Recent developments in the Southern civil rights movement may
have been upsetting and confusing to many who follow the move-
mentfromadistance. Therehasbeenamarked decreaseinthevisible
and news-making forms of protest: sit-ins, protest marches and
picket lines. Then, just as the movement seemed to be gaining vic-
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tories in the form of national legislation like the 1965 Voting Rights

bill, there appeared increasingsigns of political disunity. In Alabama
the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee organized an

all black political party—the Black Panther party—and ran into

criticism from the more moderate Southern Christian Leadership

Conference. Last May at its convention, SNCCreshuffleditsleader-
ship and moved in the direction of more militancy and greater

emphasis on a black orientation within the Committee.

These events signify more than a merefaction strugglein the civil
rightsmovement. They aresymptoms of an underlying conflict over

political strategy.

O UNDERSTAND THE NATURE of this conflict, it

is useful to look at the state which now has the

nation’s highest proportion of disenfranchised

Negroes: Mississippi. More Negroes than whites
are born each year in Mississippi. But for obvious reasons,
once Negroes are old enough to leave the state, they are
far more likely than whites to do so. As a result, Negroes
constituted only 36 per cent of the adult Mississippi popu-
lation in 1960, and this proportion is expected to fall to
about 32 per cent by 1970. Even these statistics exaggerate
the potential influence of Mississippi Negroes at the polls.
All voting studies, North and South, show that individ-
uals with low incomes and poor education are less likely
than others to exercise their right to vote, even when there
are no formal obstacles to their doing so. This is true
despite the fact that the poor and the ignorant have more
reason to seek political remedies for their troubles than do
the middle classes. Since Negroes are, on the average, both
poorer and less educated than whites, the number of
non-voting Negroes will almost certainly be higher than
the number of non-voting whites, even in the unlikely
event that intimidation and obstruction stop. Not even
vigorous federal action is likely to raise the proportion of
Negroes in the Mississippi elections much above 25 per
cent. The prospects of Negro voting are no better in other
Southern states, often worse. There are only a handful
of Black Belt counties in which Negroes can hope to be a
majority of the electorate.

Thus, only paranoid white supremacists and megalo-
maniac black nationalists can believe in a Negro ‘“‘take-
over” of political power. Realists must begin to calculate
the impact of a black minority on what will remain pre-
dominantly white politics. For the civil rights movement
this poses a real problem. So long as Negroes had no
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power, they could unite in seeking it. Now that they are
acquiring some, but remain far short of majority power,
they will have to face the divisive question of how best to
use their limited resources. Plainly they must seek white
allies if they want to get any benefits from their franchise.
But how? And who? On these questions, Negro leaders
are already divided.

A wide-ranging debate in both the North and the South
is taking place about the question of ‘“coalition.” The
question 1s whether Negroes should create their own inde-
pendent political, economic and social organizations, mov-
ing into coalition with white groups only on specific issues
and for limited periods of time, or whether they should
integrate themselves into predominantly white organiza-
tions such as labor unions, farm groups, reform clubs, and
the Democratic party, with whom they may feel some
identity of interest.

The Negroes’ long-term aim may be to make America
color-blind and to compete as individuals within an inte-
grated society, but until they can compete more success-
fully than they now do, and win more acceptance than
they now have, they will also need color-conscious organi-
zations to bargain for them, to protect their collective
interests, and to try to affect the terms on which individual
competition takes place. For Negroes merely to join white
organizations — e.g. labor unions — will mean that they
must pay the price of being powerless newcomers, and in
many cases expendable — the last hired and the first fired.
Negroes, especially Southern Negroes, suffer the double
handicap of being black and being out, and they must
have independent organizations if they are ever to force
their way in and secure their place. At the same time, Ne-
groes can and should also seek membership in integrated
groups which can serve their individual interests. Collec-



tively, they should also ally their own organizations with
such groups, while retaining their organizations’ freedom
of maneuver and power to pull out if their collective inter-
ests are not respected.

EGARDLESS OF HOW SOUTHERN NEGROES go about
creating a coalition, there is a question of who
they should trust as potential allies. Should

. they cultivate their short-term interests, which

seems to suggest alliance with the “‘responsible” white

middle classes and business interests against the rednecks

and the redneck mentality, or should they work for a more

remote goal, the creation of what the New Left has tagged

“an interracial movement of the poor”? Just as in the

post-Reconstruction South, the “responsible” white lead-
ers of industry, commerce and agriculture can be expected

to seek the support of Negro voters as soon as they

register in appreciable numbers. Once more they will

promise protection against violent racism and starvation,
while doing nothing to resolve the Negroes’ basic eco-
nomic and social problems. Such a coalition, dominated

by the “moderate” leaders of the entrenched vested inter-
ests, would in all probability be accompanied in due

course by the development of networks of patronage, boss-
ism and corruption among poor Southern Negroes com-
parable to those found in Northern ghettoes, both black

and white.

This is essentially what happened last time substantial
numbers of Negroes voted in the Deep South during the
1870’s and 1880’s. At that time the proportion of Negroes
in most parts of the South was higher than it is today, and
the proportion of Negro voters was higher than it is likely
to be in the 20th century. Nevertheless, Negroes were not
able to exercise effective political power. Confronted with
a choice between “responsible” whites who supported the
economic status quo and “‘extremist™ whites who wanted
radical economic change, most Negro leaders supported
the “responsible” elements and persuaded their followers
to do likewise. They did this for the good and sufficient
reason that the poor whites were for the most part “‘ex-
tremists” on the race issue as well as the economic issue.
With the help of Negro voters who saw them as their only
protection against starvation and violence, the white bour-
bons stayed in power most of the time. As a result, by the
1890’s most economic radicals came to see the Negro vote
as a major obstacle to reform, and many supported dis-
enfranchisement.

The alternative today would be for poor Southern Ne-
groes to reject the leadership of the middle classes, black
or white, and the tokenism which usually accompanies it.
Instead, they would try to recreate the old Populist dream
of a coalition between poor Negroes and poor whites.

This dream has haunted Southern politics for a long time.
For those who want a radical redistribution of wealth and
power, it seems the only hope. Yet it plainly cannot be
created overnight, even if Negroes increase to 20 or 25
per cent of the electorate. If the Negroes want to build
toward such a coalition, they will have to be willing to
defer the token benefits which come from backing the
winner in state and local politics. Their willingness to
remain for a time in the political wilderness will in turn
depend on their ability to create independent organiza-
tions capable of supplying some of their vital social and
economic needs.

Can this be done? It can if enough people want it done,
including not only Southern Negroes but Northern whites.
What the Southern Negro needs is an organization which
can provide him with short-term benefits comparable to
those offered by Negro moderates who work with the
white establishment, while at the same time working to-
wards a more radical long-term solution. Such an organi-
zation would be a para-government, providing the same
kinds of services that a government normally provides to
those with the political power to win elections.

In the Deep South, Negroes have traditionally been too
poor, too ignorant, too leaderless and too terrified to
make anything but the most tentative efforts at para-
government. Their churches have of necessity been ex-
tremely other-worldly in their orientation, and their non-
religious organizations have been almost nonexistent.
Recently, however, there have been signs of change. Ex-
cluded from participation in the white government, Ne-
groes have begun to create parallel structures of their
own. In Mississippi, the young radicals of the Student
Non-violent Coordinating Committee have begun to de-
velop their own governing institutions. Not only that, but
unlike community action agencies in the North, SNCC
efforts have moved quickly towards democratic control.

y HE FIRST TENTATIVE EFFORTS at politics were
made in 1963. These began with “freedom reg-
istration” and the “mock election” in which
M. Aaron Henry ran for governor. This was fol-
lowed by the creation of the Mississippi Freedom Demo-
cratic party, which claimed to be the “legitimate” Mis-
sissippi arm of the national Democratic party. Then came
the challenge of the credentials of the white delegation at
the 1964 Democratic National Convention, and in 1965
the challenge of the Mississippi Congressional delegation.
The summer of 1964 also saw the creation of freedom
schools to supplement the regular public schools and com-
pete with them ideologically (though not academically or
logistically). This was followed in 1965 by the establish-
ment of the Child Development Group of Mississippi to
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run Operation Headstart programs. While CDGM was
funded and controlled by the Poverty Program in Wash-
ington, it turned over many local pre-school programs to
the “movement.” The “official” Headstart program, run
by the white school boards, got less money and fewer
pupils, despite efforts at intimidation. The past year has
also seen the establishment of several community centers
to provide health and recreation opportunities which
white-controlled state and local governments fail to pro-
vide. In all of these efforts there is an effort to make the
beneficiaries of a program active participants in both
policy-making and administration.

These precedents suggest that the “radical” faction in
the civil rights movement has an alternative to making a
deal with the presently entrenched white establishment as
well as to prematurely committing themselves to white
liberal interest organizations, like the unions. This is not
to say that para-government should or would preclude
poor Negroes joining unions, or middle-class Negroes
talking to their white counterparts. Through private gov-
ernment organizations, paralleling the white state and
local structures, Negroes can hope to get financial support
from outside, including the Federal government. At the
same time, they can use these para-governments to force
the established white government to accommodate Ne-
groes politically.

This course is vastly different from the “moderate™ ap-
proach presently developing in the Deep South, which is
for particular Negro leaders to make deals with an un-
changing white elite, paying other Negroes off not with
equality but with more patronage and in some cases with
limited power over specifically “Negro” areas of concern,
These deals can be reversed at any moment the establish-
ment pleases.

s g HE SNCC aPPROACH would try to force consti-
& tutional reorganization aimed at political equal-
ity rather than dependence status. This would
require the fortification of para-governmental
organizations and practices with resource from outside.
If white-controlled schools will not provide Negroes with
adequate education, the SNCC approach suggests that
local Negroes should establish “private” schools, either
to supplement the public schools or compete with them. If
white-controlled health and welfare programs will not
help Negroes, they must set up their own programs, con-
trolled by themselves. If state and federal agencies con-
trolled by Southern whites will not provide loans and
technical advice to Negro farmers and small businessmen,
then local Negroes must create their own agencies to do
so. If white Southern Congressional delegations will not
fight for the interests of Southern Negroes in Congress,
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then rival Negro delegations must be sent to Washington

— and kept there — to look after and publicize the needs

of Southern Negroes, and to pressure the Federal govern-
ment in their behalf. Some of these things are already

being done, particularly in Mississippi. The need, how-
ever, is for a massive, systematic effort in every state and

community where the established, white-controlled gov-
ernmental agencies will not do what needs to be done.

In arguing for Negro para-governmental institutions,
we are arguing for a radical strategy of institutional change
toward equality, participation and welfare — in the social
democratic tradition. Racism has corrupted Southern
government to a point where it cannot possibly incorpo-
rate people into equality; it has lost its viability and ex-
pansive potential, and is no longer legitimate or creative.
Political equality in the South requires a new beginning, a
reconstruction and renewal of American political institu-
tions which amounts to reconstitution. Negroes must take
the lead in such a renewal.

We believe that America must start afresh, renewing all
of its institutions, in order to bring people together in
political equality, and rediscover a form of government
which can represent and serve everyone. This neces-
sitates building from the bottom up. It means organizing
outside the established political institutions for the mo-
ment, until a new political force based on local corporate
unity and community participation can be established to
negotiate with those political institutions. It means mov-
ing toward a new governing form, expansive enough to
contain more equals and local enough to enable all equals
to participate. To do this, it must begin in a “private”
context, free to experiment. Only later should these para-
governmental forms project themselves into the constitu-
tion of state and local governments.

The essential elements of the “coalition” which South-
ern Negroes must eventually seek are two. First, an inde-
pendent organizational base which will enable them to
bargain with their potential political allies from a position
of strength. Second, a new vision of what their coalition
should work toward, a vision which goes beyond the wel-
fare state and equality of opportunity, looking towards a
political and social reconstruction in which everyone can
“make it” simply because he is human. Para-governmental
institutions can be the political base for the first of these
activities and the experimental context for seeking the
second. Without them, the best we can hope is that an-
other generation of struggle will bring the Deep South to
the dubious utopia of Maryland or Kentucky.

Christopher Jencks and Milton Kotler are resident fellows
at the Institute for Policy Studies in Washingion, D.C.
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CINEMA THEATRE

MISCELLANY

EL TEATRO CAMPESINO
by Luis Miguel Valdez

EL TEATRO CAMPESINO is some-
q where between Brecht and Can-

tinflas. It is a farm workers’
theater, a bi-lingual propaganda thea-
ter, but it borrows from Mexican folk
humor to such an extent that its “propa-
ganda” is salted with a wariness for
human caprice. Linked by a cultural
umbilical cord to the National Farm
Workers Association, the Teatro lives
in Delano as a part of a social move-
ment. We perform for the grape strikers
at our weekly meetings, seek to clarify
strike aims, and go on tour throughout
the state publicizing and raising funds
for the Huelga.

Our most important aim is to reach
the farm workers. All the actors are
farm workers, and our single topic is
the Huelga. We must create our own
material, but this is hardly a limitation.
Neither is our concentration on the
strike. The hardest thing at first was
finding limits, some kind of dramatic
form, within which to work. Working
together, we developed what we call
“actos”—10 to 15 minute skits, some-
times with and sometimes without
songs. We insist on calling them actos
rather than skits, not only because we
talk in Spanish most of the time, but

because skit seems too light a word for
the work we are trying to do.

Starting from scratch with a real life
incident, character, or idea, everybody
in the Teatro contributes to the devel-
opment of an acto. Each is intended to
make at least one specific point about
the strike, but improvisations during
each performance sharpen, alter or
embellish the original idea. We use no
scenery, ho scripts, and no curtain. We
use costumes and props only casually—
an old pair of pants, a wine bottle, a
pair of dark glasses, a mask, but mostly
we like to show we are still strikers
underneath, arm bands and all. This
effect is very important to our aims. To
simplify things, we hang signs around
our necks, sometimes in black and
white, sometimes in lively colors, indi-
cating the characters portrayed.

Practicing our own brand of Com-
media dell’ arte, we improvise within
the framework of traditional characters
associated with the strike. Instead of
Arlecchinos, Pantalones, and Brig-
hellas, we have Esquiroles (scabs),
Contratistas (contractors), Patroncitos
(growers), and Huelguistas (strikers).
We have experimented with these four
types in dozens of combinations. Being
free to act as they will, to infuse a
character type with real thought and
feeling, the farm workers of the Teatro
have expressed the human complexity
of the grape strike. This is where
Brecht comes in. As propaganda, the
Teatro is loyal to an a priori social end:
i.e., the winning of the strike. We not
only presume Our Cause is just; we
know it.

Every member of the Teatro, how-
ever, knows it differently. We vary in
age from 18 to 44, with drastically dif-
ferent degrees of education, but we are
all drawn into the Teatro by a common
enthusiasm to express what we indi-
vidually know and feel. The freedom
to do so lifts our propaganda into
Brecht-like theater: Qur Just Cause is

many-faceted, like human nature.

The Teatro appeals to its actors for
the same reason it appeals to its audi-
ence. It explores the meaning of a
social movement without asking its
participants to read or write. It is a
learning experience with no formal pre-
requisites. This is all-important because
most farm workers have never had a
chance to go to school and are alienated
by classrooms, blackboards and the for-
mal teacher-student approach.

By contrast, our Cantinflas-inspired
burlesque is familiar to the farm work-
ers. It is in the family; it is raza; it is
part of the Mexican people. They know
that the Teatro discusses the Huelga,
but the actors are fellow farm workers
and strikers, not teachers. If the Teatro
has a point to make, it is just a step
ahead of the audience, and the audience
takes the step easily.

In a Mexican way, we have (is-
covered what Brecht is all about. If
you want unbourgeois theater, find
unbourgeois people to do it. Your head
could burst open at the simplicity of the
act, not the thought, but that’s the way
it is in Delano. Real theater lies in the
excited laughter (or silence) of recog-
nition in the audience, not in all the
paraphernalia on the stage. Minus ac-
tors, the entire Teatro can be packed
into one trunk, and when the Teatro
goes on tour, the spirit of the Delano
grape strike goes with it.

Last March and April, the Teatro
toured with the pilgrimage from Delano
to Sacramento. Part of the purpose of
the peregrinacién was to “turn on” the
farm workers of the San Joaquin Val-
ley, to expose them to our growing
Huelga movement. The Teatro per-
formed nightly at all the rallies we held
in more than 20 farm worker towns.
The response of the audience to the
Teatro in all of these towns was a small
triumph, within the greater triumph of
the NFWA march.

Perhaps the best key to the “theater”
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