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On orga~izin8 poor whites~ . 

by Casey Hayden, Chicago 
(reprinted from ERAP Newsletter - - - , 
August 27, 1965) 

A summer's work with white migrants in Chicago left me with numerous ~testions 
and some tentative conclusions about the e' tent to which the SNCC pattern of organ-~ 
izing and analyses can be used to organize this group of people. It's important 
to ask this, I think, since SNCC has been my experience in the movement and has 
certainly had a big influence on others. 
ASSOMPI'ION OF WORK WITH SNCC 

Patterns of work and ideology grew out of working in the Deep South in rural 
areas with Negroes. SNCC staff assumes: 
--The power structure cannot and will not yield to even the most elemental polu; __ 
cal demands. 
---The enemy is clearly perceptible: he . is the white man, the man downtmm, the 
'toss-man almost always identified in terms of race and thus always felt and st:tcn . 

--Given the oppressor is clearly felt and even the sj.mplnst. n .-;ung n tl s: a re ra<Li.-

cal ones, the task of the organizaer is simply to get people together to voice 
their feelings and demands and to support whatever acti ·m people want to take. 
·· -Deepening and broadening political awareness is not difficult as people learn 
£'r om the actions in 1.vhich they become involved and can begin to see and under
stand "the power structure" rapidly. 
--The power structure Is reaction is nearly ahrays one of oppression: programs can 
be developed indefinately simply in response to this clear oppression. Increased 
political awareness will happen more rapidly than concessions will come, so that 
people will reject tokenism. 
--There are no allies to be trusted finally. Often organizing will involve 
overturning established leadership in the community so that masses can be mobil
ized. Allies in any national sense are political who will support the organizing 
SNCC does. There is enough sup 1ort in the North to provide adequate funds and po
litical pressure around given programs if the supoort can be mobilized. SNCC 1 s 
t ask is to organize, not to build coalitions. 

Some of these assumptions have proven wrong in specific situations, but they 
are the working basis of day to day activity in community organizing. 

In applying these assumptions to work in Chicago the major problem, I think, 
is that of identifying an enemy and finding a basis for solidarity. For instance, 
instead of identifying an oppressor, people identify problems: "Teenagers drink. 
The neighborhood is dirty. Cops don It give protection. 11 
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'rhen people blaim each other: "Anyone can make it >vho 
(or spicks or Indians or niggers) are to blaim." What 
with each other.- around which people can be organized: 
neighborhood- people with similar problems? 

.. .. 
really tries. Hillbillies 
is a basis for identifying 
class, ethnic group, 

B ecause this seems to me to be the crucial question in community organizing 
and because no one seems to have any answers, I confinr~ my work to one group I 
felt I could understand best: women, mostly on welfare, mostly southern. In 
this particular group I think there is real potential although we need to meet 
particular problems they have by searching for ways to pull them out of their homes 
and away from the kids~ setting up centers of operation in their immediate neigh
borhoods which they seldom leave, building a group based initially on their 
immediate felt need for help. Nearly all of them have some other wo man to 
whom they can turn for help when some guy beats them up, the kids are sick, the 
check is late. They can understand the need to enlarge that group, pool resources, 
stand together. And because they real~ are on the bottom in this community and 
know they are perceived that way, they are not so ready to blame others for the 
condition of people who are down. They are tied to the state through the welfare 
system, and thus their gripes are easily politicized. 
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GROUPS AND THEIR NEEDS 

I don't have any real knowledge of any other group, 9llt my gene~al imRression 
from scattered conversations with adult men and teenagers J..S that theJ..r neetls, ac-
t ::.vities, and perceptions ofcausesfor their condition ~iffer enough from each other 
and from the women t s that work with different groups WJ.l~ have to ~e some1.vhat s~e
,~ialized. A conmunity union framework may be adequate, 1f th e basJ..s for the bulld
ing of the union is clearly problems that adhere to different gr~ps rathe~ than 
problems of the neighborhood as a community area. I found, I thmk, that - --- :.. 
only as I organized around the problems of W0men and welfare people an~ r eally 
got involved in people's lives through those problems that I could begJ..n to even 
think ~f talking with people on any other broader basis in any way that made sense 
t o them. 
N 0 MOVEMENT 

Another problem in the general area of identity and organizing basis is that 
~he people we have been working with don't have any reference point for organi7.ing; 
_w movement that can be pointed to, no group experience of -working toge ther on 
~roblems. Thus people initially consider JOIN a charity group--their only refer
ence point for dealing with problems. My feeling is that starting vJi th people 
where they are will allow us to build on their initial perception. That is, 
service actions can create strong ties: getting food for someone ~vhose husband 
j~st left her, getting someone on welfare, will bring someone to a meeting perhaps 
and will certainly open her up to continued conversation and introduct i on to friends 
with sL~ilar problems. Given this, however, the problem of building an organ
i zation rather than a staff who service people remains. The need is to find re
ference points for helping people understand organizing themselves. The existing 
ties in the comrrllnity can be used. Another is to talk in t erms of backing each o
t~1er up, a term used to refer to fist fights 1vhen one guy will step in if his buddy 
st arts getting beaten. The Dorothy Perez arrests can be explained that way: people 
went to jail ·Hi th her and went down and picketed with her and backing her up in this 
way got her demands. (This is a very different use of arrests than is often made 
o:~· them in the South, where a community can sometimes be mobilized around unjust 
a:.rests. That can happen, I think, only when there is already a sense of identity 
uith each other.) 

ORGANIZING TACTICS 
Given that people have no sense of identity or oppression clearly focused and 

+~at they don't have experience with organized effort of any kind, there is a real 
need to find patterns in the community through which people already relate to each 
other and to build on those. For instance, one woman's husband works at a charity 
st ore. There are lots of these little second hand stores around which give things 
away and sell enough on the side to make an income for several peo ple. This woman 
is interested in having JOIN start such a store, as they are -vddely used by r eally 
down and out people in the neighborhood. This notion grows from her viewing us as 
t rying to help people on a very elementary level, but the store could well be 
used to introduce us to people, provide some incomefor the project, involve com-

munity people in working with it. We should seri·)usly consider whether we can 
utilize this way people try to solve immediate problems for what we want to do. An
other instance is that people continually ask for membership cards. The idea that 
people who do work are members certainly fits our values, but it doesn't answer 
people's needs. People in this area don't belong to anything and nothing belongs 

to them, but one way they can understand being a part of somethi ng is a card or 
something that s&ys 're "in. 11 If this helps them see the or ganization as theirs 
rather than ours, then it should be seri<'usly considered. Another instance: the 
J eadership question. The SNCC position on leadership grew fr om pragmatic consi
derations about how to build a movement. One of the things that had to be done 
·.-1as to free people from uncle tom leaders. Another was to creat e a sense among peo
ple that they could do and act, to battle inferiority feelings. Pragmatically, 
pcor Southern whites need one of themselves who can be seen as heading up the or
ganization, as a leader. That is, there are plenty of white leaders, but none who 
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FlXpress their class and ethnic group in any positive way. It may be that instead 
of titular heads and spokesmen' potential leaders in the community can become 
organizers. At any rate, the 11we have no leaders" position does not seem to me 
helpful in organizing Southern whites. I am less sure what to do about that. 

II. The second major problem in applying Southern assumptions to Northern situ
ations is the reaction of the power structure. I don't really doubt that the 
intent is to stifle radical politics anymore than in the South, but we are hand-
l 3d differently: 

ACCOMODATION - There are numerous organizations providing "help": the \rJ'ar on 
Poverty, officials who will grant audiences, precinct captains, etc. This diff~s 
from the South largely in that in areas where SNCC has had the most experience 
t here are literally no institutions to provide relief to Negroes. That means 
t~at numberous institutions in the North must be learned about and coped with. 
While the system is attempting to accomodate poor people more in the North than 
i n the South, I don't think the power structure can yield any more readily to 
radical demands. Asin the South, radical demands are those which ask power for 
a dispossessed group - real power over their lives. It seems to me that the wel.
fa~·e bureaucracy is too screwed up and anti-democratic to meet demands for fair 
treatment to recipients; the hospitals are overcrowded, the police too corrupt. 
~'he issue is not what demands are radical, but how we organize people to make 
demands. 

SUPPRESSION - High fines, false arrests can suppress activity rather than pro
~ iding a mobilizing issue as they do in the South. Besides the fact that the 
community doubts us more, there is the fact that we have no source of funds and 
moral support 11up North." Besides oppressive fines and false arrests, organizers 
~.n Chicago are already having to deal with red-baiting in the community. I 
don't knowwhat the implications of all this is, but probably the most positive 
attitude to take is simply that He must organize faster than they can get us. 

I II. ALLIES AND COALITIONS. The question of allies and coalition building is 
more complicated in the North largely, I think, because the liberals who give 
us money in the South are right here in Chicago, judging and periodically 
threatened by our Hork. Aside from this, however, the SNCC position on coa
litions is probably fairly relevant for us. This is not because there are no 
liberal groups around, but because we probably have as much real power against 
the Daly machine and the prevailing politics as any of them. 

IV£ ORGANIZER'S ROLE. I feel fairly certain that the organizer Harking with poor 
whites Tm.lst be Tm.lch more active and probably more persuasive than the organizer 
i~ rural Southern Ne gro areas. This is the result of problems of identity out
lined earlier. Another difference in the poor white neighborhood is that stu
dents there are not ·viewed, as in the Negro community, as an elite educated 
group which should be expected to provide leadership and are thus accepted. Tra
dit ionally, mountain people are suspicious of outsiders, although this breaks 
do·.m somewhat when they enter the urpan environment. But that factor, combined 
with the fact that it's very hard for the people to understand what we're doing 
t here causes me to question whether students can organize on a large scale in 
poor white areas on the pattern of Southern movement work. Middle class college 
st1~ dents have a hard enough time understanding and relating to Southern poor with
out the added complication of youth. HoHever, even if students are to be used, it 
~s crucial to find and train community people to come on staff. That is the high
est priority in the initial stages of organizing. 

'- . NON-VIOLENCE Violence is a part of life for these people, and the organizer 
has to be able to receive it and deal with it. Nonviolence as a t actic is even 
fu rther from these people than from the Negro. Moreover, I think poor u.rhites can 
1' .: organized, but it will require much more openess in organizational forms and in 
building leadership than I had expected. Sure ain 1 t easy. 


