
Foreword

Much of what is important in John Dittmer’s approach to the civil rights
movement is present on the first page of his book Local People.1 The time
is July , two years after the Supreme Court struck down the all-white
primary, one of Mississippi’s favorite devices for systematically disenfran-
chising its black citizens. Despite warnings of bloodshed and retribution,
several thousand blacks across the state tried to vote in the  primary.
In Decatur Medgar Evers and a group of his friends, all veterans of the late
war against fascism, put on their uniforms and marched to the court-
house, determined to vote like Americans. There they were met by a group
of fifteen or twenty white men just as determined that they would not.
The white men were armed, so Evers and his friends went back to get their
guns. Again they drove to the courthouse, found the mob still there, and
decided not to contest the issue further that day.

That brief vignette does some important work. It locates the “begin-
nings” of the movement story in the years surrounding World War II, re-
vising the more traditional assumption, among both scholarly and popu-
lar audiences, that all that really mattered happened between the mid-
fifties and mid-sixties, the Montgomery to Memphis framework. Much of
the initiative that made the movement possible, much of the tactical inno-
vation, and much of the persistence came from select local people like
Evers and his friends. No national organization nor charismatic leader
suggested that they try to register. As far as we know, they were acting on
their own sense of what it meant to be a citizen, a sense undoubtedly
strengthened by their service in the war. It is also significant that the inci-
dent concerns voting. As the Mississippi movement entered a new phase
in the s it maintained a focus on voting rights, and this was at the in-
sistence of indigenous leaders like Amzie Moore who maintained that de-
segregating lunch counters and the like might be fine in other places but it
made no sense in Mississippi.
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While the initiative of a handful of individuals is central to the inci-
dent, Dittmer makes it clear that there is an important structural context
to their actions. Absent the destruction of the white primary and the ex-
perience of the war, it is difficult to see the incident unfolding in the same
way. This is not bottom-up history in any simple sense. Rather Dittmer,
here and throughout his book, is writing about the collision between in-
dividual determination and structural opportunities and constraints, par-
ticularly economic and political ones. One strength of the book is the au-
thor’s facility at weaving micro- and macro-analyses into one narrative.
Finally, the incident suggests that nonviolence is not necessarily the way
to understand the whole movement story. There were people who were
willing to stick their necks out, but they were willing to defend them-
selves, too.

That the Mississippi story is a particularly important one should not be
doubted. Deservedly or not, the state has long occupied a central place in
America’s racial imagination. In the s, V. O. Key carefully documented
the state’s proclivity for extremism in all matters racial.2 Some of the
movement’s most creative thinking took place in Mississippi, and some of
its most arresting personalities did much of their work there. Whether the
forces of racist repression were, in fact, any more brutal in Mississippi
than, say, in Alabama or Southwest Georgia remains an open question, but
there were moments—the killings of Emmett Till and Mack Charles
Parker, the killings of Andrew Goodman, Mickey Schwerner, and James
Chaney—when Mississippi’s bloodlust captured the attention of the na-
tion and the world, playing an important role in finally spurring the fed-
eral government to do something about racist violence. The Mississippi
Summer Project of —Freedom Summer, as it came to be called—
provided thousands of young people who never came anywhere near Mis-
sissippi with a model of what activism could be, and many of those who
did go to Mississippi left to become important leaders in the other move-
ments that defined the sixties—the student power movement, the antiwar
movement, the feminist movement.3 Circumstances conspired in such a
way that issues being played out across the South played out in Mississippi
with particularly dramatic effect.

Giving local people a central place in the movement narrative changes
how we think about historical agency, but it changes more than that. Take
nonviolence, for example. The idea that nonviolence characterized black
Americans generally or the movement in particular gave the movement a
certain advantageous moral stature but at the cost of obscuring the com-
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plicated political currents swirling through black America after the Second
World War. It is hard to see how a philosophy so out of step with Ameri-
can traditions could have rooted itself among more than a handful of peo-
ple, although for a moment—–, let us say—their thinking had an
extraordinary impact on the movement. Still, the notion that the most im-
portant axis of choice among black Americans was the choice between vi-
olence and nonviolence probably tells us much more about the anxieties
of white commentators on the movement than it does about the priorities
of black people. What Stokely Carmichael was saying after  probably
resonated at least as deeply with the thinking of black communities across
the country as did the words of Dr. King before then.

Posing matters as a choice between violence and nonviolence just seems
wrongheaded from the viewpoint of Mississippi’s indigenous leadership.
Dittmer quotes E. J. Stringer, president of the state conference of the Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
branches in : “I had weapons in my house, and not only in my house.
I had weapons on me when I went to my office, because I knew people
were out to get me. I would take my revolver with me and put it in the
drawer, right where I worked” (). Ten years later the people who met
“Sweets” Turnbow, from Holmes County, at the Democratic National
Convention may have thought it odd that she always carried a small
brown paper bag, but presumably no one guessed that she had a pistol in
there. “Sweets” never left home without it (–). Turnbow and her hus-
band Stringer, Amzie Moore, Medgar Evers, C. C. Bryant, E. W. Steptoe,
T.R.M. Howard all habitually carried weapons to protect themselves or, in
Howard’s case, went about with armed guards. Bob Moses commented:

I don’t know if anyone in Mississippi preached to local Negroes that they

shouldn’t defend themselves. . . . Probably the closest is when I asked Mr. E.

W. Steptoe not to carry guns when we go together at night. So, instead, he

just hides his gun and then I find out later. . . . Self-defense is so deeply en-

grained in rural southern America that we as a small group can’t affect it.

It’s not contradictory for a farmer to say that he’s nonviolent and also to

pledge to shoot a marauder’s head off.4

A great many of the organizers attached to the Student Nonviolent Co-
ordinating Committee (SNCC) or the Congress of Racial Equality
(CORE) felt morally uncomfortable at the fact that they were living in
homes guarded by local people, enough so that some of them felt they had
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to take a turn on guard duty themselves, notwithstanding organizational
policies or personal beliefs. If not for the practical, nonideological attitude
of many local people toward self-defense, it is not at all clear that the
movement could have rooted itself in the rural Deep South. Moreover, the
more one knows about those attitudes, the more difficult it is to present
the late-sixties movement as a complete break with the early sixties. It is
hardly coincidental that the Black Panther Party borrowed its logo from
the Lowndes County Freedom Organization in Alabama.

It is appropriate that this book appears during the fortieth anniversary
of the Mississippi Summer Project. Freedom Summer, as it came to be
known, was so fraught with contradiction, so instantly mythologized, that
it is a particularly difficult part of the history to write about effectively.
Professor Dittmer’s sophisticated framing of “That Summer” is one of the
lasting contributions of Local People. He begins with the frustration many
volunteers felt at not being immediately accepted as equals by SNCC and
CORE veterans, but he frames that against what the veterans had been
going through for the previous two years so that the volunteers come off

as petulant, which is not the way that story is ordinarily spun. Dittmer’s
treatment of the racial and gender tensions during that summer is ad-
mirably balanced, but, true to the spirit of the book, he does not let those
stories drive out the larger story of the summer. From an organizing per-
spective, the mere willingness of hundreds of black families to take in
summer volunteers, knowing perfectly well that in doing so they exposed
themselves to reprisals, would have been a significant victory in itself, but
the summer accomplished much more than that. It brought an unprece-
dented level of national attention to Mississippi, which led to unprece-
dented pressure on the FBI to stop acting as if it were a branch of South-
ern law enforcement; it established Freedom Schools that served more
than twenty-five hundred students and continue to be an influential
model of alternative education; it provided health and legal services to
some of the most impoverished communities in America; it facilitated the
formation of the Freedom Democratic Party, which, until white liberals
and black moderates undermined it, was a remarkable attempt to give
voice and leverage to the poor themselves and not just to those who
claimed to represent the poor.

The story of the summer is in part the story of the movement’s radical-
ization, and Dittmer is at the other end of the spectrum from the school of
thought that makes nonviolence the norm and problematizes radicalism.
Radicals are pictured as hijacking what was a perfectly fine movement
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until they came along. Dittmer catalogues the sources of movement frus-
tration with liberal America so fully, describes the emotional state of the
activists so carefully, that by the time one comes to the speech given by
CORE’s Dave Dennis at the funeral of James Chaney, the depth of Den-
nis’s anger seems not capricious but inevitable.

I blame the people of Washington, D.C. and on down in the state of Missis-

sippi for what happened just as much as I blame those who pulled the trig-

ger. I don’t grieve for James Chaney. He lived a fuller life than most of us

will ever live. He’s got his freedom, and we’re still fighting for ours. I’m sick

and tired of going to the funerals of black men who have been murdered by

white men. I’ve got vengeance in my heart tonight, and I ask you to feel

angry with me. . . . If you go back home and take what these white men in

Mississippi are doing to us . . . if you take it and don’t do something about it

. . . then God Damn your souls. ()

The  Democratic National Convention is among the most impor-
tant turning points in the process of radicalization. The basic story is well
known. The Freedom Democratic Party came to the convention challeng-
ing the seating of the delegates from Mississippi since black Mississippians
had been excluded from their selection. Lyndon Johnson, not wanting to
alienate Southerners successfully undermined the challenge. Dittmer’s
treatment of the story is more detailed than any other I know, but the real
contribution it makes is what it reveals about the extent of government
spying, including wiretaps, on the activists. Bill Moyers was a central
figure in the process and took some pride in having been of service to his
president. That piece of treachery has to be understood in the context of
other liberal organizations, organizations that did not necessarily have a
history in the state nor any constituency but who abrogated unto them-
selves the right to tell the people of Mississippi who they could be repre-
sented by—not the Freedom Democratic Party, of course, and not SNCC.
Even after forty years the sheer arrogance comes through clearly from
Dittmer’s accounting. The National Council of Churches, Americans for
Democratic Action, several liberal foundations, the national office of the
NAACP, some of the Old Guard of Mississippi NAAACP leaders,
dissatisfied with the militant turn of the movement and with their loss of
status to more grassroots leaders, openly conspired to neutralize grass-
roots leadership. At both the national and local levels, much of the move-
ment’s energy and dynamism was co-opted by people who, for the most
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part, had not been the people who made the sacrifices it took to bring the
movement to the level of prominence it had attained by . The liberals
blew the moment, something that is still not properly appreciated.

Professor Dittmer’s understanding of this period probably owes much
to the fact that for twelve years, from the late s through the end of the
s, he taught at Tougaloo College, an institution that was very much a
part of the Mississippi movement. Dittmer is able to present nuanced por-
traits of dozens of individuals, without a false note that I can detect; he
can convey the centrality of mass meetings to the movement in less than a
page; and he can capture the complex and shifting class relationships of
black Mississippi. One suspects that some of this is more than impeccable
research; it is also the product of being immersed in a historical experi-
ence, and, further, some of Dittmer’s discussions are the distillation of a
hundred conversations beyond the formal research.

Professor Dittmer leads by example, not precept. Local People does what
it does without talking about what it does. The text does not grapple
much with previous historiographical literature—there is not much
“Scholars have said unto you . . . but now I say unto you.” One could argue
this both ways. On the one hand, one could argue that the differences be-
tween what Dittmer is doing and the Master Narrative approach to the
movement are so stark that pointing them out would be overkill. The
story stands out more clearly because it is not loaded down with concep-
tual baggage. Furthermore, forcing the reader to do some of the work, to
develop his or her own framework, is very much in the character of
SNCC. On the other hand, a more formal situating of himself intellectu-
ally would have made the work even more broadly instructive in that it
would have helped other readers develop a methodological toolkit for the
investigation of other movements. Then, too, it is pretty clear that
Dittmer’s point of view was significantly affected by all his exposure to
movement people. This presumably is, in part, a self-conscious attempt to
write a history that reflected some of the intellectual concerns of its par-
ticipants. Being more explicit about that part of the book’s intellectual lin-
eage would be another way to make the point that the legacy of the move-
ment continues in ways that are often not recognized.

If Professor Dittmer missed a few points, it is almost a comfort to the
rest of us. When one considers the depth and breadth of the research, the
methodological and theoretical importance of the work, Dittmer’s com-
prehensive knowledge of the “factions” both within and between the black
and white communities, his refusal to reduce the defenders of segregation
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to one-dimensional racists, giving respect to the multiple viewpoints, his
complete rejection of the triumphalism that has traditionally dominated
civil rights scholarship, his almost ethnographic sense of the movement’s
particularity, the great variation in its character from place to place within
Mississippi, this is arguably the single best book we have on the move-
ment, and that it is influencing other scholars is all to the good. Still, the
most important aspect of this book is that it is profoundly respectful, re-
spectful of both the complexity of the people and the politics, and of the
possibilities and limitations of historical situations. It is good that younger
scholars are building on the modes of analysis exemplified by Local People
but it may be even more important that they try to emulate his openness
to complexity. Of the young people who came down for the Summer Pro-
ject, Ms. Hamer said, “they done their share in Mississippi.” Of Mr.
Dittmer we can say that he has done more than his share to help us under-
stand one of the defining American social movements.

Charles Payne
Duke University
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