View from the Nation / View from the Trenches

Debating The American Civil Rights Movement

View from the Nation:  The federal government played an indispensable role in shaping the fortunes of the civil rights revolution.  It is impossible to understand how Blacks achieved first-class citizenship rights in the South without concentrating on what national leaders in Washington D.C., did to influence the course of events leading to the extension of racial equality.  Powerful presidents, congressional lawmakers and members of the Supreme Court provided the legal instruments to challenge racial segregation and disenfranchisement.  Without their crucial support, the struggle against white supremacy in the South still would have taken place but would have lacked the power and authority to defeat state governments intent on keeping Blacks in subservient positions.


Along with national officials, the fate of the civil rights movement depended on the presence of national organizations.  Groups such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), founded in 1909, drew on financial resources and legal talent from all over the country to press the case for equal rights in Congress and the courts.  In similar fashion, Dr. Martin Luther King, jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), established in the mid-1950s, focused their attention on spotlighting white southern racism before a nation audience to mobilize support for their side.  Even if white Americans outside the South had wanted to ignore the plight of southern Blacks, NAACP lawyers and lobbyists, SCLC protesters, and their like-minded allies made that choice impossible.  They could do what Black residents of local communities could not do alone:  turn the civil rights struggle into a national cause for concern and prod the federal government into throwing its considerable power to overturn the entrenched system of white domination that had prevailed for centuries in the South.

View from the Trenches:

In its concentration on national institutions and leaders, on the period between the mid-1950s and the mid-1960s, in its restriction of leadership roles to elite men, the “View from the Nation” reflects the typical assumptions of what might be called the naïve, top-down, the civil rights movement history.  More recently, scholars have been calling for a reconsideration of this traditional view.  They have raised a number of points in favor of incorporating a “View from the Trenches”:

1. Placing so much emphasis on national leadership and national institutions minimizes the importance of local struggle and makes it difficult to appreciate the role of “ordinary” people played in changing the country and the enormous personal costs that sometimes entailed for them. It absolutely creates the impression that historical energy resides among elites—usually white, usually male, usually educated—and that nonelites lack historical action. The gender bias of traditional history is especially inappropriate in this case in that we know that at the local level, women provided a disproportionate share of the leadership in the early 1960s, yet the “View from the Nation” focuses almost exclusively on men.

2. A top down perspective can lose any sense of the complexity of the African-American community—its class, gender, cultural, regional, and ideological divisions—and how that complexity shaped responses to oppression. With the “View from the Nation”, one gets a few well-defined leaders and then the undifferentiated masses. 

3. Concentration on the period between the mid-1950s and the mid-1960s—the Montgomery to Memphis framework—underplays the importance of earlier periods of struggle. All apart from their significance for understanding the modern civil rights movement, those earlier periods of struggle are important in their own right as one of the keys to understanding the evolving self-consciousness of African Americans and the shifting constraints that confronted them.   They also happen to be the period in which the struggle for civil rights occurred on a more local, community-based level.

4. A top-down perspective, as portrayed in the “View from the Nation” presumes that the most appropriate historical markers have to do with legislative, judicial or executive changes. This position makes it very difficult to understand the movement as a transforming experience for individuals or as an evolving culture, which in turn makes it very difficult to understand the radicalization of the movement.   It emphasizes laws as solving issues, rather than people pushing for laws, and frequently, for laws to be enforced.

5. A top-down perspective typically implies that the movement can be understood solely through large-scale, dramatic events, thus obscuring the actual social, community-based structure, that sustained the movement on a day-to-day basis. 

It is not an either/ or choice. Scholars advocating a more bottom-up approach are not denying the critical importance of national institutions, but the are contending that traditional top-down scholarship has tended to focus on them so exclusively as to make it impossible to understand just how complex the movement really was and how varied the sources of its dynamism were. To understand that, we need more sophisticated work from a variety of perspectives.
Source:  Lawson, Steven, and Payne, Charles,  Debating The Civil Rights Movement, 1945-1968.  Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 1998 

