 Such divisions eventually produced a larger split between East Coast and West 
Coast factions in the party that was exacerbated by  infi ltration and a vicious 
dispute between Newton and Cleaver. From exile in Algeria, where he had fl ed 
to escape charges relating to the ill-fated ambush of April 6, 1968, Cleaver con-
tinued to push for armed revolutionary action, and he cultivated support among 
Panthers in New York who disagreed with the reformist turn of the party leader-
ship in California. When New York Panthers commended the Weathermen for 
their acceptance of armed struggle in an open letter published in February 1971, 
they also criticized the national Panther leadership for its “terrible tactics” and 
“pseudo-machoism.” Newton responded by expelling the members of the New 
York branch, and less than a month later, he locked horns with Cleaver over the 
same issue of reform versus revolution. In the wake of this battle and Cleaver’s 
subsequent defection from the party, Newton argued that Cleaver’s eloquence 
had amounted to little more than “wild monologues of masculine protest,” which 
had created “an orgy of phallic hysteria.” Finally, Newton accused Cleaver of 
being a closeted homosexual who expressed his “personal problems in political 
terms.” Despite Newton’s earlier progressive statements regarding gay liberation, 
his attacks on Cleaver struck many as homophobic.45

 The ugly split between Newton and Cleaver, combined with the expulsion 
or defection of key party organizers on the East Coast and harsh police repres-
sion of Panther paramilitary activities, convinced the members of the Oakland 



176 “ t h e b a d d e s t m ot h er f u c k er s ”

leadership that it was time to focus on political activism in the Bay Area. Bobby 
Seale’s and Elaine Brown’s 1973 campaigns for city offices in Oakland exemplifi ed 
this strategy. The broad new political agenda of the Panthers included demands 
for increasing the availability of public child care and ending job discrimination 
based on sexual orientation. Behind the scenes, the party wrestled with the im-
plications of this progressive public rhetoric. During staff meetings in 1972, they 
debated whether to allow an openly gay volunteer to join the Panthers. In the end, 
they accepted him.46

 Yet the Panthers’ progressive political planks coexisted uneasily with a party 
underground that became increasingly male-dominated and violent. After New-
ton’s release from prison, he found it difficult to measure up to the unrealistic 
expectations raised by the Free Huey campaign. The role of martyr proved much 
easier to play than that of messiah, and though Newton continued to read, speak, 
and write in support of the revolution, he was enticed by and quickly entangled 
in the seedier side of the Oakland underworld. One doctor who had worked for 
the Panthers’ Survival Programs later spoke about this transformation. “When I 
started with the health clinic,” he remembered, “I’d come in and there would be 
some cadre reading [Mao’s] Red Book. By the time I left the Party, I’d come in 
and the same cadre would be reading The Godfather.” This infatuation with mafi a 
culture reinforced Newton’s use of “goon squads” to enforce party discipline, 
while an addiction to cocaine only exacerbated his volatile temper. Eventually, 
the Panther leader had to fl ee the country to escape charges in connection with 
the murder of an Oakland prostitute and the beating of a local tailor.47

 Elaine Brown, who became head of the party when Newton fl ed to Cuba in 
1974, explained in her memoir that, by then, Newton’s “madness had become 
as full-blown as his genius. The numerous swaggering ‘dicks’ who had chal-
lenged the hero to prove his manhood had fi nally taken their toll. Now he had 
outdone them all, including himself.” When Brown stepped up to speak for the 
fi rst time as the new leader of the party, she looked out over a “sea of predomi-
nantly male faces” and wondered whether or not they would take orders from a 
woman. Brown oversaw the continued emphasis on political activism, including 
registering voters in the black community and campaigning for the election of 
Lionel Wilson, the fi rst black mayor of Oakland. Yet Brown was not averse to 
using physical violence to quell dissent among the Panthers. Though her ten-
ure as party chair was marked by an increasing emphasis on political activism, 
Brown’s continued use of violence to enforce party discipline indicates that the 
belligerent macho culture of the Panther underground infl uenced both women 
and men in the organization. In 1977 Newton’s return from exile in Cuba further 
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escalated party violence, and according to Brown, some of this aggression was di-
rected at Panther women in positions of power. Brown’s official resignation from 
the party that same year stated, “Huey’s return, then, [has] allowed the Leader 
and Founder of the Party to re-assume his proper place and relieve me of many 
duties.” Wanting no one to misunderstand her resignation, she wrote that she 
still believed in the party and agreed with its goals of “total human freedom and 
dignity and peace.” But in a much shorter, private letter to Newton concerning 
her resignation, she wrote, “Huey — I’m sorry. . . . It seemed too much of a man’s 
world for me. After 10 years of everything — that this could stop me (us). I love 
you anyway. Elaine.”48

 As Elaine Brown’s resignation suggests, a complete understanding of party 
history must reckon with both the progressive promise of the Panthers’ politi-
cal rhetoric and the problems that their focus on manhood created. The party 
successfully organized the “brothers on the block” with their ideals of manhood 
and armed self-defense. With these new recruits, they constructed programs that 
made civil rights directly relevant to the lives of the urban poor. Through break-
fast programs for hungry school children, medical clinics for urban residents too 
poor to afford health care, and countless other local projects in cities across the 
country, the Panthers’ grassroots activism addressed the real needs of black com-
munities. Their search for gender, racial, and sexual identity exposed prejudices 
in the movement and the larger society. Critics who belittle the party as nothing 
more than a “macho” group ignore the Panthers’ grassroots activism and efforts 
to combat sexism and homophobia within their own organization and the larger 
movement. Without an understanding of these positive aspects of Panther his-
tory, Angela Davis asks, how can future activists “position themselves en masse 
in defense of women’s rights and in defense of gay rights if they are not aware of 
the historical precedents for such positions?”49

 The Panthers found that the masculinist rhetoric of their early years created 
an atmosphere in which violence became a means for proving manhood, not 
for furthering the revolution they had envisioned. White movement groups that 
turned to violent protest in the late 1960s and early 1970s found themselves en-
tangled in a macho culture as well, and like the Panthers, these groups struggled 
with internalized norms of gender and sexual oppression. As they grappled with 
these issues, party leaders tried to shift their focus from assertions of manhood to 
a broader pursuit of power for all people. This should be the legacy of the Black 
Panther Party and the goal of future human rights groups, because the quest for 
manhood may make one the “baddest motherfucker ever to set foot inside of his-
tory,” but it will not give “Power to the People.”
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Conclusion

“The Heartz of Men”

magine that the year is 1971. Night is settling on a small town in the Missis-
sippi Delta not too far away from the birthplace of the Citizens’ Councils of 
America in Indianola and just down the road from the home of state  
president Aaron Henry in Clarksdale. The light from a drive-in movie the-
ater slices through the growing darkness as the feature presentation begins. 
Larger than life images jump from Hollywood’s imagination onto a tall white 
wall, enticing passersby from the highway to park their trucks and large 

American sedans. As the images come into focus, the audience sees a hand-
some black man, wearing a stylish black leather coat that hangs snugly from his 
broad shoulders and swings as he swaggers down the streets of New York City. 
Confi dence radiates from him. As he walks, the syncopated sizzle of a high-hat 
rhythm picks up the beat of his feet, a funk guitar groove swings to the sway of 
his hips, and the mellow baritone voice of Isaac Hayes slides into the audience’s 
consciousness. “Who’s the man?” he asks. As if there was any doubt, a chorus of 
female back-up singers shouts, “Shaft!” An orchestral blast of horns and strings 
punctuates Hayes’s reply, “Damn right!”
 The protagonist of the movie Shaft embodied almost everything that the Citi-
zens’ Councils had fought against. A fi ercely intelligent and independent black 
man, John Shaft, played by Richard Roundtree, was beholden to no one. White 
men feared him. Black men respected him. And women of nearly every color 

When the White man comes into our society, he goes to war with that society so that he may 

have free access to the woman. He has conquered us as men, and therefore we cannot be to our 

women what God commanded us to be until we are made free of the mind and the power of our 

enemies. — Minister Louis Farrakhan, The Final Call (1995)

I
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found him irresistible. Undoubtedly, very few Citizens’ Councilors saw Shaft, but 
their children might have seen the fi lm alongside the sons and daughters of civil 
rights activists in a South and a nation that was struggling to come to terms with 
the legacies of the civil rights movement. Shaft represented a new kind of black 
manhood made possible by the movement. He was a man who supported and 
protected his community, but also an individual, free to live his life as he chose, 
out from under the thumb of “The Man.” If his relationships with women on 
screen seemed untouched by the feminist movement that was challenging such 
images of dominant masculinity, Shaft did not seem bothered by this. In many 
ways, Shaft was the cultural embodiment of the hyper-masculine image that 
the Panthers had initially created for themselves. Echoing the Panthers’ earlier 
claims, Isaac Hayes warns the audience at the beginning of the fi lm, “That man 
Shaft is a bad mother. . . .” But before he can fi nish, the female back-up singers 
stop him with a “Hush yo’ mouth!”1

 The blaxploitation fi lms of the early 1970s represented a commodifi cation 
and cooptation of militant black masculinity, but the emergence and popular 
acceptance of characters like Shaft also signifi ed the limited success of a revo-
lution wrought by masculinist organizing strategies and liberation ideologies. 
These ideas banded men together in an attempt to be men, an attempt to gain 
power over their lives and in their families. Segregationists marshaled masculin-
ist rhetoric to defend white male supremacy in the South, but a similar rhetoric 
also inspired black men in America’s urban ghettos to confront racism, become 
heads of their households, and join the Nation of Islam. Masculinist liberation 
ideologies galvanized sanitation workers into a labor union that challenged white 
paternalism in Memphis, Tennessee, and spurred the Black Panthers toward a 
revolutionary vision of American society. The revolution produced by this strat-
egy, however, was not the one that the Panthers had envisioned. Instead of a so-
cialist revolt or a political coup, this was a cultural revolution, an incorporation of 
black men into the brotherhood of American manhood, and it succeeded, at least 
temporarily, because it did not directly challenge the many other social, political, 
and economic facets of racial oppression in America. The more substantive gains 
of the movement, including desegregation, civil rights legislation, local political 
involvement, and women’s liberation, represented the success of an inclusive, 
humanistic organizing tradition that empowered both men and women.2

 Yet in the 1990s, men once again began to rally around masculinist rhetoric, 
organizing strategies, and liberation theology. This was, as some observers have 
pointed out, partly a backlash against the feminist movement, but it was also a re-
sponse to the unfi nished business of the civil rights movement. In the 1980s and 



 co n c l u s i o n 181

1990s, racism, unemployment, drug use, violence, and police brutality continued 
to plague inner-city black communities. One study conducted in 1990 reported 
that one in four young black men were entangled in the criminal justice system. 
By 1995 a follow-up report warned that fi gure had risen to nearly one-third of 
the population of young African American men. Clearly, there was a need for 
action, perhaps another civil rights movement that would call upon the nation’s 
conscience to address issues of racism in the criminal justice system as well as 
social and economic inequality. Unfortunately, the masculinist movements for 
racial uplift and reconciliation in the 1990s borrowed from the very strategies 
of earlier movements that had been least effective in combating prejudice and 
discrimination. Once again men marched, protested, and spoke up not primarily 
for social justice or for civil rights, but for recognition and reaffirmation of their 
manhood. The three most visible manifestations of this were the Million Man 
March, the Promise Keepers, and the proliferation of gangsta rap in hip-hop 
culture.3

Caravans of automobiles, buses, and trains slowly wound their way into Washing-
ton, D.C., for the Million Man March on October 16, 1995. Black men of nearly 
every class, creed, and shade were present. They had been called by Minister 
Louis Farrakhan, the leader of the Nation of Islam, a man whose rise to power 
in the Muslim organization had been boosted by the ousting and assassination 
of Malcolm X. But Farrakhan had learned something from his old adversary. He 
had heard the power of Malcolm’s preaching, and he understood the appeal of 
his rhetoric that called for men to take control of their lives and their families. 
This, in fact, was the impetus for the Million Man March and simultaneous 
“Day of Absence” called for by Farrakhan. In collaboration with the Reverend 
Benjamin Chavis Muhammad, Maulana Karenga, and other religious and politi-
cal leaders, Farrakhan decided that it was time for black men to come together, 
to atone for their failures as men, and to take charge of the stalled movement for 
racial equality.4

 As with the masculinist strategies of the earlier civil rights movement, there 
were positive and negative ramifi cations of the Million Man March/Day of Ab-
sence. March organizers initially asked black women to show their support by 
staying home from their jobs and caring for their children. The call for a “Day 
of Absence” irked many black feminists, both men and women. “This exclusion 
of women is symptomatic of a general assault on progressive struggle,” explained 
one man who refused to attend the march. He challenged the “patriarchal need to 
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put men in the lead — when the truth of all our movements is that men . . . have 
been the majority of our leaders.” Angela Davis similarly argued, “No march, 
movement or agenda that defi nes manhood in the narrowest terms and seeks to 
make women lesser partners . . . can be considered a positive step.”5

 To their credit, Farrakhan and other march leaders attempted to address the 
criticisms of feminists by including women speakers on the main platform and 
changing the strategy for the Day of Absence to include parallel meetings where 
black women could air their views. Jesse Jackson, who spoke early in the after-
noon on the day of the march, addressed criticisms of the demonstration by 
offering a positive take on its objectives: “America will benefi t and ultimately be 
grateful for this day. When a rising tide for racial justice and gender equality and 
family stability and inclusion and fairness lifts the boats stuck at the bottom, all 
boats will benefi t.” Jackson was one of the few leaders who explicitly called for 
gender equality at the Million Man March. Instead, many of the speakers em-
phasized the particular responsibilities of the black men in attendance. In a two-
and a-half-hour speech, Farrakhan argued that black men needed to work harder 
to maintain their families, respect their women, and become politically active so 
that they could lead the movement against racial oppression in this country. He 
asked those present to look past the differences that divided them — the varia-
tions of skin color, religious affiliation, class, educational status, and so on — and 
look upon one another as brothers. Answering the oft-asked question of why he 
called only men to the march, Farrakhan explained, “Because in the beginning, 
God made man. And if we are at a new beginning, we got to make a man all over 
again, but make him in the image and likeness of God.”6

 Less than two years after the Million Man March, the Promise Keepers met 
in Washington with a similar vision of refashioning American manhood with an 
infusion of spirituality that would allow them to reclaim traditional authority 
in their families. Begun in 1990 by the head coach of the University of Colo-
rado football team, the Promise Keepers had expanded by the mid-1990s to in-
clude hundreds of thousands of followers across the country. Like the men who 
organized the Million Man March, they too sought to address the unfi nished 
business of the civil rights movement. The Promise Keepers hoped to achieve 
racial reconciliation by bringing white and black men together with a spiritual 
bond of interracial brotherhood. The sixth of their seven promises urged men 
in the movement to “reach beyond any racial and denominational barriers to 
demonstrate the power of Biblical unity.” Given the origin of the movement in 
the racially integrated and often majority-minority world of college football, it is 
not surprising that this masculinist religious movement attempted to use gender 
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as the bridge to connect men divided along racial lines. However, the predomi-
nantly white constituency of Promise Keeper meetings revealed that interracial 
unity was not the most successful aspect of their ministry. Instead, the Promise 
Keepers had the most success when they provided a way for men to address their 
shaken faith and their fallen status as men. Like the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion, which picked up on similar anxieties in the southern evangelical commu-
nity, the Promise Keepers suggested that men needed to take control not only of 
their spiritual lives but of their families as well. In opposing women’s leadership 
of the church and the family, these men often cited the New Testament passage 
Timothy 2:12 in which Paul writes that a woman is not allowed “to teach or to 
have authority over a man; she must be silent.” Though their masculinist theol-
ogy focused on affirming and supporting manhood, the movements proposed 
by the Promise Keepers and the organizers of the Million Man March had clear 
implications for womanhood as well.7

 The Million Man March and the Promise Keepers refl ected some of the same 
gender anxieties that shaped the rise of another cultural phenomenon of the 
1990s, namely gangsta rap. Hip-hop culture, born in the late 1970s, provided a 
way for inner-city youth not only to relax and party but also to articulate feelings 
of frustration with racism and oppression. Through break dancing, graffiti, rap 
music, and fashion, young men and women eloquently expressed themselves in 
the few forums open to them. In particular, young black men found a voice in 
rap music. As hip-hop afi cionado Nelson George explains, he became “interested 
in the nature of rapping as art, both as an extension of African-American male-
ness and as a showcase for the art of verbal dexterity and storytelling.” George 
does not deny that there have been phenomenal female rappers, artists such as 
Salt-N-Pepa, Queen Latifah, and Lauryn Hill, but he contends that hip-hop has 
been predominantly a man’s game. If this has been true of hip-hop in general, 
it was even truer of the gangsta rap genre that became popular in the late 1980s 
and 1990s.8

 Though he was not an originator of gangsta rap, Tupac Shakur quickly became 
one of the genre’s most widely recognized stars, full of promise and passion, 
and also a product of the politics and militancy that drove the Black Panthers. 
Shakur’s mother had been a member of the party in New York, but she eventu-
ally moved with her son to the Bay Area. Living just miles away from where 
Huey Newton and Bobby Seale had founded the Black Panther Party less than 
twenty-fi ve years before, Shakur began to rap about the problems he saw in the 
Bay Area’s black communities. At the beginning of his career, he was a decidedly 
political rapper, a true child of the revolution that the Black Panthers had begun 
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in the 1960s. “I’m the offspring of the Black Panthers,” Shakur proudly told 
one interviewer in the early 1990s, and his records from that time period refl ect 
his radical upbringing. On 2Pacalypse Now (1991), Strictly 4 My N.I.G.G.A.Z. 
(1993), and Me Against the World (1995), Tupac hit nearly every major problem 
facing young black men and women growing up in America’s inner cities, and 
he hit them hard. Drugs, teen pregnancy, welfare dependency, single-parent 
households, political apathy, and police brutality were just a few of the issues 
that he tackled. Echoing the socialist teachings of his Panther forbearers, Tupac 
dedicated one of his most explicitly political songs, “Words of Wisdom,” to “the 
masses, the lower classes, the ones you left out.” Tupac’s political consciousness 
represented the Panthers’ positive legacy in hip-hop culture, a legacy that was 
similarly refl ected in the recordings of hip-hop artists like KRS-One and Public 
Enemy. Yet Tupac’s career also encapsulated many of the controversies and con-
tradictions that had marked the Black Panther Party.9

 Like the Panthers, Tupac consciously molded an image of confi dent, militant 
masculinity that could serve as a model for young black men at the same time it 
helped to sell his message, but like many other gangsta rappers, Tupac’s image, 
recordings, and actions sent mixed messages about gender relations and violence. 
“Shakur could sing in respectful praise and defense of women, then turn around 
and deliver a harangue about ‘bitches’ and ‘ho’s,’ ” one music critic remarked, 
“or [he] could boast of his gangster prowess one moment, then condemn the 
same doomed mentality in another track.” Tupac’s appeal, Michael Eric Dyson 
observed in a biography, “rested on the divided mind and soul between his revo-
lutionary pedigree and his thug persona.” A complex individual and a savvy ob-
server of urban social reality, Tupac both refl ected and critiqued the infl uences 
of misogyny and violence on poor inner-city communities. It is important to 
realize that these were not simply products or problems of the inner city. Like 
urban gangsta rappers, white heavy metal groups from the suburbs laced their 
lyrics in the 1980s and 1990s with derogatory references to women and gay men 
in attempts to appear tough or “hard.” The white mainstream media, however, 
focused criticism on rappers like Shakur without highlighting similar problems in 
the rock world or acknowledging the complexity of the rapper’s message. Tupac 
rapped about and performed this hard-boiled, often misogynistic, masculinity, 
but he also penned songs like “Brenda’s Got a Baby,” “Keep Ya Head Up,” and 
the heartfelt “Dear Mama,” which voiced deep sympathy and appreciation for 
black women’s strength in overcoming sexism, racism, and poverty to raise their 
children.10

 The other side of the “hard” masculinity prominent in gangsta rap of the 
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1990s was a willingness to use or at least threaten violence in defense of one’s 
manhood. Tupac’s song “The Heartz of Men” was just one of many tracks in 
which he promised retribution for the “pussies” (other rappers) who had dissed 
him in the press and on their records. Defenders of gangsta rap argue that this 
was simply a performance and, more to the point, a performance encouraged 
by white record executives looking to exploit hard gangsta images and lyrics 
to boost industry sales and profi ts. Although this was true to a certain extent, 
Nelson George, Michael Eric Dyson, and other cultural critics suggest that this 
defense of gangsta rap actually denied the artists’ agency and the harsh social 
reality refl ected in their lyrics. This harsh reality came into focus in the rap 
world during the mid-1990s as the line between performing “hard” masculinity 
and living it began to blur. Rivalries in hip-hop that had once remained confi ned 
to verbal sparring in recordings or stage shows spilled out onto the streets. In 
1994 Tupac was shot multiple times when unidentifi ed assailants attempted to 
rob him in New York — an attack that he later speculated was orchestrated by 
East Coast rivals jealous of his West Coast sound. He survived the shooting, 
but this incident and a brief stint in prison fueled Tupac’s recordings of the 
mid-1990s that subsumed much of his earlier political message beneath a tor-
rent of rage directed primarily at rival rappers from the East Coast. Though it 
has never been proven, many speculate that this East Coast/West Coast rivalry 
in the 1990s — one that strangely mirrored the split in the Black Panther Party 
twenty-fi ve years earlier — led to the deaths of Tupac Shakur and Biggie Smalls, 
two of the most promising artists of their generation.11

 Gangsta rap, the Promise Keepers, and the masculinist rhetoric that inspired 
the Million Man March seemed to wane in the late 1990s. Perhaps we can begin 
to draw some conclusions about how connections between race and manhood 
infl uenced American culture and struggles for economic and social equality in 
the second half of the twentieth century. The men who tried to harness mascu-
linist rhetoric during the civil rights movement and again in the various men’s 
movements of the 1990s came from diverse backgrounds. What these men all 
shared — black and white, Muslim and Christian, working-class and middle-
class — was a sense of powerlessness in their lives. Whether the source of this 
powerlessness was racism, economic oppression, crumbling patriarchy, or the 
loss of political hegemony, these men sought to address their own powerless-
ness by asserting power over other men and women. Often, this masculinist 
uplift strategy involved replacing one form of discrimination with another. This 
strategy was a reaction to (or in some cases, a reaffirmation of) the white male 
supremacy that had long defi ned American society.
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 For hundreds of years white men in America positioned themselves as the only 
“true” men in this country. They attempted to emasculate (both metaphorically 
and literally) men of color by stripping them of the economic wherewithal and 
social standing to support and protect their families. When southern white men 
defended segregation, they were not defending the purity of white womanhood, 
as many claimed. They were defending their position of authority in a strictly 
hierarchical society and economy. Black men’s military service during the Jim 
Crow era gave them a new sense of themselves as men and as citizens, but it did 
not fundamentally alter their position in the social hierarchy of the South or the 
United States. The civil rights movement sought to bring about those changes. 
Challenges by civil rights activists and the federal government in the 1950s un-
dermined white supremacy, especially in the South, raising the possibility that 
white southern men might have to share the power that had been reserved ex-
clusively for them by segregation and disfranchisement. The Citizens’ Councils 
responded by idealizing white manhood and southern honor, while demonizing 
black manhood. They hoped that this would pressure other white men in the 
region to band together across class lines to defend white male supremacy. This 
masculinist strategy led to violent extremism that further undercut southern 
white men’s position of leadership. White brutality against black activists in the 
American South became embarrassing for the federal government both at home 
and abroad.  organizers and other civil rights activists used nonviolent di-
rect action to draw attention to violent white supremacy. Resting as much on the 
threat of federal intervention as on the conscience of America, nonviolence was a 
savvy political strategy as well as a moral philosophy. The nonviolent movement 
did not rest on male supremacy, physical power, and aggression, and it was an 
inclusive one that welcomed women and men, pacifi sts and military veterans. 
Because of this, the nonviolent civil rights campaigns of the 1950s and 1960s 
created new possibilities for black and white men and women to defi ne their own 
identities, to fashion new defi nitions of manhood and womanhood.
 There were some civil rights activists, however, who were unhappy with non-
violence. These men posited a masculinist uplift strategy that included a willing-
ness to use any means necessary to achieve liberation and attain manhood. To 
men like Malcolm X, nonviolence and passive resistance seemed unmanly ways 
to struggle for racial equality, strategies that veered dangerously close to begging 
the white man for acceptance rather than demanding power. For Malcolm and 
the generation that picked up the torch after his death, the struggle for racial 
liberation became inextricably linked to the pursuit of manhood. White liberals 
in the federal government and radicals in groups such as the Memphis Invad-
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ers and the Panthers followed Malcolm’s lead in viewing the crux of America’s 
social and economic problems as the failure of downtrodden men to achieve the 
ideal of American manhood. Masculinist uplift strategies pursued by white and 
black leaders inspired a sense of dignity and pride in men across the country, but 
they had the unintended consequences of fostering violence and distracting the 
nation’s attention from some of the deeper problems that the civil rights move-
ment had attempted to address. The story of race and manhood in the movement 
reveals the contradictions inherent in masculinist uplift strategies. Recognizing 
these contradictions, future activists may be better equipped to focus their en-
ergies, not on the quixotic quest for manhood, but on the more promising and 
inclusive struggles for social justice and human rights.
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 48. Brown, Taste of Power, 3 – 7, 441 – 45; Brown resignation and note, Newton Papers, 
series 2, box 41, folder 5. Brown’s account of her departure from the party highlights the gen-
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Black Face.
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office earnings. (In its original release, Shaft grossed $7,067,825.) Yet the blaxploitation genre 
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