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Review:   Clayborne Carson. In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981. 
Clayborne Carson describes this book as a “study of the ideas that came to life in SNCC” (p. 2).  As he points out in the introduction, this proved to be no small task, since SNCC valued meaningful action more than the preservation of records on intellectual processes.  Carson had no SNCC archives to visit at the time he did his research; instead, the author relied on oral histories, transcripts of meetings, and “position papers” given at conferences.  The prevailing theme that emerges from Carson’s interpretation of these sources concerns the “evolution of SNCC’s radicalism” (p. 2).  Within that theme arise two processes which drove the organization’s activities and its consciousness as an instrument of social change but which ultimately played roles in driving SNCC into the ground.  First, the organization’s leaders triggered cycles of internal conflict and consensus in which they questioned not only middle class views of race and society but also their own assumptions about appropriate forms of protest.  Second, they elicited debates about the implications of SNCC’s organizational principles.  In particular, they took up the question of whether or not it was “possible to help powerless people make political gains without creating new sources of oppression”—i.e., replications of the dominant culture’s oppressive characteristics (p. 2).  At the center of the second debate stood discussions about the white activist’s role in the organization.       
Carson divides his subject’s history into three stages.  Each stage represents an advancement toward deeper racial consciousness, especially among SNCC’s black members, as well as a step into increasing despair and disillusionment with traditional white, liberal politics.  Each stage—particularly the second, which covers the mid sixties and SNCC’s alliance with the New Left—also represents a missed opportunity for Carson to compare and contrast black and white visions of social protest and change within the young left.  

During the first stage, which began with the sit-ins of 1960 and ended with the Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964, SNCC represented not a rejection of mainstream American culture but a desire to assimilate into that culture.  Early on, it cloaked itself in the prevailing political values of anti-Communism and of fulfilling the American democratic creed.  Operating on the principle of nonviolence, well-dressed and disciplined SNCC demonstrators hoped that their respectable appearance and social conformity would coax society into increasing black freedoms bit by bit.  Carson attributes early desegregation successes largely to the guidance of SNCC founders John Lewis, who believed that Christianity embodied a rationale for racial protest, and James Lawson, who emphasized restraint and nonviolence as much as the spiritual aspects of protest.  
The Freedom Rides altered SNCC’s approach to social contestation.  Increased violence in the South prompted activists to disregard coat and tie requirements and to focus on their role in a “full scale revolution” (p. 54).  Disillusionment with traditional white liberalism—fanned by the Kennedys’ lack of enthusiasm for the Freedom Rides—deepened black leaders’ resolve to become independent of mainstream channels; objectives shifted from desegregation to political freedom.  For the time being, however, the organization continued to seek legitimate means (e.g., the Justice Department) of protection and social change.  Still, activist disillusionment reached a high in 1964, when the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party lost its bid to seat voting delegates at the Democratic National Convention and as voter registration drives encountered southern brutality.  The quick federal response to the disappearances of Goodman, Cheney, and Schwerner, two of whom were white northerners, sparked internal debates on the wisdom of allowing whites into SNCC’s ranks.     
In its second stage, which included the mid sixties, SNCC questioned the pace of change as well as the “prevailing strategies of change in American society” (pp. 1-2).  In this period, SNCC forged a sort of political alliance with the white student left, for which it had provided a “model of activism” (p. 53) in the South.  Both opposed the draft and mainstream liberal policies; ERAP represented an effort to strengthen the SNCC/SDS bond as well as a commitment to creating alternative political forums which included both blacks and whites.  The author then writes that SNCC’s leaders doubted that they could expand black freedom if they relied on their alliances with whites and the federal government, and he leaves the reader wondering how black consciousness and white support on the left interacted in those pivotal years of the mid sixties.  Thus Carson exposes a connecting thread between blacks and whites on the left but neglects to explore precisely where the alliance broke down.  As its title suggests, this study deals more with the evolution of black consciousness within SNCC than with the deterioration of the interracial dimension of SNCC’s organization and alliances.  However, I fail to see how the former can be studied in any depth if the latter remains a largely unexamined step in the sequence of SNCC’s transformation during the mid sixties.   
SNCC fell apart during its third stage.  It responded to government disapproval of its draft resistance campaign by drawing away from federal assistance and the New Left.  Political pragmatism lost ground to “Black Power,” which Carmichael had popularized but failed to define.  Likewise, the nature of black separatism remained blurry and served mainly to factionalize the organization.  And white members of SNCC came under the scrutiny of blacks who felt uncomfortable discussing black identity in their presence.  As racial identity became the rallying point for SNCC, many abandoned class interpretations of repression in favor of racial interpretations.  This drove away several founders and prominent members (including Lewis, Forman, and Julian Bond) and left a fragmented organization to grope for racial identity during a period of increasing urban violence and FBI surveillance of dissident groups.  Carson writes that the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968 (although it followed the murders of Medgar Evers and Malcom X), made it painfully evident that black leaders were vulnerable, and SNCC disintegrated rapidly afterward.                 
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