SoUTHERN CHRISTIAN LEADERSHIF CONFERENCE

REFERENCE

Berwson, Sara L., and Rosert |. Eccers. “Black
People in South Dakota History.” South Dakota
History 7 (1977): 241-270.

Joun MILLER

Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC). Initially founded in January 1957 by the
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther KING, |r., and other young
ministers who were active in local civil rights protest
efforts across the South, the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference (SCLC) soon became the primary
organization through which the southern black
church made significant contributions to the black
frecdom struggle of the 196(s.

Viewed by many as simply the institutional reflec-
tion of King's individual role as the CIVIL RIGHTS
MOVEMENT's principal symbolic leader, SCLC in fact
served a somewhat larger function. First, beginning
n the late 1950s, SCLC drew together southern min-
isters who believed thac the black church had a re-
sponsibility to act in the political arena and who
sought an urg'anizarinnal vehicle for coordinating
their activism. Second, in the years after 1961, when
SCLC possessed a significant full-time staff, the or-
ganization pulled together important protest cam-
paigns in Birmingham (1963) and Selma, Ala. (1965),
that brought the southern struggle to the forefront of
national attention and helped win passage of the land-
mark Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the VOTING
RIGHTS ACT of 1965, Third, between 1965 and 1968,
SCLC provided the means by which King extended
his own national agenda for economic change to in-
clude protest campaigns in northern cities such as
Chicago (1966) and Cleveland (1967), as well as sup-
plying the insttutional basis for the Poor People's
Campaign of 1968.

Three principal influences shaped SCLC's found-
ing. The first was thc MONTGOMERY, ALABAMA BUS
BOYCOTT of 1955 and 1956, a successful local protest
effort that brought King to national attention and
made him the symbol of new black activism in the
South. Second, young ministers in other cities seek-
ing to emulate the Montgomery example launched
bus protests in cities such as Birmingham, Tallahas-
see, New Orleans, and Atlanta, and sought a forum
for exchanging ideas and experiences. Third, New
York-based civil rights activists Bayard Rustin, Ella
Baker, and Stanley Levison, who already had helped
garner northern funds and publicity for the Mont-
gomery protest, began advocating the formation of a
region-wide organization in the South that could

2535

The Rev. Ralph Abernathy, who succeeded the Rev.
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 25 head of the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference in 1968, stands in
front of SCLC headquarters in Atlanta in 1970. (AP/
Wide World Photos)

spread the influence of Montgomery’s mass move-
ment and provide King a larger platform.

Initially labeled the “Southern Negro Leaders Con-
ference on Transportation and Nonviolent Integra-
tion” by King and Rustin, the conference met three
times in 1957 before finally adopting Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference (SCLC) as its actual name.
Secking to avoid competition and conflict with the
NAACP, SCLC chese to be composed not of indi-
vidual members but of local organization “affiliates,™
such as civic leagues, ministerial alliances, and indi-
vidual churches. Looking for a goal beyond that of
desegregating city bus lines, King and the other min-
isters leading the conference—C. K. Steele of Talla-
hassee, Fred L. SHUTTLESWORTH of Birmingham,
Joseph E. LOWERY of Mobile, and Ralph D. ABER-
NATHY of Montgomery—focused on the right to
vote and sought to develop a program, staff, and
financial resources with which to pursue it. Until
1960, however, their efforts largely floundered, in
part because of other demands upon King's time and
energy, but also because of personnel problems and
relatively meager finances.

Transformation of SCLC into an aggressive,
protest-oriented organization began in 1960 with
King's own move from Montgomery to Atlanta and
his appoimntment of the energetic Bev., Wyatt Tec
WALKER as SCLC’s new executive director. The cou-
pling of Walker's organizational skills with King's
inspirational prowess as a speaker soon brought about
a sevenfold expansion of SCLC's staff, budget, and
program. While some staff members concentrated on







