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OVERVIEW
In 1966 Stokely Carmichael, leader of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC), developed the idea of “black power” to further racial equality. Black power stated
that African Americans should “take back control of their lives—social, political, and
economic. As expounded by the black nationalists, it meant separation from white society,
by violent means if necessary.” An article expressing Carmichael’s aims appeared in The New
York Review of Books in September 1966. Excerpts follow.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• Besides segregation, what other issue does Carmichael feel the African American
community must address?
• What is the significance of the slogan “black power”?

O

ne of the tragedies of the struggle against racism is that up to now there
has been no national organization which could speak to the growing
militancy of young black people in the urban ghetto. There has been only a
civil rights movement, whose tone of voice was adapted to an audience of
liberal whites. It served as a sort of buffer zone between them and angry young
blacks. None of its so-called leaders could go into a rioting community and be
listened to. In a sense, I blame ourselves—together with the mass media—for
what has happened in Watts, Harlem, Chicago, Cleveland, Omaha. Each time
the people in those cities saw Martin Luther King get slapped, they became
angry; when they saw four little black girls bombed to death, they were
angrier; and when nothing happened, they were steaming. We had nothing to
offer that they could see, except to go out and be beaten again. We helped to
build their frustration.
For too many years, black Americans marched and had their heads broken
and got shot. They were saying to the country, "Look, you guys are supposed
to be nice guys and we are only going to do what we are supposed to do—why
do you beat us up, why don't you give us what we ask, why don't you
straighten yourselves out?" After years of this, we are at almost the same
point—because we demonstrated from a position of weakness. We cannot be
expected any longer to march and have our heads broken in order to say to
whites: come on, you're nice guys. For you are not nice guys. We have found
you out.
An organization which claims to speak for the needs of a community—as
does the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee—must speak in the
tone of that community, not as somebody else's buffer zone. This is the
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significance of black power as a slogan. For once, black people are going to use
the words they want to use—not just the words whites want to hear. And they
will do this no matter how often the press tries to stop the use of the slogan by
equating it with racism or separatism.
An organization which claims to be working for the needs of a
community—as SNCC does—must work to provide that community with a
position of strength from which to make its voice heard. This is the
significance of black power beyond the slogan. . . .
. . . Integration speaks not at all to the problem of poverty, only to the
problem of blackness. Integration today means the man who "makes it,"
leaving his black brothers behind in the ghetto as fast as his new sports car will
take him. It has no relevance to the Harlem wino or to the cottonpicker
making three dollars a day. As a lady I know in Alabama once said, "the food
that Ralph Bunche eats doesn't fill my stomach." . . .
. . . America's anti-poverty program has been a sick farce in both North
and South. In the South, it is clearly racism which prevents the poor from
running their own programs; in the North, it more often seems to be
politicking and bureaucracy. But the results are not so different: In the North,
non-whites make up 42 per cent of all families in metropolitan "poverty areas"
and only 6 per cent of families in areas classified as not poor. SNCC has been
working with local residents in Arkansas, Alabama, and Mississippi to achieve
control by the poor of the program and its funds; it has also been working
with groups in the North, and the struggle is no less difficult. Behind it all is a
federal government which cares far more about winning the war on the
Vietnamese than the war on poverty; which has put the poverty program in
the hands of self-serving politicians and bureaucrats rather than the poor
themselves; which is unwilling to curb the misuse of white power but quick to
condemn black power. . . .
The need for psychological equality is the reason why SNCC today believes
that blacks must organize in the black community. Only black people can
convey the revolutionary idea that black people are able to do things themselves.
Only they can help create in the community an aroused and continuing black
consciousness that will provide the basis for political strength. In the past, white
allies have furthered white supremacy without the whites involved realizing it—
or wanting it, I think. Black people must do things for themselves; they must
get poverty money they will control and spend themselves, they must conduct
tutorial programs themselves so that black children can identify with black
people. This is one reason Africa has such importance: The reality of black men
ruling their own natives gives blacks elsewhere a sense of possibility, of power,
which they do not now have. . . .
But our vision is not merely of a society in which all black men have
enough to buy the good things of life. When we urge that black money go into
black pockets, we mean the communal pocket. We want to see money go back
into the community and used to benefit it. We want to see the cooperative
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concept applied in business and banking. We want to see black ghetto
residents demand that an exploiting landlord or store keeper sell them, at
minimal cost, a building or a shop that they will own and improve
cooperatively; they can back their demand with a rent strike, or a boycott, and
a community so unified behind them that no one else will move into the
building or buy at the store. The society we seek to build among black people,
then, is not a capitalist one. It is a society in which the spirit of community
and humanistic love prevail. The word love is suspect; black expectations of
what it might produce have been betrayed too often. But those were
expectations of a response from the white community, which failed us. The
love we seek to encourage is within the black community, the only American
community where men call each other "brother" when they meet. We can
build a community of love only where we have the ability and power to do so:
among blacks.
Source: The New York Review of Books, Vol. VII, No. 4, September 22, 1966.
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