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Prospectus for Mississippi Freedom Summer, 1964

Civil rights organizers carefully prepared for Freedom Summer, knowing that such a large campaign against

intransigent disfranchisement in Mississippi would require extensive planning and coordination. The following

selection is from an internal document of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee that summarizes the

purpose and strategies of Freedom Summer. It highlights the goals of voter registration and freedom schools.

has become evident to the civil rights groups
involved in the struggle for freedom in
Mississippi that political and social justice cannot
be won without the massive aid of the country as a
whole, backed by the power and authority of the
federal government. Little hope exists that the
political leaders of Mississippi will steer even a
moderate course in the near future (Governor
Johnson’s [Mississippi governor Paul Johnson]
inaugural speech notwithstanding); in fact, the
contrary seems true: as the winds of change grow
stronger, the threatened political elite of Mississippi
becomes more intransigent and fanatical in its
support of the status quo. The closed society of
Mississippi is, as Professor [James] Silver asserts,
without the moral resources to reform itself. And
Negro efforts to win the right to vote cannot succeed
against the extensive legal weapons and police
powers of local and state officials without a
nationwide mobilization of support.

A program is planned for this summer which will
involve the massive participation of Americans dedi-
cated to the elimination of racial oppression. Scores
of college students, law students, medical students,
teachers, professors, ministers, technicians, folk art-
ists, and lawyers from all over the country have
already volunteered to work in Mississippi this sum-
mer—and hundreds more are being recruited. . . .

Why this summer?

Mississippi at this juncture in the movement has
received too little attention—that is, attention to
what the state’s attitude really is—and has presented
COFO with a major policy decision. Either the civil
rights struggle has to continue, as it has for the past
few years, with small projects in selected

communities with no real progress on any fronts, or
[there must be a] task force of such a size as to force
either the state and the municipal governments to
change their social and legal structures, or the Fed-
eral Government to intervene on behalf of the con-
stitutional rights of its citizens.

Since 1964 is an election year, the clear-cut issue
of voting rights should be brought out in the open.
Many SNCC and CORE workers in Mississippi hold
the view that Negroes will never vote in large num-
bers until Federal marshals intervene. At any rate,
many Americans must be made to realize that the
voting rights they so often take for granted involve
considerable risk for Negroes in the South. In the
larger context of the national civil rights movement,
enough progress has been made during the last year
that there can be no turning back. Major victories in
Mississippi, recognized as the stronghold of racial
intolerance in the South, would speed immeasurably
the breaking down of legal and social discrimination
in both North and South. . ..

Direction of the Project . . .

Voter Registration: This will be the most concen-
trated level of activity. Voter registration workers
will be involved in an intensive summer drive to
encourage as many Negroes as possible to register.
They will participate in COFO’s Freedom Registra-
tion, launched in early February, to register over
400,000 Negroes on Freedom Registration books.
These books will be set up in local Negro establish-
ments and will have simplified standards of registra-
tion (the literacy test and the requirement demand-
ing an interpretation of a section of the Mississippi
Constitution will be eliminated).




Freedom Registration books will serve as the basis of
a challenge of the official books of the state and the
validity of “official” elections this fall. Finally, regis-
tration workers will assist in the campaigns of Free-
dom candidates who are expected to run for seats in
all five of the State’s congressional districts and for
the seat of Senator John Stennis, who is up for
re-election.

Freedom Schools:

1. General Description. About 25 Freedom
Schools are planned, of two varieties: day schools in
about 20-25 towns (commitments still pending in
some communities) and one or two boarding, or
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residential, schools on college campuses. Although
the local communities can provide school buildings,
some furnishings, and staff housing (and, for resi-
dential schools, student housing), all equipment,
supplies, and staff will have to come from outside. A
nationwide recruitment program is underway to
find and train the people and solicit the equipment
needed. In the schools, the typical day will be hard
study in the morning, an afternoon break (because
it’s too hot for an academic program), and less for-
mal evening activities.

Source: Prospectus for the Mississippi Freedom Summer, Miller
(Michael J.) Civil Rights Collection, McCain Library and Archives,
University of Southern Mississippi.




