
CHAPTER 9

I he i iew Lett

AS EASY IT WAS TO TELL BLACK FROM WHITE/IT WAS ALL THAT EASY TO TELL

WRONG FROM RIGHT. . . .

—Bo b  Dylan, 1963'

In his inaugural address in 1961, President John F. Kennedy sounded a call
for selfless dedication to national renewal—posed significantly in terms of
generational mission. "Let the word go forth," the new president declared,
that "the torch has been passed to a new generation." And then, in the best-
remembered line of the entire speech, he proclaimed: "Ask not what your
country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country."

This summons to self-sacrificing idealism appealed to many young Amer-
icans coming of age in the 1960s, though the forms in which their response
was expressed would vary widely. Some joined the newly established Peace
Corps, and worked for low pay and in primitive conditions in "developing
countries" abroad. Others, later in the decade, would join VISTA, the do-
mestic equivalent of the Peace Corps launched as part of the war on poverty,
and headed off to do good works in Appalachia and urban ghettos. The Peace
Corps and VISTA tended to draw the most recruits from the same campuses
as did the early New Left: the University of California at Berkeley, for ex-
ample, was the single most important source of volunteers for the Peace Corps
in the early 1960s.2

The same impulse that led some to volunteer for government-sponsored
experiments in social service and community organizing led others to join
insurgent movements for civil rights and peace. Many young volunteers in
the civil rights movement felt, at least in the first flush of activism, that their
efforts were welcomed by the new administration in Washington. Even some
who protested against the Kennedy administration's bellicose foreign policy
in those years, demanding instead an end to the nuclear arms race, were en-
couraged to believe that the president, somewhere in his heart, sympathized
with them. When several hundred protesters from the Student Peace Union
(SPU) picketed the White House on a wintry day in February 1962, the pres-
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166 America Divided

ident told his kitchen staff to send out of an urn full of hot coffee to sustain
their spirits. The SPU reprinted and sent out to supporters an article from
the New York Times about antinuclear protests that claimed that "President
Kennedy is listening at least."3

One of the more enduring historical cliches about the 1960s concerns
the "alienation" of young radical activists from their elders and from main-
stream American values and goals. Although young Americans in the 1960s
were not the first generation in history to feel that they were more sensitive
to hypocrisy and injustice than their elders, they were certainly unique in the
degree to which they expressed their newly awakened political aspirations in
terms of generational identity. It is easy to assume that the New Left's polit-
ical outlook was rooted in a rebellion against familial or even all adult au-
thority. "Don't trust anyone over 30" is, after all, one of the best-remembered
slogans that came out of the New Left—specifically, the Free Speech Move-
ment (FSM) protests at Berkeley in the fall of 1964. The Free Speech Move-
ment grew, in significant measure, out of the civil rights movement; several
of its leading figures, including undergraduate Mario Savio, had spent the
previous summer in Mississippi in SNCC's "Freedom Summer" voter regis-
tration campaign. Most of the FSM's tactics, rhetoric, and songs, came out of
the civil rights struggle. At a climactic moment in the FSM's confrontation
with the Berkeley administration, as students sat in at a university adminis-
tration building, Joan Baez stood outside on the steps encouraging them with
a rendition of Bob Dylan's civil rights anthem "The Times They Are
a-Changin'":

Come mothers and fathers
Throughout the land
And don't criticize
What you can't understand
Your sons and your daughters
Are beyond your command
Your old road is rapidly aging
Please get out of the new one
If you can't lend your hand
For the times they are a-changin'4

In the early 1960s, student activists were brash and impatient, and pos-
sessed a collective sense of self-assurance that could shade easily into self-
righteousness. The songs they listened to often bristled with youthful bravado
and defiance ("Your sons and your daughters/are beyond your command").
But the sense that some bitter, absolute, and unbridgeable political gap
divided the generations was, in fact, not evident in those first years of
the decade. It took a succession of emotional and political blows in the
early to mid-1960s to redirect the youthful spirit of idealistic commitment
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The New Left 167

Mario Savio, leader of the Free Speech Movement at the University of California, Berkeley.
Source: Archive Photos

away from the official agendas of the "liberal establishment" in Washington
and elsewhere.

To return to the example of Berkeley in 1964, slogans and songs aside,
FSM activists actually did trust a good number of people over 30, and also
expected them to lend a hand in the struggle for social change. And in this
sense of connection with their elders, the FSM activists were quite typical of
the New Left. Yale Medical School psychologist Kenneth Keniston undertook
a study of young radicals in the mid-1960s, and concluded that most came
out of close, achievement-oriented families of liberal or, in some instances,
radical political persuasion. Typically, the children in such families whole-
heartedly identified with their parents' values, though they sometimes felt
their parents had not put those values to consistent or effective use. In ado-
lescence, Keniston noted, "their rebellion characteristically consisted in us-
ing against their parents the parents' own principles, and inspiring their
guilt."5

That also serves as a good description of the FSM's strategy against the
administration at UC Berkeley. The students rose up because they felt that
the university, in seeking to restrict political advocacy on campus, had fallen
short of their high expectations of its purposes. They were offended when
university president Clark Kerr described the modern university as part of
the "knowledge industry." Kerr's choice of imagery was a rather accurate de-
scription of the institution he led, with its increasingly close ties to Califor-
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168 America Divided

nia business interests and federal defense contractors. But it rankled those
students who assumed that their purpose in attending the university had
something to do with acquiring wisdom and finding personal meaning in life.
Notwithstanding the already prevalent beards-and-sandals media stereotype
of protesting students, in their attitudes toward the purpose of higher edu-
cation they were the traditionalists, while the button-down Clark Kerr was
the radical innovator. Students at Berkeley, FSM leader Mario Savio declared
in an impassioned speech on the steps of Sproul Hall, "don't mean to be
bought by some clients of the university. . . . We're human beings."6 Human
beings, in Savio's view, sought knowledge for its own sake, not as a com-
modity to peddle in the corporate marketplace (as a study of students ar-
rested in the FSM protests showed, they had higher grades, on average, than
nonprotesting students). The FSM's attitudes were shared by many of their
teachers. Indeed, a central element of the FSM strategy against the Berkeley
administration was to win support from UC professors; when the faculty sen-
ate voted overwhelmingly toward the end of the fall 1964 semester to en-
dorse the FSM demands for free speech on campus, they were greeted as they
left their meeting by 5000 applauding students.7

But by the later 1960s, the times were "a-changin"' in ways that would
make the FSM protest seem tame and naive in contrast. The sense of the le-
gitimacy and permanence of the old political and intellectual order gave way
rapidly in the minds of tens of thousands of young people. Within the New
Left, the chief organizational expression and beneficiary of this trend would
be Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).

When SDS was created in 1960, few people took notice, even on the Left,
and even fewer expected that it would have much of a future. Al Haber, an
undergraduate at the University of Michigan, had joined a tiny group of cam-
pus leftists called the Student League for Industrial Democracy (SLID) a few
years earlier. SLID was subsidized by the League for Industrial Democracy,
a pro-labor advocacy group that was funded by some of the more liberal trade
unions. Haber was frustrated by SLID's inaction and lack of vision, and one
of his first acts upon taking over as the group's director in 1960 was to re-
name it SDS. For the public debut of SDS, Haber organized a conference in
Ann Arbor in the spring of 1960 that drew together white northern students
and some of the black students who had been leading the sit-in movement
in the South. Among those attending the conference was the student editor
of the Michigan Daily, a thoughtful and ambitious junior named Tom Hay-
den. Hayden joined SDS soon afterward. The following year he went South
to do what he could in the name of the group to support the black student
movement. Over the course of the following year, SDS remained a very small
and obscure organization, but it began to attract a talented circle of activists,
drawn by the leaders' open and nondogmatic commitment to rebuilding a
radical presence on the campuses.
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The New Left 169

In the spring of 1962 several dozen student delegates met at a United
Auto Workers educational camp in Port Huron, Michigan, to debate a pro-
posed program for SDS, largely authored by Tom Hayden, who by this point
had become the group's president. After several days of debate, the young
radicals arrived at consensus, adopting what became known as the Port Huron
Statement. Over the next few years, tens of thousands of mimeographed copies
of the statement were circulated on college campuses, and, as much as any
single document, it defined the politics of the emerging New Left.8

It began with a statement of generational identity: "We are people of this
generation," Hayden wrote, "bred in at least modest comfort, housed in the
universities, looking uncomfortably to the world we inherit." Part of what
followed consisted of a rather unsurprising political wish list for a group on
the Left: the delegates endorsed increased spending on social welfare, de-
creased spending on the military, and civil rights legislation. What would
later attract attention to the statement was not the programmatic details, but
the emphasis on "values." "Men have unrealized potential for self-cultivation,
self-direction, self-understanding, and creativity. . . . The goal of man and so-
ciety should be human independence. . . . finding a meaning in life that is
personally authentic." After reviewing the inadequacy of the "old slogans"
left over from the communist and socialist movements of the 1930s, the state-
ment called for the creation of a new kind of radical movement dedicated to
creating a genuinely "participatory democracy" in which individual citizens
could help make "those social decisions determining the quality and direc-
tion" of their lives. Colleges and universities, SDSers argued in the Port Huron
Statement, had a vitally important role in creating such a movement, since
"[a]ny new left in America must be, in large measure, a left with real intel-
lectual skills, committed to deliberativeness, honesty, reflection as working
tools. The university permits the political life to be an adjunct to the acade-
mic one, and action to be informed by reason."9

Over the next several years, SDS grew slowly, as its founders experi-
mented with various political strategies. Many SDSers, including Hayden,
moved into poverty-stricken neighborhoods in northern cities, in an attempt
to create "an interracial movement of the poor" that was modeled on SNCCs
community-organizing efforts in the South. Relations with the parent orga-
nization, the League for Industrial Democracy, were strained because SDS
seemed insufficiently anticommunist to the LID elders (many of whom had
cut their ideological teeth in battles between Communist and Socialist groups
in the 1930s). By 1965 the two had parted ways. But up through that spring,
SDS enjoyed increasing visibility and respect in the liberal community. UAW
president Walter Reuther helped fund its community-organizing projects; and
in the pages of The Nation, SDS was described, along with SNCC, as a col-
lection of "thoroughly indigenous radicals: tough, democratic, independent,
creative, activist, unsentimental."10
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170  America Divided

The New Left was, of course, always much larger than SDS; indeed, one
of the defining characteristics of student radicalism in the 1960s was its high
degree of decentralization and spontaneity (SDSers played very little role, for
example, in the Berkeley Free Speech Movement, or in subsequent protests
on the Berkeley campus). Bearing that qualification in mind, SDS's history
still provides useful guidelines in charting the growth and development of
the broader movement.

The events in Vietnam in the spring of 1965 proved a turning point for
SDS and the New Left as a whole. As the war escalated, so did debate at home
over its wisdom. The events of recent years had contributed to a new will-
ingness among many Americans, and especially among the young, to chal-
lenge established authority, and to scrutinize political decisions in moral
terms. Some of those who spoke out against the war in Vietnam were paci-
fists, who opposed all wars; others felt that United States policy in Vietnam
was a reversion to big power bullying tactics and the worst excesses of Cold
War paranoia. Johnson's decision to dispatch 15,000 marines to the Do-
minican Republic in April to quell domestic disturbances in that small
Caribbean nation only added to the suspicion in antiwar circles that the U.S.
government was bent on throwing its weight around as a kind of self-ap-
pointed policeman to the world. (Arkansas Senator J. William Fulbright,
chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and soon to become
an important critic of the war in Vietnam, first broke with Johnson over the
Dominican Republic intervention, calling it a "tragedy" that had been sold to
the country "by a lack of candor and by misinformation."11)

In late March, 3000 students turned out for a "teach-in" on the Vietnam
war at the University of Michigan. Although supporters as well as opponents
of the administration's policies were welcome to make their views known at
the event, the overwhelming sentiment was against the war. The teach-in
movement soon spread to over a hundred other campuses across the coun-
try. In April SDS sponsored an antiwar march in Washington, D.C. that at-
tracted 20,000 participants, the largest antiwar demonstration in the nation's
history until that point. The early anti-war protests were greatly influenced
by the civil rights movement. "What kind of America is it whose response to
poverty and oppression in South Vietnam is napalm and defoliation," the of-
ficial "Call" for the SDS march on Washington asked, while its "response to
poverty and oppression in Mississippi is ... silence?" SNCC's Bob Moses was
one of the speakers at the April rally, and SDS president Paul Potter told the
crowd that "the reason there are twenty thousand people here today and not
a hundred or none at all is because five years ago in the South students be-
gan to build a social movement to change the system."12

SDS was now the best-known radical group in the country. In the
1965-1966 school year, its national office in Chicago received a flood of let-
ters from across the country from individuals and groups eager to join. A

2MM 4 O D ? 4D C 3 SD . D 0DPD? ? 9C /DPD IA C M QAI ? : DP MD 6 MM :8.  
8 6 I O M 1=IIE / C =IIE IKO M I D= I D C ? D DI -?I 20,

/ ? A I I D C I   

/
I

D
C

T
QA

I
?

:
DP

MD
6

MM
:

8
.

 
8

.
D

C
M

M
P

?



The New Left 171

typical letter came from an Illinois high school student, who wrote in early
1966 asking for information about SDS. "I feel so strongly about civil rights,
the war on poverty, etc.," she explained, "but I do so little for them . . . ":

I listen to Pete Seeger's "We Shall Overcome" album, deck my bedroom with free-
dom posters and buttons, and argue in my English class. (1 am one of two out of
twenty-five who is pro-Civil Rights.) . . . My mind is torn as to whether we should
be in Viet Nam. But I do feel that war is outdated and morally wrong. Knowing
that it is my duty to form my opinion, I would like and appreciate your help.13

The national membership of SDS grew to about 15,000 that year, per-
haps triple the membership of a year earlier.14 And the organization became
significantly more diverse, in the location and the kinds of school where its
chapters took root. Early on, most SDS chapters were to be found in places
like the University of Michigan, which had long histories of left-wing student
activism. Now, students at schools like Dodge City Community College in
Kansas and Ventura College in southern California were also forming SDS
chapters. As a Ventura student wrote to the SDS national office that fall:
"What I have read and heard of your group leads me to to believe we think
much in the same direction." On their own, students at Ventura had formed
a group called "Free Students for America," and now they wanted to affiliate
with SDS. "The basic aims of [the Ventura group] are the removal of all Amer-
ican troops from Viet Nam, the use of aid rather than soldiers to combat the
growth of totalitarian governments throughout the world, the affirmation of
the right of any individual not to kill and not to be forced to serve in any
military organization." In sum, the Ventura "Free Students" wanted to join
SDS because "we feel there is considerably more creative power in the unity
of many groups than there is in many separate groups."15

Thus, for the most part, SDS didn't have to send out organizers to recruit
new members; the new members came to SDS on their own. These new re-
cruits (dubbed the "prairie power" contingent because so many of them came
from places other than the usual centers of radical strength) were less likely
to share the theoretical sophistication or intellectual ambitions of the group's
founding generation. The new breed tended to be unschooled in and impa-
tient with radical doctrine, intensely moralistic, suspicious of "elitism" and
"bureaucracy", and immersed in what was just starting to be referred to as
the "counterculture" of casual drug use, sexual experimentation, and rock
music. In contrast to the left-wing movements of the 1930s, where young
radicals prided themselves on their analytic abilities and command of the in-
tricacies of Marxist theory, a kind of emotional and moral plain-speaking was
the preferred rhetorical style among SDSers.

SDS was changing, but chapter reports that flowed into the national of-
fice from around the country in 1965-1966 suggested that in most places, its
members still thought of their role on campus more in terms of education
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172  America Divided

than confrontation. The student organizer for the University of Rhode Island
SDS chapter wrote in February 1966, outlining the group's activities since
the start of the new school year:

October [1965]: Folk concert and food sale to support member now work-
ing with MFDP [Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party]. Silent vigil (in
coordination with nationwide protest) to end the war in Vietnam.

November: Sponsor Rev. Arthur Lawson, Fellowship of Reconciliation,
speaking on visit to Vietnam. Eleven go to Washington to participate in
the SANE [National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy] demonstration.

December: Organized open discussion on the war in Vietnam.

January [1966]: Sponsored a ... discussion on conscientious objection. . . .

February 15: Tom Cornell, Catholic Worker (burned draft card) to
speak.16

If SDS had ceased to exist in the spring of 1966, historians looking back
through its archives might well have concluded that the organization func-
tioned primarily as a youth affiliate and support group for the pacifist and
civil rights movements, rather than any kind of self-consciously revolution-
ary, let alone violence-prone organization.

That was to change within the next year. In a short time, the very lan-
guage of rational persuasion and nonviolence came to be regarded with sus-
picion by many in SDS, as it did throughout the New Left. The Port Huron
Statement had called in 1962 for the creation of "a left with real intellectual
skills, committed to deliberativeness, honesty, reflection as working tools."
But five years later, such sentiments had gone out of style. One of the new
leaders of SDS, Carl Davidson, declared in 1967 that radical students had
come to understand "the impossibility of freedom in the university so long
as it remained tied to the interests of America's corporate and military rul-
ing elite." Abandoning the early SDS vision, Davidson now called for a strat-
egy of "common struggle with the liberation movements of the world" by
means of "the disruption, dislocation and destruction of the military's access
to the manpower, intelligence, or resources of our universities."17

Throughout the 1960s the fate of the white New Left was closely bound
to that of the struggle for black equality. Without the sit-ins of 1960, SDS
would likely have died a-borning. Without the Freedom Summer of 1964,
there probably would have been no Free Speech Movement at Berkeley. Writ-
ing in 1966, white radical journalist Jack Newfield argued that within the
New Left "one word, above all others, has the magic to inspire blind loyalty
and epic myth. SNCC."18  However much changed in the politics of the white
New Leftists from the early to the late 1960s, the one constant was their im-
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The New Left 173

pulse to look to their black counterparts for direction and validation. Stu-
dents willing to follow SNCC organizer Stokely Carmichael into nonviolent
battle with the forces of white supremacy in Mississippi continued to follow
his lead, at least rhetorically, when he espoused a strategy of armed self-de-
fense in the urban ghettos of the North.

After the summer of 1964, SNCC veterans began to turn against the prin-
ciples of interracialism and integration that had guided them since the group's
founding in 1960. During Freedom Summer, whites actually outnumbered
blacks in SNCC's voter registration projects in Mississippi; as a result, the
campaign attracted the fulsome attention of the national media, as well as
the support of many prominent white politicians in the north. That had been
foreseen by SNCC's leaders, and was in fact the point of inviting white vol-
unteers to Mississippi in the first place. But the very success of the strategy
prompted some SNCC leaders to ask why it required placing middle-class
whites in harm's way to prick the national conscience. Where had all those
television news cameramen been when only blacks were being beaten, in-
carcerated, and murdered in Mississippi? Stokely Carmichael concluded that
depending on sympathetic whites for political cover was, in itself, a conces-
sion to racism. 19

Stokely Carmichael of SNCC (left) and Bobby Scale ojthe Black Panther Party (right), promi-
nent black revolutionaries, 1967. Source: Jeffrey Blankfort
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174 America Divided

The last real opportunity for damping down the fires of racial separatism
in SNCC came at the Democratic convention in Atlantic City at the end of
the summer of 1964. SNCC activists had helped organize the Mississippi Free-
dom Democratic Party (MDFP) to challenge the credentials of the regular
Mississippi Democrats who had been chosen in the customary all-white state
primary election. Johnson, fearing the defection of southern white voters, saw
to it that the MDFP's challenge was quashed, although he did offer them two
at-large delegate seats at the convention, an offer the activists indignantly re-
fused. After Atlantic City, black and white radicals alike were quick to con-
demn liberal Democrats as hypocrites whose commitment to genuine racial
equality extended only to the symbolic. If moral persuasion had no effect,
SNCC leaders concluded, they were going to have turn to other means. "We
want more than 'token' positions," declared SNCC's Charles Sherrod. "We
want power for our people."20

SNCC was also coming under the influence of the charismatic black na-
tionalist leader Malcolm X. On a goodwill tour of independent black nations
in Africa in the fall of 1964, SNCC leaders had a chance encounter with Mal-
colm, who was there on a tour of his own. Although often bitterly critical of
the civil rights movement's adult leadership, Malcolm courted the young
SNCC leaders. Just days before his assassination in February 1965, Malcolm
made a rare appearance in the South, speaking at a rally in Selma at SNCC's
invitation. Malcolm's militancy, including the advocacy of armed self-defense,
and his pan-Africanism (the belief that all Africans shared a common destiny
and should be linked politically) greatly appealed to SNCC's young black ac-
tivists. In the last year of his life, Malcolm abandoned many of the antiwhite
sentiments he had espoused before his expulsion from Elijah Muhammad's
Nation of Islam organization. But he had not changed his mind on the ques-
tion of whether blacks and whites should work together in the same groups.
"I know," he declared in his autobiography, "that every time that whites join
a black organization, you watch, pretty soon the blacks will be leaning on
the whites to support it, and before you know it a black may be up front with
a title, but the whites, because of their money, are the real controllers."21

Malcolm's violent death only added to his political luster. John Lewis, who
remained one of the more moderate voices within SNCC in 1965, commented
after Malcolm's death that, "more than any other single personality," he had
been "able to articulate the aspirations, bitterness, and frustrations of the Ne-
gro people," as well as representing "a living link between Africa and the civil
rights movement in this country."22

SNCC's political outlook and its public image changed dramatically in
the summer of 1966. Stokely Carmichael had defeated John Lewis that spring
to become SNCC's new chairman. Lewis, southern-born, soft-spoken, and a
firm believer in nonviolence had come to be seen by many in SNCC as the
symbol of a passing age; Carmichael, urban, northern, fast-talking, and fed
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The N                   75

up with both nonviolence and interracialism, was now the man of the hour.23

In late May, in one of his first official acts, Carmichael withdrew SNCC from
the planning sessions for a White House conference on civil rights. To move-
ment insiders and the media, that decision underlined the growing differ-
ences between SNCC and more mainstream civil rights organizations, but
outside the movement relatively few Americans noticed. Something more dra-
matic was needed to get the message out that SNCC was no longer the same
organization it had been in the days of "We Shall Overcome" idealism.

Carmichael found the moment he was waiting for when James Meredith,
a black Air Force veteran whose enrollment at the University of Mississippi
in 1962 had provoked a violent white riot on the campus, decided on his
own to stage a "March Against Fear" across Mississippi. Meredith hoped to
encourage the blacks he encountered along his route from Memphis, Ten-
nessee, to Jackson, Mississippi, to register to vote. But he was only in the sec-
ond day of his trek when he was wounded by a white gunman on a lonely
stretch of Mississippi highway. Meredith, regarded by many in the civil rights
movement as an eccentric loner, had undertaken his journey without any or-
ganizational backing. Now SCLC's Martin Luther King, Jr., CORE'S Floyd
McKissick, and SNCC's Stokely Carmichael pledged to carry out his mission,
and march on to Jackson, Mississippi.

For the next 10 days the marchers, whose numbers ranged day to day
from a few dozen to several hundred, made their way toward Jackson with-
out further incident. The reporters covering the march at first assumed this
would be simply a reprise of the previous year's Selma-to-Montgomery march,
its larger purposes to be defined, as in the earlier event, by Martin Luther
King's oratory. But Carmichael had other ideas. A SNCC activist named Willie
Ricks had already been firing up crowds along the route by shouting the slo-
gan "Black Power!" When Carmichael was arrested and briefly incarcerated
in Greenwood, Mississippi, he decided to follow Ricks's example. That night,
at a rally in Greenwood, he electrified a crowd of hundreds of black sup-
porters by announcing "What we are gonna start saying now is Black Power."
For the remainder of the march, it was Carmichael, not King, who set the
tone. "What do you want?" SNCC organizers would shout at rallies during
the rest of the march. "Black Power!" the crowds would roar back.24

The Black Power slogan, soon echoed by other groups on the militant
wing of the movement such as CORE, terrified whites who associated it with
violent urban outbreaks like the 1965 riot in Watts, and took it as the
prophecy of full-scale race war. But the meaning of the term was not nearly
as well defined in the minds of its supporters as the fearful reaction it in-
spired would suggest. To some advocates, Black Power meant little more than
"black pride." If blacks were to become truly free, they would need to define
an identity around their own racial culture and history, rather than simply
adopting white values and heroes as their own. This definition of black power
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176 America Divided

could be satisfied by changes in diet, dress, and hairstyle ("soul food," the
dashiki, and the "Afro" haircut all came into vogue around this time), or by
adding classes in black history and black literature to college curricula. Oth-
ers saw in Black Power the same tradition ot ethnic cohesion and mutual aid
that had been of such help to groups like the Irish and the Jews in their ear-
lier breakthroughs to social mobility. None of this required a revolutionary
transformation of American society; in the 1968  presidential election, Re-
publican candidate Richard Nixon found it politically expedient to advocate
his own version of "black power," which he defined as "an expansion of black
ownership" of businesses, or "black capitalism."25

Black capitalism was not what Stokely Carmichael had in mind when
he called for Black Power. But what he did mean by the slogan seemed to
change month by month, and audience by audience. In July 1967
Carmichael traveled to Havana, Cuba, where, along with representatives
of revolutionary groups from Central and South America, he was seated as
an honorary delegate to the meetings of the Organization of Latin Ameri-
can Solidarity (OLAS). In Havana, Carmichael expressed his sympathy for
Cuban-style communism and described the movement for Black Power in
the United States as part of a worldwide struggle against "white Western
imperialist society."26

Carmichael had not talked with anyone else in SNCC's leadership about
his trip to Havana, or the positions he intended to take there. Julius Lester,
who acted as Carmichael's press spokesman in Havana, was privately appalled
by the SNCC leader's ideological posturing. As he confided to his diary: "I
sit here with the Mick Jagger of revolution and think about all the people
who believe in him, and I am frightened. . . . "27 Leaving Havana, Carmichael
moved on to Communist China and North Vietnam, before returning, after
a stopover in Africa, to the United States. There, again without prior signal
to or consultation with his increasingly bewildered followers, he changed
course again. At a rally in Oakland, California, the following Februaiy,
Carmichael announced that "Communism is not an ideology suited for black
people, period, period. Socialism is not an ideology suited for black people,
period, period." Instead, he advocated "an African ideology which speaks to
our blackness—nothing else. It's not a question of right or left, it's a ques-
tion of black."28

The swing to Black Power in the civil rights movement was as much a
product of generational as racial conflict. Older and more established black
leaders, like Martin Luther King, Jr. remained committed to an integrationist
vision. This was true even within SNCC itself; Fannie Lou Hamer, 48  years
old the summer of the "Black Power" march, resolutely opposed the ouster
oi SNCC's white staff, a position that led some younger SNCC activists to
deride her as "no longer relevant" to the movement.29 Public opinion polls
taken at the height of the Black Power movement revealed that an over--
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The New Left 177

whelming majority of African Americans still believed in integration as the
best solution for ending racial inequality.30 But despite that sentiment, and
despite the ideological vagueness of the call for Black Power, the bloody ri-
oting in the "long hot summers" of 1966 and 1967 led many Americans to
believe that a deliberately fomented urban guerrilla war was indeed in the
offing.

White liberals, many of whom were also offended by SNCC's new iden-
tification with the cause of Palestinian nationalists in the Middle East, sev-
ered their remaining ties with the group (a financial disaster for SNCC, has-
tening its demise). But those on the white New Left, for whom SNCC had
functioned as "epic myth," were confronted with a more difficult choice. They
(or people they knew or knew about) had been sufficiently committed to risk
their lives in Mississippi when the call came from SNCC for Freedom Sum-
mer volunteers; was SNCC's advocacy of revolutionary violence now enough
to scare them off?

By the summer of 1967, most white New Leftists would probably have
agreed that the old interracial and nonviolent civil rights movement was not
only over, but also had proven a failure. In the early 1960s, the inspirational
language of the civil rights movement encouraged the belief that once the in-
stitutional barriers to racial equality had fallen, racism itself would rapidly
wither and disappear. "All God's children," King had promised in his "I have
a dream" speech in 1963, would be able to unite in singing the words of the
old Negro spiritual, "Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, I'm free
at last!" But racism had not disappeared with the subsequent passage of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965; instead it seemed
to be growing stronger and more widespread. No longer was racism seen by
New Leftists as merely a regional problem to be dealt with in the South, but
as central to the identity and values of the nation as a whole. Mobs of angry
whites had jeered at and stoned Dr. King during his Chicago "open housing"
campaign in 1966—were they any different from the Ku Klux Klansmen who
had beaten and murdered civil rights activists in Mississippi and Alabama?
New Leftists might not have had the presumption of their counterparts in
SNCC, who had, for some time, referred derisively to Martin Luther King as
"de Lawd," but they no longer looked to him for leadership or inspiration.

Instead, like SNCC activists, SDSers and other New Leftists found it psy-
chologically bracing to imagine themselves in alliance with the revolutionary
forces of the Third World. Those who were a minority in their own country,
were thus, looked at from the proper political perspective, actually moving in
the same direction as the overwhelming majority of the world's population.
Red plastic-bound copies of Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-tung, published
in English translation in Communist China, began to circulate in New Left
circles in 1967, especially on the West Coast. In January 1967, Huey Newton
and Bobby Scale, two black militants who had just formed an obscure local
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178  America Divided

group in Oakland, California, called the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense,
raised money to buy guns and ammunition by peddling copies of Mao's "lit-
tle red book" to Berkeley students.31 There was sometimes a trace of self-
mockery among the would-be American Red Guards who carried the Little
Red Book around in their hip pockets; it served more as a curiosity or a fash-
ion statement than as a frequently consulted source of political wisdom. But
its appearance was significant nonetheless as a symbol of the New Left's de-
sire to link up with distant and exotic battalions of revolutionary allies.

For all the talk that began to be heard of "picking up the gun," few white
radicals were actually prepared to do so. But if black militants were now pre-
pared to arm themselves in earnest, they weren't going to be second-guessed
by their white comrades. Steve Halliwell, a graduate student in history and
assistant national secretary of SDS, spent the summer of 1967 working with
the SDS National Office in Chicago. Halliwell had been carrying on a run-
ning argument with one of his old professors at Columbia, Leo Haimson, a
distinguished historian of the Russian Revolution. Haimson was considerably
more skeptical about the prospects for revolution in the United States than
his young student. But Halliwell urged the professor to consider the vulner-
ability of the system to acts of exemplary violence:

The USA cannot continue to send black men overseas to learn how to fight in jun-
gles and then bring them home to kill their brothers in the ghettoes—they just
won't have an army. . . . Three guys with rifles could stop the Lake Street el
[Chicago's elevated train system] every night at rush hour. I'm not suggesting that
this is the substance of a revolutionary movement, but it is important that there is
a growing reservoir of very militant people that can have real debilitating conse-
quences even in small numbers.32

As Halliwell's comments suggest, the war in Vietnam was also much on
his mind that summer. In fact, for many on the Left—and not just disciples
of Mao—the struggle against the war and the struggle for black liberation
had effectively merged.

As the New Left grew larger, it also grew more internally divided. The
early 1960s vision of the movement as a "beloved community" in which all
those committed to social change could join together in common effort and
fellowship had come apart at the seams by mid-decade. Whites were no longer
welcome in the black movement, save as outside supporters. And, within the
white New Left, there were increasing tensions, if not yet any absolute divi-
sion, between men and women.

When Tom Hayden sat down to write the Port Huron Statement in 1962
he had, without reflection, used a language of gender exclusivity. "Men," he
wrote, "have unrealized potential for self-cultivation, self-direction. . . . " In
using the term "men," he did not consciously intend to exclude women, but
merely applied the then all-but-universal convention of having masculine des-
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The New Left 179

ignations serve as synonyms for "human beings." The same was true of other
phrases in the statement, and commonly used in the movement, like "broth-
erhood." If any of the women at Port Huron noticed, they raised no objec-
tions at the time.

Within a few years, however, many women in the New Left would ask
if there was any necessary connection between the "self-cultivation" and "self-
definition . . . " of men and the aspirations of women for an equal measure
of freedom and autonomy. Mary King and Casey Hayden (the latter Tom
Hayden's wife) both worked on staff for the Student Non-Violent Coordi-
nating Committee. "Why is it in SNCC," they asked in a position paper they
circulated anonymously (fearing ridicule) at a SNCC conference in the fall
of 1964, "that women who are competent, qualified, and experienced are au-
tomatically assigned to the 'female' kinds of jobs such as: typing, desk work,
telephone work, filing, library work, cooking . . . but rarely the 'executive'"?
The answer, they suggested, was "the assumption of male superiority."33

A year later, this time writing in their own names, they circulated what
they called "a kind of memo" among women in the civil rights and antiwar
movements. "Having learned from the movement to think radically about the
personal worth and abilities of people whose role in society had gone un-
challenged before," King and Hayden wrote, "a lot of women in the move-
ment have begun trying to apply those lessons to their own relations with
men." Although in 1965 they considered the chances as "nil" that "we could
start a movement based on anything as distant to general American thought
as a sex-caste system," they nonetheless wanted to "open up a dialogue" with
other women who felt as they did.34

King and Hayden were wrong in their limited expectations. Their obser-
vations struck a chord with many young women, and not a few older ones.
Women's caucuses and workshops sprang up in SDS and other movement
groups in 1966-1967, and by the fall of 1967 independently organized
women's groups were meeting in Chicago, New York, and a few other cities.
Very often, the early groups consisted of small circles of friends and ac-
quaintances who would gather at one or another's home to talk about their
experiences as women in the movement and the broader American society in
what became known as "consciousness-raising groups."35

Some men in the civil rights movement and the New Left were sympa-
thetic to the the call for what began to be known as "women's liberation."
Others saw the new movement as a trivial distraction from more serious is-
sues of racism and war. And not a few felt personally threatened, since the
"dialogue" begun by women in the movement often raised intimate questions
about sexual behavior and privilege. "What is the position of women in
SNCC?" Stokely Carmichael joked in response to the initial Hayden-King pa-
per. "The position of women in SNCC is prone!" And, according to Mary
King, his was one of the more sympathetic responses.36
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180 America Divided

Male hostility, along with the example set by the rise of Black Power,
led many of the new feminists to adopt their own separatist stance in regard
to men. "1 once thought that all that was necessary was to make men un-
derstand that they would achieve their own liberation, too, by joining in the
struggle for women's liberation," poet and activist Marge Piercy wrote in the
late 1960s, "but it has come to me to seem a little too much like the chick-
ens trying to educate the chicken farmer."37 By the late 1960s, locally orga-
nized "women's liberation" groups could be found in virtually every major
city and on every college campus, sponsoring a wide range of activities, from
consciousness-raising discussion groups to women's health clinics, book-
stores, coffeehouses, newspapers, battered women's shelters, and more.
These were evidence both of the success of the women's movement—and of
the failure of the New Left to provide a welcoming environment for femi-
nist concerns. In 1962 Tom Hayden had suggested that the quest for a sense
of "personal authenticity" could be part of the glue holding together a move-
ment for social change. But by the later 1960s, competing visions of au-
thentic and meaningful personal existence were instead pulling the movement
apart.

As black and whites and men and women in the movement went their
own ways, they were still bound together in common opposition to the war
in Vietnam. Just how best to oppose the war was, however, often a divisive
issue. Some sought to use the traditional methods of political canvassing, pe-
titioning, and electoral politics. An organization called "Vietnam Summer"
sent tens of thousands of volunteers door to door in the summer of 1967 to
spread the antiwar message. That fall, voters in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
and San Francisco were asked in ballot referendums whether the war should
continue, and roughly 40 percent of them in both cities supported American
withdrawal.38

Building an antiwar majority was a painfully slow process, and gather-
ing signatures on petitions seemed a tepid response to the ongoing carnage
in Vietnam. And, even if the majority of voters in liberal bastions like Cam-
bridge came out in opposition to the war, it seemed unlikely to have much
effect on American policy. Searching for alternatives, antiwar radicals in-
creasingly sought to emulate the tactics that had been employed so success-
fully by the civil rights movement. The struggle against Jim Crow in the South
had relied upon the willingness of civil rights workers to "speak truth to
power," by violating unjust laws—"putting your body on the line" in acts of
courageous personal and collective confrontation of illegitimate authority.

The southern example was compelling—but misleading. In the civil rights
movement, confrontation (at the lunch counter in Greensboro, on the Free-
dom Rides, on the streets ol Birmingham and Selma) had served strategic
ends. Such confrontations often capped years of patient, grassroots organiz-
ing (SNCC had spent two years in Selma, preparing the ground for the dra-
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The New Left 181

made events of the spring of 1965). In the New Left and the campus anti-
war movement, in contrast, media-oriented confrontation increasingly took
the place of the long-term strategy and commitment displayed by the civil
rights organizers.

The longer the war continued, the higher the draft calls, and the greater
the number of flag-covered coffins returning to the United States from Viet-
nam, the more the conflict bred an atmosphere of frustration and extremism
within the New Left. Vietnam was a particularly volatile issue around which
to attempt to build a mass movement. Unlike the civil rights movement, which
until 1965 was organized to achieve a series of concrete political and leg-
islative goals, the antiwar movement could measure success only by one all-
encompassing aim, the end of the killing in Vietnam. No partial victories
were available: the movement would either force the United States govern-
ment to end the war, or it would fail. As a result, the New Left wing of the
peace movement swung back and forth between near-millennial expectations,
and an ever darker and angrier despair. As historian Thomas Powers com-
mented, "The violence in Vietnam seemed to elicit a similar air of violence
in the United States, an appetite for extremes: people felt that history was ac-
celerating, time was running out, great issues were reaching a point of final
decision."39

For some on the New Left, their newly acquired revolutionary convic-
tions argued against devoting too much energy to antiwar protest, which was

A demonstrator arrested during Stop the Draft Week, Oakland, California, October 1967.
Source: Jeffrey Blankfort
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18 2 America Divided

seen as a problem for liberals to settle; instead, they thought, revolutionar-
ies should focus on stopping "the seventh Vietnam from now" by organizing
the poor to overthrow capitalism. But others saw in the antiwar cause, or as
they began to call it, "anti-imperialism," a way to confront both the war and
the social and economic system that had spawned it. Those who were "rad-
icalized" in the struggle against the war, so the theory went, would go on to
become the shock troops of the coming final struggle against capitalism.
Young revolutionaries paid little attention to more experienced leftists, like
the radical journalist I. F. Stone, who had been around long enough to ap-
preciate the resilience of American capitalism. ("If the cause of world peace
depends on the overthrow of American capitalism," Stone noted drily in f 965,
"there isn't much hope for the world."40)

The trend toward ever more theatrical confrontations was already visible
in the first summer of antiwar protest in 1965. After a spring of teach-ins,
vigils, and peaceful marches against the war, student protesters began to look
for ways to "put their bodies on the line." As before, Berkeley pointed the
way. In August 1965 several hundred protesters from the University of Cal-
ifornia had stood on railroad tracks to block oncoming troop trains rolling
into the Oakland Army Base. They didn't stop the trains, but they did create
a dramatic tableau, with an element of genuine personal risk of dismember-
ment or death, should either a train engineer or a protester miscalculate. Steve
Weissman, a veteran of Freedom Summer and one of the organizers of the
train blockade, described the demonstration as a tremendous success and
drew from it the following lesson:

Civil disobedience is good when it feels good—not only at the point of disruption,
but also as one looks back after the euphoria and the crowds have dispersed. . . .
[C]ivil disobedience is more than self-indulgence: creative social dislocation that
feels good will enlarge participation and limit the disillusionment and depoliticiza-
tion that often follows those grueling days in court.41

The standard of political effectiveness used to measure and justify the
campus antiwar movement's embrace of ever more militant tactics increas-
ingly became the sense of gratification and commitment such tactics provided
to participants, combined with the amount of coverage it guaranteed on the
evening television news. There was a seductive exhilaration to feeling one-
self part of a redemptive minority in the United States, allied in some intan-
gible yet deeply felt way to that irresistible majority of peasant revolutionar-
ies abroad who were rising up against the American empire. Some SDS leaders,
like Tom Hayden, traveled to Hanoi and came back enthralled by the "fear-
lessness, calm determination, pride, even serenity" displayed by the Viet-
namese revolutionaries confronting the world's greatest superpower.42 Viet
Cong flags began to dot the ranks of antiwar demonstrations, and young
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The New Left 183

marchers provocatively chanted slogans like "Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh/The NLF
is gonna win." SDS publications began to fill up with imagery of heroic guer-
rillas brandishing automatic weapons.

The antiwar movement, which was far broader than the New Left, in-
cluded people with many different political views. There were groups of vet-
erans, and clergy, and trade unionists, and businessmen, and many others
who had no use for the extravagant rhetoric of revolutionary cultism. Even
New Leftists were not universally enthralled by the romance of violent rev-
olution. The draft resistance movement, which drew on support of religious
radical groups like the Catholic Worker movement, as well as SDS and SNCC,
coordinated campaigns of young men to turn in or burn their draft cards,
and to refuse induction into the armed forces even at the risk of imprison-
ment. Draft resisters, by and large, remained true to nonviolent principles.
But they too were attracted to a politics of "creative social dislocation." Many
resisters were drawn to the movement precisely because of its emphasis on
total commitment and an exclusive form of risk taking (only young men of
draft age, after all, could join). As one draft resister described the outlook of
his fellow resisters at the time, they shared "a profound suspicion and dis-
trust of most of the usual political organizations and their analyses which so
often lead to endless meetings and little or no action."43

The dangers involved in the politics of confrontation were not lost on
some veteran leaders of the New Left, although they found themselves pow-
erless to reverse the trend. Lee Webb, a former SDS national secretary, com-
plained in an internal document in the fall of 1965 that "SDS influences its
membership to become more militant rather than more radical. . . . Calls to
fight the draft, stop a troop train, burn a draft card, avoid all forms of liber-
alism, have become . . . the substitute for intellectual analysis and under-
standing."44

But it was hard to argue with success, and confrontational politics were
successful—at least on college campuses. Notwithstanding the loathing with
which many Americans regarded the campus revolutionaries, SDS continued
to double its membership with each new school year. By the end of 1967 SDS
had grown to nearly 30,000 loosely affiliated members. And antiwar demon-
strations grew larger as they grew more militant.43

In the spring of 1967, the National Mobilization Committee Against the
War, a broad coalition of radicals, liberals, and pacifists, sponsored marches
against the war in New York City and San Francisco. These were well-at-
tended and peaceful affairs. Several hundred thousand marchers followed
Martin Luther King and other notables from New York City's Central Park
to the United Nations to demand the immediate withdrawal of U.S. forces
from Vietnam. Antiwar leaders decided to follow up their success with an-
other march in the fall, this time in Washington, D.C. The October march,
Mobilization leaders declared, would mark the peace movement's transition
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184 America Divided

"from protest to resistance." Meanwhile, other groups around the country
laid plans for local demonstrations in October to "confront the warmakers."

The antiwar offensive started with "Stop the Draft Week" in Oakland,
California, protests designed to shut down the functioning of the Oakland
induction center. Pacifists sat in nonviolently early in the week, and several
hundred allowed themselves to be peacefully carted off by police. Draft re-
sisters turned in 400 draft cards to the federal attorney in San Francisco, in
another peaceful protest. But as the week wore on, the crowds grew larger
and the tactics more violent. By Friday, October 20, 10,000 young protest-
ers were engaged in a massive street battle with Oakland police. There was
no more sitting down waiting passively for arrest: the protesters charged po-
lice lines, built barricades in the streets, and in general tied up downtown
Oakland in a chaotic scene that resembled a scene from the French Revolu-
tion. That same week, several hundred students at the University of Wis-
consin sat in at a university building to block recruiting by the Dow Chem-
ical Company (Dow was reviled by antiwar protesters for producing napalm
for the war in Vietnam). Local police easily routed the sit-inners from the
building with nightsticks and Mace, but they had more trouble outside con-
trolling a crowd of several thousand onlookers, enraged at the sight of the
bloodied heads of their fellow students. Eventually police used tear gas and
dogs to break up the protest.46

The climax to the week's protests came in Washington on Saturday,
October 21. Antiwar organizers had set up a two-part event: a "traditional"
gathering for a rally and speeches at the Lincoln Memorial, followed, for
the more adventurously inclined, by a march that crossed the Potomac River
to the Pentagon building, headquarters to Secretary of Defense Robert Mc-
Namara. Jerry Rubin, who had won his spurs as an antiwar organizer in
Berkeley, coordinated the event. Rubin had a taste for the dramatic that was
matched by his associate, Abbie Hoffman, a veteran organizer for the north-
ern support group, Friends of SNCC. Both Rubin and Hoffman were deeply
attracted to the youthful counterculture that was emerging in places like
Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco and the East Village of New York, which
was evident in the spirit of whimsical militance they brought to the anti-
war movement. Hoffman's promise to "levitate" the Pentagon and then spin
it in midair in a ritual exorcism to drive out its "evil spirits," irritated some
of the more sober-minded leaders of the antiwar movement, but succeeded
in attracting hundreds of colorfully garbed hippies to join the march. (They
looked "like the legions of Sgt. Pepper's Band," novelist Norman Mailer
would write in The Armies of the Night, his celebrated account of the day's
events. In their multihued and multithemed costumes, the protesters
seemed to Mailer to be "assembled from all the intersections between his-
tory and the comic books, between legend and television, the Biblical ar-
chetypes and the movies."47)
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March on the Pentagon, October 1967. Source: Minora Aoki, War Registers League

The Pentagon did not levitate, but 30,000 marchers did bring the anti-
war message to within shouting distance of the building. Several thousand of
the most militant broke through lines of federal marshals, soldiers, and Na-
tional Guardsmen and reached the side of the building. A few carried Viet
Cong flags; others put flowers in the gun barrels of the young soldiers who
surrounded their encampment. There they sat and sang and yelled "Join us!"
to the soldiers. Some urinated on the side of the building; a few threw rocks
at the military police. As dusk arrived, the marshals moved in with clubs and
tear gas, and nearly 700 were arrested.48

Robert McNamara watched the protest from the roof of the Pentagon.
Ironically, the experience filled him with nostalgia for the early innocent days
of Sixties protest. Privately disillusioned with the war he had done so much
to create, he found himself plotting strategy for the antiwar movement: "I
could not help but think that had the protesters been more disciplined—
Gandhi-like—they could have achieved their objective of shutting us down."
McNamara's son Craig, a prep school student at the time, was already so dis-
mayed by his father's responsibility for American policies in Vietnam that he
had pinned a Viet Cong flag on his bedroom wall; later, as a college student,
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he would take part in violent antiwar protests. "I remember the rage setting
in on me, and the frustration that we all felt because we couldn't stop the
war," he would tell an interviewer years later. "What was in my mind . . .

,,4.0was rage, pure rage. ^
As Norman Mailer walked toward the crowd before the Lincoln Memo-

rial that October day, he heard the peal of a trumpet in distance, which seemed
to him to "go all the way back through a galaxy of bugles to the cries of the
Civil War. . . . The ghosts of old battles were wheeling like clouds over Wash-
ington."50 The clouds continued to hover, the drums to beat on, the trum-
pets to sound. The war was truly coming home.
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