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Figure 2. North Philadelphia.

Introduction: Liberalism, Civil Rights, and
Black Nationalism in the Urban North

Philadelphia is rarely depicted as a significant place in the history of the
modern civil rights movement. Most histories of the civil rights movement
move from the Montgomery bus system to the Little Rock public schools,
from Greensboro’s five-and-ten lunch counters to the bombed-out
churches of Birmingham, from Freedom Schools in the Mississippi Delta
to the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama. Even when the focus
shifts away from the South, what we remember are the riot-torn streets of
Watts, Harlem's Audubon Ballroom, Martin Luther King’s open housing
marches in Chicago, and Black Panther shootouts with the police in the
black neighborhoods of Oakland. While some remember that Chaney,
Goodman, and Schwerner—the three Freedom Summer volunteers—were
murdered near Philadelphia, Mississippi, in the summer of 1964, few would
think of the nation’s then fourth-largest city as the site of important devel-
opments in the black freedom struggle.

Despite Philadelphia’s invisibility within civil rights historiography, the
city was home to one of the most successful campaigns for black civil rights
in the nation during the 1940s and 1950s. In 1948, civil rights advocates
convinced Philadelphia’s Republican mayor and its Republican-controlled
city council to enact one of the country’s first municipal fair employment
practices laws. Three years later, these same civil rights advocates, in alli-
ance with a liberal reform movement inside the city’s Democratic Party,
succeeded in writing “human rights” provisions banning racial discrimina-
tion in all municipal employment, services, and contracts into the new city
charter. The charter also provided for the establishment of a new agency
within city government, the Commission on Human Relations, with
responsibility for the enforcement of the city’s antidiscrimination laws. For
its advocates, the new city charter portended an era of steady progress
toward the goal of racial equality in Philadelphia.

By the end of the 1950s, however, the commission’s inability to substan-
tively transform racial inequities within the city’s labor markets, residential
neighborhoods, and public schools led many in Philadelphia’s black com-
munities to begin to question the efficacy of government action in the
struggle for racial equality. In 1960, the 400 Ministers, a group of black
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cle.rgy led by a Baptist minister named Leon Sullivan, began a protest cam-
paign they called selective patronage, a series of black consumer boycotts
against private employers who failed to provide equal employment oppor-
tunities to black workers. By 1963, the ministers claimed to have convinced,
through boycotts and the threat of boycotts, more than two hundred com-
panies to change their employment policies.

That same year, selective patronage was superseded by a civil disobedi-
ence campaign led by local NAACP president Cecil Moore. Moore targeted
the. municipal government directly for failing to enforce the antidiscrimi-
nation prpvisions of the new city charter by continuing to contract with
construction companies and building trades unions that excluded black
workers. Not only did the 1963 protests force the local construction indus-
try to begin to open skilled trades positions to black workers, they also set
the stage for a comprehensive reevaluation of workforce desegregation
efforts at the national level—a reevaluation that would culminate in the
U.S. Department of Labor’s adoption in 1967 of an affirmative action pro-
gram famously known as the “Philadelphia Plan.”

Black Philadelphians would continue to mount protests against the fail-
ure'of government agencies to enforce the principles of equality of oppor-
tunity and equal protection under the law in the years that followed. In
August 1964, anger at police brutality and the perceived high cost and poor
quality of goods in white-owned stores in the city’s poor black neighbor-
hoodsled to three days of rioting in the large North Philadelphia neighbor-
hood known as the Jungle. A year later, the Philadelphia NAACP led daily
protests for more than six months to demand government action to deseg-
regate Girard College, a city-founded but privately run boarding school for
orphaned boys in the heart of predominantly black North Philadelphia.

By the mid-1960s, many within the Philadelphia movement had begun
to question the efficacy of civil rights protest and the desegregation
agenda. Even Leon Sullivan, the driving force behind selective patronage,
decided to shift his focus from protest to self-help strategies. The selective
patronage campaigns, he argued, had convinced the city’s business com-
munity that it had to more fully integrate its workforce and therefore that
the prime challenge facing the city’s black working poor was to develop the
skills and work habits necessary to take advantage of these new job opportu-
r.1ities. Preaching that “integration without preparation is frustration,” Sul-
11‘van declared that it was time to bring “‘a whole new dimension to the civil
rights picture, placing emphasis on production rather than protest.”®
Working within black middle-class traditions of self-help and racial uplift,
h<.e e‘stablished a nonprofit job training program, the Opportunities Indus-
Hlflllzation Centers (OIC), and a series of black-owned for-profit ventures.
Within a year of its founding, OIC would become an important model for,
and beneficiary of, President Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty because of
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its emphasis on helping the poor to help themselves through the provision
of social services—*a hand up”’—rather than more direct forms of income
redistribution—*‘a hand out.”? Sullivan’s for-profit companies would have
an equally significant national impact. During the 1968 presidential cam-
paign, Richard Nixon heralded them as models of “black capitalism,”
which he called the most important development in the struggle for racial
justice in the country.!

In February 1966, four months before Stokely Carmichael of the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) popularized the slogan
“Black Power,” activists in Philadelphia formed the Black People’s Unity
Movement (BPUM). Their goal was to synthesize Malcolm X’s call for black
cultural pride and community control over the social, economic, and polit-
ical institutions in the black community with SNCC’s commitment to com-
munity organizing and indigenous leadership development. In 1967,
BPUM activists helped to organize a school walkout by black high school
students from across the city to protest the lack of black history courses and
black administrators in their schools. A year later, BPUM hosted the Third
National Conference on Black Power, and in 1970 the Philadelphia chapter
of the Black Panther Party (BPP) served as the organizing committee for
the BPP-sponsored Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention at
North Philadelphia’s Temple University. It was during the 1970 Black Pan-
ther convention that four years of confrontations between Black Power
activists and the Philadelphia police reached a crescendo. Following a
police raid on the Panthers’ North Philadelphia headquarters, police offi-
cers forced male party members to strip to their undershorts on the public
sidewalk. But while confrontations with the police garnered the headlines,
it was within black Philadelphia that the call for Black Power, and in partic-
ular the call for community control, had its greatest impact, inspiring a
broad range of organizing initiatives designed to democratize black leader-
ship in the city and guarantee a voice for the black working-class majority
in the governance of their communities and city.

While distinctive in its timing, the Philadelphia experience was not
unique among northern cities. In cities from Boston to San Francisco, civil
rights and Black Power activists led protest movements against racial dis-
crimination and oppression in employment, housing, education, and the
criminal justice system. Indeed, recent scholarship has begun to rethink
the chronological and geographic parameters of the modern civil rights
movement. As the editors of Freedom North—a collection of historical essays
on black movements in the urban North and West in the post-World War
II era—have pointed out, the focus on the South and the decade between
the Montgomery Bus Boycott and the passage of the Voting Rights Act in

1965 severely truncates our understanding of the civil rights movement and
its impact on American life.” Racism was never just a southern problem.
Nor were civil rights activists ever solely concerned with solving southern



4 Introduction

variants f)f racial segregation and inequality. The strategies and goals that
we associate with southern civil rights activism were at the coregof a vital
political movement that challenged the racial status quo in Philadel h'zl
and other. cities of the urban North beginning in the 1940s.6 This stu(f 12;
racial pohgcs and activism in postwar Philadelphia constrticts the hi or
t(;lfrzigtclaihcwilg;i(;ght;n movement that began in the 1940s and contiﬁflc;rg
e s. And it argues that the modern civil rights
was as much a product of the i i pression n the
urban North aspit was of life inbtll?(:ks:gxri?theeringc?tft;aaal cppresonn the
ou‘;\’?ﬁi ;Ez?oh;z}])ensd to civil rigl?ts movement history when we broaden
oo chrone gical and geographic fo'cus? First of all, the history of civil
ghts actuvism in the urban North during the 1940s makes it clear that th
goals of the modern civil rights movement, far from being self—evidente
&eer(:1 Sae]S)roc;‘ciLtlct of the optimism of' mid-century American liberalism abou;
15, ate power to protect individual rights and encourage upward
mobility. F.ranklm Delano Roosevelt's New Deal had constructed thp
as the‘ facilitator of individual opportunity and upward mobili fore S;E}te
AmerlFans, while largely excluding African Americans and czlher :‘V %ti
fmnority groups from access to the American Dream, Unlike th alc}al
dem'ocr.at.lc welfare states of western Europe, the New Deal soughtet(jOC:S
;?Jgggl?hil gl)'xll)c(:)rrltc;r?istiz;gsailcl)sg ‘the vi;issitudes of a capitalist economl;l by
vn a2 home i
a-ttend college were available to all. Of course,, (t)lf: ;;vsg::l :)tZ:enaelss’ .
;c(i);iln ter?Porany assis;ance in difficult times through programs like Sli)nzl;r?-
€nt insurance, but these were less importan :
federgl mortgage guarantees, the GI Bill, er;all butsiti:::s sllézlrllspgzgdrasmsa?
.Sec.urlty that could be and were trumpeted to the public as inv’e tm i
mdmd.ual opportunity and the American Dream.” e
thinlsglll(")ed by the ideals 'of the New Deal, civil rights advocates began in
“Negm”s ;cr)n s:reicstate actllon 1t(o protect the citizenship rights of individual
‘ ans as the key to achieving racial justice. Indeed, the
::}):zll)ta:;s;il;) lc;fc (fejr(lecrlilr%(l);v;re:,ngeof gO\:rr'lment interventions in daily life
' al made it i i i
got E]l;slt t}lle cmcllrts, but every branch of goverﬂ?rslselrlﬂe—t\?';fll(?;gllgn;tg},:asrt:::;
1at blacks and other racial minorities coul j i
opportm.]ities as white Americans. It is in thicsl :;}1];2] :11:; St;?elﬁ)r‘l}glhltfiaizg
gtc‘l/zisglg%%tot Iglizvimt?nt and Pre_sident Roosevelt’s subsequent Executive
defense plants—not the 1954 Do 5. po o poepeo e por T
v. Boara of Education decision or
i/ilgiilt.;gglzr:serrgo%::n BoycI(\)Jtt—was tbe crucial opening salvo of the mod(:lr]r?
L & ent. Not only did E.O. 8802 promise equal opportunity,
o cesta }sll‘ed a federal agency, the President’s Fair Employment Prac-
woei lommlsm?n, whose sole purpose was to guarantee black rights in the
rrplace. It created a realm, no matter how limited, in which the govern-
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ment took as its responsibility the protection of black citizenship rights.
And like the New Deal labor reforms that preceded it, it gave the govern-

ment’s seal of approval for popular action to insure equal opportunity in

the workplace.®

Also fundamental to the developing liberal civil rights agenda was the

intellectual redefinition of the *“‘race problem™ that took place in the 1930s

and 1940s. As scientists began to discredit the idea that there were biologi-
cal differences between the races, liberals in particular began to view
race—to paraphrase sociologist Gunnar Myrdal—as a problem of white
attitudes, not of black capacities. If in fact blacks were biologically the same
as whites, then not only could white society be faulted for black poverty
and underdevelopment but fair-minded whites would eventually recognize
black equality if only given the opportunity to interact and compete with
blacks on an equal basis. In other words, many liberals came to believe that
state policies which brought the races together by providing blacks with the
same social and economic opportunities as whites would inevitably lead to
the erosion of racial fears and misconceptions that were at the root of inter-
racial hatred and conflict.?

Simply imagining a liberal rights-based solution to the race problem was,
of course, not sufficient. It would take a national political movement to
enact the antidiscrimination laws, establish the regulatory agencies, and
promulgate the integrationist ethos that were all necessary if the liberal
vision of a colorblind society was to become a reality. As I show in Chapter
1, just such a movement was beginning to emerge across the country dur-
ing the 1940s. For the most part, it was not a protest movement but rather
a movement that emphasized the development of mass membership orga-
nizations—membership in both the NAACP and trade unions peaked in
this period—and the formation of broad political coalitions. Civil rights
advocates in this period focused their efforts on electoral action, legislative
advocacy, and public education.!’

Although they achieved very important national victories in this period,
including the desegregation of the armed forces and the Supreme Court
ruling banning racial covenants in housing, the power of southern congres-
sional delegations for the most part forced northern-based activists to focus
their energies on implementing the liberal civil rights policy agenda at the
local and state levels. In cities like Philadelphia, black activists and their
white allies had put in place large parts of the liberal civil rights agenda,
particularly in the area of employment discrimination, by the mid-1950s.
With each victory, the city’s liberal civil rights community predicted rapid
advancement toward their goal of a colorblind city.

The second way that a focus on the Philadelphia movement changes the
national civil rights narrative is by reframing the relationship between the
southern movement and northern activism during the late 1950s and early
1960s. In those years, local protest movements developed in Philadelphia
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and elsewhere in the urban North.!! The Philadelphia movement sustained
a series of local civil rights protest campaigns over a multiyear period not
because of a desire among the city’s black residents to mimic the southern
protests but rather because these campaigns were rooted in black Philadel-
phians’ direct experience with the limitations of civil rights liberalism. By
the end of the 1950s, it had become clear to a great many black Philadel-
phians that civil rights liberalism could not fulfill its promise of equal oppor-
tunity for all. What is crucial here is the gap between what civil rights
liberalism had promised and the actual changes it was able to bring to the
daily lives of black Philadelphians. African Americans did make significant
gains in Philadelphia during the 1950s. The city’s antidiscrimination laws
opened up to African American workers large numbers of jobs from which
they once had been excluded. In particular, the expansion of job opportu-
nities in the public sector made possible the emergence of a sizable home-
owning black middle class, often in neighborhoods that whites were aban-
doning for the suburbs. But few in the city’s poor and working-class black
communities were able to benefit from these achievements. It turned out
that, by themselves, bans on explicit racial discrimination in employment
and government services and the enforcement efforts of local human rela-
tions agencies could not achieve the kinds of structural changes in the local
labor and housing markets that advocates of civil rights liberalism had
expected. Moreover, the level of municipal investment in antidiscrimina-
tion efforts could not compete in their impact with policies that, at every
level from the federal government to counties and municipalities and in
every region of the country, institutionalized white privilege. In public
housing and education, in mortgage subsidies and highway construction,
in tax incentive programs for suburban industrial and residential develop-
ment, in Social Security and immigration policies that excluded farm and
domestic workers from the full benefits of citizenship, the preponderance
of government activity in the postwar era exacerbated the persistent prac-
tice of racial discrimination in local labor and housing markets.'2

What then emerged in Philadelphia and other northern cities in the
early 1960s was a form of civil rights activism that—despite its similarities
with the southern movement—constituted a protest movement against the
institutions of liberal government for failing to fulfill their commitment to
substantive racial equality. While SNCC and the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference (SCLC) were appealing for the federal government and
the national Democratic Party to intervene on behalf of black citizenship
rights in the South, activists in Philadelphia increasingly turned away from
state action and biracial coalition politics and toward traditions of black
collective action and self-help to achieve substantive advancements in
black employment, education, and housing. And while the southern move-
ment proclaimed its belief in the beloved community and a colorblind
future, in Philadelphia movement leaders such as Leon Sullivan and Cecil
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Moore pursued all-black protest strategies in order to achieve what the
city’s liberal coalition could not. Twenty years ago, social movement theo-
rist Aldon Morris reconceptualized the narrative of the civil rights move-
ment by arguing that at its core the southern movement was made up of
“indigenous” local movements—selfsustaining, locally led movements that
were rooted in community-based institutions and employed their own strate-
gies and tactics against local “system[s] of domination.”"* It was just this
kind of social movement, albeit one drawing on different local contexts
and traditions, that remade racial politics in Philadelphia during the early
1960s.

The third aspect of the civil rights narrative that is transformed by a com-
munity study of the Philadelphia movement is our understanding of the
reasons for the emergence of Black Power and its impact on the civil rights
movement and the broader context of racial politics in United States. In
both popular memory and the historical literature of the civil rights move-
ment, Black Power is usually depicted as an outside ideological influence
whose incursion into the civil rights movement disrupted the movement’s
sense of common purpose and goals. Often Black Power activists are
described as sacrificing the movement’s commitment to mass protest and
organizing strategies for the sake of ideological purity and an expressive
politics of race pride and unrestrained rage at all things white.' Certainly,
ideological analysis and debate were important both to the work of
national Black Power figures such as Stokely Carmichael and Huey Newton
and to many of the local activists who embraced the Black Power project.
And there was a kind of psychological liberation at play in what Eddie
Glaude has called Black Power’s “politics of transvaluation,” its subversive
reversal of white supremacy’s cultural pecking order.’> What this study
seeks to show, however, is that Black Power’s cultural and ideological
appeal would have meant little had it not provided the basis for the devel-
opment of alternative movement strategies for challenging racial inequity
in American society.’ Civil rights strategy had been based on the liberal
presumption that racism was an unfortunate distortion of American values
and institutions and that it could be remedied through specific legal and
political reforms. In contrast, the black nationalist tradition viewed racism
as constitutive of the American social structure. And therefore, only move-
ment strategies based on intraracial solidarity within the black community,
not the goodwill of whites, and committed to the collective advancement
of the black community as a whole, not just the liberal vision of equal
opportunity and individual advancement, could solve the race problem in
America.!

Black nationalism, however, served only as the starting point for the strat-
egy and politics of the Black Power movement. Black Power in Philadelphia
emerged out of the local experiences of the movement activists who
became its most avid proponents. These activists drew on the lessons
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learned in a decade’s worth of movement activism to build a local move-
ment_that fused a black nationalist analysis of the structures of racism in
Amer1car_1 society with the southern student movement’s commitment to
community organizing and indigenous leadership development. As SNCG
hacfl in the rural South in the early 1960s, Black Power activists in Philadel-
phia sought to build organizations that were accountable solely to the black
community and in which leadership was based not on professional degrees
or middle-class status but on one’s proximity to and ability to identify with
poor and working-class blacks. While many historians have argued that the
emergence of Black Power led movement activists to abandon their com-
mitment to the democratic empowerment of local communities, in Phila-
delphia it was Black Power activists who brought what Charles Payne has
callec} “the organizing tradition” into the local movement.'*
‘ This community study thus confounds the usual narrative of Black Power
In another way. As numerous scholars have documented, Black Power ide-
ology was deeply patriarchal. Much of its critique of American racism
focused on its denial of the fundamental prerogatives of manhood to Afri-
can Ar.nerican men. To the extent that black women had been able to forge
histories of selfreliance, work outside the home, and political activism
many male black nationalists regarded these aspects of black communit);
life as evidence that white America had denied to black men their rightful
roles as leaders and protectors—to the community’s overall detriment.
I\{Ioreover, a central component of the black nationalist critique of the civil
rights movement focused on the insufficient manliness of its leadership as
reflected in its commitment to nonviolence—even in the face of racist
attacks on women and children—and the disproportionate representation
of women in the movement’s rank and file.!? In Philadelphia, however,
Black PO\.ver’s masculinist ideology was contradicted by the commitment tc;
community organizing and indigenous leadership. As had been true for
SNCC in the rural South, the vast majority of neighborhood leaders with
whom Black Power activists worked in Philadelphia were women. Thus
Black Power activists’ commitment to promoting community-based leader;
_contributecl to a significant shift in the gender balance of black leadership
in Pl.liladelphia. Before the mid-1960s, black political and movement lead-
e'rshlp in the city had been dominated, with a few extraordinary excep-
tions, by men from the black community’s professional class. In contrast
the black movement organizations of the late 1960s produced a cohort o%
neigllborllood-based working-class women activists with citywide constitu-
encies and influence equivalent to the most prominent of male Black
Power leaders.2
At its most fundamental, the Black Power movement in Philadelphia
chall.enged the decision-making structures that controlled public and pri-
vate investment in the city. Drawing on Malcolm X’s call for community
control, Black Power advocates argued that decisions that affected the city’s
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black communities should be made within those communities, not in gov-
ernment offices. Philadelphia’s Black Power activists faced a number of sig-
nificant obstacles, including lack of a consistent vision of how a racially just
city might look, inconsistent organizational structures, ongoing police sur-
veillance and harassment, and an increasingly powerful and well-organized
white conservative backlash against black activism. Still, the city’s Black
Power movement was able to present a formidable challenge to the weak-
ened, though still powerful, liberal coalition. On issues ranging from pub-
lic education and urban renewal to police brutality and welfare, advocates
of Black Power rejected liberalism’s faith in antidiscrimination laws and
technocratic government in favor of the principles of community-based
leadership, participatory democracy, and racial self-determination.

This study concludes by challenging the view that it was the overheated
rhetoric of Black Power, and more generally the rising demands of black
activists in the late 1960s and 1970s, that derailed the civil rights movement
and contributed to the collapse of the New Deal coalition by precipitating
white flight from the Democratic Party. As Thomas Sugrue and others have
demonstrated, the roots of white working- and middle-class racial conserva-
tism in the North and West can be found in a political backlash against the
liberal civil rights reforms of the 1940s and 1950s, long before the racial
militancy of the 1960s. This study of the Philadelphia movement extends
this point in three ways: (1) Black Power activists constructed a vital and
effective social movement that remade the political and cultural landscape
in American cities during the late 1960s and 1970s in ways that postwar
liberalism could and did not accomplish; (2) by the early 1970s, Black
Power advocates across the ideological spectrum had begun to adopt a
common political strategy based on the mobilization of black electoral
majorities and pluralities in major urban areas; and (3) the failure of this
urban political strategy was as much the product of urban deindustrializa-
tion and of suburban antitax politics—historical developments that can be
directly traced to postwar liberalism’s policy making—as it was the result of
a white working-class backlash against the ethnic political strategies of
Black Power.

Up South is divided into three parts. In Part I, “Race, Rights, and Postwar
Liberalism,” I trace the rise and fall of civil rights liberalism in Philadelphia
during the 1940s and 1950s. Chapter 1 describes how black and white lib-
eral activists built a civil rights coalition which, allied with New Deal re-
formers in the city’s Democratic Party, was able to write the principles of
nondiscrimination and equal opportunity into the governing charter of the
city in 1951. Chapter 2 analyzes the impact of liberal policy making on race
and its inability to transform the structure of race relations in the city. Part
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II, “A Northern Protest Movement,” discusses the reasons for the emer-
gence of a black protest movement against liberalism in Philadelphia.
Chapters 3 and 4 describe how local activists, most notably Leon Sullivan
and Cecil Moore, drew on black nationalist traditions of collective action
and self-reliance, as well as the strategies of the southern protest move-
ment, to channel black Philadelphians’ disillusionment with liberalism into
a powerful local movement. Chapter 5 then shows how a group of local
activists, many of them veterans of the southern movement, forged a
vibrant Black Power movement in the city—one that effectively synthesized
the black nationalist demand for community control with the grassroots
democratic politics of the southern student movement. Finally, in Part III,
“Black Power in the Postindustrial City,” I analyze the local Black Power
movement, its achievements and failures, Chapter 6 discusses efforts to
achieve community control over the city’s black public schools. Chapter 7
examines the gender politics of Black Power, both its commitment to estab-
lishing an explicitly masculinist leadership for the black community and its
paradoxical support for the emergence of a new kind of community-based,
working-class, and predominantly female leadership within black Philadel-
phia. Finally, Chapter 8 explores the complex relationship between the
local Black Power movement and the War on Poverty and describes how
the logic of community control led many Black Power activists to turn to
electoral strategies in the 1970s.

I T

“Up South” was the punch line to the many stories black Philadelphians,
and their counterparts in other northern cities, told each other about their
éncounters with racism in the North. Charyn Sutton, a student activist who
worked both in interracial movement groups during the early 1960s and in
the emerging Black Power movement, describes the Southwest Philadel-
phia neighborhood in which she grew up as “Up South.” In her child-
hood, racial segregation was enforced not by law, but by the unspoken rules
that told you not to walk on that block or go to that public swimming pool.
Another veteran of the student movement remembers SNCC activists jok-
ing about coming “Up South” when they headed north for a respite from
the racial terror of the segregated South. And in his new memoir of his
years in the Black Panther Party, Mumia Abu-Jamal described the culture
of postwar Philadelphia as more akin to the jim crow South than to our
public memory of the North as the promised land of freedom.?' Racial
oppression was, of course, not the same in Philadelphia as it was ‘Down
South.” Both the forces of racial domination—and the means they used
against black people—were different than those faced by African Ameri-
cans in the South. But to live “Up South” was to confront structures of
racial inequality and exclusion on a daily basis. This is the story of the
efforts of two generations of black Philadelphians to turn the city of “broth-
erly love” into a place of promise and opportunity for all.

Part 1
Race, Rights, and
Postwar Liberalism



Chapter 6
Community Control of the Schools

Give the white-dominated school system an eviction from the black
community.

—Piiladelphia CORE leaflet, November 17, 1967

3 On the morning of Friday, November 17, 1967 at 9:50 A.M., someone
pulled the fire alarm at Bok Vocational High School at Ninth and Mifflin

~ Streets in South Philadelphia. By the time students and faculty were

- allowed back in the building, a group of about two hundred students had
~ begun to march the ten blocks to Southern (South Philadelphia) High
School at South Broad and Snyder Streets where another hundred students
joined their march. From Southern, the students headed north, some on

~ foot, some on the Broad Street subway, toward Center City. Their destina-
~ tion was the Board of Education’s main administration building at Twenty-

First Street and the Benjamin Franklin Parkway, on the far northwestern
- edge of Center City. A second stream of marchers began at Germantown
‘High School in the Northwest section of the city. More than 200 students
~ walked out of Germantown during the 10 A.M. lunch period and began

~ marching down Germantown Avenue, many wearing skullcaps in the

~ school’s green and white colors and gold “Black Power” buttons. Just

~ before reaching the corner of Broad and Erie, the Germantown students

~ met up with a group of marchers from Gratz High School. Some of the
~ now nearly five hundred students then took the Broad Street subway to City
~ Hall, while others marched south on Broad toward William Penn and Ben
~ Franklin High Schools, twin single-sex schools located just north of Center
- City, before heading west to the parkway (Figure 12). A third stream of
- fifty marchers began at Kensington High, an all-girls school in the lower

- northeast section of the city. The Kensington marchers walked three miles

~ to Edison High, their all-male counterpart, before heading to the school

~ board building. From the west came marchers from West Philadelphia,
- West Catholic, Overbrook, and Bartram High Schools.!

By 12:30 p.M., the crowd of demonstrators had swelled to more than
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’that of white students. “If the Philadelphia school system defeats your child
- now,” the leaflet read, “he will remain defeated for the rest of his life . . . .
sive the white-dominated school system an eviction from the black com-
nunity.’’
~ Shortly after the first demonstrators arrived at the Board of Education
uilding, a committee of student activists, representing twelve high schools,
and a number of adult advisers—including BPUM’s Mattie Humphrey and
ward Robinson and Paul Vance from a black teachers group called the
1cators’ Roundtable—entered the building to meet with the school
sUp'erintendent Dr. Mark Shedd, and Richardson Dilworth and the Rev.
Henry Nichols, the president and vice president of the school board respec-
i vely There are conflicting stories as to how this meeting came about.
Accordmg to Walter Palmer, the meeting was pre-arranged. The student
committee had developed a list of twenty-five demands and had rehearsed
lits presentation to the school board officials with his and Humphrey’s help.
Others suggest that the request for the meeting came from school board
officials who, impressed with how orderly the student protesters were,
asked Humphrey if she would identify a group of student leaders who
ould be willing to meet with Dr. Shedd.* What is clear is that the student
leaders and school board officials met for most of the morning in a room
with large windows that overlooked the still-growing crowd of students in
e streets below. In the meeting, the students presented a number of
demands, including the addition of black history courses taught by black
teachers, the assignment of black principals to black schools, increased
- black representation on the school board, exemption from the require-
‘ment that students salute the flag, and the removal of police and nonteach-
1g assistants from all schools. According to Palmer, who was not in the
‘eetmg, at one point a student leader from Bok opened one of the large
f vmdows to yell out to the student protesters that the school board officials
ad\ agreed to twenty-four of their twenty-five demands.®
Despite the festive atmosphere on the student picket line, police officials
seem to have become increasingly uneasy as the size of the crowd contin-
ued to grow. Palmer believes that police officials had not expected a very
! large group of students to show up that morning and thus made no attempt
o keep cars from the metered parking spots in front of the building. He
also remembers the police radios crackling with increasingly desperate
Teports of large numbers of students departing high schools across the city.
Jilworth’s request, the only police officers on the scene when the morn-
‘ing began were members of Lieutenant George Fencl’s plainclothes civil
disobedience squad which had earned a reputation for maintaining cordial
elanons with black protesters. Dilworth and Shedd were clearly eager to
“maintain a dialogue with the students. Commissioner Rizzo, however, had
rged a more aggressive approach, recommending that the school board

Figure 12. High school students running across the Benjamin Franklin Parkway
toward the Board of Education, November 17, 1967. Urban Archives, Temple
University Libraries.

3,500 students from at least twelve high schools marching around the
Board of Education building.? According to a number of observers,
mood within the crowd of student protesters was festive as they waited for
their leaders to return from the negotiating session. Like a number of adu
activists, Paul Washington had arrived early in the demonstration “to show
my support and to be of assistance.” He left midmorning because he fe
that “everything was proceeding so peaceably that my presence would no
be needed.” The Bulletin described the demonstrators as treating “the
affair as a picnic.” The students “laughed, asked news cameramen to take
their pictures and danced before television cameras.” Others chante‘
“beep, beep, bang, bang, boom, boom, Black Power” and carried signs.
calling for “more Black Power in the School System.” Joan Countrym )
who had just begun working in the school district’s community relati ns
division, remembers students calling out to their friends from dlfferen
schools. “Who's here from West?” CORE activists distributed a leaflet th
called for * Commumt) Control” of black public schools as the only way
fix a school system in which the black dropout rate was nearly three time S
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seek a court order banning Walter Palmer and CORE’s William Mathis
from leading the rally. While Mathis would claim that Lieutenant Fencl had
repeatedly complimented him on the students’ good behavior throughout
the morning, there was clearly concern within the police department over
the size of the crowd.®

The only violent incident of the morning occurred just before noon.
While reports differ, it seems that one male demonstrator begap running
over the tops of cars parked in front of the administration building. When
members of the civil disobedience squad moved to arrest the young man,
a group of about two hundred demonstrators surrounded the plainclothes
officers. A young woman attempting to free the young man was then
beaten and arrested. And when Rev. Marshall Bivins, a white Episcopal
priest, sought to protect the young women, he too was beaten and
arrested.” ]

What happened next continues to be a matter of some dispute. CORE's
Bill Mathis would later testify that he successfuily convinced Fencl to order
his officers to retreat in order to give Mathis time to calm protesters who
were moving dangerously close to the police lines as they played to the
local news television cameras. According to Commissioner Rizzo, however,
he received reports from Fencl that the protest “was getting out of hand,”
that the number of demonstrators was continuing to grow, and protesters
were banging on parked cars and windows of the school board building.
The commissioner, who had spent the morning at City Hall for the swear-
ing-in of 111 new police sergeants, decided to load the sergeants into two
police buses and head for the school board building. Rizzo and t.he ser-
geants arrived just as school board vice president Nichols was coming out
of the building to investigate the disturbance. According to Nichols, he
asked the commissioner to put away his nightstick and move the uniformed.
officers back from the school district building. Believing that Rizzo had
agreed to this request, he then began trying to move the student demon-
strators back. Rizzo, however, suddenly ordered his officers to charge the
demonstrators with billy clubs drawn. The commissioner would later con-
tend he ordered the charge because he saw the group of protesters sur-

rounding the plainclothes officers begin to throw sawhorses that were used.

to reserve parking spaces for school board officials at the police. However,
none of the journalists or other independent observers who were at the
scene were ever able to confirm the commissioner’s account. What local
television news footage did seem to confirm was the charge of Nichols and
a number of demonstrators that they had heard Rizzo order his officers to
“get their black asses.”®

The police charge was so vicious that many who witnessed it, including:

school board workers on their lunch hour, were reduced to tears. At its
center, swinging his billy club freely, was Commissioner Rizzo. Most of the
demonstrators, of course, had no idea of the events that led to the police
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charge. As Walter Palmer describes it, riot police with batons drawn sud-
denly, “without warning [and] without provocation,” began pushing the
students from the parkway toward the building, essentially trapping them.
According to the police, Palmer yelled out to the crowd, “If they fight you,
hit them back,” a charge that Palmer now confirms, The police would also
claim that Mathis began to shout “Kill Rizzo! Kill Rizzo!” through a bull-
horn. Some students began to throw stones and bottles. Most, though, sim-
ply ran. Many were beaten as they ran from the charging police officers.
According to a Fellowship Commission report, between twenty and thirty
black students and adults were treated for injuries following the demon-
stration. Kenneth Blake, a sixteen-year-old student at Ben Franklin High,
would receive five stitches under his left eye after being clubbed by this
group of officers. One black school board employee was knocked to the
ground and had his right sleeve torn off for urging the police to retreat.
There were reports that some police officers laced their violence with racial
cpithets. One officer beat Dozier Smith, a seventeen-year-old school board
maintenance worker, as he tried to enter the building. When he tried to
explain that he had only come to pick up his paycheck, he was told to “shut
up, nigger.” From a window in the school board meeting, BPUM’s Ed Rob-
inson called out to two officers to stop beating a girl. One officer yelled
back, Robinson would later testify in a police brutality suit, “Come on down
here, nigger, and you'll get it.”

Many of the students, running from the police charge, headed into the
midst of the Center City business district where they literally ran into office
workers walking to and from their lunch hours. As they ran, some groups
of demonstrators broke car and store windows and attacked white pas-
sersby, some as far as twelve blocks from the school board. A thirty-five-year-
old telephone engineer was hospitalized with facial fractures and impaired
vision in one eye after being attacked by two teenage boys as he walked
toward his office five blocks from the school board. Two blocks further
away, an eighteen-year-old white female college student was attacked by a

- Broup of black girls. A punch loosened two of her front teeth and her hear-

ing aid was broken. One girl then helped her to her feet while telling her
friends that they “shouldn’t have done this.” Another group of demonstra-
tors ran through the City Hall courtyard chanting Black Power slogans

- where they were met by police with submachine guns and dogs. A number

of buses, subway cars, and subway stations were vandalized by students as
they headed back to their neighborhoods. According to the police, a total

- of twenty-seven pedestrians were treated for minor injuries after being
- assaulted by black youths. In addition, twelve police officers were treated

for injuries. !0
By the end of the afternoon, the police had arrested fifty-seven people

_Ton actions related to the demonstration. For their comments in the midst

of the police charge, Bill Mathis and Walter Palmer were charged with
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inciting a riot and held on $50,000 bail, while BPUM youth leader Richard-
son was accused of leading the crowd of 200 to 300 demonstrators that
sought to prevent the initial arrest of the young man on the car ropf.
According to Ed Robinson, who was Richardson’s uncle, he saw the'pohce
club and arrest his nephew after he sought to throw himself over a girl w.ho
was being beaten on the sidewalk. Robinson himself was beat'en at pohc.e
headquarters at Ninth and Arch Streets when he went to inquire about his
nephew."!

BPUM'’s High School Organizing

The November 17, 1967 demonstration was the culmination of a t}{ree-
month organizing campaign carried out by BPUM’s education committee
and a network of student activists that the group had helped to organize.
Continuing the curriculum reform efforts of the Freedom Library, the
BPUM education committee promoted the efforts of black parents an.d
teachers to win greater community say over the workings o.f the pul?hc
schools that served the city’s black communities, while seeking to bring
BPUM’s message of self-love and intraracial solidarity to young people
across the city. Among the school reform organizations with whom BPUM
worked was the Educators’ Roundtable, a black teachers group whose
members often invited BPUM’s Ed Robinson and Walter Palmer to speak
to their classes on black history topics, and the Educational Self-Help Cen-
ters, a War on Poverty-funded network of neighborhood-based and p.a.rent-
run tutorial centers that the Philadelphia Tutorial Project had organ}zed.12
BPUM'’s student organizing efforts also benefited from an expl?SlOI‘l'Of.
interest among young African Americans with all things black natlonal'lst.
The November 17 demonstration came at the end of a three-year period
that had seen Malcolm X’s assassination, Muhammad Ali’s refusal of induc-
tion into the military and subsequent loss of his world boxing title, the
national furor over SNCC’s embrace of the “Black Power” slogan, and the
Black Panther Party’s armed march into the California state leg.is:lature.”'
By 1967, BPUM had become the center of black y.OL'lth organizing across
the city. At BPUM rallies and workshops, teenage activists from black neigh-
borhoods in South, West, and North Philadelphia and Germantowr} we'rel
introduced to the cultural politics of race pride, black history, Afnc.ar.nsl:j
practices and values, and intraracial unity. And BPUM’S. ad}xlt activists
encouraged the students to take these lessons back into their high s‘chools.
to press for the introduction of black studies courses into the curriculum,
and to demand recognition of their right to form black student clubs and
to wear African-oriented clothing. As Walter Palmer describes it, B‘I"UM Waf
equally committed to recruiting ‘“‘corner kids”’—Ileaders of the ‘cornex :
youth gangs in black working-class neighborhoods across thf city—and
members of student government to its events. “These corners,” he argues,
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were “not gangs, they were neighborhood and community . . . young peo-
ple who protect{ed] their entire community. Their turf [was] their moth-
ers, their fathers, their brothers, their sisters, the elderly, their neighbors
and themselves. They look[ed] forward to the time when they will protect
the community, the turf.” In fact, there was significant overlap between the
corner kids and student council activists. “Some corner kids were in stu-
dent government, some weren’t.” As an example, he points to Ronald
White, a member of the student council at Ben Franklin High School who
as “Billy-Boy” ran the Tenth and Poplar corner. White represented Frank-
lin in the November 17 meeting with Dr. Shedd."

BPUM thus presented movement activism and the politics of racial unity
as an alternative to gang battles, much as Cecil Moore had done in 1965.
The key figure in BPUM’s youth organizing was Edward Robinson’s
nephew, David Richardson. A 1965 graduate from Germantown High
School, Richardson’s parents divorced when he was young and he grew up
very close to his two uncles, Edward and his brother Calvin Robinson, who
also worked as a sales agent for Provident Mutual Insurance. According to
Richardson’s mother Elaine Richardson, her son first began working to
reduce gang tensions in East Germantown when he was in Jjunior high.
After high school, Richardson enrolled at Temple University, but soon
dropped out to work for his uncles in the insurance business. And like his
uncles, he used the flexibility offered by work in sales to pursue his interest
in community activism. His mother, Edward Robinson, and Walter Palmer
all agree that David Richardson saw Palmer as a mentor. “Dave want[ed]
to know everything I know,” Palmer recalls. Donning Palmer’s uniform of
a dashiki and a kufi, Richardson not only brought young men from the
Germantown ‘corners’ into BPUM, he also used Palmer’s connections to

‘network with young activists throughout the city.!s

The decision to organize a student campaign to press for the adoption
of black history curricula, recognition of black student unions, and other
school reforms seems to have been the result of at least two overlapping
gonversations within BPUM. First, a group of high school students led by
David Richardson approached Palmer for help in challenging school dress
and behavior codes that banned African clothing, ‘afro’ haircuts, and Afri-

- caninames. At roughly the same time, members of BPUM’s education com-

mittee were debating the relative merits of establishing independent
schools to teach black history and culture—the classic cultural nationalist

- position—versus working to implement black history curricula in the pub-

lic schools attended by most black children. A year earlier, an attempt to

establish a black independent school in the city had failed to attract

enough tuition-paying children to survive, thus buttressing the argument
of those like Edward Robinson and John Churchville who had long argued

. forafocus on public school reform. But, of course, the school board had

been ignoring the efforts of Robinson and others to lobby for black history
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curricula for decades. As Robinson remembers it, it was Paimer who argued
that organizing high school students was the way to win changes in the pub-
lic school curriculum.'s

The Summer of 1967

BPUM began the student campaign in the summer of 1967 with a series of
training sessions.'” At the same time, BPUM activists participated in a series
of Black Power rallies and confrontations with the police that drew large
numbers of black youth into the local Black Power movement. For six
straight Saturdays in June and July, street-corner rallies in different parts of
South, North and West Philadelphia attracted hundreds of young people to
hear Black Power speakers denounce the racism of the Philadelphia police
department and of white-owned stores in black neighborhoods.

The street-corner rallies were the result of a surprising alliance between
BPUM and Cecil Moore who until this point had been an avowed integra-
tionist. Over the previous year and a half, however, Moore had become
increasingly isolated within both the Philadelphia and national NAACP
chapters. In October 1965, the national office had announced plans to
divide the Philadelphia branch into five neighborhood units and to replace
the position of local branch president with a citywide council of braneh
leaders. Gloster Current, the NAACP’s national director of branches,
would repeatedly insist that the purpose of the breakup was not to under-
cut Moore, but to make the local organization more responsive to *“‘individ=
ual problems” and to enable it “to stimulate the development of area

leaders.” Not surprisingly, Moore and his supporters viewed the national
office’s real intention as “to discredit and destroy militant, independent =

thinking chapters.” Moore’s suspicions were confirmed in June 1966 when

Kivie Kaplan, the NAACP’s national chairman, blamed Moore for the

decline in branch membership from more than 20,000 in 1963 to 7,000/in
1965. “It’s apparent,” Kaplan declared, *‘that Moore’s job here hasn't been!
good.” In response Moore accused Kaplan and the rest of the NAACP's =

national leadership of seeking to destroy Negro unity in Philadelphia, “the

capital of the civil rights movement in the North,” and vowed to challenge =

the national organization’s actions at the 1966 NAACP convention.!®

After failing to overturn the national board ruling at the 1966 NAACB F

convention, Moore turned to the courts to maintain his position as presi-

dent of the Philadelphia NAACP. For nearly a year, he would succeed in ==
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that it planned to form new neighborhood branches in West, South, North-
west, and Northeast Philadelphia. Then, in July, the national office sus-
pended Moore from the North Philadelphia branch presidency for
aliegedly diverting branch funds, including membership dues that were
q\ved the national office, to his legal practice and to partisan political activi-
ties. By the time a subcommittee of the national board heard Moore’s
appeal of his suspension in the summer of 1968, the breakup of the Phila-
delphia NAACP was a fait accompli.”?

Throughout the two-and-a-half-year battle over the plan to divide the
Philadelphia branch, Moore directed a constant barrage of criticisms at his
opponents in both the national organization and the local branch. His
opponents, Moore charged, were “part-time Negroes” interested only in
defending the interests of the black elite. By this point, however, Moore
had adapted his attacks on liberals to the new language of Black Power.

‘Hell, I've been preaching and practicing black power . . . for years. When I took

over the leadership of the NAACP, I put most of the whites out. If they are liberal
apd reall)./ want to help, let them walk one pace to the rear and one pace to the
right. I think the so-called white liberal is a phony anyway. The only reason he gives
money to the civil rights movement is to salve his conscience.2

Faced with the loss of his organizational base, Moore began to reach out
to Black Power advocates in the city. In the spring of 1967, Moore
announced the formation of a new civil rights group, the Society of United

- Leadership (SOUL), whose stated mission—"to preserve black unity in

'P.hiladelphia"—explicitly mimicked BPUM. In part, Moore’s outreach to

_' BPUM was motivated by his desire to run as a third-party candidate for

mayor in that November’s general election. In March, the one-time Repub-
lican had announced plans to lead an all-black third-party ticket, the Politi-

.__e?i.ll.F.reedom Rights Party (PFRP). Moore’s goals for the PFRP were less to
- Win the election than to demonstrate the potential appeal of black inde-

pendent electoral campaigns. Without significant campaign funds or a

- paid campaign staff, Moore’s campaign consisted of a series of street-
- comer rallies in black neighborhoods. Young people were thus at the cen-

- ter of Moore’s campaign strategy. Shortly after declaring his candidacy,
. Moore appeared at the 1967 Freedom Show, a rock-and-roll benefit show

sponsored by WDAS and Georgie Woods, where he was greeted with chants

.' of “We want Cecil” as he told the mostly young audience, “if you're really
anterested in Negro pride, vote for me for mayor, and I'll make you

delaying the breakup of the branch with a series of temporary court injunc-
tions. In May 1967, however, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court ruled thatit
lacked jurisdiction over the NAACP because the organization was head-"=
quartered in New York. Shortly thereafter, the national NAACP announced:: :
that it had transferred the Philadelphia branch charter to the new North =

Philadelphia branch, which would remain under Moore’s leadership, and

- proud.”!
- What really solidified Moore’s alliance with Black Power activists, how-
~ ever, was Mayor Tate’s May 22, 1967, announcement that he was appoint-
- ingFrank Rizzo to be the city’s new police commissioner with a mandate to
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reelection campaign against Arlen Specter, the thirty-seven-year-old Repub-
lican district attorney who combined a strong law-and-order record with a
commitment to government reform that had demonstrated appeal tothe
liberal reform community. By promoting Rizzo—and supporting the new
commissioner’s “get-tough” policies—Tate clearly hoped to reinforce his
support in the city’s white working- and lower middle-class neighborhoods
as a buffer against the loss of liberal Democrats to Specter.?

Having attained the office he had long sought, Rizzo immediately set out
to demonstrate his aggressive approach to containing black protest. “If
Stokely Carmichael comes to town,” he told a meeting of media executives,
“we’'re ready for him. We’ll put him away. We've got a whole roomful 9f-
tapes on this guy as evidence.” What the commissioner’s threats meant.m
practice became evident a few weeks later when five hundred helmeted TiOL
police descended on a South Philadelphia black neighborhood after a dis-
pute between the owner of Royal Hardware on South Street and a black
customer led to a miniriot of bottle tossing. This show of force, a black
lawyer told Greater Philadelphia Magazine, “demonstrated to the Negroes .OE
this city that [Rizzo] has special plans for them should trouble develop in
a Negro area. The only way he could convince them that all those blue steel
helmets are not for exclusive use in Negro neighborhoods is to do the same
thing in a white area protecting the rights of a Negro.”*

Not surprisingly, the city’s black militants could not let Rizzo’s show of
force pass. Cecil Moore, Walter Palmer, and Nation of Islam minister Jere-
miah X immediately called for a raily on June 17, the following Saturday,
in front of Royal Hardware to protest both the store’s treatment of black
customers and Rizzo’s draconian police tactics. On that day, two hundred
mostly young protesters chanted “We want Cecil Moore™ as they waited for
Moore and the other scheduled speakers to appear. When the speakers
arrived, however, Lieutenant Fencl served them with an injunction ban-
ning them from speaking on South Street that evening. Declaring their
intention “to stay on the streets,” Moore and the BPUM activists then
announced plans for a series of Black Power rallies to take place on street-
corners around the city every Saturday for the remainder of the summer.
The first two rallies took place on June 24—one at Seventeenth and'
Columbia near the epicenter of the 1964 North Philadelphia riot and the

other at Sixteenth and South, just one block from Royal Hardware. The

Bulletin estimated that two hundred people turned out for the Columpia
Avenue rally and three hundred for the one on State Street. The following

Saturday, there were rallies in West Philadelphia and at a different South!

Philadelphia site. For the remainder of July, Moore and BPUM held rallies
at various sites throughout North and West Philadelphia; a second injunc
tion prevented them from organizing gatherings along the entire South
Street business corridor.*
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In one sense, the street-corner rallies resembled the hundreds of mass
meetings that Moore had led during his four and a half years as NAACP
president, complete with crowd-pleasing attacks on his black middle-class
and white liberal opponents. On July 1, for example, Moore described his
former mentor, Austin Norris, as ‘“a professional police informer and a pro-
fessional traitor.” But in a more fundamental way, these rallies represented
a major shift in Moore’s approach to movement leadership. Whereas
Moore had always dominated the NAACP’s rallies, now he shared almost
equal billing with representatives of the city’s growing Black Power move-
ment. The emerging alliance between Moore and the Black Power advo-
cates conveyed instant credibility on emerging figures like Walter Palmer.
At the June 24 rally on South Street, Moore declared: “We got unity here.
We got everybody here today. We got the Black Muslims, the Black Unity
movement, and we got my brand of the NAACP, not the absentee brand.”
That same day, Palmer urged those at the Columbia Avenue rally not to
“be fooled by these Uncle Tom Negroes . . . these superior Negroes . . .
these white folks Negroes, because one day they are going to wake up and
we are going to be like Jomo Kenyatta, leader of the Mau Mau, we will kill
Uncle Tom first.” For Moore, the Black Power themes of racial unity across
class and ideological lines reinvigorated his anti-elitist discourse. The one-
time integrationist told his supporters in West Philadelphia on July 1 to
“vote black, buy black, eat black, be black.”*

Tensions remained high between the police and black activists through-
out the month of July. On July 26, for example, the police dispersed a
crowd that had gathered at a South Philadelphia police station to protest
the arrest of a black teenager following another protest outside a white-
owned store. As he was being placed in a squad car, the teenager called out
to others on the street to come to his aid. By the time the squad car arrived
ata nearby police precinct, an estimated two hundred people had gathered
to demand his release. When two hundred riot-helmeted police reinforce-
ments arrived at the police station, the crowd broke into small groups,
some of which raced through neighboring streets breaking windows. Over
the next three hours, twenty-three people were arrested as 350 uniformed
and plainclothes cops spread through the area.*®

But it was the riots that erupted that month in Newark and Detroit that
provided Rizzo with the rationale he needed to take extraordinary mea-
sures against black activism. On July 27, Mayor Tate announced that, on
the recommendation of his police commissioner, he was issuing a “procla-
mation of limited emergency.” Citing “the violence that has flared in other
cities throughout the country,” the mayor declared that the proclamation

- would prohibit gatherings of twelve or more in the city until August 11

“unless further extended.” The mayor used a recognizable racial code to
signal that black activists were the proclamation’s real targets when he

promised that it would only be enforced against crowds where there is a
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“potential” for violence. Rizzo, on the other hand, did not bother with
racial codes. Police “intelligence,” he told a press conference, “indicates
that . . . militant Negro groups” were planning to incite a riot in Philadel-
phia. A black bar owner, Rizzo reported, had told the police that ‘“members
of a militant Negro group” had urged him to turn up the volume on a
jukebox in order to bring the police to the bar. Their plan was to initiate a
riot when a police officer arrived to investigate the noise. According to the
commissioner, there had been thirty-two violent incidents—including fire-
bombings and attacks on policemen—in the city since the beginning of
June and the police had confiscated two hundred firebombs and fifteen
rifles in that period.”

In Rizzo's view, the most dangerous of these militant groups was Max
Stanford’s Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM). In 1966, J. Edgar Hoo-
ver had publicly described RAM as “a highly secret all-Negro, Marxist-
Leninist, Chinese Communist-oriented organization which advocates gue-
rilla warfare to obtain its goals.” Shortly thereafter, Stanford and fifteen
other RAM members were arrested in New York for an alleged plot to assas-
sinate the NAACP’s Roy Wilkins and the Urban League’s Whitney Young.
Following his release in the New York case, Stanford announced his return
to Philadelphia with a series of articles describing RAM in Nite Life, the
black tavern weekly. His purpose in returning to Philadelphia was to estab-
lish the Black Guard as RAM’s youth and self-defense wing. “The purpose
of the Black Guard,” Stanford wrote, “is to stop our youth from fighting
among themselves, teach them a knowledge of our history . . . [and] pre-
pare them . . . to protect our community from racist attacks.” Not surpfis-
ingly, Stanford’s return quickly came to the attention of the police
department. During the summer of 1967, the police would undertake a
campaign of surveillance and harassment against RAM that would lead to
the group’s demise in the city. In a memorandum to J. Edgar Hoover, the
special agent in charge (SAC) of the FBI's Philadelphia office reported that
“police units . . . controlled by the FBI” had carried out the campaign
against RAM and argued that the success of the campaign suggested that
“similar operations” could work “in other cities where close police[-FBI]
cooperation exists.”*

Publicly, the police department insisted that it had decided to take
action against RAM only after receiving information from an informant
that the group hoped to incite a riot in Philadelphia on July 21, 1967.
According to the police, a teenager had flagged down a police car to report
that RAM activists had told him that he “better get [his] blackjack out and
get Molotov cocktails out . . . because there was going to be a riot Satur-
day.” Within hours, the police raided a North Philadelphia home belong:

ing to the family of George Anderson, the former Philadelphia SNCC staff:

member who had recently been exonerated in the dynamite case, and:
arrested his two teenage brothers for mimeographing posters that urged
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blacks to unite and “kill the real enemy—the white American and the
Uncle Toms.” Then, on July 26, Stanford was arrested along with six teen-
agers in front of the Black Guard’s North Philadelphia headquarters on
charges of conspiring to incite riot. Acting as the attorney for Stanford and
the other six, Cecil Moore charged “that the concern for a riot was politi-
cally inspired by the mayor and an incompetent police commissioner who
were trying to capitalize on what happened” in Newark. “Jim Tate and
Frank Rizzo,” he declared, “told policemen to go find me information
about a riot.”®

Over the next month, the police would arrest a total of thirty-five alleged
RAM activists. Four were arrested at a West Philadelphia theater “for trying
to stir up a crowd” at a jazz concert. According to the FBI memorandum,
others “were arrested and released on bail [and then] were re-arrested sev-
eral times until they could no longer make bail.” One activist who was
arrested for “passing out RAM literature at a local school” was interrogated
and then charged with illegal drug use because of “alleged needle marks.”
In addition, the police stopped all cars that visited a specific residence and
identified their occupants, who then, in the words of the Philadelphia SAC,
“became . . . target[s] of harassment.” One unnamed police official told
the Bulletin that Rizzo had vowed to “break the back” of RAM by arresting
all of its members. These police tactics were necessary, the police commis-
sioner insisted, because the department had uncovered evidence that RAM
was planning two terrorist attacks on government institutions. The first
involved a fantastic plot to foment a race riot and then put cyanide in the
food distributed to the police officers and firefighters placed on riot duty.
The second was a more conventional plot to bomb City Hall, the city's fed-
eral courthouse, and the Police Administration Building and to assassinate
Mayor Tate, Commissioner Rizzo, District Attorney Arlen Specter, Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson, and FBI Director Hoover.®

Two characteristics of revolutionary Black Power organizations made
them vulnerable to agent provocateurs and other forms of police subver-
sion. First was the widespread fascination with tactics of guerrilla warfare
utilized by third world revolutionary movements. Frantz Fanon and Mal-
colm X, perhaps the two most influential theoreticians on the Black Power
movement, both argued that violence had to be a central component of
the struggle against white supremacy.® In a leaflet entitled “Arise! Awake!
Your Future Is at Stake,” RAM declared that “as other oppressed peoples
of the world push toward freedom, their struggle will inspire the Afroamer-
ican to become more militant in the fight against the universal slave-
holder.” RAM’s membership of college students and working-class
teenagers, however, lacked both the discipline and the military know-how
to turn their revolutionary rhetoric into anything resembling effective
action. Second was the eagerness of Black Power activists to identify with
the “brothers on the block,” the petty criminals and underemployed work-
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ers who congregated on the street-corners of the ghettos of the urban
North. Stanford, for example, declared that RAM “saw the need for a
movement that would give our brothers and sisters from the street a voice
and positions of leadership.” Black Power activists were often so predis-
posed to believe the militant ardor of brothers with authentic “street” cre-
dentials that informants recruited from prisons and police holding cells
easily infiltrated their groups.s?

A Fall of Student Protest

Despite the ongoing police harassment of Black Power activists, the sum-
mer of confrontation had helped BPUM to develop a wide base of support
within the city’s high schools. By the time school opened in September,
BPUM'’s student activists had formed a council with representatives from
high schools and junior highs across the city. Throughout the fall, the
council met at the Church of the Advocate to develop its demands and its
strategy for broadening support for each school’s black student union.
Palmer remembers the process as one of assigning specific organizing tasks
and then reviewing their results. “Here’s the message; here’s how you do
it. ... Report back.” In addition to organizing the schools, the citywide
council also developed mechanisms for getting its message out by word of:
mouth and leaflet on corners and in housing projects in black working-
class neighborhoods across the city.?

By the end of October, the student council was ready to take action. Oni
October 26, activists at Gratz High School in North Philadelphia pulled a
fire alarm and broke a door chain so that students could exit the school
building through a normally locked door to attend a noontime Black

Power rally in front of the school. Three hundred students marchedin

front of the school, listened to speeches by Walter Palmer and Bill Mathis
and carried signs with slogans like “the School Board Doesn’t Serve the
Black Community”” and “We Need an Independent School Board.” Foliow-
ing the rally, Palmer and leaders of the Gratz student group met with the
school’s vice principal and Dr. Ruth Hayre, superintendent for the schooll
system’s District 4 (which covered North Philadelphia). The students’

demands included courses and assemblies on black history taught by black

teachers, changes in the school dress code that would allow them to wear

African clothes, hats, and jewelry, improvement in the quality and reduc- ..'.
tions in the price of school food, easing of school discipline, and, reflecting;
growing opposition to the war in Vietnam, a halt to military recruitingin.
the school and the requirement that students salute the American flagdur- =
ing school assemblies. During these negotiations, hundreds of students:
walked out of class and began to chant Black Power slogans in the school
halls. In addition, numerous fires were lit in wastepaper baskets. After the
police were summoned, the school was closed seventy-five minutes eanl};- i
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and the students were ordered to leave the area or face arrest. Fourteen
hundred students stayed away from Gratz the next day, but the school was
able to return to a normal schedule after it was announced that students
would be allowed to wear African clothes and to abstain from saluting the
flag if they provided evidence that their objections were based on religious
beliefs.3

A week later, three hundred black students walked out of classes at Bok
Vocational High School in South Philadelphia and met in the school audi-
torium where seven gave speeches demanding the inclusion of Afro-Ameri-
can history as a major subject in the school curriculum. The students’
grievances also included the lack of a single black administrator at Bok and
the requirement that they salute the flag. In response, the school’s new
principal promised to include Afro-American history subjects in *“our regu-
lar American History course” and to offer a black studies course as a minor
elective. The students, however, rejected his proposal.®

High schools like Bok, Gratz, and Germantown had long been the focus
of interracial tensions that resulted from the changing racial demography
of the city. While the student population of each school was more than two-
'thirds black by 1967, each was located in a neighborhood that was either
undergoing massive racial change or, in the case of Bok, feared the loss of
‘awhite neighborhood identity. Gratz was located near the border between
- Nicetown and Tioga, neighborhoods on the western edge of North Phila-
. delphia. The home ward of Mayor Tate, Tioga was one of the few North
- Philadelphia neighborhoods to maintain a white identity and population
through the 1960s. However, racial gerrymandering enabled students from
Tioga to attend Germantown High, more than three miles away, and thus
~ toavoid increasingly black Gratz. By 1967, 99 percent of Gratz’s 4,200 stu-
~ dents were black. At the same time, black migration to Germantown and
neighboring Mount Airy—the city’s only successfully integrated neighbor-
hoods—along with a white exodus to parochial and private schools had
~ transformed Germantown into a 70 percent black school.*

. For black students at these and other high schools in neighborhoods
3 experiencing racial transition, the school day was often a series of conflicts
- with overwhelmingly white school faculty and administrators as well as the

dwindling number of white students. At South Philadelphia High School,
* for example, a white English teacher was reported to have made racially
. derogatory comments in an April 1967 faculty meeting. Before the teacher
- could be forced to apologize for having said that blacks are “inferior” and
- “have smaller brains” and that the best way to increase black parent

- invelvement in the school was to offer them whiskey, fights broke out at
- theschool that led to the hospitalization of twenty-three white students and
- one black student.?”
- Thessituation was even more difficult for black students at Bok. Located
~ in an Italian-American working-class neighborhood, students came to
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seeing the desegregation of the Englewood, New Jersey, public schools, as
the new superintendent of schools. Dr. Shedd assumed his new position
on September 1, 1967, and immediately impressed black Philadelphians by
enrolling his four children in the predominately black public schools near
his family’s Germantown home rather than in one of the neighborhood’s
many prestigious private schools. Shedd, wrote a reporter for the Tiibune,
was “practicing what he preaches about meaningful integration . . . [and]
setting an example for white parents throughout the city.” While the rheto-
ric of the Gratz and Bok protests was consistent with the anger of black
youth in urban communities across the country, the specificity of the stu-
dent demands reflected their belief that leadership of the school system
was prepared to address their grievances.*

In the days following the October 1967 student protests, a committee of

. adult education reformers organized by BPUM and led by Sylvia Meek, the
* education specialist for the Philadelphia Urban League, and Mattie Hum-

phrey sought to organize a meeting between the student leaders and Dr.

~ Shedd. Simultaneously, top administrators at the school board asked
. CGharles Askew, a teacher at Germantown High School, to leave the class-
| room to initiate a process of dialogue with the student activists and with
BPUM. As a concession to the students, Askew was given approval to allow
~ BPUM to organize rallies featuring mayoral candidate Cecil Moore and
~ Jctivist-comedian Dick Gregory during school hours at four different high

'_ schools in the week before the November 7 municipal election.”!

5 On November 3, the last Friday before the election, Moore and Gregory
= spoke to rallies at Germantown, Gratz, Ben Franklin, and Southern High
* Schools as well as to a noontime rally in the City Halil courtyard. Publicly, a

" school board official described the rallies as *“real social studies in action.”

In fact, they were a major concession to the militancy of the black student

' activists. At Germantown High, Moore urged the students to press the

~ sehool board to add black history courses to the curriculum. “The Irish

. have St. Patrick’s Day,” he said. “The Jews have Yom Kippur and all we

"I_havc is blue Monday, and if we take that day off, the Man will dock our

T . g ' pay.” Claude Lewis, one of the Bulletin’s few black reporters, reported that

The Possibility of Educational Reform ; . the Gratz students, whom he described as dressed in African clothes and

~ with “natural haircuts,” responded enthusiastically, shouting “Black

" Power” and “tell it like it is, baby.”**

- On election day, Cecil Moore did miserably, receiving less than 10,000

votes of 700,000 cast, while Mayor Tate, and by extension Rizzo, survived
the difficult campaign against Arlen Specter, albeit by a margin of less than

- 11,000 votes. Despite running a vigorous law-and-order campaign—to the

' chagrin of many of his white liberal supporters—Specter failed to swipe
suffiient numbers of the city’s white ethnic voters from the Democrats.

" Butif Moore’s hopes for reinvigorating black electoral politics were disap-

pointed, his campaign’s impact on high school activism was profound. On

Bok—as they did to the city’s two other vocational high schools—from
across the city. Unlike the other two schools, however, Bok’s student popu-
lation was more than 80 percent black. Civil rights activists had long argued
that the school system tracked the vast majority of its black vocational stu-
dents into low-paying occupations. Unlike the two other vocational schools,
Bok’s curriculum included relatively few union-sponsored apprenticeship
programs. And even these were reserved primarily for white students. A
1968 Tribune study revealed that black and Puerto Rican students held only
18 of the 220 slots in the school’s electrical construction apprenticeship
program. Meanwhile, a four-year study of black achievement in the Phila-
delphia schools conducted by a local educational rights group revealed
that the average Stanford Achievement Test scores of graduating Bok sen-
jors had actually declined over the course of their years at the school.®®
For Bok’s black students, however, the most difficult problem was often’
getting to and from school. Most commuted to the school by subway and
then faced a more than ten-block walk through a hostile neighborhoodto
the school. “It’s kind of scary,” one black student told the Tribune, “when
you have to move through a place like South Philly by yourself and every- -
body hates you and you know it. Even the little kids would stop and stare
at us like we’re some kind of animals ‘cause their mommas would tell them,
that we was animals. They didn’t want us to go to school there and we
didn’t want to go to school there, but we have to0.”” Women students
reported being called “black bitches” and having trash thrown at themias =
they walked to school. “And you better not say anything back,” one said, =
“or they will sick their dogs and cats on you.” The neighborhood’s white =
residents, however, insisted that they were the ones being terrorized by the
black students. One neighbor complained about black students who
“walk[ed] in groups” as they left the school. “You have to move over or
get hit and maybe knocked down by them. They curse in front of you. =
Sometimes they break antennas off automobiles. We can’t even sit out oni
the steps of our homes when they pass; we get called names.”* '

L3

Despite the problems facing Philadelphia’s black high schools, the 1967
protests came amid an atmosphere of optimism about the possibility for
racial changes within the school system. In May 1965, voters had approved:
a revision of the city’s Educational Home Rule Charter which shifted the
power to appoint members of the school board to the mayor from the
board of judges of the common pleas court. That September, Mayor Tate.
appointed a new nine-member board led by his predecessor, longtime
reform mayor Richardson Dilworth. A year later, in January 1967, the new =
school board thrilled advocates of school reform with the appointment(
Dr. Mark Shedd, who had earned a reputation for racial liberalism for over--
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November 11, black students at Bok once again walked out of class, this
time to attend a meeting to discuss their next steps now that they had
rejected the principal’s first proposal. The next day, eleven of the Bok stu-
dent activists were suspended.*

According to Walter Palmer, BPUM’s student council had always
planned to lead a citywide march on the school board building and had
already begun to spread the word about the November 17 walkout when
the Bok students were suspended. City and school officials seem to have
first learned of the march when a flier entitled “Black Students Unite”
began to appear at schools across the city at the beginning of the week.
The flier called on black students to support the “protest of 16 brothers
and sisters expelled for thinking black is beautiful and black is best” by,
walking out of their classes on Friday and converging on the school board
building.*

Children or Marauders?

In the aftermath of November 17, public debate focused on the appropri:
ateness of the police actions and whether or not the students had posed a
threat to the city. School board president Richardson Dilworth, for
instance, charged that “things were under control until Commissioner
Rizzo, without our request, saw fit to loose a couple of hundred men, swing:
ing clubs and beating children.” Cecil Moore called on black children: to
stay away from school “‘until school buildings are relieved of the disciples
of an intemperate, sadistic, incompetent policeman like Rizzo.” Over the
next week, groups and activists across the city’s liberal and civil rights com=
munities, including the Philadelphia Urban League, the Fellowship Corm-
mission, and the Greater Philadelphia Council of Churches, demanded

that Mayor Tate fire the police commissioner. Commissioner Rizzo, in.

response, evoked the image of a city overrun by marauding black youth.
“These children ran through the streets of Center City, beating everyone
in their path . . . I leave it to you to judge who was violent and whether
these are children.”*

The events of November 17 clearly reinforced Rizzo’s popularity in the
city’s white ethnic communities. Within hours of the demonstration, Rizzo
aides told the press that the police switchboard had received more than
three hundred calls in support of the commissioner’s actions. What
appears to have been a carefully organized campaign to support the police

commissioner took place over the days and weeks that followed. Calls of

support for Rizzo’s stand against Black Power and black teenage lawlessness
continually jammed the City Hall switchboards. Twenty-five white teenagers

from South Philadelphia held a spirited pro-Rizzo rally, first in front of

police headquarters and then in the City Hall courtyard. The Fraternal
Order of Police (FOP) collected signatures for a petition that read: “we...
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support . . . the splendid way in which Commissioner Frank Rizzo and his

men handled a near-riot situation last Friday . . . . We also feel that the

remarks made by certain members of the Board of Education and the
school superintendent were stupid.” A Tribune photograph captured a uni-
formed on-duty police officer collecting the signatures of “scores of white
persons.” Among those issuing public declarations of support for the com-
missioner were three members of the school board, city council president
Paul D’Ortona, John Harrington, national president of the FOP, the
national director of Catholic War Veterans, the Philadelphia Committee to
Support Your Local Police, and the West Philadelphia Chamber of Com-
merce.*®

Key to the mobilization of white support for the police was Commis-
sioner Rizzo’s masterful use of the media. The commissioner had long
viewed the media as a crucial element in his campaign against black mili-
tancy. Media coverage of black militancy and urban unrest, he told an
October 1967 press conference, ‘“‘was the best thing that ever happened to
the law authorities . . . . I believe that by fully informing the public of the
riots we will be able to deal with the rioters with community support. So let
them write about the [H. Rap] Browns, the [Stokely] Carmichaels, and the
[Cecil] Moores. I encourage it.” In the week following the rally, the com-
missioner blamed the violence of November 17 on both dangerous black
militants and the inability of school board president Dilworth and Superin-
tendent Shedd to control unruly teenagers. Dilworth and Shedd, he
charged, had allowed “the agitation” to go on “for weeks” and had “per-
mitted [the] cries of Black Power.” If school officials “could control their
pupils,” he argued, “we wouldn’t need the police. Dilworth and Shedd are
absolutely remiss . . . . Why don’t they do their jobs?” At the same time, he
expressed absolute confidence in his police officers. The police, he said,
“did a beautiful thing.” Rizzo concluded the press conference by challeng-
ing his opponents’ claim to moral leadership. “I am serving notice,” he
said, “that the Philadelphia police will not permit rule by mob. I am the
commissioner and I will make the decisions.”"

Charles Bowser, whom Mayor Tate had appointed as the city’s first black
deputy mayor at the same time he promoted Rizzo, has described the pub-

~ lic support that Rizzo received as essential to the commissioner’s ability to

keep his job in the weeks following November 17. According to Bowser,
Tate had never liked the commissioner and was prepared to fire him now
that he had been reelected. “We've got the bastard now,” Bowser remem-
bers the mayor telling him on the phone from vacation in Florida. But the

~ flood of pro-Rizzo calls and letters forced the mayor to ignore those who
" called for him to fire the commissioner.*

" The Black Power Student Movement After November 17

While debate over the behavior of the police and student protesters domi-

" nated public discussion after the events of November 17, 1967, the demon-
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stration was perhaps most significant for the shift it marked in efforts to
improve the quality of public education for black children in Philadelphia.
In the weeks and months that followed, black students, parents, and com-
munity activists continued to negotiate with the Shedd administration for
increased black community participation in the governance of black
schools as well for changes in school curriculum and codes of conduct.
Despite vigorous opposition from white administrators and teachers as well
as from racially conservative politicians, the emerging alliance between
black activists and the central school administration would achieve signifi-
cant reforms in black schooling in the city.

Although Commissioner Rizzo’s criticisms led Dilworth and Shedd to
seek and receive an injunction barring Walter Palmer and William Mathis
from organizing or conducting demonstrations at or near any public
school during school hours, the injunction did not prevent the school lead-
ership from continuing to negotiate with the student demonstrators. In the
days following the demonstration, black student activists and their adulg
supporters held a series of closed-door meetings in black neighborhoods
across the city to formulate their next steps. One group of thirty students
met at the Church of the Advocate to formulate a list of demands and then
announced plans for a student-only mass meeting at the Fifty-Ninth Street
Baptist Church in West Philadelphia.®

By the end of November, negotiations had resumed between the student
activists and Dr. Shedd, this time in a private home belonging to a promi-
nent black insurance salesman in the city. The superintendent quickly
agreed to organize a series of six retreats in which black students and com-
munity representatives could meet with principals from the city’s predomi-
nately black high schools to discuss racial tensions in the school and their
impact on teacher-student relationships. One school district official
described the “initial spirit” of the retreats as “one of confrontation, and
-« . [verbal] assault on the principals.” Still, the retreats resulted in the
formation of community-parent-student committees at a number of the
high schools whose charge was to work for curriculum changes and
improvements in racial climate. For example, Frederick Holliday, the black
principal of Gratz, appointed community representatives to a special com-
mittee to develop black history curricula for the school. At Ben Franklin
High, students, faculty, and parents participated in an all-day planning con-
ference. At a similar meeting at Edison High School, Randolph Scott, sec-
ond vice president of the student senate, called on teachers and parents to
work with the students to ease racial tensions in the 85 percent black
school. “We feel,” he said, that “the teachers, students, and parents can
handle this without Rizzo.”s

The retreats also led to a change in policy on the formation of black-only
student groups within the schools. At Gratz, Principal Holliday provided a
basement office to the school’s Black Student League. At Germantown
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High, students were allowed to establish a club called the Yopng Afro-
Americans (YAA) with David Richardson as their adviser after Richardson
helped to settle a gang fight that had erupted at a school_dancc?..B_oth
school clubs sought to use the discourse of racial unity to bridge divisions
within black student bodies. At Germantown, for example, the studepts
organized a memorial service for Malcolm X during school hours and lim-
ited attendance to black students, teachers, and administrators. The Gratz
club addressed a recruitment flier to “All Brothers Who Belong to a Cor-
ner” and described the group as “a gang that has realized who the real
enemy is and the real enemy ain’t no 15-V [the Fifteenth and Venangg
Streets gang] or 21-W [the Twenty-First and Westmoreland S.tree.ts gang].
The flier concluded with a call to revolution. “The revolution is nothing
but a BIG gang war.”*! .

Not surprisingly, the Shedd administration’s strategy of §ee}<1ng to work
with black student activists in the high schools generated significant oppo-
sition. In late November, Frank Sullivan, president of the Philadelphia Fed-
eration of Teachers (PFT), published an open letter accusing the school
administration of failing to deter “disruptive elements in our schools ?vho
thrive on disorder and the opportunity to inflict hurt on others.” Sullivan
charged that a school board directive to high school principals not to carry
out “reprisals” against student demonstrators had led to a collapse of dl'SCl-
pline'in the schools.** The police officer assigned to Germantown High
claimed that the presence of David Richardson and the Young Afro-
Americans club in the school had only made the school’s gangs “more
cohesive.” A new controversy arose in January 1968 after the schoo} distr?ct
announced plans to hire eleven field agents to act as mediators in racial
disputes. Among the proposed agents was Charles Askew, the Germantqwn
High teacher who had served as a school district liaison to B?UM during
the fall. Askew had been particularly outspoken in his crit1c1sms.of PFT
president Sullivan for his hostility toward the student demonstration. An
'unsigned flier distributed to faculty mailboxes at a numbe.r of schools
accused Askew of admitting to an “inherent hatred for whites.” I.Jnder
pressure from Mayor Tate and the city council, the school board reJecteFl
the appointments of Askew and a second candidate to field agent posi-
tions. 3 N

Despite the opposition of the teachers’ union, black student activists con-
tinued to make demands on both the administration of their own schools
and the school district as a whole. During the spring of 1968, YAA
demanded the removal of three vice principals and nonteaching assistants
from Germantown High. The Black Student Council at Olney High Schogl,
which served the transitional neighborhoods of upper North Philadelphia,
issued sixteen demands that ranged from more black history books and
courses and an end to police brutality in the school to integration of the
school cheerleaders and newspaper staff. Then, in April, a group of black
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high school students proposed that they be allowed to take over a summer
school program for middle school students in North Philadelphia. In con-
trast to teachers and administrators who would continue to “turn off”
black students with curricula that was “irrelevant” to life in the ghetto, the
student activists argued that, with the aid of school custodians and advisers
of their own choosing, they could do a better job of inspiring the younger
students to learn. When the school district argued that it lacked the $2 mil-
lion it would need to fund their proposal, the students replied: “why can’t
we have some of [the school budget] to try to help ourselves instead of
spending it all on the same old garbage?"'>!

Decentralization as an Alternative to Desegregation

This period of black student activism took place at a time of heightened
frustration—within both the Shedd administration and the city’s civil rights
community—over the persistence of “de facto” segregation in the public
schools.”® By the time of the November 17 demonstration, both the Shedd
administration and many in the civil rights community had begun to shift
their focus from school desegregation to efforts to improve school quality.
This is not to suggest that Shedd and Dilworth were disingenuous in their
commitment to integrated schools.’® Rather, the school improvement poli-
cies pursued by the school district under their leadership were predicated
on a belief that there was little that the system could do to achieve substan-
tive progress toward desegregation, particularly with a student population
that was nearly 60 percent black. Thus, the district’s 1968 Desegregation
Report insisted that the school’s prime responsibility was to *“provide a suc-
cessful educational experience for black children, with or without integra

tion.” Citing “the black community’s demand for community involvement =

in its schools,” the report argued that decentralization “is the best way to/
deliver black children from the clutches of educational failure.” Along with

the district’s other school improvement programs, decentralization was the
only way to improve racial balance within the district’s schools without

causing more white students to leave the system. “The present distribution’ =

of population and location of schools in Philadelphia,” the report con-
tended, “are such that integration cannot be achieved . . . by physical or =
organizational means alone.” Too many white families were choosing to "
move to the suburbs or to send their children to one of the city’s high-=
priced elite private schools or to one of the more moderately priced Gatho- =
lic schools. In this context, the report concluded, the only way to achieve
substantive school integration would be for the state to erase the “artificial =
boundaries” that separated the Philadelphia schools from their suburban:
neighbors. Over the next five years, school officials would seek to work with .
black student, parent, and community activists to make the public sechools =
more sensitive to the needs of black students.”” i
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The history of efforts to change the school district’s teacher transfer poli-
cies demonstrates the sense of hopelessness many felt about efforts to
desegregate the schools. In 1963, the Pennsylvania Human Relations Com-
mission found that more than half of Philadelphia’s public elementary
schools had faculties that were more than 80 percent of the same race and
ordered the school district to take steps to desegregate its teaching force.
The school district agreed to assign new teachers in ways that would pro-

mote the desegregation of school faculties, but refused to order the forced

transfers of any currently employed teachers. Citing a shortage of 1,200 cer-
tified teachers, the district argued that forced transfers would lead to a rash
of teacher resignations and early retirements.* Instead, the board imple-
mented a voluntary teacher transfer program which allowed teachers to
refuse any transfer. During the 196465 school year, however, only 94 of
the district’s 10,600 teachers agreed to change schools. Then, in October
1965, the school board voted to table a proposal from its own Citizen Advi-
sory Committee on Integration to implement a forced teacher transfer pro-
gram that would have sent low seniority teachers of one race to schools
‘whose faculties were more than 90 percent of the other race. Finally, in
December 1967, the state Human Relations Commission ordered the dis-
trict to implement a mandatory teacher transfer program. The district
drafted such a policy but abandoned it in September 1968 in the face of a
threatened teachers’ strike. Instead, the board adopted a policy of “last
resort” that stated that the superintendent could force teacher transfers if
and only if voluntary measures failed to produce the necessary result.?

In the spring of 1967 a coalition of seventy-five civil rights and black com-
munity groups urged Philadelphia voters to reject the school board’s
request to amend the school district’s charter to increase its borrowing
authority for school construction. The Coalition for Integrated Quality
Education argued that that the capital program, by continuing to build

* neighborhood schools, would “cement segregation’ within the school sys-
- tem. Predicting that two-thirds of schools built under the proposed capital
- program would be segregated, the coalition distributed thousands of *‘vote

no* fliers throughout the black community. In place of “‘segregated
‘neighborhoods schools,” the coalition urged the school district to adopt a

' Philadelphia Urban League proposal for education parks that would com-
~ bine multiple elementary, middle, and high school facilities on a single
. campus site. As envisioned by their supporters, education parks would
. bring together students of different races across neighborhood lines, while
- neutralizing white fears of integration with state-of-the-art facilities and the
.~ best quality teachers.®

The school board’s response to the ‘“vote no” campaign was to
announce in March 1967 that it had decided to support a truncated version
'of the education parks proposal. Specifically, the board added plans for

 three education parks to the neighborhood school capital program. The
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first of these parks was to be sited on North Broad Street in the heart of

North Philadelphia as part of the city’s Model Cities program; the other
two would be located in the Northwest section of the city and near the bor-
der between North Philadelphia and the primarily white working-class
neighborhoods of the lower Northeast. This concession to the demands of
the civil rights community won the endorsements of the majority of the
city’s interracial and white liberal reform groups for the school’s capital
program. In the May 1967 primary, Philadelphia’s voters approved the
school debt question by a margin of 57 to 43 percent.5?

For Superintendent Shedd, the proposal for a “Model School District”
in North Philadelphia was the perfect opportunity to shift the focus of
debate from desegregation to questions of school quality in the city’s black
neighborhoods. In a May 1967 speech, Shedd called school decentraliza-
tion “a logical response to local demands.” The creation of clusters of
schools “small enough to be manageable,” he argued, would lead to
increased “chances for individual initiative and satisfaction.” School prin-
cipals and classroom teachers would be able “to develop that pet program
or pet idea they have always had,” while individual schools would be able
to develop programs “with a relevance and sensitivity to local needs not
otherwise possible.” The combination of modern school buildings, high
quality teachers, and community input, he concluded, would enable the
North Philadelphia Model School District to develop an educational expe-
rience “tailor made” to meet the needs of underprivileged black children,
As he envisioned it, the model district would operate autonomously from
the rest of the school system, with its own superintendent and an indepen-
dent school board consisting of community representatives and education
experts from Temple University.5*

Conlflicts over the district’s boundaries and the level of community par-
ticipation in its governance ultimately kept the model school district from
coming to fruition. Still, the model district was just one component of
Shedd’s program of administrative decentralization and increased commu-
nity involvement in the school system. Most dramatically for the future of
school politics in the city, the school board decided to open its meetings
to the public and to significantly increase the number of public hearings it
held. At the same time, the district secured federal funds to hire school-
community coordinators to work in schools in the city’s poverty areas. In
1967, the district designated four elementary schools as “Community.
Schools” whose facilities were to be available in nonschool hours for com-
munity-oriented programming. In addition, the district turned Hartranft
Elementary School in North Philadelphia over to a community corporation
for use as a community center. A community-based campaign to prevent
the establishment of a “split-shift” school day at all-black Sayre Junior High
School in West Philadelphia led to the formation of a Community Advisory
Committee at the school. With the support of the central administration,
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the advisory group negotiated for significant “community control” over
school policy, as well the right to run a staff development program that
would send “faculty and community members together onto the streets
and into the police stations, the bars, the barber shops, and the homes in
an effort to make Sayre’s teachers and . . . program more relevant to the
experiences of the school’s children.” A similar community committee was
established to oversee the development of a new middle school in German-
town. Finally, community activists in the Mantua section of West Philadel-
phia convinced the central school administration to establish a community-
run “small scale” middle school in their neighborhood.®

Still, Shedd’s decentralization program failed to satisfy advocates of
school desegregation. In March 1970, the state Human Relations Commis-
sion found the district’s school desegregation plan “unacceptable in that
it would result only in a minimal amount of desegregation.” At the same
time, the commission rejected the district’s argument that true racial
balance could only be achieved through a merger with the surrounding
suburban district. Desegregation, the commission insisted, was a local
responsibility, “in keeping with the spirit of local control.” In October, the
commission filed a complaint in state court against the district for
“allow[ing] the existence of public schools . . . which are racially segre-
gated.” According to the complaint, the percentage of Philadelphia public
schools that were 95 percent of one race had risen from 42 to 49 over the
previous two years and the percentage of black students in such schools
had risen from 54 to 57. The district, the commission argued, could deseg-
regate five thousand students just by altering school attendance boundary
lines.

The Bok Crisis and Fissures in Philadelphia’s Democratic Coalition

More damaging to Shedd’s decentralization program, however, was the
almost symbiotic relationship between black student and community activ-
ism and white resistance to educational change. Rather than satisfying a
universal demand for schools that simultaneously promoted educational
achievement and community involvement, the Shedd administration’s
reform efforts exacerbated the growing racial tensions over education pol-
icy/in Philadelphia. A prime example of the Shedd administration’s inabil-
ity to defuse racial tensions over the public schools was the crisis that
engulfed Bok High School in October 1968. The Bok crisis reflected rising
anxieties over issues of control, curricula, and safety in the city’s schools.
For many white Philadelphians, the events of that October confirmed that
school officials were incapable of controlling the city’s black high school
students and their militant activist allies; increasingly, the law-and-order
politics of Police Commissioner Rizzo seemed the only hope for the city.
For black Philadelphians, there were two lessons of the Bok crisis, neither
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of which was particularly novel. First, there were dual standards for police

protection for the city’s white and black residents. And second, only con-
certed pressure could force the city government to protect black interests.

So long as white administrators and teachers managed Bok as a school
for low achievers, the Italian American residents of the surrounding neigh-

borhqod had treated the school’s predominately black student population’
as a minor nuisance. But as black student and community advocates began
to demand a greater voice in the school’s governance, the area’s residents E

organized to demand that school and city officials respond to their com-
plaints about the behavior of Bok students.
A series of racial conflicts plagued South Philadelphia through the sum-

mer and early fall of 1968.9 Then, on Wednesday, October 2, a group of :
black youths stabbed a white student from Bishop Neumann, a Catholic

high school in South Philadelphia, in an elementary school yard less than
five blocks from Bok. False rumors that the boy had died circulated

through the neighborhood. Even though the black student arrested for the

stab.bing did not attend Bok, the incident led neighborhood residents to
begin an organizing drive to close the school. “That’s when the white citi-

zens gathered,” one resident told a reporter, “and decided to voice their

opinions.” The neighbors made their case against the students both as,

white citizens and as members of a distinct ethnic group. “Italians are
peace-loving people. But you try to touch me or my kid; that’s when rny: :
Dago blood starts to boil. Touch us and we’ll fight back.” And fight back

they did. The day after the stabbing, neighborhood residents threw rocks

at school buses carrying members of the Bok football team to a game at

Southern High. During and following the game, incidents of fighting and'

bottle-throwing broke out among the students. The next day, three to four

hundred students from Bok attempted to storm the gates in front of South-
ern High but were convinced to leave by a vice principal. Two hours later,
fights broke out between black students and white neighborhood residents|
on a number of corners near Bok. To the black students, these incident;s; L

were proof that the police were allied with the white neighborhood resi-
dents. “A group of black kids coming home from [the] football game were

beat up by white kids,” one student told the Tribune, “And who do/you

think got arrested? The black kids.”’%”

After a quiet weekend, two hundred black students walked out of Bok on

the morning of Monday, October 7 to protest the neighborhood harass-
ment. The students headed for the subway and took it to the Muntu Cul-
tl'll‘al Center, a community center operated by the Black Coalition, the
city’s newest Black Power organization, in West Philadelphia. At the center,
the students met with a number of prominent Black Power activists includ-

ing Stanley Branche, the coalition’s executive director, “Freedom” George

Brower of the Young Militants, and RAM’s Max Stanford. The students
then returned to Bok under the protection of Branche and RAM’s Black
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Guard. Once back at the school, the students gathered in the auditorium,

" without the consent of the school administration, to listen to speeches
-4 from Branche and other representatives of the Black Coalition. The stu-
~ dents then left the school without incident. However, rumors spread

through the neighborhood that the Black Panthers had taken over the

- school.®

The next day, the Black Coalition held a press conference in front of

7 Bok to declare that if the police did not provide more protection for the
~ students, then the Black Guard would. Afterward, the coalition’s leadership
" and a group of Bok students met with police and school officials to raise
" concerns about the lack of police protection for students walking to and

{._frfom the school as well as about a number of specific incidents of police
brutality. Still, a large group of white protesters were waiting for Bok’s stu-
dents as they emerged from the school on Tuesday afternoon. As the pro-

~ testers threw stones, the police were forced to escort the students away

from the school, first on buses and then on foot when they ran out of buses.
During the afternoon, fights broke out throughout the area, leading to the
arrests of a number of neighborhood residents. That evening, a group of

" four hundred neighborhood residents marched on the area’s police

~ precinct to demand the release of those who had been arrested, the perma-
" nent closing of Bok, and increased police protection in their neighbor-
" hood. The protesters carried signs reading “White Power Is Boss,” “Close

Bok Or Else,” and “Italian Power.” According to one of the march’s lead-

~ ers, Charles Pasquale, an insurance salesman, area residents had petitioned
_'- for three years for greater police protection around Bok and the area’s ele-
~ mentary schools. Commissioner Rizzo spoke to the crowd, urging them to
~ leave things “to the police,” and giving them his “word [that] we’re going
~ (o give you protection until this is resolved.

169

Ironically, white opponents of the Shedd administration incorporated

: '-';-._Lhe rhetoric of decentralization into their demands. White parents picket-
~ ing Southern High called for greater parent involvement in the school in
~ onder to improve school discipline and protect their children from black

* student attacks. As proof that their demands were not racially motivated,

Bok’s neighbors argued that they had no trouble with black students

- from the local area. “It’s not the South Philadelphia colored,” one resi-

dent told a Tribune reporter, “but those youth from North and West Phila-
delphia who come here and cause trouble.”” Rather than assure white

b ~ Philadelphians that the quality of black schools could be improved without

. threatening the educational experience of white children, Shedd’s decen-
tralization plan simply buttressed white fears that blacks were taking over
the schools. The more that the school board demonstrated sensitivity to
the concerns of black activists the more parent groups from the city’s white

,- working-and middle-class neighborhoods charged that efforts to appease
~ the black community were destroying the public schools.
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reported that he had been stabbed. Finally, Stanley Branche convinced the
remaining students to return to the school by arguing that they were out-
numbered and outgunned. Twenty-three white protesters were arrested
during the melee. Still, Robert Poindexter, the school system’s highest-
ranking black administrator, charged that the police had failed to respond
as forcefully to the white demonstrators as they had on November 17, 1967.
“It is especially tragic,” Poindexter argued, “since the black students were
just beginning to believe that they would get real protection from the
police.”™
At eight o’clock that evening, more than one thousand neighborhood
residents met in Bok auditorium with Commissioner Rizzo, Clarence
Farmer, executive director of the Commission on Human Relations, and
officials from the school district and the Catholic archdiocese. The white
residents’ demand was simple: close the school permanently. The group
chanted “Close down the school or we’ll burn it down” and “We want Wal-
lace.” A group of young people had to be escorted from the meeting
because of, in the words of one journalist, “their shouting and threats.”
Rizzo was widely applauded when he criticized school board president
Dilworth and the other members of the school board for failing to attend
the meeting. “I think the superintendent also should be here,” Rizzo said,
“and I think you people ought to insist that they belong here.” At that very
moment, Dr. Shedd and the school board were meeting with two groups of
community activists—one led by Walter Palmer and the other consisting of
twenty white South Philadelphia residents—both of which demanded that
the district close Bok and Southern for the rest of the week. After five hours
of what one school board official described as “heated discussion,” the
board acceded to the community activists’ demands and agreed to close
both schools.™
Even with Bok and Southern closed, interracial school violence contin-
uied for the rest of the week. On Thursday, three more white students were
slashed and five others injured at Overbrook. At 11:30 a.M., two hundred
students walked out of Edison, an all-male school, and marched first to
Kensington High, their sister school, and then to majority-black Dobbins
Vocational High. Meanwhile, fearful white students had to be bused home
from Edison. The student protesters’ stated plan was to march from Dob-

By Wednesday, a clear pattern of protest and counterprotest had
emerged. Black students who felt harassed and threatened as they
attempted to make their way through South Philadelphia’s neighborhoods
to Bok and Southern High Schools exacted their revenge once inside the
school walls. At ten o’clock that morning four black students attacked a
white student with a metal object on the fourth floor of Southern. The vic-
tim had to be rushed to a local hospital where he was treated for a possible
skull fracture.” At the same time, rumors spread that students at predomi-
nately black high schools were prepared to avenge the attacks on Bok stu-
dents by attacking students from predominately white schools. For
e{(ample, students from West Philadelphia High were rumored to be plan-
ning attacks on students from West Catholic High. In North Philadelphia,
it was to be students from Gratz and Benjamin Franklin attacking Olney
High students. Shortly after noon, a group of three hundred black students
from Southern High began marching toward Bok with the expressed intent
of supporting their fellow students. Police from the civil disobedience
squad and members of the school district’s field staff were able to convince
them to return to Southern by promising to arrange a meeting with their
principal. At about the same time, other members of the field staff were
able to convince members of the Black Student League at Edison High
School not to walk out of school. Across town, the principal of West Phila-
delphia’s Overbrook High reported that there had been three assaults on
white students by black students. Finally, eighteen blacks—twelve adults
and six juveniles—were arrested and charged with carrying concealed
weapons in cars that were heading toward Bok and Southern. The police
claimed to have found four pistols, two knives, and a gallon of an inflam-
mable liquid.”

By 2:45 that afternoon, a crowd of one thousand white adults was block-
ing the streets in front of Bok. The crowd chanted “We want [George] Wal-
lace,” “Burn Bok,” and “Come on nigger” to students trying to leave the
school for the day. Some carried signs with slogans like “White Is Boss”
and “All the Way with Wallace.” Neither Police Commissioner Rizzo nor
the area’s Republican city councilman Thomas Foglietta were able to con-
vince the crowd to disperse. To the white protesters, the violence of black
students justified their actions. When Foglietta pleaded that “we’re not

going to accomplish anything by violence,” someone in the crowd
responded: “they [the black students] do it.” It would take until past 4 p.M.
to bus all but one hundred of the school’s black students to the Broad
Street subway line.™

The last group of students, however, insisted on walking through the

neighborhood to Broad Street. They would challenge “whitey.” As numer-
ous fights broke out, a contingent of thirty police officers sought to sepa-
rate the two groups and to force the students to return to Bok. Three black
students were beaten in the process, one so badly that at first it was

bins to South Philadelphia, picking up additional students at Ben Franklin
and William Penn High Schools along the way. However, “Freedom”
George Brower and other Black Coalition staff members arrived at Dobbins
at 3:30 p.M. and succeeded in convincing the group to disperse. Through-
out Friday, there were reports that black students from North Philadel-
phia’s public high schools planned to march to Roman Catholic High
School, a predominately white school on North Broad Street, to protest the
treatment of black students in South Philadelphia. Thirty students wearing
Edison High jackets raced through an assembly at Olney, whose student
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Population was 30 percent black, urging the black students to walk out of
school. More than four hundred did, but they were then met by large num-
bers of white students, Scuffles broke out and seven students, three whites
and four blacks, were hurt, while four others, three white and one black,
were arrested. Eventually, buses had to be brought in to take the black stu-
dents safely home. Soon thereafter, 1,500 students marched out of Ben
Franklin High for a planned march to Bok. However, student leaders, with
the support of Walter Palmer and William Mathis, convinced the marchers
to return to the school auditorium where they met to discuss problems at
Franklin. In return for the march’s cancellation, the school principal
promised that classes at the school would be canceled on the following
Monday so that the students could attend seminars on racial problems in
the city schools.”

Meanwhile, demonstrations were spreading throughout South Philadel-
phia’s white neighborhoods. The largest took place on Sunday afternoon:.
A crowd that ranged in size from 800 to 1,300 marched for up to five hours
to demand the closing of Bok. A speaker on a sound truck with a “Wallace
for President” sticker led the march, The speaker, who refused to give his
flame to reporters, urged area residents to Join the march by appealing to
their sense of white racial identity. “We don’t care if you're Polacks or Jews.
We want Whites!” Many in the march wore “Wallace for President” but-
'tons and chanted “White Power, White Power.” Others in the Italian Amer
can community looked closer to their ethnic roots for a model of
leadership. When Councilman Foglietta returned to the neighborhood on
Monday evening to Propose a settlement to the crisis that would involve
shuttle buses taking Bok students to and from the Broad Street Subway
someone in the crowd called out: “We need a new Mussolini.”7 ,

Some in the Democratic Party hierarchy were also beginning to take up
the neighborhood residents’ cause. City Council President Paul D'Ortona
declared he would “begin an investigation from top to bottom of the
school system” and threatened to delay a $30 million tax package for the
sFl1ool system. An outspoken opponent of the school district’s desegrega-
tion efforts and a strong supporter of Commissioner Rizzo, D’Ortona
framed the issue solely as one of school discipline. “The kids,” he charged
“are telling the [school] board how to run the schools. There is no disci:
pline in the schools.” Charles Peruto, a party activist and lawyer for the Bok
neighborhood residents, called on the school board to expel students
guilty of serious misconduct and to exclude “outside agitators” from the
schools. After a weekend of demonstrations, Mayor Tate too joined the
chorus of school board critics. The school district, he declared, had invited
the crisis by allowing “‘extremists to agitate the children in the auditorium
of the schools.”7

f‘\s' white protesters marched through South Philadelphia, black adult
actvists worked feverishly to find a solution to the crisis. On Sunday, one
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hundred black parents led by the Philadelphia chapter of the National Wel-
fare Rights Organization (PWRO) held a rally at Mayor Tate’s North Phila-
delphia home to demand that the National Guard be brought in to protect
their children. On Sunday evening, Mayor Tate met with both members of
the school board and a delegation of black leaders led by the Black Coali-
tion’s Stanley Branche, while Commissioner Rizzo met with 150 white
South Philadelphia residents. Both officials promised that there would be
adequate police protection in the area surrounding Bok when it reopened
on Monday. Police would protect the black students as they rode public
transportation and walked to and from Bok and Southern. In addition, the
police would erect barricades in a one-block radius around Bok and would
allow only students and school personnel to pass through. The police,
Rizzo promised, were ‘‘not taking any nonsense from whites or Negroes.”
Still, the two hundred parents of black Bok students who met at the Black
Coalition’s offices in West Philadelphia voted to keep their children at
home so long as the area remained “‘unsafe.””

The large police presence and high rates of student absenteeism pre-
vented further outbreaks of violence in South Philadelphia on Monday.
Only 425 of Bok’s 2,059 students and 600 of Southern’s 4,100 attended
school that day. The police did arrest seven white men in their teens and
early twenties who refused to leave an intersection near Bok, but otherwise
neighborhood activists cooperated with police requests throughout the
day. Meanwhile, the Commission on Human Relations began to convene a
series of meetings between students and neighborhood residents in hopes
of finding ways to decrease tensions in the area.®

Things were not so calm elsewhere in the city. Large numbers of absen-
tee students were reported at Germantown, Edison, Ben Franklin, Olney,
Overbrook, and West Philadelphia high schools. At Edison, two hundred
students from the Black Students Association conducted a sit-in in the audi-
torjum. In an effort to prevent “a riot,” officials at Edison allowed David
Richardson, “Freedom” George Brower, and other Black Power militants
to speak to the group. Meanwhile, at Ben Franklin, five hundred students
participated in a day of seminars. Led by Ronald White, the Franklin stu-
dents voted to demand that the district replace the school’s 80 percent
white teaching force with an all-black faculty. Shortly thereafter, nearly half
of the school’s white teachers left under police protection. Twenty black
teachers remained behind to meet with about two hundred students
throughout the night. By the next morning, the students had settled on
seven new demands. The most significant of these were that (1) the school
be renamed “Malcolm X High"; (2) black faculty members be appointed
to run the school’s academic and athletic departments; (3) “Afro lan-
guages” be added to the curriculum as major subjects; and (4) the school
board take steps to end the crisis at Bok and Southern.#!

On Tuesday, Olney High was the focus of protest. The previous day,
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the need for increased security personnel at Bok, curriculum changes to
- Tecruit additional white students, stronger disciplinary measures against
disruptive students “both in and out of the school,” and the barring of all
. outside agitators. Both sides agreed that additional busing would not be
needed if these stronger disciplinary measures were adopted. Soon thereaf-
ter, circulars were distributed through the neighborhood around Bok
‘praising the renewed relationship between the school board and the com-
. munity. In the months that followed, the school district instituted signifi-
- cant reforms in the Bok curriculum. Most were designed to attract more
- white students. However, two union apprenticeship programs that refused
| toincrease their enrollment of black students were ousted from the school
- and seven others given a month to boost their black enrollments. During
- the 1968-69 school year, Bok’s student population had been 85.2 percent
black. By the following year, the percentage of black students had dropped
- 10 76.2.8¢
j Like the Ocean Hill-Brownsville controversy in New York City, the Phila-
-~ delphia school crises of 1967-68 can be viewed as-an example of excessive
- black demands and poorly conceived liberal policies pushing white work-
~ ingclass Democrats into the arms of conservative politicians. As in the
debate over busing and neighborhood schools, anxieties over school disci-
pline became evocative issues for those who believed that the liberal wing
* ofithe Democratic Party had betrayed the interests of the city’s white ethnic
- voters. Certainly, Frank Rizzo would effectively capitalize on white opposi-
' tion to Shedd’s school reform efforts in his 1971 mayoral campaign.® But
i solely blame black activists and their white liberal allies for the decline
~ of the New Deal coalition is to overlook the fact that the commitment of
king- and middle-class whites to the preservation of localized forms of
cial privilege predated the Black Power movement of the late 1960s.86 In
| this sense, entrenched white support for racialized hierarchies within pub-

"icinstitutions like the Philadelphia public schools was as much a cause of
- the urban violence of the late 1960s as black radical activism. The violent
“mlk and acts of black activists in Philadelphia were less the spontaneous

more than 1,700 students had stayed away from the 70 percent white
school. Then, on Tuesday morning, Olney’s principal allowed the school’s
Black Students Union to hold an assembly. The students demanded that
all white students and teachers leave the auditorium. David Richardson and
at least one black faculty member then spoke to the students. The focus of
their complaint was that white students from the school were stoning buses
carrying black students as they left the neighborhood. At the same time, a
series of fistfights between white and black students broke out in the
school’s lunchroom. At the request of the school principal, Superinten-
dent Shedd then authorized the use of riot police to end the occupation
of the auditorium. The students eventually agreed to leave, but only on
school district buses with police protection. The following day, black school
board member George Hutt agreed to mediate the situation at Olney. He
soon reported that progress had been made on a number of the students’
demands.5

The final mass protest of the Bok school crisis came on the evening oft
Tuesday, October 15. At 8 P.M., more than two thousand white residents
of South Philadelphia gathered in the Bok auditorium to develop a set of
demands to present to the school board. By then, the group had decided’
to moderate its goals. Instead of calling for the closing of Bok, they sought
changes in its curriculum that would increase the school’s white student E
population from 12 to at least 40 percent. They also asked that all black
students who lived outside a ten block radius of the school be bused to and!
from school, that increased security personnel be posted at the school, that
a ban on all outsiders from entering the school be established, and that all
students who distributed “inflammatory” literature be suspended. Using
the language of community control, they insisted that Bok and other South
Philadelphia public schools should be “for South Philadelphians.” A com-
mittee of residents presented these demands to Superintendent Sheddar
the school board building at midnight. When he replied that he could only
promise curriculum changes that would increase the percentage of white
students at Bok to 24 percent and insisted that the ?ChOOI b.oard alonchy : explosion of a dream deferred than the cumulative result of the constant
Co%lld not bus all of Bok’s black stu.de.nts, the South Philadelphia F E ' interracial tensions and violence that existed in the city’s schools and on
tatives return'ed to the school and'Jomed another one hundred protesters = the streets of its working-class neighborhoods. Both sides in the Philadel-
who hgd deCl.d(:.‘d to stage an all-mghF 51t-11? in the Bok zTud.ltorlum.. Partleli . Rlna school conflicts—the black students and the white police and neigh-
pants in the sit-in spoke in openly racist terms to two white journalists from = “borhood residents—viewed their own violence as reactive but that of the
the Temple Free Press, an underground newspaper. “"We keep our neighbor= - ‘other side as an inherent part of either, in the case of the black students,

hOOd,mcf’ one told the journalists, and we don’t like the filthy way nigs 8 their racial makeup or of, in the case of the police and neighborhood resi-
gers live.” Another reveled in the appropriation of protest tactics from the ‘dents, their racist beliefs
ek Ll :

black movement. “If niggers can sit in a school, so can we.”*3 :

The next morning, CHR Executive Director Clarence Farmer convinced
the protesters to leave the auditorium in retum for a promised meeting
with five members of the school board on the following Thursday. At thar
meeting, Charles Peruto and Henry Nichols of the school board agreedion

0k o

istorians of Black Power have tended to depict the movement as con-
Sisting of a series of pronouncements from national figures like Stokely
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- dable challenge to the liberal coalition that, though weakened, remained
- a powerful force in the city. On issues ranging from public education and
~ urban renewal to police brutality and welfare, advocates of Black Power

- g . .
- rejected liberalism’s faith in antidiscrimination laws and technocratic gov-

Carmichael and H. Rap Brown, Huey Newton and Maulana Karenga,
Angela Davis and Kathleen Cleaver. Stripped of the contexts of time and
place, these pronouncements can be constructed into an ideologic?il
debate over whether, in the words of scholar-activist Robert Allen, the
movement should be ““a rebellion for reforms or a revolution aimed_a;_t;_‘l__' _
altering basic social forms.” For Allen, Black Power activists had to choose - patory democracy, and racial self-determination.
between “building a mass revolutionary organization” or succumbing to
the neocolonial temptations of black capitalism and elective office, while
Harold Cruse argued that declarations of revolutionary intent were at best
“romantic escapism” and at worst an attempt to start an unwinnable “race
war.” What the movement lacked, in Cruse’s view, was recognition of the
need to win “political and economic power within . . . urban communitje's_i
while seeking cultural freedom and equality there and beyond.”®” ¥
In a city like Philadelphia, however, Black Power activists could not
afford such a sharp bifurcation of strategic choices. Despite the discursive
power of cultural nationalist rhetoric, its critique of efforts to reform state
institutions had little relevance for Philadelphia’s 150,000 black public
school students and their parents. Here again, we can see the importance
of community organizing principles to the strategic development of Blae'](:. \
Power at the local level. More than the black nationalist critique of integra-
tion, it was black students and parents’ experiential knowledge of the lim-
ited impact of school desegregation that transformed the black nationalis
approach to education reform from a marginal demand into a dominan
political issue within the city. By combining the demand for black studies
courses with the call for community control of the public schools in blac
neighborhoods, BPUM activists were able to shift the focus of black educa-
tional advocacy in the city from school desegregation to efforts to raise
quality of schooling in predominately black schools. The Black Power e
cational agenda would never completely supersede desegregation. But vit
the success of the movement against de jure segregation, Black Power ad
cates were able to establish a political discourse in which questions of int
gration and separatism had to be debated according to their impact on
average black Philadelphian and on the interests of the black community.
as a whole. _
At its most fundamental, Black Power in Philadelphia challenged the
decision-making structures that controlled public and private investment
in the city. Decisions that affected the city’s black communities, Blagk
Power advocates argued, should be made within those communities, no in|
government agencies or Center City office buildings. Philadelphia’s Black
Power activists faced a number of significant obstacles—lack of a consistent
vision of how a racially just city might look, inconsistent organizational
structures, ongoing police surveillance and harassment, and an increas-
ingly powerful and well-organized white conservative backlash against black
activism. Still, the city’s Black Power movement was able to present a formi-
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