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The state and Future of the Ph.D. in Black studies: 
Assessing the Role of the comprehensive 

Examination 

Stephanie Y. Evans 

In 1969, amidst national and 
campus movements for racial justice, 
the W.E.B. Du Bois Department of 
Afro-American studies at the Univer­
sity of Massachusetts, Amherst <here­
after UMass> was founded. Among the 
original faculty were Michael Thelwell, 
Will iam Julius Wilson, Sidney Kaplan, 
Bernard Bell, and Ester Terry, who 
were soon joined by scholar-activists 
including John Bracey, Bill Strickland, 
Ernest Allen, Johnnetta Cole, James 
Baldwin, John Edgar Wideman, Robert 
Paul Wolff and others. Unlike many 
programs of the day that struggled to 
secure a permanent place in the 
academy, the founding faculty of 
UMass was successful at building a 
sustainable program with departmen­
tal status with a sound curriculum. 
The program has provided much 
guidance for other programs nation­
wide. Simultaneous happenings took 
place at Harvard University (Harvard>, 
Temple University <Temple>, University 
of California Berkeley (Berkeley>, and 
Northwestern University (Northwest­
ern> and these undergraduate pro­
grams of the late 1960s have devel­
oped to provide leadership in Black 
graduate studies in the millennium. 

Dr. Molefe Asante, who arrived at 
Temple in 1984, proposed the first 
autonomous doctoral program in 
1987 and overcame significant resis­
tance (even from low-level Black ad­
ministrators>, to develop graduate 
status for the emerging field. In an 
oral history Interview, Dr. Asante re­
called his transition from training in a 
traditional field <communications at 
UCLA> to his advancing the field at the 
graduate level. The first Ph.D. gradu­
ate in Black studies, Dr. Adeniyi Coker 
<Temple, 1991>, is now advancing the 

field as Director of African American 
studies and associate professor of 
theater at the University of Alabama, 
Birmingham. At UMass, a doctoral pro­
gram in AfroAmerican Studies was 
founded in 1996, almost a decade 
after Temple's doctoral program, and 
now leads the field in the number of 
doctoral students enrolled. To date, 
at all six autonomous doctoral grant­
ing programs combined, more than 
150 scholars have graduated with a 
Ph.D. in Black Studies. Despite initial 
growing pains, quietly and methodi­
cally, these six departments are train­
ing and preparing the next genera­
tion of scholars to explore and 
advance scholarship on Black history, 
politics, and culture (see Appendix A 
for program names and contact in­
formatlon>.1 

In Fall 2005, Northwestern began 
accepting applications for its doctoral 
program which signals a continual 
growth of graduate studies in the 
field. With this growth comes many 
questions about the state and future 
of Black graduate studies. Thus, the 
purpose of this paper is twofold. 
First, this paper reports survey find­
ings of the six stand-alone doctoral 
programs in African American studies. 
second, this paper reveals a portion 
of the authors' own comprehensive 
exam answers as a starting point for 
the collective discussion of scholarly 
expectations of doctoral programs. 
Both of these objectives seek to 
increase communication between 
scholars about graduate studies in the 
discipline. There are now six stand­
alone doctoral programs in African 
American Studies in the nation; 
·stand-alone· refers to programs that 
are not joint degrees, minors, spe-



cializations, or certificates. Though 
there are numerous master's degree 
programs and several successful doc­
toral programs that have a joint de­
gree or certificate, this survey fo­
cused on Temple, Massachusetts, 
Berkeley, Harvard, Michigan State Uni­
versity <Michigan state), and North­
western. Important questions must 
be asked of these leaders in the field. 

In accordance with Melvin Wil­
liams' conclusion in "The Power and 
Powerlessness of Academe" <Griot, Fall 
2004), decoding institutional systems 
and dismantling power-hording in the 
Academy is imperative. In the name 
of tradition, academic bureaucrats at 
all levels withhold power by blocking 
open communication and collabora­
tion between students, faculty, and 
administrators. worse yet, scholarship 
of White supremacy in the name of 
"objectivity" or ·excellence," reifies 
academic hierarchies that challenge 
the existence of Black studies pro­
grams. By questioning leading pro­
grams, we gain an opportunity to 
locate areas of convergence and di­
vergence in vision and practice. Pre­
senting my own work as a case study 
examination surely makes me vulner­
able <this is very raw work; "raw,· of 
course, being a euphemism for uned­
ited, simplistic, disheveled, and, in 

Survey of Six Doctoral Programs 

some areas, shortsighted). Yet, com­
paring programs and sharing one an­
swer to basic questions about major 
works in Black studies contributes to 
an ongoing and much needed dia­
logue as the field expands and as the 
numbers of Ph.D. candidates increase. 

The willingness of programs to 
share insights about expectations of 
graduate students can increase sup­
port for Black studies in higher edu­
cation. Regardless of varying ideolo­
gies or program names <Africana, 
Afro-American, African American, or 
Black studies), the field is vital be­
cause the activist-scholarship helps to 
address ongoing crises around equi­
table distribution of resources, and 
the critical race consciousness deep­
ens human knowledge by offering 
alternative academic perspectives. 
Black studies scholarship offers cor­
rective interpretations of history, 
politics, and culture in the United 
states. Academically marginalized 
programs like ethnic and gender stud­
ies provide much needed guidance in 
problem-solving research and peda· 
gogies. Without advanced scholarship 
in Africana studies, American acad­
emies will continue to face intellec­
tual and social problems through a 
myopic, and therefore ineffective, 
lens. 

In October 2005, a survey was sent to the six stand-alone Ph.D. programs in Afri­
can American Studies <see Appendix B for an excerpt of the survey and respondent 
names). The first part of the survey asked five questions about the demographics of 
the program including program founding dates <undergraduate and graduate), 
number of students admitted and enrolled, and the number of Ph.D.s awarded thus 
far. The results for the quantitative questions were as follows: 

Dept PhD Annual currently PhDs 
founded founded admits enrolled awarded 

Temple 1971 1988 10 5 135 
Mass 1969 1996 5 36 10 
Berkeley 1970 1997 5-10 31 8 
Harvard 1969 2001 ca.4 19 0 
Michigan St 2002 2002 4 15 0 
Northwestern 1971 2006 4-5 0 0 
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The fact that 153 doctorates have 
been earned since the inception of 
Black studies is promising. Clearly, 
Temple has provided the vast major­
ity of those degrees, but with the 
growing numbers at Massachusetts, 
Michigan State, Berkeley, and the 
pending numbers enrolled at Harvard 
and Northwestern, doctoral earners 
will increase at a steady pace and 
come from a diverse number of pro­
grams. Five of the six programs were 
founded in the last decade, which 
also points toward an anticipated 
stability in future degrees awarded. 
With inevitable attrition and organ­
izational difficulties associated with 
program startup, the productivity of 
the next decade will far outpace that 
of the past. The 91 graduate students 
currently enrolled will surely be 
joined by others as doctoral pro­
grams, hopefully in the south, begin 
to develop. That there are no Ph.D. 
programs in the south is telling, but 
not surprising; historic access for 
Black graduate students happened 
first in the North, Midwest, and west. 
The southern region's historical lag in 
granting access to Black students has 
clearly translated into a lag of devel­
opment of Black studies. With increas­
ing academic validation, this should 
change in the decades to come. 

The second part of the survey 
submitted to the graduate advisors 
asked two questions about the quali­
tative aspects of the doctoral pro­
grams' comprehensive or qualifying 
exams. Specifically, the questions 
were: "What is the exam content and 
structure? (i.e. Is the focus on a gen­
eral reading list, specialization of the 
student, or both? Is the exam written, 
oral, or both? How many questions 
are given and what are the catego­
ries/themes? What is the exam setting 
and time allotment to complete the 
exam?l" and "What are the evaluation 
criteria of your comprehensive exam? 
(i.e. How Is the exam evaluated? What 
determines an excellent, passing, or 
failing answer? What advice would 
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you offer to students preparing for 
your exam?"l The answers varied in 
specificity and they revealed a range 
of approaches to the graduate exam. 
However, they displayed striking con­
cerns with identifying students' com­
petency in both a general area and 
area of specialization. 

survey findings reveal that some 
graduate programs focus on African 
Diaspora, some on major authors and 
texts in the field, and some concen­
trate on schools of thought. The 
structure of the tests include the fol­
lowing: (Templel a two-day test, in­
cluding four sets of questions, with 
two three-hour sittings per day in a 
designated classroom; <UMassl a three 
day written take-home general exam 
after the "Major Works" courses and a 
three day written exam on the stu­
dent's area of specialization before 
construction of the dissertation pro­
spectus; (Berkeley) two written pa­
pers, one on theories and method­
ologies in the field and one on the 
student's area of specialization along 
with a two hour oral exam which 
measures familiarity with literature, 
critical engagement from a discipli­
nary and interdisciplinary perspec­
tive, and mastery of major issues; 
<Harvard) a two hour oral exam no 
later than the third year, then devel­
opment and defense of a prospectus; 
(Michigan statel a three-day take­
home exam with three questions 
measuring knowledge of content and 
theory in both a general area and 
specialization, then the answers 
evaluated by two full professors in 
the program and one professor from 
the advisory board; and (Northwest­
ernl oral general exam that includes 
questions tailored to the student's 
specialization accompanied by a take 
home exam of three questions with a 
one-week allotment for completion. 
Though the schools vary greatly on 
form and function of exam, the gist is 
the same: to test students' mastery of 
the program's content and to meas­
ure readiness for the student to 



move forward with independent re­
search. 

Most answers to the survey show 
programmatic standards of requiring 
the student to demonstrate an un• 
derstandlng of the various ap­
proaches to Black studies scholarship. 
Additionally, most programs require 
the student to choose a focus, either 
through traditional discipline or 
group of disciplines, for example: 
"History and Politics or Literature and 
Culture" at UMass; "Cultural Aesthetics 
or socio-Behavioral Track" at Temple; 
"Expressive Arts, History, or Politics 
and Public Policy• at Northwestern; or 
eleven specific areas at Berkeley 
which Include "Politics and Culture, 
Critical Theory, Political Economy, 
comparative Literatures and Cultures, 
Urban sociology, Popular Culture, 
women's studies or Performance, 
Film and Visual Arts· as choices. Stu· 
dents in each program must cover 
broad and specific approaches to the 
scholarship presented. What is not so 
clear by the answers provided is each 
programs' theoretical grounding. 
Though one can easily see foci in· 
spired by Afrocientric, Diasporlc, or 
socialist approaches based on pro­
gram wording, this does not account 
for the range of texts in required 
seminars nor does wording reflect 
individual faculty members' divergent 
reading of those texts. This is very 
important because each programs' 
faculty evaluates the student exams 
and decides who to pass, fail, pass 
with distinction, or provisional pass. 
That each student must present a 
convincing argument to faculty who 
may not agree on approach or Inter· 
pretation of materials is par for the 
course in graduate school. However, 
graduate students in Black Studies 
must answer questions in-line with 
the approach and focus of their par· 
ticular departments, but als.o foster 
an awareness of the very different 
academic cultures of Black Studies 
programs that faculty may represent. 
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Below is an excerpt from the au­
thors' own 2002 comprehensive ex­
amination. It demonstrates the Im• 
portance of addressing the canon in a 
specific department, raises questions 
about whether one exam answer can 
or should be expected to cover all of 
the approaches to Black Studies and 
presents a point of departure for dis­
cussions between faculty and stu­
dents about exam expectations. 

A Case Study of the Comprehensive 
Exam In Black Studies 

The core curriculum of the doc­
toral program at the university of 
Massachusetts, Amherst Is a "Major 
works" seminar of over so books 
designated by the faculty to be 
cornerstones of study in the field of 
Afro-American Studies <see Appendix 
c for book list>. The list is revised each 
year, in an annual melee of the core 
faculty, but largely remains the same. 
As the faculty recognize, the diffi­
culty of this would-be canon is that it 
presents a wide range of resources, 
but is not, and by design cannot, pos­
sibly be exhaustive or representative 
of all approaches to existing scholar­
ship on Black life. However, as an in­
troduction to scholarship on African 
American experiences, this reading 
list for the two-semester introductory 
seminar provides a crucial entry point 
from which all graduate students can 
launch deeper and more specialized 
queries after the first year. From en­
gaging the major works booklist, stu­
dents are well equipped to explore an 
extended Ideological range of leaders 
in the field <perhaps toward the Afro­
centrism of the Temple program or 
the comparative ethnic studies of 
Berkeley, for example>. 

Entering • graduate students in 
1999, read 2-4 books each week. Each 
student in our cohort wrote two 3-5 
page papers per week, and endured a 
three hour grilling, twice a week 
<Mondays and Wednesdays>, in a dis­
cussion seminar held by two profes­
sors cone mainstay and one rotating 



professor depending on the topic 
that week>. With this structure, stu­
dents in my cohort, <there were s of 
us>, had a catalogue of 10 papers per 
week to consult in addition to lec­
tures by professors and an assort­
ment of articles or book reviews that 
we shared during long study/rant ses­
sions between the bi-weekly classes. 
After the yearlong Major works semi­
nar, students declared a "Literature 
and Culturen track or a "History and 
Politics" track to pursue; both were 
interdisciplinary and blended critical 
social science with a hlstoricized con­
sideration of humanities. Regardless 
of the changes that the program has 
experienced over the past decade, all 
graduate students proceed from the 
common stepping stone of the Major 
works core curriculum. 

The general comprehensive exam 
of the Major works seminar precedes 
the dissertation proposal phase and, 
though the questions change each 
year, they are designed in some way 
to address literature, culture, history, 
and politics in Black scholarship cov­
ered In the seminar. MY cohorts, 
Cathy, Adam, Miko, and Zeb, provided 
a collective sprit of grim but unifying 
determination. The advanced col­
leagues in the department assured 
the neophytes that we would, by 
hook or crook, make it past this gruel­
ing trial of qualifying examinations. 

The comprehensive exam had 
two parts: the general exam <question 
1) and a question based on one's own 
area of specialization (question 2>. The 
general exam <question 1> had two 
components: literature (part A> and 
history <part B>. Below is the second 
part of my general exam <history>, in 
original form, submitted after three 
and a half days of non-stop typing. On 
reflection, my essay focused mainly 
on categorizing and classifying the 
texts and less on main themes within 
the texts or within Black history itself. 
Though certain parts are now embar­
rassingly elementary, overall, the ba­
sic nature of the answers provide a 
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useful base from which to launch a 
discussion about how a comprehen­
sive exam should be designed, what 
the faculty expectations are, what 
constitutes an adequate or passing 
answer, and what students should 
emulate or avoid. Though the ques­
tion is not Included here (for profes­
sional consideration>, the answer 
demonstrates that the question in­
volved basic Identification of themes 
in scholarship about African American 
history. 

Comprehensive Exam: Question 1, 
part B - History 

The question of themes In Afro­
American history is different from 
the question of themes in Afro­
American historiography. Though 
both questions are important, I am 
interpreting this exam query in such a 
way that requires a focus more on 
the historiography than on the his­
tory itself. Thus, for the purpose this 
essay, I explore the general schools of 
thought that Major works historians 
have written within, how they have 
recorded and Interpreted African­
American life, and what evidence 
they utilized in order to draw conclu­
sions about, decipher, or challenge 
the mosaic historical narrative of 
Blacks in America. 

In Black History and the Historical 
Profession. 1915-1980, August Meier 
and Elliott Rudwick track trends in the 
historiography of Black Americans 
and present the complex context of 
the personalities that have worked on 
constructing the body of work in 
Black history. Meier and Rudwick 
identify and present a wide spectrum 
of answers to the questions that are 
inherent in the study of Black life. By 
way of outlining tensions in the field, 
they write, 

Franklin had Identified 
not only the dilemmas fac­
ing black historians, but 
also the range of dilemmas 
experienced by all students 



of the Afro-American past: 
the tension between study­
ing Negro history as a dis­
tinct-and separate-field 
and incorporating it into 
the larger stream of Ameri­
can history; the tension be­
tween scholarship and ad­
vocacy-or more broadly 
stated, the tension be­
tween the canons of schol­
arship and the expression 
of one's value judgments; 
the tension between calm 
and detached scholarship 
and the pragmatic, Instru­
mental use of history to re­
form society; the tension 
arising over whether Afro­
American history is a spe­
cialty best done by blacks, 
or whether it should be 
open to all with a serious 
Interest and appropriate 
academic training.2 

These questions of Afro-American 
historiography are paramount in the 
quest to appreciate the disciplinary 
context in which the Major works 
authors are operating. 

In order for me to proceed with 
answering this question, it was first 
necessary to grasp the concept of 
what exactly historiography is. I 
found that categorization of types of 
historiography can include topical 
history (i.e. Political history, Marxist 
history, Revolutionary history, Intel­
lectual history, Economic history, 
Educational history, Scientific history, 
Social history, Labor history, Cultural 
history, Women's history, or Black 
history>, epochal history !I.e. periods 
such as the American Colonial, Ante­
bellum, Civil war, Reconstruction, Jim 
Crow, CiVil Rights, or Black Power 
eras>, or a focus on broader themes 
!such as studies of American histori­
ography or cultural fluidities in the 
African Diaspora>.3 Within these 
schools there are also sub-topics such 
as regional or area studies !i.e. Ameri-
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can Southern, New England, Maryland, 
or south Carolina histories> or ideo­
logical approaches to history <i.e. 
feminist historiography>. 

Of the numerous major themes 
that were apparent to me in the his­
toriography of the Major works semi­
nar, for the purpose of this paper, I 
will focus on social, legal, women's, 
military, and revolutionary historiog­
raphy. In the colonial, antebellum, 
and post-emancipation eras, authors 
presented fascinating, and often­
times vastly different, perspectives of 
how Black people developed their 
social lives, navigated the politics of 
legal and military systems, revolted 
against individual, institutional, and 
social oppression, and how women 
were portrayed, or not portrayed 
throughout the course.4 

social themes, specifically those 
of Black culture <African folk cultural 
transmission, music, and religion for 
example> were prevalent in the Major 
works studies. It makes sense that 
those who are attempting to record a 
history of a marginalized population 
would present social rather than in­
stitutional approaches. This is a very 
different approach than the top 
down history of wars, presidents, and 
governments that has dominated the 
field of American history in the past. 
For example, in Charles Joyner's Down 
by the Riverside, Eileen southern's The 
Music of Black Americans, Gary Nash's 
Forging Freedom, and the Hortons' In 
Hope of liberty, the reader is intro­
duced to folk tales, performance of 
the oral tradition, and other evidence 
of a continuum of cultural transition 
of African inspired religious practices, 
artistic creation, food, dress, and la­
bor habits, ano philosophy. 

The theme of legal issues in the 
Black American experience, addressed 
by Tomas Morris' southern Slavery 
and the Law, and Richard Klugger's 
Simple Justice also represent an im­
portant strand in the seminar studies. 
An important similarity that existed in 
these two otherwise different legal 



texts was the focus on the active role 
of Black people in the legal system. 
Neither Morris nor Mugger ignored 
how African-Americans used the legal 
system to make gains in their own 
emancipation and social liberation. 
However, although the subject was 
the same, differences can be seen in 
how they went about studying the 
subject. While Morris spent consider­
able amount of time attempting to 
give an account of how shifting legal 
oppressions in different time periods 
and in different places impacted a 
vast number of people !both Black 
and White>, Mugger's investigation 
revealed the legal, political, and social 
antecedents to one set of court cases 
that deal with one aspect of the law 
!the desegregation of educational 
institutions>. This is but one example 
of the possible range in approaches 
to one theme within Black history. 

women's historiography is a 
school of study that shows the inher­
ently political nature of all historiog­
raphy. Not only has the recognition 
of the centrality of gender analysis to 
Black history been virtually ignored, 
representation of the topic in the 
seminar was also shamelessly thin. 
While Ira Berlin's Many Thousands 
Cone did incorporate the treatment 
of women in slavery and the role of 
women in social development, a read­
ing of Angela Davis' "The Legacy of 
Slavery: Standards for a New woman­
hood" would have been useful to 
bring to light how sex and gender 
worked in Black culture and within 
the larger American society.5 This es­
say is especially appropriate because 
Davis draws on the scholarship of Ap­
theker !American Negro Slave Revolts! 
and Gutman !The Black Family in Slav­
ery and Freedom> and illuminates 
blind spots in both works that would 
have allowed students a more com­
plex understanding of these texts.6 

In the broader field of history, 
Black women historians, and the fo­
cus on Black women as an area of 
study, is still a fairly recent phenome-
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non. In the mid-1980s, there was an 
explosion of texts about various as­
pects of Black women's lives. Al­
though not all of these works were 
historical monographs, in a short five 
years, many women developed a base 
for studying gender in Afro-American 
history that built on the few individ­
ual efforts of earlier scholars. 7 Now 
the focus on various aspects of Black 
women's experiences are becoming 
more of an accepted focus and Black 
women historians, whether they ex­
plicitly focus on gender issues or not, 
are gaining more recognition as ·seri­
ous· scholars by those who deem 
themselves worthy to judge •quality" 
historiography. Further, although 
White women, such as Gerda Lerner in 
the 1970s and Jacqueline Jones in the 
1980s, have been involved in docu­
menting the history of Black women, 
now Black men, most notably v. P. 
Franklin, are also beginning to publish 
monographs on Black women. 

Two final themes that I found 
fascinating in the seminar were of the 
military participation and revolution­
ary action of Black people. The ques­
tion of whether or not Black people 
should fight in America's wars is a 
longstanding one. In Blacks In the 
American Revolution <the Kaplans> and 
Blacks In Civil war (Benjamin Quarles> 
authors Investigated the presence of 
African-Americans in America's strug­
gle for independence from Britain 
and their active role in their own 
emancipation. The demand of an ex­
change of liberty for patriotism is a 
central question that extended 
through WWI, WWII, and continues to 
be relevant today. Further, in Herbert 
Aptheker's Slave Revolts, c.L.R. James· 
Black Jacobins, Peter woods' Black 
Majority, Crawford, Rouse, and wood's 
Trailblazers & Torchbearers, and 
Charles Payne's I've cot the Light of 
Freedom, it is evident that Black peo­
ple were not only willing to fight for 
emancipation and social justice, but it 
is also clear that Black people's defini­
tions of "resistance· encompassed a 



wide range of ideals, strategies, and 
actions. An interesting variation in 
the presentation of these resistance 
stories is the difference in voice of 
the authors. For example, although 
both c. L. R. James and Peter woods 
deal with topics of revolt, uames in 
San Domingo and woods in south 
Carolina!, their approach and inter­
pretation are extremely different. on 
the one hand, James' work is clearly 
polemical. In his work, Toussaint 
L'Ouverture was the godfather of 
revolution whom Africans in general 
and west Indians in particular should 
follow in order to rise up and shake 
off European oppression for once 
and for all. on the other hand, while 
woods does chronicle the climate of 
revolt in south Carolina and surround­
ing areas, he does not valorize Nat 
Turner, Gabriel Prossor, or the 
Charleston Blacks of the stono Rebel­
lion. This example is one that elicits 
major debates around racial influence 
and methodology-as explored in 
Meier and Rudwcik's ·on the Dilem­
mas of Scholarship"-that looms large 
within the field of Black historiogra­
phy. 

In order to better understand the 
difference between historiography 
and methodology, it was important 
for me to note that one's school of 
thought does not necessarily deter­
mine one's methodological approach, 
methods, or evidence. For example, a 
"Marxist history• can be taken to 
mean either a study of Marxist Influ­
ences on particular labor practices, as 
seen in Robin Kelly's Hammer and 
Hoe, or it can mean that the historian 
has taken on the epistemological as­
sumptions of Marxism, as exemplified 
by E. Franklin Frazier in his Black 
Bourgeoisie: The Rise of a New Middle 
Class. It was an Important step for me 
to be able to separate the historical 
structure of a text from the historical 
content. 

There are many types of meth­
odologies that influence how a histo­
rian approaches a body of work. 
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Whether one is seeking to draw con­
clusions <positlvlstl, decipher com­
plexities !interpretive>, or challenge 
conventions <critical social science> 
will make a large impact on what type 
of history is produced.8 Is the author 
looking to delineate the cause and 
effect of a certain event? Is he seek­
ing to investigate the fascinating 
complexities of a certain historical 
phenomenon? ts she seeking to dis­
mantle a conventional, or ·tradi· 
tional" approach or interpretation? 
Does the author employ a mixture of 
these styles? The answer to these 
questions can give readers a clue as to 
what type of methodological ap­
proach a particular historian is taking. 

In the Major works seminar, there 
were clearly representative illustra­
tions of how historians chose to ap­
proach their work. In Simple Justice 
and Impending Crisis, Kiugger and 
Potter were attempting to make 
connecting statements about influ­
ences of the Brown case, and to de­
lineate the role that the CiVil war 
played in the advancement of U.S. 
nationalism. In contrast, Joyner and 
Berlin, wrote Down By the Riverside, 
and Many Thousands Gone, in order 
to decipher complex aspects of Black 
experiences In antebellum south 
Carolina and the first two centuries of 
slavery within regional contexts, 
while Nash and Painter in Forging 
Freedom and Exodusters explored the 
social maneuverings of free Blacks in 
Philadelphia and the particulars · of 
mass movement from the Mississippi 
Valley to Kansas after Reconstruction. 
Finally, there were authors who were 
not only writing to make a statement 
or explore characteristics of an event 
or a particular population but were 
clearly writing to challenge estab­
lished narratives. For example, Du Bois 
wrote to refute Booker T. Washing­
ton's assertion of the necessity of 
economic over political gain and to 
challenge apologists for American 
governments' failure to adequately 
provide for freedman after emanci-



pation and Gutman wrote to refute 
the "deterioration of the Negro Fam­
ily" that Daniel P. Moynihan asserted 
in his 1965 report "The Negro Family 
in America: A case for National Ac­
tion."9 

While it is important to contem­
plate the various approaches that 
historians favor, it is also interesting 
to note the combination of method­
ologies that some employ. For exam­
ple, in capitalism and Slavery, Williams 
explored the ways in which slavery 
contributed to the development of 
British capitalism <interpretive his­
tory> but he was also clearly writing 
against the thesis that racism 
spawned capitalism, not the other 
way around <critical social history>. 

I have found that methodology 
should not be confused with meth­
ods. For example, one can employ 
statistics as method of data collection 
and analysis, but can choose to do 
either a quantitative or a qualitative 
methodological analysis. For example, 
statistical analysis is present in both 
The Black Family in Slavery and Free­
dom <Gutman> and Time on the cross 
(Fogel and Engerman>; however, Black 
Family is more of a sociological study 
(qualitative> while Time is much more 
concerned with using clinometrics to 
approach Black history (quantitative>. 
A clear understanding of methodol­
ogy and methods provides the neces­
sary context for considering the var­
ied use of evidence that the Major 
works authors worked with. 

In the introduction to The Afri­
can-American Mosaic: A Library of 
congress Resource Gulde for the 
study of Black History and Culture, the 
authors state that the collection cov­
ers "the nearly 500 years of the black 
experience in the Western hemi­
sphere ... the Mosaic surveys the full 
range size, and variety of the Library's 
collections, including books, periodi­
cals, prints, photographs, music, film, 
and recorded sound.· These types of 
evidence have not always been con­
sidered to be credible evidence-in 
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fact, some of these forms are still 
heavily refuted when included in his­
torical studies. Benjamin Quarles, in 
Black Mosaic: Essays in Afro-American 
History and Hlstorlographv, wrote on 
the controversy surrounding what 
kind of evidence qualifies as ·credi­
ble" or ·valuable" In traditional Ameri­
can history and how historians in the 
field of Black studies have challenged 
that criterion. In "The Problem of 
Materials" he writes on the scarcity of 
materials in Black families where illit­
eracy or record keeping were forbid· 
den as well as the limitations of writ­
ten materials as seen in the National 
Archives. 

The issue of where to find re­
cords of Black American experiences 
despite limited materials is para­
mount in the historiography of the 
colonial and antebellum eras. In "Gen­
erating Change,· Meier and Rudwick 
present efforts to document the Afri­
can-American oral tradition in order 
that it be Introduced into the record. 
They write that although slave narra­
tives and autobiographies have been 
challenged, historians have at­
tempted use this type of evidence to 
broaden the knowledge base about 
these time periods. Interviews of ex­
slaves were collected by Charles s 
Johnson, at the Fisk University Social 
Science Department (1929-1934> in­
terviews in Tennessee, Kentucky, and 
Alabama>, and John c. Cade (at south­
ern University>, L. D. Reddick at Ken­
tucky State College (Federal Emer­
gency Relief Administration>. The 
most extensive collection of oral his­
tory can be seen in the Federal Writ­
ers Project in the WPA (1936-1938>. 
oral histories, like autobiographies, 
are challenged because they are bi­
ased. However, the claimed objectiv­
ity of the written text requires scru­
tiny as well. 

Some historians see written re­
cords as the only credible type of 
material.10 However, records like gov­
ernment documents, census records, 
tax documents, estate inventories, 



voting records, and legislative roll 
calls, are inherently biased and in­
complete because of the paramount 
role that racism has played in the in­
stitutional development of this coun­
try. Thus, It is my opinion that 
methods-whether qualitative or 
quantitative-which incorporate a 
range of materials and sources are 
more likely to offer a more complete 
picture. In this wav, 1 am very much a 
synthesis historian. By using a combi­
nation of methods and a multitude of 
different classes of material evidence, 
it seems that historians are able to 
provide a more accurate telling of the 
story, but It also allows researchers to 
get at the complexities within the 
Black experience. 

Many Major works historians have 
seemed to use this technique. 
Throughout his career, Du Bois moved 
between a mixture of qualitative and 
quantitative history, fiction, poetry, 
autobiography, polemical historiog­
raphy and critical social science. As a 
master storyteller his flexibility shines 
as an example of true scholarship and 
his dedication to the field of history 
was enhanced by his willingness to 
engage many methods, methodolo­
gies, and means of evidence. The 
souls of Black Folk is a key example of 
how this disciplinary fluidity can cul­
minate in one vital text. Similarly, 
both in Been in the storm so Long and 
Trouble in Mind, Leon Litwack com­
bines work from Louisiana, Arkansas, 
and south Carolina WPA collections, 
newspapers, senate and House pro­
ceedings, scholarly books and jour­
nals, discographies, church records, 
slave narratives, autobiographies, and 
fiction in order to create a rich pic­
ture of Reconstruction and Jim crow 
history. 

Exam Conclusion 
John Hope Franklin offers a hy­

pothesis about thematic approaches 
to history and although it presents 
many problems and Imposes limita­
tions on how to understand African-
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American historiography, <like all or­
ganizational tools>, it does offer a 
useful entry point into better under­
standing how historians have ad­
dressed the larger schools of thought. 
In ·on the Evolution of Scholarship In 
Afro-American History•, Franklin as­
serted that there have been four 
stages of writing in Black history.11 

The first stage in the late 1800s and 
early 1900s was a basic attempt to 
record and establish the presence of 
African Americans; The second stage 
involved recording Black "firsts" and 
asserting the contribution of African 
Americans to the development of the 
United states; The third stage, during 
the Jim Crow era and the onset of the 
Civil Rights Movement, historians be­
gan to record the long list of oppres­
sions In the Black experience; Finally, 
during the development of Black 
Power consciousness in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, historians began 
documenting the long tradition of 
revolt and resistance to American 
systems of oppression. Franklin does 
not assert that these stages were neat 
or static, rather he outlines the gen­
eral tendency of historians to ap­
proach Black history from certain 
perspectives with specific assertions 
and assumptions based on the era 
they were writing in. 

While It is clear that this para­
digm is not entirely accurate (for ex­
ample, American Negro Slave Revolts 
was written in the 1940s and Black 
women's histories are still focusing on 
presence and contributions>, it does 
present vet another type of method­
ology that can be considered when 
looking at Afro-American historiogra­
phy. Initially, I adapted this outline as 
an approach to mv work because with 
it I could work with a neat paradigm 
for categorization of messy events of 
Black woman's educational history. 
Rather than simply record the pres­
ence, barriers, firsts, or triumphs of 
Black women's American educational 
experience, I could use the three 
categories of "presence," "oppres-



sion, • and ·contribution and creative 
resistance· as guidelines by which to 
neatly record the broad history. 
However, after reflecting on the ap­
proaches used by historians that we 
have been introduced to in this semi­
nar, I realize that Franklin's theoretical 
assertion and my methodological 
approach will only be truly useful 
when used in tandem with a range of 
other methodologies, methods, and 
types of material evidence. 

In Black Mosaic, Quarles discusses 
differences in approaches to history. 
He distinguishes between· 'the great 
man· theory of history, presenting a 
gallery of heroic men and women 
pushing on to victory against greater 
odds" and the ·revolutionary black 
nationalists." I anticipate that in my 
work as a neophyte historian, I will 
attempt to tell the story of my 
predecessors, Black women educa­
tors, in a way that is neither wholly 
subjective or objective, nor simply 
qualitative or quantitative. I do not 
want to point only to the heroines 
nor do I want to engage in ·writing 
against· everyone to prove how 
smart I am <as is the habit with many 
an overzealous graduate studentl. I 
imagine that as I proceed in the work 
of recording and interpreting the 
thoughts and actions of Black women 
educators that have come before me, 
I shall find a way to make some con­
tribution that will add to the color 
and texture of the mosaic of human 
history. Studying how others have 
approached history will make my 
contribution richer. Thank you for 
teaching me; thank you for this ex­
perience. 

Lessons from the Comprehensive 
Exam: Graduate Studies Reflection 
and Projection 

The above case study reveals 
strengths and weaknesses of the 
exam process. The exam answer 
points to central questions about 
what students in the field should be 
able to demonstrate. For example: 1> 

II 

should students use ·1· in exams or 
scholarly writing? 2> Should students 
make the process of answering the 
question transparent or should they 
simply answer the question and leave 
their process up for interpretation? 3> 
Should answers focus only on texts 
presented in the programs' bibliog­
raphy or should students be required/ 
encouraged to consult outside texts? 
4) Should exam content cover the­
matic and substantive areas of the 
question or can the student choose 
one focus? S> To what extent should 
students reference how the general 
question contextualizes their area of 
specialization? 6> Who is the primary 
audience that students are addressing 
in their exam? 7l What is the use of 
the general exam answer after the 
test is given? 

In addition, there are important 
logistical questions regarding the 
exam: 1> To what extent should the 
questions change annually? 2> Should 
students have access to former ex­
ams? The questions about the com­
prehensive exam are as infinite as the 
possible answers students can give. 
On one hand, programs should keep 
some areas open to broad interpreta­
tion to account for faculty disagree­
ments and necessary program flexibil­
ity to meet needs of the students; on 
the other hand, some areas need to 
be specifically addressed in order to 
give students guidance and faculty 
guidelines to ensure increased stu­
dent success, faculty satisfaction, and 
programmatic consistency. If neither 
students nor faculty are clear on 
roles, expectations, and evaluation 
criteria, the results can be discourag­
ing. Students cannot be faulted for 
not meeting criteria that are Ill de­
fined. The six doctoral programs in 
the field can provide guidelines to 
address these questions. Though 
there will surely not be a unified ap­
proach to the exam, standardization 
of expectations can be obtained 
through continued discussions. 



At the October 2005 meeting of 
the Association for the study of Afri­
can American Life and History in Buf­
falo New York, a plenary session was 
held titled, ·w.E.B. Du Bois, the Devel­
opment of Black studies, and the Fu­
ture of the Discipline." Two speakers 
of the session, Valerie Grim of Univer­
sity of Indiana and Abdul Akalimat of 
University of Toledo, provided valu­
able insight into aspects of the disci­
pline that graduate studies programs 
must contend with. Dr. Akalimat, who 
has long led the digitization of Black 
studies, argued that the future of the 
field must advance Black Studies in 
three distinct areas: 1> as a social 
movement; 2> as an academic profes­
sion; and 3> as a knowledge network 
that shares production and dissemi­
nation of information. Dr. Akalimat 
argued that while professional aca­
demic preparation is a vital part of 
the field, it is not the sole purview of 
the discipline. Black Studies origi­
nated from activism and must remain 
rooted as a social movement rather 
than simply another wing of the Ivory 
Tower. In tandem with the imperative 
for community engagement, Akalimat 
argued that all scholars must dili­
gently work to digitize information to 
make Black Studies more of a democ­
racy of knowledge rather than iso­
lated property of a few experts. In 
her ASALH panel contribution, Dr. 
Grim offered her assessment. Grim 
argued the Black experience, in all the 
Diaspora, has been largely agricultural 
and that Black Studies scholars have 
not paid due attention to Black rural 
life. Further, she argued that scholars 
must address the digital divide by 
race, but also address the stark con­
trasts in major issues that Black peo­
ple in the rural south confront. In a 
final point, she challenged research­
ers in all areas to go beyond the hu­
manities and social science to con­
tribute research in science and math 
in understudied areas of Black history 
and contemporary life. 
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In addition to Dr. Akalimat and Dr. 
Grim's comments, I would add two 
statements. First, Black Studies schol­
ars advancing graduate studies must 
address the regional disparity in the 
field. As of January 2006, there are 
still no Ph.D. programs in the south. 
This is obviously an area where 
growth in the field is imperative. For, 
as I experienced in my transition from 
a graduate student in Amherst to fac­
ulty member in Gainesville, reading 
Their Eyes were watching God during 
a Massachusetts winter is drastically 
different than reading the text dur­
ing hurricane season in Florida. My 
second point is a crucial suggestion 
for those Invested in Black graduate 
studies. PLEASE create an opportunity 
for all graduate students in Black 
studies to meet In one place. I sug­
gest a joint meeting of the southern 
conference on African American stud­
ies <SCAASD, the Association for the 
study of African American Life and 
History <ASALH>, the National council 
for Black Studies (NCBS), and the Na­
tional Black Graduate student Associa­
tion <NBGSA>. A meeting of these cru­
cial organizations <definitely held in 
the south> would enable much­
needed graduate student Introduc­
tions and cross-fertilization. Advanced 
planning would be imperative, but a 
collaborative effort of the stand­
along programs and the major Black 
Studies organizations would be well 
worth the effort at this juncture of 
development. The future of the field 
depends on it. 

In sum, graduate programs in 
Black Studies must prepare scholars 
to use technology to advance the 
field, must re-focus on the rural and 
southern areas where African Ameri­
cans have historically been concen­
trated, must provide for practical 
experiences that will allow graduate 
students competency in applied as­
pects of their work, and must create 
more opportunities for networking 
within the field. Clearly, much schol­
arship has vet to be produced. Gradu-



ate programs in Black studies have 
much work to do and fortunately, 
growing interest in advanced levels 
of the field can meet this need. How 
graduate faculty decide to train and 
test their students for comprehensive 

exams will have a major Impact on 
the direction and growth in the field. 
Discussions within and between the 
programs are vital; hopefully, this 
research can further current efforts 
toward those dialogues. 

Appendix A - Program Names and contact Information 
Temple: Department of African 

American studies, <215J 204-8491 
http://www. ternple.edu!AAS/ 

Massachusetts: W.E.B. Du Bois 
Department of Afro-American studies, 
(413> 545-2751 http://www.umass.edu1 
afroam/ 

Berkeley: Department of African 
American studies, (510J 642-7084 http: 
/list-socrates.berkelev.edu/-africam/ 
index.html 

Harvard: Department of African 
and African American studies, (617> 
495-4113 http://aaas.fas.harvard.edw' 
index.html 

Michigan State: African and Afri­
can American studies Department, 
<517J 432-0869 http://www.aaas.msu. 
edu/welcome .html 

Northwestern: African American 
studies Department, (847> 491-5122 
http://www.afam.northwestern.edu/ 

Appendix a - Excerpt from the Graduate Advisor survey 

To Graduate coordinators: 
Temple: or. Abu Shardow Abarrv, 
Graduate Director 
Massachusetts: Dr. Robert Paul Wolff, 
Graduate Program Director 
Berkeley: or. Robert Allen, Graduate 
Advisor 
Harvard: or. Werner Sollers, Acting 
Director of Graduate studies 
Michigan state: or. Gloria Smith, In­
terim Director, African Ameri­
can/African studies 
Northwestern: or. Richard lton, Direc­
tor of Graduate studies 

• ... Program graduates are 
now joining faculty ranks across the 
nation and this discussion of exams 
will take on added relevance as we 
begin to prepare and train our own 
graduate students. As I encourage my 
undergraduate students to pursue a 
doctoral degree in Black studies, I 
want to offer them sound advice 
about expectations for graduate 
coursework and the requisite exams 
in various programs. 
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Your standing (as the six pro­
grams that are not joint degrees, mi­
nors, specializations, or certificates> 
situates you as uniquely qualified to 
comment on the state and future of 
training in the field . This journal arti­
cle will reveal substantive and com­
parative Information on the content 
and structure of general, comprehen­
sive, and qualifying exams. This article 
can Inform graduate faculty and cur­
rent students in doctoral programs 
by generating an open discussion of 
exam expectations and highlight rela­
tive foci for each department. The 
answers you provide can also assist 
departments in deliberations about 
constructing their own stand-alone 
Ph.D. program In Black Studies. Lastly, 
this research can serve as a recruit­
ment tool for undergraduates inter­
ested in earning a terminal degree in 
our important-and growing-area of 
study. 

Clearly, the theoretical frame­
works, departmental identity, pro­
gram structure, research methods, 



and areas of expertise in each institu­
tion are different. However, there is 
much that unites the field: each de­
partment articulates expectations of 
academic excellence, historical con­
sciousness, political critique, reflec­
tion on construction and expression 
of culture, interrogation of race, 

geographic grounding, practical train­
ing for the professorate, and the cen­
trality of social responsibility in our 
work. This survey will clarify these 
areas of intersection and shape ad­
vancement of candidates in Africana 
studies as well as across disciplines .. . ." 

Appendix c - University of Massachusetts, Amherst Reading List 

AFROAM 701 "MAJOR WORKS IN 
AFRO-AMERICAN STUDIES In 

Reading 11st for summer 2000 
•Harding, Vincent, There is a River 
•Meier, August and Elliott 

Rudwick, Black History and the Histori­
cal Profession. 1915-1980 

•Williams, Eric, capitalism and 
Slavery 

Reading List for Fall 2000 
•Aptheker, Herbert, American 

Negro Slave Revolts 
•Berlin, Ira, Many Thousands cone 
•Berlin, Ira, and Barbara Fields, et 

al., Slaves No More 
•Chesnutt, Charles w., The Con­

jure woman and Other conjure Tales 
•Delany, Martin, Blake, or the Huts 

of America 
•DU Bois, W.E.B., Black Recon­

struction--selected chapters 
•Foner, Eric Reconstruction 
•Fields, Barbara Jeanne, Slavery 

and Freedom on the Middle Ground 
•Gates, Henry Louis, Jr., ed., Clas­

sic Slave Narratives 
•Gutman, Herbert, The Black Fam­

ily in Slavery and Freedom 
•Harper, Frances, Iola Leroy: or, 

Shadows Uplifted 
•Horton, James o., In Hope of Lib­

erty: Culture. community and Protest 
Among Northern Free Blacks. 1700-
1860 

•James, C.L.R., Black Jacoblns 
•Jones, Jacqueline, Labor of Love. 

Labor of sorrow 
•Joyner, Charles, Down by the 

-Riverside 
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•Kaplan, Sidney, and Emma Kap­
lan, The Black Presence in the Era of 
the American Revolution 

•Litwack, Leon, Been in the Storm 
so Long 

•Morris, Thomas, southern Slavery 
and the Law 

•Nash, Gary, Forging Freedom 
•Painter, Nell, Exodusters 
•Quarles, Benjamin, The Negro in 

the Civil war 
•Sinha, Manisha, The counterrevo­

lution of Slavery 
•Stowe, Harriet Beecher, uncle 

Tom's Cabin 
•Walker, Margaret, Jubilee 
•Wood, Peter, Black Majority. 

AFRO AM 702 "MAJOR WORKS IN 
AFRO-AMERICAN STUDIES 11" 
Reading List for Intersession 2000-
2001 

•Lltwack, Leon, Trouble in Mind: 
Black southerners in the Age of Jim 
crow 

•Meier, August, Negro Thought in 
America 

•Southern, Eileen, The Music of 
Black Americans 

Reading List for Spring 2001 
•Baldwin , James, co Tell It On The 

Mountain 
•Baldwin, James, The Fire Next 

Time 
•Crawford, Vicky (ed.,> women in 

the CiVil Rights Movement 
•Drake, st. Clair, and Horace Cay­

ton, Black Metropolis 
•Ellison, Ralph. Invisible Man 



•Franklin, John Hope, ed., Three 
Negro Classics 

•Frazier, Franklin, Black Bourgeoi­
sie 

•Gaines, Ernest J., The Autobiog­
raphy of Miss Jane Pittman 

•Himes, Chester, If He Hollers Let 
Him Go 

•Hurston, Zora Neale, Their Eyes 
were Watching God 

•Johnson, James WeldonL The 
Book of American Negro Poetry 

•Kelley, Robin, Hammer and Hoe 
•Kiuger, Richard, Simple Justice 
•Larsen, Nella, Ouicksand!Passing 

(one-volume edition) 

•Locke, Alain, ed., The New Negro 
•Mitchell, Angelyn, (ed.l, Within 

the Circle: An Anthology of African 
American Literary Criticism 

•Murray, Pauli, Proud Shoes 
•Payne, Charles, I Got the Light of 

Freedom 
•The Autobiography of Malcolm x 
•Toomer, Jean, cane 
•Wells, Ida B., Crusade for Justice: 

The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells 
•Woodson, carter G., The Mis­

education of the Negro 
•Wright, Richard, Native son 
•Wright, Richard, uncle Tom's 

Children 

Footnotes 

1. Diane Turner. 2002. "An oral 
History Interview: Molefi Kete Asante." 
Journal of Black studies. 32 <6l, 711· 
734. 

2. August Meier and Elliot 
Rudwlck. 1986. Black History and the 
Historical Profession. 1915-1980. Uni· 
versitv of Illinois, 279. 

3. Anthony Moiho and Gordon s. 
wood. 1998. Imagined Histories: 
American Historians lnternret the 
Past. Princeton u Press. canal Furay 
and Michael J. Salevourls. 1979. The 
Methods and Skills of History: A Practi­
cal Guide. Harlan Davidson, 223-4, 231. 

4. I appreciate the necessary 
broadness of these exam questions, 
thus I am interpreting the •post­
emancipation eras· rather liberally. I 
will include analysis of Major Works 
texts from Many Thousands Gone 
(1600sl to /'Ve Got the light of Free­
dom _(1960sl. 

s. In Angela Y. Davis. 1981. 
women. Race and Class. Random 
House. 

6. I am aware that I did not re­
spond to the call for suggestions 
when the department revamped the 
Major works seminar. Please accept 
this reflection as a tardy submission. 
In addition, Deborah Gray White's Too 
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Heavy a Load would supplement texts 
like crusade for Justice and Trailblaz­
ers and Torchbearers to ensure that 
history by and/or about Black women 
was integral to rather than in addi­
tion to the study of Black life. 

7. some of these texts were: All 
the Women are White. All the Men are 
Black. But Some of us Are Brave <Gloria 
Hull, Patricia Bell-Scott, and Barbara 
Smith 1982); "The Impact of Black 
women in Education" <Bettye Collier­
Thomas Journal of Negro Education 
special edition 1982); Home Girls: A 
Black Feminist Anthology <Barbara 
Smith 1983); When and Where I Enter: 
The Impact of Black women on Race 
and sex in America <Paula Giddings 
1984); SAGE: A Scholarly Journal on 
Black Women <Patricia Bell-Scott and 
Beverly Guy-Shiftall eds. 1984); We Are 
Your Sisters !Dorothy Sterling 1984); 
"Lifting the Veil, Shattering the Si­
lence: Black women's History in Slav­
ery and Freedom· !Darlene Clark Hine 
The state of Afro-American History 
1988); Labor of Love. Labor of Sorrow: 
Black women. work, and the Family 
from Slavery to the Present <Jacque­
line Jones 1986); 'The Education of 
Black women in the Nineteenth Cen­
tury" and "The Higher Education of 



Black women In the Twentieth cen­
tury• <Linda Perkins and Jeanne Noble 
in Women and Higher Education in 
American History 1988>; Afro-American 
women of the south and the Ad­
vancement of the Race. 1895-1925 
<Cynthia Neverdon-Morton 1989>. 

8. "A summary of Differences be­
tween the Three Approaches to Re­
search" in Chapter 3 ("The Meanings of 
Methodology"> by William Newman in 
social Research Methods. 1991. Allyn & 
Bacon, 63. 

9. Oftentimes, challenges take 
place in historian's notes; a model of 
this can be seen in Barbara Field's 
discussion of the debate over "what 
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constitutes capitalist socialist rela­
tions· in her notes in Slavery and 
Freedom on the Middle Ground <page 
248, note 7>. 

10. Further some say that only 
work using primary documents is real 
history. It is interesting that I have 
heard some of my colleagues say that 
Whwn and Where I Enter, like Howard 
Zinn·s People's history of the United 
States is not real history because they 
do not use primary sources. 

11. In Darlene Clark Hine <Ed.>. 
1986. The state of Afro-American His­
tory: Past. Present and Future. Louisi­
ana University Press,' 13-22. 



Cooperative-Communal Activism in 
African-American Communities 

Randall D. Swain 

Does the African-American church 
facilitate cooperative-communal ac­
tivism among Black Americans?1 A 
number of studies have highlighted 
the importance of these churches in 
the electoral political behavior of 
Black Americans <Calhoun-Brown, 
1996, Harris, 1999>. But only a few 
have examined the impact of black 
churches in fostering cooperative­
communal activism among blacks. 

cooperative-communal political 
participation deals with the political 
activities citizens engage in as part of 
informal or formal organizations in 
order to achieve political goals that 
benefit a group or community with 
whom they identify <Verba and Nie, 
1972, 53, Schlozman, Verba, and 
Brady, 1995>. What makes coopera­
tive-communal political activism dif­
ferent from individualistic activism is 
that the desired outcome seeks the 
improvement of social conditions for 
a particular sub-group in American 
society. Verba and Nie 11972> state 
that cooperative-communal activism 
is more likely to be relevant to out­
comes of a collective nature. While 
anecdotal evidence suggests that Af­
rican-American churches are an essen­
tial factor for many black Americans 
who join organizations that take po­
litical stands such as the National As­
sociation for the Advancement of 
Colored People <NAACP>, the amount 
of empirical research that explores 
the efficacy of church involvement in 
promoting this type of activism is 
miniscule when compared to research 
that explores other forms of political 
and social activism of Black Ameri­
cans. outside of Harris 11999>, who 
finds that church attendance de­
presses cooperative-communal activ­
ism, there have not been many em­
pirical research efforts that have 
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examined the role of black churches 
in promoting cooperative-communal 
activism among African-Americans. 

some may question whether or­
ganizational involvement, in and of 
itself, is a form of political participa­
tion. some scholars point out, how­
ever, that community activism and 
membership in organizations that 
take stands on public issues are sec­
ond-hand forms of political participa­
tion <Verba and Nie, 1972; Schlozman, 
Brady, and Verba, 1994; Verba, 
Schlozman, and Brady, 1995>. Verba et 
al. 11995> suggest that not only is or­
ganizational involvement an impor­
tant form of political participation, 
but for some people, it is their pri­
mary form of political activity: 

• .. . support of an or­
ganization that takes stands 
on public issues, even pas­
sive support or support 
motivated by concerns 
other than government in­
fluence, represents a form 
of political activity. For 
many citizens it may be the 
main form of political par­
ticipation-albeit often at 
second hand" (p. 41>. 

Yet, it seems that scholars have 
long overlooked evidence that sup­
ports the proposition that coopera­
tive-communal activism is engaged in 
by a number of Black Americans. A 
recurring criticism of black religious 
scholars who study the fusion of relig­
ion and politics is that political sci­
ence scholars rarely include the 
community organizing and empower­
ing activities of blacks, in their re­
search on the political and social ac­
tivism of black Americans (Lincoln and 
Mamiya 1990>. This omission leaves a 



void in understanding the true nature 
of social and political activism in the 
black community, especially when we 
consider that these community orga­
nizing and empowering activities are 
undertaken with specific political 
outcomes in mind. While these activi­
ties are communal In nature, they 
become In and of themselves political 
acts that should be taken into consid· 
eration (Lincoln and Mamlya, 1990>. 

The majority of research on 
blacks and political participation has 
concluded that they are relatively 
politically inactive because they lack 
the necessary resources-money, 
education, time, etc. Nerba, Schloz­
man, and Brady, 1995>. This assess­
ment is correct, in that individual 
resources are a prerequisite for indi· 
victual modes of political activism. But 
by neglecting to analyze the impor­
tance of cooperative-communal po­
litical participation in the black com­
munity, scholars have failed to 
recognize how the collective re­
sources of a group or community can 
offset the lack of individual resources 
available to any one person. coopera­
tive-communal activism facilitates an 
understanding of how blacks were 
able to achieve the objectives of the 
civil rights movement during the 
1960's. In examining the various po­
litical activities of black Americans, 
Verba and Nie (1972> found that co­
operative-communal activism was the 
only mode of political participation In 
which the political activity of black 
Americans not only approached that 
of whites, but surpassed it.2 In con­
sidering the cooperative-communal 
activities of black Americans, it is im­
portant to consider the role black 
churches play in getting blacks to join 
organizations that seek to improve 
the quality of life for black commu­
nity such as the NAACP (Morris 1984>. 
Given the historical significance of 
the African-American church in the 
black community, and the role it has 
played in establishing organizations 
that have sought to improve the 
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plight of blacks, it is reasonable to 
assume that Involvement in commu­
nity organizations by black Americans 
may be explained by the proximity of 
the black church to the African­
American community. 

The Role of the Black Church in Po­
litical and Social Activism Among 
Black Americans 

Research on African-American 
politics has been divided on the im­
portance of the African-American 
churches in the political and social 
activism of Black Americans. some 
have viewed the black church as fa­
cilitating a sense of passivity and an 
other-worldly orientation among its 
members. Those who support this 
view of the black church posit that 
because the church focuses on spiri­
tual development in preparing parish­
ioners for the after-life and the world 
to come, it discourages any involve­
ment with things that are temporal 
and transitory, such as political or 
social activism. Although E. Franklin 
Frazier (1963> points out that since 
the end of slavery, the black church 
has provided blacks a place a refuge 
from an Inimical American society 
whose malevolence towards them 
was evident in private as well as pub­
lic spheres. For ambitious blacks of 
acumen and ability, the church pro­
vided a venue to practice politics and 
exercise power. Frazier (1963> found 
that the black church's other-worldly 
orientation facilitates a mentality that 
"accommodates an Inferior status." 
among blacks.3 Before Franklin's work 
on the black church and family, carter 
G. Woodson (1945> argued that the 
black church was conciliatory in its 
dealings with . mainstream America. 
He perceived that black ministers 
were careful to cultivate restraint and 
caution in their members in dealing 
with racism and segregation in soci­
ety for fear that inciting radicalism 
and social activism among their pa­
rishioners would incur the wrath of 
hostile whites and endanger the 



safety of the church. Reed (19861 as­
serts that the black church's Involve­
ment In political and social activism in 
merely reactionary, as opposed to 
being a proactive agent of change. He 
argues that black clergymen were 
largely acquiescent to other commu­
nity leaders during the civil rights 
movement, and were thrust-almost 
against their will-into a leadership 
role because it was the only institu­
tion within the black community ca­
pable of mobilizing the black masses. 

An alternative view of the black 
church, however, sees it as a force for 
social change, being proactive rather 
than reactive to social and political 
problems. Aldon o. Morris, in The Ori­
gins of the Civil Rights Movement 
!19841, illustrates the significance of 
black churches in the burgeoning Civil 
Rights Movement in the mid to late 
19S0's in Alabama, Florida, and Louisi­
ana. Barker, Jones, and Tate's (19991 
research suggests that membership in 
black churches that emphasize politi­
cal activism was positively associated 
with campaign activism in the 1984 
and 1996 presidential elections. Fur­
thermore, Tate !19931 notes the im­
portance of black churches in Jesse 
Jackson's 1984 and 1988 presidential 
campaigns. Lincoln and Mamiya's 
(1990l profile of African-American 
churches rests on the assumptions 
that the African-American church, as 
an institution in the African-American 
community, is the foundation for 
communal involvement among black 
Americans. Using the communal­
privatlstic continuum as one of the 
typologies for analyzing the role black 
churches have played in the black 
community, Lincoln and Mamiya 
!1990l suggests the African-American 
church t ilts toward the communal 
tradition. Mamiya's (19991 book states 
that because of its proximity to the 
black community, the African­
American church became the context 
for social, economic, and political 
expression among black Americans 
before the civil rights movement re-
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moved institutional barriers to socie­
tal inclusion. He states that for blacks 
the church ·was his government, his 
social club, his secret order ... . his po­
litical party• (Mamiya, 1999, p. 721. 

Theoretical Assumptions 
Given the communal nature of 

the church environment, it is logical 
to expect that black churches would 
be one of the most effective agents 
in the African-American community 
in mobilizing parishioners for coop­
erative-communal activism. Kenneth 
Wald's !20031 statement bears this 
out: 

"the communal nature 
of religion may induce a 
particular pattern of politi­
cal actiVlty by members of 
a congregation. If a church 
attracts people who ex­
perience similar conditions 
of life, whether poverty or 
affluence, that shared 
status may lead congre­
gants to develop a com­
mon outlook on politics 
and social issues" (p. 291. 

Although Wald is not referring to 
black churches per se, the quote un­
derscores the significance of the Afri­
can-American church in two ways. 
First, Wald supposes that religious 
organizations are by nature, commu­
nal. Second, because black Americans 
routinely endure overt and covert 
forms of racism, the church is better 
situated to promote organizational 
activity as a way to mitigate institu­
tional racism and achieve political 
goals and objectives, than any other 
institution in the black community. 
Thus, in black churches, the particular 
pattern of political activity that Wald 
speaks of could be construed as co­
operative-communal activism. 

Furthermore, because black 
Americans were disenfranchised 
throughout much of American his­
tory, their social and political activism 



was largely confined to the church or 
to community involvement in organi­
zations such as the National Associa­
tion for the Advancement of Colored 
People NAACP. Although blacks were 
barred from conventional forms of 
political participation such as voting, 
they may have viewed their involve­
ment in community and religious or­
ganization as politically efficacious, 
especially if these activities were in­
tended to produce a political or social 
outcome. 

Given the significance of Wald's 
statement regarding the potential of 
black churches to encourage and 
foster cooperative-communal activ­
ism among its adherents, and the 
history of political disenfranchise­
ment of African-Americans and exclu­
sion by white America from social and 
cultural involvement, we should 
expect an empirical inquiry to vali­
date our assertion regarding the Afri­
can-American Church's role in foster­
ing cooperative-communal activism 
among adherents. 

Data and Measures 
Data for this study comes from 

the 1996 National Black Election stud­
ies !NBES>. This data set is a national 
telephone sample of voting aged Af­
rican-Americans that focus on their 
electoral behavior and political atti­
tudes. The respondents were asked 
about their opinions on a range of 
political issues on public policy, race 
and gender issues, the economy, and 
government spending. The data set 
also queries respondents about re­
ligiosity and their involvement in 
church politics. Initially, 1,216 blacks 
were interviewed between July and 
November, 1996. Of this number, 854 
were contacted for a follow-up inter­
view after the presidential election. 
The sample was collected using a 
stratified sampling technique. The 
four sampling strata comprised in the 
study are as follow: 1 > MSA's with 
populations of one million, or more, 
and where blacks make up 15% of the 
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population, 2> southern states: Ala­
bama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mis­
sissippi, south carol!na, and Virginia, 
3l telephone exchanges serving the 
remaining continental United States 
with a black population of 5% or 
more, 4l remaining telephone ex­
changes in the continental United 
states with a black population of 5% 
or less <Tate, 1996). 

Dependent variable 
The first task is to determine if 

cooperative-communal political activ­
ism is engaged in by a substantial 
number of blacks. Two questions 
posed in the 1996 NBES are used to 
measure cooperative-communal po­
litical activism. The first question asks 
respondents if they belong to an or­
ganization that is working to improve 
the status of black Americans. For the 
second measure, respondents are 
asked if they have joined a commu­
nity organization or worked with 
others within the past year to address 
a community problem. Responses are 
coded 1 for yes, and o for no. 

Independent variables 
The primary independent vari­

able is church attendance. To meas­
ure church attendance, respondents 
are asked how often they attend 
church. A scale is created from the 
possible answers to this question. 
Those who say they never attend 
church are coded 1, those who say 
they attend a few times a year are 
coded 2, those who .attend once or 
twice a month are coded 3, those say 
they attend almost every week are 
coded 4, those who indicate that they 
attend church once a week are coded 
5, and those who indicate attending 
church two or more times week are 
coded 7. Furthermore, research has 
shown that a distinction should be 
made between churches that advo­
cate political and social activism 
among its members and those that 
do not !Calhoun-Brown, 1996; Harris, 
1999). Thus, a measure is created for 



politicized churches by combining 
two questions from the 1996 NBES to 
create a three-point Index. The first 
question asks respondents if their 
church made any announcements 
pertaining to the presidential cam­
paign. The second question asks if 
black churches encouraged members 
to vote in the election. Responses 
that indicate both experiences oc­
curred at church are coded 2, a 1 is 
coded for responses that indicate one 
of the two occurred at church, and o 
is coded for responses where neither 
occurred. 

The model includes standard con­
trol variables that might mitigate or 
spur greater social and political in­
volvement. Gender has been shown 
to be an Important predictor of po­
litical participation and religious in­
volvement <Schlozman, Burns, and 
Verba 1994, Verba, Burns, and Schloz­
man 1997, Booth 1972> and is there­
fore included In the model. In meas­
uring gender, male is coded 1, female 
is coded o. Age is determined by ask­
ing the respondent his <or her> age. 
Marital status is coded as a dummy 
variable, 1 for married, o for those 
not married. A dummy variable is also 
employed for region of residence. 
Responses that indicate the respon­
dent resides in the south are coded 1 
and responses that indicate the re­
spondent resides in regions outside 
of the south are coded o. The socio­
economic variables are Income and 
formal education. Income is meas­
ured with an 11-point scale, the low 
end of the scale <coded 1l, is com­
prised of those whose income ranges 

Findings and Discussion 

from S1 to s10,000. The high end of 
the scale <coded 11) is comprised of 
those whose Income levels exceed 
S105,000. Formal education has been 
positively associated with a number 
of social and political activities, and is 
expected to be a significant predictor 
of cooperative-communal activism 
<Verba and Nie 1972). It is measured 
with a nine-point scale. The low end 
of the scale <coded 1l is comprised of 
those with grade school education­
grades one to eight. The high end of 
the scale <coded 9l is made up of 
those who have a doctorate or law 
degree. 

Method of Analysis 
In addition to a descriptive table, 

a bivariate cross tabulation of church 
attendance and the dependent vari­
ables are computed. If both decline 
with church attendance, it would be 
an important indicator of a positive 
relationship between black churches 
and community activism. In order to 
obtain a more precise relationship 
between the African-American church 
and cooperative-communal political 
participation, logistic regression is 
employed to rule out confounding 
effects of other variables. The meas­
ures for the dependent variable are 
dichotomous and therefore assump­
tions of linearity are violated by using 
ordinary Least Squares regression. 
Therefore, logistic regression is used 
to estimate the effect the church 
attendance has on the dependent 
variables. 

Table 1 suggests that a modest number of African-Americans are involved in 
some type of secular organizational involvement. Approximately 30% of survey re­
spondents indicated that they held membership in an organization that is dedicated 
to improving the status of blacks, and another 40% indicated that they had joined a 
community organization or worked with others to address a community problem. 

21 



Table I: Cooperative-Communal Activism of Black Americans 

cooperative-Communal Activity Yes(%) No(%) N 

Member of organization to improve 30.3 69.7 1209 
the status of Black Americans 

worked with others/Joined a com- 39.5 60.5 1210 
munitv organization to address a 
community problem 

The data in Table 1 supports Verba et al. 's (1995> statement that organizational 
involvement for some is a second hand form of political and It appears that coop­
erative communal activism is undertaken by more Black Americans than previously 
thought. 

Table 2: Church Attendance and cooperative-communal 
Activism Among Black Americans 

Cooperative-
communal Two or Every 
Activity more week 

times a 
week 

Member of an 
organization 33% 38.6% 
that Is dedl· 
cated to im-
proving the 
status of 
blacks3 

Joined a com-
munitv organi- 63 50.4 
zation or 
worked with 
othersb 

(a) Chi Square= 34.7*** (df5) 
(b) Chi Square= 61.4*** (df 5) 

In Table 2, both measures for co­
operative-communal political activism 
increases as church attendance in­
creases. The chi square value is statis­
tically significant at 34.7. According to 

Church Attendance 

Almost once or Few Never 
Every twice a Times a 
week month Year 

36.2% 25.1% 19.8% 21% 

46 32.5 21.2 21 

***p<.001 
Source: 1996 National Black Election Study 
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the first row in the table, 33% of the 
respondents who attend church ser­
vice two or three times a week report 
membership in organizations that are 
dedicated to improving the status of 



black Americans. The numbers in­
crease among those who report 
weekly church attendance, with ap­
proximately 39% reporting member­
ship in organizations that are dedi­
cated to improving the status of black 
Americans. As church attendance 
steadily declines after weekly atten­
dance, the number of those who re­
port membership in organizations 
dedicated to improving the status of 
blacks also declines. 

There is roughly a seventeen per­
centage point difference between 
those who report attending church 
every week and those who report 
never attending church, and mem­
bership in an organization that is 
dedicated to improving the status of 
blacks. 

The story is similar for those who 
joined or worked with a community 
organization to address a community 
problem. The chi square value is 
higher, and also statistically signifi­
cant. According to the data in the 
second row of Table 2, 63% of the 
respondents who attend church two 
or more times a week report having 
joined a community organization or 
working with others to solve a com­
munity problem. Moreover, ap­
proximately 50% of those who indi­
cate weekly church attendance have 
joined a community organization or 
worked with others. The percentage 
difference between those who report 
church attendance of two or more 
times a week and those who never 
attend is more pronounced than 
those who belong to an organization 
that is dedicated to improving the 
status of blacks. Hence, while those 
who report the most frequent church 
attendance also report the highest 
rate of membership-33% and 63%, 
for membership in an organization 
that is dedicated to improving the 
status of blacks and joining a commu­
nity organization or working with 
others to address a community prob­
lem, respectively-the rate of mem-
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bership in both organizations de­
clines as church attendance declines. 

The effects of church attendance 
on both cooperative-communal activ­
ism measures are listed in Tables 3 
and 4. In both tables, the unstan­
dardized logistic regression coeffi­
cients, the standard errors, and odds 
ratios are presented. The logistic re­
gression equations in both tables are 
moderately good fits. 

The pseudo R2 value for both 
models are .23, and 71 % of the out­
comes are correctly predicted in 
Table 3, and 69% are correctly pre­
dicted in Table 4. For the primary 
independent variables, both church 
attendance and politicized black 
churches show statistically signifi­
cant relationships with cooperative­
communal activism. The data in Tables 
3 and 4 are consistent with research 
that contend that blacks attending 
politicized churches will have more 
confidence in the system responsive­
ness of government than those at­
tending non-politicized churches and 
therefore are more likely to be politi­
cally active <Calhoun-Brown, 1996l. A 
belief in system responsiveness and 
greater faith In the government may 
explain why the odds ratios for politi­
cized churches in both tables are 
slightly stronger than the odds ratios 
for church attendance. The statistical 
significance of church attendance 
and politicized churches in tables 3 
and 4 lends empirical credibility to 
this article's main argument-the Af­
rican-American Church is an impor­
tant facilitator of organizational and 
community involvement. As stated 
earlier, this finding was expected 

. given the historical proximity of black 
churches to community organiza­
tions, especially those that take 
stands on issues relevant to blacks. 
The empirical validation of this how­
ever, is an important contribution to 
the literature that seeks to under­
stand the social and political behavior 
of African-Americans. 



Table 5: Church Attendance and Cooperative­
communal Political Participation 

Independent variables Membership of an organization that is dedicated 
to improving the status of blacks 

b 

Gender <male> .537** 

Income .070* 

Education .444*** 

Age .012* 

Married • .209 

South .022 

Church Attendance .226** 

Politicized Church .295** 

Constant -4.849* * * 

• 2 Log Likelihood 
Model Chi Square 
Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 

Percent Correctly Predicted 
N 

***p<.01 **p<.01 *p< .05 
<al null model predicted 
source: 1996 National Black Election study 

That the b coefficients for educa­
tion in both models are statistically 
significant suggests that education is 
as important a determinant for blacks 
in cooperative-communal actiVism as 
church attendance. Tate <1993> states 
that blacks with higher incomes are 
more likely to join fraternal or civil 
rights organizations while Patillo­
McCoy's 119991 research suggest that 
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s.e. Odds Ratio 

.185 1.710 

.038 1.073 

.058 1.559 

.006 1.012 

.192 .811 

.186 1.023 

.069 1.254 

.112 1.343 

.502 

796 
131.14*** (df 8) 

.23 
71.3 (67.5)3 

735 

blacks of all social classes are likely to 
join community organizations in or­
der to address the issues that may 
affect them. If blacks of all socio­
economic levels are likely to join 
community organizations as Patillo­
McCoy 119991 suggests, then this may 
explain why income is statistically 
significant in the first model but not 
in the second model. 



Table 4: Church Attendance and cooperative­
Communal Political Participation 

Independent variables Joined a community organization or worked with 
others to address a community problem 

b 

Gender !male> .704*** 

Income • .029 

Education .368* * * 

Age .003 

Married .383* 

south • .154 

Church Attendance .378* * * 

Politicized Church .413*** 

constant -4.849* * * 

- 2 Log Likelihood 
Model Chi Square 
Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 

Percent correctly Predicted 
N 

* * * p < .01 * * p < .01 * p < .05 
<a> null model predicted 
source: 1996 National Black Election study 

The data in Tables 3 and 4 suggest 
that men are more likely to join both 
types of organizations than women. 
Schlozman, Burns, and Verba 11994> 
found men more likely than women 
to work with others in the commu­
nity to address local problems and 
issues. Since one of the measures for 
cooperative-communal activism in 
this study is similar to Schlozman et. 
al.'s variable, the statistical signifi­
cance of gender is not surprising. 
Thus, the statistical significance of 
gender in Tables 3 and 4 supports the 
findings of Schlozman et al. (1994>. 
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s.e. Odds Ratio 

.176 2.022 

.036 .972 

.056 1.446 

.006 1.003 

.181 1.467 

.176 .857 

.067 1.459 

.107 1.512 

.502 

858.21 
135.13*** !df 8> 

.23 
69 (58.8)3 

733 

Furthermore, their research found 
that women are substantially more 
likely than men to attend religious 
services. Data from the 1996 NBES 
that is not reported here suggest that 
45% of the men Joined a community 
organization or worked with others 
to address a community problem, 
compared to 38% of women, but in­
dicated that 36% of the women at­
tended religious services every week 
compared to 25% among men. 



Summary 
The primary objective of this re­

search was to offer a persuasive ar­
gument that Black Americans are not 
as passive about joining voluntary 
organizations as previously argued. 
Moreover, it appears that the African­
American church is an important fac­
tor that must be included in discus­
sions that seek to understand this 
phenomenon. Based on the research 
of Wald <2003>, Harris <1999>, and Cal­
houn-Brown (1996>, an essential role 
of black churches is helping African­
Americans overcome the lack of re­
sources needed to be politically ac­
tive. This research builds on Harris's 
(1999) and Calhoun's <1999> by offering 
persuasive evidence that African­
American churches facilitate organ­
izational involvement. 

undoubtedly, more needs to be 
done in understanding the factors 
that make the African-American 
Church particularly situated to pro­
mote this kind of activism. Future 
research involving the black church 
and cooperative-communal political 
activism may investigate the role of 
group consciousness in facilitating 
the African-American church's ability 
to galvanize its members for political 
action. Researchers have argued that 
group consciousness among blacks 
compensates for the resource ine­
qualities that exist among blacks rela­
tive to whites and enables them to 
participate in politics at higher levels 
than would be expected given their 
lack of socio-economic resources 
<Verba and Nie 1972, Hurst 1972, Shin­
gles 1981>. What needs to be deter­
mined however, is what role if any, 
the church plays in using race con­
scious appeals as a motivating 
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mechanism in inspiring its members 
to political and social actiVism. It 
seems that the content of sermons 
by black clergy may evoke race con­
scious sentiments from parishioners 
(Reese and Brown 1995). However, 
because the primary objective of this 
research, was to show that coopera­
tive-communal activism should be 
included in discussions about the po­
litical activism of black Americans, this 
research does not make inquiries 
about the viability of group conscious 
theories as way to explain the moder­
ately high levels of black involvement 
in community organizations that seek 
to improve the status of blacks. 

Cooperative-communal activism 
may have applications for other mi­
nority groups in the United States or 
other countries. Undoubtedly, there 
are minority groups in other coun­
tries who have exhibited behavior 
that could be considered coopera­
tive-communal in nature, in the pur­
suit of collective political and social 
acceptance. This could especially be 
the case for minority groups, who, 
like American blacks, have endured a 
history of social, political, and eco­
nomic ostracism and who seek to 
achieve public policies that alter or 
change existing social norms and mo­
res. 

Hopefully, the findings presented 
here will alter discussions about the 
willingness of blacks to join secular 
organizations for the purpose of 
achieving collective political and so­
cial gains. In addition, the results of 
this study may encourage others to 
make further inquiries about the im­
plications this mode of political activ­
ism has for other groups in the 
greater American polity. 



Footnotes 

1. African-Americans, blacks, and Black 
Americans are used Interchangeably 
throughout the article. 
2. The authors assert that group con­
sciousness explains why blacks' level 

of political participation is higher 
than expected given their socio­
economic status. 
3. Frazier, p. 46 
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crand council of the Best Minds and the 
Economic Crisis of the Negro in the 1930s 

C. Alvin Hughes 

With the beginning of the Great 
Depression, African Americans found 
themselves shackled with the weight 
of discrimination and poverty with 
no collective voice to speak for them. 
The National Association for the Ad­
vancement of the Colored People 
(NAACP) and the National Urban 
League had not developed an ade­
quate economic policy for black 
America. The Negro Sanhedrin, estab­
lished in the nineteen twenties, did 
not provide the aggressive leadership 
which motivated the masses of black 
America to support its call for a 
united agenda for Negro improve­
ment. The black working class needed 
its grievances to be championed by a 
black intelligentsia well prepared to 
translate its concerns to white public 
officials. 

Those persons on the lower level 
of the society were affected more 
than other groups during the Great 
Depression. unemployment among 
blacks increased rapidly as underem­
ployment continued. The national 
government under President Herbert 
Hoover was slow to respond to this 
crisis. However, the election of Frank­
lin D. Roosevelt to the presidency 
produced a tidal-wave of legislation in 
the general forms of relief, reform, 
and recovery. The Roosevelt Admini­
stration often yielded to southern 
political pressure which made it diffi­
cult to improve the conditions of 
black workers. In some cases, after 
legislation passed congress providing 
for fair treatment and equal distribu­
tion of resources to all citizens, blacks 
were still discriminated against. For 
example, Eugene Talmadge, governor 
of Georgia, ignored or simply refused 
to give fair treatment to blacks in his 
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state. one Georgia official com-
mented: 

There will be no Negroes 
pushing wheelbarrows and 
boys driving trucks getting 
forty cents an hour when 
the good white men and 
white women, working in 
the fields alongside these 
roads, can hardly earn forty 
cents a day.1 

Moreover, black workers received 
far less than their fair share of work 
on relief assistance from such agen­
cies as the Agricultural Adjustment 
Administration, the works Progress 
Administration, the Farm credit Ad­
ministration, and the Resettlement 
Administration. Discrimination was 
also practiced against blacks in the 
Federal Housing Administration, the 
Tennessee Valley Authority, and the 
Civilian conservation corps.2 

The desire to receive their fair 
share from these New Deal programs 
prompted blacks to rekindle their 
efforts toward a united front. The 
Negro Industrial League, 1932-1933, 
initiated by a group of black graduate 
students from New England colleges 
after a series of discussions at Harvard 
University, began the first direct ac­
tion program to ensure that the New 
Deal agencies created during the 
"Hundred Days" did not disregard the 

· plight of African Americans. These 
black graduate students set specific 
but limited goals to achieve. The Ne­
gro Industrial League limited itself to 
deal with the problems of black in­
dustrial workers and the impact or 
lack of impact of the New Deal legisla­
tion upon them. And it did not take 
much time for them to discover the 



vast need for a greater unified action 
on the part of all black organizations 
if they hoped to succeed in their lim­
ited mission. 

From a discussion group of about 
ten participants, the Negro Industrial 
League developed into a viable or­
ganization with affiliates in thirty 
states. The executive secretary of the 
Negro Industrial League, John P. Davis, 
became the central figure in the 
1930s in implementing the united 
front idea. Davis's experiences with 
the Negro Industrial League created 
his style of lobbying for the cause of 
African American development. Davis 
was a graduate of Bates College in 
Lewiston, Maine, and later, of Harvard 
Law School. At Bates College, Davis 
was an outstanding member of the 
debating team which toured English 
and Scottish universities in 1925. Dur­
ing his studies at Harvard Law School, 
Davis met Robert c. weaver and Ralph 
J. Bunche, who were graduate stu­
dents in economics and political sci­
ence, respectively. Davis was an ag­
gressive political organizer and from 
1933 to 1935, served as executive sec­
retary of the Joint Committee on Na­
tional Recovery, which replaced the 
Negro Industrial League. From 1935 to 
1943, Davis was the primary organizer 
and national executive secretary of 
the National Negro congress, and par­
ticipated actively in Clark Forman's 
southern conference for Human Wel­
fare. Davis resigned his position in the 
National Negro congress In 1943 to 
begin a law practice in_ labor relations 
and to become the political corre­
spondent for the Pittsburgh courier.3 

Throughout the New Deal era, 
Davis believed that he could best 
serve the interests of black America 
by bringing pressure on the Roosevelt 
Administration from the outside. He 
did not, therefore, become a mem­
ber of the "black brain-trust" which 
was formed to advise the president 
and other agency directors on race­
related issues. Davis contended that 
the vast executive power which 

30 

President Roosevelt used to shift the 
center of activity from legislative ac­
tion to administrative control made it 
imperative that black organizations 
establish new tactics to advance their 
causes. The Negro Industrial League 
represented Davis's first step toward 
the establishment of a grand council 
of the bests.4 

The other major staff member In 
the Negro Industrial League, Robert c. 
weaver, served as its director of re­
search. With his Ph.D. in economics, 
weaver concentrated on collecting 
data to support the argument for 
fairer treatment of black workers and 
to destroy the policy of wage differ­
entials. Unlike Davis, weaver believed 
his talents could be better used and 
his impact on the "Negro Problem· 
would be greater if he worked within 
the governmental structure. In No­
vember 1933, shortly after the Negro 
Industrial League had evolved into 
the Joint Committee on National Re­
covery, weaver became the chief as­
sistant to Clark Forman in the De­
partment of the Interior. Clark 
Forman had been appointed special 
adviser to Harold L. Ickes, Secretary of 
the Interior, on the economic status 
of African Americans. For the next ten 
years, weaver served in the Roosevelt 
Administration, concentrating on 
hOusing and employment problems, 
which he considered the "keys to all 
the other problems confronting the 
black population. •s 

Under the leadership of Davis and 
weaver, the Negro Industrial League 
appeared before several hearings in 
the United states congress to repre­
sent the interests of African Ameri­
cans on economic matters. The 
League's position was that 

whenever the federal gov­
ernment lends its hand to 
aid recovery in the nation, 
it is the purpose of the 
League to watch carefully 
the developments and to 
seek to ensure the protec-



tion of the interests of the 
race in such measures as are 
taken.6 

The League attended hearings on the 
Code of Fair competition in the vari­
ous industries such as clay products, 
cotton textile, coal, and timber prod­
ucts industry. The League collected 
very impressive data and statistics to 
buttress its arguments at these Na­
tional Recovery Administration <NRA> 
code hearings. 

The problem with the NRA, as 
Davis perceived it, was the unfairness 
of its codes. Discrimination in the 
New Deal programs could not be seen 
in the letter of the legislation creat­
ing the programs. It was the system 
of wage and hour differentials which 
created problems for black workers. 
The cotton textile industry received 
the first Administration-approved 
Code of Fair competition. 

The code established a 
minimum of S12 a week for 
the south and S13 a week 
for the North. Employees 
under the code were not to 
be employed more than 40 
hours a week. Incidentally, 
the cleaners, outside crews, 
and yardmen were not to 
be given benefits of a 
minimum wage or limita­
tion of weekly hours of ser­
vice. 7 

Immediately the black leaders ob­
served that the categories of jobs 
excluded from benefits under the 
codes were those manned by blacks. 
Davis continued that 

for these workers the NRA 
meant an increase of from 
10 to 40 percent in the cost 
of everything they had to 
buy, without a single penny 
in increased wages.8 
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Finally, the codes prevented the crea­
tion of new jobs for the black unem­
ployed because working hours were 
not reduced. In fact, the rising infla­
tion forced those blacks who were 
working to try to work additional 
hours to compensate for the losses 
created by inflation. 

To the Negro Industrial League 
the New Deal was more of a raw deal 
for the black workers, and it offered 
no hope for the unemployed. Hence, 
black organizations had to respond to 
this new challenge or blacks would 
continue to suffer in great numbers. 
The Negro Industrial League called 
upon other black organizations to 
join them in this struggle. The result 
was the founding of the Joint Com­
mittee on National Recovery in 1933, 
which took over the work begun by 
the Negro Industrial League. 

In early June of 1933, Davis and 
Weaver sent out invitations to other 
black organizations to unite with 
them to mobilize a united front 
against the discriminatory industrial 
codes. Davis reported to Frances Wil­
liams, secretary of the Labor Division 
of the National Board of the Young 
women's Christian Association, that 
"it appeared that none of the national 
Negro organizations had taken any 
interest in the NRA program,· and 
that "responses to the appeal were 
vague and indefinite. •9 But one 
group, the National Urban League, 
claimed it had already established an 
office in Washington, D.C., to do the 
same kind of work the Negro Indus­
trial League was proposing. Obviously, 
if the Negro Industrial League knew of 
such an office set up by the Urban 
League, it would not have sent it an 

. invitation to join them. Meanwhile, a 
counter or alternative group, the 
Emergency council for Negroes, was 
formed to fight for economic im­
provement of African Americans. In 
spite of this internal black leadership 
struggle, the Joint committee on Na­
tional Recovery was organized in July 
1933 by Davis and weaver to repre-



sent all black organizations to lobby 
for action on issues facing African 
Americans. 

The Joint committee on National 
Recovery UCNR> continued the work 
initiated by the Negro Industrial 
League. Davis became the executive 
secretary of the JCNR, and George D. 
Haynes, chairman of the JCNR; Haynes 
was a long-time worker for black eco­
nomic and social improvement. As 
the first black to earn a PhD in sociol­
ogy at Columbia university, Haynes 
was very instrumental in the estab­
lishment of the National Urban 
League, Booker T. Washington's alter­
native group to the National Associa­
tion for the Advancement of Colored 
People. During the nineteen twenties, 
Haynes directed the Influential com­
mission on Race Relations of the Fed­
eral council of Churches of Christ in 
America. The commission on Race 
Relations' major task was to ease ra­
cial tension and to prevent racial con­
frontation. Joining the JCNR as chair­
man, Haynes, brought to the 
committee expertise in public policy • 
and established contact with white 
America. Nannie H. Burroughs, treas­
urer of the JCNR, was a member of 
the Board of Directors of the NAACP, 
and had distinguished herself as an 
organizer with the United Front Con­
ference which sponsored the Negro 
Sanhedrin and served on the commit­
tee on Arrangements with Kelly Miller. 

Shortly after its inauguration, the 
Joint committee on National Recov­
ery had affiliations with eighteen 
black national organizations: sorori­
ties, fraternities, the Methodist and 
Baptist National Churches and con­
ventions, black lawyer and business 
associations, colleges, NAACP, and 
women's clubs. These affiliates were 
virtually the same organizations 
which were present at the Negro 
Sanhedrin nearly ten years earlier. 
However, th is was not true as far as 
the delegates were concerned; most 
of the delegates had not attended 
the Negro Sanhedrin. The NAACP, one 
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of the principal financers of the JCNR, 
committed itself only to a six-month 
or temporary affiliation. The collec­
tive or affiliate membership of the 
JCNR was about one and a half million 
black industrial workers, according to 
Davis's calculations.1° From the affili­
ates and from a grant from the Julius 
Rosenwald Fund came the funds to 
support the work of the JCNR. 

The expressed purpose of the 
JCNR was the same as the Negro In­
dustrial League: to integrate blacks 
into the recovery programs of the 
New Deal. The JCNR representatives 
attended public hearings and submit­
ted legal briefs and other evidence 
against the discriminatory industrial 
codes of more than fifty different 
Industries. The JCNR wanted to be 
the voice of the black working class 
to prevent discrimination from be­
coming public policy through the 
New Deal agencies. Davis attended 
the complaint hearings of the NRA 
and presented briefs and other data 
collected by Drs. weaver and Haynes. 
With the support of the JCNR mem­
bership, Davis argued tirelessly 
against wage and hour differentials 
and against other discriminatory 
codes based upon classification of 
workers which, in essence, excluded 
black workers from the benefits of 
the New Deal legislation. In addition 
to the regional wage and hour differ­
entials, the JCNR opposed what it 
called the "economic grandfather 
clause." This clause stated that 

the minimum wage for 
those workers who on July 
15, 1929, received more 
than 30 cents an hour shall 
not be. less than 40 cents an 
hour and the minimum 
wage for those workers 
who received less than 30 
cents an hour on that date 
shall not be less than 30 
cents an hour.11 



"Thus it was possible," Davis con­
tended, ·to pay workers doing the 
same work, in the same locality, 
where costs of living were the same 
10 cents an hour less than is paid 
other workers."12 

southern politicians rebuffed 
Davis's argument and asserted that 
high wages in the south for black 
workers caused them to be replace­
ment by white workers which re­
sulted in a greater loss for black 
workers. They postulated that: black 
workers were inefficient; high wages 
drew black workers from the farms in 
search of government jobs; and it was 
government policy for the NRA codes 
not to heighten wages for black work­
ers in southern industries so as to 
outbid farm wages.13 It was apparent 
to the JCNR that southern industries 
were taking advantage of the NRA 
codes by cutting wages and hiring 
more workers. Thus the workers in­
creased their production without 
increasing wages. Davis asked the Na­
tional Recovery Administration to 
conduct a complete study of Title I of 
the National Industrial Recovery Act 
for its effect upon black workers and 
asked for black assistant administra­
tors to help study the problem. He 
also demanded that more purchasing 
power be given to African Americans 
and Davis closed his plea by stating 
that "this nation cannot long endure 
economically half free and half 
slave.•14 

In response to Davis's presenta­
tion before the complaint hearings 
on the textile codes, President Roose­
velt, in approving the codes for the 
industry, •made the condition that 
these exempted occupations should 
be brought under the code not later 
than January 1, 1934.15 Other steps 
were taken to expedite the elimina­
tion of discriminatory codes in the 
textile industry. Davis appealed to the 
president of the cotton Textile Insti­
tute, George A. Sloan, for his assis­
tance in initiating "fair labor condi­
tions for the exempted class. "16 Sloan 

33 

offered to study the problem and to 
present recommendations to the 
cotton Textile Industrial committee 
for their action. Meanwhile, the Joint 
committee on National Recovery be­
gan collecting data on all phases of 
the black cotton textile workers. The 
data was used for future hearings, 
publishing, and convincing the labor 
organizations to cooperate with the 
JCNR. Finally, the JCNR studied the 
impact of the textile codes upon the 
black consumers and forwarded this 
information to the chairman and di­
rector of the consumer's Advisory 
Board.17 

In addition to the cotton textile 
industry, the JCNR studied, filed legal 
briefs, and attended public hearings 
on the following industries: ship­
building, lumber, iron and steel, bi· 
tuminous coal, and construction. In 
all of these cases, Davis, weaver, or 
Haynes made appearances before the 
hearings committee on the codes and 
presented their data and arguments 
against code discrimination. .some 
victories were won, but, in many in­
stances, they were minor. No changes 
in wages were achieved with the 
shipbuilding industry, but the mini­
mum wage set for that industry was 
acceptable to the JCNR. Its primary 
concern with the shipbuilders was to 
safeguard jobs held by blacks. Since 
that industry held government con­
tracts, the JCNR could use the threat 
of forfeiture of those contracts, if 
discrimination could be proved, 
based upon an October 4, 1932, ex­
ecutive order issued by secretary of 
the Treasury Ogden Mills, that di­
rected "all contractors and subcon­
tractors engaged in construction 
work using government funds not to 
discriminate in employing labor on 
account of color. "18 

The worst conditions and finan­
cial arrangements were in the lumber 
industry codes. Black labor repre­
sented sixty per cent of the work 
force and received only 22½ cents an 
hour for a maximum 48 hour week. 



White laborers received 40 cents an 
hour for a 40 hour week. The explana­
tion given by the lumber industry for 
this wage differential was that most 
blacks lived in southern districts with 
low wages while most whites lived in 
the western region. After much de­
liberation over the brief on the lum­
ber industry codes presented by Dr. 
weaver, wages for black workers in­
creased a meager half cent to 23 
cents an hour when the codes were 
approved by the NRA, but the work 
was decreased to 40 hours. The cut In 
hours worked per week made avail­
able approximately 1 s,000 additional 
jobs for black workers.19 

The other briefs the JCNR pre­
sented at the NRA code hearings had 
little impact on the NRA's final deci­
sions. No success was achieved with 
the iron and steel industry where 
wages differed considerable between 
the Birmingham district and the 
Pittsburgh districts. Nor was any pro­
gress made with the bituminous coal 
industry, the structural clay products, 
or the fertilizer Industry. The last two 
industries used the infamous ·eco­
nomic grandfather clause· to justify 
lower wages for black workers. The 
worst situation existed with the con­
struction industry, where black work­
ers earned only 12½ cents an hour for 
an 11 to 16 hour day. This industry 
was also investigated by the NAACP 
and the American Federation of La­
bor. 

There were other problems fac­
ing black workers which the JCNR was 
concerned with but was not structur­
ally prepared to deal with since they 
did not fall within the industrial 
codes. For example, a million and a 
half black domestic workers were 
totally excluded from all governmen­
tal aid or guidelines. Davis believed 
the JCNR had to expand its role be­
yond that of an ·executive watchdog• 
and become a public advocate. He 
wanted the JCNR to use the press, 
black and white, and its affiliated or­
ganizations to pass on information 
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affecting black workers to the public. 
The JCNR should, in Davis's opinion, 
keep the people informed about the 
new agencies and programs estab­
lished constantly by the New Deal 
recovery team. 

The NAACP did not concur with 
the proposed expanded role pro­
posed for the Joint committee. The 
NAACP had agreed to support the 
work of the JCNR for its initial six 
months operation, after which the 
NAACP reserved the right to recon­
sider its support. Walter White, execu­
tive secretary of the NAACP, wanted 
to discontinue financial support to 
the JCNR but wanted the NAACP to 
continue Influencing Its policies. 
White's concern over protecting the 
NAACP from adverse criticism because 
of its association with the JCNR 
prompted his desire to separate from 
it. The NAACP was already under at­
tack by w. E. B. DuBois, a founding 
member of the organization and the 
editor of its publication, the Crisis, for 
not developing what he called a 
•positive program• to meet the needs 
of African Americans during the Great 
Depression.20 White did not want his 
sponsors joining the critics of the 
NAACP because of its support for 
"progressive· thinkers like the staff of 
the JCNR, nor did he want DuBois's 
new ideas on segregation to gain 
support. 

In a memorandum to Charles 
Houston, legal advisor, and to Roy 
Wilkins, assistant secretary, White ex­
pressed his desire to ·make a clean 
break as John !John P. Davisl may turn 
the Joint committee over to the 
communists, at least tacitly, if not 
openly."21 By raising the red scare, 
White was trying to find a way to dis­
continue the NAACP's support of the 
JCNR without creating adverse criti­
cism from the affiliate members of 
the JCNR. It was fortunate for the 
JCNR that when open opposition 
from the NAACP began to surface, its 
major evaluative work of the NRA 
codes had been completed. The fears 



that the NAACP leader harbored since 
the JCNR was founded concerning the 
possibility that the JCNR might be­
come a permanent organization be­
came a dead issue with the founding 
of the National Negro Congress in 
1936. White was well aware that if the 
JCNR became a permanent organiza­
tion without the endorsement of the 
NAACP, the NAACP would be alienated 
from the black United Front Move­
ment, and its influence in the black 
community would decline. 

The work began by the Negro In­
dustrial League and continued by the 
Joint committee on National Recov­
ery established the basis for a clearer 
analysis of the problems facing black 
workers during the Great Depression. 
John P. Davis, executive director of 
the JCNR, and Rose Marcus Coe, tech­
nical advisor to the JCNR, in their 
study, "Negro workers Under the 
NRA,· documented their findings. The 
study showed that there were three 
major devices used in drafting the 
codes which placed black workers at a 
disadvantage: occupational differen­
tials, geographical differentials, and 
historical differentials, or the eco­
nomic grandfather clause.22 

The work of the JCNR and the 
studies it conducted showed that the 
codes authorized by the National Re­
covery Administration <NRAl and ap­
proved by the Roosevelt Administra­
tion kept blacks from receiving 
benefits from the New Deal recovery 
program. It is no wonder then that 
some blacks called the New Deal the 
Raw Deal, and they called the NRA the 
Negroes Ruined Again scheme. This 
system forced black workers to work 
longer hours than other workers, to 
receive less pay for more work, and 
to pay higher prices for the same 
goods through the company store 
system.23 

The JCNR decided that studying 
codes, filing briefs, attending public 
hearings, and lobbying administrators 
were not getting their mission ac­
complished. The Joint Committee 
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began to study alternative methods 
of industrial recovery and to conduct 
field investigations of labor condi­
tions and costs of living. Its conclu­
sion was that a national conference 
on the subject "The Position of the 
Negro in our National Economic Crisis" 
needed to be convened.24 

out of the experiences of the Ne­
gro Industrial League and the Joint 
Committee on National Recovery, the 
idea of a •grand council of the best 
minds" resurfaced. Although the 
JCNR claimed to be non-political and 
non-partisan, its experiences demon­
strated that it was difficult to sepa­
rate the struggle for economic ad­
vancement of blacks from the 
political system which controlled 
economic policies. Therefore, John P. 
Davis thought that the JCNR should be 
broader in scope and transformed 
into a national congress. To examine 
further the relationship between 
economic advancement and the po­
litical order, Davis turned to Dr. Ralph 
Bunche of Howard University for as­
sistance. Davis knew that Bunche and 
his colleagues at Howard University 
would provide the kind of expertise 
needed to examine the problems of 
black America. Bunche agreed to co­
operate and the two men organized a 
national conference on "The Position 
of the Negro In our Economic Crisis." 

Howard University, one of the 
leading black institutions of higher 
education, provided a magnificent 
setting for this meeting of the "best 
minds" of the race and other inter­
ested persons. Dr. Ralph J. Bunche, 
chairman of the Department of Politi­
cal Science, joined resources with the 
Joint committee on National Recov­
ery to sponsor this national confer­
ence on "The Position of the Negro in 
our Economic Crisis." In their joint 
letter of invitation, sent out In March 
1935, Davis and Bunche wrote: 

we seek to perform the 
much needed task of bring­
ing together for careful 



analysis the factual material 
of social scientists in various 
fields who have studied 
some particular phase of 
the Negro citizen in the na­
tion's social and economic 
life. 

our purpose is to find 
out the present social and 
economic conditions of the 
Negro in America, to de­
termine its effect on our 
whole national economy 
and to act on the basis of 
this data.25 

The conference called for special at­
tention to the problems connected 
with black domestic and industrial 
workers, labor conditions, and prob­
lems with relief agencies, federal 
credit agencies, and trade unions. 

The Howard University Confer­
ence, proclaimed as a success by the 
black press, demonstrated the need 
for an economically oriented national 
congress. The Cleveland Gazette re­
ported that around two hundred and 
fifty persons, led by Davis, met for 
three days in Washington to survey 
the Negroes' position in the national 
cns1s. Representing some fifty or 
sixty interracial organizations, includ­
ing the official affiliate organizations 
of the JCNR and others such as the 
southern Tenant Farmer's Union and 
representatives from government, 
the delegates devoted themselves to 
a wide range of topics. The Gazette 
asserted that the conference discov­
ered 

that unemployment among 
our male industrial workers 
is 20 per cent higher than 
general unemployment. 
That four million are on re­
lief rolls, or twice as many 
as there were about eight· 
een months ago. That relief 
given our families, shown in 
18 sample countries in 11 
southern states, is admitted 
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by the government to be 
from two to ten dollars a 
month less than relief given 
white families there of the 
same size. That the social 
security plan of the gov­
ernment excludes 15 out of 
every 23 of our citizens. 
The NRA meant nothing to 
our industrial workers and 
AAA had doomed our 
sharecropping and tenant 
farmers to starvation.26 

All the participants-industrial work­
ers, farmers and economists-agreed 
that the New Deal was a raw deal for 
blacks. Inflation nullified all wage in­
creases proposed by the NRA codes. 
Jim crow In the unions hampered the 
organization of black workers despite 
the cry for all workers to unite. The 
Roosevelt Administration's farm pol­
icy proved useless for black farmers. 
The government checks to the land­
owners to compensate them for cut­
ting their production were not 
shared with the sharecroppers. With 
the cutback in production, the land­
owners tried to evict the idle share­
croppers from their homes and 
farms. When the sharecroppers re­
fused to be evicted, many were 
threatened with mob action.27 

John P. Davis, in his opening ad­
dress to the national conference, 
raised the basis question for discus­
sion: "What shall our program be?"28 

He continued with an In-depth analy­
sis of the problems of African Ameri­
cans under the New Deal Administra­
tion. His figures showed that In 1933, 
17.8 per cent of black families were 
on relief and in 1935, nearly 30 per 
cent of black famllles received relief 
funds. A part of the problem was dis­
crimination with federal government 
sanction. The Bankhead bill's support­
ers hailed it as ·a virtual fulfillment of 
the old Reconstruction promise of 
forty acres and a mule," according to 
Davis.29 The Bankhead bill, introduced 
by Alabama's senator John Bankhead 



in 1935 and eventually passed and 
signed into law as the Bankhead-Jones 
Farm Tenancy Act of 1937, was de­
signed to "help tenant farmers and 
farm laborers become landowners."30 

Davis contended that the Bankhead 
bill would not relieve the problems of 
the black farmers because the land• 
owners preferred the sharecropping 
system over the wage labor system; 
the landowners controlled the land 
and the capital resources necessary 
for development; and many share­
croppers believed it was more secure 
to have a tenancy than to own land 
under the system that existed in the 
south.31 

on the other New Deal programs 
such as the NRA, the Agricultural Ad· 
justment Administration, and others, 
Davis reiterated the position of the 
Joint committee on National Recov­
ery that as long as the "federal gov­
ernment joins with private employers 
in imposing upon Negroes by law and 
administrative practices sub-normal 
standards of living• there was little 
hope for economic improvement.32 

Thus, Davis thought that the major 
problems that faced blacks were eco­
nomic Inequalities, not racial dis­
crimination. He warned that blacks 
added to their dilemma while they 
remained unorganized, inarticulate, 
and immobile. Davis proposed that 
new economic systems should be 
tried; the New Deal had failed to re­
form capitalism. The new system 
must change the "emphasis from pro­
tection of private property to protec­
tion of human beings from misery 
and poverty. •33 

Delivering his paper to the na­
tional conference on "The Plight of 
the Negro Industrial worker,· T. Ar· 
nold Hill, director of industrial rela­
tions of the National Urban League, 
reminded the group that it was unfair 
to blame the New Deal programs for 
an historical problem which had its 
roots in slavery. Rather, reasons 
should be sought to explain the in­
tensification of job insecurity that 
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blacks faced. Hill outlined three pos­
sible sources for the economic woes 
of African Americans. The first was 
technological unemployment, the 
competition of the machine; sec­
ondly, the displacement of skilled 
workers who took lesser paying or 
nonskilled jobs which traditionally 
were taken by blacks; and thirdly, the 
closing of millions of jobs in agricul­
ture and in domestic service. These 
shifting economic conditions, when 
accelerated by racial discrimination, 
provided the root cause of the black 
economic problem. 

The problem associated with the 
solution to the plight of the black 
industrial workers was that "Washing­
ton makes the regulations and the 
states enforce them. "34 Also the fed­
eral government had problems with 
enforcing its regulations because "the 
south lacks a sufficient number of 

• liberal-minded white people who fa­
vor provisions for Negroes equal to 
those granted whites."35 Therefore, 
Hill called upon black workers to pro­
tect their "special rights."36 The black 
intellectuals must take interest and 
leadership in solving problems of 
black workers, and blackness alone 
could not pull the masses together. 
"Negroes must secure the organized 
cooperation of white workers with 
black workers in the interest of all 
labor,· Hill concluded.37 

on the issue of government farm 
policies and the black farmers, J. Phil 
Campbell, president of the Associa­
tion of southern Agricultural workers, 
asserted that the primary problem 
was an excess farm population exist­
ing in the south. The Great Depression 
forced ex-farmers and unemployed 
industrial and other workers to re­
turn to the farms in search of a liveli· 
hood. The government responded to 
this crisis by establishing the Reset­
tlement Administration under Rex­
ford Guy Tugwell, Under-secretary of 
Agriculture. some 300,000 families, or 
approximately a million and a half 
people, were assisted by this agency 



and its successor the Farm security 
Administration to begin a new life on 
the farm. Provided with land and 
farm tools, the new farmers worked 
to produce their own food. The prob­
lem was that everything one needed 
could not be grown on the farm and 
cash was needed for items which the 
farmers could not produce. Campbell 
suggested that the way out for farm­
ers was ·a combination of farming 
and industry• in the south.38 He 
thought that industrial activities 
should be introduced slowly so as not 
to interfere with subsistence farming. 

Campbell noted that already in 
the south the government was spon­
soring work center programs. Al­
though it was a very expensive enter­
prise, the work center programs 
provided a positive work experience 
and livelihood for many families. They 
engaged in cooperative farming and 
the surplus products were canned or 
refrigerated for storage or for the 
market. The work center projects also 
included meat cutting and curing, 
and handicrafts-·toy-making, knit­
ting, weaving, the production of 
household articles, souvenirs and 
garment-making, basketry, and artis­
tic house-furnishings."39 There were 
·community meetings, discussion 
groups, dramatics, music, folk-games, 
fairs, festivals and exhibits of handi­
craft products."40 In short, the work 
center program introduced a new 
concept in rural living which went 
beyond survival; "it offered security, 
self-respect, and unlimited opportu­
nity to develop skills and craftsman­
ship and an incentive for the devel­
opment of organized community 
life."41 

Thus the basic Issue confronting 
the government's farm policies, as 
Campbell put It, was "will we appreci­
ate the opportunities and make the 
most of them?"42 The southern con­
servative politicians thought that this 
concept was too radical and opted to 
push for rural industries to subsidize 
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farming rather than the collective 
farm self-sufficiency structure. 

The National conference on the 
Economic Crisis and the Negro also 
analyzed the problem of the New 
Deal and social planning. These ses­
sions, chaired by Walter White of the 
NAACP and Mordecai Johnson, presi­
dent of Howard University, heard 
papers by eminent scholars: Dr. 
George E. Haynes on "The American 
Negro in the Changing Economic or­
der," Dr. Ralph J. Bunche on "A Cri­
tique of New Deal social Planning as it 
Affects Negroes," Dr. Emmett E. Dor­
sey on "The Negro and social Plan­
ning," and Dr. w. E. B. DuBois on ·so­
cial Planning for the Negro, Past and 
Present." 

Haynes in his presentation, while 
offering no concrete solution to the 
dilemma of African Americans, sug­
gested a theoretical framework by 
which the plight of African Americans 
could be understood. Utilizing his vast 
knowledge of the Negro problem and 
his background as a sociologist, 
Haynes asserted that the problem of 
tension in America had outdistanced 
folkways and mores; Americans were 
experiencing a cultural lag: "Experi­
ence and surrounding conditions 
have changed faster than the habits 
and Ideas of the people. "43 The rapid 
changes in communications, trans­
portation, and agricultural and indus­
trial relations made any notions of 
independent racial economic devel­
opment (economic nationalism) an 
anachronism. There could be no sepa­
ration of the improvement of white 
workers from the Improvement of 
black workers and vice versa.44 

The problem facing the American 
economic order, according to Haynes, 
was a deep sociological problem of 
allowing old Ideas produced by a cer­
tain set of historical conditions to die 
and give rise to new ideas. Also the 
problem of material change for Afri­
can Americans created friction be­
tween them and the white Ameri­
cans, whose mores were linked to the 



old nineteenth century social and 
economic arrangement. Here in this 
sociological paradigm lay the root of 
the problems of both economic and 
racial discrimination. And the changes 
sought to improve the relations be­
tween the two groups-black workers 
and white workers-could be af­
fected only by "influencing group 
habits or folkways through motiva­
tion that spring out of fundamental 
group interest."45 

Haynes's analysis connected his­
torical conditions and experiences 
with the development of economic 
theory, and associated economic and 
racial improvement with the accep­
tance of new mores. From his presen­
tation the impression was definite 
that whatever action the conference 
decided to take must be biracial, 
pragmatic, and limited to the existing 
socio-economic conditions. 

Dr. Ralph J. Bunche's critique of 
New Deal social planning revealed 
that the New Deal fell short of expec­
tation. Bunche reported that ·after 
two years of frantic trial and error, 
the New Deal ... remains suspended 
in mid-air, bewildered, and innocu­
ous."46 And Bunche insisted that the 
·staunchest supporters of the New 
Deal" admitted that "its ideology was 
Illogical, inconsistent, vague, and con­
fused. "47 Bunche's analysis followed 
basically the line of the Joint commit­
tee on National Recovery that 

primarily, the New Deal is a 
great relief program which 
guarantees at level best 
only a precarious livelihood 
of the most meager essen­
tials for the millions of dis­
tressed workers and farm­
ers who are on the outside 
of our economic life looking 
in.4s 

Thus blacks could expect very little 
from the New Deal which perpetu­
ated an economy of scarcity. 
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Professors Emmett E. Dorsey and 
w. E. B. DuBois approached the issue 
of social planning for African Ameri­
cans in a similar form. Both presented 
an analysis of the historical back­
ground to social planning, and DuBois 
outlined the various methods which 
were pursued by previous genera­
tions to solve the problem involved 
with social planning. Dorsey con­
cluded that the economic crisis facing 
the blacks was the same as that con­
fronting others in the working class; 
it differed only in degree. The only 
way out for the black working class, in 
Dorsey's view, was in "a transforma­
tion of our economic system and the 
desegregation of the Negro popula­
tion. "49 This could be achieved 
through basic social legislation and 
political power. 

DuBois arrived at quite opposite 
conclusions from those suggested by 
Dorsey. After his much more In-depth 
study, which examined methods of 
violence, mass migration, political 
enfranchisement, Booker T. Washing­
ton's plan, and the legal approach 
used by the NAACP, DuBois suggested 
that the present dilemma of blacks 
had been faced through three ways: 
"toward involving the protection of 
restored capitalism, a movement to­
ward alliance with organized labor, 
and a movement toward socialism. "50 

DuBois recognized that most of 
the established civil rights groups 
preferred to reform the present sys­
tem, and a few radicals opted for la­
bor alliances or for socialism. DuBois 
asserted that the primary objective of 
all should be economic security and 
all else must be subordinate to that 
goal. In DuBois's view, reforming the 
system simply brought more benefits 
to those who already were enjoying 
the fruits of capitalism. Racial preju­
dice hindered and prevented black 
and white workers' alliances and bira­
cial union organizations. And "there is 
no automatic power in socialism to 
override and suppress race preju­
dice."51 Furthermore, DuBois warned 



that the ·worse things that Negroes 
could do today would be to join the 
American Communist Party or any of 
its many branches. "52 As long as the 
monster of racial prejudice reigned, 
DuBois advised blacks to seek eco­
nomic independence and racial soli­
darity, to organize black consumer 
power, and to stop being ashamed of 
being black and living in segregated 
communities. After all, DuBois admon­
ished, ·race segregation is the white 
man's loss and not the black man's 
damnation."53 

The final segment of the Howard 
university conference on the Eco­
nomic Crisis and the Negro discussed 
problems of domestic workers, black 
trade unionism, and alternative solu­
tions to the traditional capitalist ap­
proach. In her study on the plight of 
black domestics, Mary Anderson, di­
rector of the women's Bureau of the 
U.S. Department of Labor, concluded 
that domestic workers' improvement 
could come only as the general na­
tional economy improved. "As indus­
trial and white collar workers are re­
employed they will cease to compete 
with the normal domestic group."54 

so, the problem of unemployment 
among domestic workers was in­
creased because workers with higher 
qualifications and skills were taking 
menial jobs. 

on trade unionism, A. Philip 
Randolph, president of the Brother­
hood of Sleeping car Porters, advised 
blacks to organize black unions and to 
join white unions that allowed them 
to do so. Economic strength was 
necessary for bargaining power with 
the employers. He cautioned black 
workers against strike-breaking but 
explained that the practice was per­
petuated by the exclusion policy of 
white unions. 

James w. Ford, a communist 
Party leader active in national politics 
as a candidate for vice president of 
the United states, spoke for commu­
nism as an alternative solution to the 
economic crisis and the plight of the 
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African Americans in other areas as 
civil rights and legal defense. He sup­
ported John P. Davis'.s idea, which 
called for a broadbased National Ne­
gro congress, and added that sympa­
thetic organizations of whites should 
be also included.55 

The consensus of the Howard 
University conference on the Eco­
nomic Crisis and the Negro was that 
the basic and immediate concern of 
African Americans was the economic 
crisis, which was made more acute 
among black workers by the discrimi­
natory practices of both industry and 
the unions. And that the government 
was a partner in this discrimination 
against black workers by allowing 
unfair codes to be adopted and its 
policies administered by prejudiced 
southern whites. The conference 
proposed a stronger alliance between 
blacks and the organized labor move­
ment, more black participation in the 
New Deal agencies, and the creation 
of a new black congress to develop 
national goals and to keep African 
Americans informed on national 
trends. The by-product of the 
conference was a black-directed con­
gress with an open policy which en­
couraged all friends of the race to 
support its programs.56 

The central significance of the 
Howard University conference on the 
Economic Crisis and the Negro was 
that its variety of opinions created a 
desire on the part of the council of 
"best minds" to act. The conference 
served as a catalyst and as a challenge 
to the black intelligentsia to move 
from theory into practice. Armed 
with the results of three years of 
study and data collection, with the 
political. experience of the Joint 
committee on National Recovery, and 
with an understanding of the effects 
of the economic crisis upon the black 
masses, the conference leaders made 
a decision to establish an alternative 
group to the NAACP to implement the 
findings of the Howard university 
conference. 



This alternative group, which 
would become the National Negro 
congress <NNCl, followed the example 
of the Negro Sanhedrin and the 
methods of the Joint committee on 
National Recovery. The Negro Sanhed­
rin had been an organizational con­
ference to bring the black leadership 
together to agree on national policies 
and goals for black America, and to 
avoid duplication of efforts in achiev­
ing those goals. The JCNR had been 
an experiment in working together to 
carry out common interests projects 
for black workers. The same black 
organizations sent delegates and lent 
their support to the Negro Sanhedrin, 
the Negro Industrial League, and the 
Joint committee on National Recov­
ery, and they gave their support to 
the National Negro congress. The two 
major exceptions were the National 
Urban League, which refused to en­
dorse the NNC and became its an­
tagonist, and the NAACP, Which 
viewed the NNC as a threat to its 
dominant role in black America. In 
spite of this dissent by the Urban 
League and the NAACP, the work of 
the National Negro Congress contin­
ued the organizational style and 

agenda advocated by the grand coun­
cil of the best minds until the war 
drafted many of its leaders into the 
military service and other projects or 
Jobs related to the war effort. The 
NNC declined during the war years 
and became a victim of the postwar 
anticommunist crusade as many 
progressive organizations jettisoned 
their associations with individuals and 
organizations which were part of the 
popular front which denounced the 
German invasion of the soviet Union 
during the war and hoped for 
continued cooperation with the 
soviet Union in the postwar era. In 
1947, the NNC merged with the Civil 
Rights Congress which followed the 
precedent established by the NNC and 
petitioned the United Nations to 
address the problems blacks faced in 
the United states as human rights 
violations. However, the United Na­
tion's commission on Human Rights 
did not take Jurisdiction over civil 
rights violations in the United states 
as human rights issues, but black or­
ganizations Including the NAACP con­
tinued to push for an international 
hearing on the Negro Problem in 
America. 
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Knight v. Alabama: Alabama's Higher Education De­
segregation saga continues 

F. Erik Brooks 

Abstract 
This manuscript deconstructs 

Knight v. Alabama. It also examines 
the impact of the federal court's rul­
ing by examining graduate and pro­
fessional student demographic data 
at four Alabama universities. The 
manuscript also examines the history 
of integration in Alabama higher edu­
cation, the use of federal interven­
tion, massive resistance, and political 
climate during the de jure segrega­
tion era. This manuscript shows that 
some so years after Brown, the racial 
and ethnic balance Is still tilted in 
Alabama's higher education system. 
The state's implementation of the 
Knight ruling clearly shows that it is 
not enough for the court to make 
rulings if true change is to going to 
take place. Each of the state's educa­
tional institutions must embrace di­
versity and adopt policies that truly 
uphold the court's ruling. 

Introduction 
Desegregation in American 

higher education continues to be a 
hot-button issue on the public's 
agenda and it remains the focus of 
scholarship for many academlcs.1 The 
primary concern with segregation of 
the old era Is a question of law: may a 
state constitutionally segregate its 
colleges and universities on the basis 
of race. The heart of the battle for 
modern desegregation focuses on 
the need to ensure that the rulings . 
made by the courts are being imple­
mented properly. The modern era 
reflects the need for parity among 
black and white institutions in the 
United States, i.e. funding; facilities; 
racial composition of student bodies; 
faculties; administrators, and staffs. A 
concern with the segregation of the 
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new era is a question of educational 
policy: how can states that practiced 
open and legal segregation in higher 
education remove the remnants of 
segregation and meet the higher­
educational needs of their cltizenry?2 

As a result of the Title VI of the 
Civil Rights Act Of 1964, the federal 
government was handed a mandate 
to desegregate public higher educa­
tion. Nineteen states ignored the 
federal government and continued to 
operate dual systems.3 From 1969 to 
the late 1970s the Office of Civil 
Rights in the Department of Health 
and Human Services notified states 
that were violating Title VI. Alabama 
was included in these states. The Na­
tional A~sociation for the Advance­
ment of Colored People Legal Defense 
Fund filed suit against the Depart­
ment of Health, Education, and Wel­
fare asserting that ten states con­
tinue to defy the law by operating 
dual systems of higher education; this 
litigation became known as Adams v. 
Richardson (1972). Eventually, the Ad­
ams case was dismissed and individual 
cases were filed in each of the states, 
the Knight case is Alabama's higher 
education desegregation case. 

This article analyzes and evaluates 
the history of desegregation efforts 
in Alabama higher education, specifi­
cally, the impact of the court's deci­
sion on graduate and professional 
programs in the state. This article also 
deconstructs the Knight v. Alabama 
case as It traces the development of 
desegregation efforts in Alabama 
higher education. Deconstruction of 
the Knight case is essential so that the 
state's decision-makers can see the 
progress or the lack thereof in Im­
plementing the court's ruling. This 
article also examines demographic 



data for graduate student enroll­
ments for Alabama State University, 
Auburn University at Montgomery, 
and Troy state university Montgom­
ery to see if progress has been made 
in desegregating their graduate stu­
dent bodies. These universities were 
chosen because of their overlapping 
service area in Montgomery, Alabama. 
Montgomery is home to three public 
higher education institutions along 
with three private higher education 
institutions, which makes for heated 
competition for resources. The 
court's decree sun-set in 2005. Cur­
rently, there are appeals to keep the 
case open, so it is prudent to evaluate 
the impact the decision has had on 
desegregation in higher education in 
Alabama. 

Early Attempt to Integrate Alabama 
Higher Education 

In 1952, the first attempt was 
made to integrate the state's cap­
stone university. Arthurine Lucy, a 
twenty-two year old Negro college 
graduate sought admission to the 
university of Alabama as a graduate 
student. After three years of court 
proceedings, she attempted to at­
tend classes in 1956. On her second 
day on the campus, she was met by a 
crowd of white, mostly male students 
who burned a cross at the scene, 
while others demonstrated in the 
streets of Tuscaloosa. The crowd 
pelted Lucy with rotten eggs, rocks 
and other objects, while sneering 
chants of "Hit the Nigger whore," 
"Lynch the Nigger," and "Keep Barna 
White· mixed with the chorus of 
"Dixie."4 The Board of Trustees of the 
university of Alabama voted to expel 
her from the university. Alabama 
Governor "Big" Jim Folsom managed 
to avoid the segregation Issue by 
forging coalitions with southern lib­
erals and was conveniently out of 
town on the day Lucy attempted to 
enroll at the University of Alabama.5 

There would not be another attempt 
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to integrate the University of Ala­
bama until 1963. 

Alabama's Political Climate During 
Segregation Era 

In the mid 1950s, the state 
leadership was firmly in the hands of 
avid segregationists. In 1956, the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott decision 
was handed down, which held the 
city's segregated bus system uncon­
stitutional. This decision and the de­
segregation controversy would help 
bring to power hitherto a little­
known politician named George c. 
Wallace. The emerging prominence of 
Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
and Wallace's ascension to state 
power would bring Alabama center 
stage nationally in the desegregation 
fight. southern politicians played the 
"race card" frequently to garner sup­
port in state elections. Alabama poli­
ticians especially had a history of play­
ing the ·race card" in statewide 
elections, and Wallace used it effec­
tively to advance his political career. 
In Alabama's history of political cam­
paigns, the worst insult to a white 
politician was to be called a "Nigger 
lover."6 Wallace ascended to power on 
opportunistic racist rhetoric, which 
helped to advance his political career; 
but in his early career, his philosophy 
was quite different. The ambitious 
Wallace supported Governor Folsom 
in the 1940s and refused to join the 
Dixiecrats who walked out of the De­
mocratic national convention in 1948 
because of proposed civil rights legis­
lation. The Brown decision led to a 
resurgence of white-supremacy ide­
ology and swung public opinion back 
to old conservative ways of thinking.7 

This led many Alabama politicians 
seeking office to pander to racist sen­
timents and white-supremacist con­
stituencies. The Montgomery Bus 
Boycott contributed to this shift at 
the local level.8 

In 1958, Wallace lost the De­
mocratic nomination for Governor to 
a devout segregationist, Alabama 



State Attorney General John Patter­
son. In comparison to Patterson, Wal­
lace appeared to be more moderate 
to white constituencies. When Wal­
lace denounced Patterson's Ku Klux 
Klan ties, he received the endorse­
ment of the local branch of the 
NAACP; as a result he was defeated 
soundly. This loss prompted him to 
rethink his strategies and recreate 
himself as a staunch segregationist. 
After the election, Wallace stated, 
"They out nigggered me and no other 
son-of-a bitch will ever out-nigger me 
again."9 

During the next election, Wallace 
ran a racist campaign and won the 
governor's race by the largest margin 
in state history. In his inaugural ad­
dress in 1963, Wallace boldly ex­
claimed, "In the name of the greatest 
people that ever trod the earth, I 
draw the line in the dust and toss the 
gauntlet before the feet of tyranny, 
and I say, Segregation now! Segrega­
tion tomorrow! segregation for­
ever1·10 A few months later, Wallace 
would make his infamous school­
house door stand and become a sym­
bol of southern resistance to integra­
tion.11 

Federal Judicial Intervention and 
State Resistance 

While Wallace's ranting about in­
tegration and railing about the in­
volvement of federal government 
was well publicized, a former law 
school classmate at the University of 
Alabama would become his political 
nemesis. some people called Federal 
District Judge Frank Johnson the ·real 
governor of Alabama· because his 
decisions in many cases had much 
more significance than the exploits of 
Wallace. Johnson issued scores of 
important decisions that helped 
shape the state by ordering the end 
to state sanctioned-segregation in 
public schools and facilities, and by 
cleaning up the inhumane condition 
of the state's prisons and mental in­
stitutions. Wallace called this iudicial 
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activism a usurpation of state's rights 
and an unwarranted intrusion by the 
federal government. Johnson be­
lieved the failure of state leaders, its 
governor, and legislature to deal with 
the state's problems led to judicial 
intervention. Later in his career, 
Johnson provided new insight as to 
why he used the judicial intervention 
to shape state policy: 

state government must 
begin to accept responsibil­
ity for its constitutional ob­
ligations. It has been too 
amply demonstrated that 
when a state fails to accept 
those obligations, it is very 
costly for everyone-those of 
us in the overburdened judi­
ciary, those who suffer dep­
rivation of their rights and 
those in state government 
who necessarily lose some of 
the flexibility and some au­
thority of their office that it 
is their duty to exercise on 
behalf of the people they 
are elected and appointed 
to represent. 12 

Johnson's failure to force the 
state to take an active role in deseg­
regating public universities would 
also play a role in shaping educational 
policies at the two historically black 
colleges by his rulings in Craig v. Ala­
bama State University (1976> and Ala­
bama state Teachers Association v. 
Alabama Public School and College 
Authority (1968>. Johnson agreed with 
the group who brought the latter law 
suit that Alabama had failed to dis­
mantle its segregated system, but 
believed that the responsibility of 
desegregation relied more so with 
the individual schools and the educa­
tional policymakers. 

Meanwhile in 1963, the fight to 
integrate the University of Alabama 
resurfaced. President John F. Ken­
nedy issued a proclamation asking 
Governor Wallace to obey a court or-



der to admit two Negro students, 
Vivian Malone and James Hood, to the 
University of Alabama. Deputy Attor­
ney General Nicholas Katzenbach was 
sent to escort the two students to 
the university. Wallace blocked the 
doorway as the two students at­
tempted to enter the university 
building. After hearing of the inci­
dent, President Kennedy federalized 
the Alabama National Guard and later 
the same day, the two students, ac­
companied this time by 100 guards­
men, attempted to register once 
more. on this occasion, Governor Wal­
lace again stood in the doorway, but 
this time he read a protest statement 
and then moved aslde.13 While Wal­
lace received telegrams from segre­
gationists supporting his action, the 
integration of the university was rela­
tively peaceful. 

A year later Auburn University 
would face the segregation issue in a 
more subtle fashion than the Univer­
sity of Alabama. Harold Franklin, a 
graduate from historically black Ala­
bama state University, sought admis­
sion Into the Auburn University 
graduate school. At the time neither 
Alabama A&M nor Alabama State Uni­
versity, both historically black col­
leges, were not accredited, although 
a majority of the state's white schools 
had obtained accreditation.14 It is 
logical to think that since blacks could 
only attend black colleges, which 
were not accredited, that this fact 
assisted in established de-facto seg­
regation which continued to per­
petuate a dual higher education sys­
tem. Franklin was denied admission 
to the graduate school on the 
grounds that he had not graduated 
from an accredited college and he 
filed suit. 

Despite Auburn University's claim 
that Franklin had been denied admis­
sion to graduate school because he 
had not graduated from an accred­
ited college, the truth of the matter 
was that Franklin was denied admis­
.sion because Auburn officials did not 
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believe that the university was ready 
for integration. In fact, reminiscent of 
the early desegregation cases, Auburn 
University offered to pay Franklin's 
expenses to attend a ·northern 
graduate school" and attempted to 
get Alabama State university to con­
vince him to accept this out of state 
scholarship rather than attend the 
institution.15 The federal court struck 
down the accreditation requirement 
and Franklin was admitted into Au­
burn University on January 3, 1964.16 

Precursors to Knight v. Alabama 
By the late 1960s, George Wallace 

and the state legislature saw the need 
to establish a new college in the city 
of Montgomery, which was the ser­
vice area of historically black Alabama 
state university. Critics and black in­
terest groups believed that the new 
college was just an attempt to stop 
desegregation efforts. They also be­
lieved that those who advocated the 
need for a new college used the two 
big state universities, the University 
of Alabama and Auburn University, as 
umbrella institutions to ward off legal 
challenges and pass accreditation 
standards. It was decided that Auburn 
University would be the mother insti­
tution for the new school, with the 
support of state leaders and the city 
of Montgomery Chamber of com­
merce. Few people knew of the legis­
lation or the proposed new college. 
Under a cloud of secrecy, senator Joe 
Goodwyn proposed the legislation to 
establish Auburn University at Mont­
gomery and the bill moved through 
the legislature in just five days.17 

on September 8, 1967 Governor 
Lurleen Wallace signed Bill No. 403 
authorizing the sale of bonds totaling 
$5 million for constructing, equip­
ping, creating, supporting, and main­
taining a four year college at Mont­
gomery under the supervision and 
control of the Board of Trustees of 
Auburn University.18 Alabama State 
University was promised monies un­
der this same act, but did not receive 



any funds. With the establishment of 
Auburn University at Montgomery, 
the consensus among whites was that 
Montgomery would now have an in­
stitution of learning appropriate for 
Alabama's capital city. The campus 
would be on a 500-acre setting adjoin­
ing Interstate 85 east of downtown 
Montgomery. 

In 1968, an organization of black 
teachers, many of whom were Ala­
bama state University alumni, at­
tempted to stop Auburn University 
from establishing a branch campus in 
Montgomery, which was historically 
black Alabama State University's ser­
vice area. They were concerned that 
Auburn's extension campus would 
impede the growth and development 
of Alabama state University. This 
group consisted of Alvin A. Holmes, 
William sankey, Albert Harris, Syl­
vester Pressley, and Joe L. Reed. The 
defendants were Governor Lurleen B. 
Wallace; Ernest stone, the Vice Presi­
dent of the Public School Authority; 
Seymore Trammell, the secretary of 
the Public School Authority; and the 
members of the Board of Trustees at 
Auburn University.19 This group ar­
gued that the establishment of the 
extension campus would further es­
tablish a dual system of higher educa­
tion in Montgomery; moreover, the 
new campus was being established to 
service whites who did not want to 
attend Alabama State University or 
who could not travel to the main 
campus in Auburn. 

on May 2, 1968, a three-judge 
panel consisting of United states Cir­
cuit Judge Walter Gewin, District 
Judge Frank Johnson Jr., and District 
Judge Virgil Pittman heard the case. 
In Alabama State Teacher's Association 
v. Alabama Public School and College 
Authority <1968), the court held that 
the state had a duty to dismantle dual 
systems of education, but the court 
lacked the authority to regulate con­
struction on college campuses. They 
believed that the authority to direct 
the state's higher education system 
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belonged to the legislature. The court 
believed that Auburn University at 
Montgomery had taken proper pre­
cautions to ensure that the new 
school would be open to students of 
all races. The court also did not be­
lieve that the new school would fur­
ther perpetuate segregation in higher 
education in Montgomery. Federal 
District Judge Frank Johnson specifi­
cally wrote: 

we believe that an ef­
fective beginning has been 
made by Auburn to dis­
mantle the racial character­
istics of the school system. 
we must thus reject the 
conclusion that, when the 
new college Is put Into op­
eration, Montgomery will 
have two colleges, one Ne­
gro and one white ... It Is 
reasonable to conclude 
that a new Institution will 
not be a white or a Negro 
school, but just a school...20 

This ruling allowed Auburn Uni­
versity to build an extension campus 
in Montgomery, which had been tra­
ditionally an Alabama state University 
service area because the court be­
lieved that both universities could 
operate In the area without any racial 
identity. Almost a year later after the 
decision, the Supreme court refused 
to hear the appeal and Auburn Uni­
versity quickly began developing its 
four-year Institution in Montgomery. 
The lower court was wrong in its as­
sertion, and a few years later Mont­
gomery had two universities, one 
distinctly black and the other dis­
tinctly white. The case did not solve 
any issues concerning desegregation 
and would become one of the pre­
cursors to Knight v. Alabama (1991). 

Adams v. Richardson <19731 and 
Ayers v. Fordice (1992), two desegre­
gation cases In neighboring Missis­
sippi helped define issues in the 
Knight case. In the Adams case, the 



NAACP Legal Defense Fund filed suit 
against Department of Health, Educa­
tion, and Welfare on behalf of 
twenty-two families who claimed to 
have suffered from state segregation 
and two other groups that claimed 
their federal tax monies were illegally 
allocated because some states had 
failed to desegregate their higher 
education systems. These states were 
Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, 
Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North 
Carolina, Okalahoma, Pennsylvania, 
and Virginia. As a result of this suit, 
the Office Of Civil Rights launched 
investigations and subsequent suits 
were filed. The suit requested that 
HEW terminate federal aid to those 
states and enforce Title VI of the 1964 
Civil Rights Act. Title VI, enacted as 
part of the landmark Civil Rights Act 
of 1964, prohibits discrimination on 
the basis of race, color, and national 
origin in programs and activities re­
ceiving federal financial assistance. If 
a recipient of federal assistance is 
found to have discriminated and vol­
untary compliance cannot be 
achieved, the federal agency provid­
ing the assistance should either initi­
ate fund termination proceedings or 
refer the matter to the Department 
of Justice for appropriate legal ac­
tion. In 1990, the Adams case was 
thrown out because of a ruling in 
women's Equity Action League v. 
Cavazos <1990>, in which it was de­
cided that congress did not provide 
for a lawsuit against the federal 
government.21 By the end of this 
case, several states had been referred 
to the Justice Department for legal 
action. Alabama was one of those 
states. 

In 1975, Jake Ayers along with the 
United states filed suit against the 
state of Mississippi, contending that 
segregation still existed in higher 
education. This would later become 
United states v. Fordlce, which be­
came the precedent in determining 
subsequent higher education deseg­
regation cases. This was the first case 
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to reach the Supreme court since the 
end of the Adams litigation. After 
years of wrangling and attempting to 
reach a voluntary remedy, the court 
ruled that Mississippi had not deseg­
regated its system of higher educa­
tion.22 This decision in Fordice was 
monumental because it established a 
legal standard and guidelines to de­
termine whether a state has ad­
dressed its duty to remove vestiges 
of segregation from its system of 
higher education. This has become 
known as the Fordice standard. Sim­
ply put, if a state's policies and prac­
tice can be traced to a segregated 
system, and if these policies continue 
to have an effect of racial segregation 
at universities, then the state has not 
satisfied its burden of proving that it 
has eliminated segregation.23 

Knight v. Alabama 
The Knight case began in 1978 

when the Office of Civil Rights of the 
United states Department of Health, 
Education and Welfare began a Title VI 
compliance Investigation of public 
higher education in the state. A 
memorandum, which has become 
known as the "Cynthia Brown Memo," 
laid out the procedure to be followed 
in the 1978 Office of Civil Rights inves­
tigation of public higher education 
institutions In Alabama.24 The memo 
was sent to regional directors, includ­
ing Director William H. Thomas in At­
lanta, Georgia, who was responsible 
for the state of Alabama. The memo 
set out the procedures to be fol­
lowed In looking at certain areas, in­
cluding student admissions, financial 
aid, counseling and tutoring, athlet­
ics, and program duplication.25 Ala­
bama's public senior level Institutions 
were sent letters from the Atlanta 
branch of the Office of Civil Rights, 
which identified certain subject areas 
on which the Investigation would be 
focused when an on-site compliance 
review took place. 

The United states Department of 
Education issued a letter of findings 



on January 7, 1981 to Alabama Gover­
nor Fob James along with the presi­
dents of several public state universl­
ties.26 The letter notified Governor 
James and the university presidents 
that vestiges of the former de jure 
system allegedly remained in Ala­
bama's public institutions of higher 
education in violation of Title VI, and 
the state was directed to submit a 
plan to assure future compliance. 
After months of unsuccessful nego­
tiations between the Governor's rep­
resentatives and the Office of Civil 
Rights, the Assistant secretary of Civil 
Rights for the Department of Educa­
tion Clarence Thomas, who is now an 
associate Justice of the United states 
supreme court, sent a letter to Gov­
ernor James which stated that if a 
plan to eliminate the alleged vestiges 
of a dual system was not submitted 
with in ten days, the matter would be 
referred to the Department of Educa­
tion for litigation.27 The state of Ala­
bama defied th is request and no plan 
was ever submitted. 

Just as in earlier strategies used 
in the NAACP Legal Defense Fund seg­
regation challenges, Alabama state 
University President Levi Watkins, 
who had been following a desegrega­
tion case in Tennessee, handpicked a 
lead plaintiff. John F. Knight Jr., an 
ASU alum and employee of the uni­
versity, along with the chapters of 
ASU's alumni organization, concluded 
that in order for black citizens of Ala­
bama to protect the interest and fu­
tures of the state's two HBCUs in the 
legal arena, a suit similar to the Ten­
nessee lawsuit should be filed in Ala­
bama. In the Tennessee case, Rita 
Sanders (Geier> and a group consisting 
of both black and white citizens 
brought suit seeking to stop the ex­
pansion of the University of Tennes­
see's branch campus in Nashville. The 
group argued that the state was op­
erating a dual system of higher edu­
cation in violation of the Fourteenth 
Amendment. 
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On January 15, 1981, John F. 
Knight Jr. and other alumni, students, 
and faculty members of Alabama 
State University filed suit in the Mid­
dle District court of Alabama, alleging 
vestiges of segregation still remained 
in Alabama public education. Knight v 
James, Civil Action No. 81-52-n CM.D. 
Ala.>, alleged that the desegregation 
of Alabama state University was im­
peded by duplicative educational 
programming at Auburn University at 
Montgomery and Troy state Univer­
sity at Montgomery, which violated 
the Fourteenth Amendment and Title 
VI. on May 20, 1981, the district court 
granted the motion of Governor 
James and the Alabama commission 
of Higher Education to hold off any 
further action in the case pending 
the settlement of a statewide deseg­
regation agreement of Title VI admin­
istrative proceedings between the 
state and the United States Depart­
ment of Education.28 No agreement 
was reached and the Department of 
Education referred the matter to the 
Department of Justice for enforce­
ment. 

Knight's Argument 
Knight's team of lawyers argued 

that segregation was only one aspect 
of a broader official state policy of 
white supremacy and that many cur­
rent institutions, policies and prac­
tices of public higher education in 
Alabama were designed with the spe­
cific intent of keeping African­
American citizens' status second-class. 
They stated that higher education 
was the gateway to middle class soci­
ety. Alabama's official policy was and 
remained that public higher educa­
tion should afford full access to these 
middle class roles only to the state's 
white citizens and that public higher 
education for the state's African­
American citizens should be re­
stricted, so as to limit them to subor­
dinate roles in the state's political, 
social, and economic order. 



Knight's lawyers argued that the 
official policy of white supremacy In 
higher education had been Imple­
mented through a number of poli­
cies. They stated that the continuous 
restriction of mission assignments to 
Alabama State University and Alabama 
A&M University to regional teacher 
colleges was established and main­
tained for the purpose of discriminat­
ing against the state's black citizens.29 

They also argued that African­
American Alabamians were promised 
in 1873 and thereafter that Alabama 
state University would provide them 
with the same liberal arts, graduate, 
and professional educational oppor­
tunities that the University of Ala­
bama provided for whites, but the 
state failed on this promise. 

They alleged that the state of 
Alabama withheld state funding for 
land grant functions from Alabama 
A&M University until 1982, although 
the university was designated Ala­
bama's black land grant institution in 
1890. After small appropriations be­
gan, the state denied and continued 
to deny Alabama A&M any share of 
federal funds from the Morrill Act of 
1862, the Hatch Act of 1887, and the 
Smith-Lever Act of 1914. As a result, 
African-American farmers had suf­
fered and were still denied access to 
modern agricultural and engineering 
technologies that land grant funding 
was intended to support. They also 
argued that the denial to Alabama 
state University and Alabama A&M 
University of graduate, professional, 
and research programs was done in­
tentionally to curb the growth of 
these universities. They further ar­
gued that Alabama physically sepa­
rated African-Americans and whites In 
public education, and law had main­
tained this. As evidence to this claim, 
they offered an example that de jure 
segregation was Imposed In a variety 
of ways, ranging from the policies of 
the Reconstruction era state Board of 
Education to constitutional prohibi­
tions in 1875 and 1901 to massive re-
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sistance policies of governors and 
white boards of trustees in the twen­
tieth century. 

The Knight law team also held 
that Alabama had always maintained a 
steadfast policy of imposing white 
control over the public education of 
African-American people. This racially 
motivated policy was crucial to white 
supremacy for two purposes: to 
make sure the content, values, and 
styles of African-Americans' education 
prepared them for subordinate roles 
In society, and to ensure that white 
people would never be forced to 
submit to the authority of an African­
American person. 

They also stated that Alabama has 
a historic policy of channeling its Af­
rican-American citizens into ·sub-par 
public higher education.· They be­
lieved it had been accomplished by 
limiting African-Americans' access to 
many undergraduate, graduate, and 
professional programs at white insti­
tutions. various admission criteria 
caused the number of African­
Americans In white Institutions to be 
disproportionately low, and those 
African-American students who en­
tered white universities encountered 
administrators, staff, and students 
who did not expect them to succeed 
at the same rate as white students. 

Knight and his lawyers argued 
that the state had excluded African­
Americans or underrepresented them 
on the governing boards, administra­
tions and faculties of the white insti­
tutions and this was a continuance of 
historical practice of preventing Afri­
can-Americans from exercising au­
thority over the education of white 
people. They argued that the small 
pool of African Americans who al­
ready had doctoral and professional 
degrees and the lack of university 
faculty positions for blacks was a re­
sult of at least two racially motivated 
policies: the restriction of historically 
black institutions' mission with re­
spect to graduate and professional 
programs and African-Americans' con-



tinued inability to overcome institu­
tionalized massive resistance at white 
colleges' graduate and professional 
schools. 

Knight's lawyers further argued 
that the creation, expansion, and 
maintenance of white university 
branch campuses in Montgomery and 
Huntsville remained an example of 
Alabama's Intentionally discriminatory 
policies of restricting the black Insti­
tutions missions, ensuring that white 
people would not be forced to sub­
mit to the educational authority of 
African-American people, and deny­
ing historically black Institutions the 
opportunity to provide educational 
and developmental support for social 
and economical growth of the state 
and of the region. They argued that 
these schools continued to duplicate 
programs that were already offered 
at Alabama state University and Ala­
bama A&M University created a stigma 
against historically black universities, 
which prevented them from attract­
ing students. 

Resistance to Knight 
The district court entered an 

opinion In which it found that a ra­
cially dual system of higher education 
previously had been operated by the 
State of Alabama until 1967 and that 
the state had failed to dismantle the 
vestiges of the prior de jure dual sys­
tem. The court found evidence of 
past segregation in Alabama's higher 
education system. The court held that 
the branch campuses established by 
Troy State University in Montgomery 
and Dothan, by Auburn University in 
Montgomery, and by the University 
of Alabama in Huntsville had had a 
negative impact on the efforts of 
Alabama A&M University and Alabama 
State University to recruit other race 
students. 

The court also concluded that the 
segregated racial compositions of all 
the state's public universities' student 
bodies and faculty members, and the 
duplication of programs at schools 
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within close distances of each other, 
were vestiges of past segregation. 
The court held that the vast differ­
ence In size and quality of the physi­
cal plants between the historically 
black institutions and white Institu­
tions were vestiges of past desegre­
gation. Judge Clemons ordered the 
Governor and the Alabama commis­
sion of Higher Education to submit a 
plan to eliminate all vestiges of the 
dual system of higher education. 

An appeal was filed in the Elev­
enth Circuit court of Appeals. The 
appeals court affirmed the injunction 
on behalf of the Knight plaintiffs, but 
it also held that Alabama State uni­
versity had no right to file suit against 
the state or Its agencies under Title VI 
or the Fourteenth Amendment. Ala­
bama State University then peti­
tioned the United States supreme 
court, but was denied. 

Meanwhile, the district court 
overruled motions by several of the 
defendants seeking immediate appel­
late review of the district court's 
original findings concerning the exis­
tence of a dual system of higher edu­
cation based on race. Alabama and 
the white schools filed a notice of 
appeal to the Eleventh Circuit court 
of Appeals. on February 13, 1986, Au­
burn University and the University of 
Alabama attempted to stop the trial, 
stating that the group did not have 
the right to challenge vestiges of seg­
regation under the Fourteenth 
Amendment. In response, the Knight 
group and the state's historically 
black universities filed an application 
with Justice Lewis F. Powell to dis­
solve the postponement. Justice 
Lewis F. Powell denied the applica­
tion. The court of Appeals did, how­
ever, affirm the Knight group's right 
to challenge vestiges of segregation 
under the Fourteenth Amendment. 30 

Change of Venue 
After six other district judges re­

moved themselves because of their 
own motion or by order of the Elev-



enth Circuit, the Chief Judge of the 
Northern District of Alabama saw the 
need for a judge from another dis­
trict to preside over this case. Judge 
Harold Murphy, United states District 
Judge of the Northern District of 
Georgia, was designated to handle all 
the judicial duties related to the case. 
John Knight Jr. was designated lead 
plaintiff in the class action suit. The 
class consisted of African-American 
citizens of Alabama and all past, pre­
sent, and future students, faculty, 
staff, and administration of Alabama 
state University and Alabama A&M 
University. The class was then desig­
nated as the "Knight group.· 

By the time the case actually 
went to trial, several universities had 
worked out consent decrees. At the 
beginning of the trial, the court reaf­
firmed numerous consent decrees. 
The United states had negotiated 
consent decrees with the University 
of south Alabama, the University of 
Montevallo, Jacksonville state Univer­
sity, and the university of west Ala­
bama, formerly Livingston University. 
The united States also reached and 
approved first time agreements with 
Troy state university, the state Board 
of Education, Athens state College, 
and Calhoun State community Col­
lege. The court deemed these 
schools' first attempt at settlement 
unacceptable. 

The Knight group objected to all 
the consent decrees that had been 
reached. With the approval of the 
consent decrees, the court essentially 
acknowledged that there was an issue 
of liability and that a remedy was 
required. The court indicated it would 
retain jurisdiction over all settling 
remedies related to the problem af­
ter a trial took place on the merits of 
case. The court chose to hear both 
issues in a single trial to efficiently use 
judicial and financial resources. The 
trial began on October 29, 1990 and 
continued uninterrupted except for 
holiday recesses until December 27, 
1991 . The court heard from approxi-
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mately 200 witnesses, received hun­
dreds of thousands of pages of exhib· 
its, and produced a transcript well in 
excess of 22,000 pages. 31 

The Outcome of Knight 
u.s. District Judge Harold Murphy 

repeatedly stated during the six­
month trial that he did not want to 
force a remedy on the parties, but 
would if he was compelled to do so. 
After hearing some two hundred wit­
nesses, examining hundreds of thou­
sands of pages of exhibits, and re­
viewing the court's transcripts, Judge 
Murphy rendered an 840 page court 
order in the case.32 The court consid· 
erect the disparate enrollments and 
employment between African Ameri­
cans and whites in the higher educa­
tion system and the continued polari­
zation of student bodies and faculties 
at the states' public institutions. 
Judge Murphy also looked at the ra­
cial compositions of the governing 
boards and boards of trustees at state 
institutions. Using the precedent set 
in the United states v. Fordlce (19921, 
Murphy ruled that vestiges of segre­
gation had impeded and restricted 
Alabama state University and Alabama 
A&M University, that the Fourteenth 
Amendment required the state to 
eliminate vestiges of discrimination 
root and branch, and that race neu­
tral policies alone did not constitute 
desegregation in higher education. 
The court also held that the state and 
the two historically black universities 
had to increase their institutional 
endowments, and establish new aca­
demic programs and other-race 
scholarships to help desegregate the 
state's institutions. The court also 
ordered that the land grant extension 
services at Alabama A&M University 
and Auburn University be consoli­
dated into a unitary system and that a 
statewide monitoring committee be 
established to monitor higher educa­
tion desegregation in Alabama.33 

Specifically, the court ordered 
Auburn University, Calhoun state 



community College, west Alabama 
university, Troy state University, and 
the University of Montevallo to hire 
more African-American faculty mem­
bers. Auburn University, Jacksonville 
state university, the University of 
Alabama, the University of Alabama at 
Huntsville, and the University of 
North Alabama were ordered to re­
cruit and employ more African­
American administrators. 

Alabama A&M University was 
awarded $16 million and Alabama 
state was awarded more than $15 
million for capital expenditures to 
eliminate the remnants of discrimina­
tion in regards to their existing physi­
cal plants and facilities as a result of 
past discriminating funding practices 
by the state. Troy State University in 
Montgomery was stopped from ex­
panding its campus' physical plant 
without the consent of the court. The 
Alabama commission on Higher Edu­
cation was ordered to change its 
higher education funding formula, 
which had heavily based appropria­
tions on average statewide tuition 
and enrollment. 

Alabama State University and Ala­
bama A&M University were directed 
to develop and implement a recruit­
ment policy specifically targeting 
white students and advertisement 
campaigns that focused on the insti­
tutions' quality and open environ­
ment to other-race students. Also, 
funding for other-race scholarships 
was awarded to Alabama state Uni­
versity and Alabama A&M University 
to help diversify the student bodies 
at both universities. The scholarships 
would be funded annually from 1995 
until 2005 and both universities 
would be reimbursed up to $1 million 
a year for diversity scholarships. 

In addition, the two-year college 
system was prohibited from establish­
ing community colleges or junior col­
leges in Montgomery county or Madi­
son county, the homes of the two 
black colleges, so that the two his­
torically black colleges could com-

53 

petitively recruit some of those stu­
dents. 

A trust fund for educational ex­
cellence was created at Alabama state 
University and Alabama A&M Univer­
sity to help their poor endowments. 
Both universities were awarded $1 
million annually from 1995 until 2005 
and the state was required to match 
contributions up to $1 million for 
each university's endowment annu­
ally. several high demand programs 
were also awarded to the two histori­
cally black universities to assist with­
desegregation. Alabama State Univer­
sity was allowed to develop programs 
In allied health sciences, up to two Ph. 
D. programs, and a Master's program 
in accounting. 

Meanwhile, Alabama A&M Univer­
sity was permitted to establish un­
dergraduate mechanical and electrical 
engineering programs. The term of 
the consent decree was issued in 1995 
and remained in effect until July 31, 
2005. In essence, Judge Murphy 
wanted Alabama State University and 
Alabama A&M University to become 
less black in regards to the racial 
composition of their students, fac­
ulty, staff, and administrators. 

The Impact of the Knight Case 
Figure 1, shows an increase in the 

percentage of white graduate and 
professional students at Alabama 
State University for the ten-year pe­
riod. In fall 1991, the percentage of 
white graduate and professional stu­
dents was 12.02% (44>, and the per­
centage of African-American students 
was 87.16% <319>. The percentage of 
other graduate and professional stu­
d·ents was 0.82% <3>. The total gradu­
ate and professional student enroll­
ment was 366. In fall 2000, the 
percentage of white graduate and 
professional students was 23.23% 
<213>. The percentage of African­
American graduate and professional 
students was 75.46% <695> out of a 
total graduate and professional stu­
dent enrollment of 921. The percent-



age of other graduate and profes­
sional students was 1.41% <13>. From 
fall 1999 to fall 2000, Alabama State 
university's number of white gradu-

ate and professional students de­
creased slightly from 246 students to 
213 students. 

Alabama State University Graduate and Professional Student Enrollment 

Figure 1 
Alabama State University Graduate and Professional Enrollment 
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The percentage of African­
American graduate and professional 
student enrollment Increased as seen 
in Figure 2. In fall 1991, the percent­
age of African-American graduate and 
professional students was 10.71% (87> 
out of a total student enrollment of 
812. The percentage of white stu­
dents was 84.11% (683>. The percent­
age of other graduate and profes­
sional students was 5.17% 142>. In fall 
2000, the percentage of African­
American graduate and professional 
students Increased to 31 .42% <252> 
out of a total graduate and profes­
sional student enrollment of 802. The 
percentage of white students was 
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65.97% (505> and the percentage of 
other graduate and professional stu­
dents was 5.61% (45>. Fall 2000 marked 
the highest number of African­
American graduate and professional 
students enrolled at Auburn Univer­
sity Montgomery. 

Auburn University Montgomery 
Increased the . number of African­
American graduate and professional 
students in its programs; however, 
the overall number of the total 
graduate and professional student 
enrollment has decreased slightly. 



Auburn University Montgomery Graduate and Professional Enrollment 

Flgure2 
Auburn University in Montgomery Graduate and Professional 

Enrollment 
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Other Students 

Figure 3 shows a slight increase in 
the percentage of African-American 
graduate and professional students 
enrolled at Troy State Montgomery. In 
fall 1991, the percentage of African­
American graduate and professional 
students was 21.47% (102> out of a 
total graduate and professional stu­
dent enrollment of 475. The percent­
age of white students was 75. 79% 
(360>. The percentage of other gradu­
ate and professional students was 
2.74% (13>. In fall 2000, the percent­
age of African-American graduate and 
professional students was 43.85% 
(196> out of the total graduate and 
professional student enrollment 447. 
The percentage of white students was 
52.35% (234> and the percentage of 
other students was 3.80% (17>. In fall 
1999 and fall 2000, the percentage of 
African-American graduate and pro­
fessional students held constant at 
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43.85% and 43.62% respectively. Troy 
State University Montgomery steadily 
increased Its percentage of African­
American graduate and professional 
students in each year of the ten-year 
period. 

The data shows that it is not 
enough for the court to make rulings 
if change is to truly take place. Each 
educational institution must embrace 
diversity and adopt policies that up­
hold the court's ruling. The data also 
shows that only moderate progress 
has taken place in desegregating Ala-

. bama's educational institutions. With 
only moderate progress In desegre­
gating and without desegregation 
policies with teeth, more than likely 
as soon as the court's decree is lifted, 
Alabama's universities will return to 
their homogeneous demographics at 
the graduate and professional levels. 



Troy State University Montgomery Graduate and Professional Student Enrollment 

Figure 3 
Troy State University• Montgomery Graduate and Professional 

Enrollment 
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Conclusion 
This was an expensive battle for 

both sides. Legal fees in the case were 
well over $25 million. some higher 
education observers thought that the 
Knight case would bring a new day in 
higher education policy and policy­
making In Alabama.34 Although some 
progress was made In diversifying 
undergraduate student populations, 
this progress cannot be seen in all 
state universities. The issues of ineq­
uitable funding and a lack of diversity 
in the racial compositions of faculty, 
staff employees, and boards of trus­
tees at public colleges and universi­
ties continues to be issues in the 
state's higher education system. The 
desegregation of Alabama's colleges 
and universities has been a long, tur­
bulent, and tedious journey, and it is 
clear that there remain miles to go. 
Some 50 years after Brown, the racial 
and ethnic balance is still tilted in 
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Alabama's higher education system. 
The court's ruling is just a mere first 
step and the court's ruling must be 
followed by a good faith effort by 
institutions to create sound educa­
tional policies that incorporate diver­
sity in their institutions' future. 

Requested Addition 
By the end of 2005, both sides 

had entered into talks to resolved 
pending Issues. These negotiations 
have stalled and Alabama State Uni­
versity and Alabama A&M University 
have requested the federal court to 
grant a continuance in the case. In 
December of 2005, attorneys repre­
senting Alabama state University and 
Alabama A&M University filed briefs 
asking Judge Murphy to continue the 
relief from the Knight ruling. 

Among the relief requested, the 
plaintiffs asked the federal court to 
order additional funds, to monitor 



course offerings of institutions that 
have overlapping service areas, to 
continue diversity and needs based 
scholarships, and to require some 
historically white universities to in­
crease black faculty and administra­
tors. Specifically, Alabama state 
wanted restrictions on course offer­
ings and the establishment of an ef­
fective cross enrollment program 
with Troy state University Montgom­
ery. Alabama state University also 
wanted the judge to order a continu-

1. William B. Harvey, Adia M. Har­
vey, and Mark King, "The Impact of 
the Brown v. Board of Education Deci­
sion on Postsecondary Participation 
on African Americans,· Journal of Ne­
gro Education, 2004, pp. 328-340., M. 
Christopher Brown II, ·collegiate De­
segregation as Progenitor and Prog­
eny of Brown v. Board of Education: 
The Forgotten Role of Postsecondary 
Litigation, 1908-1990,8 Journal of Ne­
gro Education, 2004, pp. 341-349., 
Jeanita w. Richardson and J. John 
Harris 111, "Brown and Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities <HBCUsl: A 
Paradox of Desegregation Policy,· 
Journal of Negro Education, 2004, pp. 
365-378. 

2. Jean Preer, Lawyers and Educa­
tors: Black colleges and Desegregation 
in Public Higher Education, <Westport: 
Greenwood Publishing, 1982), 3; and 
Julian Roebuck, and Komoanduri 
Murty, Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities: Their Place in Higher Edu­
cation, <Westport: Praeger, 1993), 10; 
M. Christopher Brown II, The ouest to 
Define Collegiate Desegregation, 
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University of Alabama Press, 2005) and 
Geier v. Dunn, 337 F. supp. 573 M.D. 
Tenn. 1972; and Ayers v. Mabus, 501 
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ance of voluntary and mandatory 
cross enrollment programs that have 
been established with Auburn Univer­
sity Montgomery, while Alabama A&M 
University requested an additional 
$17 million for construction, repairs, 
and renovation of campus buildings. 
With the federal rulings in 1991 and 
1995, many hoped that the issues sur­
rounding this case would be settled. 
However, a final resolution remains to 
be seen. Many speculate that another 
trial is looming on the horizon. 
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POETRY 

A. Leonard A. Slade, Jr. 

Forecasts. 
Sirens. 
Cries. 

Katrina 

Winds rushed to New Orleans, 
Splashing water did not discriminate, 
Black and white bodies floated, 
Yellow busses rested miles away 
Until Katrina left town. 
The Mayor spoke 
The Governor spoke 
The President spoke 
Too late. 

>K>IOIOIOIOK 

A Day That Changed the World 

His birth changed the world, 
Taught us the Meaning of peace and joy, 
Gave us hope for better tomorrows, 
Kindled pure light where darkness existed, 
Challenged the world to seek salvation, 
Gave us His life and eternal love. 
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The Word "Office" 

The word "office" is palatial 

desks and lamps, luxury of 
books, and ringing telephones 

high in an attic and heavenly 
ceiling 

comfortable bathroom 
magazines and journals 

read, savored, and pictured 

fire and smoke, water and ashes 
now rebuilding 
new meaning 

The College of Saint Rose 
Albany, New York 
5 November 2005 

££££££££ 

Rosa Parks 

I see a bus 
Picking up passengers. 

Radiant Rosa 
Sits near the front 
Refusing to move 

Dragged away 
Handcuffed 

Fingerprinted 
Jailed. 

Tell me, America, 
Your whole history 
Of race relations 

Of Rosa in particular 
Who lives forever 

Deep in conscience 
A nation suffering 

Still healing. 
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B. Ronald Dorris 

Tapestry 

Eternal life, mon petit 
you no 'blee in eternal life 
loss is gain, gain is loss 

a law of nature as old as time 
more ancient than printed books. 

When da night comes 
us do not live it 

us race toward da lite 
when da day comes 

we do not live it 
us race toward da nite 

'umani-tee follows da sun and moon 
so it 'tis with life an' death 
at the point that us is born 
us race toward no return 

only then does us begin to life. 

Eternal life, mon petit 
You no 'blee in eternal life 

loss is gai, gain is loss 
us learn secrets through sacrifice 

you do not blee' in eternal life 
'cuz ya cannot see 
thru yo' shadow tall 

which stands on earth 
as above so below. 

Lift thine eyes upward, mon petit 
lose not this mo-ment 

blinded by smoke dat purifies 
learn to undahstain 

that da ball of fire suspended 
from the thread of heaven 

descends at da height of its glory 
ascends at da depth of its fall 

learn ta undahstain 
dat d stars backward S 
you see in da adverse 

relative to yo 'zition on earth 
Eternal life, mon petit 

you no 'blee in eternal life 
you are eternal life, mon petit 

no less than the moon and stars. 
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The Reverend Collin Bennett: Hartford's Caribbean Pioneer in 
Politics, Civil Rights, and Business 

Dennis C. Canterbury 

Introduction 
The story of the Reverend Collin 

Bennett, a west Indian from St. An­
drew, Jamaica, recruited to work as a 
tobacco farm laborer in Connecticut 
in the 1950s, became the first person 
from that region and black Republi· 
can to be elected to the Hartford City 
council.1 The Collin Bennett story is 
one that serves as an inspiration to 
ordinary working class people who 
have an interest in entering into poli· 
tics as a means of contributing 
towards the social, political, and eco­
nomic development of their commu­
nities. Its historical sociological sig­
nificance is that it adds positively 
towards our understanding of the 
political, economic, and social proc­
esses, events, and institutional devel­
opments in the black west Indian 
community in Hartford. 

As the first and only west Indian 
migrant worker in the tobacco valley 
that became an elected official in 
Connecticut, Bennett was a pioneer 
and a trailblazer. veronica Airey­
Wilson recalls that he was a peoples' 
person on whom many individuals 
relied for opportunities, information, 
and advice. He paved the way in the 
field of politics and entrepreneurship 
for the descendants of west Indian 
and Puerto Rican migrant workers in 
Hartford. As a bridge builder, he 
brought people from different politi­
cal, economic, race, and ethnic back­
grounds together for the common 
goal of improving the community of 
color in Hartford. Through his efforts, 
a stronger unity was forged between 
the west Indian and African American 
communities. 

The Collin Bennett story answers 
five key questions. What was the na­
ture of the process by which Bennett 
became politically mature? What 
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were the major socio-economic and 
political conditions between the 
1930s and 1950s that helped to shape 
Bennett's consciousness? What was 
the nature of the society, economy, 
and civil rights situation into which 
Bennett was enlisted as a farm la­
borer? What were the fundamental 
political and economic developments 
that Bennett helped to bring about 
while he was politically active in Hart­
ford? What efforts did Bennett make 
to address the ethic conflict between 
the west Indians and African Ameri­
cans In Hartford, and to bring them 
together to take common political 
action for their self-development? 

Background on Tobacco Farming 
and Labor in Connecticut 

Farm laborers were recruited di· 
rectly from the British west Indian 
colonies to work in Connecticut's to­
bacco valley beginning in the early 
1940s until the 1950s.2 Characterized 
by fertile lands appropriate for to­
bacco cultivation that commenced 
during the 1aoos, the valley stretches 
northwards along the Connecticut 
River from Portland, Connecticut to 
Massachusetts. The acreage under 
cultivation peaked in 1921 at 31,000 
acres, but only 4,000 acres were being 
planted in 1997.3 

Although thousands of young 
people fourteen years and above 
were employed as tobacco workers 
when tobacco cultivation com­
menced, the industry was still faced 
with a severe labor shortage. In a 
desperate effort to save the industry, 
the tobacco farmers turned to re­
cruiting girls from Florida, boys from 
Pennsylvania, African American col­
lege students from the us south, and 
migrant workers from the west Indies 
and Puerto Rico.4 Migrant workers are 



still recruited to work in the Con­
necticut tobacco valley. 

The Process of Political Maturing5 

Collin Bennett was born in st. 
Andrew Jamaica on June 8, 1931, the 
constituency in which Marcus Garvey 
had stood for election In 1930.6 He 
was the eldest child and the only son 
of Rudolph and Ada Bennett. Rudolph 
worked at the Stony Hill Appearance 
School for abandoned or unfortunate 
children, while Ada was a home­
maker/seamstress who was very much 
the political person in the Bennett 
household. The decades of the 1930s 
and 1940s were fruitful for the Ben­
nett family as Ada bore three other 
children: Cynthia, born In 1934, 
Norma, born in 1941, and Joan, born 
in1945. 

Simultaneously as the Bennett 
family multiplied, it had to contend 
with the greatest economic disaster 
and world war that had ever visited 
the global capitalist system of pro­
duction, distribution, and exchange 
between 1930 and 1945. The crash in 
the New York Stock Exchange in 1929 
set In motion a series of economic 
events that resulted in the Great De­
pression that lasted for more than a 
decade, and ended with the second 
world war between 1939 and 1945. 
These events were of grave conse­
quences in the west Indies as they 
stimulated social unrest and the na­
tionalist political movement in the 
region. Collin Bennett grew up during 
these tumultuous years. 

He attended the stony Hill Gov­
ernment School where he was In­
structed by teachers such as Mrs. Ed­
wards, and Mrs. Gordon. At age 11-12, 
he was successful at the secondary 
school Qualification examination that 
gained him a place at Browning Col­
lege. Subsequently, he took up book­
keeping. Collin was baptized and con­
firmed at the st. Judes Anglican 
Church and was an acolyte, chorister 
and Boy Scout. 
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The economic crisis in the west 
Indies during the 1930s and 1940s 
sucked many people in the region 
into politics. Collin listened to the 
political discourses conducted by the 
older men in his community on the 
burning issues of the day. These Issues 
Involved the political events including 
party politics, political mobilization, 
mass political meetings, and industrial 
unrest that led to the introduction of 
universal adult suffrage in Jamaica in 
1944. Collin encouraged people to go 
out and vote In these elections. He 
attended political meetings that local 
politician Madam Rose Leon held at 
the Lodge Hall in Stony Hill. Also, he 
participated with his mother in politi­
cal meetings organized by the local 
branches of the Jamaica Labor Party 
ULP> and the People's National Party 
(PNP>, the leading nationalist political 
parties that grew out of the social 
unrest in 1938. The interest that Collin 
showed In politics caused several per­
sons in Stony Hill to predict that he 
was a future politician in the making. 

Socio-Economic and Political Condi­
tions 1930 - 19507 

The West Indies was marred by 
colonialism, the collapse of the colo­
nial system and the emergence of a 
new world order under us hegemony 
between 1930 and 1950, develop­
ments that had a lasting impact on 
the life of Collin Bennett. These were 
the events that caused Bennett to 
leave Jamaica for the us as a tobacco 
farm worker recruit in search of bet­
ter opportunities in 1950. 

The global capitalist system in the 
1930S 

The Great Depression in the 1930s 
was characterized by high unem­
ployment, failed businesses, and the 
collapse of the capitalist financial in­
stitutions. There were approximately 
13 million unemployed persons in the 
us in 1932 or about a Quarter of the 
country's entire labor force. The eco­
nomic decline had started earlier in 



the European textile manufacturing 
industries. They were replaced by 
new industries - chemical, automo­
bile, electrical, and mechanical that 
provided the basis for new industrial 
firms, and the spread of industrializa­
tion outside of Europe. The expansion 
in industrial development increased 
the effectiveness of trade unions, 
working class militancy, and amplified 
national rivalries between the indus­
trial powers that sought to create 
their own spheres of commercial in­
fluence <Thomas, 1988>. 

Industrial expansion necessitated 
corresponding developments in in­
ternational organization, the creation 
of appropriate frameworks of rules 
and regulations for the flow of fi· 
nance and capital, and foreign ex­
change and currency management 
that gave rise to competitive devalua­
tion, dumping, and protectionism 
(Thomas, 1988>. The global economy 
had become engulfed in a compli­
cated and unprecedented era of price 
inflation due to conditions associated 
with world war I <Thomas, 1988). 

The crisis in the west Indies during the 
1930S 

Bennett was in his pre-teens dur­
ing the 1930s as the crisis in the 
global economy became manifest in 
the west Indies in the form of wide­
spread social unrest. The West Indies 
was a hotbed of riots, strikes, and 
general disturbances. In his native 
Jamaica, there were serious distur­
bances in May 1935, and May and June 
1938. There were strikes and or dis­
turbances in Trinidad and Tobago 
between May and July 1934 and in 
June 1937; st. Kitts in January 1935; 
Guyana in September and October 
1935 and February 1939; St. Vincent in 
October 1935; and Barbados in July 
1937 <Thomas, 1988; Bolland, 2001>. 
Although the crisis In the global capi­
talist system was the general external 
cause of the social unrest in the re­
gion, colonialism had created local 
conditions that stimulated the turbu-
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lence. Also, there were other general 
factors with regional application that 
helped to trigger the riots, strikes, 
and demonstrations. 

The Great Depression caused the 
colonial economy in the west Indies 
that depended heavily on the export 
of agricultural staples to Europe to 
collapse. For example, 75% of the 
value of all exports from Antigua, and 
95%, 86%, 60%, and 45% from Barba­
dos, st. Kitts-Nevis, and st. Lucia re­
spectively, was characterized by sugar 
and its by-products in 1928 (Bolland, 
2001>. While the economies depended 
heavily on the export of sugar, how­
ever, the price of the commodity 
plummeted during the depression, 
dramatizing the negative effect of 
the crisis on the region . 

The price of sugar per ton in Bar­
bados fell from $73.20 in 1927 to 
S41.52 In 1931. In Jamaica, sugar price 
declined from £16 15 shillings in 1927 
to £11 5 shillings in 1931 and to a low 
of £9 10 shillings and 9 pence in 1936. 
The average price for Guyanese sugar 
was £26 per ton between 1920 and 
1924, £12 per ton between 1925 and 
1929, and £6 per ton between 1930 
and 1939. The average annual output 
of sugar in the west Indies increased 
from 312,000 tons in the 1920s to 
485,000 tons in the 1930s. The price 
that the west Indian sugar producers 
received declined catastrophically 
after 1929 to less than £5 per ton in 
1934, the lowest in its history (Bol­
land, 2001 :126>. 

The longstanding grievances over 
land and production and marketing 
issues that the west Indian peasants 
had against the plantations were col­
lectively another general cause of the 
widespread social unrest. Historically, 
the peasants occupied the least fer­
tile lands, and were subjected to, bul­
lying by the plantations. The peasants 
had problems with land titles, poor 
technologies, lack of finance and 
marketing assistance, and poor trans­
portation of their produce from the 
farm to the market. These and other 



grievances common to the peasants 
in the region stimulated their partici­
pation in the disturbances during the 
1930s <Thomas, 1988>. 

Further, at the time there was a 
rapid growth in the consciousness of 
the working class in the west Indies. 
For example, labor associations were 
organized in Guyana, Trinidad and 
Tobago, and Jamaica. Bian Alves led 
the Longshoreman's Union formed in 
Jamaica in 1918. The British Guiana 
Labor Union <BGLU>, the first union in 
the commonwealth Caribbean to be 
legally recognized, was formed by 
Hubert Nathaniel Critchlow in 1919 
<Chase, 1964, Henry, 1979>.8 The Trini­
dad workingmen's Association was 
revived under the leadership of cap­
tain Cipriani in 1919. 

There were earlier attempts at 
union organization in these west In­
dian colonies before 1900 <Chase, 
1964, Henry, 1979, Rodney, 1981>. The 
colonial legal infrastructure at the 
time however did not allow for the 
recognition of trade unions and col­
lective bargaining in the West Indies. 
It was not until 1921 that the appro­
priate labor law was enacted in the 
west Indies that introduced collective 
bargaining <Chase, 1964>. The BGLU 
was the first workers' organization to 
cash in on the passage of that colonial 
bill and became legally recognized in 
1922. 

Additionally, there was a general 
increase In nationalist and pro­
independence sentiments in 
the1930s. The labor unions in the 
west Indies were organized as broad­
based social movements that cam­
paigned for improved wages and 
conditions of service, political inde­
pendence, and radical transformation 
of the colonial system. 

Rising expectations that resulted 
from west Indians traveling abroad 
and experiencing living conditions in 
Europe and the us also played a major 
role in the disturbances. Upon return­
ing home, these individuals wanted 
for themselves the same high stan-
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dard of living they experienced 
abroad. They wanted opportunities 
for upward mobility in the colonial 
system and accorded the respect 
they deserved as trained profession­
als. That was not to be the case, as 
they still had to contend with the 
political, economic, social, color and 
racial hierarchies of the colonial sys­
tem. Rising expectations tied in with 
the widespread provision of educa­
tion in the region. The west Indian 
population was highly educated and 
demanded a greater say in the re­
gion's political, economic and social 
affairs <Thomas, 1988>. 

some other important factors 
that contributed toward the social 
unrest in the west Indies included 
high unemployment, the woefully 
inadequate social welfare system, and 
the challenge by Garvyism and Ethic­
pianism on the one hand and Fabian 
socialism and Marxism on the other to 
the deeply rooted colonial political 
culture that was based on racism and 
rigid social hierarchies <Thomas, 1988, 
Bolland 2001). 

The west Indies during the second 
world war 

The Second World war inter­
sected with the Great Depression, 
creating even harsher times for the 
west Indian colonies. Collin Bennett 
was only eight years old when the 
war started. The depression and the 
war years must have had lasting 
memories on the mind of young 
Collin Bennett. The economic condi­
tions in his home were not that rosy. 
Throughout Jamaica and the rest of 
the west Indies, the people faced 
testing times during the second 
world war. several men in search of 

• employment volunteered to Join the 
British west Indian Regiment to fight 
on behalf of the Allied Forces. None­
theless, the second world war did 
have some positive political and eco­
nomic effects in the region. 

One constructive development 
was that the relentless pressure by 



the Jamaican people on the colonial 
system won them universal adult suf­
frage in 1944 that ushered in the 
modern political period in the British 
west Indies. That development was a 
clear signal that the British Empire 
had started to collapse. For example, 
India won its political independence 
in 1947, which gave impetus to the 
nationalist movement in the British 
colonies. Thereafter political inde­
pendence was placed on the horizon 
in the entire region in a serious way. 

The second world war brought 
certain economic benefits to the Brit­
ish west Indies. The construction of 
us military bases and other wartime 
facilities In the West Indies expanded 
economic activities in the area. Re­
gional employment increased, more 
Income was generated, and the labor 
force received important training in a 
wide range of construction skills <Tho­
mas, 1988>. 

Further, the region's Import­
export trade was severely interrupted 
by the war. The disruption was most 
acute in the sugar industry. The Brit­
ish government undertook a massive 
rehabilitation program in the sugar 
industry in those colonies after the 
war. The trade disorder between Brit­
ain and the west Indies created the 
opportunity for the us to emerge as 
the dominant trading partner with 
the region <Thomas, 1988>. 

inadequate imports to the west 
Indies and the inability of exporters 
to ship their produce to Europe dur­
ing the war caused them to shift their 
focus to production for the local and 
regional markets. The result was an 
increase In intra-regional trade re­
flected for example in Trinidad and 
Tobago's production of food in 1945 
of two and a half times of 1939 <Tho­
mas, 1988>. 

In addition, a variety of new 
industries was established and the 
region began to pursue the protec­
tionist import substitution industriali· 
zation economic strategy. some large­
scale secondary industries - lime and 
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limestone, matches, industrial gases -
were established to produce for do­
mestic consumption and the export 
market. There were other secondary 
industries that developed to produce 
food, drink, tobacco, clothing, and 
household items for the local mar­
kets. As well, the local handicraft in­
dustries and artisan output experi­
enced a major fillip at that time 
<Thomas, 1988). 

The report of the Mayne com­
mission, established to investigate 
the social unrest in the west Indies 
during the 1930s, published its report 
at the end of the second world war. 
The Mayne commission recom­
mended sweeping social, political, 
and economic reforms in the region 
that were subsequently imple­
mented. The restructuring ushered in 
a modern system of social welfare in 
the region similar to that enjoyed by 
the citizens of the developed coun­
tries in the British Commonwealth. 

Meanwhile the hardships of the 
Great Depression and the Second 
world war pushed the west Indian 
population outwards. While there 
were few employment opportunities 
abroad throughout the depression, 
job openings abounded in Europe 
and the us during and after the sec­
ond World war because of severe 
labor shortages. 

The tobacco industry in the us 
was one business area that experi­
enced labor shortages during the 
Second world war. west Indian work­
ers were recruited to overcome the 
labor problem in that industry in 
Connecticut around 1943. Collin Ben­
nett was only twelve years old when 
the first batch of farm laborers left 
Jamaica for the tobacco valley. Eight 
years later in 1951, he joined in the 
stream of migrants from the west 
Indies to the tobacco valley. 

The 1950s were characterized by 
a wave of out-migration from the 
west Indies to the us and Britain. AP· 
proximately 168,000 west Indians 
traveled to Britain between 1953 and 



1954. They entered Britain at a rate of 
about 20,000 and 30,000 a year be­
tween 1955 and 1959. The common­
wealth Immigration Act of 1962 how­
ever placed a break on the constant 
flow of west Indians to Britain. It is 
recorded that roughly 200,000 west 
Indians migrated to the us between 
1951 and 1960, and 500,000 between 
1951 and 1970 <Thomas, 1988). There­
fore, Collin Bennett was not alone in 
his decision to leave Jamaica in Feb­
ruary 1951. He was recruited by the 
Farm workers' Association like several 
other Jamaicans. 

The United States in the 1950s9 

The socio-polltlcal and economic 
conditions in the us into which Collin 
Bennett arrived in the 1950s were 
quite different to that which he was 
accustomed in Jamaica. The us had 
begun to experience unprecedented 
economic prosperity. It established its 
global dominance as leader of the 
capitalist world in the Cold war with 
the former soviet Union. Slmultane­
ously, a significant percentage of the 
US' population was un-free subjected 
to Jim crow segregation laws under 
the doctrine of 'separate but equal.' 
The civil rights movement had begun 
to systematically chip away at Jim 
Crow. 

The United States economy in the 
19505 

The us economy was in a very 
good position in the 1950s. It pro­
duced sufficient goods and services 
to satisfy the domestic needs of the 
us !Vatter, 1963>. That contributed 
towards the virtual disappearance of 
mass unemployment in that decade. 
unemployment averaged at about 
4.6% of the civilian labor force in the 
1950s compared to about 15% to 25% 
between 1931 and 1940 !Vatter, 1963>. 

Economic growth however was 
moderate. In the period 1950 to 1955, 
the average annual rate of increase in 
real GNP was 4.7%, compared with 
2.25% between 1955 and 1959. Prices 
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were under control. The average an­
nual Increase in real GNP prices be­
tween 1950 and 1959 was 2.9%, com­
pared with 4.7% between 1921 and 
1929. But, both wholesale and con­
sumer prices were· poised for an up­
ward movement !Vatter, 1963>. 

Five other important characteris­
tics of the us in the 1950s were first 
the persistence of moderate eco­
nomic instability due to fluctuating 
output, employment, income, and 
prices. second, the paradox of eco­
nomic prosperity was that it stimu­
lated suburbanization, the problems 
associated with metropolitan com­
munities, and the rise of depressed 
areas. Third, the us experienced a 
decline in its urban population. 
Fourth, the us became increasingly 
global in its Interests by paying atten­
tion to the activities of other coun­
tries and in particular the former so­
viet union. And fifth, there were 
phenomenal improvements in tech­
nology in the areas of industrial arts, 
new products, organization, and 
processing (Vatter, 1963). 

The tobacco industry also under­
went technological innovations in the 
1950s. A new technology ground 
tobacco and mixed It with an adhe­
sive to create a new product, a thin 
paper-like sheet. The new product 
displaced the tobacco leaf as the raw 
material used to bind and wrap ci­
gars. Eventually, the acreage culti­
vated with broadleaf tobacco de­
clined !http:llwww.cigarweekly.com/ 
magazine/archives/ 1998/ issue12 let 
history .asp). 

The civil rights struggle and challenge 
to desegregation 

In the west Indies, the us ap­
peared to be a place to fulfill realiz­
able dreams. In reality, however Jim 
Crow segregation and racism were 
major stumbling blocks in the path of 
black people that thwarted their life 
chances in the us. Collin Bennett 
therefore entered a country that was 
prosperous and in which he could 



realize his boyhood dreams of per­
sonal success, but the glimmer of 
hope was fraught with stumbling 
blocks. Bennett could not have been 
oblivious to the race problem in the 
us. 

several legislative bills and court 
rulings were made against segrega­
tion during the 1950s. These were 
intended to remove segregation and 
discrimination in areas such as hous­
ing, restaurants, education, and pub­
lic facilities.1° Furthermore, there 
were actions taken against segrega­
tion in buses, waiting rooms, and in­
terstate travel coaches, and city buses 
in Montgomery, Alabama. The Civil 
Rights Act was passed in 1957, the 
first civil rights legislation since 1875, 
and New York became the first state 
to adopt the Fair Housing Practice 
Law. 

There were some efforts at the 
federal level to protect African 
Americans against racial discrimina­
tion in the awards of government 
contracts and employment in the 
1950s. For example, President Truman 
established a committee to supervise 
compliance with the provisions 
against discrimination in us govern­
ment contracts and sub-contracts in 
1951. President Eisenhower estab­
lished a Government contract com­
pliance committee to supervise anti­
discrimination regulations applying to 
employers with government con­
tracts in 1953 (Bennett, Jr., 1968l. 

White reactions to desegregation 
included attempts to physically elimi­
nate African American leaders, the 
lynching of African American men, 
and challenges to formally derail the 
desegregation process (Bennett, Jr., 
1968>. The resistance against desegre­
gation took various forms such as 
mob riots by whites, in Illinois, Texas, 
Tennessee, and Arkansas. 

Breakthroughs for African Americans 
and stepped-up attacks on Jim Crow 

There were significant break­
throughs for African Americans as 
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they stepped up their attacks against 
Jim crow. Racial discrimination in 
elementary, high school, and univer­
sity education came under attack. 
There were many important firsts for 
African Americans in education, poli­
tics, and the military, in terms of their 
admission, appointments to high of­
fice, and promotion to high ranks. 

African Americans stepped up 
their attacks on Jim crow segregation 
through boycotts and demonstra­
tions in the 1950s. These took place in 
cities like Montgomery, Alabama, and 
Tallahassee, Florida. Added pressure 
was brought to bear on Jim Crow seg­
regation by new organizations such as 
the southern Christian Leadership 
conference formed in New Orleans, 
led by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr., civil rights demonstrations in 
Washington, o.c., and elsewhere, and 
the boycotting of stores, such as the 
Tuskegee boycott mennett, Jr., 1968>. 

In Hartford, Connecticut, for ex­
ample, there was segregation in em­
ployment in the insurance industry, 
banks, department stores, and public 
housing. Although the Fair Housing 
Act was in force there was redlining 
in Hartford. African Americans and 
black west Indians could not live on 
Tower Avenue, Franklin Avenue and in 
most of the North End. There was a 
quota system that limited African 
Americans and black west Indians to 
occupy one-fourth of the public hous­
ing in the City of Hartford. The quota 
system in public housing only ended 
in the 19505.11 

The North End community Action 
Program was organized in the mid-
1950s to fight against segregation in 
Hartford. Also, the Congress on Racial 
Equality (CORE> formed a chapter in 
Hartford in the late 1950s led Thirman 
Milner and former State senator 
Wilber G. Smith who was a civil rights 
activist in Hartford and president of 
the local National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP>. A chapter of the southern 
Christian Leadership conference was 



organized in Hartford in the early 
1960s.12 

Bennett's Role in Black Political and 
Economic Development 13 

In was under those conditions of 
economic prosperity and civil rights 
struggles in the us that Collin Bennett 
decided to marry Winifred <Molly) 
Tate, his childhood friend, in 1957. 
Collin and Molly grew up on the same 
street in Jamaica, but she had trav­
eled to England where she studied 
nursing. Collin brought her from Eng­
land for them to be married in New 
York City. They had six Children: Adlai, 
Barry, Sharon, Lisa, Dawn, and Michael. 

Collin made his living as a tobacco 
worker and as a real estate agent. He 
obtained a full scholarship from the 
Convent Insurance company to the 
Ohio School of Insurance at Oberlin 
College, where he graduated success­
fully and obtained his insurance li­
cense In August 1961. Thereafter he 
opened the Collin B. Bennett Insur­
ance Agency, under the leadership of 
Molly Bennett. 14 

As a businessman, Collin became 
the owner of several proprieties in 
Hartford. Subsequently, he combined 
some of these properties as collateral 
to purchase the land and built a five­
story building named the Colin B. 
Bennett Building on Albany Avenue In 
Hartford. The building housed a 
commercial bank, and several other 
offices. The Bennett family, now 
headed by Molly as matriarch, contin­
ues to be the owner of the building, a 
source of pride of the African Ameri­
can and black west Indian communi­
ties in Hartford.15 

According to Molly Bennett, "As a 
black businessman Collin was honest, 
reliable, and trustworthy. There were 
not many African American and black 
west Indian businessmen in Hartford 
at that time so all eyes were on him. 
The African Americans and black west 
Indians felt that they could have 
trusted him with their business."16 
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The lasting legacies of Collin Ben­
nett are his contributions to the po­
litical and economic development of 
the African American and black west 
Indian communities in Hartford. He 
was a relentless fighter for the Afri­
can Americans and black west Indians 
to participate in the political process 
and to own businesses in the city. In 
that regard, he stood on the shoul­
ders of several African American and 
black west Indian leaders such as Mar­
cus Garvey, who had gone before 
him. African American and black west 
Indian participation in politics and 
economic self-sufficiency were 
themes that were brought forward 
from the Harlem Renaissance, and 
Marcus Garvey's struggle for black 
global self-emancipation. The nation­
alist movements in Jamaica and the 
West Indies were also about political 
and economic freedom. The teach­
ings of the Nation of Islam and Black 
Power also espoused similar goals in 
the 1960s and 1970s. TO fulfill his po­
litical mission in Hartford, Bennett 
entered into city politics. 

After consultations with family­
members and friends, Bennett ran for 
political office on a Republican ticket 
in Hartford in 1965. According to 
Molly Bennett and veronica Airey­
Wilson, he tried to become a candi­
date for the Democratic Party in the 
city but was turned down on the 
grounds that he had not previously 
worked with the organization. The 
Republicans placed him on their 
ticket. Bennett won his seat and be­
came the first west Indian and black 
Republican to be elected to the City 
council. He served for eight consecu­
tive years as councilman, an unpaid 
position at the time. 

The goal of Bennett to bring 
more people of color into the politi­
cal process drove him to invite others 
to seek elected positions. Airey-Wilson 
recollects that Bennett lectured in 
homes and clubs on political empow­
erment. Although Bennett was a 
Republican, he encouraged Thirman 



Milner, an African American, to run 
for mayor of Hartford. Milner had 
served before as a state Representa­
tive for the Democratic Party from 
1976 and 1980. Bennett took Milner to 
the west Indian organizations in Hart­
ford and introduced him to the west 
Indian community. He urged the west 
Indians in Hartford to vote for Milner 
in the mayoral elections. Bennett 
raised the first monies for Milner·s 
mayoral campaign . by passing a hat 
around at the meetings they at­
tended at the west Indian organiza­
tions. Milner won the election and 
became the first popularly elected 
African American mayor in all of New 
England in 1981, a position he held 
until 1987. 

Bennett took firm actions in the 
1970s in fulfillment of his self­
appointed mission to educate and 
politicize the African American and 
black west Indian communities and to 
encourage its members to buy prop­
erty and start businesses. In the 1970s 
and 19805, there were several west 
Indian groups in Hartford but they 
did not collectively address the major 
political, social, and economic issues 
of the day. Bennett broughf the 
leadership of the groups together to 
begin to discuss those issues in the 
early 1990s. some of the leaders that 
came together included Edgar John­
son, !now editor of the west Indian 
American Newspapers>, Alfred Cham­
bers !the first west Indian to own a 
general store in the Hartford com­
munity>, Walter Benjamin, !owner of 
Benjamin Associates accounting firm>, 
and Keith Thinker. The west Indian 
Planning and Development organiza­
tion !WIPDO>, a sort of an ad hoc 
group, emerged from that meeting.17 

The west Indian credit Union ma­
terialized from the WIPDO to provide 
the African American and black west 
Indian community with easy access to 
loans and to help build financial re­
sponsibility and stability. The credit 
Union intended to break the depend­
ence of the African American and 
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black west Indian communities on the 
mainstream financial institutions that 
discriminated against them.18 

The west Indian American News­
papers was a product of the WIPDO in 
1992. Bennett wanted a medium 
through which west Indians could 
communicate with each other and 
the wider society about community 
activities and on the positive things 
that they did in Hartford. This need 
arose because of the negative press 
that African Americans and black 
west Indians in particular received in 
Hartford. The west Indian American 
newspapers sought to reverse the 
negative attitudes about west Indians 
living in Hartford. At the same time, 
the papers served the dual role of 
developing as a black business ven­
ture.19 

The WIPDO organized and imple­
mented the west Indian New Arrival 
Program for west Indian children that 
migrate to Hartford. The children are 
placed in the new arrival program 
that helped them with the transition 
to get settled in the city upon their 
arrival, in Hartford. The children are 
given remedial training in the pro­
gram if the need arises. This program 
is so successful that it is now a model 
for other states and cities in the us. 
New York City and Bloomfield, Con­
necticut, for example, have imple­
mented similar programs. The Board 
of Education now operates the pro­
gram that is extended to Bosnian and 
Asian children that arrive in Hart­
ford. 20 

Also, the WIPDO encouraged west 
Indians to become involved in politics 
in Hartford. Bennett admonished the 
members of the WIPDO to identify 
west Indians who would seek office 
to all elected positions in Hartford 
including the Board of Education and 
the Hartford City Council. Bennett 
then suggested that veronica Airev­
Wilson run for a seat on the Hartford 
City council. 

According to Airey-Wilson, Ben­
nett approached the Democratic 



Party officials that dominated the 
Hartford City council about her par­
ticipation on their ticket, but they 
turned him down on the basis that 
she did not have a record of political 
activism with the organization. Airey­
Wilson turned to the Republican Party 
that badly needed a black representa­
tive in Hartford. The Republicans 
agreed for her to become one of its 
candidates. She received the highest 
amount of votes of any candidate 
that contested the city election that 
year and won a seat in the Hartford 
City council as a Republican. Collin 
Bennett and the WIPD0 campaigned 
for her.21 

Airey-Wilson became the deputy 
mayor of Hartford In 2002. The De­
mocratic Mayor Eddie Perez, a de­
scendant of a Puerto Rican tobacco 
farm worker In Connecticut won the 
election In that year, but he ap­
pointed Alrey-Wilson, a Republican, as 
his deputy much to the consternation 
of his party comrades. Bennett men­
tored Airey-Wilson and helped her 
father, a Jamaican migrant tobacco 
worker, to establish a family-owned 
bakery business in Hartford. 

Ethnic Conflict and Resolution22 

Bennett sought a resolution to 
the ethnic conflict between the Afri­
can Americans and the west Indians In 
Hartford. In the view of Thirman 
Milner, the biggest achievement of 
Bennett was perhaps the bridge that 
he built between the African Ameri­
cans and the west Indians in Hartford. 
This was possibly his greatest contri­
bution to the African American and 
black west Indian community In Hart­
ford. Milner points out that Bennett 
became a mentor to the entire com­
munity of color in Hartford after the 
African Americans and west Indians 
became unified. For this to have hap­
pened, both groups had to break 
down the stereotypes they held 
about each other and to learn to cul­
tivate mutual respect. 
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causes and nature of ethnic conflict 
The original African Americans in 

Hartford lived In the south end of the 
city and the Jews occupied the North 
end. The black west Indians that set­
tled in Hartford after serving their 
contract In the tobacco industry went 
to live In the north end in the late 
19SOS. Around the same time, newly 
arriving African Americans in Hartford 
from the us south also settled in the 
North end. The Jews in turn began to 
move out of the north end and to 
relocate in west Hartford, where ac­
cording to Milner, it was believed that 
they had to sign a compact not to sell 
their property to African Americans 
and black west lndians.23 

According to Milner, the separa­
tion between African Americans and 
west Indians was as deep as the di­
vide between white and African 
Americans. When the West Indians 
began to raise families and their 
population expanded, the conflict 
with African Americans became even 
greater. In Milner's view, the African 
Americans' resentment towards the 
west Indians had several sources. 

First, there was the belief that 
west Indian men only married African 
American women to stay legally in 
the us. In Milner's view, for that very 
reason the African American men in 
Hartford did not appreciate such 
marriages. Second, the African Ameri­
cans believed that the west Indians 
were taking away their Jobs. Third, 
the west Indians began to buy prop­
erty in Hartford, a development that 
the African Americans did not appre­
ciate. Milner points out that there 
were not many African American 
property owners, the white domi­
. nated society kept the African Ameri­
cans In a subservient frame of mind. 
According to him, the African Ameri­
cans were accustomed to their com­
pliant status in the society, and they 
therefore did not contemplate prop­
erty ownership on a large scale. The 
west Indians however began to buy­
up property at a fast pace. 



Fourth, the African Americans be­
lieved that the west Indians had only 
just arrived in Hartford but they were 
already accumulating wealth by buy­
ing property and opening stores. This 
caused even more segregation be­
tween west Indians and African 
Americans. Fifth, the African Ameri­
cans resented what they considered 
as the air of superiority that the west 
Indians portrayed. This led to the be­
lief among the African Americans that 
the west Indians thought that they 
were better than they were. And 
sixth, initially the west Indians at­
tended the white churches. That baf­
fled the African Americans and 
caused them to be upset and rein­
forced their belief that the west lndi· 
ans believed that they were superior 
to them. It was only in the last 20 
years that the west Indians have be­
gun to attend the African American 
churches and/or form their own 
churches. Indeed, Collin Bennett was 
ordained as a Minister of the Episco­
pal Church - Dioceses of Connecticut 
on June 19, 1992.24 

The west Indians also formu­
lated stereotypes about the African 
Americans they encountered in Hart­
ford. First, they thought that African 
Americans were uneducated and did 
only menial jobs. The west Indians did 
not understood how it was that there 
were so few college educated African 
American entrepreneurs in Hartford. 
In Milner·s view, however the west 
Indians were unaware of the nature 
of white racism in Connecticut. He 
hypothesized that racism in Hartford 
was very different but yet the same 
as racism in the us south. According 
to him, even the African Americans 
from the us south that came to Con­
necticut at that time believed that 
they enjoyed more freedom in their 
newly found northern state. Milner 
preferred the south because every­
thing there was in black and white. 
The African Americans in the us south 
therefore knew exactly how they 
were supposed to behave. In Con-
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necticut, however it appeared on the 
surface that not everything was in 
plain black and white, but in reality, it 
was. 

In Milner's view, the west Indians 
and even the African Americans from 
the us south did not fully understand 
the difference between appearance 
and reality in terms of racism in Con­
necticut. In the first instance, there 
were no traditional African American 
colleges or schools in New England. It 
was only in the 1930s that college 
educated African Americans came to 
Connecticut and Hartford city had its 
first African American teacher. Afri­
can Americans came to Connecticut 
for the same reason as the west lndi· 
ans, to work in the tobacco industry.25 

The African Americans in Hartford 
had to send their children to histori­
cally African American colleges in the 
us south. When these students 
graduated, the majority of them did 
not return to Connecticut. Until to­
day, the best of the African American 
students in Hartford attend the his­
torical black colleges in the us south. 
Thus, Hartford lacked a, strong Afri­
can American educated elite, which 
began to emerge only in the 1940s 
and 1950s.26 

second, the west Indians be­
lieved that the blacks in Hartford 
were lazy because they seemed not 
to be hard workers, and unambitious, 
because they were employed only in 
jobs that were at the bottom of soci­
ety. The African Americans worked as 
undertakers, preachers, domestics, 
cleaners, and chauffeurs. The west 
Indians believed that the African 
Americans were not industrious be· 
cause they had no businesses of their 
own, and only a few of them were 
property owners in Hartford. Again, 
in Milner's view these stereotypes 
reflected the ignorance of the west 
Indians who were not fully in tuned 
with American society.27 

According to Milner, the African 
Americans in Hartford were less edu­
cated than the southern African 



Americans who migrated to the city 
in the 1930s and 1940s. Even though 
that was the case, the African Ameri­
cans in Hartford looked down on the 
southern African Americans. This was 
due primarily to cultural differences. 
For instance, Milner recalled that his 
grandmother told him about one 
source of conflict between the Afri­
can American women in Hartford and 
the African American women from 
the us south that migrated to the 
city. The African American women in 
Hartford did not wear their dust 
apron and caps in the public. These 
were uniforms worn only on the job 
or indoors. The southern African 
American women worn their aprons 
and dust caps in public. The Hartford 
women thought that it was wrong to 
wear such apparel in the public and 
that the women from the south were 
not cultured. This was a source of 
ridicule and conflict between the two 
groups. 

conflict resolution in the black ethnic 
communities in Hartford 

Earlier, in his capacity as a com­
munity leader, Bennett had appeased 
the fair housing demonstrators to 
avoid a major confrontation with the 
police on Main street Hartford in 
1967. Nonetheless, in Milner's view, 
unity between the west Indians and 
African Americans in Hartford really 
began to take shape after the spon­
taneous rioting in Hartford when the 
news broke on the assassination of 
the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr. in 1968. Bennett wanted to know 
why the African Americans and blcick 
west Indians were destroying the 
businesses in their own communities. 
The dialogue between the West Indi­
ans and the African Americans in 
Hartford began to take place after 
those riots when their leaders came 
together to talk about the cultural 
differences of their respective 
groups. 

Milner recalls that there was an 
urgency of the two ethnic sections to 
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come together after they realized 
that as black people they were in­
deed in the same situation in Hart­
ford. The cultural differences that 
divided them paled in comparison to 
the common problems they faced as 
victims of racism, poverty, and their 
under-representative status in all 
spheres of economic and political life. 

Milner recollects that Bennett 
formed 'coalitfons' or ad hoc groups 
comprising west Indian and African 
American leaders from the churches, 
elected officials and other walks of 
life in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
The mission of the coalitions was to 
explore the differences and similari­
ties between two ethnic groups and 
to find ways to overcome their divi­
sions; fight racism and promote social 
justice issues; promote black entre­
preneurship and encourage west In­
dians to contest for elected office; 
and address the class differences that 
divided the black community. Ben­
nett encouraged the leaders in the 
partnerships to take back to their 
respective. organizations and com­
munities the message that they were 
all black people faced with the same 
social, political and economic prob­
lems. These coalitions met on a 
monthly basis at different venues in 
Hartford. 

These meetings helped to change 
the perceptions and reverse the im­
age that the leaders of the ethnic 
groups held of each other. The West 
Indians began to work with the Afri­
can Americans in Hartford and vice 
versa. There was greater integration 
between west Indians and African 
Americans. As the relationship be­
tween the two ethnic groups began 
to change, they learned to respect 
each other's cultural differences. 
Milner recollects that many of the 
African Americans began to have a 
mind shift and started to buy prop­
erty and to start their own small 
businesses. Bennett's name became a 
household word in Hartford. Some 
conflicts still continue between the 



two cultural sections but they are not 
as grave as in the past.28 

Community and Social 
Development29 

Collin Bennett spearheaded sev­
eral efforts that helped in the com­
munity development of the black 
neighborhoods and the overall social 
development of the black people in 
Hartford. Cathy Tomlinson, Milner, 
and Airey-Wilson recall that his phi­
losophy was that a strong and vital 
community could only evolve if its 
members were well educated, and if 
it had a vibrant economic base to 
sustain itself. Thus, both during and 
after his tenure at city hall, Bennett 
was a strong advocate for the devel­
opment of the education system in 
Hartford. For example, he made a 
direct contribution to the building of 
several schools. These are John c. 
Clark School, named after the first 
black councilman in Hartford, the 
Waverly Simpson School, the new 
Weaver High School in Hartford's 
North end, the Lewis Fox Middle 
School, the Parkview School and the 
sands School. His service In education 
included his role as president of the 
Barbour street Parent-Teacher Asso­
ciation. 

Collin believed that housing and 
home ownership were important 
cornerstones of community devel­
opment. Thus, he fought for fair 
housing and used the black commu­
nity organizations to fight against 
housing discrimination. In this con­
nection, he participated in the com­
pletion of various housing program 
namely the Percival Smith Towers, the 
Martin Luther King housing commu­
nity, the Tuscan Homes, the wood­
land Apartments, sands Housing, the 
Mark Twain Towers, Bennett com­
mons on Cleveland Avenue, St. Monica 
Senior Low Income Housing Develop­
ment, and the st. Martin outreach 
center on Woodland Street in Hart­
ford. Molly Bennett recalls that 
Collin's commitment to housing led 
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him to sell homes to black people 
who did not have the down payment. 
He would make a down payment on 
their behalf until they were able to 
repay him. 

Bennett made an Important con­
tribution to the social development 
of the black community. There was a 
shortage of black nurses in Hartford 
and to address that problem Bennett 
established the St. Martin's Certified 
Nurse Assistant <CNA> program to train 
persons who could move on to be­
come registered nurses. He engaged 
in relentless advocacy for the re­
cruitment of minority officers in the 
police and fire departments, and in 
city and state positions. 

Bennett participated in the ac­
tivities of several organizations in 
Hartford. He was a member of the 
NAACP, the founder of the National 
Association of Jamaicans and service 
Organizations <NAJASO>, and the 
president of the Caribbean Club of 
Hartford. He sat on the boards of the 
Salvation Army, the Hartford Public 
Library, and the Horace Bushnell Man­
agement Corporation. He was a 
member of the state of Connecticut 
Unemployment compensation Act 
committee, and commissioner of the 
Redevelopment Agency. Bennett was 
a member of the Board of Trustees 
for the state of Connecticut commu­
nity College and a Trustee at the uni­
versity of Hartford. He served as a 
member of the Human Relations 
commission in Connecticut, and the 
Hartford Metropolitan District Com­
mission. 

Bennett was the Connecticut sen­
ior warden - Emeritus at st. Monica 
Episcopal Church, where he inaugu­
rated an annual dinner in honor of 
Marcus Garvey. Collin was serving a 
third consecutive five-year term as 
executive director of the st. Monica 
Episcopal Church when he died on 
June 23, 1998. 

Bennett was the recipient of 
various awards including the Eastern 
Connecticut state University Distin-



guished Alumni Award, the Greater 
Hartford council of Churches Ecu­
menical Award, the Salvation Army 
community service Award, and the 
Order of Distinction, the highest na­
tional honor of his native Jamaica. 
The Eastern Connecticut state Univer­
sity established the Collin Bennett 
Caribbean Library Collection in his 
honor in 2000. 

Conclusion 
There are several important les­

sons to be learned from the story of 
Collin Bennett. The socio-economic 
and political conditions in the us and 
Indies are all interwoven In the Collin 
Bennett story. There are four Impor­
tant points that stand out about his 
life and activities. 

First, in spite of the adversaries 
he faced as a member of a typical 
Jamaican family, living under harsh 
political and economic conditions in 
the 1940s, and as a tobacco worker in 
the 1950s, he was able to find a way 
out and improve himself, economi­
cally, and politically. The determina­
tion for personal success must also be 

• viewed against the sociological and 

1. The main sources of Informa­
tion on Collin Bennett for this paper 
were face-to-face interviews con­
ducted with Mrs. Cathy Tomlinson, at 
her home in Hartford on January 9, 
2004 and a telephone interview with 
her on January 29, 2004; face-to-face 
interviews with Mrs. Molly Bennett, 
Dawn Bennett, and Lisa Bennett at 
the Collin Bennett Building, Hartford, 
Connecticut, on January 9, and Janu­
ary 31, 2004, and on other occasions 
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political theoretical insights that can 
be gleaned from Bennett's activities 
in Hartford. 

second, Bennett's activities re­
flect upon ethnicity, ethnic conflict, 
and ethnic conflict resolution. He was 
more concerned with the practical 
aspects of ethnic conflict resolution. 
His deliberate strategy was to build 
bridges between the west Indians 
and African Americans through ·coali­
tions' or ad hoc group discussions 
that approached the problem head­
on. Bennett's approach could be 
molded into a general theory on the 
practice of ethnic conflict resolution. 

Third, the strategies of economic 
development that Bennett pursued 
rank him among the black national­
ists. Black Nationalism, in the us is 
about black ownership of the means 
of production, blacks supporting 
black businesses. 

Finally, Bennett was a commu­
nity-builder, who led by example. It is 
important to record and study his 
community activism from the view­
point of hands-on, bottom up ap­
proaches to community develop­
ment. 

in February, 2004; face-to-face Inter­
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telephone interview with Cynthia 
Bennett on January 31; and face-to• 
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Airey-Wilson on January 9, 2004. 

2. see Faye Clarke Johnson, Sol­
diers of the Soil, New York, Vintage 
Press, 1995. 



3. see http://www.cptv.orgnvCT 
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www.cigarweekly.com/magazine/ ar­
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4. For more on the tobacco in­
dustry in general and Connecticut in 
particular see Randall Kincaid, Eco­
nomics of Cigar-wrapper Tobacco, 
Ph.D. Thesis Duke University, 1967; 
Paul Johnson, The Economics of the 
Tobacco Industry, New York: Praeger, 
1984; Joseph Robert, The story of 
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nett. 
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Carvey: Anti-Colonial Champion, Tren­
ton, NJ, Africa world Press, 1998. 

7. The data in this section were 
obtained from Clive Thomas, The Poor 
and the Powerless: Economic and Pol­
icy and Change In the Caribbean, New 
York, Monthly Review Press, 1988; o. 
Nigel Boland, The Politics of Labor in 
the Caribbean, Kingston, Jamaica, Ian 
Randle Publishers, Ltd., 2001 

8. see Ashton Chase, A History of 
Trade unionism In Guyana, 1900 -
1961, Georgetown, Guyana, New Guy­
ana company Ltd., 1968. 

9. The data for this section was 
obtained from Harold v. Vatter, The 
U.S. Economy in the 1950s, New York, 
w. w. Norton and company, Inc., 
1963; and Lerone Bennett, Jr., Before 
the Mayflower: A History of the Negro 
in America 1619-1964 <Revised Edition), 
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The Power of Celebration: Christmas on the 
Plantation in the Old south 

Tameka Bradley Hobbs 

In the history of the united 
states of America, few subjects are as 
complicated and intriguing as slavery. 
The tragic irony that a nation known 
as a beacon of democracy for the 
world went to war to free itself from 
the tyranny of oppressing a segment 
of its population has long attracted 
the attention of scholars. Historians 
have diligently pursued the answer to 
that question; along the way they 
have begun to unravel one of the 
greatest and most tragic stories in 
human history. Over the years, writ· 
ings on slavery have moved from the 
study of the institution of slavery, 
focusing on geography, economics, 
and politics . to the study of slave life 
and culture. As historians continue to 
research and rewrite history, they 
have been able to illuminate the hid· 
den details of the master-slave rela­
tionship that have heretofore been 
elusive. 

one of the most puzzling aspects 
of slavery is attempting to under­
stand how slaves endured the op­
pression that characterized their lives 
as human chattel. In an attempt to 
better understand the complexities 
of slave life and slave-master rela­
tions, this essay focuses on interpret­
ing the celebration of Christmas on 
southern plantations from the per­
spective of the slaves who partici· 
pated in the observances. It argues 
that, while slaveowners had their own 
motivations and purposes for allow­
ing these holidays, slaves used these 
opportunities to confirm their hu­
manity, strengthen and celebrate 
family bonds, and to celebrate their 
own cultural traditions. Information 
and descriptions about these antebel­
lum Christmas celebrations are gath· 
ered mainly from the narratives of 
witnesses, both black and white, to 
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such celebrations on southern planta­
tions. overall, this essay is an attempt 
to better understand slave-master 
relationships through the window of 
celebrations and, more specifically, 
one of many fascinating but elusive 
aspects of slave culture. 

over the years, explanations of 
the slave-master relationship have 
ranged from one end of the ideologi­
cal spectrum to the other. Early 
treatments of slavery attribute the 
success of the institution to the docil· 
ity of the African race; in his book 
American Negro Slavery, u. B. Phillips, 
one of the foremost Southern histo­
rians of his day, asserted that blacks 
had been happy as slaves. In later 
years, Kenneth Stampp's ground· 
breaking book, The Peculiar Institu­
tion, reversed this viewpoint. In his 
analysis, blacks were the victims of 
detrimental white oppression; the 
power of Stampp's pen transformed 
slaveowners from paternalists to 
predators. A few years later, Stanley 
Elkins' work, Slavery: A Problem in 
American Institutional and Intellectual 
Life, credited the traumatic trigger of 
the trans-Atlantic slave trade and sub­
sequent ill-treatment as psychological 
and cultural disruptions that then 
allowed for the exploitation of blacks 
by whites.1 

In a matter this complicated 
there are no easy answers. As histori­
ans continue to seek a fitting explana­
tion of the dynamics of master-slave 
relationship, they have begun to look 
at the slave as all active participant in 
the drama of the Old south. Blacks 
were more than laborers and 
drudges. As investigations continue 
into the development of slave cul­
ture, historians are discovering more 
information about resistance and 
coping mechanisms employed by 



slaves in order to endure their cir­
cumstances and exercise some level 
of control over their own lives. Slaves 
asserted their Individuality and desire 
for personal space and time in differ­
ent ways; when the slave master did 
not concede it willingly, or even hesi­
tatingly, they created it. For example, 
some crept away at night to partici­
pate in clandestine meetings, 
whether they were dances or reli­
gious services. Numerous accounts 
exist from former slaves testifying to 
the prevalence of 'hush arbors', clus­
ters of trees or other areas in the 
woods where slaves would gather to 
hold secret worship services.2 At 
other times, slaves, males in particu­
lar, snuck away to visit family mem­
bers or love interests who lived on 
other plantations, risking both limb 
and life. Aside from these more social 
occasions, enslaved Africans also met 
in secret to plan revolts and rebel­
lions, which was especially prevalent 
in the case of Gabriel's Rebellion of 
1801 and Nat Turner's rebellion of 
1821.3 These adventures were not 
without risk; discovery by the master 
or the slave patrollers would certainly 
mean instant and harsh punishment. 

Planters acknowledged the need 
for leisure time among slaves, and 
attempted to control it, placing it 
within the boundaries of plantation 
management. They offered Saturday 
evening reprieves from work and, 
when it was not a crucial time in the 
harvest season, usually allowed slaves 
to abstain from fieldwork on Sunday. 
This allowed slaves the time to culti­
vate their personal gardens, where 
allowed, which was another exercise 
in independence. Bondsmen and 
bondswomen also looked forward to 
yearly holidays such as Easter and the 
Fourth of July with great anticlpa­
tion.4 

Of all the forms of leisure, 
Christmas celebrations were the most 
traditional as well as the most antici­
pated observance of the year. 5 Aside 
from the religious significance of the 
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holiday, Christmas on many antebel­
lum plantations meant the reduction 
or cessation of labor for several days 
or weeks, and the beginning of a res­
pite that included layers of celebra­
tion that gave the enslaved, when 
compared with their lifestyles during 
other parts of the year, a temporary 
illusion of liberty. This fac;ade was not 
only achieved by the change of work 
routine. While the format for Christ­
mas observances varied from planta­
tion to plantation, these celebrations 
often included traditions <that were 
repeated long enough to become 
rituals) which included the giving of 
gifts, the consumption of food and 
alcoholic drinks and other forms of 
revelry. The ex-slave Frederick Doug­
lass highlighted the various forms of 
frolicking that slaves partook of dur­
ing these times; according to him, the 
slaves "spent the holidays in sports, 
ball-playing, wrestling, boxing, run­
ning foot-races, dancing, and drinking 
whiskey."6 In the most relative of 
terms, the Christmas holiday repre­
sented for enslaved African Ameri­
cans a time of leisure and a small de­
gree of personal liberty. 

Slave owners, on the other hand, 
had other Ideas about the meaning of 
these Christmas celebrations. The 
symbols and rituals reinforced what 
southern whites Idealized about their 
society: slave owners were "benevo­
lent and generous" to their slaves; 
slaves were "merry and content" with 
their lot; and that master and slave 
shared familiar bonds of "affection 
and respect." It was during this time 
that planters sought to reinforce 
their control over their workforce. 
Christmas celebrations also provided 
a venue to express a type of cultural 
solidarity between slaves and their 
owners, albeit for formalized and 
forced. Christmas observances in the 
antebellum south became a ritualized 
expresslon of largess on the part of 
the planter. 

However, closer evaluation re­
veals that the role of whites is only a 



singular layer in a complex series of 
interactions and rituals. such inter­
pretation says much about the slave 
owner, but what about the slave? 

Christmas in the Old south had all 
the ingredients of a secular ritual, 
described by anthropologists as "a 
complex type of symbolic behavior 
that usually has a statable purpose, 
but one that invariably alludes to 
more than it says and has many 
meanings at once. •7 These occasions 
were "designed to propagate ... the 
myth of cultural unity and social con­
tinuity, the myth of unchanging 
common traditions, landl the myth of 
shared belief."8 Slaves wove personal 
expressions of humanity into the lay­
ered meanings of Christmas celebra­
tions on the plantations. It was an 
opportunity to act out their aspira­
tions of freedom. Families reunited. 
Separated lovers rekindled their ro­
mances and solemnized their rela­
tionships through marriage. Blacks 
put on their best clothes-those re­
served for Sunday or their freshly 
issued year allotment- and danced 
together. They could dine and drink 
together, share small talk and humor. 
It was on these occasions that blacks 
reaffirmed their collective identity 
and solidified their relationship to 
each other.9 Christmas was a day that 
they could briefly be "free." More 
specifically, it allowed slaves an op­
portunity to imagine themselves as 
self-determining people, instead of 
the laboring captives that they in­
deed were. It was on these occasions 
that owners loosened the noose of 
slavery just enough that the enslaved 
could briefly think themselves unfet­
tered. 

While slave owners surely hoped 
to have their generosity interpreted 
as largess, Christmas rituals on the 
plantation operated as defense 
mechanisms. Frederick Douglass re­
ferred to these traditional celebra­
tions as ·safety valves·: blacks treas­
ured the memory of the previous 
Christmases and lived in anticipation 
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of the next, so much so that the 
prospect of the celebration enticed 
them to work harder and to behave 
better as not to lose this small win­
dow of privilege. The fun, food, and 
relative freedom that characterized 
Christmas on some plantations had 
the preventative function of "lcarry­
ingl off the explosive elements in­
separable from the mind when re­
duced to the condition of slavery." If 
not for these occasion of mild relief, 
Douglass acknowledges that "the rig­
ors of bondage would have become 
too severe for endurance, and the 
slave would have been forced up to 
dangerous desperation."10 

Traditional interpretations of 
Christmas and other holidays ob­
served on southern plantations view 
them as control mechanisms used by 
white slave owners to placate their 
slaves. 11 Former slave and renowned 
abolitionist Frederick Douglass made 
clear his disdain for plantation holi­
days, noting they "were among the 
most effective means in the hands of 
slaveholders of keeping down the 
spirit of insurrection among the 
slaves."12 Since Douglass' time, other 
historians have remained true to his 
sentiments. In his book Roll, Jordan, 
Roll, one of the most in-depth treat­
ments of slave life and culture, 
Eugene Genovese accepts Douglass' 
interpretation of the paternalistic 
motivation in Christmas celebra­
tions.13 In discussing the social impact 
of the holiday, Penne Restad asserts 
that holiday celebrations like Christ­
mas solidified the paternalistic rela­
tionship between master and slave.14 

However, for the majority of blacks 
who endured slavery as a way of life, 
they .could not successfully escape, 
they became skilled at using whatever 
opportunities afforded to them to 
assert and express their humanity. 
Christmas was one of those opportu­
nities. Many blacks relished the time 
and enjoyed themselves as much as 
they could; it provided the time and 



. . 
of self-assertion through enjoyment. 

In studying antebellum Christmas 
observances on southern plantations, 
it is Important to consider the role of 
the plantation owners; they were the 
parties who determined the scope 
and length of the annual celebration. 
It was an occasion for planters to 
demonstrate their wealth, kindness 
and concern for their slaves.15 The 
wealthiest planters gave the most 
elaborate and generous celebrations; 
smaller planters were not in a finan­
cial position to provide large feasts or 
several days off from work.16 How­
ever, those who were able to provide 
feasts and parties for their slaves took 
pride in the size and grand nature of 
their observances. 

In addition to the leisure and fes­
tivities allowed at Christmas, planters 
demonstrated their benevolence to­
ward as well as their control of their 
laborers. While the celebration of 
Christmas on the plantation was es­
tablished by tradition, the planters 
were active in shaping the meaning 
of the celebration for the slaves they 
owned. conventional wisdom among 
slave owners asserted that Christmas 
celebrations could be used as a man­
agement tool; it was considered a 
small sacrifice to give all slaves a day 
off from work for celebration, rather 
than to deal with slovenly work 
throughout the year.17 Their subjects 
were to understand, however, that 
such observances were "a mere gratu­
ity, to be bestowed or withheld at 
the pleasure of the master."18 The re­
ward of Christmas celebrations, just 
like the administration of public pun­
ishment, was part of the ritual of de­
pendence and dominance that de­
fined social relationships on the . 
plantatlon.19 

There were several dimensions to 
southern Christmas celebrations and 
what they meant for slaves. Most no­
table was the fact that during Christ­
mas, the normally well-regulated 
boundaries of physical space on the 

81 

bondsman Solomon Northup, in his 
autobiography, recalled that it was 
the only time that slaves were "al- • 
lowed a little restricted liberty."20 

Slaves visited, feasted and danced at 
the main house, an area that was usu­
ally off limits to all but house ser­
vants. Occasionally, masters went into 
the slave quarters to attend the fes­
tivities there. One of the most impor­
tant of these holiday privileges, and 
surely one of the most appreciated 
by slaves, was the ability to leave the 
plantation. Blacks were given passes 
and •permitted to go where they 
please within a limited distance." Dur­
ing the holidays many masters al­
lowed their slaves to visit neighbor­
ing plantations to attend social 
gatherings and visit family mem­
bers.21 

Food played a major role in the 
holiday festivities. Narratives from 
this era, whether written by blacks 
and whites, go into great detail over 
the amount and variety of food avail­
able. At least one white narrator at­
tempted to downplay Christmas feast 
as nothing out of the ordinary, not­
ing that the slaves' excitement for 
food was ·1n1ot that they Iwerel not 
well fed ordlnarily."22 Despite this edi­
torial, complaints of planters in re­
gards to their slaves' habit of stealing 
hogs and chickens for their own con­
sumption throughout the year pro­
vide enough evidence to refute that 
claim. In reality, the holiday offered a 
welcome modification from their 
usual fare. In contrast to their normal 
rations of corn, pork, and molasses, 
slaves were treated to sweet dishes 
prepared for the Christmas celebra­
tion, puddings, cakes, gingerbreads, 
and candy. An abundance and variety 
of meat was also served; in contrast 
to their usual allotment of salty, fatty 
pork, during the holidays slaves were 
treated to prime cuts of pork, beef, 
mutton, duck and chicken. one of the 
more notable treats frequently sin­
gled out for comment was the 
distribution of flour, which the slaves 



bution of flour, which the slaves 
nicknamed "Billy Seldom" as opposed 
to their usually daily communion with 
• Johnny constant"-their usual ration 
of corn meal.23 

A remarkable part of the food 
celebration was not only what type of 
food was provided but moreover 
who prepared and served it. The 
memories of antebellum southerners, 
both black and white, are full of nota­
tions of whites serving as hosts to 
their slaves. Whites prepared and of­
ten distributed the food and drink to 
reinforce their authority on a day 
free from the regular rhythms of la­
bor discipline. Rebecca Cameron re­
called that her grandfather served 
eggnog to each of his slaves, speaking 
to them each by name. Most often 
white women on the plantation pre­
pared the holiday foods and distrib­
uted them to the slaves.24 

In addition to the holiday feast, 
Christmas was one of the few days 
that slaves were allowed to consume 
alcohol. sometimes it took the form 
of holiday eggnog; other times mas­
ters distributed whiskey or fruit wine 
to slaves. Spirits certainly contributed 
to the festive atmosphere, and "there 
were drunkards to be found both 
among the white folks and among 
the slaves. "25 Pierpont, a Boston na­
tive who observed a Christmas cele­
bration on a south caro,lina planta­
tion, vividly recalled the distribution 
of alcohol to slaves: "Their drink (rum, 
sugar, & water> was prepared in large 
tubs of two or three pails full, and 
carried about them so that each one 
might drink his fill of the intoxicating 
and Lethean draught. "26 some masters 
used intoxication to make a point to 
their slaves. In addition to encourag­
ing jubilation, alcohol could also be 
used to manipulate. Francis Fedric 
recalled the following anecdote 
about his former master: 

He supplied them plenti­
fully with new whiskey, 
which kept them in a con-
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tlnual state of the most 
beastly intoxication. He of­
ten absolutely forced them 
to drink more, when they 
had told him they had had 
enough. He would then call 
them together, and say, 
"Now, you slaves, don't you 
see what bad use you have 
been making of your lib­
erty? Don't you think you 
had better have a master, 
to look after you, and make 
you work, and keep you 
from such a brutal state, 
which is a disgrace to you, 
and would ultimately be an 
injury to the community at 
large?" some of the slaves, 
in that whining, cringing 
manner, which is one of 
the baneful effects of slav­
ery, would reply, ·vees, 
Massa; if we go on in dis 
way, no good at all.27 

While incidents like these are fre­
quently noted, they seldom note that 
whites participated in the drinking 
ritual as well. Northerners visiting in 
the south over the holiday frequently 
remarked on the consumption of 
alcohol by all, men and women, 
young and old, black and white. In an 
alcohol-induced state of joviality, 
normal restrictions on self-expression 
and social contact were relaxed. Alco­
hol became an equalizer that pro­
vided for a brief period of drunken 
egalitarianism.28 

Giving gifts was also a part of the 
southern Christmas ritual. Part of the 
gift giving ritual lay in the power of 
the master to give; he had the wealth 
and income to be able to give gifts to 
his slaves.29 Frequently, the gifts that 
planters gave were necessities for the 
slaves, such as their yearly allotment 
of clothing. Ironically, what was 
passed off as a gift by the planter in 
fact was a routine expense.30 The giv­
ing of gifts served as another covert 
form of control. Within the realm of 



Christmas, a role reversal occurred 
between master and slave. on this 
occasion, it was the master who an­
swered the whim of the servant. 
Whites gave to slaves a minuscule 
gesture of acknowledgement and 
appreciation. on occasion blacks pre­
sented their owners with presents, 
like eggs or other such products of 
their own labor. This act of reciproca­
tion may have been another attempt 
on the part of the slaves to equalize 
the exchange.31 

There is some evidence that 
slaves also pressured their masters to 
give them gifts. The Christmas tradi­
tion on the southern plantation built 
on a tradition of expectation on the 
part of the slave. They anticipated 
receiving tokens from their owners; if 
denied gifts, slaves would act out 
their disappointment. Plantation mis­
tresses acknowledged that ill tem­
perament or sullenness among slaves 
could be cured by gift-giving. Letitia 
Burwell, commenting on her child­
hood memories of plantation life, 
recalled that "lilf any of the older ser­
vants became displeased with us, we 
were miserable until we had restored 
the old smile by presenting some 
choice bit of sweetmeat to the of­
fended one."32 However, some plant­
ers complained that their slaves 
wanted too much. Even slaveowners 
who considered bypassing the holi­
day ultimately conceded, recognizing 
that their slave would not cooper­
ate.33 

While the holiday recognized the 
birth of Jesus, the religious aspect of 
Christmas was subordinate to the 
secular rituals that characterized the 
traditional holiday celebration on the 
plantation. In their recollections of 
the holiday, whites and blacks were 
more likely to mention St. Nicholas 
than Jesus. one observer remarked 
"the thought of Santa Claus among 
enlightened people never could pro­
duce such a feeling as that which 
animated the breasts of these poor, 
ignorant slaves."34 "Most they knew 

83 

about Christmas," he continued, ·was 
that it meant a good time for every­
body. "35 However, just like on other 
occasions in the year, slaves held their 
own religious services in observance 
of Christmas. Upon sunrise, worship­
pers would begin exuberant shouting 
to welcome the coming day "shoutin' 
Christmas" or ·sun shoutin."36 When 
given the opportunity, blacks cele­
brated the spiritual aspect of Christ­
mas in their own manner.37 

It was not unusual for slaves to 
conduct marriages during the Christ­
mas holidays In the Old south. It is 
Important to note that blacks were 
not always totally free in their choice 
of a mate; some masters discouraged 
or would not allow the marriage of 
their slaves to blacks on other planta­
tions. 38 Still, when slaves did marry, 
whites noted with a characteristic 
combination of humor and disdain 
the spectacle of blacks preparing for 
their ceremonies. Eliza Ripley later 
recalled one of her family's slaves 
preparing for her ceremony: "Nancy 
was black as a crow and had rather a 
starling look in that dazzling white 
satin dress and the pure white flow­
ers pinned to her kinks."39 The fact 
that blacks would choose to wed at 
Christmas, because of the permissive­
ness surrounding the holiday, meant 
that family members and friends 
from neighboring plantations could 
be present to witness the occasion. In 
this way, blacks were able to build up 
the base of the secular ritual of 
Christmas, appropriate it, and amend 
to it to address their needs, desires, 
and wishes. Even though these unions 
were not recognized by the law, 
blacks sought to solemnize unions 
between women and men in .a way 
that gave meaning to their humanity. 

Nearly all accounts of Christmas 
celebrations among slaves on the 
plantation mention dancing. It was 
the main form of entertainment dur­
ing the holidays. Sometimes it took 
the form of impromptu frolicking or 
a more formal "slave ball" in the slave 



quarters or the main house. Blacks 
would commence their movement at 
the main house, entering a space usu­
ally off limits to them. one white ma­
tron noted her surprise that jubila­
tion did not cease with "the presence 
of whites."40 Dance competitions were 
also a major event at Christmas time. 
Whites and blacks alike recalled the 
contest and flirtation involved on 
such occasions. Caroline Gilman re­
corded in detail a dance on a planta­
tion in the 1830s: 

A woman, standing in the 
center of a circle, com­
menced with a kind of 
shuffle, in which her body 
moved round and round, 
while her feet seemed 
scarcely to stir from their 
position. She held a hand­
kerchief before her, which 
she occasionally twisted 
round her waist, head, or 
arms, but mostly stretched 
out in front as if to ward 
off assaults. After a few 
minutes an old black man 
leaped into the circle, and 
knelt before her with ges­
tures of entreaty; the lady 
turned her back and 
danced off in an opposite 
direction. Hector started 
up and began dancing after 
her, holding out his arms if 
he would embrace her, but 
still keeping at a respectful 
distance; again he ventured 
to solicit her hand, but the 
coy damsel still refused. At 
this crisis Jim spring for­
ward, and his petitions, 
commenced in the same 
manner, were more kindly 
listened to. Hector rushed 
from the scene, clinching 
his fist and striking his fore­
head ... and the damsel 
spread her handkerchief 
before her face as if to hide 
the blushes. The favoured 
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suiter gave her a salute, 
and a brisker measure suc­
ceeded, in which, one by 
one, many others joined, 
until it ended in a kind of 
contra-dance, and this 
lasted five hours. 41 

Solomon Northup recalled a dance 
ritual from his days as a slave, involv­
ing "Miss Lively and Mr. Sam": 

It was well known that Sam 
cherished an ardent pas­
sion for Lively, as also did 
one of Marshall's and an­
other of Carey's boys; for 
Lively was lively indeed, 
and a heartbreaking co­
quette withal.42 

on this occasion she selected Sam as 
her dance partner, and 

his legs flew like drum­
sticks down the outside 
and up the middle, by the 
side of his bewitching 
partner. The whole com­
pany cheered them vocif· 
erouslv, and excited with 
the applause, they contin­
ued 'tearing down' after all 
the others had become ex­
hausted and halted a mo­
ment to recover. But Sam's 
superhuman exertions 
overcame him finally, leav­
ing Lively alone, vet whirl­
ing like a top.43 

Two others tried to tame the dancing 
dame but to no avail, as ·amidst hur­
rahs and shouts, fully sustaining her 
well-earned reputation of being the 
'fastest gal' on the bayou.· such con­
tests would continue ·until broad 
daylight. "44 

These accounts give a description 
of physical motion, vet they attest to 
a deeper aspect of human nature. 
Dance was not only a form of release, 
but it also offered blacks an opportu-



nity to display their talents, both as 
dancers and mus1c1ans. Winners 
basked in attention, adoration and 
praise. Their families and communi­
ties celebrated and encouraged 
them. However, the importance of 
dance was not a new phenomenon. In 
African cultural traditions, dancing 
accompanied or accentuated nearly 
every aspect of life, birth, marriage, 
harvest, and death.45 The style of 
dancing attributed to slaves was also 
unique. It combined upright Euro­
pean posture with the intensity and 
athleticism of African movement.46 

And as opposed to other times of the 
year, whites sat on the sidelines and 
blacks arranged and carried out the 
entertainment for the day. The im­
portance of such performance was 
noted by Roger Abrahams, 

Recognizing the time and 
place in which perform­
ance, contention, and risk 
taking were encouraged, 
tblacksl took advantage of 
the opportunity to express 
themselves in their own 
style. They found occasions 
in which they could pre­
sent themselves both as 
subservient to the master 
of the plantation and vet 
they themselves were 'mas­
ters of ceremonies.'47 

Slave dance, in this way, repre­
sented a combination of the religios­
ity, festivity, and creative expression, 
derived from various African cultures, 
which celebrated a common commu­
nal aesthetic among slaves. 

As with dance, music became a 
method of release for blacks. Musi­
cians held special positions during 
these celebrations as well. They, like 
the dancers, were the center of at­
tention. Gilman recalled the "glory of 
our country Christmas was Diggory as 
chief fiddler."48 Rebecca Cameron re­
membered uncle Robin, the musician 
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on her grandfather's plantation. She 
commented that he was 

the head fiddler and a re­
markably fine one, too. It 
was delightful to watch 
him ascend to the musi­
cians' stand, bowing with 
great ceremoniousness to 
the friendly greetings of 
the neighborhood gentry, 
from whom he was Quite 
sure of a perfect shower of 
gold and silver pieces in the 
pauses of the dance.49 

The talent of slave musicians placed 
them in high demand i.n the area 
where they lived. It gave them an 
opportunity to travel and their hosts 
obliged them with gifts and even 
money. More than the material gifts, 
the opportunity to display their skill 
gave them a feeling of self-worth and 
bolstered their self-esteem. Solomon 
Northup, who was a musician, re­
marked "Alas!, Had it not been for my 
beloved violin, I scarcely can conceive 
how I could have endured the long 
years of bondage."50 

sound, whether singing, shout­
ing, or percussion, was an important 
part of Christmas on the plantation. 
on many plantations the Christmas 
day began with noisy outbursts: "My 
sakes! What a fusillade that is. Bang! 
Bang! Bang! 'Hurrah for Christmas!' No 
more sleep."51 Black children burst 
dried hog bladders, which served as 
homemade firecrackers. Caroline Gil­
man stated that the slaves on her 
plantation 

commenced to salute with 
the combination of every 
noise they could make by 
the agency of tin and brass, 
aiding their rude music. 
One set of people would 
have been sufficient to 
drive Morpheus in a panic 
from our pillows; but, from 



both plantation united, the 
clamour was prodigious. 52 

Many whites were evidently annoyed 
by the noise, yet they tolerated it. 
Blacks took full advantage of the 
situation, by being boisterous and 
unrestrained. At this time of the year, 
without the need to be quiet and 
meek, blacks were able to invade the 
atmosphere with their jubilation at 
the expense of their master's and 
mistress· sensitivities. 63 

Of the most notable allowances 
for invasion of sound and space dur­
ing Christmas in the Old south were 
the "John canoe" marches. While 
these observances usually are associ­
ated with blacks in the Caribbean, 
they were also practice in North 
America, primarily in the vicinity of 
North Carolina. Led by costumed fig­
ures, dressed in a uniform of various 
pieces of cloth, and sometimes masks 
of animal heads or horns, these 
rowdy processions included a crew of 
musicians, percussionists, and a 
throng of singers and dancers. The 
John canoes danced and sang wildly 
and were greeted by whites and 
blacks alike. In return for they antics, 
they expected money; it could be 
viewed as a tip for the entertainment 
they provided. Also whites would pay 
the marchers to take their noisy pag­
eant elsewhere.54 Harriet Jacobs 
noted that when the "Johnkannaus· 
made their rounds, 

Inlet a door is left unvisited 
where there is the least 
chance of obtaining a 
penny or a glass of ruin. It 
is seldom that any white 
man or child refuses to give 
them a trifle. If he does, 
they regale his ears with 
the following song: Poor, 
mass, so dey say/Down in 
de heel, so dey say/Got no 
money, so dey say/Not one 
shillin, so dey say/ God 
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A'mighty bress you, so dey 
say.ss 

Aside from the expectation of pay­
ment, blacks openly taunted whites 
who refused or were unable to give 
them money. Even more surprising is 
the fact that whites permitted such 
behavior. These celebrations offered 
a social release which manifested in a 
"cordial and sportive, if at times 
somewhat tense, egalitarianism."56 

such incidents suggest that blacks 
and whites recognized that within 
the space and time of Christmas cele­
brations, such inversions of the social 
order were tolerated.57 

In all its vestiges, Christmas on 
the plantation offered blacks an op­
portunity to indulge, however tem­
porarily, their aspirations for free­
dom. For some slaves, however, the 
privileges and rituals of Christmas 
gave them a chance to make their 
dreams a reality, for example, as a 
cover for their escape. John Andrew 
Jackson used the background of the 
festivities and the relaxed regulation 
by the patrollers during the holidays 
to make his escape. While making his 
escape, Jackson recalled that he "met 
many white person, and was hailed, 
•you nigger, how far are you going?' 
To which I would answer, 'To the next 
plantation, mas're;' but I took good 
care not to stop at the next planta­
tion."58 Two other well-known south­
ern escapees, William and Ellen Craft, 
began their flight north under the 
distraction of the Christmas holidays; 
both obtained holiday passes from 
their owners before setting their 
plans in motion.59 

overall, Christmas on the south­
ern plantation was more than an ex­
ercise in power, paternalism, and be­
nevolence on the part of whites. To 
only examine the holiday from their 
perspective only gives a portion of 
the picture. Closer examination offers 
an opportunity to witness African 
American survival at work. Christmas 
was a time of celebration when real-



ity as the slaves usually knew it was 
turned on its head; instead of the 
daily ration of toil and poor food, it 
was a time when slaves enjoyed re­
laxation, feasting, and a short-lived 
and well-regulated independence, 
but independence nonetheless. 
Within a narrow sliver of time and 
space, blacks took advantage of an 
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Why Teachers Teach: Dr. Juliette Phifer Bursterman, 
North Carolina Migrant and Connecticut's First 

African American College Professor 

Camille Moore Close and Stacey Close 

In 1948, when Dr. Juliette 
Bursterman accepted the invitation 
of Willimantic state Teachers College 
!WSTC>, currently Eastern Connecticut 
State University, to join its faculty, 
she became the first African American 
college professor to ever be em­
ployed by the institution and the 
state of Connecticut. one obituary 
even said she was the first African 
American college professor in New 
England. Located in Willimantic, Con­
necticut, Dr. Bursterman went on to 
serve the college's Education De­
partment for 26 years. In 1958, 
Bursterman presented at the "Experi­
ences in Cultural Integration Sympo­
sium," proceedings of which were 
published in Educational Leadership, a 
leading journal in education. In "An 
Experience in Connecticut,· a presen­
tation she made, Bursterman de­
scribed her first year's experiences at 
the college. In carefully worded re­
marks, she wrote: 

When I returned to the 
campus In September to 
begin my work, most of my 
colleagues were cordial, 
but few found it difficult to 
hide their uneasiness. As 
the year progressed, I was 
invited to some of their 
homes for teas, meals, dis­
cussion groups and parties. 
In faculty meetings my 
opinions, like those of my 
white colleagues, were al­
ways entertained and often 
accepted. I have enjoyed all 
phases of my work al­
though at times the situa­
tion demanded great cour­
age.1 
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Later in 1968 after 20 years at 
WTSC, in a letter to Harold Howe 11, 
commissioner of Education, she de­
scribed it as "interesting, somewhat 
challenging and indeed very informa­
tive."2 Far from being naive, she 
clearly knew the experience would be 
challenging. Although discrimination 
and racism in Connecticut limited 
the general freedom of many Afri­
can Americans, Dr. Juliette Phifer 
Bursterman flourished in the aca­
demic environment at Willimantic 
state Teachers College because of her 
stellar academic abilities, self-love, 
acceptance of differences, outspo­
kenness, zest for life, and understand­
ing of the role of educators and stu­
dents. 

At a time when Dr. Bursterman 
was breaking new grounds in the 
education field, the public school 
system of Connecticut still lagged in 
hiring clearly qualified African Ameri­
can teachers. In 1925 the public 
school system in Connecticut hired its 
first public school teacher; however, 
hiring numbers for African American 
teachers remained dismal for years. 
James H. Tipton, an associate profes­
sor at WSTC and the author of a full 
length case study of the race strike in 
Garv, Indiana, during the 1940's, ar­
gues that "Connecticut's towns have 
occasionally shown a reluctance in 
hiring Negro teachers ... teachers must 
be active members of their commu­
nities, teach Sunday school, visit pu­
pil's homes, and many other things 
which Negro teachers would find dif­
ficult or impossible.· In fact, in the 
decade before she was hired, public 
school boards and superintendents, 
went as far as to specifically exclude 



·catholics and Jews on occasion and 
never even mentioning Negroes," 
when looking to hire school teachers. 
Despite this reluctance to hire African 
Americans, ·no Negro public school 
teacher once hired has been released 
for unsatisfactory service."3 

Born shortly after the turn of the 
twentieth century in Charlotte, North 
Carolina <January 3, 1903!, Juliette 
Phifer, was orphaned at an early age, 
but that did not stop her, she was 
determined to succeed. Bursterman 
clearly had great passion for her cho­
sen career in education, and this pas­
sion to teach led from North Carolina 
to New York and eventually Connecti­
cut; along the way she made it her 
quest and life career goal to cham­
pion the cause of the disadvantaged 
youth in the education system. While 
the disadvantaged youth meant pri­
marily students of color, she was con­
cerned about those with disabilities, 
both mental and physical, and those 
sidelined by their social economic 
status. 

In 1928, after completing her 
public school studies, at the Slater 
state Normal School, she went on to 
receive a Bachelor of Science degree 
from Winston Salem State Teachers 
College, now Winston Salem State 
University. Later, in 1933, Bursterman 
completed an M.A. at the Teachers 
College of Columbia University. Dur­
ing this same year, she taught school 
in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. It 
was at this time, as the Great Depres­
sion raged, that Bursterman, who had 
a strong commitment to human ser­
vice, used her skills and talents as the 
state Supervisor of Adult Education 
for the Federal Emergency Relief Pro­
gram. 

In 1938 she returned to Columbia 
to complete her professional di­
ploma, and it is here her spirit of ac­
tivism and dedication to her culture 
and her people truly developed. Al­
ways active, the North Carolina native 
worked with Columbia's Negro Educa­
tion Club and was one of its officers. 
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Columbia's African American students 
created the club to 

promote the interest 
in and improvement of Ne­
gro Education in the United 
States and to cooperate 
with the college in the 
maintenance and further­
ing of inter racial friendli­
ness. 

Signs of what would be impor­
tant highlights of her career, inter­
racial work, and cultural integration 
were clearly visible. 

As one of the club's key officers, 
she found herself chosen to present 
flowers to Eleanor Roosevelt at a Na­
tional council of Negro women Ban­
quet. Like many people in Black Amer­
ica, Bursterman considered Eleanor 
Roosevelt a true beacon of hope and 
equality for all. Before the banquet, 
Bursterman thoughtfully penned the 
statement she would read for the 
event. She concluded her remarks: 

Mrs. Roosevelt mem­
bers of the club have fol­
lowed you enthusiastically, 
followed your national in­
ter-racial interests, your 
fine liberality and genuine 
humanitarian spirit. In deep 
appreciation and gratitude 
we are happy to present 
these flowers and I am 
happy also for this oppor­
tunity, which I shall esteem 
and cherish.4 

After earning a diploma in super­
vision and Administration of Elemen­
tary Education, Bursterman accepted 
a position as the principal of Newbold 
Training School, NC. Although the re­
cords available in her collection do 
not indicate the conditions at New­
bold, she displayed her commitment 
to her culture and race, when she, 
her staff, and students prepared and 
coordinated the curriculum celebra-



tlon for Negro History week. The cur­
riculum was later published in a 1940 
edition of The Negro History Bulletin. 

In 1948, she completed her doc­
toral work !Ed.DJ and dissertation 
!"Public Education in Haiti Since 1934"> 
at New York University. She earned 
her degree in an era when it meant 
that most mainstream awardees were 
on the road to a life of intellectual, 
social, and economic success. Fre­
quently, this was not the case for Af· 
rican Americans. 

According to William M. Banks in 
Black Intellectuals: Race and Responsi­
bility in American Life, while the lives 
of black intellectuals were probably 
better, particularly those on black 
campuses, than the masses; life was 
by no means easy outside of campus 
confines, even for the most accom­
plished. Banks writes about the ex­
periences of John Hope Franklin, who 
became one of the world's foremost 
authorities on African American his­
tory, but could not convince the war 
Department that he could help in 
writing a history of the war.5 In Black 
Educators In White Colleges William 
Moore, Jr. and Lonnie H. Wagstaff also 
note that the pre-1970s rejection of 
black intellectuals, inside and outside 
white academia, was nothing new.6 

Nevertheless, Bursterman still de­
cided to seek out a teaching post at 
Willimantic State Teachers College, 
and approached it with confidence. 
About her interview, she said ·on 
leaving the interview, I did not enter­
tain the thought that because I was a 
Negro I might not be favorably re­
ceived. MY approach was true, unbi· 
ased and enthusiastic." 

Impressed by Bursterman·s cre­
dentials, the college and state offered 
her employment. on August 28, 1948, 
Erwin H. sasman, acting on behalf of 
the search committee from the col­
lege, sent a telegram offering a posi­
tion on the faculty to Bursterman. 
When Bursterman received the tele­
gram at her Englewood, New Jersey 
residence, the western Union mes-
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sage noted the teaching offer, ac­
commodations, and the need for a 
reply to offer via telegram. sasman's 
letter also included specifics on her 
salary, work, and housing. The curricu­
lum coordinator's letter established 
Bursterman's yearly salary at S4602. 
Because part of her duties included 
living and working in a dormitory, the 
college deducted S373.40 for accom­
modations. 7 In an October 7, 1948 
letter, the State Board of Education 
confirmed the college offer. The state 
and school hired Bursterman at the 
rank of Assistant Professor. She also 
served as critic teacher for the 5th and 
6th grades of the laboratory school. 
Her appointment included a proba­
tionary period of two years.8 

Her appointment at WTSC did not 
go unnoticed by the National Urban 
League. For years, organizations like 
the National Urban League waged a 
campaign to aid African Americans in 
urban areas and to promote equal 
opportunity. The Urban League 
clearly saw an important milestone in 
this case. After learning of Burster­
man's appointment, Lester Granger, 
an official with the National urban 
League, sent a letter of praise to 
Bursterman, a former pupil. on No­
vember 4, 1948, Granger wrote: 

I am glad that you have 
been given this larger op­
portunity for service, and I 
know that Willimantic Col­
lege is to be congratulated 
on its vision in inviting you 
to its faculty. I am very 
proud of my former stu­
dent.9 

.After the offer, job acceptance, 
and state confirmation, Bursterman 
stepped into a state and onto a cam­
pus that were a world away in dis­
tance from North Carolina, but yet so 
near in other ways. Willimantic state 
Teachers College sat nestled in east­
ern Connecticut in the town of Willi­
mantic. Since 1889, WSTC had trained 



Connecticut's young people for ca­
reers in the field of teaching. WSTC 
offered a laboratory environment 
that intermingled students, profes­
sors, and potential teachers. Although 
small in size, WSTC's faculty held de­
grees from prestigious places such as 
Columbia and Yale. Bursterman's de­
grees would only add to the mix. 

or. Bursterman's arrival at WSTC 
did not go totally unnoticed by one 
state newspaper. on November 28, 
1948, New London, Connecticut's edi­
tion of The Sunday Herald celebrated 
the momentous occasion. Under the 
caption "Welcome Professor: Negro 
on Faculty at state College," the paper 
noted that 

While Connecticut stood on 
its head politically this 
month it almost over­
looked another historic 
event. At Willimantic State 
Teachers College, a Negro 
woman is teaching an edu­
cation class, and being ad­
dressed as Professor- Asso­
ciate - Prof Juliette v. 
Phifer. 

The article goes on to describe 
the professor's class performance 
• .. .. with her rating, and a soft and 
friendly voice, she opened sessions 
with no fanfare. students like her, the 
faculty does too.· The piece acknowl­
edges her as the "first Negro invited 
to teach in this distinguished old New 
England College." 

When Bursterman arrived in Wil­
limantic, a small group of African 
Americans, less than 100, lived in the 
area, and centered most of their so­
cial and religious life within the walls 
of the town's Calvary Baptist Church. 
Back in the early 1900s, Felecia Terry, 
an African American from Brooklyn, 
CT, trained to teach at the school. 
Included among Terry's students were 
a small number of African American 
children. 

95 

Home to the powerful American 
Thread company, WIiiimantic of the 
1940s was a working class town of 
mostly Irish, Poles, French Canadians, 
and other white ethnics. The number 
of African American students at wsrc 
could easily be counted on one hand. 
Paul Johnson, a member of the 
school's maintenance staff, was the 
only other African American em­
ployee at the time that Bursterman 
accepted her appointment.10 Even so, 
Connecticut was one of the few 
states with an organized and active 
Inter-Racial commission, now the 
Connecticut Commission on Human 
Rights and Opportunities. 

Still, few African Americans at­
tended colleges, universities, and 
businesses and vocational schools in 
Connecticut, and fewer still taught at 
state institutions. In 1947 Hartford's 
Chronicle, a weekly African American 
paper, reported that an Inter-Racial 
commission survey indicated that 
only over one hundred African 
Americans attended colleges and uni­
versities in Connecticut. According to 
the commission, there were only 
·two Negroes in college for every 
thousand" in Connecticut. According 
to commission representatives, 
monetary problems and inadequate 
school preparation in the south ham­
pered scores of African Americans. 
Furthermore, Connecticut high school 
teachers and administrators often 
discouraged African Americans from 
entering college because of few job 
opportunities for educated African 
American students. In addition, some 
Connecticut colleges simply refused 
to accept African American stu­
dents.11 

Although graduate and profes­
sional schools reported a higher per­
centage of African American stu­
dents, the numbers were small. one 
in every hundred graduate and pro­
fessional student was an African 
American. Most of the African Ameri­
can graduate and professional stu­
dents were natives of the North.12 



The state's Inter-Racial commis­
sion highlighted even more dismal 
cases of discrimination against African 
Americans. Most complaints came out 
of Hartford. In 1941 a local judge, in 
an obvious case of mockery to the 
public accommodations act, fined a 
restaurant 44C for refusing to serve 
an African American couple. The IRC 
also received a complaint that African 
American children were not accepted 
in the first grade at Charter Oak Ter­
race School, a school near their 
homes. Instead, the children had to 
walk 1·½ miles to Moylan School. 
Charter oak's first 30 seats went to 
children, white children, living closest 
to the school; other children had to 
walk to Moylan. IRC initiated bus ser­
vice for the children.13 

African American newspapers 
kept subscribers and purchasers of 
the papers informed of these acts 
of inequality and local protests 
against inequality. After the New Eng­
land Bulletin, formerly Hartford's 
Chronicle, and the city's local NAACP 
learned that the Middletown, Con­
necticut schools planned to allow 
high school students to take a trip to 
segregated Washington, D.C., the pa­
per and city's leading civil rights 
group offered stern condemnation 
and Governor Bowles a gesture of 
brotherhood. In voicing their opinion 
on the trip, state Board of Education 
officials said such trips should not be 
abandoned "if they are otherwise 
desirable." According to reports from 
Middletown, a group of eight African 
American and white students pro­
tested the trip because Washington, 
D.C. practiced segregation and Mid· 
dletown African American students 
would receive Jim Crow accommoda­
tions. Nevertheless, the majority of 
the seniors decided to visit the na­
tion's capital. Ethel Hale, NAACP vice­
president and program director at 
Union Settlement House, roundly 
criticized the State Board of Educa­
tion for enabling segregation and 
racism. The board left the decision of 
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taking a segregated trip up to schools 
and students.14 

When pressed at a Hartford 
NAACP meeting on whether the 
school board had the power to deny 
permission for such trips, the board's 
Paul Collier indicated that the board 
could do so. However, Collier argued 
that the board preferred to take the 
approach of the Inter-Racial commis­
sion and "solve problems by media­
tion and conference, rather than 
wielding authority unless absolutely 
necessary." Collier also suggested that 
citizens could prevent Jim crow trips 
through vigorous public protests. A 
New England Bulletin editorialist de­
cided to encourage citizens to take 
the suggestion. Ernie Durham, a Bulle­
tin writer, took further initiative and 
encouraged Governor Chester Bowles 
to speak with the protesting stu­
dents.15 

While the small group of students 
that chose not to visit Washington, DC 
taught the state an invaluable lesson 
about notions of segregation and 
democracy, Hartford's local Goodwill 
Club taught the harmful legacy of the 
minstrel show with its "Darky" pro­
gram. Although the Goodwill Club 
provided significant social outlet for 
years, a Parents' Night Program, with 
the theme of "Darkies," included Afri­
can Americans and whites. Tragically, 
both parents and children, white and 
African American, engaged in "skits· 
with their faces darkened. Partici· 
pants considered the event merely 
one of joyous fun ; however, the 
Chronicle considered the event "un­
wittingly malicious" with the poten­
tial to sow "seeds of racial misunder­
standing and bigotry." The editor of 
the Chronicle feared that the lessons 
of this event might have much more 
harmful effects in the future. 16 A fre­
quent reader of Crisis, the NAACP 
magazine, Bursterman knew well of 
the harmful impact of such shows.17 

Earlier in 1946, a positive lesson in 
education came after Arthur Lyman 
Johnson, an African American, en-



tered law school at the University 
of Connecticut. Johnson, a former 
graduate of Hartford's weaver High 
and North Carolina's Johnson c. Smith 
College, also served in the U.S. Army 
with "Special Service as a Physical Di­
rector at Tuskegee Air Field." An ex­
cellent athlete, Johnson held the 
Greater Hartford High School area 
broad jump record and starred on 
the basketball team.18 Johnson later 
won huge fame in local union and 
civil rights work, but also joined the 
ranks of a vibrant political leadership 
and activist community. In 1969 John­
son joined Bursterman on the faculty 
at Eastern Connecticut state college, 
formerly WSTC. But even with John­
son's acceptance at the law school, Dr. 
Bursterman still entered a world of 
limited freedom for African Ameri­
cans. 

When she arrived at WSTC, the Af­
rican American student population 
could be counted on one hand. Nev­
ertheless, Bursterman's sojourn at 
WSTC led to encounters with out­
standing African American students. 
The Powell sisters from Hartford at­
tended the college. Hartford's Chroni­
cle noted that the Nutmeg Elks Lodge, 
no. 67 agreed to contribute funds to 
aid the two young women in com­
pleting their education. The paper 
considered the move by the Elks, 
·worthy."19 Like most African Ameri­
can students elsewhere, Connecticut's 
Inter-Racial commission stated that 
the lack of money often hampered 
African American education efforts; 
however, this would not be the case 
for the Powell sisters. 

The Powell sisters excelled aca­
demically and seemed to enjoy the 
social environment of the campus. 
Both belonged to campus honor so­
cieties and won offices in campus 
social organizations. After completing 
their studies, the sisters graduated 
and found careers in education. The 
college's yearbooks for 1948 and 1949 
highlight many of their achieve­
ments.20 
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Nevertheless, one of the sisters 
did encounter what she believed to 
discrimination. In 1948 Inter-Racial 
Commission officials intervened on 
the behalf of an African American 
honor student at Willimantic state 
Teachers College, After the African 
American female student missed two 
days off from a practice teaching po­
sition, Willimantic state Teachers Col­
lege refused to grant the student's 
diploma. The student believed that 
the college refused to grant the di­
ploma because of her race. Frank 
Simpson, an IRC staff member, inter­
vened and persuaded the college to 
grant the young woman her diploma. 
In all likelihood, Doris Powell was the 
student denied the diploma. Given 
the yearbook and available informa­
tion, Doris Powell was the only Afri­
can American eligible for graduation, 
at the time of the IRC intervention.21 

Given the climate within the 
state, Dr. Bursterman's work was 
clearly cut out for her. In the class­
room, her skills had a profound and 
lasting impact. For example, in 1949 
Michael Phelan, a white student, 
wrote a letter of thanks for aid 
Bursterman rendered to him over the 
summer. During Phelan's studies, 
Bursterman warned the young 
teacher that every class had at least 
one extremely troublesome pupil. 
Bursterman's warning proved pro­
phetic. When Phelan encountered his 
difficult student, he used science and 
Bursterman's teaching tips to reach 
the student.22 

It is obvious, that Dr. Bursterman, 
subscribed to the adage that wisdom 
Is the daughter of experience, and 
throughout the course of her career 
shared her many experiences with 
her students in the hopes of making 
them better teachers. One of her 
more favorite experiences occurred 
early in her career, and she described 
it as having 'far reaching implications,' 
in fact, it was probably this account 
that she shared with Phelan. 



She recounted the occurrence in 
a piece entitled - "A Potential Embar­
rassing Moment Becomes a Pleasant 
Memory.· It was during a class period 
while she was demonstrating teach­
ing techniques to some student 
teachers, one young persistent pupil 
clamored for her attention, but fear­
ing he might 'unintentionally redirect 
the trend of a profitable discussion," 
she ignored him. The student decided 
to wave his hand frantically, and she 
finally had to acknowledge him, only 
to have him blurt out with a big 
smile, "Miss Phifer, I like a colored 
teacher." The student went on to re­
count a conversation he had with his 
grandfather at breakfast earlier that 
morning that there is • .. .. a kind 
teacher who liked to help students 
learn no matter if she is colored." 
Bursterman, despite being stunned, 
responded calmly, • ... . I like nice little 
boys whether they are white or col­
ored.· For her, the lesson from this 
experience taught that "youngsters 
respect people who are kind, impar­
tial and understanding regardless of 
race or color.· 

Connecticut's first African Ameri­
can college professor was also known 
for her ·versatility and professional 
range of interest.· She developed a 
stellar reputation in the area of cur­
riculum and helped to develop the 
school's graduate program. Dr. 
Bursterman also devoted consider­
able time and work in educating dis­
advantaged people all over the coun­
try. When she was not developing 
graduate courses in comparative edu­
cation and contemporary problems in 
American education, she was accept­
ing teaching positions as a visiting 
professor at both North Carolina A&T 
and Brooklyn College. In addition, she 
conducted summer courses at the 
Winston Salem Teachers College, and 
in the fall of 1958 led a two-day in­
service institute for African American 
teachers in Norfolk, VA. She was a 
consultant to several projects, more 
notably - the Head Start Training Pro-
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gram for teachers and administrators 
who were to conduct the Child De­
velopment centers at the University 
of Maryland and Coppin state college 
(Maryland>, in 1965. She also served as 
a consultant for the NYU Desegrega­
tion and Integration Institute for su­
pervisors and curriculum directors 
the summer of that same year. Her 
efforts were more and more being 
focused on educating those left out 
of the mainstream. 

Her concern for the disadvan­
taged did not stop at the shores 
of the united states; she was con­
cerned with the world's disadvan­
taged youth. She taught and worked 
throughout the Caribbean. Her work 
in the Caribbean started with her visit 
in 1944, when she went to the Repub­
lic of Haiti as an exchange student. 
Her doctoral thesis was on the educa­
tion system in Haiti. Even today, some 
of her educational recommendations 
remain valid. In 1953 Bursterman un­
der a grant from the Ford Fund, re­
quested and received a year's leave 
from WTSC to travel to the Virgin ls­
lands to work with teachers and stu­
dents in the Caribbean. To accomplish 
the work, she accepted a position as a 
visiting professor at Hampton lnsti· 
tute. In 1959 Bursterman worked in 
Antigua and Puerto Rico. By 1968 
Bursterman returned to the Virgin 
Islands to direct a National Depart­
ment of Education Association Insti­
tute (NDEA> for Disadvantaged Youth 
at the College of the Virgin Islands. 

Bursterman's concern for disad­
vantaged children did not stop at the 
shores of the united States or the 
Caribbean. In 1959 she entertained 
the idea of teaching in the African 
nation of Liberia, but there is no indi­
cation that the educator went to Li­
beria. Apparently, in 1959, while in 
her eleventh year at wrsc, Busterman 
hosted a tea party for Dr. Doris Banks­
Henries a classmate from Columbia 
University, and her husband, the 
Honorable Richard Henries, a member 
of the Liberian ministerial cabinet. 



Bursterman must have indicated an 
interest in teaching in Liberia because 
a front page article showed her pic­
ture in The Listener, Liberia's leading 
newspaper, with the headline "May 
Teach Here." The article indicated that 
"Dr. Bursterman is very much inter­
ested in Liberia and contemplates 
entering the education field here."23 

The article goes on to describe 
her as an ·ardent admirer" of William 
v. S. Tubman, then president of the 
Republic of Liberia, because of the 
accord he gave women of merit. 
There is little evidence of further 
contact with her friend - or. Henries, 
but later in 1980, Henries' husband 
was one of the many casualties in the 
bloody coup led by Samuel K. Doe, a 
noted military leader.24 

Although she began teaching and 
researching during a period teeming 
with racism and demeaning stereo­
types, Bursterman, according to Jere 
Knight's words of appreciation at a 
1991 ceremony at Pennswood Village, 
flourished and thrived because of her 
self-love, acceptance of differences, 
outspokenness, zest for life, and un­
derstanding of the role of educators 
and students. Bursterman loved, cher­
ished, and promoted her culture. She 
belonged to Delta Sigma Theta and 
the NAACP. While both organizations 
promoted the betterment of African 
Americans and their children, the 
Deltas, one of the divine nine African 
American fraternities and sororities, 
were known for promoting sister­
hood among African American 
women. Busterman eventually mar­
ried Louis Courtney Bursterman, a 
New York realtor from Jamaica. Both 
maintained a strong connection to 
the caribbean.25 

In the fall of 1968, after returning 
from her successful six-week training 
program in the Virgin Islands, Dr. 
Bursterman was back at work making 
the case for disadvantaged youths. 
She participated in an Education in 
Crisis series, sponsored by the Gradu­
ated Division of Eastern Connecticut 
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state College. The session she mod­
erated was entitled "Teaching the 
culturally Denied Child some Condi· 
tions for Learning.· The panel in­
cluded Assistant Superintendent 
Richard Woodward, Hartford Public 
Schools and or. William Kvaraceus, 
Professor of Education and sociology 
at Clark university. At the session, she 
argued: ·our standard of educating 
children is inadequate for all children 
and its obvious failures with the cul­
turally denied and the poor are actu­
ally the symptoms of a much more 
sweeping fault. " She went on to state, 
"the culturally denied cannot be de­
fined by race, residence, jobs or be­
havior alone. The meaning must be 
broadened to Include all those who 
are blocked in anyway from fulfilling 
their human potential." 

Two of her more innovative work 
initiatives were the promotion of an 
exchange program between WSTC 
and Hampton Institution and teach­
ing at a 1967 Coppin State College 
Headstart Trainee Program. Thus, Af· 
rican American students from the 
historically black college received an 
opportunity to learn and live in New 
England for a short period. In turn, 
white students from WSTC could 
travel to Hampton to study and live 
for a term. Impressed with Burster­
man's work, George Crawford, direc­
tor of the Headstart Training Program 
at Coppin State College, wrote a letter 
of thanks to Bursterman for her work 
with Headstart. At one point in his 
letter, Crawford said: ·our partici­
pants were very pleased with the 
wealth of information you brought 
and they expressed the feeling that 
they benefited greatly from your 
discussion."26 A long legacy of such 
work would not go unnoticed. 

As a result, national organizations 
sought her out for leadership posts 
and recognition. For example, she 
served as treasurer for the American 
Association of University women 
(AAUWl. In 1969 Delta Kappa Gamma, 
an international honor society for 



women educators, asked Bursterman 
to become a member. one of the 
major efforts of the organization in­
cluded helping to raise funds for the 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Scholarship 
Fund.27 In addition to this work, Who's 
Who in Education, 1959-60; Who's Who 
in American women, 1961-62; Diction­
ary of International Biography, 1974; 
and Personalities of America high­
lighted her achievements and ca­
reer.28 

In 1970 Bursterman joined Presi­
dent Richard Nixon's White House 
conference for Children. The aim of 
the conference was to improve the 
quality of life for the nation's chil­
dren. Her work with the conference 
meshed well with a career of aiding 
disadvantaged students worldwide. 

unwilling to let the recommen­
dations of the conference die quietly 
on an administrator's shelf, in 1972 
Bursterman broached the issue with 
Governor Thomas Meskill of Connecti­
cut, which eventually led to her join­
ing with other leaders to promote 
the Quality of Life conference. After 
receiving a letter from Governor 
Meskill congratulating her on work 
with the Connecticut State Education 
Association CCSEA>, on November 22, 
1972, she wrote back to thank him for 
his kind words. In addition, Burster­
man reminded Meskill that she was 
the "Negro woman· that talked to the 
state's chief executive about the ways 
to establish the White House confer­
ence recommendations. 

Bursterman's history of working 
with children nationwide made her a 
needed addition to Connecticut's 
drive to aid children. Bursterman 
served as the White House represen­
tative to Connecticut's April 27, 1974 
Quality of Life conference. Realizing 
the importance of getting the sup­
port of Governor Meskill, Bursterman 
invited him to attend and address the 
conference. Unfortunately, Meskill's 
schedule would not allow for his at­
tendance. He did send a message of 
greeting, which Bursterman read to 
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those in attendance.29 While the state 
held the conference, it had little im­
pact on disadvantaged children, par­
ticularly in Connecticut's urban areas. 
Even so, Bursterman, nearing retire­
ment, continued to wage her lifelong 
battle to educate and advance the 
cause of the less fortunate. 

When it came to the role of edu­
cators and education, she understood 
that ·teachers were put on earth to 
teach and students to be educated." 
As a result, she decided to "share her­
self" with a changing world. Whatever 
environment she stepped into in life, 
"she was always a teacher!"3° For 
those who knew Bursterman, she en­
couraged people she met to deal with 
differences. 

Throughout her campus life, she 
made a number of friends. Many of 
them remembered her outspoken 
views, "zest for life,· and dependabil­
ity. She exuded confidence, but still 
made others comfortable in her pres­
ence. Esther Hart, a retired teacher 
and friend of Bursterman, agreed. For 
Hart, Bursterman ·was a teacher who 
never left the classroom. •31 

When Bursterman retired from 
Eastern Connecticut state college, she 
remained active in church and taught 
at an elementary school. Bursterman 
was also a member of the board of 
deacons at the Riverside Church in 
New York. She died on September 12, 
1991, leaving behind a tremendous 
legacy. She has been described as "she 
who has much to teach." In the 1991 
appreciation, Jere Knight wrote that 
Bursterman was "without the surface 
attributes that sometimes make the 
white world more at ease .... she was 
who she was, herself at ease in her 
black presence, enabling those 
around to feel more comfortable." 
Forever a teacher - she held firm for 
the right of "children to learn, of 
teachers to teach.· And for the world 
to change, she recognized that she 
and others needed to share their 
wisdom. 32 At a time when integration 



was foremost on the agenda of Afri­
can Americans, Dr. Bursterman trav­
eled the south and the world impart-
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BOOK REVIEWS 

Jeff Abernathy, To Hell and Back: Race and Betrayal in the southern Novel 
Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2003. 
Reviewer: Rita saviors 

In To Hell and Back: Race and Betrayal in the southern Novel, Jeff Abernathy ana­
lyzes the treatment of race in selected southern fiction, devoting the most atten­
tion to the prototypic novel, Huckleberry Finn. Early in the book, Abernathy ac­
knowledges that the term race is a social construct, not a biological term, vet he 
does not dismiss the power of social categories, inherently abstract, to wreak con­
crete, real havoc and death. Abernathy then pulls apart a major theme running 
through a number of these novels by white writers-and through American cul­
ture-that are long familiar to readers: the moral growth experienced by a white 
character's encounter with a black guide, teacher, or mentor. This growth is usually 
disavowed ultimately, Abernathy shows, in the white character's return by the end 
of the novel to the earlier confines of white culture. The crucial critical question, 
then, concerns the extent to which white writers-Mark Twain, William Faulkner, 
Elizabeth Spencer, Carson Mccullers, Harper Lee, Sarah Flanigan, and Kaye Gibbons­
are conscious or unconscious, ironic or not, in theft portrayal of the failures of their 
characters to incorporate the wisdom of their experiences into a new identity. 
Abernathy posits that characters fail to do so because "the black world posited here 
lin these novelsl is one lashed to an essentializing ideology that can allow that world 
or the characters who rise from it no autonomy" (126>. In other words, these south­
ern white writers themselves treat black culture in an "essentializing• way. 

Abernathy then turns to a reading of three black novels-Native son, Invisible 
Man, and Meridian-that widens the scope to southerners as well as to those dislo­
cated from the South. These novels show the ·terror with which African Americans 
enter into such a union· (134) as that between Huck and Jim. If Jim had been given a 
voice, Abernathy posits, he would have been wary of Huck all along. In discussing the 
three novels, Abernathy argues convincingly that they repudiate the essentialist 
notion of "blackness tasJ a sort of art, an enticement because of the transformative if 
transitory growth it provides· 1147>. These novels thus stand as a critique and a re­
pudiation of any legitimate ·moral growth" found in Huckleberry Finn and other 
southern novels. 

Finally, Abernathy analyzes recent Southern white fiction by Padgett Powell, 
Ellen Douglas, and w. Glasgow Phillips. If these writers can go beyond the limits of 
earlier writers in the treatment of race, it is in part because "The work of African 
American writers like Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison has so thoroughly decon­
structed the failed vision of racial liberalism to be found in Twain" 1185!. Abernathy's 
readings are detailed and his analyses sound, mainly on theoretical ground already 
plowed by others, especially African American critics. Yet his book contributes to the 
growing body of criticism concerning the intersections of fiction, culture, and his­
tory. 

Perhaps the strongest evidence for Abernathy's thesis concerning limits of writ· 
ers' treatment of race involves his own, likely unconscious, use of "we" throughout 
the book in a way that seems to address only the white part of his audience. While 
his thesis seems accurate that the southern novels analyzed •express directly na­
tional ambivalence over race" 13), does this "national ambivalence" include blacks as 
well? surely, black and white reactions are not the same, and are not "ambivalent" in 
the same way, even if the word applies to both. And is not the word "both" itself a 
construct, assuming lines and distinctions that are not biologically valid? It may be as 
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difficult for the critic as for the writer or for any human being to go beyond the 
limits of racial constructs. Therein exists our national tragedy and our national chal­
lenge. 

Stewart Burns, To the Mountaintop: Martin Luther King Jr.'s sacred Mission to 
save America, 1955-1968. New York: Harper San Francisco, 2004. 
Reviewer: Rhett s. Jones 

The publisher, seeking to demonstrate that Stewart Burns' book offers some­
thing new, claim·s that it focuses on the spiritual dimension of the man. It does not. 
It would be more correct to say that the book reveals the complexity of the man 
and his people's battle for racial justice. Burns draws on his considerable insight into 
black American psyche and politics in carefully tracing the workings of the move­
ment. To be sure, the struggle had a spiritual dimension, but it was intertwined with 
social, cultural, and historical dimensions. Cross cutting all these was the great ugly 
scar of racism, self-inflicted by Americans and running so deep that spirituality 
alone, no matter how powerful could not heal it. 

In its early pages, the book skips around in time and place, creating a confusing 
non-narrative that only those familiar with the chronology of the movement can 
disentangle. But Burns---who worked for many years with the King Papers at stan­
ford--soon settles down and begins to sort out the complexities of man, move­
ment, and the varied meanings of the movement to its proponents and opponents. 
Burns is at his very best in spelling out the workings of social <not spiritual> relations 
as he details the importance of Pullman porters who provided Afro-American com­
munities with alternative sources of information to that in the Euro-American me­
dia, and the failure of a <mostly> male black ministry to provide leadership roles for 
black women. Black women were literally on the firing line in the movement but 
were often shuttled off-stage when the television lights came on. Burns deftly situ­
ates black organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People, the Black Panther Party, southern Christian Leadership conference, 
student Nonviolent coordinating committee, and the urban League within black 
American society, while at the same time clearly presenting their changing relations 
with one another. Burns shows how the organizational was linked to the personal 
among black Americans as he demonstrates why King's associates so rarely publicly 
attacked him. It was not that every black person knew every other black person, but 
rather that every black person understood how individual blacks ought to publicly 
relate to black organizations. 

If Burns knows his way around Afro-America, he also understands Euro-America. 
Without sitting in judgement, he explains why the Kennedy brothers failed King, just 
as he shows how Billy Graham <recently revealed as an Anti-Semite> opposed the 
movement, and he reveals many hidden attacks on King by the then Department of 
Dirty Tricks, the FBI. These were, to be sure, very different kinds of white folk with 
very different motives, but they were all driven by their racism and resultant fear of 
blacks. These and a number of other complex issues are examined by Burns who 
draws on primary sources, published works, oral histories, and King's own state­
ments, both public and private. In sum, while To the Mountaintop is not the defini-
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tive statement on the role of spirituality In King's work its publisher claims, anyone 
interested in the movement will learn a good deal about the nuts and bolts of this 
transforming struggle. Along the way, Burns reminds readers of the considerable 
work that has been done on race. A reading of his "Endnotes· alone reveals the mas­
sive amount of research devoted to race in the United States. Euro-Americans have 
not been willing to do much about racism, but they certainly have been willing to 
study it. 

Frank Lambert. James Habersham: LoyaltY, Politics, and Commerce In Colonial 
Georgia. Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2005. 
Reviewer: Jimmy McJamerson 

Professor Frank Lambert's study of James Habersham is a detailed account of a 
rags-to-riches story set in the backdrop of colonial, slave-holding Georgia during the 
era leading up to the American Revolutionary war. What the author has skillfully 
crafted Is a description of the factors that helped to shape the life of Habersham in 
eighteenth century England prior to his coming to the New world. The author then 
examines Habersham's struggles to overcome hardships as a colonist in English 
America. In particular, Dr. Lambert analyzes the interworking of a Georgian mer­
chant, who mastered the art of networking to raise himself and his family to posi­
tions of wealth and influence. As a result of his mastery, Habersham's annual income 
placed him within England's landed gentry"C126l. Also, the author notes, 'His estate 
was sufficient to provide a legacy for his three sons that secured their positions 
among Georgia's leading men· <126l 

Although set in the eighteenth century, this book should be required reading 
for today's youth, especially those who may believe that life owes them something 
and those who are struggling to find their way. Lambert, in recreating the past of 
this Loyalist/Royalist, has given a blueprint for achievement. In doing so, he meticu­
lously describes the social, political, religious and social structure of eighteenth cen­
tury England and then devotes the remainder of the book to recreating the inner 
working of Habersham's colonial Georgia. Each chapter is presented in the same style 
of writing, as he becomes engulfed in details, and if the reader is not careful, he or 
she will lose the essence of the book. 

As a seasoned politician, James Habersham, a wise sage, seems to have known 
advantages of having families on both sides of a powerful issue. This is one point the 
author fails to consider in his evaluation of this cunning, politically astute man who 
rose to wealth and influence in colonial Georgia. Lambert is correct: the Habersham 
story deserves to be told. 

The key to Habersham·s success was based on networking and his mastery of it. 
The book clearly demonstrates the power of family connections that are necessary 
for becoming successful. The author traces James Habersham·s life from his birth in 
Beverley, England to his position as a merchant apprentice in London with his uncle 
Joseph Habersham, a prosperous grocer/wholesaler of foodstuffs. Habersham later 
became a missionary and schoolmaster in colonial Georgia. After failing as a mission­
ary and schoolmaster of an orphanage in Georgia, he became a merchant and was 
on the road to success. While in London, his uncle made sure he was equipped with 
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the tools he believed were necessary for success: <1l moral training, <2l mastery of 
one's "native language• and (3l mastery of business correspondence and record 
keeping. The mastery of those tools equipped Habersham for success in the New 
world. 

It was from the position of a merchant in Georgia and with his connection in the 
mother country, England, that James Habersham would parlay his connections, 
business sense and networking ability into a position of influence. According to 
Lambert, a basic philosophy was practiced: "Habersham warned Joe !his son who was 
in England) that although good associates were indispensable to a merchants suc­
cess, bad ones could lead to his downfall" <19l. As a result of his own efforts, he rose 
to become one of the wealthiest men in the colony-a successful merchant, planter, 
slaveholder, secretary of Georgia, president of the council, and, for over a year, act­
ing governor of the colony in the early 1770's. 

Dr. Lambert skillfully discusses the foundation of the Georgian economic system, 
which came to be based on slavery and the role Habersham played in getting this 
institution established in the colony. Habersham believed that rice could be success­
fully grown in the colony. But the "key was labor" (78). After writing several letters of 
appeal, he was able to convince the trustees of the colony that slavery would be 
very profitable. With his business sense and now a new labor source, this would pro­
pel the Habershams to be members of the apex of Georgian society. 

According to Lambert, Habersham and others who remained loyal to George 111 
and the British Empire, during the struggle for American Independence, have been 
overlooked in the rush to tell the story of the colonists who fought to separate from 
England. Believing that this story deserves to be told, the author describes an over­
looked segment of American history. More needs to be written about these men of 
wealth and character. 

R. Drew Smith, ed. Long March Ahead: African American Churches and Public 
Polley In Post-clv/1 Rights America. 
Reviewer: Ronald Dorris 

standard questions that govern critique of a text are: what is the author trying 
to do; is it worth doing; and how well Is the task accomplished? such questions loom 
largely when it comes to a critique of Long March Ahead, edited by R. Drew Smith. 
He informs that the edited volume is the second of two published by Duke Univer­
sity Press, and features research developed as part of the Public Influences of African 
America Churches Project (PIAACl. According to Smith in the Preface, "The aim of this 
research initiative, which is based at the Leadership center at Morehouse college, is 
to examine the relation of African American churches to American political life in 
the twentieth century, the period since the civil rights movement· <iXl. Smith is Di­
rector of the PIAAC project and Scholar-in-Residence at the Leadership Center at 
Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia. The text he has edited reads as though he is 
directing a long march ahead instead of aligning a point of view based on editorial 
skill. Yet all is not hopeless. 

To study where Long March Ahead falls short Is to learn how it can be upheld. 
The work comprises 239 pages, inclusive of a table of contents, preface, introduc-
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tion, nine essays each preceded by a number to give the impression of successive 
chapters, two appendices, a list of contributors, and an index. In rapid succession 
minus delineation, Smith moves from director of the project, to writer of the intro­
duction, to author of the first chapter. Given each rapid role move, the line that 
demarcates which hat Smith is wearing is blurred. As project director/writer/editor, 
what does Smith introduce? The eight-page introduction is designed like an over­
loaded chapter, six and one-half pages of text, and one and one-half pages of notes. 
The six pages of text incorporate the introduction proper and three subheadings, 
amounting to overkill for such a short collective text. The three subheadings are 
titled Tensions between Religious and Political Imperatives; Organizational Obstacles 
to Black Church Public Policy Activism; and Policy Substance within African American 
Church Activism. Hence tensions, obstacles, and policy are intertwined non-stop. 

At the end of the introduction proper, Smith states his purpose about what fo­
cus governs the entire text. ·various internal and external factors have constrained 
public policy involvements by African American churches, but two that are especially 
important and discussed in one way or another in each of the essays highlight ten­
sions between religious imperatives and political activism and deficits in the organ­
izational capacity of African American churches· <2>. In analytical writing, purpose 
borders on statement-of-the-obvious, and intent dictates what will be proved or 
disproved. Smith's work is clear on purpose, but cloudy on intent. Simply he pulls off 
the coin toss in his attempt to shape the entire text by authoring the first essay. one 
is eager to see if at some point Smith's purpose will reciprocate intent. 

Smith's chapter, "Assessing the Public Policy Practices of African American 
Churches,· comprises nineteen pages inclusive of a two-paragraph conclusion, nine 
tables, and one and one half pages of notes. This essay/chapter is apportioned into a 
text proper and three sub-sections, Policy Priorities <6 pages>, African American 
Churches and Advocacy Organizations <3 pages>, and channels of Policy Activism (4 
pages, one constituting a complete chart>. This chapter is not evenly divided in 
terms of layout, and is imbalanced in terms of transnational <local, national and in­
ternational> perspective. The chapter better could have been served by evenly divid· 
ing it i!ltO sections with focus on the local, national and international perspective. 
Local and international development is addressed first, and then the spotlight is 
placed on national developments. The text better might have been served were 
local and national developments addressed first. Correspondingly, Smith's interna­
tional lens on foreign policy matters, which feature Africa, should have been rein­
forced with more than two paragraphs. 

The title of a sound work should incorporate an inherent thesis. one should be 
able to look at a title of an analytical work and be able to surmise what will be 
proved or disproved by having an idea upfront what will be complemented in the 
overall text. Essay/chapter four adheres to this criteria. Appropriately, it is titled 
"Contestant, Advocate, Implementer: social Services and the Policy Roles of African 
American Churches." Chapter four should have been placed ahead of any other 
chapter in the text. It is clear and concise. Michael Leo Owens opens this piece by 
stating that "The potential for the African American faith sector to play an expanded 
role in social services has increased. The Personal Responsibility and work Opportu­
nity Reconciliation Act of 1966 <PRWORA> is the cause· (73). Owens then moves to 
identify what he engages. 

This essay identifies how the African American faith sector has re­
sponded to welfare reform and charitable choice. It clarifies how change 
in public policy present the African American faith sector with political 
choices for involving itself in public policymaking as it relates to the in· 
terest, needs, and values of the poor. In doing so, it outlines the policy 
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roles that members of the African American faith sector have assumed 
to serve best the needs of the poor in an era of devolved and decentral­
ized public policy formation and implementation (74>. 

When Owens issues his opening statement under the first subheading in his es­
say/chapter, the overall purpose of the entire edited text by R. Drew Smith acquires 
a platform for clarity. Owens introduces the concept of charitable choice and links 
this concept to one key term, devolution, which enables a reader to tie together the 
entire work edited by Smith. Owens states: "The national government transferred 
considerable public functions to subnational levels of the federalist system. The 
general public, however, regardless of race or ethnicity, knows little about that 
transfer and how it changes the current policy context in which federal benefits are 
distributed to citizens" <74>. 

Owens' focus on charitable choice clears a pathway for the other chapters to 
make sense in relation to the overall edited volume. The volume and Smith's state­
ment of its purpose, as well as his position as editor, would have taken on more sub­
stance from the beginning had the Owens essay/chapter followed the Introduction. 
A sense of continuity would have been maintained had essay/chapter three followed 
the Owens piece instead of being placed before it. In essay/chapter three, Megan E. 
McLaughlin addresses "The Role of African American Churches in crafting the 1996 
Welfare Reform Policy." Her purpose is clear: ·to explore the role of African American 
churches in the evolution of PRWAORA with four major assumptions guiding this 
analysis" <52>. Given the succeeding Owens essay/chapter, McLaughlin's purpose like­
wise establishes a direct link to charitable choice as a concept that can serve to gov­
ern position in Long March Ahead overall. 

McLaughlin focuses on what she identifies as three sections that mediate be­
tween our specific individuality as economic producers and consumers and our ab­
stract collectivity as a sovereign people: the state, the market and the civil society. 
After an introduction proper, McLaughlin provides an important overview of 
PRWORA, which is central to an understanding of the entire volume edited by Smith. 
McLaughlin informs that "Since the 1980s, the concept of civil society has gained cur­
rency, and people on all points of the political spectrum-left, right, and center­
have found it appealing" <53>. Next we are provided with a reason for this sense of 
appeal. "A role for civil society and faith communities, in particular, was defined in 
Section 104 of PRWORA. The charitable choice provision encourages states to engage 
faith-based organizations to provide welfare services using federal dollars" <53>. Last 
but not least, McLaughlin shows the impact of charitable choice as governmental 
strategy to maintain social control. "Of course, the charitable choice provision 
should be viewed in the context of PRWORA. PRWORA radically changed the safety 
net program that had been in existence since 1935" <54>. 

Both Owens in essay/chapter four and McLaughlin in essay/chapter three, pro­
vide the framework to understand that the other essay/chapters are case studies 
that fit into the overall scheme of the far-reaching impact of charitable choice on 
the public in general, and on the government's coercion of the involvement of Afri­
can American churches in particular. Hence ~fter the volume's Introduction, es­
say/chapter four should have followed, succeeded by essay/chapter three. Next in 
the line-up should have been essay/chapter one, "Assessing the Public Policy Prac­
tices of African American Churches." 

Given positioning of essay/chapter one at the beginning of the edited volume, 
the larger context for this assessment is not clear, especially since text is so clut­
tered. Here R. Drew Smith's role as director/editor/author clashes. Essay/chapter one, 
written by Smith, comprises nineteen pages inclusive of a two-paragraph conclusion. 
The text also incorporates nine tables, and one and one-half pages of notes. The ar-
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rangement is unevenly divided into four sub-sections: a two and one-half page in­
troduction proper; Policy Priorities; African American Churches and Advocacy or­
ganizations; and Channels of Policy Activism. This essay/chapter would be more ef­
fective were it clearly focused on the concept of charitable choice, and then evenly 
divided on how this concept Impacts local, national and international affective do­
main as the African American church voluntarily or involuntarily is drawn into the 
fray. 

With better essay/chapter arrangement, the overall purpose of Long March 
Ahead as an edited volume would be much clearer. A more wholesome arrangement 
not only would show each essay/chapter as a case study In its own right, but also 
show the importance of each case study as a complementary unit for the text, rela­
tive to impact of charitable choice on the government's maintenance of social con­
trol and the coercion of African American churches in participation of this policy. 
Thus the remaining work in the edited volume would take on the immediacy of 
broad insight relative to the additional essay/chapter titles: ·service Provider or Poli­
cymaker? Black Churches and the Health of African Americans·; "African American 
Churches and Reproductive Health Rights"; "African American Clergy and Urban 
School Reform"; "End of a Miracle? Crime, Faith, and Partnership in Boston in the 
1990s"; and "African American Churches and the Evolution of Antiapartheid Activ­
ism.· 

Long March Ahead is an invaluable study. Each party involved in this project 
should receive a high mark for initiative. Whereas focus and clarity in the volume is 
lacking relative to effective editorial arrangement, scholarship that enlightens and 
informs would not be overshadowed had the text been arranged for an angle of 
consistency and an overarching thesis to assume center stage. 

Thad Sitton and James H. Conrad. Freedom Colonies: Independent Black Texans In 
the Time ol= Jim crow Austin: University of Texas Press. 
Reviewer: Ambrous Jacobs 

During the period 1865 to 1910 African Americans acquired some fifteen million 
acres of land. Sitton and Conrad do an excellent job of explaining how large num­
bers of African Americans were able to become land owners throughout the Ameri­
can south after the Civil War. This development is surprising for two reasons. First, 
ironically, African Americans were acquiring land during the very period that many 
small white farmers were losing their land and either migrating to the cities and 
towns or becoming landless workers (renters> on the land of others. This must have 
caused a great deal of resentment. Second, this acquisition took place during a pe­
riod when increasingly discriminatory policies, Black Codes and Jim crow policies in 
general, were being implemented throughout the American South. This phenome­
non - the acquisition of land by African Americans - was most pronounced in Texas. 
According to the authors, over thirty percent of the African American population of 
Texas owned their own land by 1930. 

How was this possible? Sitton and Conrad argue that it was possible In part be­
cause recently emancipated (and very 'land-hungry'> African Americans chose land 
that most whites did not want. Often this land had been abandoned by its white 
owners. Blacks would initially squat on this abandoned land, develop it, and gradu­
ally acquire title to it. Moreover, they tended to settle land as far as possible from 
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the centers of white power, the county seat in most Texas counties. The authors 
note, however, that the land that African Americans came into possession of was 
not always marginal. There were a number of instances where former slave masters 
<or other white patrons) assisted former slaves acquire land. This was most often the 
case when the former slaves were blood relatives of the former master. Generally, 
however, most blacks acquired land that most whites did not want. This is not sur­
prising because all too often during this period it was all a black person's life was 
worth to have something <anything) that whites wanted. "In Jim crow times, the 
more a black man owned, the more he had to worry about." Finally, many couples 
worked together and save for years to buy their own farmland. Accustomed to 
working for others, these early settlers took possession of often very marginal land 
and, now working for themselves and their children, made it productive. 

Why did so many black Texans acquire land? And why did the white polity per­
mit this development? This book does a superb job of explaining the motives of 
these black landowners. First, black landowners and potential land owners wanted 
to be as independent of whites as possible. This meant that they would have to have 
land to produce enough to satisfy many, if not most of their material needs. The 
land was used not only to support farm families but to build independent communi­
ties. There was a general recognition that land was necessary but not sufficient to 
build a community. Each settlement needed and wanted a church as well as a school. 
The church provided a moral compass for the community. Men headed these 
churches; women ran them. Blacks built their own schools to educate their children 
so that their children could read labor contracts, tax documents, and, most impor­
tant of all, title deeds to the land. Theirs was a very practical need for education to 
acquire and maintain possession of land. In other words, education had an instru­
mental value. The authors observe that many of these communities later proved 
very resistant to school integration because they rightly feared the loss of control of 
their own schools. "When the school dies, the community dies." 

The inhabitants of these communities did all that they could to reduce their de­
pendence on and even their contacts with whites. "Relatively secure in their iso­
lated, all-black communities, people felt free to do as they pleased without refer­
ence to Jim crow rules and customs." The authors write that "Especially in the 
decades before 1900, blacks in freedmen's settlements kept to themselves, ran their 
own subsistence farms, made do with what they had, limited their Interactions with 
whites, and helped each other out." How? First, community work occasions bene­
fited the members of these communities and provided opportunities to socialize. 
second, individual acts of support created reciprocal obligations that "collectively 
formed the community's only source of social support." Finally, as a consequence of 
these networks of community support, when disaster befell any family, this family 
could depend on its neighbors for support. The work does not address what effect 
the implementation of social security and other New Deal welfare programs begin­
ning in the 1930s had on these institutions of community support. 

The authors do not adequately explore the second question: Why did the white 
polity permit this development? Nor do the authors explain why this development 
was more prevalent in Texas than in other southern states. Texas, as did all southern 
states, instituted many laws, Black Codes, to insure that the labor of blacks was read­
ily available to white employers during this period. Given that there was such a need 
for labor, why were blacks allowed to set up such communities? After all black folk 
working on their own land, were black folk not working on the land of whites. Of 
course, given that roughly thirty percent of black Texans worked their own land in 
Texas, seventy percent of black Texans did not own land. It might have been the 
case that this seventy percent provided a sufficient labor supply for politically pow­
erful white employers. The authors do point out that after 1910 increasing restric-

111 



tions were imposed on the acquisition of land by African Americans. Whites became 
less inclined to sell land to African Americans. Confined to a fixed amount of often 
very marginal land with an ever increasing population, the children of the 'founders' 
often found it necessary to work part time or full time for whites. 

What comes out clearly in this book is the amount of sheer hard work and crea­
tivity employed by these communities to maintain an independent existence as 
much and as long as possible. These communities can be seen as the means by which 
an exit strategy from a very racist political system could be employed. Although 
blacks at these settlements often valued their land above all else and held onto it 
until the bitter end, the percentage of land held by African Americans fell over 90 
percent during the eighty year period from 1910 to 1990, from roughly fifteen mil­
lion acres to just over a million acres. The automobile and the development of bet· 
ter road networks made many of these farms less isolated and, therefore, more 
valuable. Racial chicanery was one another reason for this reduction. Perhaps the 
most important reason was general economic change. After all, small white land· 
owners continued to lose their land, • their 'family farms' • during this same period. 
Of course, white racism and the relative powerlessness of black landowners made it 
easier to deprive blacks of their land. Needless to say that the discovery of rich oil 
deposits beneath many of these black farms in East Texas did little to facilitate con­
tinued land ownership by African Americans. 

Slavery notwithstanding, the American myth is based on the notion that hard 
work will eventually result in material success. This book well documents that over 
an extended period of time, many African Americans throughout the south, but 
especially in Texas, engaged in backbreaking labor to acquire, develop, and maintain 
farms. Despite their efforts, most lost these farms in a relatively short period of 
time. It is ironic that at roughly the same time that the soviet Union was busily de• 
straying its own landowning farmers or peasants, the Kulaks, the American capitalist 
system implemented policies that resulted in the virtual destruction of many inde­
pendent black peasant communities in the American south. Worthy of study would 
be the effect that this massive lose of land-so painstakingly acquired over dec­
ades-had on the attitudes of contemporary African Americans towards work, debt, 
and property ownership. 

Although the authors devote a great deal of space to discussions about coop­
eration and conflict between these "Freedom Colonies" and the white communities 
that surrounded them, there is no discussion of the relationships between the in­
habitants of these colonies and landless African Americans. This is a serious lacunae 
because such a discussion would better situate the inhabitants of these erstwhile 
"Freedom Colonies" in the struggle of all African Americans for simple justice. 

Nonetheless, this is an impressively well researched, highly informative, gener­
ally well organized, and extremely well written book. Sitton and Conrad quote one 
of these landowners, LeeDell Bunton: 

We're just saying that we should never forget. For those who own 
property now, they should try to hold onto it, so that 100 years from now 
their great-grandchildren can tell their children; 'This is where our begin· 
nings were after slavery.' I think that means something. 

So do I. 
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AFRICAN AMERICAN LIVES: Before and After Katrina 

Proposal Deadline - otober 1 s, 2006 

No more than a one page summary of what you propose to do­
Do you know of an un-notlced or under-noticed hero/heroine that should be 

brought to light? Let us make known such person<s>I 
MEMBERSHIP IS REQUIRED for program consideration! 

Paper In Its entirety must be received on or by December 25, 2006! 

send proposal to-
Dr. Howard Jones, Sec/Treas P.O. Box 330163 Houston, TX 77233-0163 
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MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION 
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Make check payable to SCAASI 
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<all checks received after the 10th of the month will not be deposited until the 
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Southern Conference on African American Studies, Inc. 

HISTORY: 
s.C.A.A.S.I. had its beginnings in 1979 following a successful statewide Black History 
and Culture program at Texas southern University. The program at T.s.u. was held to 
bring together persons from across the state of Texas who were interested in inter­
preting and preserving black history and culture. The participants were very respon­
sive. It was reasoned that this venture was such a success that the momentum had 
to be kept alive and expanded. Even though the southern states contained, perhaps 
a majority of African Americans, most of the intellectual activities geared at inter­
preting and reserving African American history and culture were centered else­
where. This was virtually a virgin field. Here was something that had to be done. It 
was immediately decided to try to bring together, regardless of color or creed, all 
who were interested in interpreting and preserving Black history and culture, espe­
cially that which had originated in and/or affected the south . 

MEETINGS: 
s.c.A.A.S.I. holds an annual meeting/convention. Eventually, each former confeder­
ate and border state will be the site of a meeting. Most importantly, attempts are 
made to hold meetings at historically black colleges. At the meetings, scholarly pa­
pers are presented and critiqued. Unlike other meetings, after the paper is read, the 
discussion leader!sl look at the paper, not simply to negatively critique it, but to ex­
amine the validity of the work; Its reflection on the black and white communities; 
and the possible future effect(sl of the subject matter. 

To date meetings have been held at the following colleges/universities: Texas south­
ern University; DIiiard University; Tougaloo College; Alabama state university; More­
house College; Jackson State University; North Carolina A&T University; southern Uni­
versity; LeMoyne-owens College; Virginia State University; Clark-Atlanta University; 
University of Texas-Arlington; Florida A&M University; Philander Smith College; Ben­
nett College; St. Phillip's College; and Tennessee State University. 

INOUIRIES: 
SCAASI membership inquires should be addressed to Howard J. Jones, secre­
tary/Treasurer, southern Conference on African American Studies, Inc., P.O. Box 
330163, Houston, Texas 77233. The annual membership fee is $40.00. All members of 
SCAASI receive the journal free. Single copies are $20.00 each. The library subscrip­
tion rate is $60.00 per year. The international rate is $70.00. 

Inquiries concerning THE GRIOT should be addressed to Andrew Baskin, Editor of THE 
GRIOT, CPO 1715, Berea College, Berea, KY 40404; e-mail: andrew_baskin@berea.edu. 

YVONNE OCHILLO AWARD: 
Named after the former vice president of s.C.A.A.S.I., the late Yvonne Ochillo of 
southern University, the purpose of the award is to recognize and honor an article 
published in either issue of The Grlot during the preceding year. The winner is an­
nounced by the editor of The Grlot at the annual meeting/convention. 

Previous winners: 
1990- "The History of Black studies: Edward Wilmot Blyden-A Portrait of a Forgotten 
Radical" by Shiame Okunor 
1991- ·on the Edge: The Houston Riot of 1917 Revisited" by c. Calvin smith 
1992- "Playing with Fire!!", Manifesto of the Harlem Niggerati" by Matthew Henry 
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1995· "Establishing and Maintaining White supremacy In Florida: 1876-1905" by Wali 
Rashash Kharlf 
1994- The three articles dealing with the reigns of popes of African origins by Adrian 
R. Roberts and Deora E. Hazel which appeared In the Fall 93, spring 94, and Fall 94 
Issues of The Grlot 
1995- "Why Pan-Afrlcanlsm Failed: Blackness and International Relations· by Rhett 
Jones 
1996- "The sweet scent of Ginger: understanding the Roots of song of Solomon and 
Mama Day by Holly w. Fils-Aime 
1997- "The Pursuit of Racial Equality In America: A Reality or a Mere Fantasy?" by John 

- 0kegbe Belle-ogunu 
1998- ·can the Poet Make A Griot? Memory and orality In African Poetry• by Niyi 
Afolabl 
1999- ·suicidal Tendencies: African Transmigration in the History and Folklore of the 
Americas· by Daniel Walker 
2000- ·How Paul Became saul: 'The African-American Conversion Experience'" by 
Yolanda Pierce 
2001- "The sado-Masochlstlc Dynamic In Harriet Jacobs' Incidents In the Life of a Slave 
Girl, as Illuminated by sartre's Being and Nothingness and Chancer's sadomasochism 
In Everyday Life· by Tommie L. Jackson 
2002- "The Pelletier case: A study of the correlation between Racial Politics In the 
United states and American Diplomacy Toward Haiti, 1861-1865" by Wanda Jackson 
and ·on The Wings of Birds, Butterflies, and Bats: Fear, Flight and Freedom In African 
Diaspora women's Literature· by Alexis Brooks De Vita 
2005- "The Physical and Psychological context of Slave Diseases: From the senegam­
bla to southern Louisiana, 1812-1860" by F. K. oanquah 
2004- ·Black Environmental Liberation Theology: The Historical and Theological Roots 
of Environmental Justice Activism by the African American Church" by Dianne Glave 
and ·western Christianity: A Nationalist Ideology In African Political History• by Rupe 
Simms. 
2005- ·womanhood, Motherhood, Life and Death In African/Diaspora Folktales: 
Metamorphosis and Affirmation despite Loss and sacrifice· by Johnea Brooks de Vita . 

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
The Crlot solicits articles relative to any disciplinary perspective In the humanities 
that further enhances knowledge of the African's <African, African-American, Carib· 
bean> experience. Poetry and book reviews will also be published. Typed articles 
submitted for publication should not exceed 20 pages and should conform to a style 
manual In the author's discipline. Please send two copies of the original manuscript, 
a brief autobiographical sketch, and a stamped return address envelope. The crlot: 
The Journal of African American studies, the organ of the southern conference 
on African American studies, Inc., Is published at Berea College, Berea, KY . 
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

THE CRIOT Is Indexed, abstracted and published in full text In the International Black 
Periodicals Database CIBPD>-URL: http://WWW.chadwyck.com and by ouestla Media, 
Inc., an onllne full-text library-URL: http://www.questia.com. Individual articles are 
available from uncover-URL: http://uncweb.carl.or9. 

Berea College Is not responsible for the loss or injury of material submitted and/or 
published. The Ideas or material published in the journal do not necessarily repre­
sent the views of the editor, Berea College, or S.C.A.A.S.I. 
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