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from the montgomery bus boycott of 1956 through the early 
1960s, the civil rights movement achieved considerable success in combating 
legal segregation in public facilities in the South. But by 1963, when the 
movement began concentrating on voter registration and other issues of 
political equality, progress became more difficult. Further, the tactics that 
had successfully challenged southern segregation—boycotts, sit-ins, marches, 
and freedom rides—had little relevance to the de facto segregation, economic 
inequality, and social problems of the northern ghettos. Where integration 
did proceed, the pace of change was unbearably slow. Those blacks who 
gained entry into previously segregated occupations, neighborhoods, or 
schools were often frustrated and disillusioned by the hostility or indiffer-
ence of whites, and the white backlash could only be expected to intensify as 
integration spread.

In response the movement became more and more militant. An impa-
tient, vigorous drive to integrate gave way to an increasingly angry black 
nationalism. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), 
formed in the wake of the 1960 sit-ins, was at first a militant interracial 
organization devoted to integration. But between 1963 and 1965 SNCC’s 
separatist faction gained the upper hand, and whites were excluded from  
the group.

This change of course from integration to separatism was heralded by  
the emergence of Black Power in 1966. As articulated by SNCC leader 
Stokely Carmichael and other young militants, Black Power stressed self-
determination, the right of ethnic minorities to define their group identity 
and to make the decisions that affected their lives. Since the rules of the 
“system” were biased, the advocates of Black Power would invent their own 
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rules, use “any means necessary,” in the words of Malcolm X, the militants’ 
theoretician and martyred hero.

In the black community this new mood provoked an intense debate about 
priorities and strategies for change. Should Afro-Americans continue to 
demand their right to participate fully in every aspect of American life, in 
essence following the white middle-class model for mobility and success? Or, 
since they would never be accepted as equal citizens in a racist society, would 
always be a group apart, should they instead turn inward and develop  
the strengths and potential of the black community as an economic,  
political, and cultural force that could stand on its own? “A decade of racial 
dialectics—of the cut and thrust of white racism and Black Power,” as 
Thomas Blair explains, had touched the emotional roots of an ethnic ambiva-
lence.1 As the promise of America seemed to wither in violent conflicts—
a divisive war, disruptions on college campuses, and political assassinations—
blacks pondered James Baldwin’s rhetorical question: “Would you want to 
integrate into a burning house?”

Integration versus separatism (or black nationalism)—a “choice” that 
proved to be oversimplified when posed as mutually exclusive alternatives—
emerged as the central issue in the black politics of the late 1960s. This con-
troversy had, of course, dominated black political thought for more than a 
century, but, except for the Garvey movement in the 1920s, the integrationist-
separatist debate had been confined to a small circle of intellectuals.* In the 
sixties the discussion moved out onto the streets—and onto television, which 
played a critical role in defining and publicizing what had been a private in-
group debate. Television focused on the most extreme positions, playing up, 
even exaggerating, the differences between them.2 The media coverage 
emphasized personalities and turned leaders into symbols: Martin Luther 
King versus Malcolm X and the Black Muslims; later, King versus Stokely 
Carmichael.

Though some of the people we interviewed stressed the complementarity 
of the moderate and the militant strategies, the pendulum was clearly swing-
ing to the younger generation of nationalists, especially in the North and 
West. Pro-integration leaders like Whitney Young of the Urban League and 

* The dispute was an underlying theme in the leadership struggle between Booker 
T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois early in the century. Later Marcus Garvey, Elijah 
Muhammad, and Malcolm X represented the separatist impulse, whereas the NAACP and 
the modern civil rights movement worked for integration into the mainstream.
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Roy Wilkins of the NAACP seemed outmoded compared to Carmichael or 
the Black Panthers. And even Martin Luther King was called a “has-been.”

black power, violence, and the police

In 1968 almost all the blacks we interviewed, including the moderates, 
favored some form of Black Power.* The slogan had stimulated wide interest, 
but it was too ambiguous a term to be a focal point for developing a unified 
political strategy. To moderate blacks, Black Power meant building up black 
business; to liberals, it denoted greater electoral participation and more edu-
cational and employment opportunities. To cultural nationalists and many 
intellectuals, Black Power signified the right of black people to define their 
own group realities, choose their priorities, write their history, create a cul-
ture. Political nationalists stressed the importance of building autonomous 
all-black institutions—schools, businesses, police—in their communities. 
Militants of various tendencies equated Black Power with fighting back 
against racist provocations. In the vehemence of militant rhetoric, many 
whites—and not a few blacks—sensed undertones of violence.

The shift from integration to Black Power confused whites. They won-
dered what blacks really wanted, what they would do next. Schooled by tradi-
tions of racist thought to view blacks categorically, whites expected them to 
speak with one voice and had difficulty appreciating their personal, philo-
sophical, and political diversity. If blacks wanted to build their own separate 
communities, whites asked, why are they still demanding special treatment 
in the system—at work or at school?

In the separatist rhetoric of the Black Power advocates, whites also saw a 
rejection of consensual values, particularly the national myth of the melting 
pot. And by tirelessly pointing the finger at America’s racist structure, black 
militants challenged the commonly held idea that a minority group could 
find equality and justice through the normal workings of the American way. 
Further, the militants were no longer willing to wait for the fate of their 
people to slowly improve as the result of aggregate personal efforts and sacri-
fices made by specific individuals; they wanted immediate equality for all 
blacks.

* Ten years later, however, several people complained of the intense pressure they had felt 
during the late sixties to support militant positions.
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In challenging basic American values and myths, Black Power advocates 
antagonized virtually every strand of white opinion. The greatest opposition 
came from liberals, whose integrationist credo was offended by Black Power’s 
separatist emphasis. “Color-blind” liberals especially objected to the idea that 
power blocs should be based on race. Conservatives tended to be more com-
fortable than liberals with frank talk about power, but few welcomed its 
association with people of color. More explicit racists insisted that power 
should remain with whites. Even most white radicals, otherwise sympathetic 
to black militancy, expressed skepticism, seeing Black Power as a threat to the 
fragile bonds among the sixties’ anti-establishment movements or as an 
obstacle to the Marxist dream of working-class unity or the counterculture’s 
vision of universal love.

The idea of Black Power also tapped into deep-seated fears and anxieties, 
highly emotional associations between race and violence. Whites had diffi-
culty accepting that Black Power was what blacks said it was: community 
control, economic autonomy, and political self-determination. Though some 
learned to appreciate these meanings, most suspected that Black Power was 
a disguised call to use violence to achieve black domination. Black rioting in 
the cities, the appearance of nationalist groups “taking up the gun,” and the 
pervasive talk—as well as the reality—of political and personal violence gave 
shape to racist fears. In such a highly charged atmosphere, most whites did 
not make a sharp distinction between a principled adherence to nonviolence 
and a more open-ended political strategy. They saw instead the aggressive 
potential in any militant action, sensed the threat of violence even in nonvio-
lent civil disobedience.

At the same time many blacks were hard pressed to maintain their own 
commitment to nonviolence. The strategy of “turning the other cheek” 
appealed to religious ideals and to an Afro-American redemptive humanism 
that had been a strikingly successful tactic in the early stages of the civil 
rights movement. But temperateness was increasingly seen as ineffective, 
cowardly, even as unmanly. Nonviolence had not prevented civil rights work-
ers in the South from being beaten and killed; in the North nonviolence had 
little to offer the younger generation of low-income blacks, particularly the 
street youth who saw in groups like the Black Panthers a more appropriate 
vehicle for their rebellious mentality.

When “riots”—more often termed “rebellions” or “revolts” by politically 
conscious militants—first erupted in 1964 and 1965, even moderate blacks 
were sympathetic, understanding the depth of the anger that lay behind the 
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outbursts. Many of these blacks were hopeful that such extreme measures 
would spur fundamental reforms. By the time we began our interviews, how-
ever, people were very critical of the violence. Their objections were not based 
on a moral condemnation so much as a cost-benefit analysis: what was the 
political payoff of rioting, when only their own communities were being 
destroyed, their own people dominating the list of dead and wounded?

This may explain why the summer of 1967 was the last of the “long hot 
summers.” Although some of the decade’s heaviest rioting followed the assas-
sination of Dr. King in April 1968, there were no major ghetto revolts during 
the summers of 1968 or 1969, years when racial tension was otherwise at its 
peak. Rather, riotlike actions in the late sixties moved away from the “Watts 
model” toward more focused settings: high schools, colleges, and especially 
prisons. There were also organized actions by black nationalist groups against 
the police in a number of cities. Many blacks to whom we talked in 1968 were 
moving toward an acceptance of this kind of controlled, focused violence. 
Not without conflict, however. They searched their souls to find ways to rec-
oncile their ethical values with the growing feeling that desperate measures 
were necessary, especially to deal with the police.

The police were major actors in the racial drama. Because they were on the 
front lines, trying to contain riots, seeing that civil rights and other demon-
strations operated within the law, and making arrests in racially sensitive 
situations, their role was often controversial. Blacks and whites viewed them 
quite differently. Most blacks saw law enforcement as the country’s most 
racist institution. Though they appreciated the need for public safety and 
deterring criminals, they resented being harassed by white cops and were 
disturbed by widespread allegations of brutality. As law enforcement became 
more politicized, targeting militant organizations such as the Black Panthers, 
many blacks began to view white police forces as colonial armies of 
occupation.

For many whites, in contrast, the police were the “thin blue line” protect-
ing them from anarchy, revolution, and black violence. Often with friends or 
relatives on the local force, whites tended to identify with police officers, see-
ing them as workers with a job to do, decent men besieged by belligerent 
blacks, overzealous antiwar activists, and rebellious college students. A solid 
majority of whites approved the actions of the Chicago police in suppressing 
radical antiwar demonstrators at the Democratic Convention in 1968; blacks 
overwhelmingly disapproved.3 A year earlier, after the decade’s worst riots in 
Detroit and Newark, a Harris poll showed that whites had supported, by a 
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ratio of 2.5 to 1, the police’s shooting of looters; blacks had disapproved by the 
same ratio.4 And unlike black people, most whites did not agree with the 
Kerner Commission’s premise that urban riots were spontaneous manifesta-
tions of discontent arising from discrimination and prejudice. Instead, whites 
suspected that the violence was the result of agitation by communists or by 
leaders such as King and Carmichael—to many whites the political differ-
ences between moderate and militant black leadership seemed unimportant.

black identity and white consciousness

Throughout the 1960s blacks were becoming more aware of their systematic 
oppression, of the institutional character of the racism that marked the 
parameters of their existence—their present lives as well as past histories. It 
was common then to say that no black person had to learn this, for each had 
lived it directly, his or her consciousness of oppression forged in the pain of 
survival. The interviews we conducted suggest that this was more true for the 
older southern-reared generation, which had experienced the clearcut lines of 
traditional segregation. But there were quite a few others, mostly northern-
raised youth or Californians, who told us that they had never been discrimi-
nated against, never really knew what “all the fuss was about” until the move-
ments and the mood of the sixties began their education in race relations, 
giving them for the first time a sense of racial grievance.

Along with an intensifying awareness of racism came a new attitude 
toward black ethnic identity. Many of our interviews capture the still-fresh 
excitement of this discovery, as positive feelings like pride and identification 
replace negative ones like self-doubt and alienation. Pride in blackness and 
the new identification with “black culture” also suggested a solution to the 
dilemma of integration. On the one hand, to get one’s fair share of society’s 
benefits, it was necessary to participate, at least to a certain extent, in the 
mainstream, which was, after all, “the only game in town.” On the other 
hand, if integration meant “becoming white,” compromising one’s ethnicity 
and deepest self, it seemed less and less worth the price. During the late six-
ties, black pride, black culture, and Black Power promised to give Afro-
Americans a way to negotiate this dilemma, to feel that they were setting 
some of the terms of the assimilation bargain.

Many blacks we talked to remained skeptical about the existence of a 
black culture—until the 1960s the standard view had been that slavery and 
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assimilation had eliminated most vestiges of distinctive ethnicity—but oth-
ers celebrated its growing recognition. They searched for their culture’s 
themes and essential features and inventoried its strengths and weaknesses. 
Black Power with its separatist overtones was appealing because it promised 
to nourish and preserve the uniqueness of the black experience. This fear that 
the communal solidarity of black life would be lost in the American melting 
pot also contributed to the widespread ambivalence toward integration in the 
late 1960s.

The word black itself symbolized this new outlook, and its rapid accept-
ance showed the power of this “cultural revolution.” In our earliest inter-
views, everyone—black and white alike—referred to people of Afro-
American descent primarily as Negroes. By late 1968 (for blacks) and by the 
summer of 1969 (for whites) the dominant, almost exclusive, usage was black 
people.

In emphasizing race and racism so markedly, in flaunting their blackness 
so aggressively, the black militants forced many whites to confront the fate-
fulness of skin color and its social implications. Living in a multiracial society 
with democratic ideals and a color-blind ideology, whites as the dominant 
group had not experienced race and racism as pressing realities in their eve-
ryday lives. Especially since de facto segregation limited regular contacts with 
racial minorities, American whites had been able to confine their “whiteness” 
to remote corners of their consciousness, identifying themselves primarily as 
Americans, or as Irish or Italians, Catholics or Baptists. Outside the South 
(and the minds of transplanted southerners), whiteness per se was rarely a 
significant component of personal identity. (The very phrase “white identity” 
seems strange and jarring.) In the 1960s, however, blacks made it harder for 
whites to keep their racial identities so conveniently compartmentalized. 
Black actions impinged on white lives directly: at work, in the community, 
above all in politics and public life. The black demand that Euro-Americans 
own up to their whiteness met resistance. People who saw themselves as fair-
minded and committed to equality and individual responsibility did not 
want to face the possibility that their social position, even in part, might be 
the product of racial privilege.

This issue of who was responsible for racial inequality was not an abstract 
one, because it was tied to the practical matter of who would pay the costs of 
social change. In broad terms, whites addressed the question in one of three 
ways.5 First, they could accept personal responsibility for racism, viewing 
themselves and their families, friends, and fellow workers as personally  
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implicated in the problems of black Americans. Having acknowledged  
their own racist bias, they could decide how best to act on this new self-
understanding. And a few whites did wrestle with these agonies, sometimes 
in affecting ways, like the hippies we talked to who considered themselves 
racists just because they noticed differences of color.

But other whites didn’t feel like racists. They thought of themselves as 
decent human beings, as people deserving what little they had achieved in 
their lives, not as oppressors or exploiters. Some adopted a sociological expla-
nation of racism, condemning the society itself as a racially oppressive one. 
Among the people we interviewed, the liberals and the radicals in particular 
took this position and supported, if only ambivalently, fundamental social 
change to create racial justice.

Fundamental social change, however, threatened whites’ own interests, 
and most whites found the analysis of racism as an impersonal force, an 
attribute of a system rather than of individuals, too abstract, too removed 
from their personal experience, or just plain wrong. So the majority took a 
third view. They neutralized the reality of racism by minimizing their own 
color privileges and denying their personal prejudices. Rather than indicting 
themselves or the social system, they “blamed the victim,” locating the barri-
ers to racial equality in the characteristics of the minority group.6 With tra-
ditional racism discredited as an ideology, few people now blamed the “defi-
cits” of blacks on biology or genetics. More fashionable was some version of 
“cultural deprivation.” Blacks were not able to advance like other groups 
because they lacked the critical attributes necessary for success: education, 
motivation, good work habits, discipline, and family cohesiveness.7

why there was no race war

Underlying and facilitating racial and social ferment in the 1960s was an 
unprecedented economic boom. Employers’ needs for more workers dove-
tailed with civil rights pressures to bring down discriminatory barriers, and 
blacks entered new industries and occupations. Paradoxically, these changes 
were too slow for the excluded minorities, whose expectations had been 
raised throughout the decade, and at the same time too fast for the white 
majority, whose interests seemed threatened by the prospect of racial change. 
As the nation moved slowly toward greater equality, conflict increased rather 
than lessened.
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Conflict particularly intensified in day-to-day personal encounters. In 
every sphere of life, blacks challenged the spoken and unspoken assumptions 
that had governed race relations for generations. No longer were they accept-
ing an inferior position, especially in the racial struggle itself. Those sympa-
thetic whites who had once played important, even leading, roles in racial 
politics found themselves unwelcome in civil rights organizations.

For centuries blacks had lived in fear of whites. Now whites were afraid of 
blacks, their political militancy, their new aggressiveness, their potential 
violence. Whereas whites, as the “superior race,” had long rejected blacks, 
now black people—especially the separatists—were rejecting whites, as 
political allies, as carriers of values, as models to be emulated.* Instead  
of taking racial insults, blacks were calling the names—“whitey,” “honky,” 
“racist”—and whites were learning how it felt to be the object of racial hatred, 
to be viewed categorically rather than as individuals. To many, it seemed as 
if the customary relationship between the races was being turned on its head.

Still, communication between blacks and whites was not closed. In the 
workplace, whites were hearing from black co-workers viewpoints on Black 
Power and other issues that countered the more alarming ideas they picked 
up from television and other whites. But whites sensed a change in black 
attitudes and demeanor, an anger and a withdrawal that were hard to deal 
with. Their most common complaint was that blacks were becoming too 
“touchy.”

In other places where the races met—in high schools and the streets of 
mixed neighborhoods—racial tension was even more pronounced. In San 
Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury white hippies complained of the frequent street 
hassles provoked by blacks. As one very pro-black hippy put it, poignantly but 
without a trace of irony: “It’s so hard to be white these days.” For their part, 
blacks, even moderates still committed to racial harmony, integration, and 
nonviolence, took some measure of delight in these reversals.

The great fear of whites was that blacks would go all the way and turn the 
tables. They thought blacks wanted to dominate them, just as they had been 
dominated. On both sides fear and paranoia were rife. Many blacks talked of 
genocidal plots, of concentration camps being readied. Whites thought that 
black militants were organizing armed insurrection, that their goal was to 

* Prodded by cultural nationalists who exploited the long-suppressed hunger for ethnic 
self-respect, the positive affirmation of black identity at times crossed the line separating 
pride from chauvinistic claims of black superiority.
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seize power through violent revolution. Especially after the assassination of 
Martin Luther King, people of both races worried that a civil war between 
whites and blacks might break out.8 One white man we talked to regretted 
the prospect of having to shoot some of his Negro friends; other whites con-
templated going over to the black side; interracial couples agonized over their 
special predicament. At bottom, most people really didn’t think it would 
come to a civil war, but the specter of racial holocaust aggravated the despair 
and pessimism of many blacks and intensified the fear of many whites.

Despite the widening color gap, racial division was never total, even dur-
ing the polarized year of 1968. Though the polls found blacks consistently 
more opposed than whites to the war in Vietnam, some black conservatives 
sounded very much like white backlashers, supporting both the war and the 
actions of the Chicago police. And some whites were highly critical of the 
police and supportive of black militancy. Thus the forces that seemed to be 
dividing the society into two camps—either for or against “the system”—
were not simply racial. The division was based rather on a collision between 
differing political priorities and philosophical assumptions about American 
society and social change.

On one side were those whose sense of urgency about racial problems 
transcended other concerns and values. Viewing racism and racial inequality 
as American democracy’s most vital unfinished business, this group wanted 
to take advantage of the unique opportunity for a fundamental breakthrough 
that had been opened by the civil rights movement and, later, by the black 
militants. For those who held this position, the goal of incorporating blacks 
in the system was so paramount that it justified drastic changes in institu-
tions and values to accommodate the special needs and interests of the previ-
ously excluded minorities. If such changes threatened an already fragile social 
order, the risk was worth taking, since it was these very institutions and  
values—whatever their democratic presumptions or “positive functioning”—
that maintained a racially stratified society. Not surprisingly, this position 
was held by many (though not necessarily most) blacks, along with a small 
(though not necessarily insignificant) segment of the white population.

The “other side” had different priorities. Whether or not they supported 
the goal of racial equality, their major concern was the defense of a society 
whose integrity and stability seemed threatened by the divisiveness, the wide-
spread violence, and the near anarchy of the time. For this group what was at 
stake was the democratic process itself. And because black militants insisted 
on setting their own rules and procedures and refused to accept conventional 
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understandings of how to effect change, they were perceived as a threat to 
basic precepts of America’s political culture. If black demands had merit, they 
must be accommodated to the consensual values of the society; racial minori-
ties could not expect privileges unavailable to other groups. Most whites 
probably agreed with this point of view, and so did more than a few blacks 
and other minorities. Of course, there were people of both races who would 
not have subscribed to either position. They were somewhere in the middle, 
politically apathetic or uninterested in racial issues.

The events of the late 1960s challenged many people’s unexamined 
assumptions and made them think about America and its social problems, 
especially race, on a deeper level. In the pages that follow we hear ordinary 
people, not just intellectuals, struggling to make sense of the racial crisis, 
advancing theories to explain racial inequality, the urban riots, the differ-
ences between minority groups. We hear people thinking with critical per-
spectives about social issues, learning from the conflicts and the public dis-
course of the 1960s, and experiencing for the first time the excitement of 
participating in historically significant events and contributing to social 
change. It is my hope that these oral histories preserve some of this excite-
ment and heightened consciousness, and especially the urgency with which 
issues of race and racism were being debated by blacks and whites alike.
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