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ABSTRACT

In the late 1960s, Black students at predominantly White and historically Black
campuses across the nation reevaluated the education they received in institutions of higher
education and demanded an education more “relevant” to their situation as Blacks in
America. This dissertation is an attempt to understand the influence of such notions on one
such predominantly White institution, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
(UTUC). It presents an historical reconstruction of the Black UTUC student movement’s
origin, development, and decline. Preconditions such as alienation and isolation on
campus provided Black students with the foundation on which their frustrations with
UIUC built. Off-campus events and on-campus experiences precipitated the formation of a
Black student union as a way to allay their alienation and to act as a mediating body
between themselves and the institution. The organization filled social and psychological
needs for Black students and provided a forum in which they could plot a course for
change. A catalytic event bolstered the Black student movement and transformed their
efforts into an open and large-scale protest which, in turn, elicited responses and control
efforts from the UTUC administration. Though short-lived, the Black UTUC student
movement was able to leave a tangible and intangible legacy on campus.

As a case study of Black Power’s influence on the UTUC campus, this dissertation
contributes to the discussion regarding the influence Black students had on helping to shape
the nature of education at predominantly White institutions. In particular, it allows for an
understanding of how unique factors influenced the rise in and character of Black student
discontent at a large, land-grant, residential, Midwestern institution. Though unique for
several reasons, the discussions and demands that came out of the Black student movement
at UIUC were not unlike the discussions and demands at other predominantly White
institutions across the nation. This dissertation is an attempt to contribute to the dialogue

on the rise, ideology, development, and outcome of Black student movements across the
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nation in an effort to determine the full impact of Black student efforts and Black Power on

American higher education.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
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SEOP: Special Educational Opportunities Program (Project 500)
SNCC: Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee

UIUC: University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign




CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

African Americans throughout history have employed different tactics and
established different goals in an effort to gain liberation. The late 1960s Black Power
Movement was a continuation of such Black liberation attempts. Black youth, including
college students, were participants in the community-wide history of struggle and
continued to play pivotal roles in the Black Power era. At predominantly White and
historically Black campuses across the nation, Black students reevaluated the education
they received in institutions of higher education and demanded an education more
“relevant” to their situation as Blacks in America. This dissertation is an attempt to
understand the influence of such notions on one such predominantly White institution, the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). The focus is the examination of: the
development of the ideology of Blackness and the politics of Black Power on the UTUC
campus from 1965 to 1975, the impact of Blackness and Black Power on Black student life
and thought--both collectively and individually--and on the campus in general, the Black
UTUC student political agenda that grew out of Black Power politics, and the extent to
which Black Power left a legacy on campus.

This dissertation presents an historical reconstruction of the Black UTUC student
movement’s origin, development, and decline. The purpose is not to find some kind of
“truth” but to chart and describe the path of the Black student movement at UIUC using the
Black students themselves, as represented in the Black student publications from 1965 to
1975 and in oral interviews conducted from 1996 to 1998, as the primary sources for such
an understanding. To accomplish this task, the Black UTUC student movement is couched
in William Exum’s developmental model of a Black student movement at a predominantly
White institution in New York. As he states, “Social movements do not appear full-blown
in a society or an organization. Rather, they develop over a period of time, though the

emergence of a movement may appear sudden.” The development of such a movement



follows a sequence. Preconditions such as alienation and a sense of inauthenticity provide
the foundation on which frustrations with higher educational institutions build. With the
influence of off-campus events and shared experiences on campus, individuals come
together to form organizations and Black students unions as a way to allay their alienation
and to act as a mediating body between themselves and the hostile institution. Next,
members of the organization exchange ideas, develop an articulated ideology, and plot a
course for change in the institution. Given a precipitating event, their efforts can become
open and large-scale protest which, in turn, elicits responses and control efforts from the
institution. The outcome of such protests vary. Some end in disarray and disintegrate.
Others thrive and have a high rate of goal achievement.'

The framework for this dissertation is based roughly on Exum’s stages of Black
student movement development. Chapter two places the Black UTUC student movement in
the broader context of the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements of the late 1950s,
1960s, and early 1970s, and locates Black UTUC students in a history of youth protest in
Black liberation attempts. Chapter three examines in depth the creation of the Black
Students Association (BSA) and its emerging role as the primary vehicle through which
Black Power ideology and politics were defined and later implemented. National, regional
(Chicagoland), and local (UTUC) influences on the character and nature of the UIUC
movement are investigated. Chapter four concentrates on the period approximately six
months after BSA’s formation when Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated and the
university initiated an affirmative action recruitment program. Though BSA aiready
existed, interviewees considered the “real” beginning of the Black student movement
synonymous with the arrival of the significant number of Black Freshmen through the
recruitment program. Chapter five charts the catalyst effect of a September 1968 Black
student “riot” and mass arrest on the further development of ideology, goals, and tactics of
Black activist students on campus and investigates how the collective experience of the

arrest (as well as other factors) led to collective action in the form of demonstrations,



protests, a list of demands, and backlash against Black students by Illinois and UTUC
constituents. Chapter six examines the success of two BSA demands in the form of the
Afro-American Studies Program and the Afro-American Cultural Program. Their
institutionalization is examined as part of the tangible legacy of Black Power at UIUC.
Also, the recollections of interviewees on both the personal benefits of participating in the
movement and its strengths and weaknesses offer a unique interpretation of movement
successes and failures. Chapter seven charts the decline in the Black student movement of
the 1960s and 1970s. Though it faded, the chapter seeks to demonstrate that the Black
Power Era students left both tangible and intangible legacies that remain at UIUC in several
forms.
Sources

In order to discuss fully the nature of Black Power on the UTUC campus, the
resuiting BSA demands, and the success or failure of those demands, a variety of sources
were used. The methodology for this dissertation consisted of a systematic review of
archival sources collected from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign Archives
including newspapers, yearbooks, correspondence, syllabi, academic course information,
directories and other miscellaneous publications; reports from the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign Office of Academic Policy Analysis and the Undergraduate Office of
Minority of Student Affairs; Clipped Article Files from the Afro-American Studies and
Research Program and Professors at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign; and
oral interviews conducted by the author with key leaders of the Black student movement at
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign from 1965 to 1975. Other primary
sources, secondary sources, and government documents available through the University
of Illinois Library System also were utilized.”

Though newspapers and oral interviews are considered flawed sources of
information by some historians, others consider them no less reliable than social statistics

or census data. As Paul Thompson, an oral historian, states, “they all represent either from



individual or aggregated, the social perception of facts; and are all in addition subject to
social pressures from the context in which they are obtained.”® The newspapers, flyers,
yearbooks, and correspondence were a valuable resource since they provided evidence of
Black Power sentiment and allowed an analysis of how Black Power manifest itself
through language, interpretation, and perspective. Other sources including Staff
Directories, Student Directories, and Reports published by the University Office of
Academic Policy Analysis were examined to verify, and sometimes correct, the information
found in the student publications. Therefore, although the newspapers offered some
“factual” information, other sources were examined as verification.

Oral history, defined by James Hoopes as “the collecting of any individual’s
spoken memories of his life, people he has known, and events he has witnessed or
participated in,” is a valuable research method and historical tool. Oral researchers
recognize that memory is fallible but argue that written sources should be considered no
more reliable than oral testimony. When available, written and oral evidence are most
useful when used in tandem in that they can provide a check and balance regarding specific
facts, interpretations, and testimonies. Also, interviews provide an insiders’ perspective on
momentous events and allow the researcher to focus on or discuss more thoroughly
information that may have been treated only tangentially in written records. Further,
interviews can open new areas of inquiry and “give back to the people who made and
experienced history, through their own words, a central place.”™

Oral interviews were pivotal to this project for several reasons. First, the fact that
most of the major players are living offered this researcher a valuable resource in that the
dialogue filled gaps in the written record, supplemented fragmented information, corrected
unclear information, and allowed the interviewees to collaborate with each other regarding
accounts and interpretations of events. Second, the lack of archival sources necessitated
the use of interviews. For instance, certain BSA publications were missing from the UIUC

collection. Interviews not only allowed the former UIUC students to contribute verbally to







