
Key Components of a Social Movement 

using the Civil Rights Movement as examples

Research leading to an accurate power structure analysis


This allows organizers to develop effective strategies to achieve their goals.  For example, Martin Luther King sent James Lawson to Nashville because they believed the city contained the right combination of variables to have effective nonviolent direct action.  Through their research, they figured out: (1) the black ministry was supportive of NVR; (2) the newspaper would report the civil disobedience fairly enough for media attention to be effective; (3) there were four black colleges from which to recruit: (4) there was a critical mass of black middle class shoppers for a boycott to be effective.   See episode I from DVD, A Force More Powerful, “When We Were Warriors” for more details.

Using the arts to inspire hope, create community, and draw people into the action


A symbol is worth a thousand words.  Singing was essential to the success of the Civil Rights movement in several ways: (1) when a group of activists were surrounded by police or thugs who threatened violence or death, the act of signing a civil rights song dissipated the activists’ fears, allowing them to persevere in their action.  (2) According to Bruce Hartford, singing is to chanting on a picket line as an elephant is to a mouse – singing draws people in/chanting alienates people; one can sing for a lot longer than one can chant

Correct use of nonviolent resistance (see B. Hartford’s essays @ crmvet.org)


Nonviolent direct action was used tactically during the Civil Rights movement.  While a few like King and Rustin believed in it as a philosophy, most of the young college students who put their bodies on the line, did so because of the belief that violence would be impractical, would not work because the power structure had more guns than they did.  This is to say, many of the same students who participated in a nonviolent co-ordinated action would also engage in self-defense outside the context of nonviolent action.  These students participated in NVR because the purpose of such an action was to increase the participation in the movement.  For example, the purpose of the sit ins in Nashville was to engage the middle class black population in a boycott of downtown stores in order to put pressure on the owners to desegregate their establishments.

Building Infrastructure and Coalitions


Local leadership development


Learning how to deal with the contradictions within the movement


Personal relationship and community building


The right historical conditions (including an enlightened administration)
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