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1

Introduction

Established in 1960, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC, known to most as “Snick”) emerged as part of the most important 
social movement in American history—the civil rights movement.1 In the 
face of a daunting mission, SNCC founders purposefully put communica-
tion and publicity at the center of their initial agenda.2 In 1962, SNCC 
Communications Director Julian Bond told an interviewer that the group 
was formed as an information agency for organizing civil rights protests at 
universities across the South.3 These coordinating activities propelled and 
strengthened the student movement, and SNCC’s communication efforts 
served as a foundation for the movement until the group’s demise at the 
end of the decade.

I wrote this book in response to the lack of recognition or analysis4 
of the public relations and communications tactics that SNCC used to sup-
port student and community-led civil rights protests during the 1960s and 
in response to the need to examine the communications component of all 
social movements. The tendency among public relations historians has been 
to focus on corporate and government organizations, thus overlooking the 
successes of civil rights groups in their efforts to develop grassroots com-
munication campaigns. Furthermore, social movement and African Ameri-
can historians have emphasized individual leaders and incidents rather 
than the communication devices that were used as organizing tools. SNCC 
communication projects are particularly noteworthy not only because they 
played an essential role in the civil rights movement, but because they serve 
as a case study for public relations professionals, historians, and students. 
Analyzing public relations from the context of the civil rights movement 
provides an example of how public relations has been used to change the 
social fabric of the country in a positive and long-standing fashion. This 
research, therefore, contributes to the study of American media and public 
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� The Selling of Civil Rights

relations history by providing an account of how one of the most important 
and influential grassroots communication campaigns in the nation’s history 
used public relations to help accomplish many of the goals of a massive 
human-rights mission.

Scholars who have examined the role of the media in the civil rights 
movement generally neglect the idea that much of the publicity was the 
direct or indirect result of public relations efforts taking place within a 
particular organization, such as SNCC. The most notable example is Todd 
Gitlin’s The Whole World is Watching: Mass Media in the Making and 
Unmaking of the new Left. Gitlin’s thoughtful analysis traces how CBS 
and the New York Times covered the Students for a Democratic Society 
and examines how this coverage influenced the organization’s strategies, 
tactics, and overall outlook.5 In another example, Richard Lentz provides 
a thorough and meaningful analysis of news coverage of the movement 
in Symbols, the News Magazines, and Martin Lither King. He examines 
coverage from Newsweek, Time, and U.S. News & World Report and 
analyzes how the symbolic images and messages in these articles shaped 
American values.6

In an article that does look at the importance of public relations, 
Linda Childers Hon examines Martin Luther King’s Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC) and notes the lack of scholarship on how 
various non-corporate, non-government audiences use public relations to 
“force business and government institutions to heed to their demands” and 
that corporations are only one of the many types of entities that have made 
significant advancements via public relations.7 

By examining community-oriented and grassroots communications 
efforts, such as SNCC’s, we get a broader view of how public relations can 
be used as a tool for social reform and promoting social values. I hope this 
book will serve as an example of how public relations has been a defin-
ing component of social movements in addition to supporting commercial, 
governmental, educational, and religious values.

From a historical perspective, it’s clear that public relations has 
been important to all social movements. For instance, in The Politics of 
Nonviolent Action, Gene Sharp presents a list of 198 “nonviolent weap-
ons” used in movements throughout world history; and many of these 
are “textbook” public relations tactics, including leaflets, pamphlets, 
speeches, symbols, media relations, signs, and advertisements. He goes 
on to describe how these tools were used in various social movements, 
including Gandhi’s fight for Indian independence in the 1920s and 1930s 
and colonial resistance to British rule in pre-Revolutionary America. Influ-
enced by the SCLC leadership, SNCC workers studied these strategies and 
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followed many of the examples given by nonviolent resistance movements 
that preceded them.8

Historians have identified three phases of SNCC history; and it is 
possible to identify a distinct type of communication effort for each phase. 
During the first, the focus was on using nonviolent protest strategies and 
creating a beloved community, which essentially meant winning civil rights 
through a combination of pacifism, direct action, and Christian ideals. The 
second was marked by political activism—voter registration, party build-
ing, and the like. The third entailed an expansion from a rural Southern 
base to a national focus; a radical shift towards the ideas of Black Power 
and black consciousness; and a call for white exclusion.9 As one might 
expect, the lines between these phases are not always clear, even in hind-
sight. SNCC’s steady growth as a political organization can be traced from 
its initiation to the end of the 1960s, but direct action remained a primary 
tool throughout.

Communication also remained central to achieving the Committee’s 
organizational goals regardless of specific tactic or strategy—sit-ins, boy-
cotts, voter registration, freedom rides, forming political parties, or inform-
ing the rest of the country about racism and resistance in the South. One 
could even argue that SNCC was an organization whose essential focus 
was to manage a national communication campaign for promoting civil 
rights. As SNCC worker Mary E. King explained in a 2002 interview, com-
munication “goes to the very heart of how a nonviolent struggle works.”10 
She described the SNCC communication effort as a continuously evolv-
ing process requiring clarification and explanation to internal and national 
audiences alike.

Since the beginning of Reconstruction, racist whites had used bru-
tal tactics to maintain an economic system from which they reaped the 
vast majority of benefits. As the civil rights movement became increasingly 
bold in the 1960s, the white majority responded with tactics that protected 
their corrupt traditions and economic interests. Consequently, SNCC 
workers organized under the threatening shadows of covert Klu Klux Klan 
chapters and overt White Citizens Councils and Sovereignty Commissions. 
The latter two were government-sponsored racist organizations designed 
to use state statutes to circumvent federal discrimination laws and main-
tain white supremacy. As Mary King recalled, state and local authori-
ties condoned much of the violence inflicted on SNCC workers and local 
blacks. Although Citizens Councils and Sovereignty Commissions gener-
ally avoided direct involvement in these acts of violence, they rarely spoke 
out against them and often saw to it that perpetrators received protection 
and sometimes even praise.

Introduction �
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� The Selling of Civil Rights

The dangerous atmosphere was amplified by the fact that for the most 
part, racist whites owned and operated local media outlets—an extraordi-
nary obstacle to disseminating a message of civil rights and racial equality 
to the general public. Thus, King described much of SNCC’s communica-
tion work as compensatory: “Had the press been doing its job, we would 
not have needed such an extensive communication shop. We were offer-
ing compensation for the deficits of the Southern news media.”11 While 
national reporters were generally more sympathetic to the movement, they 
presented different challenges to SNCC communication goals. For instance, 
King recalled pleading with reporters in 1963 to cover a story involving 
the bodies of four black men found floating in a river near Natchez, Mis-
sissippi. But the reporters were reluctant because they could not elicit any 
information from local black residents, who lived in fear of white retalia-
tion. “The question of attribution was a huge challenge,” King said.12

Unseen efforts, Unknown resUlts

Public relations is a behind-the-scenes profession. Its critics often use such 
terms as “manipulation” to describe what they view as work performed 
outside of the public eye. In this vein, the historian Scott Cutlip portrays 
public relations as an “unseen power,”13 suggesting that transparency is an 
important aspect of effectiveness. With very few exceptions, public relations 
practitioners do not call attention to themselves, nor do they publicly pro-
mote their individual efforts. SNCC administrators and communications 
workers understood this, and were more than willing to diminish their indi-
vidual needs in favor of organizational goals. The same willingness marked 
the group’s community organizing and local leadership strategies.

Accordingly, during the first two SNCC stages (i.e., “beloved com-
munity” and “political organization”), the group decentralized leadership 
goals—that is, instead of promoting a top-down leadership model, the Com-
mittee used behind-the-scenes communication tactics to contact the local 
organizers of sit-ins, to invite them to join the larger organization, and to 
encourage them to organize more non-violent protests. SNCC communica-
tions workers also understood that they could only pitch stories to national 
media outlets, and that success in gaining access was determined by report-
ers, editors, and publishers. In the end, it was the reporters and publish-
ers who received the accolades for their civil rights stories, while politicians 
received credit for promoting legislation or making speeches in support of 
civil rights causes. The SNCC lobbyists and Friends of SNCC groups who 
worked in satellite offices, who provided background information to media 
representatives, and who tirelessly pushed government representatives to 
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take action received their satisfaction from knowing that their efforts had 
contributed to a growing number of victories.

Today, such public relations success can often be measured in pre-
cise terms—reaching specific population segments, increasing brand name 
or image awareness among a targeted demographic, etc. The measurement 
tools we now take for granted did not exist in the early 1960s, and even if 
they did, SNCC did not have the resources required to use them. Within 
SNCC, measurements of success were simple and straightforward and came 
in the form of integrated lunch counters, news coverage, money, political 
change, a growing volunteer base, and registered voters. Identifying cause-
and-effect relationships for a major public relations campaign conducted 35 
to 45 years ago would be at best a difficult task open to considerable criti-
cism, especially in light of the intense pace of political change taking place 
in the 1960s. But the correlations of SNCC’s communication work and the 
advancement of civil rights is evident. Simply by organizing and communi-
cating, the group placed their cause on the national agenda. For instance, 
during the roughly ten years of the group’s existence (1960–1970), the New 
York Times index alone indicates over 950 articles about the organization. 
So in taking a qualitative approach to measuring SNCC communication 
success, I did what I could to isolate the Committee’s efforts from those of 
the broad range of civil rights and other social change organizations that 
were active at the same time. Specifically, I looked at the effects of SNCC 
communication work on the sit-in movement, Freedom Summer, the Missis-
sippi Freedom Democratic Party, the Lowndes County Freedom Organiza-
tion, the Black Power Movement, and the globalization of the organization 
in its final years.

SNCC, by and large, was a southern organization with a headquar-
ters office in Atlanta. As the group grew, so did its field offices. By the 
close of 1963, SNCC would have major projects underway in Selma and 
Gadsden, Alabama (managed by Worth Long); Pine Bluff, Arkansas (Wil-
liam Hansen); Albany and Americus, Georgia (Charles Sherrod); much of 
Mississippi, with bases in Batesville, Biloxi, Clarksdale, Cleveland, Colum-
bus, Greenville, Greenwood, Hattiesburg, Holly Springs, Jackson, Laurel, 
McComb, Meridian, and Vicksburg, (Robert Moses); Raleigh, North Caro-
lina (Reginald Robinson); and Danville and Farmville, Virginia (Avon Roll-
ins). The core staff consisted of ninety-six mostly black field secretaries and 
field workers, twelve Atlanta-based administrative staff members, and over 
one hundred full-time volunteers.

A cursory review of the SNCC papers and newsletters reveals that 
activities were constantly taking place across the South as protests efforts 
increased. Moreover, workers at all of these sites continually participated 

Introduction 5
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6 The Selling of Civil Rights

in communication and public relations activities. Mississippi, however, had 
become one of the group’s biggest challenges, and consequently much more 
time and energy went into penetrating that state. Because so much activ-
ity took place there, much of the historical evidence regarding communica-
tion activity is Mississippi based. This research, therefore, focuses more on 
those efforts and the efforts of the centralized Atlanta office that served all 
field workers. All the activists used communications and public relations, 
but the smaller projects generally adopted strategies and tactics from the 
larger organization that came from Atlanta and left behind fewer records 
of their efforts.

These and other examples highlight one important SNCC characteris-
tic: the ability and willingness to experiment with and introduce new com-
munication and public relations strategies when existing strategies were not 
working fast enough. That characteristic was severely tested in 1964 just 
after a massive voting campaign in Mississippi, known as Freedom Sum-
mer, which attracted about 1,000 white students into the state. SNCC’s 
summer-long effort had established new political programs and campaigns 
throughout the Deep South, and its growing number of successes in local 
communities led many members to believe that the organization would 
emerge as a powerful political force at the 1964 Democratic Party Con-
vention in Atlantic City. The movement did receive unprecedented national 
exposure when Fannie Lou Hamer, a former Mississippi sharecropper and 
SNCC volunteer, made an emotional plea for support for the SNCC-orga-
nized Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. President Johnson, however, 
rejected her appeal and even called a last minute press conference in an 
effort to detract press attention, once again proving that national politi-
cians had little understanding of or interest in the needs, desires, and expec-
tations of Southern blacks. Despite Johnson’s efforts to thwart the live 
coverage, the television networks embraced Hamer and showed footage of 
her powerful story repeatedly that evening.

Although this television visibility can be viewed as an effective com-
munications campaign that garnered financial, political, and emotional 
support, the group failed in their effort, largely because President Johnson 
and other politicians feared losing the Southern white vote. The convention 
defeat shattered the hopes of many SNCC workers. Due to the disappoint-
ment and bitterness experienced during the Democratic Convention, some 
workers were receptive to a new operating philosophy. It was at this point 
that the idea of nonviolent protest began to lose its appeal. It would be 
more than a year before the transition to a Black Power philosophy began, 
but national leaders who chose to reject SNCC appeals for recognition in 
1964 helped to sow the seeds.
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Black Power and its iconic messenger, Stokely Carmichael (SNCC 
chair in 1966), were frightening and intimidating to many SNCC supporters. 
Superficially, the promotion of Black Power was a public relations night-
mare in that the concept alienated many whites, a significant number of 
blacks, and a substantial number of SNCC workers. But the Black Power 
message was based on some essential truths about racism in America, and 
so it eventually proved to be a powerful tool of persuasion. Whether or not 
they agreed with Carmichael’s ideas, many whites were drawn to his pub-
lic appearances. His appeal to the mass media—especially television, which 
was cementing its position as the primary source of public information—was 
unprecedented in the organization.

Carmichael argued that civil rights workers should use violent means if 
necessary to defend themselves against the violent tactics used by racist oppo-
nents to the movement. As a result, SNCC endured a great deal of condemna-
tion from the mainstream press, which did not understand the organization’s 
attempts to communicate a Black Power message that was much broader 
than a simple call to violent revolution. Nevertheless, SNCC workers contin-
ued to win support from poor blacks, and they continued to use a variety of 
communication strategies to promote their message of black empowerment 
and civil rights for all Americans. Despite the combative image presented 
in most of the white press, SNCC still managed to communicate a message 
of racial and cultural solidarity. As the decade progressed, the message con-
tained a growing international relations component that promoted unity 
between American blacks and African nations trying to pull away from the 
final vestiges of Western colonialism. By creating international partnerships, 
SNCC forced an international awareness of racial tensions and violence in 
the United States and of human rights shortcomings throughout the globe.

As the SNCC leadership worked to promote international collabora-
tions, they simultaneously faced their greatest communication challenge: 
opposing American involvement in Vietnam. Again, a cursory examination 
might lead one to describe this decision as a sign that SNCC was abandon-
ing its core doctrine of using public relations to achieve civil rights goals. 
A more prudent review of its communication efforts during this turbulent 
period shows that the organization was remaining true to its primary mis-
sion of promoting human rights. SNCC leaders were aware that they were 
alienating the white press and white politicians and inflicting damage on 
their long-term public relations work, yet by this point they were able to use 
their established communication channels to present a new message and to 
promote a new image. The message did in fact alienate the white establish-
ment, yet it was transmitted by mainstream media channels, and therefore 
did much to build support for the anti-war movement.

Introduction 7
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8 The Selling of Civil Rights

In a rare example of support from the white press during SNCC’s 
Black Power phase, Bruce Galphin of the Atlanta Journal asked readers 
to consider the organization’s achievements before making an across-the-
board condemnation of the group and its spokespersons.

Snick people speak the language of the Negro poor. They communicate. 
They go into communities seething with frustrations . . . and teach 
the basic democratic principles that bad conditions will never improve 
unless you say something about it. . . . Snick has taught them to 
speak. And though we find the voice raucous and alarming, we at least 
owe it to ourselves to ponder the lesson in grassroots leadership.14

And as we ponder SNCC successes and shortcomings during one of 
the most contentious periods in American history, we must keep in mind its 
leadership role in forcing our nation to acknowledge its multiracial compo-
sition and its position in American public relations history. SNCC success-
fully combined community organizing tactics and public relations strategies 
in a rapidly evolving media environment to build a foundation for educat-
ing, liberating, and empowering Southern blacks.

Piecing together sncc commUnications history

To document SNCC communication activities, I relied on documents and 
supporting materials held by the University of Southern Mississippi (USM), 
Mississippi State University (MSU), the Mississippi State Archives in Jack-
son, the Wisconsin State Historical Society in Madison, a number of bio-
graphical and autobiographical accounts,15 and oral history collections. The 
Wisconsin archives include the collections of Mary King, Dorothy Miller 
Zellner, and other long-time members of SNCC. The USM, MSU, and Mis-
sissippi State Archives contain SNCC-produced promotional materials, 
documents pertaining to special events and fundraising, and news articles 
on SNCC staffers or on topics that were suggested to the media by SNCC 
workers. Extensive oral history collections on the civil rights movement in 
general and SNCC in particular are held by USM, the Mississippi Humani-
ties Council, and the Mississippi Department of Archives and History.16

Along with the USM collection of oral histories, my research 
incorporated information garnered from books that contain oral histories 
from SNCC staff members. For example, The Eyes on the Prize Civil 
Rights Reader contains interviews with Ella Jo Baker, an SCLC leader 
who organized SNCC and served as an advisor; Robert Zellner, a white 
Southerner and important SNCC member; Charles Sherrod, a SNCC leader 
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who organized the Albany, Georgia movement; Robert Moses, organizer of 
the Mississippi voting projects; Hamer; Sally Belfrage, a SNCC organizer 
who trained volunteers for Freedom Summer and later worked in the 
Greenwood project; Forman; and Sellers.17

Another important collection of oral histories is Voice of Freedom: 
An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 
1980s.18 This text contains interviews with Diane Nash, a SNCC leader in 
the Nashville sit-ins; Lewis; Barry; Bond; Sherrod; Moses; Amzi Moore, the 
NAACP member who encouraged SNCC to organize in Mississippi; and 
Robert Zellner among others.

Cheryl Lynn Greenberg also composed an important text based on 
the transcripts of a 1988 SNCC reunion. The text includes commentary 
from SNCC leaders concerning crucial organizational events such as the 
founding of SNCC, voter registration drives, the Lowndes County Freedom 
Organization, and the emergence of Black Power.19

The most important source of information, however, was the sev-
enty-three-roll microfilm collection of the organization’s papers containing 
images of thousands of SNCC papers, many of which describe communi-
cation and public relations activities. The collection is available at numer-
ous libraries and archives including Tulane University and the University of 
Southern Mississippi. The originals are housed at the Martin Luther King, 
Jr., Center in Atlanta. The guide to the collection includes sections devoted 
to research, photography, printing, special events, education, fundraising, 
and international affairs, while the reels contains historical sources to docu-
ment all of these efforts.

Perhaps the most fulfilling component of the research process is the 
personal interview. I had an opportunity to learn directly from a number 
of former SNCC workers including: Joan Browning, who worked in the 
Atlanta offices during SNCC’s first year of operations; Dorothy Miller 
Zellner, a member of the communication section for three years and a pri-
mary contributor to many SNCC publications; Robert Zellner, a SNCC 
field worker and coordinator; Jack Minnis, SNCC research director who 
worked closely with the communications department; Robert Beyers, direc-
tor of communication of the Jackson, Mississippi office during the 1964 
Freedom Summer; Julian Bond, the SNCC director of communication from 
1961 until 1965; and Mary King.

When considering the vast amount of information provided within 
these sources, it is clear SNCC workers used public relations as a central 
organizational component. We must, however, also understand that inform-
ing, persuading, and educating served as objectives to help achieve their 
larger mission of advancing civil rights. With that in mind, it is important to 

Introduction 9
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10 The Selling of Civil Rights

note that this is not a comprehensive study of SNCC, but rather it focuses 
on the communication tools used to advance the movement. The civil rights 
movement itself was (and still is) a movement of both community and 
human empowerment encouraged by individuals who understood the need 
to give their hearts, souls, and sometimes their lives to the cause. The people 
who made up the movement came together to break down long-standing 
barriers to individual freedoms, and it is insufficient to simply categorize 
civil rights as a freestanding public relations campaign. From a larger per-
spective, the campaign was based upon and fueled by battles for liberty and 
social justice. But as this research strives to illustrate, the tools and mecha-
nisms that advanced these changes were based on fundamental principles of 
communication and public relations.
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Chapter One

“Peaceful Petitions to the Conscience”

Every time a student picks up a book or newspaper, he visions a writ-
ten image created by twenty-one million of his brothers who are strug-
gling to break the ties of prejudice and segregation. This is purpose and 
stimulus enough to create the freedom image.

The Student Voice (Albany Edition) 
December 1961

On February 1, 1960, four black college freshmen took seats at the lunch 
counter of the Greensboro, North Carolina Woolworth’s. They sat for 
almost an hour, despite employee demands that they vacate the white 
seating section. The next day thirty students sat for almost two hours at 
the same counter; the following day an even larger group joined them. 
National news organizations picked up the story, which filled front pages 
across the country including the front page of the Atlanta Daily World, a 
black-owned community newspaper. Lonnie King, a student at Morehouse 
College, found his classmate Horace Julian Bond sitting in the Yates and 
Milton Drugstore near their campus and insisted that he read the article. 
The two students, with help from classmate Joe Pierce, organized a noon-
time meeting that very day, during which the Atlanta student movement was 
born. Within weeks, seventy-seven of the Atlanta students were arrested 
and charged with violating Jim Crow laws at lunch counters throughout 
the South. In the following two months students followed suit around the 
country and organized fifty-four sit-ins in nine states. These students pro-
pelled the civil rights movement and would usher in a decade of protest and 
social change.

Four months later (April 1960), Ella Jo Baker, executive secretary of 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), took the first step 
toward organizing the students who by this time were members of multiple 
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informal communication networks such as the Atlanta group. She invited 
sit-in leaders to an Easter weekend conference for the purpose of creating 
a more formal group—the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC). It was to become a core organization in the civil rights move-
ment. Within a year, the communication efforts of young and inexperienced 
SNCC workers would galvanize thousands of other students to make huge 
sacrifices—in many cases putting their lives at risk—to end a southern way 
of life marked by racial injustice. And almost immediately, SNCC became 
an important part of the national media’s agenda, and therefore public 
agenda, of the 1960s.

Communication was central to SNCC goals from the very beginning. 
A few days before the conference that established the organization, Baker 
told Southern Conference Educational Fund co-director Anne Braden that 
“Out of this meeting will come some workable machinery for maintaining 
. . . communication between youth leaders in areas of recent and future 
protest activities, and a larger degree of coordinated strategy.”1 During the 
conference, the image of SNCC as a communications organization was a 
fundamental to its original blueprint. As one work session report described 
it, there was a “specific concern” for “providing accurate news and help-
ful information to our constituencies.”2 Accordingly, the group established 
three administrative sections the next month, May: coordination, commu-
nication, and finance. Communication committee duties included the publi-
cation of a newsletter and pamphlets, the distribution of press releases, and 
the creation of a “system of flash news to alert the nation of emergencies 
and serious developments.”3 Typical of SNCC press releases were three that 
were issued in June of 1960. One addressed charges of communist infiltra-
tion among student activist organizations, and two others described plans 
to send SNCC representatives to lobby for the inclusion of civil rights goals 
in the platforms of the Democratic and Republican parties.4

During the group’s first year, the paid SNCC staff primarily consisted 
of Jane Stembridge—a theology student, poet, and intellectual whose desk 
occupied a small corner of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
office in Atlanta. Stembridge had frequent contact with Baker and Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., both of whom were committed to the strategic use 
of nonviolent tactics. Combined with Stembridge’s religious background, 
these influences shaped the SNCC approach to communication and its 
efforts to create a “beloved community,” based upon Christianity and the 
nonviolent perspective that defined SNCC’s early years. Stembridge later 
described the group’s initial communication activities as “spontaneous” 
and unplanned, yet effective.5 Her success in providing a continuous and 
reliable stream of information to the organization, the national media, and 
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government officials is remarkable in light of her lack of prior communica-
tion experience.

Evidence suggests, however, that Stembridge was also a confident pub-
lic speaker in addition to being a skilled writer. In an August 25, 1960, letter 
to Robert Moses, who was instrumental in building a civil rights campaign 
in Mississippi, Stembridge mentioned that a speech she had made in Min-
neapolis was “well-received” and that she expected it to “net some support 
for SNCC, financially.” In the same letter she applauded Moses for his voter 
registration efforts and promised that she would “work [her] fingers off” to 
put together and send such important communication materials as copies of 
the Constitution, county registration lists, affidavits, and sample ballots.

By October, Stembridge and Baker had refined SNCC’s communica-
tion strategies. In addition to creating the monthly newsletter (called The 
Student Voice), a promotional pamphlet, and a system for distributing 
policy statements, Stembridge sent monthly reports to state representatives 
and assigned volunteer students as reporters in individual protest locations 
to facilitate the exchange of information among college newspapers. The 
goal was to keep sit-in participants and future participants abreast of the 
“inside story” of various sit-ins, boycotts, and demonstrations.6 But even as 
the group’s communication activities became more organized, Stembridge 
remembers that they maintained a strong sense of instinctiveness: “The 
usual categories in which we talk about organizations and communication 
. . . and relationships have to be suspended when you talk about some-
thing that was so raw and spontaneous.”7

Limited funds, a small inexperienced staff, the potential for violence, 
and the swift pace of change within the civil rights movement were all chal-
lenges to the collection and distribution of information inside and outside 
the organization. Stembridge recalled that since the sit-in movement took 
off so quickly and spontaneously, SNCC was hard-pressed to simply keep 
up with events across the South. “Boom, boom, boom . . . things were 
happening, happening, happening,” she said in an interview. “We were try-
ing to encourage people about the issue of who had been arrested and who 
was in jail. What could SNCC do about that? What could the NAACP do? 
What could SCLC do?”8

Stembridge explained that in the first few months, SNCC volunteers 
often had no knowledge of who was organizing a sit-in in a particular 
town; so they searched local newspapers for names in order to track down 
participating students and invite them to join the Committee. On occasion, 
SNCC took advantage of the SCLC’s ministerial network in cities where the 
student sit-ins were taking place and used the older organization to attract 
attention and organize students.

“Peaceful Petitions to the Conscience” 1�
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But the public relations staple that Stembridge and the Atlanta vol-
unteers relied on most was the press release. In October 1960 Stembridge 
wrote to friend and fellow civil rights advocate David Forbes, “We have 
been keeping the name of SNCC in the papers constantly with releases and 
letters to the editors about everything . . . they will KNOW what SNCC 
is and what the movement is and that WE SHALL OVERCOME!”9 In 
another almost four-page letter, she wrote to legislators, she described the 
organization’s purpose and presented “a brief digest of information which 
. . . Congressmen should know,” including SNCC history and philosophy 
and facts about the sit-in movement.10

Whether or not the press releases paid off depended on the recipient. 
Southern media organizations were mostly owned and managed by wealthy 
whites who participated in the oppression of blacks and who openly 
expressed their racist ideas in their news coverage. Stembridge said that 
most Southern papers only published negative reports on SNCC and other 
civil rights activities with the Jackson, Mississippi, Clarion Ledger being a 
prime example. Newspapers in larger cities, such as the Atlanta Constitu-
tion and New York Times, offered more objective coverage, but were still 
sometimes guilty of obscuring the overall views and images of the move-
ment. Austin Long-Scott, a black Associated Press reporter in the 1960s, 
said in a 1999 essay that “there was much bitter controversy at the time 
over whether the media should be doing a better job.”

Editors tended to argue that they were doing as much as they should, 
simply because they were doing as much as they could bring themselves 
to do. . . . Most media institutions were dragged kicking and scream-
ing into covering civil rights in the South, their hands forced by the pres-
sure of events. And in the North, where The Movement took on the 
cosmetically less appealing form of an often hostile confrontation over 
economic injustice, the media seemed at times powerless to come to grips 
with the basic underlying issues. There were a few insightful stories that 
raised the level of understanding about what was going on. But there 
were even more stories that preyed upon fears and played upon fears 
and reinforced stereotypes and aggressive and opinionated ignorance.11

SNCC workers were very aware of which media outlets were open 
(even if guardedly) to their message, and purposefully avoided sending 
press releases to those that were resistant. In August of 1960, Stembridge 
optimistically told Forbes that she had notified all of the “‘good’ press 
people” about an upcoming citywide Atlanta kneel-in and that “coverage 
should be great.”12
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Stembridge also regularly responded to articles about SNCC that 
appeared in the local and national press. In an August 11, 1960, unsigned 
letter to the Atlanta Journal that was most likely written by Stembridge, the 
newspaper was strongly criticized for an attack on civil rights workers in an 
editorial on “Senate maneuverings”:

How dishonest when you leave unnoticed those people who cripple leg-
islation for civil rights—the same people who, in fact, refuse Negroes 
at the school door, no matter how much federal money goes into its 
construction; the same people who pervert the Negroes’ privilege to 
vote . . . 13

Another example is a letter sent to the Augusta Courier, charging it with 
neglect by failing to mention SNCC when discussing the sit-in movement. 
Again, Stembridge was probably the anonymous author who wrote, “For 
your information, the consolidating body of the entire student movement 
is a self-directing organization called the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee.”14

creating a commUnications strategy:  
lawson, rUstin and gandhi

The students who bravely entered segregated facilities and drew the nation’s 
attention to their cause were part of one of the most effective public rela-
tions campaigns ever launched, one based on communication principles 
established thousands of miles from Georgia. Two SNCC advisors, James 
M. Lawson, Jr., and Bayard Rustin, had traveled to India in the 1950s to 
work with activists who had studied with Mohandas Gandhi. Those activ-
ists had created and followed successful communication strategies in the 
1920s and 1930s in an attempt to gain Indian independence from Great 
Britain. In addition to studying Gandhi’s writings on nonviolence, Lawson, 
Rustin, and others who later filled leadership positions in the civil rights 
movement analyzed Gandhi’s strategy of creating a centralized communica-
tions force for the purpose of gaining sympathy and building support for 
Indian independence. Faced with few resources and little time for laying 
out a long-term communications plan, SNCC workers used this strategy 
as a foundation for much of their work. So many of SNCC’s public rela-
tions strategies—including disseminating information and promoting direct 
action campaigns—were taken from Gandhi’s “toolkits” of “persuasion 
and protest methods.”15 Specific strategies included symbolic public assem-
blies, public prayer, picket lines, vigils, demonstrations, marches, musical 
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16 The Selling of Civil Rights

expositions, parades, and teach-ins—all of them heavily promoted to attract 
maximum press coverage.

In 1960 and 1961 America, many sit-ins and similar protests were 
hurriedly organized independently of SNCC, which responded by using 
its growing communications network to recruit students who were mostly 
working in isolation. Once these organizers agreed to inform SNCC of 
planned actions, communications workers were then able to alert the 
media beforehand and to disseminate information afterwards. SNCC 
workers also eventually created a system for recording arrests and tracking 
the whereabouts of protest participants.

Despite a growing amount of strategic planning, early organiza-
tional efforts remained haphazard. Limited resources made it impossible 
to design and implement a detailed communication plan with any degree 
of effectiveness in an environment where new events and demands for 
coordinated responses were taking place every day. SNCC workers had 
little choice but to react to rapidly evolving situations, but their reactions 
were based on a model that had succeeded thirty years earlier across the 
world in India.

Pre-sncc tactics

With the writer and publicist Julian Bond serving as one of its leaders, the 
Atlanta student group that preceded SNCC likely placed greater empha-
sis on public relations and communications compared to other southern-
based protest organizations. Under the leadership of Bond and Lonnie 
King, the Atlanta students established many of the public relations tactics 
that SNCC would eventually adopt as Bond’s ideas enacted by the Atlanta 
group were duplicated on a national scale when he joined SNCC as a staff 
member in 1961.16

But before SNCC was established, the Atlanta students experimented 
with their own strategies, including visits to the presidents of their universi-
ties and colleges to explain their goals and plans for peaceful protests. The 
school administrators could not openly support these activities,17 but the 
president of Atlanta University did advise his visitors to write a statement 
of principles. The result—an Appeal for Human Rights that was published 
in the Atlanta Journal—may be viewed as the first step in the students’ 
public relations campaign. The group convinced the student government 
presidents at all of Atlanta’s black universities to sign the document, which 
concluded with a pledge that they would “do whatever was necessary” in 
the interest of civil rights. In 1960, Bond said that the appeal was designed 
to provoke the conscience of anyone involved in the “immoral practices of 
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refusing to grant to some those guaranteed rights which are due to every 
member of the human race.”18

By that spring—1960—Bond had become the communications man-
ager for the Atlanta committee, where he started the practice of sending a 
stream of news releases to the black press and of working with the local 
offices of Time, Newsweek, the New York Times, the Washington Post, 
and other members of the mainstream national press. At the beginning of 
the fall semester, committee members continued to organize and promote 
picket lines and boycotts. A typical target was an A&P grocery store in 
a predominately black neighborhood and supported by black customers 
but with only one black employee. The store and its parent chain were an 
important advertising client for the Atlanta World, and its managers used 
their economic leverage to pressure the paper into attacking the student 
group. In a 1975 interview, Bond remembered viewing the attack as “the 
final straw.” The Atlanta students realized a strong need for their own 
paper, but of course they did not have the required resources. The potential 
for such a newspaper, however, was strong enough to attract interest from 
a group of local black businessmen, who asked Bond for assistance. The 
Atlanta Inquirer was born in 1960; with Bond serving as a founding writer 
and editor, it quickly became an important source of news on the emerging 
civil rights movement and served as a means for Bond to hone the commu-
nication skills that he later shared with SNCC.19

atlanta stUdents Become sncc VolUnteers

During the 1960 spring organizing conference, participants established a 
temporary committee and elected Marion S. Barry, Jr., as its first chairman. 
They made plans to establish a more formal organization (one that included 
sit-in organizers) later that year. Charles Cobb, an early SNCC leader, said 
that “two SNCCs” were active in the first few months of the organiza-
tion.20 First, there was the association of campus groups,21 each with its 
own name and affiliation; for instance, the Atlanta group was known as the 
Committee for the Appeal of Human Rights and Howard University activ-
ists called themselves the Nonviolent Action Group. Baker’s initial idea was 
to use SNCC as an umbrella organization to coordinate the activities of 
these independent groups. From Cobb’s perspective, the national SNCC 
staff and officers were best viewed as employees serving the needs of local 
organizers. The second SNCC emerged with the creation of a field secretary 
position in the summer of 1961. The Committee began sending its own 
people into rural Southern communities, giving it the same status as the 
action-oriented groups. SNCC, however, never abandoned its self-perceived 
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18 The Selling of Civil Rights

responsibility of acting as an information, communication, and adminis-
trative clearinghouse serving local groups. As the organization expanded, 
local leaders such as Cobb, Bond, Dianne Nash (a leader in the Nashville 
movement) and John Lewis became national staff members. When Rob-
ert Moses moved to Mississippi in early 1961, it marked the beginning of 
SNCC’s official outreach campaign to cultivate local leaders.22

In her position as the Committee’s only paid employee, Stembridge 
worked closely with two advisors to SNCC’s executive committee: Con-
stance Curry, who ran the National Student Association (NSA), and Baker. 
Moreover, Bond, Lonnie King, and A.D. King (the brother of Martin Luther 
King, Jr.) were frequent visitors to Stembridge’s office and assisted in many 
of the day-to-day tasks.23 Curry had started her job as director of the NSA 
Southern Student Human Relations Project in Atlanta in 1959.24 As part of 
her collaboration with Stembridge, in March of 1961 she started publishing 
a newsletter containing information on demonstration locations, numbers 
of arrests, and priorities in terms of needed assistance; the newsletter was 
distributed from the national NSA office in Philadelphia.25 Curry, Stem-
bridge, and Baker formed strong personal bonds that clearly benefited the 
organizations they represented.26 The three built the initial foundation for 
SNCC’s administrative and communication projects, and their influence is 
obvious in many of the organization’s later activities.

Stembridge later recalled that the “decision to try and succeed in 
nonviolence—at least for many years—was the greatest communication 
message” for the organization to disseminate.27 For instance, on August 
5, 1960, she submitted a “public relations report” describing all commu-
nication activities used to promote that message between mid-June and the 
end of July. For the most part, the report consisted of a list of individu-
als and organizations who had either contacted SNCC for support or who 
had received letters describing SNCC activities. Expelled students asking 
for legal assistance wrote several of the incoming letters; outgoing letters 
included invitations to other civil rights organizations to send represen-
tatives to a national SNCC conference. The report also contains a list of 
“consistent” financial supporters, including the American Friends Service 
Committee, the SCLC, the National Student Christian Federation, the 
Southern Conference Educational Fund, the Brotherhood of Sleeping-Car 
Porters, and Bayard Rustin.28

SNCC leaders and advisors came up with many communication and 
public relations strategies to ensure that the sit-ins and other demonstrations 
gained national attention and support for the civil rights movement. For 
instance, rather than participate in direct action campaigns, Curry served 
as an official observer whose main task was to disseminate information of 
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special events to other activist groups, the media, and families of arrested 
protesters or victims of violence. She later recalled standing at a phone booth 
with a handful of change so that she could report the consequences of direct 
action activities.29

Curry had the full support of the NSA for her SNCC activities, to the 
point of approving her use of Field Foundation funding earmarked for her 
NSA work to pay some SNCC bills. Her office was very close to the SNCC 
office; therefore it was common to find volunteers from both organiza-
tions sharing mimeograph machines to produce press releases, fund-raising 
letters, and the Student Voice, SNCC’s newsletter.30 Bond later described 
Curry as “a bridge between the overwhelming number of black sit-in stu-
dents and white students who were predisposed to join [the movement]” 
and “an invaluable resource for recruiting money and political support.” 
Curry also publicized the sit-in movement within the NSA network; accord-
ing to Bond, she “created an audience . . . that [otherwise] might not have 
been there.”31

Slowly, SNCC began sponsoring and organizing its own demonstra-
tions. On July 4, 1960, approximately twenty students gathered on the 
steps of the national Capitol “to see that freedom is truly free for all Ameri-
cans.” They sang freedom songs, prayed, and distributed public relations 
materials promoting SNCC and the civil rights movement. According to 
participant Edward B. King, Jr., even though it was broken up by local 
police officers after forty-five minutes, it was successful. The reason: Jet, 
Afro, the Pittsburgh Courier, and other national publications later reported 
on the demonstration. As part of the action, King read a prepared state-
ment “beseech[ing] Congress to enact before the forthcoming national elec-
tions a law granting Negro American servicemen and veterans immunity 
from the racial segregation laws of the several Southern States.” Published 
reports also quote King as stating the group’s belief that “human rights 
takes precedence over States Rights, [and] that the American way of life 
takes precedence over the Southern way of life.”32

The national recognition that was earned through this and other acts 
of resistance fueled SNCC’s growth. One month after the Capitol demon-
stration, the organization included representatives from thirteen Southern 
states and the District of Columbia, and had official ties with civil rights 
groups across the country.33 Stembridge used the growing number of vol-
unteers to build a stronger organization, with the guiding principle still 
being to “act as an information agency” for both the media and for groups 
working at the grassroots level. Fundraising became increasingly impor-
tant because of the growing number of students who had lost their jobs, 
been expelled from college, or needed to pay for bail and court costs. Acts 
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of violence against demonstrators were attracting attention from all over 
the country, meaning that Stembridge and her volunteer workers had to 
split their time between helping individual protesters or protest groups and 
responding to the growing number of letters flooding into the Committee’s 
office. In her words:

People were writing us from Seattle and God knows where. “What’s 
happening? What can we do?” These letters said, “Please let us know. 
Can we send this or that or the other?” Somebody had to watch those 
letters and try to get all these people who cared about these things in 
touch with each other.”34

Despite the success of sit-ins, there was a growing sense among Baker, 
Stembridge, Curry and the SNCC volunteers that their mission was much 
larger than integrating lunch counters. Baker had declared at the initial 
conference that their ongoing work was about “more than a hamburger.” 
When looking back on those days, she called integration a “surface goal” 
attached to a number of “irritants” that needed to be removed.35 

Sit-ins and other removal tactics required the consistent execution of 
at least three communication tasks—the first being a combination of inves-
tigation, research, and analysis. For example, the SNCC workers gathered 
information about the community and location and determined how they 
might best stage a sit in. The second task focused on education using infor-
mation gathered through the investigation. Participants were briefed on 
what to expect and trained in standard nonviolent tactics. The third task 
was negotiations with the opposition to communicate SNCC positions and 
perhaps reach a solution without having to organize a demonstration. In 
addition to sit-ins and picket lines, the last task also included such activi-
ties as boycotts, work stoppages, and other means of withholding support 
from a system based on oppression.36

Political inflUence and organization

Building good relations with elected and appointed government officials 
was also a means of dissolving “irritants” and achieving the larger goal of 
engendering swift and significant changes in civil rights. One of Stembridge 
and Baker’s first collaborative tasks was to prepare a statement for pre-
sentation by SNCC Chairman Marion Barry to the 1960 Republican and 
Democratic national conventions. Barry told delegates that his organization 
represented thousands of black and white American participants in the sit-
in movement, which he described as “peaceful petitions to the conscience 
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of our fellow citizens for redress of the old grievances that stem from racial 
segregation and discrimination.” He openly declared the student movement 
goals as achieving equal rights for all in education, employment, voting, 
and legal protection.37 Before and after this address, Stembridge sent indi-
vidual letters to political leaders, appealing to their consciences when ask-
ing for support for civil rights legislation.38 In a series of post-convention 
follow-up letters, she asked each and every member of the House and Sen-
ate to address the “nature and scope of the student protest movement.”39 
Barry, moreover, wrote a letter to Vice President Richard Nixon expressing 
regret that Nixon did not give support for the “nonviolent direct action 
techniques” that the students were using. In the letter, Barry argued that 
lack of support served to maintain the status quo.40

At its October conference, the SNCC leadership looked at potential 
methods for organizing protest groups across the South and for establish-
ing channels to provide support for those groups. There was general con-
sensus that the organization’s relationship with local protest groups should 
remain “suggestive” rather than “directive”—that is, SNCC’s responsibili-
ties would entail providing communication channels and information to 
national and regional groups, occasionally acting as spokespersons for pub-
lic relations purposes, but making it clear to all concerned that SNCC did 
not control local organizations.41 After the conference, Stembridge left her 
post (and later returned as a Mississippi field secretary); Edward B. King, 
Jr., filled her Atlanta job. Over the fall and winter, SNCC took on a more 
formal structure, with Stembridge’s former position being re-titled “execu-
tive secretary.”42

Also during this time, SNCC communications workers established 
their Gandhi-inspired approach to bringing the plight of oppressed blacks 
to the attention of members of the local and national media, who had been 
invited to attend the October conference held at Atlanta University.43 The 
group planned several special events designed to bring the group’s mes-
sages of nonviolence and civil rights for all to the attention of the national 
media. One of the most important events was a mass picketing scheduled 
for November 2, Election Day. In a Student Voice article, supporters were 
prompted to speak “forcefully” to politicians and to actively engage in 
local, state, and national races, since it had become “increasingly impor-
tant and expedient to realize the rights and duties we have as American 
citizens to exert political force to improve the conditions of those suffering 
second-class citizenship.”44 In declaring the Election Day protest a success, 
the Student Voice reported that students had “registered their profound dis-
satisfaction” with both parties and their limited approaches to civil rights 
issues.45 But despite efforts to generate media attention, a special edition of 
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the Student Voice declared that that the “unseeing press” ignored the events 
and instead focused on manufactured “Excitement in the election numbers 
game.” The writer (likely Stembridge) noted that the country’s “most sig-
nificant events go unreported” in newspapers “devoted to the pomp and 
circumstances of the social set and the most trivial pronouncement of poli-
ticians . . .”46 But in an effort to compensate for the lack of media atten-
tion, the four-page newsletter outlined the accomplishments of student 
groups across the country and concluded that the marches and demonstra-
tions “served notice on both parties that the student movement could not 
be bought off by empty promises . . .”47

A separate demonstration in Atlanta, however, may have held greater 
significance to the overall movement because it involved Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Bond and the Atlanta students persuaded King to take part in 
an October sit in at Rich’s Department store, where blacks were routinely 
refused service. Dr. King was one of several protesters who was arrested and 
jailed; as a nationally known figure, his presence drew considerable media 
attention and put pressure on national political leaders. John Kennedy tele-
phoned King’s wife, Coretta Scott King, to express his concern, and accord-
ingly Robert Kennedy telephoned a local judge to ask for King’s release.48

Perhaps due to the enormous amount of publicity that this action gen-
erated, SNCC leaders put out a call for students throughout the country to 
picket retail corporations whose Southern stores followed Jim Crow policies. 
This campaign, entitled “Make True the Truce . . . Free the South,” focused 
on Woolworth’s, S.H. Kress, McCrory, Grants, H.L. Green, Newberrys, Lane 
Rexall, and Walgreens.49 In a telephone interview, Constance Curry said that 
the focus on chain establishments was based on the hope that integration 
at one lunch counter might lead to the integration of many others.50 The 
same national approach was taken in December, when SNCC promoted a 
Christmas shopping boycott of stores with segregated lunch counters. Called 
the “Christmas Campaign Nation Wide,” it was specifically designed to call 
attention to the fact that no lunch counters had been integrated in South 
Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, or Louisiana at that time.51

As the sit-in movement grew, SNCC organizers sought ways to 
encourage further expansion, and they began contacting such groups as 
the Southern Conference Educational Fund (SCEF), an interracial group of 
Southerners that confronted segregation and racism directed by Carl and 
Anne Braden. In a letter to the Committee, the Bradens asserted that the 
“current student movement is the most important thing that has happened 
in the South in a long time.” They offered their assistance, including cov-
erage of SNCC activities in their newspaper, the Southern Patriot. Anne 
Braden also suggested that SNCC leaders keep her informed of planned 
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events and demonstrations so she could offer help to “key people in various 
areas of some specific project.”52

SNCC continued its networking and communications work while 
it evolved into a more politically active and formal organization. It went 
through a rapid transformation into a field organization when several stu-
dent leaders dropped out of school and started working full-time for the 
movement. The new full-time workers accepted fundraising assignments, 
which allowed them to get a sense of the tremendous mission they had 
become part of. Consequently, SNCC leaders raised sufficient funds to 
hold a seminar entitled “Understanding the Nature of Social Change” in 
Nashville in 1961. The purpose of the symposium was to educate attendees 
about nonviolence and the centralized communications activities of SNCC 
and the overall civil rights movement. Charles McDew, SNCC chairman, 
later described the event—which featured labor leaders, historians, psychia-
trists, psychologists, and entertainers—as an important step toward prov-
ing SNCC’s openness to all types of input:

We brought in everybody who would talk to us about different aspects 
of the system that we were about to attack. I think that’s important to 
understand, that once we decided we were going to make our move, we 
felt we were making it with the widest possible knowledge and infor-
mation, and as I said, we talked about all sorts of things as being pos-
sible and desirable programs.53

freedom rides Broaden sncc aUdience

In its second year of existence, SNCC expanded its successful strategies to 
build up its political arsenal. On the next-to-last day of 1960, communica-
tions workers wrote an open letter to all members of Congress challenging 
them to immediately wage war on racist practices throughout the South. 
The letter, in which SNCC’s motivation was defined as “ridding America 
of second class citizenship,” called for updating and vigorously enforcing 
the 1957 Civil Rights Bill, which gave federal prosecutors authority to sue 
anyone who interfered with voting rights, “without which all campaign 
promises become hollow mockery.”54

The new year also brought broader coverage in the national press—
one sign of a successful effort by communication workers to distribute peri-
odic news reports. For example, they had plenty to report on: an internal 
document dated March 3 includes descriptions of demonstrations and vio-
lent resistance in Columbia, Rock Hill, and Sumter, South Carolina; Chat-
tanooga, Tennessee; Lynchburg, Virginia; Tallahassee, Florida; Atlanta and 
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�� The Selling of Civil Rights

Macon, Georgia; Houston, Dallas, San Antonio, and Austin, Texas; and 
Louisville, Kentucky. Hundreds of students were arrested, including 188 
who sang hymns during an anti-segregation march on the South Carolina 
state capitol.55

Another strategy that garnered considerable publicity was the “jail 
vs. bail” campaign that Bayard Rustin proposed to the students. The idea 
was not only simple; it saved protest organizations a considerable amount 
of money. Protesters chose to stay in jail rather than post bail, which dis-
couraged local authorities from making additional arrests. Local govern-
ments lost money housing the protesters, and movement organizations did 
not have to deplete their bank accounts on bail and related legal fees.56 
The campaign also sent a powerful message to local authorities and the 
media that civil rights activists constituted a unified force that could not be 
ignored. SNCC staff wrote up detailed descriptions of these campaigns and 
distributed them to college students, federal officials, community residents, 
and reporters.

In April, SNCC started its involvement in an action that resulted in 
considerable violence, but that also did much to increase awareness of the 
civil rights movement throughout the nation. It designed a campaign enti-
tled “Drive Against Travel Bias” for the purpose of informing the Ameri-
can public that Southern bus companies and governments were blatantly 
ignoring a 1955 Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) ruling against 
segregated facilities in bus terminals. Participating students requested equal 
service and to speak to a manager if refused. Afterwards, participants filed 
reports on their experiences, and SNCC workers sent the files to the Trail-
ways Corporation and the Justice Department.57

Later that spring, SNCC promoted an action that was sponsored by 
the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), a civil rights organization based 
in the North.58 It was to become one of the most attention-getting events 
of the entire civil rights movement: the first Southern Freedom Ride, which 
began in Washington, D.C., on May 4. The riders included seven black and 
six white activists who set out to test the federal provision that outlawed 
segregation in interstate bus terminal facilities. By the time the group arrived 
in Atlanta on May 13, three members were in jail and several violent inci-
dents had occurred. An angry mob confronted the riders in Anniston, Ala-
bama, between Atlanta and Birmingham, and firebombed the bus. Most of 
the riders suffered from smoke inhalation, and several were severely beaten. 
When the second bus arrived in Birmingham, a group of men attacked five 
of the riders with lead pipes.59

At this point, CORE dropped its sponsorship of the project. Ruby 
Doris Smith, a SNCC worker who later served as executive secretary, quickly 
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telephoned all of the SNCC campus affiliates and asked for their support 
to continue the project.60 Dianne Nash, the Nashville coordinator, also did 
what she could to ensure that the rides continued, asking CORE director 
James Farmer to allow SNCC-affiliated students in Nashville to take over 
the project. She argued that despite the certainty of violence, discontinuing 
the rides would imply that the young organizers were giving up:

If the signal was given to the opposition that violence could stop us 
. . . if we let the Freedom Rides stop, then whenever we tried to do 
anything in the Movement in the future, we were going to meet with a 
lot of violence. And we would probably have to get a number of people 
killed before we could reverse that message.61

After accepting responsibility for the project, SNCC sent the buses from 
Birmingham to Montgomery (where more violence occurred) and Jackson, 
Mississippi, where police arrested all of the riders and sent them to a state 
penitentiary for forty-nine days.

The violence attracted national attention and an outpouring of sup-
port for the organization and the movement. In late September, Attorney 
General Robert Kennedy persuaded the ICC to ban segregation in bus ter-
minals—the orders were effective November 1. The ICC edict was a sec-
ondary outcome compared to the national publicity that the rides created. 
As the historian Clayborne Carson noted, the event sparked an awareness 
of the students’ “collective ability . . . [to] provoke a crisis that would 
attract international publicity and compel federal intervention.”62

The SNCC administrative staff provided the national media with a 
non-stop stream of information during the rides. Upon their conclusion, 
Edward King made an important public relations move by sending a 
telegram to President Kennedy, which may have influenced the ICC rul-
ing against segregated facilities. His central message was that the violence 
imposed on the Freedom Riders was unjustifiable and that the federal gov-
ernment had no choice but to “exercise firm and precise leadership” to 
address the situation. King insisted that Kennedy inform the entire nation 
that black Americans were “first class citizens” entitled to “all rights and 
privileges guaranteed by the Constitution of the United States as they seek 
to use the various modes of inter-state travel.”63

moses Joins local Blacks to take on mississiPPi

Perhaps the most important force behind SNCC’s transition from an orga-
nization focused on sit-ins to one focused on both direct action and voter 
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�6 The Selling of Civil Rights

registration was Robert Moses, a soft-spoken Harlem-born philosophy stu-
dent and math teacher. Moses, inspired by the sit in demonstrations, left 
teaching to join Stembridge and the student movement in the summer of 
1960. And on August 13, Moses stepped onto a Trailways bus in Atlanta to 
begin a three-week tour of Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana for the pur-
pose of contacting local civil rights leaders and offering assistance for them 
to “get organized.”64 At the time, Marion Barry described Moses’s plan as 
establishing “a much stronger network of communication throughout the 
deep South.”65 In an August 14, 1960 letter to David Forbes, Stembridge 
predicted that “this could prove to be one of the most important ventures 
we have undertaken, not only for getting people to the [October national] 
Conference but for the future communication of the movement.”66

During his tour, Moses met a local NAACP leader in Cleveland, Mis-
sissippi named Amzie Moore. Stembridge, who had heard about Moore 
through the SCLC, sent him a letter describing SNCC’s efforts to “improve 
the system of communication among students” and asking for his help in 
introducing Moses to local residents.67 In a report of his activities, Moses 
wrote “Amzie is the best I’ve met yet. . . . I would trust him explicitly 
and implicitly, and contact him frequently.”68 During their time together, 
Moore persuaded Moses to pursue voter registration as a means of achiev-
ing civil rights goals. Charles Cobb, a SNCC activist, later explained that 
Moore and other NAACP activists were anxious to organize in Mississippi, 
but their national leaders considered the state too difficult and dangerous 
to penetrate. According to Cobb, NAACP members such as Moore, Henry 
Silas, E.W. Steptow, Aaron Henry, C.C. Bryant, and Hartman Turnbow 
were “ready to move”; and SNCC having recently “washed in on the Free-
dom Ride,” was able to “open the doors” of Mississippi.69 As the two men 
visited communities near Cleveland for the purpose of establishing strategic 
relationships, they planned a voter registration campaign and a communi-
cations strategy to support it.70

The idea of voter registration did not win immediate approval within 
SNCC. An important segment of the membership remained focused on sit-
ins, which by August of 1961 had involved more than 70,000 protesters 
and about 3,000 arrests. In August, SNCC workers met at the Highlander 
School in Tennessee to debate whether they should continue their focus 
on direct action or refocus their energy on voter registration. McDew 
recalled that after four days of heated discussion, “the beloved community 
nearly fell apart because everybody was arguing so passionately for what 
direction they felt SNCC should go.”71 But each faction agreed to move 
the organization forward in both directions. Dianne Nash, the architect 
of numerous Nashville demonstrations, took charge of the direct action 
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wing, and Charles Jones led the voter registration effort. But within weeks, 
the two divisions realized that they were working toward the same goal, 
and therefore had no reason for administrative separation.72

Many notable changes in personnel occurred in 1961. When Stem-
bridge left the organization in the spring, Edward B. King, Jr. replaced 
her as executive secretary until September, when he returned to school.73 
James Forman, a former teacher and reporter for the Chicago Defender, 
replaced King as executive secretary in the fall of 1961. Forman’s appoint-
ment turned out to be one of SNCC’s most important personnel decisions. 
Baker described him as an “excellent strategist under pressure . . . he 
was effective, and therefore people deferred to him.”74 One of his first 
actions was to convince Bond to serve as full-time communications direc-
tor. It was a position that Bond would hold throughout SNCC’s most pro-
ductive and influential years, yet he credits Forman with establishing the 
foundation for the organization’s most successful public relations proj-
ects:75

Forman was a master propagandist. He insisted that SNCC develop 
a publicity apparatus–called Communications–and that it produce 
materials of the highest quality and unassailable objectivity . . . From 
him I learned to write brief, punchy press releases, and how to report 
on movement activity to skeptical journalists in a believable way.76

In addition to producing press releases, Forman and Bond acted 
as ghost writers for statements attributed to the SNCC chairman at that 
time, Charles McDew, who spent much of his time in fundraising activi-
ties away from Atlanta.77 McDew gave Bond and Forman authority to 
issue statements using his name for attribution in SNCC publications, 
and limited authority for statements distributed to the mainstream media. 
Consequently, the small communications staff helped elevate McDew’s 
status, which made him a more effective fund raiser and spokesperson for 
the overall civil rights movement.

There were, however, still considerable barriers in terms of day-to-
day operations. That fall, there were four people working regularly in 
the SNCC office: Forman, Bond, Norma Collins who handled clerical 
tasks, and John Hardy, described as “a jack of all trades.”78 The primitive 
working conditions made it difficult to transmit messages quickly and 
efficiently. Forman remembered that “physically it was a nightmare to 
get out a mailing. We had to go to another office to use its mimeograph 
machine; we couldn’t spread things out, and there was no room to 
maintain decent files.”79
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The reason, of course, was money. Despite McDew’s efforts, there was 
never enough to adequately fund all of SNCC’s varied projects. One source 
of frustration was the flow of money to other civil rights organizations that 
contributors wrongly viewed as being SNCC affiliates. In 1975, Bond told 
researchers Bob Hall and Sue Thrasher:

I can remember Forman and I going into the bank to deposit two or five 
dollars, and seeing Wyatt Tee Walker [head of the SCLC] . . . deposit-
ing sacks of checks. It was irritating as the devil because we knew we 
were the people doing things. King was going around making speeches, 
but that was it; they didn’t have anybody in the field hardly. But they 
were getting all this dough, much of it I’m sure, marked ‘To Southern 
Students, c/o Dr. Martin Luther King.’ The Southern civil rights move-
ment was just known as SCLC . . . 80

In a 1998 speech to the National Press Club, Bond recalled that one of his 
initial tasks as communications director was “to get reporters to differenti-
ate between SNCC and the [SCLC]—or Snick and Slick, as we put it—and 
to make sure our story was told.”81 To accomplish this, SNCC communica-
tions workers began adding the words “SNCC is an independent student 
organization” to all of their press releases and publications and following 
up with reporters who confused the organizations.82

the ProtectiVe eye of the national Press

Public recognition grew as a result of SNCC’s political organizing activi-
ties as well as slogans and press releases. Through the organizing skills of 
such leaders as Amzie Moore and Robert Moses, SNCC slowly established 
voter registration projects throughout the South, especially in Mississippi. 
According to Bond, one reason SNCC succeeded where other organizations 
failed was that its “more numerous and less transient” workers actually 
lived in the isolated rural communities they were trying to organize.83 This 
characteristic was a SNCC organizational hallmark. The unconventional 
partnership of young college students and the rural poor made a lasting 
impression on oppressed black Southerners. The SNCC workers used their 
growing experience in communications strategies to promote their activities 
and to show the nation the destitute standard of living that was common 
among blacks in the rural South.

But while a public relations campaign may have educated the general 
population, it did not have the desired effect on the Washington establish-
ment, which continued to exert pressure on SNCC to restrict its activities. 
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Forman later noted that Attorney General Robert Kennedy encouraged 
SNCC’s voter registration campaign, but for the reason that it “would not 
embarrass the United States government as much.”84 Concerned that the 
Justice Department might make an attempt to control the student move-
ment, Forman and other leaders turned down a considerable amount of 
money in the form of federal grants. As a result, they felt no pressure to 
appease government officials or to redirect their efforts from rural to urban 
areas.85 But although the Committee turned down federal money, it main-
tained important relationships with several federal agencies. This was help-
ful for the work being performed by rural field secretaries, who pushed for 
enforcement of the 1957 Civil Rights Bill—especially requirements of fed-
eral protection for registered voters and those who were working to register 
new voters. Forman said that SNCC used this statute in the early 1960s “to 
pressure the federal government to do what it was supposed to do, and that 
is to protect people in the exercise of their right to vote.”86

SNCC workers faced new and more arduous challenges in Missis-
sippi. The state’s history of violent resistance to the civil rights movement 
instilled fear in most local residents. Up to the time that Moses and Moore 
started their registration campaign, Mississippi leaders had largely man-
aged to block “outside agitators” and maintain racial injustice as a way 
of life. In terms of public relations, McDew knew that it would take an 
exceptional effort to convince the national press to travel to Mississippi to 
do some hands-on reporting, yet without the presence of the national news 
media, SNCC workers would always be in danger of violent retribution for 
their organizing work:

When you made a move on Mississippi, one of the things you had to 
do was come to grips with your own mortality . . . This is not going 
to be big demonstrations with lots of television cameras with people 
around watching . . . when we went on those highways in the middle 
of the night . . . you had to think that you would never live to see 
your home again.87

That August, SNCC organizers bravely selected McComb, Missis-
sippi—one of the most resistant and potentially violent cities in the state—
to begin their registration efforts. They chose McComb based on what they 
perceived as significant local support. Hollis Watkins, a high school stu-
dent who participated in some of the SNCC-led activities, recalled that the 
registration efforts were accompanied by lunch counter sit-ins and demon-
strations at local bus stations, which in turn led to a boycott of the local 
high school after several students had been expelled for their participation. 
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McComb was also the location of SNCC’s first Freedom School, designed 
to provide political and cultural education and modeled after the High-
lander School. Established in 1961, it served as a model for schools offering 
educational opportunities beyond those of Mississippi’s sharply segregated 
schools, which neglected any mention of African American historical, cul-
tural, or economic contributions.88

The school boycott encouraged the national media’s interest in the 
plight of civil rights workers in Mississippi. During his first few days as 
executive secretary, Forman spent much of his time responding to tele-
phone calls from the press regarding the boycott and other McComb activi-
ties. Realizing how ill-prepared the office was to manage the constant flow 
of media inquiries, Forman focused his considerable organizational skills 
on making SNCC’s external communication activities more professional 
and timely.89 He soon convinced Bond to leave the Atlanta Inquirer and 
to work for SNCC full-time as the creator and manager of an apparatus 
for gaining greater media coverage for the organization and the entire civil 
rights movement.

After two weeks of training in the Freedom School, small numbers 
of McComb residents attempted to register at the Pike County courthouse. 
Although they were met with violent resistance and arrests, they served as 
inspiring examples worthy of press attention. Hollis Watkins later recalled 
that SNCC workers were successful in their effort to “educate, motivate, 
and inspire people from different areas to get up and do something and take 
some initiative upon themselves.” Remaining true to the organizational mis-
sion promoted by Ella Jo Baker, SNCC workers never ceased in their efforts 
to find and support local leaders, therefore many Mississippi SNCC staff 
positions, paid and volunteer, were soon filled with Mississippians.

As SNCC attracted a growing number of field secretaries from all over 
the South to work with the indigenous Mississippi activists, the appearance 
of twelve full-time workers in McComb marked the final stage of SNCC’s 
transformation from an administrative umbrella organization for student 
groups to a field organization. But Forman and Bond continued their efforts 
to disseminate information throughout the country, with a special focus on 
reaching students in northern states for purposes of distributing informa-
tion and fundraising.90

alBany, georgia

Albany, Georgia, was the site of a separate SNCC effort to organize a voter 
registration campaign and to gain publicity for the movement. Former Free-
dom Riders and sit-in activists Cordell Reagon, Charles Jones, and Charles 

Murphree 3rd pages.indd   30 6/9/2006   3:34:09 PM



Sherrod arrived in Albany to ignite local voter registration efforts. They 
reported their slow progress to the Atlanta office. Their work, however, 
which began in October of 1961 and lasted until the following summer, 
did attract national media attention, and therefore raised awareness about 
the of horrendous acts of oppression in Albany and of civil rights activities 
throughout the rural South.

Albany SNCC workers produced several communication tools that 
remained separate from those created in Atlanta, including fact sheets, 
press releases, and their own edition of the Student Voice. In mid-Novem-
ber the group started a campaign to encourage local residents to register 
by December 1 in order to be eligible to vote in the 1962 elections. Their 
plans included letter writing, canvassing the entire town block-by-block, 
and asking for support and funds at local churches. SNCC representatives 
wrote prepared speeches for local leaders, but they encouraged speak-
ers to use them as guidelines for writing their own personal statements.91 
One anonymous writer, identifying herself as an Albany housewife, issued 
a plea for fellow blacks to “awaken” and register to vote. In the essay, 
which SNCC workers distributed throughout the town’s black commu-
nity, she argued that voting was the best method for changing economic 
conditions. She asked, “[How long can you] sit, sleep, toil and remain at 
the foot of the ladder when there’s room for you and your family at the 
top?”92

Albany SNCC workers also used their arsenal of communication 
strategies to conduct direct action campaigns. On November 1, nine civil 
rights workers participated in a bus station sit-in to test compliance with 
the ICC anti-segregation ruling. As planned, the students left when threat-
ened with arrests, but they later filed affidavits with the federal agency. The 
bus terminal action led to the formation of the Albany Movement, consist-
ing of representatives from SNCC, the NAACP, and other civil rights orga-
nizations.93 On November 22, five of the sit-in participants were arrested. 
Three posted $100 bonds and two chose to remain in jail. Bertha Goe-
ber, one of the students who served time, said that she hoped her decision 
would “dramatically” represent “the evil and inconvenience of segrega-
tion” to local and national communities.94 Members of the Albany Move-
ment responded with mass meetings held in local churches; the songs that 
were sung during those meetings came to be known as “freedom songs.” 
That music—later performed by a group calling itself the SNCC Free-
dom Singers—constituted a major public relations contribution from the 
Albany campaign.

The students’ trial was scheduled for November 27. Between 300 and 
400 supporters took part in a demonstration to protest the arrests and the 

“Peaceful Petitions to the Conscience” �1

Murphree 3rd pages.indd   31 6/9/2006   3:34:09 PM



�� The Selling of Civil Rights

expulsion of two of the students from Albany College, a local black insti-
tution.95 Despite the college’s status as a local center for black education, 
SNCC workers and black Albany residents viewed its administrators as col-
laborators supporting the town’s oppressive status quo. In response to the 
university policy of reprimanding or expelling student activists unless they 
agreed to permanently cease their protest activities, an anonymous editorial 
writer declared in the December edition of the Albany Student Voice that 
“the administration will use any childish form of retaliation in hopes of 
silencing the free-thinking student.”96 Although the writer did not identify 
the college president by name, the charge was made that he had committed 
a crime “against humanity”:

He has not only suppressed, by law and contemptible means, any 
inquiry or active interest in the correction of a morally degenerate situ-
ation which internally affects each and every one of his charged, but he 
has . . . endorsed and supported the bigoted schemes and vile meth-
ods of perpetrators of his corruption. Betrayal is the most damning of 
these atrocities, not only because he betrays himself and his children 
both present and to come, but because he betrays with his calumny, 
the inability of the human mind and the precious right of the eternal 
soul to seek out and replace with good the evil that surrounds it in such 
infamous abundance.97

In response, the national SNCC office issued a call for all groups to 
protest the arrests and distributed a statement declaring that “unless the 
Justice Department and the ICC insure the rights of all passengers to use 
bus and train facilities without being subjected to harassment . . . the Free-
dom Rides and the . . . ICC ruling will have been in vain.”98 Charles Jones 
wrote a call for action in which he encouraged Albany’s black community 
to band together and “take the legal guarantees on thin paper and turn 
[them] into thick action of implementation.”99 On December 10, SNCC 
and the SCLC organized a Freedom Ride from Atlanta to Albany, this time 
by train. The ten riders included Forman, Bob Zellner (SNCC’s first white 
field secretary), Norma Collins, and Joan Browning, a volunteer in the 
Atlanta administrative office. All ten were arrested as they sat together in 
the Albany waiting room.

Local Southern jails were particularly notorious as dangerous places 
for civil rights activists, but the ten protesters refused bail in order to 
clearly communicate their message of nonviolence in response to oppres-
sion. This is an example where a communications strategy served two 
purposes: increasing external awareness of an event and protecting jailed 
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participants. Bond may have saved several lives with his press relations 
skills. Browning remembers that within hours of her arrest, Bond distrib-
uted a press release to dozens of media organizations that described the 
details surrounding the arrest and included the names of the incarcerated 
demonstrators.100 Once the media had these names, local authorities were 
less likely to physically abuse their prisoners. In Browning’s words, “Once 
your name is out there in public that you are in jail in Albany it is hard for 
them to ‘spirit’ you out of the jail and ‘disappear’ you without someone 
knowing.” Browning also recalls that Bond was able to maintain a “drum 
beat of media attention in Albany”; the presence of so many reporters in 
the area could not be ignored.

The arrests of the Freedom Riders triggered mass rallies and dem-
onstrations in Albany on December 14; in all, about 480 protesters were 
arrested.101 However, Laurie Pritchett, the Albany police chief, was famil-
iar with the jail-filling strategy, and therefore made arrangements with sur-
rounding counties to accept the vast majority of prisoners. By keeping the 
Albany jail empty, Pritchett succeeded in reducing the effectiveness of the 
local action.102 The SNCC campaign, however, was successful in build-
ing local support and in attracting national attention. Albany officials 
promised to create a biracial committee to address the demands of the civil 
rights protesters, including the release of prisoners and enforcement of the 
ICC ruling.

The negotiations broke down almost immediately. After addressing a 
large group of civil rights activists, Dr. King was arrested along with 250 
other rally participants. King announced his intention to spend Christmas 
in the Albany jail, and the public response that ensued forced local officials 
back to the negotiating table. Within two days, King announced that an 
agreement had been reached regarding compliance with the ICC regula-
tions; he was released on bail as part of the settlement.103 The agreement 
was considered a victory, but Albany officials failed to keep their promise 
to desegregate the local bus system. Demonstrations continued for a while, 
but the Albany movement went into rapid decline.

The events in Albany had given it a prominent location on the civil 
rights map. The episode also underscored how the strategic use of certain 
communication techniques could motivate local residents to resist oppres-
sion that they had long considered commonplace. In a SNCC document 
entitled “Report from Albany,” Frances Pauley, a SNCC worker in Albany, 
argued that even though the movement did not “win specific goals,” Alba-
ny’s black population made tremendous progress during the few turbulent 
weeks of demonstrations. She also emphasized the fact that the demonstra-
tions were not marred by violence or brutality, even toward demonstrators 
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who had been imprisoned. Furthermore, the Albany negotiations marked 
the first time that black and white leaders had ever sat down “face to face” 
and “man to man” to work toward solutions to local issues.104

solidifying a national sUPPort Base

The tumultuous events in Albany closed out SNCC’s second year. Although 
most acts of resistance were still imperiled by violence and arrests, the group 
renewed its commitment to direct action and its expanding voter registra-
tion campaign. There was plenty of evidence to support the idea that sit-
ins worked. For instance, a 1963 study conducted by Martin Oppenheimer 
noted that in more than 50 percent of all cases, sit-ins resulted in some 
progress toward desegregating restaurants, theaters, department stores, or 
public facilities.105

Although it is difficult to directly measure the success of the SNCC 
communication efforts from a cause and effect perspective, evidence sug-
gests that the impact was significant. For example, SNCC’s early com-
munication work also has important ramifications for understanding and 
exploring the construction of news during the sit in years. By distributing 
their own publications and by working to diligently maintain a strong rela-
tionship with the national press, the group helped to set the nation’s agenda 
via the press and via public relations.106 In many ways, it clearly illus-
trates the significant role that public relations played in creating civil rights 
news. Perhaps most relevant to constructing the news, the young activists 
quickly realized that staging events, such as sit-ins and protests, attracted 
the national media and created support for their cause. So even without an 
accurate calculation of printed news releases and successful stories pitched, 
we can review the national media of the day to see extensive coverage of 
SNCC events–events specifically designed to attract the national media and 
consequently the support of the national public.

At the end of December 1961 SNCC was entering its twentieth month 
as a formal organization. During its brief life, it had not only created, 
directed, and encouraged direct-action demonstrations, it had also become 
a fully functioning entity capable of galvanizing large numbers of supporters 
from all parts of the United States. In a spring 1961 editorial, the Student 
Voice declared that SNCC had combined “natural and spontaneous leader-
ship within the individual protest groups to carry out nonviolent demon-
strations against racial segregation throughout the Southland.”107 Because 
of SNCC-sponsored sit-ins, the civil rights movement had been expanded 
far beyond the mostly Southern communities that were the primary targets 
of the demonstrations.
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By early 1962, southern sit-ins had a national audience, one that was 
increasingly aware of the nonviolent character of the civil rights movement 
and therefore willing to express vocal and financial support. That awareness 
was in great part due to the public relations efforts of largely inexperienced 
college students and administrative staff who mimeographed thousands of 
pages of reports, press releases, internal memos, and letters to government 
and political leaders. As the national organization and local groups joined 
forces, communication efforts became more formal and organized. From a 
single desk in the corner of a sister organization’s office, SNCC had grown 
to become the primary point group in field actions aimed at forcing social 
change in all parts of the United States, but especially in the South.

“Peaceful Petitions to the Conscience” �5
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Chapter Two

Freedom in the Air:  
Politics and Community

Ninety-five percent of the time our staff forms the primary link with 
“the outside world.” Whenever there are atrocities committed against 
the local population, we must assume responsibility for communicating 
these to the news media and interested groups.1

—SNCC Internal Report, July 15, 1963

In early 1962, SNCC transcended its responsibilities of student group coor-
dination and established itself as an activist organization with full-time field 
secretaries scattered throughout the South. These field secretaries worked 
with the administrative staff to make SNCC an organization capable of 
empowering local leadership—precisely the philosophy that Ella Jo Baker 
tried to instill in the attendees of the 1960 organizing conference. The 
growing number of workers added political action and voter registration to 
their short list of primary goals. And in order to confront the racist political 
system that ran the American South in the early 1960s, SNCC did its best 
to convince the residents of black communities that they must join the fight 
for their voting rights, through which they could improve their lives and 
those of their children.

These two years—1962 and 1963—stand out in SNCC’s history as a 
time of political growth and recognition. By this time, local, state, and fed-
eral authorities were aware of the organization and understood that it had 
become a component of the public agenda. With this expanding power, 
the SNCC workers delved into sleepy southern communities and began 
the process of encouraging blacks to register to vote. Achieving these lofty 
goals required the construction of communication links among poor and 
isolated rural black communities, SNCC field secretaries, and Atlanta-
based workers whose responsibility it was to disseminate a steady stream 
of supportive information to the media, the public, and political leaders. 

Murphree 3rd pages.indd   37 6/9/2006   3:34:10 PM



�8 The Selling of Civil Rights

The top-down flow of information consisted of nonviolent strategies for 
field activities and campaigns. Field secretaries and volunteers forged hori-
zontal connections to share success stories to inspire and motivate both 
internal and external audiences. And all the while, SNCC’s guiding mis-
sion was to build a sense of community that crossed state borders, a mis-
sion requiring the sophisticated use of very basic communication strategies 
and tools.

By the close of 1963, SNCC would have major field projects under-
way in Selma and Gadsden, Alabama (managed by Worth Long); Pine 
Bluff, Arkansas (William Hansen); Albany and Americus, Georgia (Charles 
Sherrod); much of Mississippi, with bases in Batesville, Biloxi, Clarksdale, 
Cleveland, Columbus, Greenville, Greenwood, Hattiesburg, Holly Springs, 
Jackson, Laurel, McComb, Meridian, and Vicksburg, (Robert Moses); 
Raleigh, North Carolina (Reginald Robinson); and Danville and Farmville, 
Virginia (Avon Rollins). The core staff consisted of ninety-six field secretar-
ies and field workers, twelve Atlanta-based administrative staff members, 
and over 100 full-time volunteer workers. James Forman had also estab-
lished twelve Friends of SNCC groups in the Northeast and West, primarily 
on college campuses, to help send SNCC’s message and gather support for 
the organization.

To maintain connections among all of these elements, the central office 
organized annual national meetings and invited the general public and the 
media. In a November 1962 letter inviting all SNCC workers to a fall confer-
ence at Fisk University in Nashville, Forman described planned workshops 
on nonviolence, politics, voting rights, economics, and communications.2 He 
also expressed his optimism that “good will” would flow from this gathering 
in the same manner it had flowed through previous meetings. He urged field 
secretaries to prepare detailed reports of their activities for distribution to 
all attendees.3 The Atlanta staff organized the conferences while simultane-
ously running a media campaign consisting of a non-stop stream of newslet-
ters, press releases, fact sheets, employee/volunteer relations material, event 
notifications, and invitations. As they gained experience, the communica-
tions staff became increasingly savvy in meeting the needs of newspaper edi-
tors—for instance, surveying them for guidance as to preferred press release 
formats, timing, and other suggestions for increasing the chances that their 
messages would be perceived as legitimate.4

Fred Powledge, a 1960s journalist who worked for the Atlanta Journal 
and later the New York Times, referred to Julian Bond and Dorothy Miller 
Zellner as “the captains and lieutenants and colonels” of the southern pro-
tests and explained that they manned the Atlanta headquarters office to 
send press information as soon as an event broke out. He described them as 
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the kind of public relations people that served a valid and valuable service 
by making sure that reporters had access to the facts.

If SNCC knew something was going to happen . . . let’s say Forman 
was going to march on a Deep South cracker country courthouse, that 
meant that a dangerous situation was about to occur. They [Bond and 
Zellner] would tell the FBI, even though they did not trust them for 
good reason, and they would also tell the press.5

Along with managing the flow of information, the communication 
staff devised strategies to get their news transmitted even when reporters 
were not receptive. In a critical media relations strategy, SNCC workers, 
who knew that their news releases were often ignored, learned through 
wire service contacts that the wire editors took note of stories about tele-
grams that had been sent to the federal government and affidavits and 
complaints filed with government agencies. To take advantage of infor-
mation, the communication staff used a strategy that Forman developed. 
The Friends of SNCC representatives asked northern reporters to request a 
story and determine if a particular event had occurred. This strategy pres-
sured southern wire services to present some of the facts.6 King said the 
Atlanta wires were then obligated to carry a report. And this, of course, 
required that they dispatch a reporter to the scene.7 So, rather than send 
a news story directly related to an incident, the group first wired a tele-
gram about the incident or a victim’s affidavit to either Robert Kennedy, 
the attorney general, President Kennedy, or another prominent politician. 
Forman recalled that not only did this strategy “arouse public opinion in 
favor of our cause,” it also put politicians on the spot publicly and played 
“on the contradictions between the federal government—that was suppos-
edly official American ‘democratic’ policy—and the state governments of 
the South and their blatant racism.”8

When King joined SNCC’s staff in the summer of 1963, she recalled 
that she was amazed at the extent of influence that the two-person, two-
telephone SNCC communication office exerted. The organization had 
recently installed three Wide Area Telephone Service (WATS) lines. “No 
WATS lines installed by the American Telephone and Telegraph Company 
ever got more use than SNCC’s.” Now that field secretaries could telephone 
reports without concern for long-distance charges, the communications 
staff could disseminate more news with greater detail and accuracy. King 
said that she and Bond used the WATS system to “coordinate action, gather 
information or news stories as they occurred, break those items to the news 
media, send messages, issue telegrams, call press conference, lessen reprisal, 
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and sometimes save lives.” So even in the face of limited staff and funding, 
King said that she and Bond, “hunched over two telephones in an obscure 
street in southwest Atlanta,” mobilized support groups across the country, 
concocted media relations strategies that made “it impossible for the wire 
services to walk away from a story, [roused] the national press corps into 
action, [and tried] to prod the FBI into doing right.”9

Still, keeping the SNCC message in the public eye required enormous 
persistence on the part of communication workers, administrative staff, 
field secretaries, and volunteers; and SNCC’s success in making the orga-
nization an accepted part of the national political arena remains one of its 
major achievements.

oVercoming media comPlacency

In early 1962, SNCC workers set into motion a more structured communi-
cations plan for broadening support for the civil rights movement through-
out the country. The political action component was clearly building steam 
in terms of motivating local residents to participate in protest activities 
and to assume the risks associated with voter registration. Forman later 
explained that at the beginning of the year, SNCC made a strong commit-
ment to using voter registration as a “tool by which consciousness might 
be aroused, politicized, and organized.”10 The timing was right—North-
ern news organizations had assisted the movement by publishing inspiring 
stories about sit-in organizers and participants and their ability to move 
forward despite the threat of violence, but as the sit-ins declined, they lost 
interest. Danny Lyon, a white Northerner who worked for two years as a 
SNCC photographer, said that in 1962 few Northerners, including report-
ers, believed that “Southern blacks in Mississippi would rise up and fight 
for their rights.” He added that the Northern press showed little interest in 
covering the details of the movement, but they were eager to receive trust-
worthy information and pictures related to beatings and bombings.11

Even when relegated to the back pages of white-owned publications, 
mentions of SNCC and of student-organized sit-ins still had an impact on 
communities that were not accustomed to press attention. There was a 
period, however, when front-page stories featuring sit-ins were expected 
components of local news, and SNCC workers found it much easier to 
either generate or disseminate newsworthy stories to the mainstream 
media. In a 1962 article, a SNCC worker named Betty Garman argued 
that even with its limited coverage of civil rights activity, the Southern 
white press had “aided coordination.” By 1962, however, Garman and her 
coworkers were faced with an increasingly difficult task of “devising new 
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ways to direct the spirit of protest into action,” since media coverage was 
far less frequent.12

rUral Voting rights, UrBan PUBlicity

Another possible explanation for the national media’s decreasing inter-
est in the civil rights movement is its traditional bias toward urban affairs 
over rural events. In the latter half of 1961, SNCC activity was focused on 
Southwest Georgia and Mississippi. This was an important strategic deci-
sion that served to distinguish SNCC from other civil rights organizations. 
Garman pointed out that registration numbers were lowest in rural areas 
and that rural blacks tended be more apathetic—in no small part because of 
threats of violence in response to any political activity on their part. From 
a strategic standpoint, these Deep South rural counties—137 with black 
majorities—were very important because they carried a “balance of voting 
strength” in state legislative and congressional elections.13 Forman called 
the disproportionate representation of whites in state capitols throughout 
the south a “rotten boroughs” system that encouraged oppression by local 
white power structures. So by 1962 it was obvious to SNCC and other 
civil rights organizations that registering rural blacks was the fastest route 
to their gaining political power.14 Forman, the ex-newspaper reporter who 
generally considered the communications aspect of his decisions, believed 
that white fear over the potential of lost political power could be translated 
into greater media coverage for the voter registration campaign. He also 
accepted the fact that such exposure would more likely than not be the 
result of violent reactions on the part of local white authorities.15

A comparison of two events shows how SNCC’s grass roots interac-
tions with the rural poor could be combined with sophisticated communi-
cations strategies to promote local civil rights campaigns. The first involved 
Fannie Lou Hamer and other poor black Mississippians. Hamer, a native 
of Ruleville, Mississippi, and a plantation worker for most of her life will 
always be remembered for giving a passionate speech at the beginning of 
the 1964 Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City. She later told 
an oral historian that she was never exposed to the idea of blacks voting 
until she attended a SNCC mass meeting:

They were talking about we could vote out people that we didn’t want 
in office . . . That sounded interesting enough to me that I wanted to 
try it. I had never heard, until 1962, that black people could register 
and vote . . . I heard it from Robert Moses and another man named 
Jim Forman.16

Freedom in the Air �1
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Moses was also involved in the other central event: the decision by CBS 
to produce a documentary on the Mississippi voter registration campaign 
and to air it to a prime time national audience in September 1962. The film 
showed Hattiesburg, Mississippi, voter registrar Theron Lynd turning away 
black voters and intentionally failing them on a literacy test—long one of 
the most effective methods for keeping blacks off county voting rolls. The 
test included difficult questions regarding interpretations of the state con-
stitution. Even when blacks answered correctly, registrars had a list of other 
guidelines that could be used to reject the respondent’s application. Whites 
were generally registered without taking such tests. To the astonishment of 
millions of viewers, CBS had captured these overt acts of discrimination 
on film. Those viewers were unaware that Moses had worked closely with 
the network production team to ensure not only that the message of overt 
discrimination would be clearly stated, but also that SNCC’s organizing 
efforts would be shown in the best possible light. The Student Voice told its 
readers that the CBS program made it clear that despite “attacks on voters 
and registration workers, efforts to register Negroes in the State of Missis-
sippi were not halting and would continue.”17

There were other symbolic and practical organizing campaigns in 
between these two extremes of national and grass roots organizing successes. 
For example, Dianne Nash, the direct action proponent and leader in the 
Nashville area, spent time in Jackson, Mississippi, helping indigenous com-
munity organizers build campaigns for black Congressional candidates—a 
project that relied heavily on the skills of SNCC workers who had become 
increasingly experienced and sophisticated in public relations operations. 
Those skills were used to educate black Jackson residents about the election 
process, including poll tax payments and literacy tests. Residents received 
newsletters describing the various candidates and the circumstances sur-
rounding the elections. No one expected that a black candidate could win 
in 1962 Mississippi, but the idea of running an electoral campaign was a 
public relations success because it proved to residents that the idea of local 
black political leadership was both legitimate and possible at a future date. 
Ten years later, Forman described the Jackson campaign as a “forum” for 
local issues involving racism and a method of “[shaking] loose some of the 
fear that many blacks in Mississippi had at that time.”18

Mississippi racists were more vigorous in their use of intimidation tac-
tics compared to anti-integrationists in other states, but their zealousness 
often worked against them in terms of media notoriety. In one extremely 
overt action that took place in early February 1962, SNCC tried to inte-
grate the gallery seating area in the Mississippi legislature. Howard Zinn (a 
white SNCC advisor who was a professor at Spelman College in Atlanta) 
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and one of his white students joined a group of SNCC workers sitting in 
the section designated for blacks. Both were ejected from the building, and 
several days later SNCC organized a picket line on the capitol grounds in 
protest. Most of the protesters were arrested. As Forman explained, such 
events were helpful in exposing “one more nerve of the festering body of 
the racist United States.”19

The events in Mississippi did much to further the cause of the civil 
rights movement and to put SNCC in a positive light, but not enough to 
keep the organization or its operations financially solvent. Charles McDew 
worked non-stop to raise money in Northern states, but he still had trouble 
maintaining the distinction between SNCC and other activist groups. John 
Lewis, soon to be SNCC chair, complained that SNCC was taking on all 
of the risks associated with grass roots organizing in such states as Missis-
sippi, but the bulk of civil rights contributions was still going to groups that 
sat on the sidelines. To remedy this situation, in January 1962, Moses cre-
ated an umbrella group known as the Council of Federated Organizations 
(COFO). The alliance consisted of SNCC, the SCLC, the Congress of Racial 
Equality, and the NAACP. Hollis Watkins, the McComb student who by 
this time was serving as a Mississippi field secretary, described COFO as a 
means of demonstrating a “sense of unity and harmony” among civil rights 
organizations and to “prevent conflicts in fund raising.” Funds sent to indi-
vidual groups could be directed toward COFO and used specifically for 
Mississippi projects.20 Additional funds came from an organization called 
the Voter Education Project (VEP), which was sponsored by the Southern 
Regional Council. Forman later described the project as a “tax dodge” for 
the Democratic Party—that is, a strategy for registering voters using tax-
exempt funds. By designating money for SNCC activities, VEP organizers 
could help register voters, who would very likely vote for Democratic can-
didates and collect information on registration irregularities. VEP money 
was considered tax-exempt under Internal Revenue Service rules concern-
ing “educational activity.”21

Forman and other SNCC leaders knew they were taking a risk by par-
ticipating in the VEP plan since taking the money could put them in a posi-
tion of answering to political leaders who might expect a role in determining 
their future plans. The shared organizational goals of the two groups, how-
ever, dictated collaboration: both wanted to register voters, and the VEP 
had much deeper pockets than SNCC. As such, SNCC leaders believed that 
they could use the VEP to encourage the enforcement of federal laws meant 
to combat the voter registration practices of Southern state governments.22 
Forman hoped that federal voting rights statutes passed in 1957 and 1960 
would not only further the cause of registration, but also protect the lives 
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of SNCC organizers who worked under the threat of Southern racist vio-
lence.23 Another incentive for joining forces with VEP was a signal from 
Kennedy administration officials that additional funding would become 
available if SNCC retained its focus on voter registration rather than proj-
ects that might lead to widespread violence or embarrass the national gov-
ernment.24 SNCC received VEP funds in June; they used the initial $5,000 
grant to support local registration efforts throughout Mississippi.25,26

more sPace and a new image

Forman made three pivotal communications decisions at the June 15, 1962, 
executive committee meeting: Julian Bond was selected as communications 
director, and John Lewis replaced Charles McDew as SNCC chairman. 
And to advance the communication efforts even further, the committee also 
authorized the purchase of a printing press;27 this coincided with a move 
from SNCC’s one-room office to a warehouse loft at 135 Auburn Avenue 
in Atlanta.28

Lyon, the white SNCC photographer, described Forman as being 
“singularly aware” of the need for a new organizational image. Forman 
therefore pushed for Lewis’ election as chairman because of his powerful 
presence, public speaking skills, strong religious background, and his loy-
alty to the nonviolence ideal despite having been arrested and beaten on 
several occasions. In his memoir, Lewis wrote that Forman encouraged him 
to be aware of his position as “a symbol of the student movement.” In 
that same work, Lewis acknowledged his role as “a walking example of the 
things that SNCC stood for, the things SNCC was trying to do . . . when 
people saw me, they saw arrests and beatings and nonviolence.”29,30

Whereas McDew, out of necessity, had to spend much of his time fund-
raising in the North, Lewis was more of an inspirational force on the front 
lines of the movement. He used the word “whirlwind” to describe his travel 
itinerary to various protest sites in order to “take stock, gather information 
on what was needed, give a speech, take part in a march or demonstra-
tion, perhaps talk to a reporter to two . . .”31 During this period, Bond’s 
responsibility was to ensure that the press was aware of Lewis’s activities, 
whether or not the two were traveling together. Lewis recalled:

Julian would call me in West Helena or Forrest City, Arkansas, wher-
ever I was on the road, and he’d ask what had happened that day, what 
we were planning to do tomorrow, how many people would be march-
ing, and then he would pass that information onto the press, who knew 
they could depend on what he told them.32
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SNCC’s image-making campaign was incorporated into the non-stop 
stream of press materials, which increased dramatically with the purchase 
of the printing press. During the same meeting at which Lewis and Bond 
were hired, the executive committee again addressed the problem of SNCC 
receiving less media attention than other civil rights organizations, espe-
cially the SCLC. From that point forward, the SNCC name would appear 
in a prominent position on all press releases and publications. According to 
the meeting minutes, the committee criticized “SNCC staff [for] not speak-
ing up,” and accused SCLC executive director Rev. Wyatt T. Walker of 
“omitting SNCC when giving credit.” The meeting minutes also stated that 
Dr. Martin Luther King was to remain “under scrutiny about his tactics of 
non-action until a crisis arises.”33

Bond expanded the communications staff, hiring Dorothy Miller Zell-
ner in the fall of 1962. In October she took over writing and editing respon-
sibilities for the Student Voice. She immediately submitted a request to the 
Atlanta Police Department for a press pass in order to gain better access to 
sources and photographic opportunities.34 Ruby Doris Smith, who would 
later be SNCC executive secretary, split her time between duties as a corre-
sponding secretary and an assistant to Zellner and Bond. Smith frequently 
included public relations material along with her responses to incoming let-
ters—for example, sending a reprint of a Saturday Evening Post article to 
the editor of United Asia, who had requested information on the move-
ment; in her letter, Smith expressed a wish that the article “would serve to 
enlighten you somewhat on the situation.”35

Reprints of articles appearing in newspapers and national magazines 
became a common SNCC public relations practice. One in particular, pub-
lished in the October 26, 1963, edition of the New Republic, was incorpo-
rated into a SNCC fundraising flyer. Zinn, the article’s author, described 
the frightful conditions that civil rights workers faced in Selma, Alabama, 
and painted a vivid picture of ineffective and unwilling federal authorities:

Through all that happened on that Monday, while federal law was 
broken again and again, these law enforcement officials of the federal 
government stood by and watched. By the time Freedom Day was over 
in Selma, the Constitution had been violated in a number of its provi-
sions, several statutes of the U.S. Congress had been ignored, and the 
Civil Rights Acts of 1957 and 1960 had been turned face down on the 
sidewalk.36

Improved relationships with the national press required renewed 
efforts in terms of internal communications. Accordingly, in December 1962, 
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SNCC released an “Inter-Staff” newsletter that was designed to keep field 
workers and other volunteers informed about the organization’s activities. 
The newsletter contained straightforward articles on movement-related 
violence, organizational activities, meetings, and workshops. In the initial 
issue, the editors said that while the newsletter was “intended to serve as 
a secondary means of communication between the Atlanta office and your 
far-flung efforts . . . the primary means of communication [must be] initi-
ated by you.” Field workers were asked to send in weekly (or in some areas, 
daily) reports, photographs, and newspaper clippings that could be used to 
transmit information on various campaigns to SNCC-friendly news organi-
zations. The editors asked “all others” (meaning volunteers who were not 
involved in field projects) to send money, supplies, cars, and typewriters; 
to write letters to elected officials; and to openly express their support to 
SNCC workers scattered throughout the South.37

Dorothy Miller Zellner later recalled that obtaining such information 
from field workers was essential for communicating the SNCC message. 
“Their job was to call us about what they were doing and all the atroci-
ties that were that were happening. And then we took it from there.” Zell-
ner said she and Bond used this incoming information in three ways: they 
disseminated the information to the press; they used reports of violence 
contained in affidavits as a foundation for complaints to the federal gov-
ernment concerning its inactions; and they used the same information for 
SNCC’s fund raising operations. “And so the news of what was going on 
in the field was never viewed as solely news, it was really . . . the core of 
what we were doing.” 38

In an effort to expand their support base and inform white Southern 
students of their messages, Forman hired Robert Zellner, a white student 
activists and son of a Methodist minister, (who Dorothy married in 1963) 
for a project that was created to build movement support among liberal 
and moderate white students. But even so, Zellner is known more for his 
work in black communities and his stays in southern jails. Zellner, however, 
addressed his first assignment with professionalism and thoroughness. In 
an October 30 project proposal, he described his plan to visit the Univer-
sity of Mississippi following the riots that occurred after James Meredith’s 
efforts to enroll as the school’s first black student. Zellner’s mission was 
to find supportive white students who might serve as community liaisons 
and contacts for organizing in the Oxford area. To publicize his effort, 
Zellner wrote articles for the Student Voice and the Southern Patriot—a 
civil rights newspaper published by the Southern Conference Educational 
Fund.39 In those articles, he suggested that stories and reports “written 
by students about students” held potential as a powerful communications 
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tool.40 Zellner tried to cultivate relationships with the editors of newspapers 
published on the campuses of the colleges that he visited. He distributed the 
Student Voice and SNCC literature when he believed doing so would not 
endanger the recipients.

Zellner’s activities were not restricted to Mississippi. He spent a good 
deal of time in his home state of Alabama, meeting with religious and secu-
lar student organizations to ask for any form of assistance, but especially 
financial. He spent several weeks promoting a Miles College (Birmingham) 
concert featuring Pete Seeger, the civil rights activist who was also a mem-
ber of a very popular 1950s folk group called The Weavers. The concert 
was an important tactic for garnering support from Birmingham’s white 
community. Zellner recalled that approximately one-third of the audience 
consisted of whites, both students and non-students.41 Seeger continued to 
appear in many other concerts throughout the South to raise awareness 
about civil rights and to raise money for SNCC and is known among histo-
rians and movement participants for promoting the song “We Shall Over-
come” as the civil rights anthem.

freedom and mUsic in the air

In Albany, Georgia, Charles Sherrod and other SNCC workers remained 
committed to their effort despite the decline of local civil rights activity. 
The location served as a prime example of SNCC perseverance. Once Dr. 
King was released from the Albany prison in December of 1961, protest 
activities in that town lost their momentum, as did national media atten-
tion. SNCC maintained a core group of workers to support the local civil 
rights community, but it had to share the spotlight with dozens of other 
large- and small-scale activities taking place throughout the South. In the 
case of Albany, it took continually greater effort to maintain a presence. 

To address this issue and to raise money for their voter registra-
tion/direct action campaign, the Albany organizers came up with one of 
the more unique fundraising ideas of the civil rights movement: a profes-
sionally produced 33–1/3 rpm record documentary of the Albany civil 
rights battle. Entitled “Freedom in the Air,” the record appeared in the 
fall of 1962. For the LP, musicologist Alan Lomax (noted for his field 
recordings of indigenous folk and blues music throughout the South) and 
folksinger and civil rights activists Guy Carawan mixed the testimonies 
of Albany participants with music from the movement. Copies sold for 
four dollars each. The project drew critical praise from several newspa-
pers: a San Francisco Chronicle reviewer wrote that the album’s spoken 
message had “the dignity and inevitability of conviction,” and that it 
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accurately portrayed the way that SNCC leaders, students, workers, and 
volunteers had “challenged the conscience of America.”42 The New York 
Times called the project the “most effective documentary recording to 
grow out of the integration movement.”43

The fall of 1963 also witnessed the appearance of the SNCC “Freedom 
Singers,” who would soon earn a national reputation for using the power 
of music to disseminate the movement’s message in fundraising concerts 
across the country. In a 1989 interview Seeger recalled that he told For-
man to think about booking the singers across the country to raise money 
and spread SNCC’s message. Soon afterward, Seeger’s agent booked the 
group on a tour of colleges around the North and West Coast that reached 
thousands of people.44 Some of their earliest performances were presented 
in Tuskegee, Nashville, Albany, and Chicago.45 Seeger introduced them to 
his Atlanta audience during his SNCC promotional tour, and he used his 
personal equipment to record the group following their joint November 11 
concert.46 A Freedom Singers promotional pamphlet produced by SNCC 
communications workers described their music as coming from “the coun-
try churches, the stockades, the prisons, the farmers’ shacks, and the dusty 
roads of the South,” and claimed that the group’s freedom message could 
raise “the spirits of Americans everywhere, giving them a feeling of what it 
means to break the bonds of oppression.”47

Bernice Reagon later recalled that simply attending one of the concerts 
gave people an opportunity to participate in the movement. “This was an 
initiating experience for many people. It was an intimate experience . . . It 
was the first time they had to talk with people who had a day-to-day expe-
rience . . . in the movement.” Cordell Reagon agreed and said the group 
members were much more than performers. “We were not just singers . . . 
all of us were organizers.”48

SNCC satellite offices and Friends of SNCC groups in Northern states 
quickly followed the Freedom Singers’ lead in using music as a public rela-
tions and fund-raising tool, sponsoring concerts to communicate the free-
dom message to audiences of all sizes. In October 1962 the Chicago office 
sponsored a “Gospel for Freedom Festival” at the Aire Crown Theatre. The 
program featured the Freedom Singers, several local gospel groups, a pre-
sentation by James Meredith, and speeches by other movement leaders. The 
six-page program was a powerful means of eliciting support: its center leaf 
contained emotionally charged photographs of movement events, and the 
last two pages consisted of a list of individuals and organizations that had 
made significant financial contributions to SNCC.49

In February of the following year, Ella Jo Baker, Joanne Grant (a 
National Guardian reporter), and William Mahoney (who ran the New 
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York City SNCC office) organized a fund-raising concert at Carnegie Hall. 
Forman called the concert a starting point for building a large support 
base consisting of nationally known black artists, black writers, and white 
liberals. Because of this concert, Lorraine Hansberry, Harry and Julie Bela-
fonte, Diahann Carroll, and Sidney Poitier headed the list of celebrities 
serving as spokespersons, activists, and sponsors of entertainment/fund-
raising events for the next three years.50 Forman also suggested that the 
Carnegie Hall concert affirmed the organization’s willingness to receive 
support from individuals representing the entire political spectrum: “By 
accepting the financial support of radicals and progressives,” he argued 
that SNCC was creating “an atmosphere [that enabled] people scared by 
McCarthyism to come out of the woodwork and engage once again in 
active struggle [and to] create a climate for radical thought and action.”51

Forman continued to use the concert for public relations purposes 
well after its conclusion. In letters sent to attendees and supporters, he 
promised that all donations would be used to purchase food, clothing, and 
shelter for forty-two staff members working in “hard-core rural areas” in 
Mississippi, Southwest Georgia, South Carolina, Alabama, and Arkansas. 
In his letter to the comedian Mike Nichols, he asserted that the Commit-
tee’s existence “depends on the kinds of friends we have throughout the 
country, and we are very lucky that you consider our work of some signifi-
cance.”52

a Unifying sense of PUrPose

SNCC had become a major civil rights organization by the winter of 1963, 
but its rapid expansion did not interfere with a growing sense of com-
munity among volunteers and supporters scattered throughout the United 
States. Staff members in the central office in Atlanta had established strong 
bonds with field secretaries in southern states, SNCC satellite offices, and 
a growing number of Friends of SNCC groups outside the South. The 
Friends groups were crucial to SNCC’s efforts to achieve financial security 
and political influence. In a February 17 letter to the Chicago Friends of 
SNCC, Robert Moses thanked the group for “opening new dimensions 
in the voter registration movement in Mississippi” by providing “direct 
aid”—food and money—to SNCC workers in that state. In his thank you 
letter, Moses explained that 1,000 people standing in a food line were open 
to receiving education and news about how to escape their impoverished 
living conditions. In his eloquent style, Moses described how the Chicago 
group’s assistance also provided emotional strength to people involved in 
a dangerous task:
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You combat your own fears about beatings, shootings and possible 
mob violence; you stymie, by your mere physical presence, the anx-
ious fear of the Negro community, seeded across town and blown from 
paneled pine and white sunken sink to windy kitchen floors and rusty 
old stoves, that maybe you did come only to boil and bubble and then 
burst, out of sight and sound; you organize, pound by pound, small 
bands of people who gradually focus in the eyes of Negroes and whites 
as people “tied up in that mess”; you create a small striking force capa-
ble of moving out when the time comes, which it must.53

In addition to sending money and food, a few of the larger Friends of 
SNCC groups organized their own direct action campaigns that served to 
expand support for the movement. In a newsletter dated June 15, the Chi-
cago group gave brief descriptions of five successful fundraising and public-
ity events, including a local “march for freedom,” a membership meeting, 
and a direct action protest against segregated housing policies. The news-
letter also noted that Dick Gregory, the nationally known comedian, led a 
march of over 1,500 people who had attracted the attention of local news-
papers and television stations.54

The exhilaration resulting from these types of events bolstered the 
spirits of all civil rights workers, although the actual fieldwork remained 
arduous and perilous. But as the growing sense of organizational security 
trickled down to grass roots organizers and workers, it propelled them 
toward greater accomplishments. It was clear to all that the organization 
was experiencing a growth spurt: sixty workers and 350 volunteers and sup-
porters attended the April 12–13 staff meeting. Gregory (who contributed 
considerable amounts of money and time to SNCC) and Moses (who out-
lined plans for continuing voter registration efforts in Mississippi) were fea-
tured speakers.55 Forman remembered his perception of having “achieved 
more than a certain sense of organizational security” that was accompanied 
by an “intense comradeship” and “commitment to the future.” Forman’s 
conclusion was that the “band of sisters and brothers, in a circle of trust, 
felt complete at last.”56

PUBlic relations changes and exPansion

At the center of the small administrative core working in Atlanta were com-
munication workers. Bond and Dorothy Miller Zellner were completely 
dedicated to communications tasks until the summer of 1963, when Dor-
othy married Robert Zellner and moved to the Northeast to work as an 
organizer with the Boston Friends of SNCC group (Robert Zellner returned 
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to Brandeis University). Her replacement was Mary King, a recent graduate 
of Ohio Wesleyan University, who quickly earned the respect of her co-
workers for her organized and creative approach to problem solving and 
communication. For instance, in an October letter, SCEF co-director Carl 
Braden praised King as not only a “clear thinker” and a “good writer,” but 
as someone with “guts.” He made a blanket offer of help in any situation, 
based on his desire to work with “people who have their heart in it and 
know what they are doing.”57

By November, King was simultaneously working on a number of pub-
lications. She designed pamphlets on conditions in Selma, Alabama, and the 
entire state of Mississippi to “pitch” socioeconomic and political informa-
tion on local communities to assignment editors in the print and broadcast 
media.58 The Selma report included background data on the “story of tyr-
anny in Dallas County,” whose population was 57 percent black, but with 
less than 1 percent of that segment being registered to vote. The pamphlet 
also described the exploits of Sheriff Jim Clark and his deputized “posse” 
of untrained law enforcers, who were known for using clubs and cattle 
prods on demonstrators. King wrote, “100 of these deputies wear old army 
fatigues and helmets and boots . . . carry weapons and make arrests—one 
struck 23-year-old Willie Robertson from behind on September 16 as he 
was leaving a sit-in at Carter-Walgreen’s Drug Store in Selma; he required 
seven stitches.”59 Other pamphlets elicited food and clothing donations and 
promoted the Selma Project, which Bernard and Colia Lafayette started in 
February of 1963 as a means of educating black adults and children on 
voter registration and what they could do to improve their economic and 
political conditions.60

King also developed a file of staff biographies, including photographs. 
These were distributed to the media and used in SNCC’s “Adopt a Field 
Secretary” fund-raising campaign. In addition to print publications, King 
worked with other communications staff members to produce and distrib-
ute tape-recorded information on civil rights activities to radio stations.61

Zinn, the white SNCC advisor who was arrested for sitting in the 
blacks-only gallery of the Mississippi state legislature, also proved to be a 
remarkable communications and outreach resource. In a book proposal he 
sent to Beacon Press in September 1963, he argued that there was a need 
for a book about SNCC, which he described as standing at “the apex of the 
whole civil rights movement . . . [and] with the fewest inhibitions in think-
ing about social change beyond the race question.”62 In a typical act of 
generosity and commitment to the movement, Zinn proposed that the book 
be used as a SNCC fundraising device; in a separate letter, Zinn said that 
he did not “feel right collecting royalties on a book about an organization 

Freedom in the Air 51

Murphree 3rd pages.indd   51 6/9/2006   3:34:13 PM
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whose youngsters risk their lives for ten dollars a week.”63 Beacon approved 
the project and published SNCC: The New Abolitionist, in 1965.

commUnicating in selma

In February 1963 Bernard and Colia Lafayette opened an office in Selma, 
Alabama, to begin a voter registration campaign. Selma was considered 
particularly dangerous due to its large White Citizen’s Council—a group 
of local business leaders willing to use their financial and social resources 
to resist integration; similar groups existed throughout the South. Forman 
understood that the image of so-called “white trash” being at the center of 
racist backlash was misleading, and that middle- and upper-class organiza-
tions such as these White Citizen’s Councils held positions as “truly pow-
erful forces of intimidation and repression.” Moderate and liberal whites 
were often forced into supporting these Councils out of fear of economic 
reprisals—for instance, losing a job or not being able to secure a bank 
loan.64

In May, the Layfayettes felt prepared to put together a mass meet-
ing, and thus embarked on the dangerous task of pushing the black Selma 
community into taking action. This task entailed confronting not only 
racist law enforcement officials but also an entire white community filled 
with hatred and fear. The SNCC communications staff had to use all of 
its established tactics to provide media-based protection for field work-
ers and community members. Whenever a threatening or violent situation 
arose, the Atlanta staff immediately transmitted detailed information to 
federal and state government officials and the media. When the threat of 
violence subsided, communications workers focused their efforts on con-
tacting supporters throughout the country, asking them to put pressure 
on their elected representatives and the Justice Department to “prevent 
violence from being inflicted upon the mass of people” participating in 
registration activities.65

Dallas County segregationists were also well organized and knew 
how to use public relations and communications tools, although their 
sphere of media influence was considerably more local. The challenge for 
the SNCC communications staff was to somehow counteract the messages 
that racist organizations such as the Dallas County Citizens Council dis-
seminated through media outlets, which, in many cases, Council members 
controlled. An example of a SNCC response was a flyer featuring a power-
ful photograph of two small black children, accompanied by the message 
that the actions of the Citizen’s Council directly affected the lives of the 
two children as well as the reader’s. The flier asked for contributions for 
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SNCC’s efforts to support Selma blacks as they “continue to try to become 
real American citizens.”66

Tensions in Selma increased dramatically following the bombing 
of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham on September 15, 
in which three young black girls were killed. During nightly mass meet-
ings, segregationists countered with surveillance measures and intimida-
tion by armed deputies in groups referred to as “citizen’s posses”; many 
of these posse members lacked any training whatsoever in law enforce-
ment or crowd control.67 On September 23, John Lewis participated in a 
mass meeting and was arrested along with twenty-nine others. The arrests 
prompted a larger demonstration outside the Dallas County courthouse, 
during which Lewis carried a sign reading “One man, one vote”—the 
first appearance of what would become SNCC’s official voter registration 
slogan. Lewis had introduced the phrase a month earlier as part of his 
“March on Washington” speech; within weeks it appeared on SNCC let-
terhead, picket signs, buttons, bumper stickers, and publications. It was a 
slogan that the majority of Americans eventually associated with the civil 
rights movement in general and the voter registration campaign in particu-
lar.68

By October, when Lewis was released, the number of arrested activ-
ists had grown to more than 300. Lewis and other SNCC leaders created 
a public relations action called “Freedom Monday”; on one Monday each 
month, hundreds of Selma blacks attempted to register as voters, creating 
lines that stretched around the block. That image appeared on the front 
pages of many newspapers and on the screens of many TV stations around 
the nation.69

danVille, Virginia, aPPears on the national 
agenda

A second project that captured national attention in 1963 was an attempt 
by black residents in Danville, Virginia to expose and protest discrimi-
natory hiring practices by the Danville city government. This was not a 
SNCC-organized action, but by this time the organization had grown to 
the point that it could offer many forms of assistance—including train-
ing in nonviolent tactics—to local groups such as the Danville Christian 
Progressive Association (DCPA).70 Ivanhoe Donaldson, Avon Rollins, and 
Robert Zellner moved from Atlanta to Danville in the late spring of 1963 
and stayed until autumn.71 Other SNCC staffers spent shorter periods of 
time helping to organize a mass protest that took place on June 10, 1963—
a day that came to be known as “Bloody Monday.” Danville authorities 
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used fire hoses and clubs to disperse demonstrators; in all, thirty-eight 
were arrested. Dorothy Miller Zellner, a witness and participant, wrote 
a pamphlet describing the event that was later used as a fundraising tool. 
The pamphlet featured powerful photos taken by Danny Lyon, and con-
tained a long list of names of protesters who had been injured by police 
and other municipal employees.72 She wrote:

Chief McCain bellowed, “Let ’em have it” and firemen turned hoses 
on the people, many of them women and teen-agers. Nightstick-wield-
ing police and deputized garbage collectors smashed into the group, 
clubbing Negroes who were bunched for safety against parked cars. 
Some were washed under the cars; others were clubbed after the water 
knocked them down. Bodies lay on the street, drenched and bloody. 
Police and garbage collectors chased those demonstrators who were 
able to walk for two blocks.73

Voting and Violence throUghoUt the soUth

Danville and Selma were two important examples of SNCC expansion 
throughout the South in 1963. By August, SNCC projects were underway 
in Pine Bluff, Arkansas and locations in Tennessee and Maryland, and new 
operations were being planned for towns and cities in North Carolina, 
South Carolina, and Texas.74 Combined with ongoing activities in Missis-
sippi, the Committee was making another transition, this time into a period 
that the historian Taylor Branch would name “the firestorm” because of 
escalating violent resistance to the movement.75

In the fall of 1963, Robert Moses and Allard Lowenstein, a white 
activist from Stanford University, came up with an innovative public rela-
tions event to draw attention to SNCC’s voter registration campaign: staging 
mock elections to coincide with actual Mississippi elections that excluded 
the vast majority of black citizens. The idea was modeled on similar mock 
elections organized in South Africa. To draw attention to the event, the 
SNCC administrative staff named it the “Freedom Vote,” with candidates 
representing the “Freedom Party.”76 SNCC workers, COFO staffers, and 
local organizers created a full-scale election in miniature, complete with 
candidates and voting venues. Lewis said the mock election was designed as 
an “exercise to both give black men and women the sense of actually voting 
and to dramatize to onlookers the exclusion of blacks in the actual politi-
cal process.”77 Lowenstein brought in approximately 80 white student vol-
unteers from Northern states and the West Coast—a decision that would 
attract a national media attention.
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In September, SNCC and COFO workers printed campaign literature 
and ballots listing the names of candidates representing the Democratic, 
Republican, and Freedom parties. Aaron “Doc” Henry, a Clarksdale druggist 
and chairman of the Mississippi NAACP, ran for governor, with Edward B. 
King, a white minister at Tougaloo College in Jackson, serving as his running 
mate. SNCC workers organized political education “clubs” to disseminate 
information and to serve as forums for discussing issues and candidates.78 
In Lewis’s words, the Freedom Vote was “an incredible success.” Despite 
threats of assaults and harassment, more than 90,000 blacks participated in 
the election. According to Lewis, participants understood that in a real elec-
tion, their votes would have altered the outcome of the Mississippi guberna-
torial race. But even without that official power, participants demonstrated 
to the national media that “black people could and would actually vote in 
meaningful numbers.”79 Perhaps more importantly, those blacks who voted 
in the mock election “were now committed to registering and voting” in real 
elections—especially the upcoming 1964 national presidential election.80

As this first “firestorm” year came to a close, there was plenty of evi-
dence that SNCC’s communication efforts had served to break new politi-
cal ground. But the organization also acknowledged a growing number of 
new challenges awaiting its attention. The effort to register voters in Mis-
sissippi was in its third year, and while the Freedom Vote was a public rela-
tions success, few voters were actually registered, and the threat of violence 
continued. The SNCC communications staff took advantage of this threat 
to inform the American public about the repressive character of civil rights 
work in the Deep South. With Forman offering guidance, Bond coming up 
with fresh ideas, Dorothy Miller Zellner and King writing, and dozens of 
volunteers printing, folding, and mailing, SNCC communicators brought 
the most important events of the civil rights movement to the attention of 
anyone who read a newspaper, listened to a morning newscast on the radio, 
or watched an evening news program on television. Less obvious was the 
staff’s efforts to maintain clear lines of internal communication among field 
workers, volunteer support groups, and the Atlanta office. The integration 
of local communities into the larger organization may have been the most 
important aspect of SNCC communications work in 1962 and 1963. As 
Bond noted, SNCC workers were, above all, organizers: “They didn’t reg-
ister voters–they organized the unregistered to register themselves. They 
didn’t integrate lunch counters–they organized a protest that forced the 
seats open. They didn’t integrate America–they showed what an integrated 
America could be like.”81

Constance Currie, the SNCC adviser and National Student Associa-
tion manager, explained in a 2001 interview at the SNCC messages “helped 
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to mobilize students all over the country and lead to not only education 
and awareness . . . but also . . . to demonstrations, boycotts, and orga-
nizing in the rest of the country.”82 Joan Browning, a SNCC volunteer in 
1960 and 1961, agreed and recalled that: “The circular nature of leadership 
recognition, development, growth . . . just seeing their names and pictures 
encouraged many people to see themselves as valiant, brave, newsworthy. 
Being written about accurately and admiringly gave people a sense of their 
importance and their agency to change things.”83

So amid the immense challenges and in the face of undeniable danger, 
the SNCC communications staff managed to place the story of the oppres-
sion of Southern blacks on the nation’s agenda by communicating the events 
of the civil rights movement to the national media and by communicating 
the evolving purpose of the organization to local blacks and to civil rights 
activists and supporters both internally and across the country. These inter-
nal and external efforts worked hand-in-hand to promote civil rights and to 
eventually transform the predicament of Southern blacks.
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Chapter Three

Freedom Summer: 1964

You had to bring the country’s attention to the state, and the obvi-
ous way to do that was to bring the country’s children down there. 
You make Mississippi a big campaign—you nationalize Mississippi, 
essentially, by bringing America’s children to Mississippi. Nobody can 
ignore the state then.1

—Charles Cobb, SNCC worker, October 1996

Local newspapers called it an invasion. But SNCC organizers viewed the 
1964 Freedom Summer as an opportunity. Within a three-month period 
they would use their public relations skills to expose Americans to the 
illegal and immoral activities taking place in the “sovereign state of Mis-
sissippi,” thereby gaining national support in their battle for civil rights 
for citizens of all colors and ethnicities. Although approximately 1,000 
volunteers would indeed purposefully try to impose their beliefs upon 
white Mississippians during the summer of 1964, their intrusion into the 
state’s “closed society” would lead to an even greater imposition on the 
nation’s conscience—bringing into America’s living rooms images so hor-
rific and shameful that the country felt compelled to create new laws deny-
ing southern racists their long-standing power to deny black citizens their 
basic rights.

The Freedom Summer planners had clear intentions from the very 
start: to register black Mississippians for the vote, and to educate these 
voters on how the electoral process could work to improve their lives. As 
the Freedom Summer progressed, SNCC workers expanded their tried-and-
tested communication skills to organize communities, provide political and 
cultural education, and to create a political party and convention delegate 
selection campaign. The Freedom Summer also represented a period marked 
by increasingly proactive communication strategies. Although SNCC plan-
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ning tended to look at relatively short time frames, it did allow for the 
development of new characteristics that would serve the organization well 
as it followed its path of continuous evolution throughout the decade. Since 
the organization was gaining national prominence, it was also receiving 
increasing amounts of cash donations, allowing SNCC leaders and volun-
teers to carry out more ambitious projects. For the first time, communi-
cations work was not limited to the Atlanta headquarters; as procedures 
became standardized, the group opened communication posts throughout 
Mississippi.

Many of the white volunteers brought with them experience and 
knowledge that veteran workers were able to incorporate into the SNCC 
communications mission. One important contributor was Robert Beyers, 
who took a leave of absence from his position as public relations director 
at Stanford University to participate in the Freedom Summer. In the words 
of communications worker Mary King, Beyers “brought the skills of a 
technically qualified public relations professional to the staff” for the first 
time. Although the added financial and human resources allowed SNCC 
to communicate its message more effectively, King later stated that man-
aging those resources in Mississippi was one of the greatest challenges of 
the Freedom Summer. Eventually, the human resources would change the 
appearance of the communications mission. For instance, King organized 
a telephone bank in Jackson so that reporters could write and file their 
stories—a task that required the coordination of a larger-than-average 
number of SNCC workers and volunteers.2

The main reason for bringing in about 1,000 college students (mostly 
white) and other volunteers to Mississippi was to assist in voter registration 
activities; by the end of the summer, about 1,600 blacks had succeeded in 
their attempts to register, out of approximately 17,000 who tried.3 This 
limited success, however, was secondary to the media coverage that the 
campaign attracted. The historian Neil R. McMillen wrote that the sum-
mer’s “triumph” was best “measured in column inches of newsprint” and 
film footage and that the Freedom Summer was the civil rights movement’s 
most successful effort toward the “nationwide exposure of the iniquities of 
white supremacy in the deepest of the Deep South states.”4

mixed coVerage

As expected, coverage in white-owned Mississippi newspapers did not 
match the more favorable coverage that appeared in national magazines and 
large urban newspapers published outside the South. Local writers and edi-
tors continued to describe voter registration volunteers as “agitators” and 
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“invaders”;5 what little objective coverage did appear was often taken from 
the national wire services and printed on the back pages.6 The first black 
Associated Press reporter Austin Long-Scott was denied the opportunity to 
cover the Freedom Summer under pressure from Mississippi publishers who 
had complained to his editor that the AP’s coverage “was too favorable to 
civil rights forces.” Long-Scott explained that his editor believed that send-
ing him would only “confirm their accusations.”7

There were a few notable exceptions. The Pascagoula Chronicle was 
one of the very few papers in Mississippi that supported the movement. 
Ira B. Harkey, Jr., Chronicle editor until 1963, admitted that readers did 
not want to see news that damaged the reputation of their state or town, 
therefore the majority of in-state papers rarely printed anything negative 
about local leaders. Harkey also wrote in his autobiography that until the 
Freedom Summer, the only times that blacks were mentioned in local news-
papers were when they were “in trouble.”8

Other exceptions were outside of Mississippi. Ralph McGill, edi-
tor of the Atlanta Constitution, covered many SNCC activities in Geor-
gia, occasionally working with the Atlanta-based SNCC communications 
staff. He called the young workers “magnificent” and credited them with 
producing quick change “on the Southern scene.” McGill declared that 
he had “first hand” knowledge of “the inspiration” that SNCC gave to 
oppressed Southerners. He was also willing to credit SNCC and other civil 
rights organizations with cracking “the monolith of defiance” that South-
ern states had perpetuated.9

The New York Times naturally provided extensive coverage of the 
Freedom Summer campaign, and Southern Regional Correspondent Claude 
Sitton traveled throughout Mississippi, writing sympathetic reports of the 
summer’s events.10 SNCC Communications workers Dorothy Miller Zell-
ner and Mary King both said they had strong working relationships with 
Sitton and his newspaper.11 Other national reporters that King described 
as being especially responsive were Karl Fleming of Newsweek and Fred 
Powledge of the Atlanta Constitution (and later, the New York Times). She 
described the two as being “among a small group of Southern white report-
ers from rural backgrounds who showed discernment and courage in stand-
ing up against the prevailing bias.”12

Powledge later recalled in a 2001 interview that during the 1960s civil 
rights events, his sense of objective reporting took on a new meaning. “It 
was hard to adopt that reporters’ fake sense of objectivity, of counting one-
self as objective . . . because often there was no one on the other side to 
call and get a quote from. The people on the other side wore sheets over 
their heads . . . it was so clear as to who the good guys were and who 
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the bad guys were.” He credited the SNCC communication workers with 
providing “reliable” and accurate information. “They never lied to me . . . 
Their equivalent is almost unheard of today.”13

Unlike newspapers, some national magazines were more receptive 
to articles written by SNCC communication workers (e.g., Jerry Demuth, 
Staughton Lynd, Elizabeth Sutherland, and advisor Howard Zinn) but 
submitted as the products of freelance writers. When these articles were 
successfully placed, the communications staff then distributed reprints as 
a means of attracting emotional and financial support.14 In other cases, 
national magazine editors were willing to publish favorable stories from 
their own writers, many of whom relied on background information sup-
plied by SNCC communications workers. Christopher Jencks, editor of 
the New Republic, who wrote a two-part series about the oppressive con-
ditions in Mississippi and SNCC’s efforts to remedy them, made a major 
contribution.15 Jencks described SNCC workers as unwilling to accept 
simple middle-class status in the black community, which was their par-
ents’ highest aspiration. Instead, he reported that the young “radicals” 
sought equality with white citizens and worked to “remake America along 
more egalitarian and proletarian lines.”16

As Jenks pointed out, black Mississippians had long endured the 
weight and magnitude of Southern oppression. The most significant 
opposition to this oppression began when SNCC organizers sowed the 
seeds of their laborious and dangerous mission of registering black Mis-
sissippi voters in 1961. Robert Moses, who was there from the begin-
ning, created the COFO umbrella organization described in the preceding 
chapter. While these efforts were laudable in the context of Mississippi’s 
historical resistance to integration, there was a growing sense that they 
held little or no political significance: by mid-1963, just under six per-
cent of all eligible Mississippi blacks were registered.17 Jencks’s New 
Republic series likely raised awareness about and consequently boosted 
these efforts. In it, he reported that two-thirds of black Mississippi fami-
lies had annual per capita incomes of $2,000 or less, acknowledged that 
family breadwinners could be summarily fired for “displeasing a white 
employer,” and described how creditors could cut off purchasing privi-
leges on a whim. He also gave specific examples of local police officers 
using force to resist voter registration efforts. Jencks gave a sober account 
of the type of justice that any Mississippi black who asked for a redress of 
grievances could expect: “This jury may not be all white, but it will inevi-
tably include enough white supremacists to prevent a Negro’s obtaining 
the unanimous vote in his favor which he would need to get his due from 
a white man.”18
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mfdP emergence

Prior to the Freedom Summer campaign, SNCC workers initiated the Free-
dom Campaign in the winter of 1963, with the assistance of white student 
volunteers from Yale, Stanford, and other universities outside the South. 
Many of these volunteers got their first taste of civil rights organizing while 
working on that year’s mock elections. Black or white, workers and vol-
unteers in Mississippi observed that “Negroes in the state were eager for 
political activity, they wanted to register, they wanted to vote.”19 With the 
knowledge gained from this success, over the winter of 1963 and 1964, 
SNCC leaders came up with a plan that they believed neither the federal 
government nor the national media could ignore.

All these plans came about before a backdrop of racist activity. 
Although Mississippi’s voter registration process was in clear defiance of 
federal law, national officials—at the behest of influential Southern politi-
cians—largely ignored the illegal activities. Civil rights organizations and 
local leaders made some progress in penetrating the South’s racist politi-
cal system throughout the 1960s, but it wasn’t until the end of John F. 
Kennedy’s abbreviated presidency that a meaningful civil rights bill began 
making its way through Congress. Southern Senators invoked filibusters to 
defeat previous efforts, but in November 1963, Lyndon Johnson announced 
support for the Civil Rights Act 1964 and was able to overcome Southern 
resistance and push through a version that was signed into law on July 2, 
1964.20 The law called for the integration of all public facilities and the 
withholding of federal funds to public programs that continued to discrimi-
nate against blacks. The law offended many white Mississippi Democrats. 
When Johnson announced his plans in November, Southern politicians 
were incensed. In fact, Hayden Campbell, a Mississippi state senator with a 
large support network, called for state leaders to abandon the Democratic 
Party and join “white conservative voters” in supporting Barry Goldwater’s 
bid to enter the White House.

The Democratic party’s Southern stronghold was clearly threat-
ened.21 SNCC leaders recognized an important opportunity. According to 
Robert Moses, the SNCC staff saw in the party’s weakness a chance to 
make political change with lasting effects.22 The centerpiece of their strat-
egy was legitimizing the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) 
as an alternative to the white-controlled Mississippi Democratic Party. 
SNCC wanted to emphasize local participation in the campaign, which 
explains why Mary King wrote in 1964 that workers and volunteers in 
the national organization were deliberately working to “obscure” their 
role and “emphasize the indigenous nature” of the MFDP.23 But the plan 
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entailed getting enough blacks registered to ensure MFDP legitimacy at 
the National Democratic Convention scheduled for August, and therefore 
they needed far more than the approximately 120 field workers who were 
active in early 1964.

Because so few Southern blacks could afford the risks or financial 
burdens associated with the project, it was clear that SNCC needed out-
side help. Committee leaders knew that having a large contingent of white 
volunteers would attract substantial attention since their participation dur-
ing the November 1963 mock elections garnered substantially more media 
interest than black organizations were accustomed to.24 Lawrence Guyot, 
a SNCC field secretary, later explained that his support for increased white 
participation was largely based on the presence of the FBI in the state, 
which he believed was tied to white student involvement in the 1963 mock 
elections. With a larger number of federal agents appearing in Mississippi, 
organizers believed that federal politicians would eventually feel compelled 
to acknowledge that federal law was being ignored in the state.25

In a 1994 interview, Moses described how these and other factors 
had come together to create the proper environment for the Freedom Sum-
mer project. One was the assassination of Medgar Evers, the Mississippi 
NAACP president, in June 1963; that single act of violence significantly 
increased national awareness of the horrific acts of racism taking place 
throughout the state. Moses called the murder a “touchstone . . . [that] 
put certain things in motion” for the 1964 project. Allard Lowenstein was 
so moved by the assassination that he went to Mississippi, where he was a 
central figure in organizing the 1963 mock elections. Moses also identified 
the 1963 March on Washington, the aforementioned introduction of a new 
civil rights bill that same year, and the murder of Louis Allen in January of 
1964 as important factors. Allen had witnessed the 1961 killing of Herbert 
Lee, one of the first Mississippi blacks to register as part of the SNCC cam-
paign. Moses recalled that when the news of Allen’s death reached SNCC 
workers as they were debating the registration project in Hattiesburg, he 
and others expressed strong feelings of having “gone full circle”:

. . . we came in ’61 working in Amite County. . . . [and that] ended 
in Herbert Lee’s murder. And the one witness was Louis Allen . . . 
[and he had] been brutalized around that, and so now he is gunned 
down. So . . . you’re back where you started but you’re in a differ-
ent place. . . . you’ve got this whole really national ferment now and 
you’ve got networks in place and you’ve got potential strategies lined 
up and you’ve got some sort of opening to look at in terms of how can 
we respond.26
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Certain strategies attracted criticism from within SNCC. Some staff-
ers disagreed with the idea of encouraging white volunteers as a means 
of attracting media attention, since so many blacks had fought, suffered, 
and died for the cause without proper recognition. As Moses noted, the 
black-and-white power issue was a never-ending battle.27 Moses had the 
support of a large number of SNCC workers who felt a sense of appre-
ciation toward the white volunteers; he felt so strongly about building 
an integrated organization that he threatened to resign if the opposition 
prevailed.28 He stayed, and the summer project proceeded with volun-
teers from across the country. Charles Cobb, a SNCC activist who openly 
opposed the involvement of so many whites, conceded in a 1996 inter-
view that the white volunteer proponents had a legitimate argument—that 
is, bringing the “country’s children” to Mississippi would nationalize the 
issue. Cobb said that despite their reservations, opponents recognized Free-
dom Summer as “something that was underway,” and therefore responded 
with “programmatic ideas” rather than continuing their resistance.29 Sev-
eral of these programmatic ideas—with foundations in basic communica-
tion and organizational principles—were immediately enacted. One was 
the empowerment of Mississippi blacks in the campaign, with life-long 
Mississippi residents working alongside young, affluent white college stu-
dents. As SNCC communications worker Casey Hayden pointed out, this 
was an important accomplishment in that “for the first time in Mississippi, 
black and white met as equals.”30

Initial planning discussions took place in November of 1963, and 
plans were in place by the end of January 1964. In late April, SNCC 
recruiters began visiting campuses across the country; according to John 
Lewis, the volunteers were “dying to get involved” and “pouring forth.”31 
Recruiters and organizers had media and public relations strategies in mind 
throughout the process: in addition to personal information, the volunteer 
application form asked for the names of the applicants’ Congressional rep-
resentatives, the names of their college and hometown newspapers (includ-
ing frequency of publication and address), organizations they belonged to 
(and the names and addresses of presiding officers), and ten people who 
would be interested in receiving information about their activities.32

Later, politicians would be contacted as soon as any news surfaced of 
a constituent being attacked. In one letter, a Pennsylvania congressman was 
informed that a student in his district who had volunteered for the SNCC 
campaign had “suffered repeated deprivation of his rights merely because 
he is a civil rights worker.” The letter went on to describe in detail events 
leading to a physical beating and arrest.33 In a separate strategy devised by 
Mike Thelwell (SNCC’s Washington, D.C. office manager), church group 
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lobbyists and sympathetic congressmen were asked to immediately contact 
the Justice Department and FBI whenever a civil rights violation occurred 
in Mississippi. Thelwell told these participants, “if we end up with 15 Con-
gressional calls and six or seven Senate calls to the [Justice Department] 
. . . we will have achieved something.”34

Well-established organizational communication vehicles continued 
to promote the Freedom Summer campaign, with the entire event being 
announced in the March issue of the Student Voice. In comparing the 
action to Peace Corps work, the article described such components as voter 
registration drives, freedom schools, community centers, research projects, 
law student projects, and white community projects.35 In a separate Stu-
dent Voice article, Freedom Summer was labeled the “most ambitious proj-
ect ever undertaken in the civil rights movement.”36 In another example, a 
Freedom Summer fundraising brochure outlined the Committee’s previous 
Mississippi efforts and asked for financial support to help “SNCC in its 
commitment to the struggle for justice in . . . Mississippi.” The brochure 
described the state as a place where “individual political life is nonexis-
tent, where the economic condition of a vast majority of the population is 
appalling, [and] the home of white supremacy . . .”37

In May the communications department continued outlining its sum-
mer objectives, centered on forcing the press “to reckon with legitimate 
news sources, actual leadership, and authorized spokesmen,” working to 
avoid “gimmicky news interpretation,” and setting up a system for “quick, 
thorough, and accurate news gathering and dissemination.”38 At the same 
time, SNCC leaders accepted many public relations responsibilities as nat-
ural extensions of their positions. Lewis, Forman, and Moses used their 
considerable communications skills to ensure that the Committee’s project 
goals were clearly understood by the media. Lewis went on a speaking and 
lobbying tour promoting Freedom Summer in April 1964. In a speech to 
the American Society of Newspaper Editors, he explained the details of the 
summer project, describing it as an opportunity for the federal government 
to decide clearly if it wanted to extend voting privileges to Southern blacks; 
he also reminded the group that it was a federal crime to interfere with the 
voting rights of black citizens.39

To better manage the summer project and to prevent acts of violence, 
SNCC temporarily moved its headquarters from Atlanta to Greenwood, 
Mississippi. Most news originated from the Greenwood office, but a small 
number of communications workers remained in Atlanta to assist with dis-
seminating information to national news organizations and support groups 
outside the South.40 Bond moved to Greenwood to help coordinate forty-
four state projects that were planned for the summer. For the first time, 
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SNCC staff began to train volunteers as communication workers to ensure 
that the larger projects would receive adequate attention.41

As SNCC leaders had predicted, the national media did indeed show 
great interest in the Freedom Summer from the onset, including volunteer 
orientation sessions that were held in Oxford, Ohio.42 King recalled that 650 
students representing 37 states “provided a screen of protection by bringing 
with them national attention,” and that the media attention enabled “local 
blacks [to] become more assertive and begin to work toward self-determina-
tion.” She said that she and Bond spent most of their time during the orienta-
tion sessions addressing the needs of reporters—for instance, providing them 
with background information about the status of blacks in Mississippi.43 

It was the Freedom Summer’s darkest moment, however, that generated 
the most media attention. On June 21, three volunteers disappeared: two 
affluent white students from New York–Michael Schwerner and Andrew 
Goodman—and a black Mississippi native named James Chaney. Media 
coverage escalated during the six weeks that passed before their bodies 
were found. Mary King, who received news of their disappearance upon her 
return to Atlanta from the Ohio orientation sessions, immediately started 
telephoning Mississippi county jails, describing herself as a reporter for the 
Atlanta Journal. When she contacted the Neshoba County jail, where the 
three men had been held, the local sheriff denied having detained them. King 
and SNCC workers in Jackson and Meridian also called the FBI, but were 
told that there was no evidence of a federal law being broken, and therefore 
they could not initiate an investigation.44 But by the next day, with pressure 
from President Johnson’s office, on June 22 the Justice Department ordered 
the FBI to determine whether the three men were in captivity and if their 
civil rights had been violated.45

Emmie Schrader Adams, a volunteer who had just arrived in Jackson 
to coordinate local communications efforts, later recalled that she and staff 
members Frances Mitchell, Bill Light, and Bob Weil had left the Oxford ori-
entation session a day early in order to handle simple phone inquiries before 
the new group of volunteers arrived. Instead of responding to basic questions 
on the Freedom Summer as they expected, they answered non-stop ques-
tions about the missing men. She remembered the “pall of horror” that sur-
rounded the organization and specific instructions that the communications 
workers “could not officially speak of lynchings or assassinations” before the 
bodies were found. She also remembered that most of the Mississippi media 
reported that the incident was a “hoax” designed to attract attention to the 
state.46 On July 22, Mississippi Senator James O. Eastland said the same 
thing, telling the U.S. Senate on the record that the supposed disappearances 
were likely fraudulent because there was no evidence to suggest otherwise, 
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and because civil rights groups were infiltrated with communists who were 
part of a “conspiracy to thrust violence” on the people of Mississippi. 47

Even before the murders, SNCC staff members were well aware of 
the dangers they would be facing throughout the summer, and they had 
made every effort to ensure that the volunteers were equally aware.48 
Hollis Watkins, by this time a SNCC staff member, said that volunteers 
were told in straightforward language during the orientation sessions that 
they should be prepared to go to jail, to be beaten, and to face death.49 
In another example, in a June 12 statement, John Lewis declared that 
“the nation is not sufficiently informed, nor the federal government suf-
ficiently aroused, about the possibility of violent reprisal to the summer 
project.”50

The murders, which occurred before most of the students arrived 
in the state, served as the most compelling reminders of how dangerous 
Mississippi was. But rather than deter participation, the incident rein-
forced the students’ desire to join the movement51—in fact, the number 
of volunteers grew significantly because of the emotions, attention, and 
publicity generated by the murders. SNCC leaders grew increasingly con-
cerned about having a large disorganized force in the state, and therefore 
encouraged potential volunteers to organize in their own areas rather 
than travel to Mississippi. On June 27, Robert Moses sent out an appeal 
asking potential volunteers to refrain from joining the project, stating 
that “a wave of untrained and unoriented volunteers . . . [would] dis-
rupt what is now a well-controlled plan.”52

Because SNCC leaders knew that violence would be unavoidable, 
they trained communications staff members in proper procedures for 
responding to reports of violence. Workers received explicit instructions 
on procedures for filing incident reports, which included calling the Jack-
son office every two hours and notifying both the Justice Department 
and the FBI.53 Robert Beyers recalled that SNCC staffers in Mississippi 
started the practice of using “incident boards”: “We’d put everything 
regarding a particular incident on that board. Anyone coming in could 
pick it up and read it. The whole project from a communication stand-
point was built on openness and credibility.”54 Along these same lines, 
communications officers also took on security duties, making sure 
that safety policies were followed, that phone records were maintained 
(including incidents of phone line interference), and that FBI notifica-
tions were recorded.55 According to Beyers “We had a whole system set 
up so that if you were driving from Jackson to Meridian, you left the 
times and distances. And it was essential that you call even if you were 
just a few minutes off schedule.”56
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The media attention resulting from the disappearances naturally 
heightened national awareness of the deplorable state of affairs in Mis-
sissippi and even had an immediate effect on the behavior of some local 
authorities. According to a May 31, 1965, news release issued by the 
Southern Reporting Services, the influx of reporters, FBI agents, and 
other federal officials served as a powerful source of control.57 King wrote 
that the rush of activity created a “shield of protection” for volunteers 
and local Mississippi residents, and claimed that “Life would never be 
as threatening for [Mississippi blacks] again.”58 At the same time, some 
argued that the attention made the environment even more dangerous for 
some workers and volunteers.59 Lewis believed that the media spotlight 
made volunteers “instant targets,” with acts of violence deemed inevi-
table and additional murders a “distinct possibility.”60

For a short while, SNCC did not have to tirelessly pursue press 
coverage of its activities. Robert Beyers, the Stanford public relations 
manager who served as a communications worker in Jackson that sum-
mer, said during a 2000 interview that it was not unusual for nine televi-
sion news crews to visit the SNCC satellite office in one day, and that he 
worked with approximately 200 journalists during his two months on the 
project.61 A communications report issued later that summer mentioned 
two to three daily visits or phone calls to the Jackson office by the Associ-
ated Press, United Press International, NBC, ABC, and CBS. Major daily 
newspapers and national magazines that posted reporters in Jackson for 
the summer included the New York Times, New York Herald Tribune, 
Boston Globe, Washington Post, and Time.62 The contacts made during 
that summer served the needs of both sides not only in 1964, but also 
during the rest of the decade, as SNCC expanded and evolved. Ilene Stre-
litz, a communications worker in Jackson that summer later recalled:

Many of them have come to identify with us, keep us informed about 
news throughout the South, etc. Our better correspondents are chang-
ing from doubters and observers to understanding educators. The 
red-baiter and the beat-baiter are increasingly rare, and are usually 
products of three-day whirlwind tours of the state aimed at making 
the definite impressionistic report.63

Until the bodies were found, SNCC workers performed their com-
munications duties and coordinated numerous press conferences and press 
releases to explain the circumstances surrounding the missing volunteers. 
One of several messages that SNCC emphasized was the need for federal pro-
tection in Mississippi. When the bodies were found and positively identified 
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in August, Lewis once again demanded federal intervention to protect both 
SNCC workers and local black Mississippians:

Now . . . we know without a doubt that Mickey Schwerner, James 
Chaney and Andrew Goodman—three brave and courageous Freedom 
Fighters—have been murdered by sick men who are victims of a vicious 
and evil system . . . America is burning its own cross on the graves of 
its children because it has not taken the responsibility for enforcing the 
democratic way of life.64

Members of the victims’ families joined in the effort to garner federal 
and public support. Two days following the disappearances, three parents 
of the white volunteers met with Attorney General Robert Kennedy and 
petitioned for federal protection and a federal investigation.65 The parents 
of other volunteers formed a group for the purpose of visiting approxi-
mately fifty congressional offices to inform their representatives about the 
activities of their constituents in Mississippi. In describing these meetings 
as especially effective, Mary King stated that “federal authorities were 
beginning to recognize the unplumbed lawlessness and terrorism than ran 
rampant in the state and were becoming alarmed at the possibility that the 
volunteers might be killed.”66 The parents continued their effort through-
out the summer, including visits to Mississippi. SNCC field secretary Law-
rence Guyot explained that these particular parents traveled to the state to 
“see what they could do, what kind of data they could get and take back 
and mobilize around.”67,68

Rita Schwerner, wife of Michael Schwerner and a COFO worker, col-
laborated with SNCC to meet with the press, to issue statements, and to 
push for state and federal assistance in the search. In her June 24 statement, 
Mrs. Schwerner strongly suggested that the press was only showing interest 
in the case because two whites were involved:

It is tragic that white Northerners must be caught in the machinery of 
Southern injustice before the American people register concern. If Mr. 
Chaney [the black volunteer] had been alone, I suspect this case would 
have gone unnoticed.69

Mrs. Schwerner and several SNCC leaders did have a meeting with 
President Johnson, but were unsuccessful in their attempt to meet with Mis-
sissippi Governor Paul B. Johnson to ask for assistance in conducting the 
search. According to Mrs. Schwerner, Governor Johnson said that he and 
Alabama Governor George Wallace were the only two people who knew 
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where the men were and that they “were not telling.” She also claimed that 
he slammed the door in her face.70

But even if the governor ignored these events, the crisis triggered 
responses from across the country. Friends of SNCC groups in Chicago, New 
York, San Francisco, and other major cities walked picket lines, held all-night 
vigils, and made visits to congressional representatives to push for FBI and 
Justice Department intervention.71 In Chicago, SNCC leaders Barnard Lafay-
ette, Curtis Hayes, Charles McDew, and Marion Barry announced their 
intention to issue a statement at the U.S. Attorney’s office demanding federal 
protection for the summer volunteers. Local media representatives visited the 
picket line outside the federal office building and attempted to cover the story, 
but according to a WATS (wide area telephone service) report, government 
employees “locked the group inside, tarpaulined the windows so that press 
photographers could not take pictures of them, and turned off the electricity 
so that television crews couldn’t shoot film footage.”72

Throughout the summer, SNCC and its fellow civil rights organizations 
continued with their planned activities. SNCC workers assigned to MFDP 
duties remained focused on their main task, which was preparing for the new 
party’s visit to the National Democratic Convention in August with the goal 
of replacing the traditional segregated party before a national audience. For 
instance, Casey Hayden and Dona Richards developed instructional pam-
phlets for organizing precinct and county meetings. Other communications 
workers produced canvassing materials and organized a speaker’s bureau. On 
July 19, an “emergency memorandum” requested that all summer workers 
and volunteers focus on the upcoming convention. According to Hayden, vol-
unteers compiled lists of “every county, the status of organizing . . . the num-
ber of freedom registrations, the number needed, and specific suggestions for 
weak areas for getting people to meetings, for keeping records, for feeding us 
individual contacts in any areas we had not been able to organize.”73

“the manUal”

The SNCC Communication Manual stands as a testament to the planning 
and training associated with Freedom Summer activities. The first section 
of the manual consists of a proposal for reorganizing the entire SNCC 
communications section—that is, assigning workers to perform tasks specific 
to radio, newspaper, special writing projects, dispatching news from the 
Atlanta office, and training field personnel in news gathering techniques. 
In addition to providing instructions on documentation and maintaining 
accuracy, the Manual reminded its readers of their contribution to the civil 
rights movement’s historical record: “Your . . . documentation of events 
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will serve as an important base for what is written about the movement in 
future years.”74 Information was provided in six areas considered critical 
to disseminating accurate information on Freedom Summer events: how to 
access volunteer biographies; achieving “tip of the tongue familiarity” with 
the political, economic, and social characteristics of a district; working with 
lists of press contacts; project backgrounds; appropriate sources for media 
questions; and maintaining a “strong sense of security.”75 The Manual 
also contained descriptions of procedures for managing photographs and 
conducting research.

The SNCC communications staff maintained an extensive list of 
names of editors and reporters. One example of a subcategory included the 
names of reporters who had been based in Mississippi or who had covered 
the Oxford orientation.76 To be on this list meant receiving a steady stream 
of news releases, memos, background brochures, and ideas for feature sto-
ries—for example, bios of local residents who were volunteering their time 
in Mississippi, data on job losses among black citizens, and descriptions of 
evictions and discriminatory tax policies.77 Volunteers referred press questions 
to their project director. If the director was not available, they refrained from 
argument and exaggeration. Volunteers worked to emphasize the work of 
Mississippi residents rather than their own activities. As stated in the Commu-
nication Manual, “This will not be hard to do, or unnatural, if you remember 
your role in the state.”78,79

One obscure rule mentioned in some detail in the Manual was the Fed-
eral Communication Commission (FCC) requirement that broadcast stations 
offer equal time to opposing viewpoints, including opinions in community ser-
vice programs that promoted community activities and church services. Com-
munications workers were instructed to obtain program schedules, exhibit 
them publicly, record offending broadcasts, send letters to the stations asking 
them to comply with the rule, and submit complaints to the FCC. To facili-
tate the equal time provision, the Los Angeles Friends of SNCC prepared a 
fifteen-minute taped radio program containing interviews, letters from volun-
teers, and reports from SNCC workers and volunteers in Mississippi for use 
by radio stations.80

in-hoUse PUBlications

In terms of describing civil rights activities and the lives of southern blacks, the 
Student Voice was one of the most important communications tools for the 
Freedom Summer and the entire movement. To maintain a sense of legitimacy 
in the face of attacks or lack of interest on the part of local media outlets, 
Voice editors made a special effort to give accurate accounts of SNCC/Free-
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dom Summer activities. For example the front page of the June 20 edition 
featured a photograph of the volunteers’ charred station wagon and a second 
photograph of Mickey Schwerner. The accompanying article referred to the 
charge that the federal government failed to respond to the needs of those 
fighting for civil rights and stated that FBI agents did have the authority to 
intervene in such cases, although agents often used territorial intrusion as an 
excuse for apathy. In the article, the paper described the following incident: 
“. . . . [a Justice Department lawyer] said the FBI was not a police force and 
that he was not sure a Federal offense had occurred. He was told that a provi-
sion in the U.S. Code gave the FBI authority to intervene in civil rights cases. 
He insisted he did not have any authority.”81

Along with providing details about the missing workers, the paper 
also included coverage of the MFDP candidates and describes their con-
tributions to the movement as well as their campaign platforms. For 
example, when describing Victory Gray, a Hattisburg, Mississippi, black 
woman, who ran against Senator John Stennis, the paper declared, “In 
opposing Stennis, Mrs. Gray will challenge, ‘the whole seniority sys-
tem.”82

Many Student Voice writers were also responsible for the promo-
tional materials that came out of the Atlanta office—for instance, an eigh-
teen-page booklet on “The General Condition of the Mississippi Negro” 
and a twenty-six-page booklet describing the Mississippi Freedom Dem-
ocratic Party, both were published in August of 1964.83 Other promo-
tional materials were similar to what one might find in any commercially 
oriented public relations campaign: SNCC “handclasp” pins, “One 
Man–One Vote” bumper stickers, We Shall Overcome songbooks, SNCC 
posters, a booklet entitled The Movement, Howard Zinn’s SNCC history 
entitled The New Abolitionists, and fact sheets describing specific proj-
ects and individual organizers.84 The SNCC press also created a steady 
stream of voting brochures, registration materials and pamphlets, tuto-
rial materials, posters, stationery, education pamphlets, flyers, fact sheets, 
magazine article reprints, window stickers, and recruitment materials.85

SNCC communications workers also produced a number of other 
newsletters to supplement the Student Voice, some of which were pub-
lished periodically, others that appeared only once or twice. On July 7, 
1964, they published the first copy of a staff newsletter that was labeled 
“unofficial report, strictly confidential, not for public use.”86 The bulk of 
the newsletter addressed information generated from SNCC WATS line 
reports87–that is, incident reports describing acts of violence against orga-
nizers, volunteers, and protestors. The first issue contained this descrip-
tion of an incident involving a white student volunteer:
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JACKSON, MISS.—NEW VOLUNTEER BEATEN—June 28. Steven L. 
Smith, 19, Marion, Iowa, was kicked down on the street and hit on the 
head by local residents as he prepared to join the summer project. He was 
knocked to the ground after leaving the Oxford, Ohio—Jackson, Miss. 
train.88

Another internal staff document entitled the Legal Newsletter gave a 
synopses of laws that workers needed to understand in order to protect them-
selves from local authorities and to promote their cause. The newsletter con-
tained a request for volunteers to report incidents of discrimination in public 
accommodations and voting registration so that lawsuits could be filed. Vol-
unteers were instructed to carefully observe all Mississippi laws regarding 
license plates, inspection stickers, and insurance, and warned that minor vio-
lations could result in arrest and beatings. The newsletter editors also outlined 
the four stages of COFO legal policy: challenging all arrests, removing the 
prosecutions of civil rights workers, phoning the COFO office when arrested, 
and refusing to stand trial without an attorney.89

At least two groups outside of the central SNCC organization created 
and distributed newsletters. The first included the parents of Freedom Summer 
student volunteers. Along with providing information about the project and 
giving advice on how to best support and protect their children, the newslet-
ter gave many suggestions on how to further the cause of civil rights through 
political action. The August issue contained a report about a meeting held 
on July 24, at which a decision was made to meet with Democratic conven-
tion delegates and to organize a demonstration in Atlantic City. Readers were 
encouraged to send letters and telegrams to President Johnson demanding fed-
eral protection for their children. Instructions were also given on proper pro-
cedures in the event that one of their children was arrested, including calling 
the FBI, the Justice Department, Senators, Representatives, and the press.90

The second group of newsletter publishers were Friends of SNCC 
groups and SNCC chapters in Northern states and California. The Princeton 
Freedom Center Newsletter carried reports “on the violence and accomplish-
ments” written by Princeton University students as well as other Freedom 
Summer volunteers. The newsletter’s purpose was defined as:

To support the civil rights movement in the South: to raise money for the 
vital voter education and registration programs being carried on there, 
to inform the North both of the conditions that exist and of the heroic 
efforts being made to correct them by such groups as the Student Nonvio-
lent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and, particularly in Mississippi, by 
the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO).91
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Materials published by the central SNCC office complemented these 
efforts. The Atlanta communications staff sent the names of volunteers, proj-
ect locations, and work assignments to their hometown newspapers, and let 
the respective editors know that they would be receiving spot news reports 
concerning those volunteers.92 The volunteers themselves wrote down their 
personal experiences and sent them home for circulation among friends, fam-
ily, local elected officials, and local media outlets.93 After the summer, SNCC 
published and sold a book entitled Letters from Mississippi that contained 
correspondence from summer volunteers.94

other sUmmer Programs

The majority of the student volunteers worked on black voter registration or 
as teachers in the Freedom Schools. A handful worked on one of two special 
projects: the white community project or the Law Student Project. The direc-
tor of the white community project, Ed Hamlett, argued that segregation had 
enslaved all of Mississippi to the point that most whites in the state failed 
to see “the lack of jobs, the poverty, the cruelty, and the lack of educational 
opportunity which exists all around them.” SNCC supported this project as a 
means of forcing white Mississippians to acknowledge the injustices of their 
racist political system.95

In the second project, law students worked on potential lawsuits against 
officials who violated federal civil rights and desegregation laws.96 This proj-
ect spotlighted Mississippi’s corrupt legal system, and attracted the attention 
of federal officials and the media. The law students focused on a body of new 
laws passed by the Mississippi legislature that were designed to specifically 
suppress Freedom Summer activities.97 The new laws doubled the size of the 
highway patrol, prohibited picketing in public places, outlawed the distribu-
tion of boycott literature, and authorized cities to “restrict the movements of 
individuals and groups” by enforcing curfews.98

One of the most unusual Freedom Summer activities involved “forty-
eight socially prominent women who kept quiet about the whole thing.”99 
These women, the majority from Northern states, were not officially related 
to either SNCC or COFO, but had gone through SNCC training in Oxford, 
Ohio before spending two months living in Mississippi homes and working on 
the self-described mission of “bridging the communication gap between the 
races.” A Kansas City Star newspaper article quoted an unidentified source 
as saying that local Mississippians frequently yelled and jeered at them, but 
that the women’s “high-heeled splendor held them in check.”100 The group 
included Mrs. Louis G. Cowan, wife of the Director of the Communications 
Research Center at Brandeis University. Cowan deemed the project a success, 
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claiming that their presence “opened conversations between women of the 
South who have never before gathered to discuss openly their attitudes toward 
their problem . . .”101

A more standard component of SNCC activism was the Freedom 
Schools, which also made use of SNCC’s growing body of communication 
techniques to organize local communities and garner support for the move-
ment. The schools helped students overcome a state education system in which 
white teachers commonly subscribed to the idea that “ignorance is safer than 
inquiry.”102 COFO promoted the schools as an attempt to inform Mississippi 
blacks that they had not been “forsaken,” and that knowledge and political 
power were the best avenues to advancement.103 Freedom School organizers 
viewed their centers as places where leadership talent could be identified and 
developed through the teaching of specific skills.

More than 2,000 black children, teenagers, and adults attended 41 
Freedom Schools staffed by 175 full-time teachers (including 40 certified pro-
fessionals).104 At least three schools printed newsletters. One class wrote a 
“Freedom” play that the students performed during a tour of several North-
ern schools that August.105 Teachers also used newsletter production as a 
method of teaching the importance of carrying out a project from start to fin-
ish, as well as a means of instilling the SNCC messages of black liberation and 
empowerment in their students and surrounding communities.106 The newslet-
ters contained factual articles on the movement and the MFDP, school news, 
creative writing, poetry, inspirational columns, and advertisements from local 
businesses.

To sustain the schools financially, SNCC leaders and supporters devised 
an “Adopt-a-Freedom School” campaign. Organizations as disparate as civil 
rights groups and garden clubs raised the $4,000 required to support one 
school for the summer. The same organizations and clubs sponsored drives for 
equipment donations—typewriters, duplicating machines, tape recorders, film 
projectors, film screens, cameras, and so on.107

mfPd disaPPointment

The Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964 was successful in many respects, 
yet the MFDP failed in its effort to unseat delegates from the entrenched Mis-
sissippi Democratic organization at the party’s national convention the final 
week of August. In early August, the state Democratic Party held its conven-
tion in Jackson and selected sixty-eight delegates to travel to Atlantic City. 
Members of the MFDP optimistically approached the Credentials Committee 
and argued that the state party had illegally barred blacks from voting through 
the use of violence and intimidation. Despite their powerful presentation, the 
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MFDP had a powerful opponent: President Johnson, who feared losing all of 
his southern support and who therefore worked to ensure that the group was 
not seated.108 In Dorothy Miller Zellner’s words, the national party was “far 
more interested in trying not to alienate the Southern Democrats—a rabid 
group of racists—so that they could win their next election.”109 In an attempt 
at compromise, Joseph Rauh, the MFDP legal counsel, proposed seating both 
parties. Johnson refused, instead offering two “at large” seats to MFDP del-
egates. The MFDP rejected the offer, stating that it was insignificant, that it 
upheld the regular party apparatus, and that it looked the other way at ongo-
ing illegal acts.110

Fannie Lou Hamer, the former-sharecropper-turned-SNCC-activist 
turned MFDP candidate, made her history-rendering speech prior to the deci-
sion. Her dramatic and emotion-filled plea illustrated that the denial of voting 
rights to blacks in Mississippi was linked to economic oppression and vio-
lence. Although Johnson called a press conference to keep her off television, 
the networks loved her and aired the speech repeatedly that evening making 
Hamer a national symbol for the civil rights movement.

Although the Credential Committee offered a compromise that would 
give the MFDP two seats, the delegation refused it as a symbolic, but mean-
ingless effort to which Hamer replied: “We didn’t come all this way for no 
two seats when all of us is tired.”111

This was a classic example of short-term loss for long-term gain. The 
MFDP challenge permanently altered Mississippi Democratic Party politics. 
As SNCC staff member Lawrence Guyot described the situation, “We took 
the regular Democratic Party and turned it on its head.”112 After 1964, seg-
regated delegations were not admitted to the federal convention, and Mis-
sissippi blacks began to play pivotal roles in statewide and local elections. 
In the same manner as the entire Freedom Summer campaign, the MDFP 
had used public relations and communications tools to present its case to 
the entire country, leading to dramatic change in the South’s most openly 
racist state.

The failure of the MDFP to unseat white Democrats nevertheless 
contributed to many positive outcomes, including passage of the 1965 Voting 
Rights Act. But the failure also served as an important turning point for the 
SNCC. For many Committee leaders, workers, and volunteers—none of 
whom had great faith in the national Democratic Party to begin with—their 
state-level rejection proved that the Party was not to be trusted. Bond later 
described his feeling “that these people not only don’t share our politics 
but they’re . . . removed from the reality of what we’re doing.” For Bond, 
the rejection created an “enormous disillusionment, or the solidification of 
disillusionment, with establishment liberals.”113
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Despite its failure at being seated, the MFDP delegation returned to 
Mississippi with substantially greater political power and a membership of 
75,000.114 SNCC worker Mendy Samstein noted that “Cracks were finally 
made in the Mississippi iceberg. For the first time in the state there were liter-
ally hundreds of local people who no longer feared to become active work-
ers—not just passive supporters—of the movement.”115

Permanent change

Though rarely identified as such, in many ways the Freedom Summer of 1964 
was a communications campaign embedded within the larger civil rights 
movement. SNCC leaders used traditional and innovative communication 
devices to complete a massive, complex campaign with a strong public rela-
tions component in less than six months. As part of that campaign, over 3,000 
local participants and approximately 1,000 out-of-state volunteers immersed 
themselves in black Mississippi communities, established about 700 Freedom 
Schools, and completed a statewide door-to-door voter registration effort. 
Guyot stated that the primary mission of the project was to “bring the coun-
try to Mississippi”—a mission that was clearly accomplished:

And we did that by bringing the wives, daughters, sons, nephews of the 
Binghams who were in Congress, the Rockefellers who were elsewhere, 
into the Freedom Houses of Mississippi. . . . a SNCC volunteer . . . 
could be seen in the fields of Mississippi by day and in a meeting with 
people who had congressional contact in the evening, so the national base 
and the national reaction to atrocities were always spreading.116

Using a broad array of communications tools, SNCC empowered black 
Mississippians and promoted the idea of extending voting and educational 
rights to black citizens throughout the South. For the first time in its brief his-
tory, the Committee extended its communications staff and networks beyond 
Atlanta, and learned how to personally interact with reporters and film crews 
on a daily basis. Over a nine-week period, SNCC workers used all of the com-
munication and public relations skills they had practiced in the preceding three 
years to to expose the final vestiges of the Jim Crow South.

By bringing in the children of America’s affluent white majority to Mis-
sissippi and sending out a new political party to the national Democratic Con-
vention, SNCC transformed core civil rights issues into issues that touched the 
lives of citizens throughout the United States. More than any single action, 
the Freedom Summer made the southern campaign for civil rights a national 
campaign for human rights.
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figure 1. SNCC Communication Director’s Julian Bond job description. (Used with 
permission of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 77
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figure 2. Julian Bond surrounded by images used in many of SNCC’s communica-
tion materials designed to promote civil rights. (Used with permission of the King 
Library & Archives.)
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figure 3. The SNCC communications staff continually produced news releases, 
especially during the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer voter registration cam-
paign. These releases frequently recorded police violence directed at civil rights 
workers. (Used with permission of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 79
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80 The Selling of Civil Rights

figure 4. James Forman, a former teacher and reporter for the Chicago Defender, 
became SNCC executive secretary in the fall of 1961 and exhibited a keen sense of 
the importance of public relations, fund raising, and publicity. (Used with permis-
sion of the King Library & Archives.)
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figure 5. The SNCC communication staff provided biographies of organizational 
leaders to volunteers and reporters. This biography of Executive Secretary James 
Forman appeared in the 1964 SNCC Communication Manual. (Used with permis-
sion of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 81
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figure 6. Executive Secretary James Forman answers questions from reporters rep-
resenting national news organizations. (Used with permission of the King Library 
& Archives.)
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figure 7. SNCC workers, who knew that their news releases were often ignored, 
learned through wire service contacts that the wire editors took note of stories about 
telegrams that had been sent to the federal government. Therefore, they frequently 
sent telegrams in an effort to generate news and get their stories in the national 
media. (Used with permission of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 8�
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figure 8. The SNCC Communication Manual stands as a testament to the planning 
and training associated with 1964 Freedom Summer activities. Information was 
provided in six areas: how to access volunteer biographies; achieving “tip of the 
tongue familiarity” with the political, economic, and social characteristics of a dis-
trict; working with lists of press contacts; project backgrounds; appropriate sources 
for media questions; and maintaining a “strong sense of security.” The Manual also 
contained descriptions of procedures for managing photographs and conducting 
research. (Used with permission of the King Library & Archives.)
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figure 9. SNCC workers had a number of celebrity supporters, including Dick 
Gregory, who helped raise awareness and change attitudes. (Used with permission 
of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 85
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figure 10a. The SNCC “Freedom Singers” formed in 1963 and later earned a 
national reputation for using the power of music to disseminate the movement’s 
message in fund raising concerts across the country. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)
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figure 10b. The SNCC “Freedom Singers” formed in 1963 and later earned a 
national reputation for using the power of music to disseminate the movement’s 
message in fund raising concerts across the country. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)

Figures 87
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figure 11. In addition to volunteer and staff efforts, SNCC communication work-
ers used professional press clipping services to survey media accounts of their activi-
ties. (Used with permission of the King Library & Archives.)
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figure 12. Communication workers used this 1967 calendar to raise awareness 
about civil rights issues. The calendar notes significant dates in civil rights history. 
(Used with permission of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 89
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figure 13. The Aframerican News Report, designed to promote SNCC’s interna-
tional efforts, contained reports of violence against blacks and civil rights news. 
This November 1967 edition clearly reveals the change in key messages and tone 
that came with the Black Power period. (Used with permission of the King Library 
& Archives.)
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figure 14a. The Democratic Party of Alabama represented itself with a symbolic 
white rooster framed by a “white supremacy” banner. In response, the Lowndes 
County Freedom Organization adopted a black panther for the party’s symbol, with 
Ruth Howard (who worked with Julian Bond in the Atlanta office) modeling the 
first Black Panther after the mascot of Clark College in Atlanta. (Used with permis-
sion of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 91
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figure 14b. The Democratic Party of Alabama represented itself with a symbolic 
white rooster framed by a “white supremacy” banner. In response, the Lowndes 
County Freedom Organization adopted a black panther for the party’s symbol, with 
Ruth Howard (who worked with Julian Bond in the Atlanta office) modeling the 
first Black Panther after the mascot of Clark College in Atlanta. (Used with permis-
sion of the King Library & Archives.)
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figure 15a. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoons and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. The eleven-page booklet illus-
trated here and on the following pages encouraged voter registration. (Used with 
permission of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 9�
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figure 15b. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)
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figure 15c. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)

Figures 95
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figure 15d. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)
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figure 15e. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)
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figure 15f. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)
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figure 15g. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)

Figures 99
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figure 15h. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)
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figure 15i. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)

Figures 101
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figure 15j. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)
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figure 15k. The illiteracy rate of the Lowndes County, Alabama black population 
was significant, so SNCC workers often used cartoon and pictures to explain the 
complicated political processes they were promoting. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)

Figures 10�
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figure 16. From 1960 until 1965, the Student voice, SNCC’s official newsletter, pro-
vided a forum for the exchange of news about the movement and helped to increase 
awareness about the organization and its activities. (Used with permission of the 
King Library & Archives.)
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figure 17a. In addition to fund raising concerts, Harry Belafonte made appeals 
for SNCC support. Other nationally known spokespersons and events sponsors 
included. Bill Cosby, Lorraine Hansberry, Diahann Carrol, and Sidney Poitier. (Used 
with permission of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 105
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figure 17b. In addition to fund raising concerts, Harry Belafonte made appeals 
for SNCC support. Other nationally known spokespersons and events sponsors 
included. Bill Cosby. Lorraine Hansberry, Diahann Carroll, and Sidney Poitier. 
(Used with permission of the King Library & Archives.)
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figure 18. The Black Power concept emerged in June 1966, during James Mer-
edith’s “March Against Fear.” Here, a marcher wears a version of the Lowndes 
County Freedom Organization’s black panther, which would become symbol of the 
new movement.  (Used with permission of the King Library & Archives.)

Figures 107
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Chapter Four

Black Power: Awakening Black Pride 
and Consciousness

I think Mr. Carmichael—if he weren’t where he is, he ought to be 
on Madison Avenue. He is a public relations man par excellence. He 
abounds in the provocative phrase.1

—Roy Wilkins, August 1966

“Black Power,” a slogan that changed the social and racial convictions of 
an entire nation, was the centerpiece of a passionate communications cam-
paign designed to instill cultural pride and to promote the idea that Ameri-
can blacks should no longer tolerate the unfair and illegal treatment that 
had been imposed on them for centuries. It marked an about-face in terms 
of the foundational nonviolent philosophy that supported the 1950s/1960s 
civil rights movement: suddenly, many blacks began to accept the idea that 
they had a right to physically defend themselves against injustice.

An examination of SNCC’s administrative history, messages, and 
public relations efforts during these dissident times—the mid-to-late 
1960s—reveals how SNCC propelled the Black Power movement and 
simultaneously made a lasting impression on the social ideologies of the 
country. Ironically, it was the unification of blacks that panicked many 
whites and political leaders, which ultimately lead to the organization’s 
demise. But perhaps more importantly, the philosophy led to a new outlook 
for black Americans—an outlook that served as an influential societal force 
that would remain an element of black history and pride.

“good, good coPy”

Along with the simultaneous disappointment and empowerment resulting 
from the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party efforts discussed in the pre-
vious chapter, two additional elements within SNCC helped to propagate the 
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Black Power movement: the Lowndes County Freedom Organization and 
Stokely Carmichael—the master of the “provocative phrase,” who replaced 
John Lewis as chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
in May 1966.2 In fact, by the end of 1966, Carmichael was SNCC to many 
people. His rhetoric held tremendous appeal to blacks and the media, and 
he became the representative image of the Committee in the minds of most 
white Americans.

It was easy to overlook the fact that very little of his message was 
translated into concrete activities such as lunch counter sit-ins, picket lines, 
or voter registration campaigns. To many, that didn’t matter, since the media 
was so strongly attracted to the articulate, intelligent, handsome, and confi-
dent Carmichael as he described an alternative to the original SNCC ideals 
of Christianity, nonviolence, and political activism. He presented an aura 
of controversy. Dorothy Miller Zellner later described him as “good, good 
copy”—a phrase more closely tied to the print press. What that statement 
overlooked was Carmichael’s charisma, which was perfect for the medium 
that had gained so much power in the preceding decade—television. This led 
some SNCC staffers to call their new chairman Stokely “Starmichael.”3

Carmichael, who had been active in the movement since 1959,4 joined 
SNCC full time during the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer and was at the 
organizational forefront when SNCC experienced the disappointing MFDP 
defeat in Atlantic City. By May 1966, he had replaced longtime chairman 
John Lewis and was on his way to becoming nationally known as a radical 
civil rights leader. The authoritative Howard University philosophy gradu-
ate offered new and controversial alternatives to the traditional SNCC ide-
als of Christianity, nonviolence, and political activism. Through his force of 
personality and ability to shine in front of a camera, Carmichael ensured 
that the mainstream media kept SNCC in the national spotlight. During his 
brief twelve-month tenure, Carmichael made hundreds of speeches as SNCC 
underwent a radical shift from political organizing to promoting Black 
Power,5 an idea that combined the right to self-defense against violent resis-
tance with a strong belief in cultural unity, racial pride, and individual and 
community empowerment. The media was captivated.

Like Zellner, other SNCC leaders, including Carmichael, were well 
aware of the media’s power and range of influence, and they were well 
aware of Carmichael’s appeal. The late civil rights activists and entertainer 
Nina Simone echoed this idea and recalled that although she first saw Car-
michael at a political rally, “politics wasn’t what sprung straight to mind” 
at first sight. “He stood up to speak and I thought he had to be the most 
handsome man in America . . . I would have walked into the fires of hell 
with him and never looked back once.”6
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SNCC workers capitalized on Carmichael’s attractiveness and sex 
appeal that Simone described. They used established public relations tactics 
such as press releases and conferences, internal and external publications, 
special events, and speaking engagements to attract much of this attention 
in the early stages of Carmichael’s chairmanship. And as such, the new 
leader helped to assure that the mainstream media put SNCC’s activities 
high on the media and consequently the public agendas. Although Carmi-
chael seemed perfectly suited to serve as an organizational spokesperson, 
the turbulent conditions of the mid to late 1960s also propelled his fame. 
As a Life editor wrote almost two years later, the “mood of militancy and 
exhausted patience was not created by Carmichael: he [was] rather a symp-
tom of it—and its catalyst.”7

waVeland meeting signals change

Although it was not yet articulated as Black Power, the organization was 
clearly undergoing drastic change as early as the fall of 1964. During the 
November 1964 meeting held in Waveland, Mississippi, SNCC workers 
began discussing new strategies, tactics, and organizational changes to sup-
port their continued struggle for civil rights. Change seemed certain, and 
the meeting served as a turning point for the emergence of a new SNCC 
built on the frustration of the Atlantic City defeat. But despite the impend-
ing change, communication remained a central strategy and organizational 
tool. For instance, Mary King presented a paper reminding meeting attend-
ees that they must maintain their focus on the communications component 
to ensure future success. She also responded to concerns expressed by some 
in the organization that SNCC had become unnecessarily bureaucratic, 
stating that SNCC could reform itself in order to accommodate the evolv-
ing goals of the movement and the specific growing pains of the nationally 
recognized organization:

We all shun organizations and civil rights groups which seem intent on 
building the organization and fund raising. We even pride ourselves that 
other groups do the talking while we do the hard dirty work. Yet SNCC 
has grown larger and larger and has created its own needs. . . . We can 
use skills and organization in some areas without letting them use us.8

King recalled that two factions made their interests known during 
the Waveland meeting. The one led by Robert Moses advocated the con-
tinuation of independent leadership and decision-making, and the one led 
by James Forman advocated a more centralized management approach.9 

Black Power 111

Murphree 3rd pages.indd   111 6/9/2006   3:35:07 PM



11� The Selling of Civil Rights

These competing interests were also evident within the communications 
department. For the most part, the Atlanta staff had managed the flow of 
information and produced the bulk of public relations materials up until 
the Mississippi Freedom Summer, when it began to train communications 
workers in field offices. After the Atlantic City convention, there was little 
direction concerning interactions between the field communications work-
ers and the central office.

It seemed to many that the organization was finding it more and more 
difficult to present unified messages to the media as well as to its external 
and internal constituents. SNCC communications workers who were scat-
tered throughout the South maintained their focus on community organiz-
ing, thus keeping that fundamental objective alive in the face of internal 
dissension. After the successes of the Freedom Summer, SNCC workers 
continued their efforts in black communities and their search for indigenous 
leaders. For instance, in a report dated February 23, 1965, an unnamed 
field worker wrote that SNCC leaders were “struggling to find better ways 
. . . of allowing people in the communities to participate more in making 
decisions affecting their lives.”10 The same report emphasized the impor-
tance of rewarding individual workers, suggesting that “people who have 
less visibility in the organization must be given more responsibility.”

In response to this need, the group organized a new executive com-
mittee, which would ironically serve as a springboard for Carmichael’s rise 
within the organization. At the age of twenty-four, he was appointed to a 
committee whose stated purposed was to elevate those SNCC workers who 
had been denied “visibility.”11 Yet his appointment was tangible evidence 
that SNCC was moving away from community organizing and local leader-
ship development as its primary organizational missions and into a period 
of centralized leadership as Forman had proposed.

The shift from nonviolence and political organization to Black Power 
was both gradual and spontaneous. SNCC’s 1964 defeat at Atlantic City 
is generally considered the stimulus for its giving up faith in the federal 
government and turning instead to the Black Power movement. The young 
Southern blacks who had worked so hard to present their case to the Demo-
cratic Party and federal authorities returned to their homes feeling defeated 
and disillusioned. They also had a vision and sense of authority from their 
important victories during the Freedom Summer, including the simple idea 
that they had actually participated in national politics. But for many, the 
idea of returning to nonviolent strategies was unappealing. Arguably, Black 
Power was the only possible political philosophy and communications 
strategy for maintaining the hope among Southern blacks that they could 
someday enjoy the same rights extended to white Americans.
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the lowndes coUnty freedom organization

Although it was Carmichael who appeared in the national media and who 
served as an iconic leader for the new movement, Black Power began with 
an important SNCC-affiliated political organization in Lowndes County, 
Alabama—the Lowndes County Freedom Organization or the LCFO. 
SNCC workers had been steadily working in Selma, Alabama, since Febru-
ary 1963 to organize local blacks and to promote voter registration. And 
it was here that SNCC workers, including Carmichael, first cultivated the 
emerging Black Power movement.

In January 1965, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s organization, the South-
ern Christian Leadership Conference, sent workers to assist in the SNCC 
programs.12 At this time SNCC and SCLC began to plan voting programs 
for surrounding Black Belt counties where blacks frequently outnumbered 
whites by nearly five to one.13 Progress was slow, limited, and dangerous. 
But on February 18, 1965, when an Alabama state trooper shot twenty-six-
year-old civil rights activist Jimmy Lee Jackson, who died nine days later, 
demonstrations ensued, and nearly three thousand people were soon in the 
Dallas County jail, including Dr. King. With King at the center of the pro-
test, the national media came to Selma.

SCLC administrators sensed that the public was aroused. In response 
they planned the now-famous Selma to Montgomery march in honor 
of Jackson. With the eyes of the country upon them and ensuing vio-
lence against civil rights workers, Carmichael and other SNCC workers 
remained in Alabama and continued with plans to organize their second 
political party. This new organization—the LCFO—would commence from 
the seemingly sedate and oppressed communities of Lowndes County. The 
small county had a population of about 81 percent black people who by 
and large had never voted in their lives and who generally worked as share-
croppers and domestic help for the white minority.14

The opportunity for vast change in Lowndes County presented itself 
on July 6, 1965, when, after negotiation with the United States Justice 
Department, the Lowndes County Board of Registrars agreed to remove 
the literacy test from the voter registration application; this long-standing 
tool had been used successfully to unjustly and deliberately prevent blacks 
from voting for many years. Months earlier, on March 15, President John-
son introduced the initiative during a nationally televised announcement 
that he would sign voting rights legislation. In a tacit acknowledgment 
of the communications efforts of local and national civil rights organiza-
tions, the president noted that their efforts had gained national attention, 
“summon[ing] into convocation all the majesty of this great government 
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11� The Selling of Civil Rights

and the greatest nation on earth.”15 In a move that could be described as 
brazen or daring, the President had directly referred to one of the South’s 
most entrenched procedures for maintaining political power.

Johnson’s televised declaration was a strong sign of encouragement, 
which was bolstered even further by a federal court order against any Ala-
bama state efforts to interfere with a Selma-to-Montgomery march sched-
uled for March 25; nearly 3,000 participants joined the demonstration.16 
The event, however, was marred by ever-familiar violence: Viola Liuzzo, 
a white volunteer from Detroit, was shot and killed after driving a group 
of marchers back to Lowndes County after the march concluded. Thus, 
media attention came from two sources: the success of the event and yet 
another act of violent resistance. Moreover, Dr. King’s emotionally charged 
speeches along the way and at a rally held on the capitol grounds never 
failed to attract attention from the nation’s press.

SNCC leaders knew that this national attention and the passage of the 
Voting Rights Act would provide opportunities for black empowerment, 
and they urged the Lowndes County blacks to register. But even if they 
could vote, blacks would still be voting for white candidates, ultimately 
resulting in little political change. In an effort to incorporate a true change 
in Alabama politics, Carmichael asked SNCC’s research director, former 
law student Jack Minnis, to find an alternative to black participation in the 
all-white Democratic Party, whose insignia even included a banner declar-
ing “white supremacy.” Minnis succeeded, and found a clause in Alabama’s 
state law that allowed for the formation of independent political parties—a 
chance to place black candidates on local and statewide ballots.17, 18

Armed with national attention, the Civil Rights Act, and news of the 
Alabama code, SNCC workers soon had the LCFO underway. Because 
it was started at a time when the national organization was undergoing 
changes in both its structure and operating philosophy, the new party 
would embrace both traditional political organizational ideas and the new 
Black Power concept.

After establishing a plan to form a new party, local SNCC organiz-
ers started the slow, laborious process of encouraging participation from 
the black community, with public relations and communications serving as 
primary activist tools. SNCC’s seasoned community organizers were ideally 
suited for this task. SNCC worker Courtland Cox noted that the LCFO, 
like many other SNCC initiatives, focused on developing local leadership 
and community support. He also noted that organizers stressed the LCFO 
first, and then tried to teach local residents about their “responsibilities and 
duties.”19 Gloria House, a SNCC worker in Lowndes County, recalled that 
residents wanted to participate and were interested in hearing more about 
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“independent organizing,” yet it was difficult “to make clear the process 
by which this kind of operation had to be undertaken.” Therefore, com-
municating that complex message in simple terms was the primary job of 
SNCC workers.20 Their tools were educational booklets, fliers, meetings, 
brochures, posters, and even filmstrips. With clear, powerful messages, 
these publications and other media served as crucial facilitators of change. 
For example, one political flier listed six steps to political change: register 
to vote, pay poll taxes, encourage friends to do the same, drive others to 
courthouse registration, join Freedom Organizations, and nominate and 
vote for appropriate representatives.21 Another flier cited the Alabama 
law stating that blacks could start their own political party—Title 17, Sec-
tion 337, Alabama Code: “An . . . Organization of Electors which, at the 
General Election . . . the next preceding primary, cast more than twenty 
percent of the entire vote cast in any county is hereby declared to be a 
Political Party.”22

Much of this literature featured the ever-powerful symbol of the 
LCFO—the Black Panther, the precursor to an inspiration for the Black 
Power movement.23 On Lowndes County ballots, the Democratic Party 
candidates had their respective symbol printed next to their names—a 
white rooster framed by a “white supremacy” banner. This was hardly an 
invitation for black involvement in the electoral process. The LCFO thus 
adopted a black panther for the party’s symbol, with Ruth Howard (who 
worked with Julian Bond in the Atlanta office) modeling the first Black Pan-
ther after the mascot of Clark College in Atlanta.24 Some LCFO members 
later claimed that the original idea of using a panther came from the nick-
name of SNCC worker Courtland Cox. Alice Moore, a 1966 candidate for 
Lowndes County tax assessor, said that Cox earned the nickname because 
of his height, dark color, and angry expression. John Jackson, who would 
later become the mayor of the county’s Whitehall township, recalled that 
Cox had a reputation for wearing a cape, which strengthened his panther 
image.25 Whether or not this story is true, the symbol was quickly adopted 
by the organization and local blacks. It created a great deal of excitement 
among workers and volunteers, not only because it represented a legitimate, 
independent political party, but also because it was immediately perceived 
as an aid for illiterate voters. According to local black leader John Jackson, 
“We knew that if a person could not read and write, they sure knew the 
difference between a cat, an elephant, and a rooster [because] everybody 
knows how a black cat looks.”26

John Hulett, the LCFO President who became the first black sheriff 
of Lowndes County in 1970, said that the panther symbol frightened both 
blacks and whites because of the power and ferocity that the image evoked, 
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116 The Selling of Civil Rights

and therefore many came to associate it—and the organization—with vio-
lence. But he emphasized that the panther was never intended to incite or 
condone violence; it was simply a political symbol devised to encourage 
party support. “It was politically just a symbol . . . that we [were] here to 
stay and that we were going to do whatever needs to be done.”27 But the 
symbol did represent the more militant SNCC that was beginning to emerge, 
and from a communications standpoint, it would also serve as a continuing 
graphic element for most of the SNCC and LCFO publications and promo-
tional materials. By using this commanding symbol, SNCC workers were 
able to arouse more enthusiastic support from the black community while 
creating a powerful identity for themselves. Neither SNCC nor the LCFO, 
however, initially seemed concerned with the alienating effect that the 
symbol had on the white community. Alice Moore recalled that the white 
Lowndes community members interpreted the symbol as meaning that the 
LCFO and SNCC wanted “to come out fighting.”28

Accordingly, white residents fought back. Many blacks were beaten 
or threatened with violence if they were perceived as being associated with 
efforts to gain civil rights. But black sharecroppers and tenant farmers who 
were evicted from their homes and jobs formed a tent city and continued to 
organize themselves.29 Amid threats of violence, SNCC workers distributed 
their literature, organized special events, and orchestrated campaigns for 
black candidates. But they were working with a community in which the 
illiteracy rate was much lower than in other Southern states. For example, 
in a request for printed materials, a SNCC worker asked for illustrations 
and cited such facts as the average educational level for blacks in Lowndes 
County was the fifth grade and per capita income was less than $1,000 a 
year. This was the constituency that SNCC and LCFO tried to reach with 
some very basic political messages:

Such information would include education about county offices and 
affairs, stressing the impact of local politics on people’s everyday lives. 
The duties and responsibilities of the sheriff, tax assessor, county 
commissioners, superintendent of education, and board of education 
have to be communicated and understood. Therefore, means have to 
be found and developed to produce information that is relevant to the 
lives of poor black people in the rural black belt of Alabama.30

SNCC workers recognized that rural southerners were “known 
for storytelling,” and used this indigenous talent to design publications 
describing the electoral process.31 One particularly effective method was to 
use a comic book format to explain the responsibilities of elected officials. 
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Courtland Cox was well aware that simplified drawings and text could be 
used to explain complex ideas.32 In one comic that he wrote, a Lowndes 
County resident named “Mr. Blackman” realizes that he and other “col-
ored people” in his community had “been using [their] mouths to do two 
things . . . eating and saying yes suh . . .” But Mr. Blackman soon gets 
involved in voter registration, creating a political party, and winning the 
local race for county sheriff.33

The community-organizing theme was common throughout the 
LCFO literature. In another simple but powerful example, a flyer featured a 
pencil drawing of a community meeting below two questions: “Why come 
together?” and “What can you do when you come together?” The text 
explained in simple terms that by forming their own political organization, 
Lowndes County blacks could determine their future rather than continue 
to have “the people who have been running the show [elect] their own can-
didate . . . and vote for programs that will benefit them only . . .”34

Another brochure showed four panthers aligned with one white 
rooster, with the text stating, “4 to 1. Negro voting power is 4 times greater 
in Lowndes County.”35 And yet another used the before-and-after theme 
with comic book illustrations to explain the power of the vote—under the 
word “Before” were a white county sheriff, school board member, tax col-
lector, and other officials; the “After” illustration showed the same county 
offices held by blacks.36

Not all publications were this simple. In another comic, a more com-
plex textual message was printed below a prominent drawing of the black 
panther symbol: “Whenever any form of government becomes destruc-
tive . . . [then] it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it and to 
institute a new government.” Another flyer consisted of a large amount of 
text next to the white rooster symbol of the Alabama Democratic party, 
which included the words “White Supremacy . . . For the Right.” The 
text explained that the Democratic Party, its leaders (including George 
Wallace, then-governor of Alabama) and other racists would continue to 
make decisions meant to prevent blacks from exercising their civil rights. 
The document asked readers if they wanted an organization that would 
“not be for white supremacy, that [would] put on the ballot at next year’s 
general election the candidates of your choice for all the County and State 
Offices.”37,38

The election-centered communications campaign combined bro-
chures, leaflets, and booklets containing lots of text with printed materials 
that had comic book images accompanied by simple sentences or phrases. 
In both cases, SNCC communication workers emphasized a strong visual 
component. To educate Lowndes County blacks about the electoral process 
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118 The Selling of Civil Rights

and why they should participate in it, SNCC and the LCFO distributed a 
number of traditional informational publications designed to explain the 
complex process of political party formation and how it might enrich their 
lives. In several other publications the SNCC staff emphasized the more 
simple message of a new alternative to the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
Party. This would have likely entailed voting for white candidates in black 
majority counties and which ultimately failed in its initial effort to replace 
the regular party, warning that “If Alabama doesn’t want to repeat what 
happened to the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, then Alabama 
doesn’t have to. Alabama has a Choice!”39

On May 3, 1966, approximately nine hundred Lowndes County 
blacks gathered at the First Baptist Church to vote in a LCFO primary. In 
the words of LCFO president John Hulett, it was the first time in county 
history that black people “came together to make a choice of their own 
candidate for public office.” He also said that the number of participants 
was a clear sign that blacks would soon make important changes in the 
local political system.40

The white minority fought back, forcing many registered blacks to 
vote for Democratic Party candidates under threats of violence and of being 
fired. Any participation in LCFO activities was cause for eviction or fir-
ing or worse. SNCC worker Gloria House explained that as the number 
of evicted blacks grew, so did the size of the local tent city, where “whites 
would drive by and shoot . . . We learned very quickly to hit the ground 
and wait until the shooting stopped.”41

The intimidation was enough to cause the defeat of all LCFO candi-
dates in the general election, but in less than five years, blacks would hold 
prominent elected positions in Lowndes County. The new party instilled a 
sense of power and community among the black majority. Cleveland Sell-
ers, who would later become SNCC program secretary, wrote in his biog-
raphy that the 650 people who came together for an inspirational rally the 
evening before the election were aware that regardless of the next day’s 
outcome, their efforts marked the “beginning of a new epoch.”42

Black Power emergence

The transformation of SNCC’s central leadership occurred in step with rad-
ical changes in Lowndes County and the rest of the South. Lewis, chairman 
since 1963, was defeated by Carmichael in a controversial late-night vote 
in May 1966.43 Within weeks, Carmichael’s call for Black Power would 
permanently alter SNCC’s image in the public eye, from a student organi-
zation based on non-violent principles to a militant and radical group that 
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disdained passivity as a response to violent attacks. But what the public 
did not realize was that the organization and its leaders would do much to 
instill a sense of pride among black Americans.

One month after Carmichael’s election, SNCC began to adopt a new 
communications strategy that encompassed the black empowerment themes 
suggested by the LCFO campaign and symbol. On June 5, 1966, James 
Meredith, the first black student at the University of Mississippi, began 
a one-man march from Memphis to Jackson that he named the “March 
Against Fear.” A sniper’s bullet hit him in the leg on the first day. Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., Floyd McKissick of the Congress for Racial Equal-
ity, Carmichael, and other civil rights leaders responded by continuing the 
march while Meredith recuperated. The march gave Carmichael an oppor-
tunity to introduce his black power philosophy, and to add detail to the 
“Black Power for black people” idea that he and the LCFO leadership had 
introduced earlier in the year. He was not the originator of the phrase—it 
had already been used by activist groups in African countries and by some 
American poets and writers. He is, however, credited with creating the two-
word version that he would forever be associated with; and from this point 
forward, “Black Power” would serve as the foundation of the SNCC com-
munications message.44

As he walked alongside Dr. King, Carmichael caught the attention of 
reporters by suggesting alternatives to the nonviolent strategies that the civil 
rights movement was built on. As King described the march as nonviolent 
in every respect, Carmichael told the press that he had never viewed nonvio-
lence “as a way of life,” and that “no one in this country is asking the white 
community in the South to be nonviolent—giving them a free license to go 
ahead and shoot us at will.” His argument seemed logical, but the public 
expression of these ideas clearly intimidated the white community.45

Carmichael later said that he planned to introduce the phrase during 
his speech at Greenwood, Mississippi, where he was well known due to his 
service there during the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer. Willie Ricks, 
a SNCC worker, was traveling with a small advance group to keep field 
workers informed of the marcher’s arrival time, to make whatever prepara-
tions were necessary, and to address local supporters. As part of the plan-
ning process, Ricks used “Black Power” in his speech to gauge community 
reaction, since there was some concern that the slogan might be consid-
ered too radical and that poor blacks would avoid taking such a strong 
stance. Carmichael later said he felt a sense of disbelief when told locals 
had embraced the term with excitement and enthusiasm.46

Upon his arrival in Greenwood, Carmichael began to set up tents on 
the schoolyard and was arrested and jailed for several hours after refusing 
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to dismantle them. Exhausted and exasperated after six hours of incarcera-
tion, Carmichael returned just in time for the rally and during his evening 
speech, he proclaimed, “What we are going to start saying now is Black 
Power.” To build the momentum, Ricks helped get the crowd into the call-
and-response rhetoric, with Carmichael asking, “What do you want?” and 
the crowd responding “Black Power” with increasing intensity.47

As the crowd continued shouting “Black Power,” Mississippi state 
troopers fired tear gas. Time reporter Arlee Schwartz compared the scenario 
to “a scene from hell, with people vomiting, smoke rising . . . choking 
and crying.” The marchers actually adhered to their nonviolent tradition, 
but the bold resistance marked the beginning of a new movement in which 
many blacks would no longer tolerate police brutality or economic repres-
sion without an empowered response.48

The marchers reached Jackson on June 26. During the 22 days of the 
march that Meredith had designed as a one-man effort to symbolize the 
erasure of fear among southern Mississippi blacks, approximately 4,000 
new voters followed the advice of Carmichael, King, and McKissick and 
registered at county courthouses throughout the state.49 Carmichael and 
his Black Power slogan clearly contributed to this jump, but it had been 
preceded by the slow, long-term, voter-by-voter organizing efforts of SNCC 
and local organizations resulting in changes in federal laws. The sharp 
increase in registered voters may not have been as important as Carmi-
chael’s rise in the eyes of the media. By presenting his controversial message 
to mainstream reporters hungry for good copy, he aroused the interest of 
the American public as well as support from poor blacks. Cleveland Sell-
ers has suggested that Carmichael’s emergence as a national leader was an 
important milestone for SNCC and that the march generated interest in 
“independent, black political organizations” and reinvigorated civil rights 
activities in Mississippi.50

Sellers also wrote that the slogan and the philosophy behind it “thrust 
SNCC to the forefront of the struggle for black liberation,” with jour-
nalists, intellectuals, politicians, and students responding to “our radical 
cadence.” “Black Power” had special appeal to urban blacks; therefore the 
idea transformed an Atlanta-based organization with strong ties to the rural 
South into a nationally known radical group that appealed to blacks from 
all walks of life in every section of the United States. In ghettos throughout 
the country, SNCC workers were “hailed as heroes—Young Turks taking it 
to ‘The Man.’”51

Many whites viewed the change as an indication of a new wave of 
urban violence and rebellion, and the news media was more than willing 
to play on this sense of fear while reporting on the transition taking place 

Murphree 3rd pages.indd   120 6/9/2006   3:35:08 PM



in the civil rights movement. McKissick, director of the Congress of Racial 
Equality, believed that many whites “could not subtract violence from 
power . . . [they] could only see power as a violent instrument to accom-
pany it.”52 It also seemed that much of white America could not get past the 
idea of self-defense being practiced by an avowed “nonviolent” committee. 
In a June 1966 interview, Martin Argonsky of CBS News asked Carmichael 
to explain his declaration that while blacks intended to take power legally, 
if they were stopped by white officials they would “take it the way every-
one else took it, including the way America took it in the American Revo-
lution.” Carmichael responded by describing black-belt Alabama counties 
with enormous black majorities that had been controlled through the use 
of violence and “every illegal trick that one can think of.” He said that 
black communities would work to achieve power through the democratic 
process, but if they continued to be “cheated out of their votes,” then they 
must turn to other methods.53 In other words, Carmichael did not advocate 
violence, but he did not rule it out—a fine distinction that captivated the 
press and appealed to the country’s black population.

The sudden appearance of the Black Power philosophy and the black 
panther symbol gave the impression that SNCC’s image had changed over-
night, but clues of this impending transformation can be found in struc-
tural changes over the preceding year. By the fall of 1965, thirty-five of 129 
SNCC staffers were based in large cities in New York, California, Michigan, 
Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts, as well as Washington, D.C.54 As SNCC 
expanded into America’s urban centers, many experienced staff members 
left the organization. Julian Bond resigned as communications director in 
June 1966 to run for the Georgia State Assembly (discussed in the following 
chapter).55 Charles Sherrod, one of SNCC’s first field secretaries, resigned in 
protest after SNCC leaders rejected his plan to bring white student volun-
teers into Southwest Georgia; he remained in the area, but set up an indepen-
dent program to achieve his goals. Bill Hansen, who had led many projects 
in Arkansas, also resigned. By the end of 1966, most of the Alabama SNCC 
staff had left.56 In May 1966 Forman resigned as executive secretary but 
remained active in the organization; he was replaced by Ruby Doris Smith 
Robinson, with Cleveland Sellers becoming program secretary.

As early as December 1965, John Lewis, then SNCC chair, expressed 
dissatisfaction with the organization’s direction when he was still in the 
chairman’s position. He argued in a memo that the Committee was present-
ing an unstable image to its supporters, leading to rumors of mismanagement 
and accusations of communist infiltration. Lewis asked for help from Bond 
and the communications department in making “a special effort to counter 
these rumors and attacks . . . and to present the truth about SNCC.”57
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commUnicating a controVersial PhilosoPhy

The Black Power philosophy represented an organizational turning point, 
and Carmichael seemed perfectly suited to serve as an organizational spokes-
person. But after the emergence of Black Power, SNCC’s internal communi-
cation strategies would no longer be tailored to appeal to liberal whites—a 
core SNCC constituency in the preceding years. This exclusionary attitude 
took time to develop, since many SNCC workers initially believed that 
white supporters would embrace the Black Power idea. At first, Friends 
of SNCC groups actively communicated the new message to white sup-
porters and politicians. For instance, the Chicago SNCC office published 
a pamphlet containing the text of a Carmichael speech and explaining 
that the group had “moved into the action stage of organizing for Black 
Power.” Monroe Sharp, Chicago SNCC director, asked for support from 
both blacks and whites but divided their responsibilities, asking blacks to 
organize communities block-by-block, and asking whites “who cannot get 
out in the street” to sell buttons and explain the program to people living in 
white and integrated communities. The pamphlet included a sign-up form 
and a list of products, including Black Power stickers, buttons, and copies 
of The Movement, a collection of documentary photographs.58

Carmichael also expressed his wish that the media and other audi-
ences, especially politicians, present and acknowledge SNCC accurately 
and make a special effort to ignore rumors. But his suggestion that blacks 
should defend themselves and his frequent use of the Black Power slogan 
had the opposite effect. In a 1990 interview, former Time correspondent 
Arlie Schardt admitted that reporters tended to “overplay” the Black Power 
concept and suggested that some of the negative coverage occurred because 
the new theme was never “clearly articulated,” thus allowing for broad 
interpretation.59 There is evidence, however, showing that Carmichael did 
make a special effort to narrowly define the concept to the media in the early 
months of his chairmanship, going so far as to co-author Black Power: The 
Politics of Liberation with Charles Hamilton. The authors described the 
book as “a call for black people in this country to unite . . . to recognize 
their heritage, to build a sense of community. It is a call for black people 
to define their own goals, to lead their own organizations.”60 But as time 
wore on, Carmichael’s rhetoric became more militant and accusatory as he 
criticized longstanding political and economic traditions.

Despite the confusion it created, the Black Power slogan was attrac-
tive to many blacks for the same reasons that it offended and frightened 
whites—its implied message that violence could be condoned as long as it 
was enacted in response to white violence. Furthermore, the Black Power 
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message included a call for black economic and political independence. 
Carmichael’s impassioned speeches certainly fueled the media’s tendency 
to present him as a symbol of black militancy. In a March 1966 inter-
view published in a Friends of SNCC newsletter, Carmichael declared 
that his job as chairman was “To organize people to overthrow the gov-
ernments that are now oppressing them, not to organize them to beg for 
money from the federal government. If they control these county govern-
ment offices, they won’t have to beg for money. They’ll just take it.”61 In 
another example—a Chicago speech given on July 28, 1966—he argued 
that blacks should reject being labeled as radical, since “the extremists in 
this country are the white people” who had worked to oppress blacks. He 
also said that blacks must now “define [their] own ethic” without apol-
ogy: “We don’t have to . . . obey any law that we didn’t have a part to 
make, especially if that law was made to keep us where we are. We have 
the right to break it.” In the same speech, he accused the press of confus-
ing rebellion with riots, and urged supporters to treat words such as “anti-
white,” “hate,” “radical,” and “militant” in mainstream newspapers as 
“nonsense.”62

Other SNCC workers were active in attempts to counteract inaccu-
rate information and rumors that appeared in the media. In a May 24 letter 
to the editor of the Los Angeles Herald-Dispatch, Fay Bellamy, who later 
served as SNCC secretary and who often contributed to the communica-
tions section, wrote, “We in SNCC have complained many times about the 
way in which white newspapers tend to distort articles about SNCC or any-
thing that Black people have a tendency to do.” Her specific target was an 
article that ran under the headline, “Negroes Regain Control of SNCC.” 
She bluntly claimed that “nothing in the article was true,” especially a 
statement that “Stokely Carmichael and Mrs. Ruby D. Robinson will lead 
the SNCC back to the road of ‘Negro leadership and opinion’ under which 
it was born several years ago”; Bellamy responded by stating that SNCC 
had always been under Negro leadership and “always will be.”63

Sellers later acknowledged that the SNCC communication and admin-
istrative staff was more concerned—and more successful—in delivering its 
Black Power message to poor blacks. Ironically, they often did this through 
the white mainstream media, which Sellers said were “eager to record [Car-
michael’s] every word.” It didn’t take long for the new SNCC leadership 
to understand that Carmichael “could reach millions of people” simply by 
calling a press conference, and even if the message was distorted, it still 
aroused interest and support among SNCC’s target audience.64

Media misinterpretations and misunderstandings, however, created 
internal problems as external publics grew increasingly concerned and 
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fearful. In his autobiography, Sellers described Carmichael as a public per-
sonality “who attracted attention wherever he went”; unfortunately, there 
was a growing public perception that other SNCC workers were his “fol-
lowers.”65 In August, the communications staff responded with a recom-
mendation that Carmichael “step out of the chairmanship by expressing 
fear over being isolated as a national leader,” arguing that organizational 
needs “at this precise moment in history” were not being “served by the 
kind of role of external leadership presently practiced.” The report went 
on to recommend that the organization “define very sharply what lead-
ership articulates for SNCC” and what the “value of the chairman is in 
terms of the national role he plays.”66

The challenge for SNCC communications workers was presenting 
SNCC as a complete organization rather than a group built around a single 
personality. As the organization went through an intense period of transi-
tion, it became increasingly difficult to promote the older SNCC agenda of 
black empowerment, cultural unity, and the attainment of civil rights. But 
communications workers were willing to take advantage of the many Black 
Power supporters outside the organization to give credibility and authority 
to their message. In August, the Alabama SNCC staff distributed a detailed 
description of Black Power written by black clergymen from the National 
Committee of Negro Churchmen. The statement, which was not solicited 
by SNCC, first appeared as a full-page advertisement in the July 31 issue 
of the New York Times.67 The SNCC staffers distributed the statement to 
the press in response “to the undue publicity that SNCC has received in the 
past few weeks.” According to the cover memo accompanying reprints of 
the statement, the press had “blown these two words [Black Power] into 
huge proportions and had given the impression that they mean possible 
future danger for Whites and Negroes alike, which is not true.”68 The min-
isters’ eloquent statement, which explained the need for black economic 
and political independence, also called on the mass media to speak the 
truth, as it had during other campaigns:

During the Southern demonstrations for civil rights, you men of the 
communications industry performed an invaluable service for the entire 
country by revealing plainly to our ears and eyes the ugly truth of a bru-
talizing system of overt discrimination and segregation . . . You were 
instruments of change and not merely purveyors of unrelated facts.69

The ministers reminded reporters that the current task was “more diffi-
cult” and that “the truth that needs revealing today is not so clear-cut in its 
outlines, nor is there a national consensus to help you form relevant points 
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of view.” To address these challenges, they asked reporters to “look for a 
variety of sources of truth in order that the limited perspectives of all of us 
might be corrected.”70

Carmichael and other SNCC workers were much more direct in 
expressing their frustration over the SNCC image that was being created in 
the mainstream press. The repeated efforts of communications workers to 
present a coherent and unified message to the media were unsuccessful. As 
Carmichael explained to Life reporter Gordon Parks in 1966,71 the white 
press continued to equate Black Power with “racism and separatism”:

The stories fail to report the productive dialog taking place in the black 
community or in the white religious and intellectual areas. As for sepa-
ratism, what are they talking about? We have no choice . . . They sep-
arated us a long time ago. And they sure intend to keep it that way.72

Saturday Review television and radio critic Robert Lewis Shayon 
agreed with Carmichael’s contention that the mainstream media had por-
trayed him as a “monster.” Shayon showed how two national networks 
presented one-sided images, and described how their stories were limited to 
presentations of Carmichael as a militant with an appeal that was “obvi-
ously designed to arouse emotion and courage in his listeners at the rally—
and perhaps to induce flutters of fright in white viewers who would see him 
via the news cameras.”73 Shayon also explained how the mainstream press 
had reinforced this image by continually using such words and terms as 
“radical,” “hard-core,” “racist,” and “black nationalists” in their Carmi-
chael stories. After hearing Carmichael speak in a comprehensive interview 
on a non-commercial radio station, Shayon came away with an impression 
of a “plausible human being, firm in conviction and purpose, but quietly 
rational” who did indeed “assert that voters in dominantly Negro areas 
had the right and intended to take power at the polls.”74

Despite the misrepresentations, or perhaps because of them, Carmi-
chael took every opportunity to address the media during the early months 
of his chairmanship. But regardless of how many press conferences he par-
ticipated in, or how many appearances he made on news shows such as 
“Face the Nation” and “Meet the Press,” the distorted images remained, 
in no small part due to his steady stream of attacks on established political 
processes, government officials, and the news media.75 His appearances on 
those national network programs provided some of the most defining and 
controversial images of the entire civil rights movement. In a special ninety-
minute version of “Meet the Press” aired on August 21, 1966, Carmichael 
discussed the Black Power philosophy with Martin Luther King, Jr., Roy 
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Wilkins (executive director of the NAACP), Whitney Young, Jr. (executive 
director of the National Urban League), Floyd McKissick (national direc-
tor of CORE), and James Meredith.76 The show gave Carmichael a unique 
forum for correcting the misinformation that surrounded him and the orga-
nization he led, an opportunity to win additional support from black com-
munities, and a chance to explain his ideas to white America.

The leaders of the country’s major civil rights organizations had long-
standing differences, but they had always succeeded in showing a unified 
front to the press. Interviewer James Kilpatrick immediately challenged the 
front by asking whether or not Carmichael had called other Negro lead-
ers “Uncle Toms.”77 Carmichael said that he had never publicly criticized 
any black leader and that he never would. It was on this show that Roy 
Wilkins made the Madison Avenue statement that begins this chapter. He 
also argued that no one really believed that black Americans would rebel 
against white society, even though Carmichael frequently alluded to that 
potential. “Of course, no one believes that the Negro . . . is going to take 
up arms and try to rectify every wrong that had been done . . . if somebody 
doesn’t rectify it through the regular channels.”78 Carmichael demonstrated 
his own patience in his response to Wilkins’s remarks, stating simply that 
he and other blacks were “going to move to get the things that [we] have to 
get in this country to be able to function as an equal.”79

Despite signs of disagreement, the black leaders had much in common 
and were generally supportive of each other. Surprisingly, the job of defin-
ing Black Power on the program did not fall to Carmichael, but to CORE’s 
Floyd McKissick, who told viewers:

When we talk about “Black Power,” for instance, and everybody gets 
excited—two little bitty words in the English language. One, “black”—
everybody who has gone through the sixth grade knows what “black” 
means. “Power”—everybody who has gone through the sixth grade 
knows what that means, and I get a letter from a professor at Harvard 
saying, “Explain Black Power.” That means putting Black Power in 
black people’s hands. We don’t have any and we want some.80

organizational decline

The appearances on network television were not enough to overcome the 
distortions presented in the day-to-day news programs and the press. The 
combination of SNCC’s tarnished image in the white press, the volatile 
self-image that Carmichael sometimes presented, and (as Jack Minnis has 
suggested) the natural conclusion to an epic period81 led to SNCC’s decline 
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by the end of 1966. The communications staff had failed to maintain a 
positive image of the organization, and public emotional and financial 
support diminished. SNCC’s vocal opposition to the federal government, 
especially to its Vietnam policies, resulted in the elimination of government 
funding for its activities. James Forman later accused the federal govern-
ment of trying to shut down the organization because of its rhetoric. Sup-
port for his contention came in February 2000, when documents released 
from a Freedom of Information Act lawsuit described how the FBI had 
infiltrated the organization in 1964 “to establish the extent of communist 
infiltration”; the documents implied that the FBI had purposefully fed mis-
leading information on SNCC to the national press.82

SNCC weathered more changes in personnel and philosophy than it 
could tolerate without suffering long-term damage. Most SNCC workers 
admired Carmichael, but he became the target of increasing criticism from 
within the organization for his non-stop string of public appearances and 
often non-sanctioned messages; at one point the SNCC staff tried to ban 
him from speaking to the media. But as SNCC communications worker 
Dorothy Miller Zellner recalled in a 2000 interview, there was no denying 
that the press loved Carmichael and his exuberant message. She believed 
that he was mostly responding to frequent invitations for speaking engage-
ments and interviews in order to explain himself and his organization.83 
Zellner said that when Carmichael “called a commentator or when he 
called a press conference, they all came. They never knew what he was 
going to say. He was so witty. He was so smart.” She also acknowledged 
that his press appeal was closely associated with the fear that he incited:

He was saying something that white America just did not want to hear. 
They were petrified of what this was going to mean in the end. What 
would it mean if all the black people actually opted out—everything 
would grind to a halt. What would they do and how could they pos-
sibly promote themselves as kings of democracy when the black people 
were opting out of the democratic position? This would be a catastro-
phe for them.84

A writer in I.F. Stone’s Weekly suggested that the main reason for the 
campaign against SNCC was its stance on the Vietnam War. In June of 1966, 
SNCC leaders publicly declared their opposition and their belief that they 
could not “in good conscience meet with the chief policy maker of the Viet-
nam War to discuss human rights when he violates the human rights of col-
ored people in Vietnam.”85 The communications section was instrumental in 
constructing the anti-war message. Julian Bond, who won an election for a 
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seat in the Georgia House of Representatives, had to defend his position on 
the war in front of the U.S. Supreme Court before he could take his seat in 
the state legislature.

In hindsight, Carmichael’s ability to give black Americans a sense 
of pride and community was remarkable considering the short period 
that he served as SNCC chairman and the symbolic leader of the Black 
Power phase of the civil rights movement. But the public perception of his 
instantaneous appearance was as false as some of their perceptions of the 
Black Power message. The Lowndes County campaign and the Mississippi 
“March Against Fear” were the last two examples of SNCC’s community 
organizing and political empowerment approaches to civil rights activism. 
These were replaced by Carmichael’s dynamic use of the media to present 
symbols and ideas to various constituencies, which came at the expense 
of grass roots efforts to improve the lives of black Americans. Although 
Carmichael and the SNCC communications staff alienated the white press, 
they also managed to build an awareness of the Black Power philosophy 
and instill a sense of community and cultural pride among blacks in all 
parts of the country. But the longstanding SNCC message of achieving 
goals through the principle of nonviolence was permanently lost. In its 
place was a vaguely defined concept open to wide interpretation. Forman 
later admitted that SNCC failed to come up with an adequate definition of 
Black Power, therefore the “door was left open for opportunists to define 
the term in any manner they chose.” But Forman never used this as an 
excuse to explain SNCC’s failures during its Black Power phase. He instead 
suggested that they were a consequence of “not having our own revolution-
ary ideology together.”86
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Chapter Five

International Relations, Vietnam 
Opposition, and Radicalization: 
SNCC’s Final Years

It is becoming both psychologically and politically impossible for us 
to continue to raise questions of our own exploitation in this country 
without also raising the question of American international attitude and 
policy. We must expand our borrowed cry of “One Man, One Vote” to 
“Self-determination and Dignity” throughout the world!!!1

—Dona Richards, SNCC worker

Dona Richards likely started thinking about communicating SNCC ideas 
to other countries in the weeks following the Mississippi Freedom Demo-
cratic Party’s rejection at Atlantic City. At that time, SNCC supporter and 
nationally known black entertainer Harry Belafonte saw a need to inspire 
and invigorate the frustrated young civil rights workers. He made arrange-
ments for eleven of them to spend three weeks in Africa, meeting with the 
leaders of newly independent African nations and exploring the possibilities 
of building networks among various human rights organizations.2 Two of 
the eleven—John Lewis and Donald Harris—remained in Africa for a full 
month after the others returned to the United States, making short visits to 
Liberia, Ghana, Zambia, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Egypt.

Upon their return, Lewis and Harris proposed that SNCC “establish 
an international wing . . . [since] “the growing importance of the Afro-
Asian countries, their particular political and economic ideologies as well 
as their increasing influence in world opinion, must be communicated 
to the people that we work with.” With these issues in mind, Lewis and 
Harris said the main responsibility of the new division would be in the 
areas of communications and public relations—for instance, sending press 
information to international contacts and developing relationships with 
international politicians.3
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The adoption of the international component was a broad-based 
goal; and the transition would be slow since for SNCC, the mid and late-
1960s were marked by constant change in personnel and ideology. More-
over, the societal turbulence that was occurring throughout the world made 
the presentation of a unifying message to international and domestic audi-
ences particularly difficult. But SNCC workers still managed to meet some 
success in reaching an international audience, using the same basic public 
relations strategies that had served them so well between 1960 and 1964: 
publications, press releases, media relations, political activism, orchestrat-
ing special events, and media relations.

Lewis and Harris used many of the same public relations techniques 
to address a new international audience and to establish important cross-
border relationships during their extended African tour. Examples include 
the production of a twenty-minute radio program for local stations, the 
Voice of America broadcasting center in Liberia, and visits to the Liberian 
Press Union, whose employees introduced Lewis and Harris to reporters 
willing to interview them. In Ghana they met with leaders of the Afro-
American Information Bureau, an organization whose stated purpose was 
“to keep the Ghanaian people informed about what was going on in the 
States and to make sure that the information [got into] the press.” The 
Bureau disseminated press releases, background information, and photo-
graphs to media outlets throughout Ghana, one of the first African coun-
tries to achieve independence in the late 1950s.4

Internal and domestic issues kept SNCC workers from fully develop-
ing a plan to create an international relations campaign. Nevertheless, in 
September of 1965, Richards—a member of the first group to visit Africa 
and a visitor to Ghana with her husband, Robert Moses, in 1965—was a 
strong advocate of the SNCC African Project, arguing that it was impor-
tant to “broaden the political concerns” of the Committee. She believed 
the project would clarify and strengthen the “link between the struggle for 
self-determination of black people abroad and the struggle of black people 
in the United States against exploitation.” Richards suggested that telling 
the stories of young Africans involved in liberation activities to blacks in 
America would give inspiration and strength “from an identification with 
the African movement toward independence.”5 In an effort to do this, she 
asked for resources so that the communications staff could produce an 
African primer for the purpose of teaching black school children and adults 
with low-level reading skills in the South about their African heritage and 
the independence and resistance campaigns taking place at that time.6

Richards also recommended that SNCC workers send messages 
describing their work to African countries. In an October letter sent from 
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Ghana, she described meeting Africans who were eager for information 
about the civil rights movement in the United States, and asked that SNCC 
workers continue to send public relations materials to the Bureau of African 
Affairs. As a result, she initiated an effort to establish an African section in 
the SNCC Atlanta-based library through subscriptions and donations from 
the publishers of books about Africa.7

But SNCC would wait until June of 1966 to officially respond to Rich-
ard’s lobbying. At that time it created an International Affairs Committee to 
be chaired by Lewis, whom Stokely Carmichael had just replaced as SNCC 
chairman. Lewis traveled to Europe to help establish Friends of SNCC 
groups in Great Britain, France, Norway, and Sweden. These international 
chapters performed the same public relations and fundraising functions as 
their American counterparts, promoting the idea of human rights via local 
media and government relations, producing and distributing publications, 
and organizing picket lines and speakers. For instance, Richards encouraged 
SNCC workers who had traveled to Africa to write about their experience 
to help transmit SNCC’s new message of global independence.8 In another 
effort to promote their message of the need for black representation, the 
group petitioned the United Nations membership for “a permanent group 
of observers made up of Black people living in America” since few blacks 
had rights in America and even fewer were represented globally.9

Lewis also recruited African students to work in the American South 
during the summer of 1966 as a means of promoting the movement in 
Africa and attracting media attention in the United States. He told report-
ers that student groups in Europe and Africa were “fighting for the same 
thing that we are” and that SNCC wanted “to link up with them and share 
techniques, tactics and ideas.”10,11

While the new international division focused its attention on Europe 
and Africa, the larger SNCC organization debated and expressed its con-
cerns over another international concern, the American war in Southeast 
Asia. President Johnson approved the bombing of North Vietnamese vil-
lages starting on August 4, 1964 (ironically, the same day that the bodies of 
Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner were discovered), ostensibly in response 
to attacks on U.S. military targets in the Gulf of Tonkin. SNCC workers 
immediately attacked the validity of the Vietnam War and the paradox of 
drafting black Southern men who did not have such basic democratic rights 
as suffrage for the purpose of fighting for the rights of Asians living on the 
other side of the world. A formal position against the war would not come 
until January of 1966, but several prominent SNCC members voiced their 
objections through press releases and other communications tools through-
out 1965. For instance, In April 1965, Robert Moses spoke at an antiwar 
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rally sponsored by the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) in Wash-
ington, D.C. During his speech, Moses said that civil rights workers had 
an intimate understanding of the country’s hypocritical portrayal of itself 
as the world’s leader for democracy. Even if individual civil rights workers 
were not well versed in foreign policy, Moses pointed out that they had 
endured enormous violence—even murder—before convincing the govern-
ment to pass civil rights legislation.

SNCC advisor Howard Zinn wrote in an August 30, 1965 Student 
Voice editorial that it was time for SNCC to take a public stance against the 
war, arguing that the group’s civil rights activities in the United States should 
be accompanied by efforts to support oppressed people in other countries—
particularly Vietnam, but also the Dominican Republic, South Africa, and 
“anywhere else there is a burning issue of injustice.” Zinn argued that the 
time was right for SNCC to publicly declare “freedom now” as an interna-
tional mission.12

Despite this encouragement, the Committee had yet to proclaim an 
official position on Vietnam when it became a point of controversy for 
the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. The MFDP enclosed a copy 
of a five-point program opposing the war in its summer, 1965, newsletter 
after it was initially distributed as a circular in Pike County. The program 
described opposition to a war and promoted the idea that “no Mississippi 
Negroes should be fighting in Viet Nam for the white man’s freedom until 
all the Negro people are free in Mississippi.” The authors, Joe Martin of 
McComb, Mississippi, and Clinton Hobson, a law student from New Jer-
sey, produced the document independently and urged Mississippi men to 
defy the draft or, if already enlisted, to stage hunger strikes.13

Although it was not an official MFDP statement, reporters from the 
mainstream press interpreted it as such, and the party had to endure a great 
deal of criticism. MFDP leaders responded with a July 31 statement declar-
ing the news media “totally inaccurate” in reporting the position as MFDP 
endorsed:

“It is distressing to us that the many activities that the MFDP has initi-
ated and participated in as an organization have been largely ignored 
by the national press. Yet they have chosen this, not an official MFDP 
statement, to highlight’ and to do so in such a manner as to misrepre-
sent the facts.”14

The release admonished the press for reporting that the leaflet repre-
sented an official MFDP position, especially since they had given so little 
space to the MFDP’s voter-registration drive, its Congressional challenge, 
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various local election campaigns with MFDP candidates, and acts of police 
brutality during demonstrations in Jackson in June.15

Martin and Hobson gave five reasons why “Negroes should not be in 
any war fighting for America,” with the most important being that Missis-
sippi blacks who were not free themselves should not kill other people so 
that wealthy whites could “get richer.”16 The response from the mainstream 
press certainly raised awareness of the issue within the MFDP and SNCC. 
In an interview over thirty years later, an MFDP official named Paul Lauter 
described the leaflet as the “first public urging of non-cooperation with the 
military, publicly issued and circulated”17

During the SNCC meeting that November, Lewis pushed for a public 
anti-war position, arguing that SNCC workers were morally obligated to 
take a stand because they “couldn’t talk about what was going on in Mis-
sissippi and Alabama and South Georgia and not relate to and identify with 
the people who were being sent over to Vietnam, as well as the people, 
American and Vietnamese alike, who were being destroyed there.”18 In the 
weeks following the meeting, the SNCC leadership accepted the suggestions 
offered by Moses, Zinn, and Lewis, and started work on drafting an offi-
cial statement declaring the Committee’s opposition to the war. Writing the 
document and circulating various drafts was a process that lasted through 
November and December, with Lewis, Forman, and Courtland Cox serv-
ing as the primary contributors. The slow progress reflected the concerns 
of some staff members over potential loss of funding and backlash from 
the federal government and national press—SNCC’s most important insti-
tutional audiences.19

an anti-war organization

Those concerns vanished when SNCC worker and Navy veteran Sammy 
Younge was murdered in Tuskegee, Alabama, on January 3, 1966. A SNCC 
press release issued by the Atlanta office described him as a 22-year-old 
Tuskegee Institute student who had been threatened by a country registrar 
during black voter registration activities on the day he died. Afterwards, 
Younge refused to use a segregated restroom at a service station and was 
shot by Marvin Segrest, the attendant who followed him across the street to 
the bus station with a gun.20

SNCC used press releases once again to accuse the federal govern-
ment of failing to enforce federal law, claiming that local SNCC workers 
had reported threats against Younge to the FBI and the Justice Department 
with no response. The release also included a statement from John Lewis, 
who called upon President Johnson “to make the presence and the forces 
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of the Federal government visible in . . . Alabama . . . where violence and 
terror are the order of the day.” Despite his reputation for abhorring vio-
lence, Lewis made a comment that indicated a move away from SNCC’s 
well-regarded policy of nonviolence:

If the federal government cannot provide protection for people seeking 
civil rights guaranteed by the Constitution, then people will have no 
protection but themselves. We find it increasingly difficult to ask the 
people of the Black Belt to remain nonviolent. We have asked the Presi-
dent for federal marshals for more than three years. If our plea is not 
answered, we have no choice.21

Younge was buried on January 6. The following day, SNCC commu-
nications workers called a press conference at which they announced their 
official opposition to the Vietnam War. That message helped shape the new 
organizational foundation that would last until the Committee disbanded. 
Lewis explained that Younge’s murder had triggered SNCC’s desire to 
publicly oppose the war because it was a powerful illustration of the para-
dox of black men fighting in Vietnam while being denied rights in their 
own country or protection from their own government as they petitioned 
for those rights. Lewis later recalled his sense of irony when an American 
flag was draped over Younge’s casket.22 To what he later described as a 
“stunned” group of reporters, Lewis expressed a strong belief in the con-
nection between the U.S. government’s Vietnam policy and international 
independence movements:

We believe the United States government has been deceptive in its 
claims of concern for the freedom of the Vietnamese people, just as the 
government has been deceptive in claiming concern for the freedom of 
colored people in other countries . . . The murder of Samuel Younge 
in Tuskegee, Alabama is no different than the murder of peasants in 
Vietnam, for both Younge and the Vietnamese sought, and are seeking, 
to secure the rights guaranteed them by law . . . We question then, the 
ability and even the desire of the United States government to guarantee 
free elections abroad. We maintain that our country’s cry of “preserve 
freedom in the world” is a hypocritical mask behind which it squashes 
liberation movements which are not bound, and refuse to be bound, by 
the expediencies of United States cold war policies. 23

SNCC workers also declared open support for draft resisters since it 
“would compel them to contribute their lives to United States aggression 
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in Vietnam in the name of ‘freedom’ we find so false in this country.” They 
emphasized that a disproportionate number of draftees were blacks who 
had been called to “preserve a ‘democracy’ which does not exist for them 
at home.”24

The statement made headlines in major newspapers across the country 
the following day; Lewis later recalled “reactions of outrage and alarm.” 
He also believed that the Atlanta office of the FBI forwarded a copy to 
Washington, and the House Un-American Activities Committee began an 
investigation. Lewis argued that FBI infiltration helped to ensure the demise 
of an organization that was already experiencing dissension and change in 
personnel and operating philosophy.25

Lewis and other SNCC administrators put the communications staff 
to work defending their position and responding to press criticism. Soon 
after the statement’s release on January 26, Lewis explained to the Council 
for American-Soviet Friendship that the civil rights struggle had led SNCC 
to recognize the immoral nature of sending armed forces to Vietnam and 
Santa Domingo to protect “freedom and democracy” in light of the Ameri-
can government’s refusal to protect and share those freedoms with its own 
people. He called for other civil rights organizations to join SNCC to cre-
ate a “united effort” in garnering public support for their work to “deter 
our government.”26 Despite these calls, Lewis said that the NAACP and 
the Urban League “predictably rushed to the side of Lyndon Johnson and 
Hubert Humphrey.” On the other hand, Martin Luther King, Jr. neither 
supported nor criticized SNCC’s position initially; one year later, however, 
he would publicly express his opposition to the war.27

The reaction to SNCC’s opposition had a direct effect on Julian Bond, 
who had just been elected to a one-year term in the Georgia House of Rep-
resentatives in a special election made necessary by a court-ordered legisla-
tive reapportionment of a predominately black district in Atlanta. Bond’s 
campaign had attracted national media attention not only because of his 
race and youth, but also because he openly endorsed SNCC’s anti-Vietnam 
War statement, which led to the Georgia legislature’s refusal to seat him. 
The outcome was a year of publicity for Bond and the organization, which 
generated sympathy and support for both and strengthened their anti-Viet-
nam stance.

The campaign, which began with a $500 SNCC loan, was run by 
Bond, Charles Cobb, Judy Richardson, Ivanhoe Donaldson, and others 
based in the Atlanta SNCC office.28 Its success came from a combination of 
a savvy communications effort and the favorable redistricting decision that 
created the downtown electoral district with a large black majority. Bond 
was criticized by some SNCC staffers for running as a Democrat, but he 
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defended his decision by explaining that Georgia law made an independent 
candidacy “next to impossible,” and that there was too little time before 
the election to challenge the specific statutes.29

When the legislature denied Bond his seat, SNCC workers drafted two 
official statements—one on the “Georgia attack on SNCC” and the other 
addressing SNCC’s support for Bond’s campaign—and scheduled a press 
conference for January 8 to present their justification. SCLC representative 
Julius Griffin opened the press conference by reading a short but powerful 
declaration of support for Bond from Martin Luther King Jr., in which the 
attempt to unseat Bond was described as “approaching a dangerous totali-
tarian periphery.” The statement also professed support for Bond’s “right as 
a citizen to disagree with our foreign policy because it is an injustice to . . . 
presume that he is disloyal or that he would fail to support the Constitution 
. . . solely because he takes issue with the U.S. position on Vietnam.”30 The 
SCLC also issued a separate press release expressing “indignation” against 
the legislature’s “unconscionable refusal” to seat Bond.31

As SNCC chair, John Lewis read the SNCC statement, which called 
for all “supporters of constitutional rights” to contact the Georgia governor 
to support Bond’s “right to dissent and right to sit in the legislature.” After 
a lengthy debate about press inaccuracies with a reporter attending the con-
ference, Lewis read a second statement, this one addressing the “Georgia 
attack on SNCC.” That statement argued that following the release of the 
Committee’s anti-Vietnam War statement, “the press and Georgia leaders 
have distorted SNCC’s viewpoint in an attempt to destroy the organiza-
tion.” Lewis was asked if he thought recent SNCC policy decisions might 
destroy the Committee; he disagreed, saying “I think many who support us 
now will continue to support us, for they know that we are committed to 
building an interracial democracy.”32

Although he was officially unqualified to run, Bond quickly announced 
his candidacy for the special February 23 election to fill the vacancy caused 
by the state’s refusal to seat him. He won that election, but the legisla-
ture refused to change its position. Consequently, Bond, Dr. King, and Arel 
Keyes, (both members of Bond’s district) filed suit in federal court charging 
the Georgia Assembly and the State of Georgia with violating the rights of 
voters by denying them their elected representation. The suit also contained 
the charge that Bond’s right to freedom of speech had been violated.33 After 
rejection from the District Court of Appeals, Bond’s attorneys petitioned 
for a hearing in front of the United States Supreme Court. The ruling would 
take a full year before being passed down, during which Bond ran for and 
won the same office a third time. Finally, on December 5, 1966, the Court 
ruled unanimously in Bond’s favor. Chief Justice Earl Warren wrote the 
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decision, which essentially agreed with most of the arguments that were 
disseminated by the SNCC communications committee: “The interest of the 
public in hearing all sides of a public issue is hardly advanced by extending 
more protection to citizen-critics than to legislators . . . legislators have 
an obligation to take a position on controversial political questions so that 
their constituents can . . . access their qualification for office.”34

new alliances and oUtlooks

As SNCC workers branched out beyond their Southern and American 
roots, they underwent continuous organizational evolution. The changes in 
leadership and personnel that opened the doors for the Black Power philos-
ophy led to an alliance with the newly formed Black Panther Party in Cali-
fornia. The panthers adopted many of Stokely Carmichael’s views, most 
importantly the belief that blacks should take physical means to defend 
themselves in the face of white violence. Since the panther symbol was 
shared by the California Party and the Lowndes County Freedom Organi-
zation, members of the media (and the general public) often referred to the 
LCFO and even to SNCC as the Black Panther Party; the two organizations 
were increasingly viewed as a single entity, although they had no connec-
tion beyond their common black panther symbols and some common well-
known members.

SNCC communication workers did surprisingly little to resist or rec-
tify this false assumption, and consequently the Committee was frequently 
criticized for the Black Panther Party’s more radical responses to black 
oppression, such as openly carrying guns. Some SNCC leaders also accepted 
leadership positions with the Black Panthers, further blurring organizational 
lines in the minds of the media. The two groups, however, never merged, 
and for the most part promoted separate programs and objectives.35

SNCC’s radical messages seemed to become more so by the day and 
began soon after the Meredith march in 1965. By 1966, Carmichael’s rhet-
oric often contained messages suggesting that the capitalist system was to 
blame for the economic exploitation that blacks had long suffered. He, 
however, acknowledged that many in the group preferred reform to dis-
solution. Toward the end of his tenure as chairman, Carmichael concluded 
that the reformers (those who believed that “although some aspects of capi-
talism were unjust,” that the problems could be solved) always had the 
upper hand over the revolutionaries (who believed that the “capitalist sys-
tem must be totally and completely destroyed”).36

Whereas SNCC leaders and workers may have understood the fine 
distinctions that were part of the debate, it is likely that both views added 
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to the distorted and radical public image of the Committee that appeared 
in the mainstream press. This was a deliberate and marked changed in 
communication strategy. Fiery rhetoric designed to bring blacks, and only 
blacks, to action had replaced the more palatable ideals of integration and 
nonviolence. Arguably a huge public relations mistake, this change, none-
theless, did bring about the desired change and created a new more militant 
attitude among many young urban blacks. It’s unlikely that Carmichael or 
other SNCC leaders considered the long-term consequences of their com-
munication efforts. But clearly the fiery passion he expressed would change 
the attitudes and even the behavior of many blacks throughout the country 
for many years to come.

Because of the internal dissension and disorganization, the messages 
emanating from the Committee were not always consistent. For instance, 
Forman supported the more radical goal of eliminating capitalism entirely, 
which he believed would result in the elimination of racism and colonial-
ism. But he also felt that the organization was ill-equipped to actually enact 
a radical movement and weather criticism for this viewpoint over the long 
term. In his autobiography, he said he wanted to use his position and lever-
age to “inject” a strong anti-imperialist stance into SNCC and the entire 
black movement, especially since many of the countries that SNCC leaders 
were forming alliances with were vocal in their criticism of racism, capi-
talism and imperialism. Forman noted that many of those countries were 
building socialist governments—a movement he supported and believed to 
be appropriate for the United States. He wrote, “I was never able to get 
SNCC to declare itself for socialism, but I did not worry about that too 
much at the time.”37 In contrast to Carmichael’s claim that SNCC was not 
against the complete elimination capitalism, Forman stated that by 1967, 
most SNCC workers had “achieved a realization that our fight was against 
racism, capitalism, and imperialism,” and that this recognition “represented 
a major victory in itself.”38

Despite dissenting and increasingly complex messages, SNCC lead-
ers still found a broad forum to present their cause and remained as an 
influential organization. For instance, in the summer of 1967, Forman and 
Howard Moore, Jr.—SNCC’s legal advisor—were invited to present their 
ideas at a forum sponsored by the United Nations. A seasoned communica-
tor, Forman was skilled at using these types of forums to address complex 
issues in detail. Entitled an “International Seminar on Apartheid, Racism, 
and Colonialism in Southern Africa,” the meeting was held soon after out-
breaks of violence in Newark, Detroit, and fifty-five other cities.39 Forman 
argued that what many people in the United States government called riots 
were actually “rebellions” against years of “forced enslavement.”40 Forman 
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acknowledged that the United Nations did not have any authority to liberate 
blacks in either America or Africa, but he was determined to use the forum 
to describe SNCC’s role in “shaping public opinion.” In a press release fol-
lowing his presentation, Forman wrote:41

There are moments in history when you realize you yourself are mak-
ing it. Howard Moore and I felt that way as we stepped before the 
microphone to address the assembled delegates of the United Nations 
and the liberation fighters

. . . there were delegates and liberation fighters around the very 
large rectangular table who were going to hear and to transmit to their 
sisters and brothers some of the ideas we would present. Moreover, we 
were going to raise in this body some of the issues that had confronted 
us for many years and we had a good chance of drawing more support 
for our cause.42

Forman also used the opportunity to clarify and reinforce SNCC’s 
stance on a variety of issues. And there was at least one important issue 
that all organizational constituents seemed to agree upon—opposition to 
the Vietnam War. On the Vietnam question he stated, “It is our firm convic-
tion that American intervention in Vietnam militates against any possible 
constructive action.” He also professed absolute confidence that SNCC’s 
efforts in the United States would “hasten victory in Southern Africa,” and 
argued that it was commonly known that wealthy Americans “derived their 
positions” from the “sweat and the riches of Africans.” The forum allowed 
the SNCC leaders to make American racism part of an international agenda. 
By comparing American racism to racism in South Africa, Forman was able 
to overcome the U.S. government’s long-standing effort to keep that subject 
away from United Nations purview.43

an increasing international Presence

SNCC leaders continued their efforts to establish international alliances 
throughout the summer of 1967. Carmichael, still in great demand as a 
speaker, traveled to London, Algeria, Guinea, Tanzania, Syria, and North 
Vietnam. But his most historic trip was to Havana to participate in a meet-
ing of the Organization of Latin American States (OLAS) in July, which 
made him an even greater FBI target after he announced support of the 
Cuban rebellion and armed revolution.

Forman and other SNCC workers felt that Carmichael seemed to 
have more of an independent than organizational agenda, and pointed out 
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that SNCC leaders did not officially sanction many of Carmichael’s trips, 
especially after he left the chairmanship. Forman also suggested that Car-
michael’s messages conflicted with SNCC positions, and that the resulting 
confusion weakened the organization:

Much of what Stokely said while abroad was good, but his general 
attitude represented the zenith of an individualism that has hurt the 
black struggle in many quarters. His actions indicated that he was more 
interested in building a cult of personality rather than a strong organi-
zation. I felt that he had betrayed his own promise to help strengthen 
SNCC internally.44

Nevertheless, Carmichael remained influential and active in the orga-
nization, particularly the international arena in the early part of 1967. For 
instance, the February 1967 edition of the New York SNCC Newsletter 
contained an article praising him for a “highly successful visit to Puerto 
Rico”; the article went on to describe Carmichael’s participation in dem-
onstrations, meetings, and rallies. Prior to his departure, Carmichael and 
representatives from two Puerto Rican independence organizations issued 
a statement “pledging mutual support” in opposing the Vietnam War, 
resisting the draft, and providing better living and educational conditions 
for blacks and poor Puerto Ricans. The statement was included in a news 
release dated January 27 and distributed to publications targeted at black 
audiences. In the release, SNCC “affirmed the need for a joint struggle 
against the political, economic, social and cultural oppression inflicted 
upon Afro-American and Puerto Rican people by the United States . . . 
[since] black people constitute a colony within the United States . . . [and] 
Puerto Rico is a colony outside the United States.”45

Accordingly, SNCC workers spent an increasing amount of time using 
their communications skills to work to build alliances with civil rights orga-
nizations in Africa, Latin America, and Asia. Forman remembers a time 
when the “cry of ‘Black Power’ had become an international one.”46 But 
he also criticized SNCC for missing out on the opportunity to harness what 
he viewed as a “tremendous upsurge of energy in the black community” in 
the United States.47 With few direct action campaigns to promote or report 
on, SNCC workers in the communications department and Student Voice 
Press focused on creating support for the organization’s new approaches to 
politics—including Black Power, international involvement, and the avowed 
destruction of racism, imperialism, and capitalism. In 1967, a Student Voice 
staff meeting report contained this description of the publication depart-
ment’s mission: to “inform, arouse, and educate [black people] to the fact of 
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their oppression and to speak of roads to liberation.” As always, the staffers 
used posters and flyers as part of their arsenal, but the images were very dif-
ferent: for example, Samuel Younge, the Atlanta riots, and Malcolm X.48

araB-israeli stance adds to national deBate

A new publication named the SNCC Newsletter made its debut in the 
spring of 1967. Its stated goal was to provide information about “black 
liberation” and Third World struggles that the editors believed were “of 
concern to all black folks.” The editors claimed that the publication gave 
“political direction” and made the “black community aware of what is 
happening here in the U.S.A. and abroad.”49 The newsletter, however, was 
to become the focus of an intense attack on SNCC the following summer. 
That year’s headlines were dominated by the Arab-Israeli War, and while 
the Committee never took an official position in support of the Palestin-
ian or Arab causes, SNCC workers in Atlanta included a series of pointed 
questions and cartoons that were clearly critical of Israel in an issue of the 
SNCC Newletter. When contemplating an official stand and speculating 
about possible reactions, Forman questioned the morality of thinking “that 
it is enough to know what people are thinking and only to say those things 
we know will be acceptable”; he also wondered if remaining silent on the 
Middle East conflict was simply a case of “opportunism.”

Reaction to the newsletter text and illustrations was swift and strong. 
Many Jewish and mainstream liberal organizations withdrew their sup-
port of SNCC, describing it as too radical. The Committee tried to remedy 
the situation by holding a press conference featuring Ralph Featherstone, 
SNCC program secretary at that time. It did little to soften the criticism. 
Forman later said that the issue moved the organization “one step further 
along the road to revolution”—an “inevitable” step if SNCC were to fully 
accept and promote the view of “racism, capitalism, and imperialism as 
being indivisible.”50

The Arab-Israeli issue would close many doors for SNCC and served 
as yet another public relations mistake, at least superficially. But as Forman 
argued, the article presented true organizational questions and enabled the 
group to better define its policies even if do so would create more public 
controversy and government suppression. The communications section did 
respond, but rather than continue working to reestablish the organization 
as a national leader for civil rights as one might expect, the communication 
staff began to ignore and isolate the organization from many of its pre-
viously important constituencies. Ethel Minor, who had replaced Charles 
Cobb in early 1967 as the communications department director, suggested 
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that communication with the press would be one-way and would consist of 
only press statements and other prepared information.51 The issue provided 
a turning point in the entire communications outlook for the organization. 
At this point, it seemed that the organization accepted and even encouraged 
a large degree of isolation from the mainstream press. Since the controver-
sial article appeared in the fully sanctioned SNCC Newsletter, the Commit-
tee had little chance of regaining support from the moderate left and did 
not seem to want it. Moreover, it had been under continual government 
surveillance ever since it officially condemned American policy in Vietnam. 
And this infiltration made it increasingly difficult to carry on the usual 
activities. For instance, in April, Minor told readers of the SNCC Newslet-
ter in a front-page letter that copies of the first issue had somehow been 
destroyed in the Atlanta postal distribution center; officials claimed that the 
newsletters lacked proper postage. Minor interviewed several black postal 
workers, who said that it was the first time to their knowledge that such an 
incident had ever occurred. When asked to explain, a government official 
higher up in the postal agency stood by the insufficient postage claim.52

As SNCC’s criticism of the Vietnam War escalated, so did concern 
about the government’s efforts to silence the organization. In a May 1967 
communications report, Minor warned that “outsiders” had access to con-
fidential SNCC files and that the organization must become more diligent 
in protecting information.53 The group’s leaders also registered concerned 
about the organizational records and even entertained such ideas as bury-
ing, burning, or shipping the records to Africa.54 That same month Carmi-
chael reported that because of SNCC’s growing international influence, the 
organization must be “very, very careful” and be aware that black agents 
would likely infiltrate the group and their job would be to “disrupt and 
destroy this organization by any means necessary.”55 Forman later wrote 
in his autobiography that the government “declared SNCC an enemy” in 
1966 as the organizational style became more militant. He recalled that 
agents from the Bureau of Internal Revenue continually harassed him and 
Ruby Doris Robinson, the executive secretary at that time, for a list of 
donors and with charges of tax fraud.56

But government harassment did little to stop the Committee from 
using their public relations mechanism to make even more radical and accu-
satory proclamations regarding American foreign policy in Southeast Asia. 
An article in the April 6, 1967, edition of the SNCC Newsletter accused 
Massachusetts Senator Edward W. Brooke, a black man, of betraying his 
race and the peace movement when he stated on national television that 
volunteering for the military would lead to a “better life” for many poor 
black men. The editors described Brooke as an “accessory to the fact” in 
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the “murder” of millions of Asians and the “economic exploitation” of his 
race.57

In another example, on April 15, SNCC, the SCLC, and several other 
civil rights organizations participated in a mass demonstration against the 
war. As chairman, Carmichael declared that the “real reason” the United 
States was in Vietnam was “to serve the economic interests of American 
businessmen” who want to “exploit the tungsten, tin and oil which right-
fully belong to the Vietnamese people and to secure strategic bases sur-
rounding China.”58 He described the draft as “white people sending black 
people to make war on yellow people in order to defend the land they stole 
from red people.”59

In a move that isolated the group even more, SNCC Newsletter 
articles contained frequent praise for riots that were occurring in ghettos 
throughout the country, which naturally alienated government officials, 
conservatives, and former liberal supporters. The April 6 issue included 
a report on a demonstration that had turned violent at Fisk University in 
Nashville. The writer described how students “threw bricks, bottles, rocks, 
and shot at riot cops from dormitory windows with pellet rifles”; three 
black students were shot and ten policemen were injured that day. Accord-
ing to the article, the students had “served notice on this country” that they 
would no longer respond “under the reigns of the white power structure 
and their black puppets”:

They are aware of who the enemy is. They will not accept this coun-
try’s lies about the Vietcong. They know that the white cops are the 
ones responsible for the deaths of black people throughout the South. 
They know that white people bomb churches and kill black children, 
they know that white people are responsible for the deaths, econom-
ical and physical of non-white people all over the world. They have 
defined their own terms and they have found their enemy! They have 
said “TO HELL WITH THIS COUNTRY AND THE MURDERERS 
WHO MAKE ITS LAWS.”60

These and similar messages encouraged further government repres-
sion and public rejection, at least from most whites. Accordingly, SNCC 
workers had to promote their cause with fewer and fewer financial 
resources. The SNCC Newsletter charged a $2/year subscription rate, but 
its revenues barely covered production costs. The editors complained that 
their lack of funds were the result of the “increased harassment of SNCC” 
by federal investigators bent on preventing the organization from “getting 
the word to black folks.”61 So even if their primary audience of young 
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urban blacks had thus far been responding to the group’s militant com-
munications, it had become increasingly difficult to reach them and to 
maintain an organized method for outreach. Without money and with tre-
mendous government resistance, SNCC’s communication apparatus was 
quickly losing its effectiveness.

The message that these outside government forces were relentlessly 
trying to destroy SNCC remained evident in most of the organization’s 
printed communications in the late spring and summer of 1967 in the few 
publications and press releases that the group was able to disseminate. A 
June 22 news release (most likely with limited distribution to selected black 
media outlets) declared that “white city officials, papers, T.V., radio, and 
their black Uncle Toms are trying to kill SNCC, divide our black commu-
nity, and turn brother against brother.” The release disputed claims made by 
SNCC opponents that the Committee—especially Carmichael, who contin-
ued to make confrontational speeches—was responsible for riots and vio-
lence occurring in American cities. The press release writers instead blamed 
the white political system, and asked black readers and listeners to consider 
if SNCC or Carmichael had ever contributed to their oppression:

Have SNCC and Stokely Carmichael ever beaten you on the head, 
arrested you on trumped up charges, then carried you to jail for another 
beating? Does SNCC and Stokely Carmichael keep you hemmed up in 
filthy ghettos, send you to bad schools, then refuse to give you a job? 
. . . How long will you believe this very man who messes over us like 
master over slave? How long will you let him turn us around?62

As SNCC’s message grew increasingly militant, cooperation with or 
from the mainstream press, the general public, and national and local govern-
ments all but disappeared. Instead of cultivating outside support from these 
former sources, SNCC communications workers wrote increasingly aggres-
sive, even warlike messages to encourage the awakening of black conscious-
ness. Those messages also served to inform conservatives and racists that an 
important segment of American blacks would no longer tolerate oppression 
and were willing to engage in rebellion and violence if it resulted in their lib-
eration. SNCC workers took every opportunity to attack white institutions, 
for example, calling the idea of blacks celebrating July 4 as Independence Day 
“ridiculous.”63 The writer of this particular news release suggested instead 
that blacks adopt August 18, 1965—when the Watts neighborhood in Los 
Angeles erupted in violence—as their Independence Day. According to the 
release, the date “marks the day the blacks of Watts picked up guns to fight 
for their freedom,” thus inspiring rebellion in other major American cities:
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For 400 years we had begged, pleaded, cried, marched and died for just 
a little taste of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” The Watts 
Insurrection signaled the end of begging, crying, marching. . . . On 
August 18, 1965, blacks stopped moaning “we shall overcome” and 
started swinging to “Burn, Baby, Burn.” That was our Declaration of 
Independence, and we signed it with Molotov cocktails and rifles.64

“let raP raP”

By the spring of 1967, SNCC was clearly a vastly different organization 
than the one that had organized the Mississippi Freedom Summer. The June 
1967 staff meeting in Atlanta signaled yet another personnel change, which 
resulted in an even more militant and drastic transformation than Carmi-
chael’s Black Power movement. Carmichael, who willingly stepped down 
from the chairmanship because of all the media attention and controversy 
surrounding him, passed the position on to Hubert “Rap” Brown, a 23-
year-old member of the Alabama field staff from Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 
whose nickname reflected his uncanny ability to communicate with black 
community members. Brown was a proponent of SNCC’s traditional com-
munity organizing approach and knew the ropes from his Alabama and 
Mississippi experiences. As such, he immediately put out a call for organiz-
ing all blacks, including “sharecroppers in the South and the ghetto dwell-
ers in the North” so that “all of the institutions within the black community 
in this country [can be] controlled by black people.”65

Forman recalled that the group wanted this kind of work to be 
Brown’s primary mission—the development of freedom organizations 
such as the LCFO with the black panther as a symbol. Brown agreed and 
soon after the election declared that “SNCC is moving from rhetoric to 
program.”66 He also cited the need to “encourage young black people to 
remain in school and to obtain the skills so desperately needed in order 
to develop our own communities here” as well as in “newly independent 
African nations.”67

But despite these intentions, SNCC’s organizational structure, includ-
ing its communications apparatus, had fallen by the wayside; and as For-
man described it, many workers were involved in “helter-skelter random 
activity,” so even such familiar organizing activities were no longer pos-
sible.68 Instead a series of speeches and consequent arrests made the new 
chairman yet another iconic organizational symbol—a symbol of violence, 
radicalism, and complete distrust of government systems.

Only a few weeks into the election Brown earned his reputation as 
a violent militant when Carmichael was arrested in Prattville, Alabama, 

International Relations, Vietnam Opposition, and Radicalization 1�5

Murphree 3rd pages.indd   145 6/9/2006   3:35:13 PM



1�6 The Selling of Civil Rights

for refusing to stop shouting “Black Power.” Local blacks rebelled and 
exchanged gunshots with whites. More SNCC workers went to jail, and the 
National Guard took over the black community. Brown immediately called 
a press conference to warn that SNCC would “no longer sit back and let 
black people be killed by murderers who hide behind sheets or behind the 
badge of the law.” He called the events a “a declaration of war” by “racist 
white America” and called for “full retaliation from the blacks across the 
country. Even though the organization was too disorganized by this time 
to rally to Brown’s call, the event naturally triggered negative and repres-
sive responses from the government, the media, fearful whites, and former 
black supporters.

Brown held tight to this militant theme throughout most of his 
speeches. His most controversial incident involved a speech at the Cam-
bridge Action Federation, composed of members of SNCC’s former Cam-
bridge affiliate. Brown’s July 25 forty-minute speech took place during the 
same time as some of Detroit’s most deadly riots and was the beginning of 
a series of arrests and legal complications that would define the remainder 
of his chairmanship.

Although Brown repeated Carmichael’s themes of racial pride, he 
urged blacks to take up arms. “If America don’t come around, we are going 
to burn it down, brother,” he declared. No violence occurred immediately, 
but soon after the speech, police and black residents exchanged gunfire. 
Seventeen buildings suffered damage or destruction, and the National 
Guard took control. Although not directly responsible, authorities charged 
Brown with arson.

Within days of his release, similar charges evolved from an Ohio 
event. And while out of jail on bond, Brown was again arrested for car-
rying a weapon across state lines. Forman later recalled that as a result 
of these events Brown had become a “symbol of resistance” and that the 
federal government had made him “a scapegoat for the rebellion that 
black people were mounting.”69 SNCC workers responded using standard 
public relations mechanisms to explain the predicament and sent numer-
ous letters and explanations to constituents to describe the arrests and the 
underlying circumstances. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, they 
explained that Brown had become a political target and reminded support-
ers that they must continue their fight despite such illicit federal activities. 
The theme of much of this material concerned Brown’s First Amendment 
rights. A statement signed by civil rights leaders, including Martin Luther 
King, Jr., addressed whites and blacks and declared that Brown had never 
committed a crime and that the government jailed Brown to keep him 
from speaking:

Murphree 3rd pages.indd   146 6/9/2006   3:35:14 PM



As people in organizations committed to social change, we believe 
the goals we work for are crucially threatened when our government 
makes a decision to cope with social problems by using its police power 
to jail its critics and crush its dissenters . . . as critics and dissenters 
ourselves, each of us knows that if one group of dissenters is silent, no 
one is safe. Especially those of us who are white know that if the gov-
ernment jails and silences and crushes militant black spokesmen, it is 
only a matter of time until white critics of governmental policies will be 
treated in the same way.70

Another backgrounder explained that by moving Brown through the 
courts and keeping him off the speaking circuit, the government planned to 
destroy Brown and SNCC without any “public outcry.”71 And the arrests 
and legal actions did indeed keep Brown off the speech circuit. At least nine 
schedule changes took place for the October-December schedule indicating 
cancellation or replacements for Brown.72 Nonetheless, Brown continually 
issued statements via SNCC that appeared as fliers and fund raising let-
ters. Maintaining his militant stance, Brown declared in a July 26 state-
ment that “we stand on the eve of a black revolution” and called the day’s 
rioting a “dress rehearsal for real revolution.” In another example, under 
the heading of “Let Rap Rap,” the Committee produced fliers featuring a 
photo a Brown and a letter from the Parish Prison in New Orleans dated 
February 21, 1968, which declared that “aggression is the order of the 
day.”73 The next month, Brown charged “black brothers and sisters . . . 
who are caught behind enemy lines” to arm themselves and called America 
an “enemy of mankind.”74

The significance of these messages was crucial to the organization. 
Clearly, there was little organization or planning from a communication 
standpoint and little discussion of the probable consequences of delivering 
such militant messages. The messages created enemies for sure, but they 
also brought blacks to action—the desired response of those who created 
them. Although SNCC was nearly defunct as an organization and had little 
structure, these haphazard communication efforts kept the organization on 
the national agenda, resulting in hatred from many whites and rebellion 
from many young urban blacks. Changes in attitudes and behavior clearly 
resulted from the controversial communication activities. Controversy 
meant attention and action, and SNCC got both.

This growing public fear along with escalating tensions with the fed-
eral government and white communities soon almost completely eroded 
SNCC’s political and financial base. These pressures essentially made 1968 
SNCC’s final year, although organizational remnants remained. As early as 
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January 1968, disorganization, frustration, and debt marked SNCC activi-
ties. During the June staff meeting, the group chose to elect nine deputy 
chairmen to replace Brown, who had become too embroiled in is own legal 
issues and too controversial to continue as chair. One of these deputies—
Phil Hutchins—soon became the principal spokesperson, but he never had 
the widespread appeal of his predecessors. The next month, the remaining 
group members, who believed Carmichael to be in a power struggle with 
Forman, expelled him. Ironically, Forman left the organization six months 
later, a result of exhaustion and frustration. Other longtime SNCC workers 
such as Cleveland Sellers and Willie Ricks also underwent expulsion result-
ing from organizational conflicts.

By October, SNCC leaders described their organization as being a 
“holding operation,” surviving on its “reputation” and incapable of bring-
ing together its “scattered projects” into a unified whole.75 But even then, 
SNCC leaders were claiming that the Committee played an important role 
in “liberating people’s minds” and “setting up organizational models that 
challenged new-found radicalism to produce change.” To address these 
goals, the leadership decided to place “less emphasis” on international rela-
tions, instead suggesting that their European offices be used to “turn out 
propaganda,” so the department was “decentralized so that interested peo-
ple around the country could help.”76

The last SNCC meeting took place in June 1969 in New York City. 
Brown led a rebellion and demanded control of the organization. At a July 
22 press conference, he declared that the organization would become the 
Student National Coordinating Committee. This group survived for a few 
years, but only as a holding ground for a few militants. For all intents and 
purposes, the newly named organization symbolized the end of the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.

One might be hard pressed to argue that SNCC’s public relations 
efforts were successful during the late 1960s. Disorganization and thought-
less decision making defined many of these later efforts. Planning, commu-
nity organization and political activism, and nonviolent strategy had given 
way to passion, frustration, iconic leadership, and social unrest. But the 
impact, positive and negative, of the organizational efforts is undeniable.

The anti-Vietnam messages led to increased opposition to the war and 
created support for Julian Bond’s campaign and ultimately the Supreme 
Court decision that returned his position in the Georgia legislature. And 
although it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding the effect of the group’s 
international relations efforts, SNCC workers clearly established a pres-
ence, albeit a short-lived one, in other countries, particularly Africa. Rap 
Brown asked for rebellion, and he got it. And consequently, SNCC earned 
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a respectable place for itself on the agenda of the national media. Although 
the organization’s objectives, particularly Brown and Carmichael’s, might 
have been questionable, they were achieved and had a lasting impact on 
American society.

SNCC suffered immense criticism for encouraging violence during the 
late 1960s from many sources, including fellow black Americans, but the 
organization continued to effectively communicate its message, regardless 
of the popularity or common acceptance of new Black Power and national-
ist philosophies.
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Epilogue

SNCC’s relatively short life propelled extraordinary change. Beginning with 
four North Carolina students staging a nonviolent sit in at a Woolworth’s 
lunch counter and ending with H. Rap Brown’s calls for violence against 
the country, the organization continually used communications tactics and 
strategies to educate their various constituencies, raise awareness, send per-
suasive messages, change attitudes, influence legislation, and build financial 
and emotional support for its cause.

SNCC’s accomplishments as well as the events leading to the orga-
nization’s demise had historic and important influences upon American 
culture. From the modest one-room, one-person office directed by Jane 
Stembridge, the organization played a role in encouraging the acceptance of 
civil rights in the South and encouraging a new movement for human rights 
around the world in a few short and turbulent years during the 1960s. In 
many ways, the organization’s leaders and workers were indeed public rela-
tions professionals “par excellence.”1 Despite the tremendous obstacles of 
racism, violent resistance to the movement, government surveillance, and 
a generally inhospitable white Southern press, the young and resourceful 
SNCC workers galvanized the nation with their use of both conventional 
and unconventional communication campaigns.

As the organization transformed into a powerful political entity, so did 
the content and magnitude of its communication messages. As demonstrated 
by the immense public relations efforts of the SNCC communications section, 
an understanding of the ability to execute a public relations campaign is an 
inherent aspect of a successful social movement. As the evidence of this study 
clearly indicates, public relations certainly served as a foundational force for 
the promotion of civil rights during the 1960s, and to a considerable degree 
this promotion resulted from the communication efforts of SNCC staff and 
volunteers as well as the community members they inspired.
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15� The Selling of Civil Rights

The SNCC communications workers were first and foremost civil 
rights activists. But in order to mobilize a civil rights campaign, they had 
to become effective public relations practitioners. Therefore, the civil rights 
movement, even as it appeared beyond SNCC’s efforts, was indeed a pub-
lic relations campaign contained within a larger and history-changing cam-
paign for civil rights. Public relations was not the focus of the movement, 
but it was the integral tool that pushed it forward. As such, when defining 
their purpose in the spring of 1960, the young SNCC leaders made it clear 
that they would organize, coordinate, and communicate. These objectives 
would remain throughout the organization’s history, although the messages 
sent would change drastically.

Despite the controversial nature of SNCC messages, or perhaps 
because of them, SNCC workers would repeatedly persuade, educate, and 
inform a broad range of publics. Through communication, SNCC brought 
others to action. By effectively using communication and public relations 
strategies, the small but energized staff opened the doors to vast changes 
in American society and constructed and generated events and information 
that would make civil rights a national imperative.
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