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 ‘Black Philosophies of Liberation’: Legacies of Student Activism at Swarthmore College 
 

Introduction 
 

The first class meeting for ‘Black Philosophies of Liberation’ took place on February 5, 

1969, less than three weeks after activist students had vacated the Swarthmore College 

admissions office. The student sit-in, orchestrated by SASS, the Swarthmore Afro-American 

Students Society, began on January 9, 1969 and lasted for eight days.1 Falling numbers of 

admitted black students and the administration’s vague responses to specific SASS demands in 

the fall and winter months of 1968 drove students to direct action. After locating the SASS sit-in 

in a Civil Rights tradition of “occupying” and “sitting-in” on contested spaces, Aundrea White 

Kelley, SASS activist and Swarthmore graduate, said of the action: “Since one of the key issues 

was a dwindling number of black students who were being admitted…it made perfect logical 

sense that an action would involve taking over the admissions office.”2 The SASS sit-in 

represented student efforts to speak knowledge to power: challenging administrators to consider 

the extent to which the lived realities of black student life and the conversation about black 

admissions challenged the veracity of Swarthmore’s understanding of its own commitment to the 

tenets of a liberal education. Precipitated in this way by the catalytic actions of black student 

activists in January, the formation of ‘Black Philosophies of Liberation’ reflected both the 

political and intellectual nature of the trajectory and character of the organizing and protest 

efforts of black students. Though conversations with alumni provide limited insight into the lived 

realities of participation in the student led course, alumni testimony reveals the extent to which it 

was part of a larger process of politicization for black students at Swarthmore. While 

fundamentally a testament to students’ commitment to intellectual growth and exploration, the 

political implications of the course’s creation is therefore essential in conversations about this 

period of student activism at the College.  The content and context of ‘Black Philosophies of 

Liberation’ presents an important picture of student activism at Swarthmore College as part of a 
                                                
1 Richard J. Walton, Swarthmore: An Informal History (Swarthmore: Swarthmore College, 
1986), 83.  
2 Aundrea White Kelley, interview with Nora Kerrich and Anisa Knox, Swarthmore College, 
October 31, 2014. Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library.  
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national struggle for civil rights. Furthermore, and perhaps most significantly, negotiations 

between students, faculty and administration in the academic year 1968-69 reveals the extent to 

which, as at institutions of higher education around the country, conversations about the very 

meaning of education and questions of access were forced on conservative administrations and 

faculty consciences by black student activists.  

‘Black Philosophies of Liberation’ is therefore a product of the move to direct action and 

a form of direct action itself. As Marilyn Allman Maye, SASS co-founder and activist, says of 

the course’s formation: “We went to whatever dean was in charge, and said: ‘You’re not giving 

us anything. We’re here, we want to learn this. You don’t have a professor. We’re Swarthmore 

students; well-read, well-versed. We think we can organize our own course.”3 The context of the 

non-violent direct action undertaken by black student activists at Swarthmore in 1969 reflects an 

important transition from protest politics to the politics of direct action. As Ms. Allman Maye’s 

reflection on the formation of the class indicates, upon recognizing that the college was 

disinclined to provide for their needs, black students moved to take action to ensure their vision 

for their education was realized. 

 The Swarthmore case, in its many intricacies and details, therefore emphasizes this 

moment in institutional history nationally, as students held educational institutions accountable 

to the promise of a liberal education. With education as a national stage for conversations about 

civil rights, student activists emerged as catalytic actors engaging conservative administrations in 

conversations about issues of black student life and the particular kind of paternal racism 

exhibited by elite institutions across the country. Locating SASS students and black activists at 

Swarthmore as part of this national conversation recasts student activists as catalytic rather than 

“militant” or disruptive forces in the history of the College. While the administrative response to 

SASS actions reflected the narratives of militancy and illegitimacy mapped onto black student 

activists at institutions of higher education across the country, it was also a reflection of the 

extent to which Swarthmore remained beholden to an old guard of traditional educators and 

social conservatives.  This narrative is therefore less about the content of the class, ‘Black 

Philosophies of Liberation,’ itself, than it is about the context of its creation and the questions 

                                                
3 Marilyn Allman Maye, interview with Maria Mejia and Xavier Lee, Swarthmore College, 
October 31. 2014. Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library.  
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student activists raised about access and the meaning of a liberal education for institutional 

memory and identity at Swarthmore College.  

 
Brown v. Board of Education: Education as the Battleground 

 

 By 1969, federal rulings, the NAACP agenda, and the efforts of grassroots organizing 

(having gained considerable momentum and influence in the preceding decade) established 

education as one of the most important stages for national conversations about civil rights. One 

federal ruling in particular challenged accepted American understandings of “equal treatment 

under the law” and the system of segregation prevalent in the United States throughout the 

twentieth century.4 In 1954, the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education 

forced the federal government and conversations on national levels to consider the question of 

pervasive and violent institutionalized systems of segregation. A historic victory, the Supreme 

Court ruled that de jure segregation was illegal. Yet the context and events of the following years 

reflected the extent to which white American institutions were adamant in their refusal to 

abandon the status quo and corresponding racial hierarchy. The response to the Brown decision 

across the country, and in the Southern United States in particular, reflects the extent to which 

conversations about education and desegregation alarmed significant contingents of white 

American society.  

 Emerging in Mississippi in October, 1954, mere months after the Supreme Court’s 

decision, the first manifestation of White Citizen’s Council (WCC) was formed by coalitions of 

white professionals and businessmen committed to preserving the status quo.5 When, in the years 

following the Brown decision, black families began filing petitions with their local school boards 

requesting compliance with the Supreme Court decision of 1954, the WCC mounted a vicious 

defense of various counties’ segregated school systems and the racial hierarchy they preserved. 

In Yazoo County, Mississippi, for example, fifty-three black families had submitted such 

petitions to their local school boards. In response, the White Citizen’s Council released the 

names, addresses, and telephone numbers of each in ads in local newspapers. In many cases, 

                                                
4 Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, Episode 1: “Awakenings: 1954-1956,” 
directed by Judith Vecchione, Blackside Inc., 1986.  
5 Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the 
Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 34-35.  
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those who had signed and presented the petition, as well as their spouses, promptly lost their 

jobs. Banks would no longer work with them. Several families left the county; fifty-one of the 

fifty-three withdrew their petitions.6 The WCC’s message, in this and other conversations across 

the segregated United States, was clear: white interests would continue in their efforts to 

preserve the racial hierarchy of the Jim Crow South. While the WCC and Southern institutional 

pushback against Brown reflected a more explicitly racist and violent rejection of integration 

than did most Northern institutions, the dynamics at play, and the explicit contest for power, 

characterized important elements of the Civil Rights Movement. Specifically, the reaction of 

white Southerners to the perceived assault on Southern tradition that was desegregation is a 

testament to the prominence of voices calling to preserve the existing social order. An 

understanding of the effrontery of these breaks with tradition, absent some of the more virulent 

and violent forms of Southern racism, characterized institutional responses to student protest 

around issues of access.7 At Swarthmore and across the country, activist activity in the late 1960s 

was similarly understood as an attack on the traditions of elite “liberal” institutions of higher 

education.    

Black at Swarthmore 

 

In The Education of Black Folk, Allen B. Ballard asserts: “Black student disruption of the 

campus status quo is the inevitable consequence of the historical relationship of Blacks to higher 

education.”8 Moreover, as stories of violent (and non-violent) federally sanctioned white 

resistance to desegregation show, the black student movements of the 1960s were the inevitable 

consequence of the relationships of black Americans to American institutions. Throughout The 

Education of Black Folk, Ballard explores one of the larger historical questions of the period, 

pertaining specifically to the role of white institutions in perpetuating the racial hierarchy of 

                                                
6 Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the 
Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 35. 
7 Analysis of faculty meeting minutes and correspondences between alumni and administrators 
reflect the extent to which the sit-in was understood as an affront. In the meeting minutes from 
January 9, 1969, the first day of the sit-in, President Smith’s assessment of the situation asserted 
that Swarthmore “finds itself faced with a resort to force and a refusal to make use of rational 
procedure.” Meeting Minutes of the Swarthmore College Faculty, January 9, 1969, Friends 
Historical Library, Swarthmore College, 167.  
8 Allen B. Ballard, The Education of Black Folk: The Afro-American Struggle for Knowledge in 
White America (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1973), 3.  
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American past and present. As Ballard writes of the role of the university for white Americans: 

“The campuses in the forties and fifties were mainly populated by bright-eyed Americans whose 

only area of deep thought concerned the deadly serious matter of obtaining a B.A. to prepare to 

take their rightful place in the hierarchy of American business or government.”9 Ballard was not 

alone in condemning institutions of higher education for reproducing the oppressive and racist 

white hierarchy of American society.10  Students’ syllabus for ‘Black Philosophies of Liberation’ 

provides a bibliography of frustrated black voices, pushing back against institutional efforts to 

preserve the white status quo. The challenge, then, of existing as the few dark faces in a white 

crowd, came as students were forced to see themselves as outsiders. Ballard writes compellingly 

of his experience at Kenyon College, from which he graduated in 1952. 

 

We were, in fact, forced to suppress our natural inner selves so as to conform to 
the mores of a campus dominated by upper-middle-class Americans. For eighteen 
hours a day, our manners, speech, style of walking were on trial before white 
America.11  

 

While Ballard is speaking of a time decades before the events of January 1969, his feelings of 

isolation resonate with the testimonies of black students entering, in greater numbers, 

predominantly white institutions of higher education decades after his own graduation. Despite 

the legislative victories of the 1950s, American institutions continued in their efforts to 

reproduce white privilege. If education was the stage for national conversations about civil 

rights, educational institutions became gatekeepers of the white hierarchy; defenders of 

institutional efforts to preserve white supremacy.   

                                                
9 Allen B. Ballard, The Education of Black Folk: The Afro-American Struggle for Knowledge in 
White America (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1973), 29. 
10 Ballard’s conclusions were by no means radical. Government issued reports echoed his 
concerns. See, for example: “Interim Statement on Campus Disorder,” National Commission on 
the Causes and Prevention of Violence, June 9, 1969. In The University Crisis Reader: The 
Liberal University Under Attack Ed. Immanuel Wallerstein and Paul Starr, (New York, Random 
House: 1971), 376: “Today’s intelligent, idealistic students see a nation which has achieved the 
physical ability to provide food, shelter and education for all, but has not yet devised social 
institutions that do so. They see a society, built on the principle that all men are created equal, 
that has not yet assured equal opportunity in life.”  
11 Allen B. Ballard, The Education of Black Folk: The Afro-American Struggle for Knowledge in 
White America (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1973), 4. 
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Yet, as the events of the 60s clearly show, American college students, particularly black 

college students, were not so easily convinced of the righteousness of institutional elitism in the 

face of (the appearance of) a national push for integration and equal rights. The trajectory of 

black student organizing around admissions at Swarthmore College fits in a larger national 

narrative of students reckoning with conservative academic institutions.  Echoing Ballard’s 

feelings of frustration and isolation at Kenyon twenty years earlier, black Swarthmore students 

reflected on feelings of isolation and the sense that they were outsiders on Swarthmore’s campus. 

James White, Swarthmore alumni and black activist, reflected on black student understandings of 

their Swarthmore experience in the late 1960s. Mr. White graduated in 1973, having seen the 

establishment of the BCC and an influx of black faculty and administrators in the wake of the sit-

ins of 1969 and 1970. Despite the progress he witnessed, Mr. White “left Swarthmore not 

knowing if I wanted to return…it was very painful to come back, and a number of us felt that 

way.” “I vaguely remember graduation: even though it’s a happy time, it was an angry time. A 

lot of [black] students, I believe, had some really hard feelings about Swarthmore when they 

left.”12 As Mr. White’s testimony suggests, the black student experience at Swarthmore was not 

easy, despite the progress that had been made. In reflecting on an earlier period, before James 

White’s freshman year, several of the SASS alumni pointed to specific college policies 

contributing to their feelings of isolation and hurt. As Marilyn Holifield reflected: “In my 

freshman year, we learned that our roommates had been asked whether they would like to have a 

black roommate. We were not asked.” Students reacted to the news negatively. Alumni described 

being offended and hurt. “When I and others learned that…the consideration was whether the 

white student would not mind rooming with a black student…That was offensive. It was a wake-

up call that things, even at Swarthmore, had not been worked out.”13  In light of such 

experiences, the development of SASS as a political and social organization was an organic and 

inevitable process. Alumni spoke of SASS as part of a process of politicization and a reflection 

of the experience of black student life at Swarthmore in 1966. As Aundrea White Kelley says of 

SASS’s founding in 1966: “We’re talking about a group of students who felt that the college 

                                                
12 James White, interview with the author and Haydn Welch, Swarthmore College, September 
27, 2014. Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library.  
13 Marilyn Holifield, interview with the author and Haydn Welch, Swarthmore College, October 
31, 2014. Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library.  
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needed to do more for students of color, and began to talk about that and eventually form(ed) the 

organization.”14  

In the first years of its existence, SASS served a social and political role for black 

students at Swarthmore. As Clinton Etheridge, the second SASS chairman and a “Founding 

Father” of SASS, articulated of SASS’s goals: “Everybody was dedicated to the overall goals of 

SASS, which were to increase black enrollment at Swarthmore, improve the quality of black 

Student Life at Swarthmore, to recruit black faculty, recruit black administrators, and to bring 

black studies courses into the curriculum.”15 Despite varying degrees of politicization in the early 

years of SASS (“Some people tended to take a more militant view of things, some people tended 

to take a more moderate view of things,”) Etheridge’s understandings of the early goals of SASS 

resonate with the testimonies of other alumni. Furthermore, they are reflected in the text of the 

SASS demands and the nature of the conversations between administrators and faculty that 

preceded the direct action in January of 1969.  

 

Fall, 1968: Direct Action as Logical Escalation  
 

Two ‘tactics’ of student activism stand out in considering black students’ continued 

efforts to challenge the status quo in the face of the ongoing racial violence and federal inaction 

in the course of the 1960s: the earlier years of the decade, with the rise of sit-ins on a national 

stage and the Freedom Rides of 1961,16 and the later ones, sensationalized by images of armed 

student activists seizing administrative buildings and conversations about Black Studies. 

Separate in historical time, both were informed by the organizing traditions of preceding decades 

                                                
14 Aundrea White Kelley, interview with Nora Kerrich and Laura Laderman, Swarthmore 
College, October 31, 2014. Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library.   
15 Clinton Etheridge, interview with Patricia Gutíerrez and Davis Logan, Swarthmore College, 
September 27, 2014. 
16 Though a defining feature of protest activity in the early 1960s, sit-ins were not a new tactic. 
Seasoned organizers and activists had employed the technique exhaustively in preceding 
decades. As early as the 1930s, Detroit Autoworkers used sit-down tactics in their efforts to 
organize a union. See Martha Weisman, “Legacy of Student Activism at the City College: 1847-
1989,” Martha Weisman Papers, CCNY, 7. Also Jeffrey A. Turner, Sitting In and Speaking Out 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010), 44. 
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and both posed a serious threat to the white status quo.17 Students became an experienced force 

in direct action and its consequences in the course of the 1960s. The momentum and impact of 

the Freedom Rides, in particular, reflects the impact of direct action on national consciousness 

and memory.  As Charles Payne writes of the early 60s’ departures from protest tactics of the 

preceding decades, “Freedom Summer [1961] represented a tactical response to the erosion of 

normative thinking within the movement, premised as it was on the disheartening realization that 

the government was in the business of protecting white life only.”18 While speaking explicitly to 

the tactics of the Freedom Summer, Payne’s analysis of this escalation in protest actions provides 

important insight into the shift in tactics, nationally and on a local level that characterized the 

course of the decade. As Clinton Etheridge, SASS chairman and faculty liaison, said of the 

period: “…when the Civil Rights Movement got going in the ‘60s with the Freedom Rides in 

1961 and the killing of Medgar Evars and the marches, Dr. Martin Luther King and others, I 

could identify with that.” Mr. Etheridge continued, describing his experiences at the A. Phillip 

Randolph Educational Fund Young Militants Conference in Atlanta, Georgia, in the summer of 

1968, preceding the sit-in. As Mr. Etheridge asserted: “It was an eye-opening and educational 

experience for me.”19 Needless to say, by the end of the decade, the ethos of direct action had 

emerged in the face of ongoing institutional efforts to disregard the voices and presence of black 

students across American institutions and, particularly, American college campuses. 

In The Black Revolution on Campus, Martha Biondi writes of the “explosions of Black 

student activism in 1968,” which “took many observers by surprise.”20 This was due in part to 

the (moderate) influx of black students following the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and 

the Higher Education Act of 1965. In the early years of the 1960s, the landscape for black 

college students across the country changed. In 1960, there were 200,000 black students enrolled 

in institutions of higher education. Of these thousands, 65 percent were enrolled in HBCUs. By 

                                                
17 Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the 
Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 422. 
18 Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the 
Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 422. 
19 Clinton Etheridge, interview with Patricia Gutíerrez and Davis Logan, Swarthmore College, 
September 27, 2014. 
20 Martha Biondi, The Black Revolution on Campus, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1992), 13. 
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1964 that number had grown to 234,000 51 percent of whom were enrolled in HBCUs.21 The 

Civil Rights Act gave the government the power to withhold funding from discriminatory 

programs or institutions resistant to integration. The Higher Education Act provided financial 

assistance for students and increased federal funding for the institutions supporting them.22 

Contributing to the increased numbers of black students on predominantly white, often smaller, 

college campuses were federal initiatives and private funding efforts. In the Swarthmore case, 

the most significant impetus came from a Rockefeller Foundation grant.23 As black students 

enrolled in formerly white institutions in higher numbers than ever before, what came to 

distinguish black student activism was its form. As Martha Biondi writes in The Black 

Revolution on Campus, “This phase of the Black student movement was markedly different from 

the sit-ins of the early 1960s, which had featured courteous young men and women in dresses 

and suits and ties.”24 In contrast, Biondi suggests that the “confrontational tactics and rhetoric” of 

the student activists took people by surprise and shaped popular perceptions of black student 

activists. Biondi herself is guilty of mapping militance and violence onto the “confrontational” 

tactics of black student activists. Instead of seeing the escalation of activists’ efforts at the end of 

the decade as a total shift in activist approaches to organizing on college campuses, the change in 

tactics should be understood as a logical shift and escalation to the more targeted direct action 

necessary to confront the administrative and institutional forces that had largely ignored student 

demands and voices in the preceding years.25 At Swarthmore, this narrative resonates with the 

trajectory of student protest at the College and administrative responses in particular. 

                                                
21 Allen B. Ballard, The Education of Black Folk: The Afro-American Struggle for Knowledge in 
White America (New York: Harper & Row,1973), 65. 
22 Ibram H . Rogers, The Black Campus Movement: Black Students and the Racial Reconstitution 
of Higher Education, 1965-1972 (New York: St. Martin’s Press LLC, 2012), 27. 
23 Letter to Alumni Interviewers from Fred Hargadon, September, Black Liberation 1969 
Database, Swarthmore College Library, 3-4. For a further discussion of the influence of the 
Rockefeller grants on student admissions, see Richard J. Walton, Swarthmore: An Informal 
History (Swarthmore: Swarthmore College, 1986), 83-84. 
24 Martha Biondi, The Black Revolution on Campus (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1992), 13. 
25 In describing the decision to move to direct action in 1969, Aundrea White Kelley asserted: “It 
was a matter of, well, how can we focus the attention of the college in such a way that there can 
be an actual action that actually changes something.” As Ms. Kelley’s statements suggest, the 
inaction of the college administration inspired an escalation to direct action at Swarthmore. 
Aundrea White  Kelley, interview with interview with Nora Kerrich and Laura Laderman, 
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In a letter to alumni interviewers in 1966, Dean of Admissions Fred Hargadon writes to 

alumni interviewers: “While we do not accept Negro students according to any quota system, we 

have made special efforts the past three years to increase the number of such students enrolled in 

the College, and have the generous support of a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation.”26 Part 

of a section titled “Negro male applicants,” Hargadon continues: “As far as Negro males go, we 

were taken to the cleaners this year. We enrolled only 3 out of the 12 we accepted (last year we 

enrolled 8 of 12).”27  In this, Hargadon alludes to a seed of the 1969 sit-in and SASS demands: 

the drop in black admissions in 1966 for the incoming class of 1970.28 Following a period of 

commitment to increasing numbers of black students on campus, black admissions had fallen to, 

in the eyes of many political contingents of the College, intolerable levels. Dean Hargadon 

explicitly cited high demand for a limited pool of “qualified” black applicants.29 While 

Hargadon’s assessment of the situation for black admissions may have gone unchallenged by 

many members of the administration and College, Thompson Bradley speaks to the reactions of 

more political faculty to Hargadon’s statements:  

 

…one of the most important things to happen at a faculty meeting was when the 
dean of admissions, Fred Hargadon, reported that he couldn’t find any Black 
students. I mean it was, it was, beyond belief, actually, and the few of us who 
were involved and became more involved as that went on, couldn’t believe our 
ears. Because you know, you look at the population of America and, where were 
they looking?30 
 

Bradley’s frustrations with administrative perceptions of the viability of black admissions efforts 

resonated with student voices and frustrations with responses of admissions official in the fall of 

                                                                                                                                                       
Swarthmore College, October 31, 2014, Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College 
Library.   
26 Letter to Alumni Interviewers from Fred Hargadon, September, Black Liberation 1969 
Database, Swarthmore College Library, 4.  
27 Letter to Alumni Interviewers from Fred Hargadon, 3-4.   
28 Clinton Etheridge and Don Mizell, “Open Letter To the Editor: Dig, Dean Hargadon,” 
Swarthmore Phoenix, October 1, 1969.  
29 Letter to Alumni Interviewers from Fred Hargadon, September, Black Liberation 1969 
Database, Swarthmore College Library, 3-4.   
30 Thompson Bradley, interview by author and Haydn Welch, Swarthmore College, November 2, 
2014. Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library.  
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1968. As summarized by a SASS-released “Condensed History of the Swarthmore SASS 

Admissions Dispute,” SASS demands included:  

 

…the enrollment of more high-risk students, investigation of the possibilities of 
summer programs or an extra year, work with freshmen to improve skills…a 
black guidance counselor and a Black Steering Committee for troubleshooting 
recruitment in the South and West and of Puerto Ricans, enrollment of more 
transfer and junior college students, payment of Black students who assist in 
recruiting, trips to ghetto schools by admissions officials to seek out more 
promising students, and more publicity to increase public knowledge of the 
school.31 

 

These demands reflected the wide range of issues about which SASS students sought to engage 

the administration in conversation about. Most importantly, while demands for increased black 

student enrollment and different admissions procedures were central, students called for a series 

of other steps which were central to support black student life at Swarthmore. Increased 

admissions and a relevant student experience were articulated by the SASS demands presented in 

the fall of 1968, just as they were essential to the demands formulated by black organizations at 

college campuses around the country.32 At Swarthmore, SASS demands were formulated in the 

months preceding the sit-in around conversations about black student admissions that came to a 

head in the fall of 1968 as well as ongoing conversations about the black student experience at 

Swarthmore. 

 On October 1, 1968, a letter written by Clinton Etheridge and Don Mizell, SASS 

chairmen, was published in Swarthmore’s student publication, the Phoenix. In their letter, both 

men express frustration with the disparity between the professed admissions aims of Hargadon’s 

Admissions Committee and the reality of the decreasing numbers of students enrolled. Specific 

criticisms come from an understanding of how Rockefeller funds were used (or not used) by the 

College: “…why is it that Swarthmore used only $38,500 of its Rockefeller funds in 1967 for 

                                                
31 “Condensed History of the Swarthmore SASS Admissions Dispute,” SASS, 1969, Liberation 
1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library.  
32 At City College in New York City, the seizure of south campus in April of 1969 was 
precipitated by the College’s refusal to engage with a set of five student demands presented to 
administration and faculty. Central to the demands articulated by student activists was the 
insistence that the enrolling classes at City College in succeeding years accurately reflect the 
neighboring, predominantly Black and Puerto Rican communities of Harlem. See Martha Biondi, 
The Black Revolution on Campus, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 124.  
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‘the discovery and support of talented minority group students,’ when Oberlin ($81,770), 

Occidental ($81,466), Reed ($66,734), Carleton ($60,185), and other representative colleges in 

the Rockefeller program spent substantially more?”33 Ten days later, the Admissions Committee 

released a working report on black admissions. Hargadon’s letter presenting the report is 

particularly telling in its articulation of his attitudes toward student activists and the role of 

Swarthmore in addressing the concerns of its time. As Hargadon wrote in “To the Editor: 

Admissions,” introducing his working report on “my concern over the issue of recruitment and 

enrollment of Negro students.”  

 
As the working paper suggests, the problem of recruiting and enrolling Negro 
students is a very complex one and it is not immediately clear what particular 
contributions can or should be made by each of the great variety of institutions of 
higher learning. The plight of the Negro with regard to higher education in this 
country is by now well-known and it is evident that this serious national concern 
will be with us for at least the next decade. What role can and should Swarthmore 
College lay in alleviating that plight?34 
 
 

Underscoring all of Hargadon’s discussion of black admissions with SASS and other members of 

the College community, therefore, were the questions he posed here. The report was placed on 

reserve in the library and black students were invited to discuss it. The report, however, included 

explicit statistics on the SAT scores, grades (at Swarthmore), family incomes, and parent’s level 

of education of current black students, among other personal identifying information. While 

Hargadon and his committee claimed that the tables were fully anonymous and could not be used 

to identify individual students, students of SASS disagreed. Students staged a walk out of the 

general meeting called regarding the report and included a call for, in a first set of demands 

released in October, 1968, the removal of the document from the library and public perusal, in 

addition to laying out SASS’s understanding of how the College should proceed regarding 

material concerning black students on campus. As Bridget Van Gronigen Warren reflected on the 

impact of the admissions report, “I felt I was being studied like a lab rat. What was this 

experiment going on that I was less than a human being? I didn’t even know that it was going on, 

                                                
33 Clinton Etheridge and Don Mizell, “Open Letter To the Editor: Dig, Dean Hargadon,” 
Swarthmore Phoenix, October 1, 1969.  
34 Letter to the Editor from Fred Hargadon, October 15, 1968, Black Liberation 1969 Database, 
Swarthmore College Library.  



 

 

13 

nobody asked for my permission.”35 In addition to showing a lack of respect for the privacy of 

black students, the report reflected admissions’ opinions about the suitability of black students 

general for the Swarthmore educational mission. Underscoring the logic of the admissions report 

in the eyes of the black community was the implications, as Hargadon’s discussion later 

illustrates, that the presence of black students was inherently a challenge to the academic and 

social reputation of the College.  

In the report itself, Hargadon writes in his discussion of the goals of black student 

recruitment, “Why do we want more Negro students enrolled here? Is it simply because we want 

to be able to say we have x-number in the student body?”36 He goes on to detail an additional 

series of questions, including:  

 
…if, in order to enroll more Negro students, we find it necessary to admit students 
with inadequate preparation, would the necessary modifications in the educational 
program be such that we would thereby lose some of those qualities which 
distinguish our program from those of many other colleges?37 

 

Troublingly, Hargadon here echoes an argument popular on the national stage and reflective of 

social prejudices. It is further reflective of a paternalistic racism and a pervasive sense of the 

illegitimacy of black student demands and a viable black student body. Furthermore, Hargadon 

raises a question central to the College’s resistance. Specifically, that the character of the 

institution had been defined without the presence of non-white elements and that somehow the 

existence of a black student population ran counter to the very identity of Swarthmore as an 

institution of higher education. Later in report Hargadon elaborates on his reservations about the 

College’s commitment to black admissions: “In discussing the entire matter of Negro student 

recruitment and enrollment throughout the semester, it occurred to many of us that Swarthmore 

may not be well suited to deal directly, as an institution, with those problems in society which 

our education makes us best suited to recognize.”38 In expressing this sentiment, Hargadon 

echoed the voices of an older guard of educators with a specific understanding of the role of the 

                                                
35 Bridget Van Gronigen Warren, interview with Martin Froger-Silva and Patricia Gutiérrez- 
36 “Admissions Report [Redacted],” Fred Hargadon, September 1968, Black Liberation 1969 
Database, Swarthmore College Library.  
37 “Admissions Report [Redacted],” 3. 
38 “Admissions Report [Redacted],” 9.  
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“liberal university.”39 Specifically, perpetuating an understanding of Swarthmore as an isolated, 

liberal, and just, environment, Hargadon and other conservative administrators argued that “the 

plight of the Negro with regard to higher education in this country,” ought not to be 

Swarthmore’s concern, insulated bubble of liberalism and enlightenment that it was. Yet, as 

black students at Swarthmore found that they did not quite fit with the narrative, the question of 

the legitimacy and relevance of Swarthmore’s highly vaulted traditions of “liberalism” was 

raised by student activists and more radical members of the faculty in the course of 1968-69.  

 

‘Black Philosophies of Liberation’ in Context 

 

 In “Black Studies Programs and Civil Rights,” an American Council of Education (ACE) 

Special from April 1969, the government agency recognized both the white orientation of 

standard higher education curriculums and proposed a more conservative Black Studies model 

that aimed simply to correct omissions in the standard curriculum with respect to the black 

experience in this country. While the report more problematically presented the ‘separatism’ of 

emerging Black Studies programs as potential violations of the civil right acts, it spoke also to 

understandings of education echoed by institutions of higher education in the United States at the 

time. As the report stated of the ‘standard curriculum’:  

 
...devised by white scholars in the sciences, history [etc.]…Commonly the 
materials used, except when they deal at an advanced level with foreign cultures, 
were prepared by white Americans. The aim of the institutions is to ready their 
students to live and work in American society as it now is.40 

 

The report continued, providing a conservative but succinct overview of the role of higher 

education in social mobility and the implications of the white orientation of the standard 

curriculum of institutions of higher education. An earlier SASS victory, the establishment of the 

Black Studies Curriculum Committee in Spring 1968 reflected earlier negotiations with the 

Swarthmore administration. The report entered this conversation about different proposed Black 

                                                
39 The University Crisis Reader: The Liberal University Under Attack Ed. Immanuel Wallerstein 
and Paul Starr, (New York, Random House: 1971), 58.  
40 “Black Studies Programs and Civil Rights,” American Council of Education, April 8, 1969, 
Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library, 3.  
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Studies curricula and their place within a “white oriented” educational system. In the meeting 

minutes from the first meeting of the Black Studies Curriculum Committee, Asmarom Legesse 

speaks to an understanding of the relationship between Black Studies and black student interests 

and the white orientation of institutions of higher education. “We should not make Black studies 

a footnote to white studies.”41 He continues, asserting that “The danger at Swarthmore…is that 

the Black Studies program will not do the job we want it to do—namely to address the problems 

directly relevant to black students.”42 As the demands articulated by student activists shows, the 

relevance and viability of black student life to black students on campus was essential. Similarly, 

demands articulated by student organizations across the country reflected a national push for 

relevant educational and social environments, absent from campuses whose social organizations 

catered to the needs of a predominantly white elite. At Brooklyn College, for example, student 

demands included calls for open admission and Institutes of Afro-American and Puerto Rican 

institutes controlled by Black and Puerto Rican students and faculty. The eighteen demands 

reflected, as do SASS’s, a demand for a controlling voice in admissions and relevant programs 

and a commitment to black admissions and black student life. As at Swarthmore, however, 

demands stagnated along “legitimate” channels. Frustrated with the lack of administrative 

response, in April 1969 the Black League of Afro-American Collegians (BLAC) took control of 

the microphone at a faculty meeting and assembly. Demanding that the eighteen demands be 

immediately considered, as Askia Davis, campus organizer and Black Panther, told faculty: 

“You will not shut your eyes any longer, Brooklyn College belongs to us, not you.”43    

Conversations around the creation of Black Studies at Swarthmore and black student 

admissions reflected underlying questions raised by black student activists across the country. 

Namely, as Askia Davis’ statement articulates, the question of who American institutions work 

for. The syllabus and notes for ‘Black Philosophies of Liberation’ provide a reader of frustrated 

black voices calling out institutions for their failures to challenge the racist institutions 

replicating inequality and prejudice in the United States. W. E. B. Du Bois’ place in the syllabus 

                                                
41 “Minutes of the Black Studies Curriculum Committee,” May 8, 1968, Black Liberation 1969 
Database, Swarthmore College Library, 2.  
42 “Minutes of the Black Studies Curriculum Committee,” May 8, 1968, Black Liberation 1969 
Database, Swarthmore College Library, 3.  
43 Martha Biondi, The Black Revolution on Campus, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1992), 121.  



 

 

16 

is particularly interesting. The syllabus separates and emphasizes conversations about the 

philosophies and implications of Du Bois’ earlier writings with regards to issues of education for 

black America. His later writings and their distinct philosophies are accorded a week later in the 

semester. Often regarded as the father of Black Studies, Du Bois’ philosophies about the role of 

American institutions in the lives of black Americans shifted significantly in the later years of his 

life. As Ballard writes of Du Bois, “Through no vehicle other than liberal education could Du 

Bois envision the creation of a Black counterforce to the racist ideology and practices of the 

United States.”44 In addition to Du Bois, students engaged Harold Cruse’s The Crisis of the 

Negro Intellectual and texts on Black Nationalism, Garveyism, and the Black Power movement, 

among other topics. In her notes from ‘Black Philosophies of Liberation,’ Marilyn Allman Maye 

touches on the central questions posed by black intellectuals in the preceding decades. Namely, 

as Askia Davis and SASS’s contemporaries in the spring of 1969 across the country articulated, 

can American institutions work for black Americans?45 The answer, for Du Bois, Cruse and 

others, was only if black students demanded relevant educational programs in Black history and 

thought. While fundamentally a testament to student’s commitment to their intellectual and 

political growth, the contents and conversations of the course are a further testament to the 

political action and significance of the process of self-education guided by Swarthmore students 

in the late 60s. In many ways, the response of the administration to the SASS demands and the 

narrative that has surrounded it is articulated in the administration’s perception that they were 

somehow rejecting academic cultures of excellence and achievement. Refusing to engage with 

the questions at the root of the demands, faculty, administrators and local media focused instead 

on the form of the protest; taken aback by the perceived effrontery of the sit-in and the “militant” 

nature of SASS.  

 

 

 

                                                
44 Allen B. Ballard, The Education of Black Folk: The Afro-American Struggle for Knowledge in 
White America (New York: Harper & Row,1973), 
45 In Harold Cruse’s discussion of ‘The Intellectual and Force and Violence,’ he berates 
American institutions as Weberian rational bureaucracies. See Harold Cruse, The Crisis of the 
Negro Intellectual, 380. See “[Notes on the Crisis of the Negro Intellectual],” Marilyn Allman 
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Understanding the Response 

  

 In a statement released in the fall of 1968 entitled “Why We Can’t Wait,” SASS engages 

resistant administrative voices, posing the question: “On a campus that professes to be liberal 

and enlightened, why does SASS encounter so much resistance and misunderstanding in its goals 

of self-definition and self-determination for Black people?”46 SASS’s frustrations with the 

administration’s response reflected a national pattern of conservative responses to perceived 

student militancy. The early 1960s saw the escalation of organizing efforts by civil rights 

organizations and coalitions of American citizens across the country. When direct action 

emerged in the 1960s in response to the inaction of preceding years, the response was violent and 

passionate. Southerners, in the face of sit-ins in the early 1960s, could not abide this break in 

Southern tradition.47 Across the country, conservative administrations of colleges and university 

were faced with a similar break with a perceived “collegiate” tradition as Black activist 

organizations moved from “legitimate” and unsuccessful channels to direct action. Thompson 

Bradley, faculty member and student adviser, reflected on the atmosphere during the sit-in: 

“…no one could believe that the students would go that far because nothing like that had 

happened at Swarthmore yet.”48 Faculty minutes, press coverage, and administrators’ public 

statements further reflect the extent to which the act of occupying the admissions office was an 

affront and had no place at such a liberal institution. The problem became, however, that in 

focusing on the form, administrators were resistant to engage with the substance of the demands. 

As Bradley continues, “So much of the fight was really repeating, and there must be notes for 

this, I don’t know how many times we must over the nights of those meetings repeated, ad 

nauseum, pay attention to the demands, pay attention to what’s being wanted. Think about it in 

terms of education.”49 While Bradley was able to understand SASS’s protest for what it was; 

                                                
46 “Why We Can’t Wait,” Swarthmore Afro-American Students’ Society, 1968, Black Liberation 
1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library.  
47 Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, Episode 1: “Awakenings: 1954-1956,” 
directed by Judith Vecchione, Blackside Inc., 1986. 
48 Thompson Bradley, interview by author and Haydn Welch, Swarthmore College, November 2, 
2014. Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library, 6.  
49 Thompson Bradley, interview by author and Haydn Welch, Swarthmore College, November 2, 
2014. Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library. Additionally, despite 
Professor Bradley’s sense that the faculty minutes reflect the conversations indicated above, the 
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direct action taken in pursuit of legitimate grievances in a democratic space, other faculty and 

alumni did not share his views. 

In his speech to the campus community on January 13, 1969, Courtney Smith articulated 

several of the themes pervading the conversations of the preceding weeks. President Smith’s 

response is telling in that it reflects a national trend in administrative responses to the legitimate 

demands of student activists and emphasizes a similarly problematic underlying institutional 

narrative of student protest at the end of the decade. Addressing students gathered in Clothier 

Hall, the President emphasized, in recounting the events of the preceding days, a sense of loss, 

rather than a reflection of any kind of productive process. “We have lost something precious at 

Swarthmore – the feeling that force and disruptiveness are just not our way.”50 President Smith 

continues, concluding his remarks by condemning any individual  

 

…who now thinks that direct action should be used…I have to say I seriously 
doubt their faith in education, and the educational process, and I would be 
saddened to see further acceptance of force as against those qualities of trust and 
tolerance and humility and anti-totalitarianism and willingness to seek the good in 
others –those qualities that have made, and can make, Swarthmore especially 
“fine” as an institution.51  

 

In understanding President Smith’s response to student protest, it is important to locate him as 

part of a tradition of more conservative educators, as Bradley and others have done. While his 

politics may not have been conservative, in fact, quite the contrary, his understanding of the role 

of elite institutions of higher education is clear.52 For him, Swarthmore must preserve its 

                                                                                                                                                       
minutes locate his and Professor Schuldenfrei’s comments in such a way as to strip them of their 
confrontational character. On January 10th, 1969, for example, Schuldenfrei’s frustration that the 
agenda for the meeting on the second day of the takeover did not reflect a focus on SASS 
demands, rather SASS actions is mentioned briefly. His motion to reframe the agenda is defeated 
soundly. See Meeting Minutes of the Swarthmore College Faculty, January 10, 1969, Friends 
Historical Library, Swarthmore College, 174. 
50 “Smith’s Statement to Faculty and Students, January 13,” Courtney Smith, January 13, 1969, 
Black Liberation 1969 Database, Swarthmore College Library, 3.  
51 “Smith’s Statement to Faculty and Students, January 13,” 4.  
52 In conversation with Thompson Bradley on November 2, 2014, Professor Bradley 
communicated an understanding of the widely held view of President Courtney Smith as a 
political liberal. In 1959, President Smith led a coalition of other colleges in condemning the 
loyalty “disclaimer oath” in the National Defense Act, a provision which allowed the federal 
government to withhold federal funds from political students associated with Communist 
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“fineness,” removed as it is from the realities of the outside world. Somehow the method of 

SASS protest and the content of their demands could not be reconciled with Smith’s 

understanding of the College’s identity. Thompson Bradley addressed the President’s resistance 

and emphasis on the perceived effrontery and rudeness of the sit in: “He was resisting on behalf 

of an open, charitable understanding of liberal education that didn’t have rudeness and effrontery 

and demands in it. And [he] couldn’t see what the social and political dynamic was that was 

going on.”53 This sentiment is reflected in the President’s remarks at Clothier. Specifically, that 

the behavior of student activists, regardless of their demands, was an affront to the institution’s 

identity and unjustified, regardless of the content of student demands. Furthermore, as 

conversations about “risk” students and the “limited” pool of Black applicants suggests, Smith 

and others assumed that an increase in black admissions would correspond with a decline in 

Swarthmore’s academic and social reputation.  

 

Legacies of Student Activism: Teaching Black History at Swarthmore College 

 

 As scholars of student movements have shown, the push for direct action characterizing 

student movements toward the end of the 1960s reflected much more than contests for authority. 

Conversations around access and student rights reflected farther reaching conversations about the 

nature of education in a democratic society. Student movements pushed institutions around the 

country to confront the contradictions inherent in the hierarchy of education and privilege 

perpetuated by American institutions of higher education. Swarthmore’s understanding of its 

own liberalism did not save it from confronting these very same questions in the academic year 

of 1968-69. It is important, therefore, to understand activist efforts as part of a conversation both 

about institutional memory and institutional progress. 

In Black Power, Stokley Carmichael and Charles Hamilton’s 1967 rallying cry, the 

authors emphasize the stakes in ongoing conversations about civil rights, focusing on the 

importance of Black “control over our own lives, politically, economically and psychically.” 

Furthermore, “…if we fail to do this, we face continued subjection to a white society that has no 

                                                                                                                                                       
activity, real or imagined. Professor Bradley attributed Smith’s reputation for attracting a 
generation of “Red Diaper Babies” to Swarthmore at the end of the 1960s.  
53 Thompson Bradley, interview with the author and Haydn Welch, Swarthmore College, 
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intention of giving up willingly or easily its position of priority and authority.”54  To the extent 

that students at Swarthmore were interrogating the questions posed by Cruse, Carmichael and 

others, their efforts to hold accountable elitist institutions for the exclusion of black people must 

be seen for the critical challenge it was. At Swarthmore and around the country, student activists 

involved in conversations on college campuses around issues of access and institutional racism 

developed a powerful series of questions about how the society we live in generates ad sustains 

inequality.  The power of the student movement therefore lays both in the form it took and the 

challenge it presented to institutions isolated within superficial bubbles of liberalism and 

enlightenment. Understanding the context and content of ‘Black Philosophies of Liberation’ as a 

reflection of this, speaks to the importance of this historical moment in institutional memory. 

Furthermore, it recasts students as catalytic rather than destructive and militant forces.  

Spring of 1969 bore witness to many actions around the country, in the context of which 

the formation of this course might fade from view. While alumni interviews have shown that the 

details of the course to a great extent have also faded from memory, its role in a larger social and 

political movement and process of black student empowerment is clear. The voices of the 

students who called for curricular and institutional changes continue to resonate. As SASS 

entered the admissions office, theirs was a voice that, in the sit-ins and negotiations of 1969 and 

1970, echoed Askia Davis’ sentiment as he asserted that Brooklyn College was just as 

responsible to him as to his white peers. While Brooklyn College was a public institution and 

Swarthmore is private, in the context of conversations about the meaning of a liberal education, 

the fundamental question remains the same. Who should the College be responsible to? What are 

the goals of a liberal education? To conclude, this conversation must be presented as a challenge 

to the way in which Black student protest is taught, as part of institutional memory and as part of 

popular narratives of the Civil Rights Movement.    

Historians of the Civil Rights movement struggle to define the scope and implications of 

this moment in American history.  For Charles Payne, scholar and education reformer, restricting 

narratives of civil rights activism to a frame of a few years suggests problematically that the 

struggle for equal rights and access ended with the end of the Civil Rights Movement. While 

organizing efforts around education access and relevant curriculum came to a head at 
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Swarthmore in 1969, the story does not end with the establishment of the Black Cultural Center 

or the presence of increased numbers of black administrators and faculty. Nor does it end with 

the reality that Swarthmore still does not have the 10% black student body called for in 1968. As 

Payne writes of narratives of activism and civil rights organizing “We praise their courage while 

ignoring their questions.”55 At Swarthmore, student activists raised questions that remain 

unanswered. In the United States of America, and at Swarthmore College, specifically, who, 

exactly, is “liberal education” for? In “Why We Can’t Wait,” a SASS paper released in 1969, 

SASS concludes: “Swarthmore College, the liberal Quaker school, has a responsibility to combat 

racism and advance social equality. We hope that President Smith and Swarthmore College will 

not turn their backs on the crisis of this century.”56 This challenge continues to resonate. In the 

words of SASS’s concluding statement: “SASS proceeds with a clear conscience, can 

Swarthmore College?”  
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