McRah










July 10, 2003

Unsung Participants in the Civil Rights Movement

1.  “It was the grandest hour of the civil rights movement, a time when blacks in Alabama, discovering what Martin Luther King called ‘a marvelous new militancy,’ took on white officialdom and demanded the right to vote.  In the process they so stabbed the national conscience that the federal government intervened with the celebrated Voting Acts Act of 1965.  For those who participated, the Selma campaign became the central event of their lives, a time of self-liberation when they stood and marched with Martin Luther King, Jr.


 ‘It was King who made this possible. . . . “  Stephen B. Oates,  “introduction,”  Charles F. Fager, Selma 1965, The March That Changed the South, 2nd ed., (Boston, Beacon Press, 1985) p. xi. (Italics added)

2. The Sources of ideas that guide the transformation and renewal of societies are often obscured by dramatic events and charismatic leaders that fit the media’s emphasis on conflict and celebrity and the public’s demand for mythic leaders and heroic sacrifice.  Yet the beliefs that may ultimately inspire the mobilization of thousands (and millions) have often been tested and retested in obscure and out-of-the way places by individuals who may never write manifestos, lead demonstrations, call press conferences, or stand before TV cameras.  As Ella Baker said of herself, “you didn’t see me on television, you didn’t see news stories about me.  The kind of role that I tried to play was to pick up the pieces or put together pieces out of which I hoped organization might come.  My theory is, strong people don’t need strong leaders. “   Carol Mueller, “Ella Baker and the Origins of Participatory Democracy,”   Women in the Civil Rights Movement, Trailblazers and Torchbearers, 1941-1965. Vicki L. Crawford et al, eds., (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1990) p. 51. (italics added)

