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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In 1876 Rutherford B. Hayos, nowly clocted Prosident of the Undted
States, ordered the withdrewsl of Federal troops from the South, That ordor,
for all practical purposcs, marked the end of Negro participation in Miss-
issippi govormment. With tho troops gone and Reconstruction in its death-
throes, tho white population of tho steto unmited with their brethren across
the South to corry out the grand dosign of "Redemption.® Redemption meant
the restoration of zbsolute white rule, and it enteiled, first and foromest,
the disfranchisemont of the Nogro freodman. Before tho blacks could be dealt
"~ with - returned to thoir placo - thoy had to bo strippod of tho power given

* them by the Fourtoanth and Fifteonth amondments; they had to Be driven awsy ;‘ 3_'
from tho bBallot box, o

Mississippil and the white South accomplished this goal in less than
twenty yoars, Tho mothod was simple terror: beatings, lynchings, arson,
torture. It worked, Paralyzed by foar of the nightriding Klans, the Nogro
voter in Mississippi soon bocamo all but oxtinet. The pattern was ropeated
in all tho statos of tho late Confedersey, and in 1901 the last Southorn
Negro Congrossman left tho House of Reprosemtatives, If Mississippi®s scour-
ging of tho black electorate scomod more brutal than that of the othor ex-
rebel states, it could be excused on the grounds that Mississippi had a
far greator percentage of Negrocs than the rest -- and thus, far more reason
to fear. Tho means, in any c#se, wero not important; the victory had been

won, Mississippi wes onco moro tho undisputed realm of the Amorican Wnite
Man. )

The black body politie dostroyed, the way was clear to build, under the
wing of the state government, & socicty in which blacik Farrogance and aspi-
ration” would be impossible, Jim Crow was born, and the Mississippl Negro
came slowly to understand that certain "privileges” and facilitlies werc
"FOR WHITE ONLY" - among thom was tho voting booth, The unwritton law of
the new order (thoy called it Sogregation) did not long romain umwritten.
Lily-white logislatures passed bHill aftor bill, onforcing the new system
in every conceivable aroa of lifo, buttressing the well, building higher,
filling the chinks, By 1920 the Mississippi Negro had come to undorstand
that everything he did was a priviloge, cverything ho had was & gift -
subject to rovoeation at the whim of tho ®white folks."™ The equation for
the maintenance of t!.s happy condition was simplo: so long as the Negro

eould mount no powor, he roprosontod no threat to tho.systom; so lang 2s . 1:
he had no vots ho had no power. Keep him from voting, lNegroes who objected
elthor swallowod their objoctions, loft for Chicago, or died objecting. -

And so developod the lunatie non-polities of the Sovercign Stato of
Mississippl, The state has always boon too poor for cconomic issucs to form
the basis of any meamingful political conflict. Tho state has always boen
too preoccuplod with the maintonance of its iron grip on the Negro to work
toward ecradicating its poverty. The status of the Negro has always bean
the one crucial all-porveding issue: it has always boen tho one subjoet
absolutely closed to controvorsy, Concensus on tho subjoet of the Negro hes
boen essential, end required concensus in one area has a way of sproading
to other areas, Solidarity boesme tho koynote of Mississippl pelities, but
behind tho wall of solidarity there existed only A vaeuum, The prize always



went to tho cancidots wvho could shout lonpost a== loudcs the word ¥*Miggor,®
who was most cloguent in his appeals for tho maiy ‘co of PQur Way of
life.” Bizerro stunts roplacod stands on issuos as seens of gaining
support, There was alweys, of coursc, the vagus anta athy of the hill

folk for the rich planters of tho Delta, but any politiecal movament could

easily be guashed by raising tho spoctrc of Negro powor and calling for
all-important sclidarity.

In 1954, with sogrogation at last undor attack, whitc Mississippians
began to orgamize and institutimnalize the state’s isolation; the White
Citizens Councils were formed in Indianola. Under prossure from the Free-
dom Movement tho Councils were to grow into & semi-official Committee of
Public Safety, oxercising something that looked very much like politiesl
ruls over most of the state. Spreading from the Delta, tho Councils
orgarized all over Mississippi, loudly voicod their unswerving devotion
to the principles of White Supromacy and State Soveracignty, and girded
for the coming sttack on Mississippi®s Way of Life.

Although tho 1960 Frecdom Rides wore shocking and spectacular, thoy
did not constitute a real throat to the Mississippi status guo. The lack
of lasting results of the Froedom Rides was graphic proof that assaults
on segrogetion per se would not work in Mississippi as thoy had in the
upper and seaboard southern states, All of Mississippi was hard-core.
The power structurc of tho state, as cmbodied in the state govermment,
was aksolutely resistant to tho idea of any change in raco relations. The
govarnment itself could spearhead the heavy-handed attack on "frecdom
rideors”, secure in the knowledge that the more vigorous and brutal tho
attack, the better tho chances for re-clection. There existed mo political
bese for negotiation, no sound rezson for moderation, It was clear that
the Frocdom Movemont would meke no positive hoadway in Mississippi until
tho recial composition of the clectoratc was radically changed.

Votor registration, thercfore, was chosen as the prime focus of
movoment activitics in the state. In comparison to tho massive domonstra-
tions taking place in tho rest of the South, tho program sounded mild,
Voter rogistration volunteers would be working under the legal umbrella
of hundrod-year-old Constitutional smendmonts with tho outspoken spproval
of the President - thore was cortainly no national contraversy over
whothor the Nogroes had tho right to wvote.

Thore was no controversy in Mississippi cither: tho white population
was unamimous in tho belief that voting was & privilege, one for which
the Negro was obviously unfit. Robert Mosos® voltor registration drive
in MeComb, Mississippi, mot with mob violence and rogistrars who stood
fast for disfranchisemont and White Womanhood, The balance of power in the
registration books of Fiko County did not change. In early 1962 voter
registration workors moved north into the cotton countiocs of the Dalta,
and Groerwood became tho focus of volter registration activity, Hero again
the spectacle of queues of would-be Negro registratants provoked the white
commird ty into vigilante action - this timo with tho added touch of Council
organized economic freczo-oubs,

With the Frecdom Movemont work force steadily growing - the new
rocruits being for the most part native Mississippians, tho voter
registration workors settled down to the long dull grind of spreading
the gospol. Canvassing and persusasion took up most of thoir time; a good

&



feal off At vme spomd in dilepicoted county jails, Thoro was always tho
risk of an occasional beating; lynch mobs and shootings were infrequent
but never unlikely. It beceme apparent thet this was going to take some
time.

In mid-1963 Negro registration stood at roughly throee percent of
all registered voters in the state; fower then six percent of all
eligible Yegroes were registered. It was decided that no dramatic pro-
gress would be forthecoming in the actusl registration of Miesissippl
licgroes until the Federal Government saw fit to enforce the Constitution
in the Sovereign State. Attempts at registration, howsver, were 1o
contdnue. The pressuro on Mississippi from within Mississippi - and with
it pressuro on Washington - would inereass, Programs for the political
education of the Mississippi Negro would be developed., Along with
thelr roguler voter registration activities field workers would be
expactod to orgenize commurditios and to teach them the rudiments of
Domoeracy. The Froedom Voto Campaipgn for Governor in the autumn of
1963 ( in which large rumbers of white volunteors participated for the
Tirst time - undor COFO auspices) proved the basic sdundness of this
approach. Negroes in the state wore sager for politieal activity; they
wantod to registor, they wanted to vote.

Tha U.S. Dopartment of Justics in the meanwhile had not been com-
pletely insctive. The Civil Rights Act of 1960 had empowored tho Depart-
ment to institute suits apgainst ontirc states as well es against indivi-
dual registrars in cases whore & “pattern or practico” of voter discrimi-
nztion was found, Suits wero brought against the registrars of Forrest
end Madison counties, enjoining them from further interforence with
Hogro applications, When Department inmvostigators discoverad pattora
and practice® in some sixty-odd of Mississippi®s cighty~two counties,

a suit was brought against the state itself, chellonging the validity
of tho "constitutional intarpretation” segment of the applieation form.
in extremely important (ireuit Court decision in the spring of 1964
ordered the registrar of Panola County to dispense with both the consti-
tutional intorpretation test and the “dutics of a citizen” section of
the form, At about the same time a constitutional amondmont outlawed
the stipulation of payment of poll tax as a roguircoment for votlng

in Federal aeloctions.

By May of 1964 the focus of the Froodom Movemont political workers
had largely shifted to politieal education programs and stato-wide
commmunity organisation. The Freedom Rogistration eampaign wes concoived:
the Freedom Candidates ran for national officc in the Damoecratic Frimary
on Juno 2, And the newly formed Mississippi Frecdom Democratic Party
ammouncad its plan to unseat the "rogular’ Mississippi dolegation to the
National Demoeratie Corwention, The new party is composed entirely of
native Mississippians, Organizational offorts throughout the summor are
being focussed on the Atlantie City Convention in August.

This is roughly whore we stand in tho summer of 1964, The State
logislature was in a panmie throughout the spring; it has just passed
what is probably tho biggost batch of clearly unconstitutional laws in
the history of this country. The Citizens Council is strongor than it has
over boen. The Ku Kux Klan hes revived in the southwestorn part of the
state, and burning crosses have boen spotted all over the state. The
Hedorman papors have managod, in # few short menths , to foster a
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