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Black Power, 1966

By 1966 a new consciousness had emerged among
young African Americans active in the civil rights strug-
gle. The cry of “Black Power” had replaced “We Shall
Overcome” within the more militant sectors of the
movement. Stokely Carmichael, a veteran of the Free-
dom Rides and voting rights campaigns in the Deep
South, first articulated the philosophy behind Black
Power when he became chairman of SNCC in 1966. His
essay lays out the origin and meaning of the term that
began winning support from young bluck activists and
making white liberals increasingly uneasy.

SOURCE. From “What We Wanl." hy Stokely Carmichael, as appeared in New York Review of
Books, September 22, 1966. Reprinied by permission of Kwame Ture, formerly Stakely Carmichacl.

One of the tragedies of the struggle against racism
is that up to now there has been no national organization
which could speak to the growing militancy of young
black people in the urban ghetto. There has been only a
civil rights movement, whose tone of voice was adapted
to an audience of liberal whites. It served as a sort of
buffer zone between them and angry young blacks.
None of its so-called leaders could go into a rioting
community and be listened to. In a sense, I blame our-
selves—together with the mass media—for what has
happened in Watts, Harlem, Chicago, Cleveland, Oma-
ha. Each time the people in those cities saw Martin
Luther King get slapped, they became angry; when they
saw four little black girls bombed to death, they were
angrier; and when nothing happened, they were steam-
ing. We had nothing to offer that they could see, except
to go out and be beaten again. We helped to build their
frustration.

For too many years, black Americans marched and
had their heads broken and got shot. They werc saying
to the country, “Look, you guys are supposed to be nice
guys and we are only going to do what we are supposed
to do—why do you beat us up, why don’t you give us
what we ask, why don’t you straighten yourselves out?”
After years of this, we are at almost the same point—

because we demonstrated from a position of weakness.
We cannot be expected any longer to march and have
our heads broken in order to say to whites: come on,
you're nice guys. For you are not nice guys. We have
found you out.

An organization which claims to speak for the
needs of a community—as does the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee—must speak in the tone of
that community, not as somebody else’s buffer zone.
This is the significance of black power as a slogan. For
once, black people are going to use the words they want
to use—not just the words whites want to hear. And
they will do this no matter how often the press tries 1o
stop the use of the slogan by equating it with racism or
separatism. ‘

An organization which claims to be working for
the needs of a community—as SNCC does—must work
to provide that community with a position of strength
from which to make its voice heard. This is the signifi-
cance of black power beyond the slogan.

Black power can be clearly defined for those who
do not attach the fears of white Americ. w their ques-
tions about it. We should begin with the bu.c fact that
black Americans have two problems: they are poor and
they are black. All other problems arise frona this two-
sided reality: lack of education, the sc-called apathy of
black men. Any program to end racism must address
itself to that double reality.

Almost from its beginning, SNCC sought to ad-
dress itself to both conditions with a program aimed at
winning political power for impoverished Southern
blacks. We had to begin with politics because black
Americans are a propertyless people in a country where
property is valued above all. We had to work for power,
because this country does not function by morality, love,
and nonviolence, but by power. Thus we determined to
win political power, with the idea of moving on from
there into activity that would have economic effects.
With power, the masses could make or participate in
making the decisions which govern their destinies, and
thus create basic change in their day-to-day lives.

But if political power seemed to be the key to self-
determination, it was also obvious that the key had been
thrown down a deep well many years earlier. Disenfran-
chisement, maintained by racist terror, made it impossi-
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ble to talk about organizing for political power in 1960.
The right to vote had to be won, and SNCC workers
devoted their energies to this from 1961 to 1965. They
set up voter registration drives in the Deep South. They
created pressure for the vote by holding mock elections
in Mississippi in 1963 and by helping to establish the
Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) in
1964. That struggle was eased, though not won, with the
passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act. SNCC workers
could then address themselves to the question: “Who
can we vote for, to have our needs met—how do we
make our vote meaningful?”

SNCC had already gone to Atlantic City for recog-
nition of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party by
the Democratic convention and been rejected; it had
gone with the MFDP to Washington for recognition by
Congress and been rejected. In Arkansas, SNCC helped
thirty Negroes to run for School Board elections; all but
one were defeated, and there was evidence of fraud and
intimidation sufficient to cause their defeat. In Atlanta,
Julian Bond ran for the state legislature and was elect-
ed—twice—and unseated—twice. In several states,
black farmers ran in elections for agricultural commit-
tees which make crucial decisions concerning land use,
loans, etc. Although they won places on a number of
committees, they never gained the majorities needed to
control them. . ..

This is the specific historical experience from
which SNCC’s call for “black power” emerged on the
Mississippi march last July. But the concept of “black
power” is not a recent or isolated phenomenon: It has
grown out of the ferment of agitation and activity by dif-
ferent people and organizations in many black commu-
nities over the years. Our last year of work in Alabama
added a new concrete possibility. In Lowndes county,
for example, black power will mean that if a Negro is
elected sheriff, he can end police brutality. If a black
man is elected tax assessor, he can collect and channel
funds for the building of better roads and schools serv-
ing black people—thus advancing the move from politi-
cal power into the economic arena. In such areas as
Lowndes, where black men have a majority, they will
attempt to use it to exercise control. This is what they
seek: control. Where Negroes lack a majority, black
power means proper representation and sharing of con-
trol. It means the creation of power bases from which
black people can work to change statewide or nation-
wide patterns of oppression through pressure from
strength—instead of weakness. Politically, black power
means what it has always meant to SNCC: the coming-
together of black people to elect representatives and fo
force those representgtives 1o speak to their needs. It
does not mean merely putting black faces into office. A
man or woman who is black and from the slums cannot

be automatically expected to speak to the needs of black
people. Most of the black politicians we see around the
country today are not what SNCC means by black pow-
er. The power must be that of a community, and
emanate from there. . ..

Ultimately, the economic foundations of this
country must be shaken if black people are to control
their lives. The colonies of the United States—and this
includes the black ghettoes within its borders, north and
south—imnust be liberated. For a century, this nation has
been like an octopus of exploitation, its tentacles stretch-
ing from Mississippi and Harlem to South America, the
Middle East, southern Africa, and Vietnam; the form of
exploitation varies from area to area but the essential
result has been the same—a powerful few have been
maintained and enriched at the expense of the poor and
voiceless colored masses. This pattern must be broken.
As its grip loosens here and there around the world, the
hopes of black Americans become more realistic. For
racism to die, a totally different America must be born.

This is what the white society does not wish to
face: this is why that society prefers to talk about inte-
gration. But integration speaks not at all to the problem
of poverty, only to the problem of blackness. Integration
today means the man who “makes it,” leaving his black
brothers behind in the ghetto as fast as his new sports car
will take him. It has no relevance to the Harlem wino or
to the cottonpicker making three dollars a day. As a lady
I know in Alabama once said, “the food that Ralph
Bunche eats doesn’t fill my stomach.”

Integration, moreover, speaks to the problem of
blackness in a despicable way. As a goal, it has been
based on complete acceptance of the fact that in order to
have a decent house or education, blacks must move into
a white neighborhood or send their children to a white
school. This reinforces, among both black and white, the
idea that “white” is automatically better and “black” is
by definition inferior. This is why integration is a sub-
terfuge for the maintenance of white supremacy. It
allows the nation to focus on a handful of Southern chil-
dren who get into white schools, at great price, and to
ignore the 94 percent who are left behind in unimproved
all-black schools. Such situations will not change until
black people have power—to control their own school
boards, in this case. Then Negroes become equal in a
way that means something, and integration ceases to be
a one-way street. Then integration doesn’t mean drain-
ing skills and energies from the ghetto into white neigh-
borhoods; then it can mean white people moving from
Beverly Hills into Watts, white people joining the
Lowndes County Freedom Organization. Then integra-
tion becomes relevant. . ..






