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Race Matters: 1968 as Living History
in the Black Freedom Struggle
Jorrit van den Berk and Laura Visser-Maessen

1

The social and political movements that rocked the world just over half a century ago
touched upon issues so fundamental to contemporary society, culture, and politics that
the dust has yet to settle.1 In fact, every generation that followed the year 1968 has looked
back to find new lessons, unresolved issues, and enduring legacies. As Giles Scott-Smith
notes, uncovering the significance of that year—and by extension the full decade—has
become “a mini-industry in itself.” A little over ten years ago, when the very first special
issue of this journal marked the 40th anniversary of 1968, scholars mapped transnational
linkages tying the demands of the global South to the protest cultures of the North;
discussed an enduring conservative backlash against the New Left; and identified the
lasting legacies of 1968 in the work of the American Studies community in terms of
research and teaching. Indeed, these themes continue to inspire important and
innovative research.2 At the same time, new questions about the legacies of 1968 and the
1960s in general are presenting themselves to us, as scholars and as citizens, ever more
urgently. This is particularly true of race and racial struggle, as unresolved race matters
from the past intersect with twenty-first century activism aimed at countering the
continued devaluation of black lives.

2

This special issue of The European Journal of American Studies therefore centers on the black
freedom struggle to explore how those “unresolved race matters from the past” weigh
down on the present. Articles focus on specific events in 1968, the way they shaped the
present or how they are remembered or framed in the present by scholars, activists, and
their opponents. As argued below, there is a notable tendency among activists and
scholars today to focus on the black, and especially radical, activism of the late 1960s. The
goal is thus not to imply that the year 1968 was inherently different or more important
than any year preceding or following it, but to explain why and categorize how today’s
racial status quo has shaped contemporary societal and scholarly interest in that specific
moment in the black freedom struggle. To facilitate this endeavor, this introduction
relates the racial struggles of 1968 to those of the present (section 1) and show how these
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connections tie into the developing academic literature on the black activism of the 1960s
and the 21st century (section 2). The final section outlines the individual articles that
make up this special edition and their relevance in these current academic and societal
debates, particularly with regard to (dis)continuities in political activism, protest
cultures, backlash, and memory in relation to the ongoing black freedom struggle
(section 3).
3

To understand why and how contemporary scholars and activists engage the year 1968 in
their interpretation of the black freedom struggle, it is imperative to first outline how
race matters today. In fact, a key demand of protest groups such as Black Lives Matter is
for the universal recognition that race still matters. While this may seem like an open
door to those activists and scholars who have devoted their careers to the exposure of
racial and racist structures, the recent emergence of a new generation of black activists (a
transatlantic phenomenon as noted below) must largely be understood in the context of
the general sense of complacency about race matters that characterized many western
nations only ten years ago.

4

After all, in the United States, the 40th anniversary of the year 1968 also marked the
election of the first black president of the United States. When Barack Obama entered the
White House, commentators across the political spectrum—albeit for different reasons—
welcomed a new dawn in race relations, as the election erroneously “confirm[ed] the
view of many, especially whites, that the United States is a postracial society.” 3 The
president himself offered a more tempered view and attempted to educate a larger
electorate about the complexities of race, America’s racial past, and the unfinished work
of the civil rights movement.4 At the same time, Obama celebrated the tangible victories
of that movement, such as legislative milestones, and emphasized comparable gains made
since that time. He framed the struggle as being near completion, with its remaining “10
percent” to be solved mainly through black personal responsibility.5 By subscribing to
what Jeanne Theoharis terms the “seduction of the almost-there,” he joined a long line of
politicians and commentators from both parties who used and still use the memory of the
civil rights movement as a “national redemption song.” Yet framing the movement as a
sign of progress that validates the strength, validity, and uniqueness of American
democratic values, Theoharis believes, only encourages the maintenance of the status
quo, while it should serve as a reminder to deal adequately with its fundamental charge
of continuous systemic racism as America’s “original sin.”6

5

Indeed, both scholars and a new generation of activists have criticized and distanced
themselves from the ‘post-racial’ narrative that surrounded Obama’s election. In fact, the
current wave of black activism cannot be separated from either. For example, many
young black college graduates—whose presence represents one of the most visible gains
of the 1960s movement—became politically active during the Obama administrations.
Their political worldview was shaped in part by the perception that Obama’s faith in
American exceptionalism did not square with the reality that the 2008 economic crisis
affected them more badly than their white counterparts.7 Black millennials, moreover,
had shown great enthusiasm for Obama’s candidacy, but were disillusioned by what they
perceived as the president’s failure to forcefully address the economic crisis and police
brutality against young blacks.8 Subsequently, in line with the protest movements of the
1960s, many young activists are again increasingly willing to achieve change as much
outside as within the accepted norms of protest.9 “Until there was a black Presidency, it
was impossible to conceive of the limitations of one,” Jelani Cobb poignantly summed up.
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Obama “[was] determined that he could bring about change more effectively through
electoral politics; [Black Lives Matter co-founder Alicia] Garza is of a generation of
activists who have surveyed the circumstances of his Presidency and drawn the opposite
conclusion.”10
6

Against this background, many scholars also seek to make sense of Obama’s mixed record
on race matters. Urging his readers to move “beyond the haters and hagiographers,”
Michael Eric Dyson for example offers a balanced assessment of Obama’s achievements in
his book The Black Presidency (2016). Among others, Dyson highlights Obama’s struggle for
the Affordable Care Act, the way in which he bore “the burden” of representing blackness
in America, and his efforts to fight segregation in housing and discriminatory policing
late in his second term, all while contending with racially tinged criticism of his
opponents. “Obama is an extraordinary figure who has done some good things in bad
times, and some great things under impossible circumstances,” he concludes. Yet Dyson
also criticizes Obama for neglecting to respond to crises such as the protests in Ferguson
with a more acute analysis of race relations in the United States—one that could have
“provided a compelling alternative to [Trump’s] vision.”11

7

Dyson’s criticism represents a growing trend among left-leaning scholars, particularly
black ones, who believe that the significance of Obama’s presidency for black Americans
should not prevent a critical evaluation of his actions. While symbolic acts in response to
specific problems—such as the “beer summit” with Henry Louis Gates following the
latter’s unjustified arrest—may be important, he largely left questions of institutionalized
racism untouched. He thereby helped, in Theoharis’s words, to perpetuate the
“structured blindnesses” in America’s “national fable” of upwards racial progress. 12 In
another example, Ta-Nehisi Coates praises him for his help of black farmers, his Justice
Department’s sensitivity to uncovering racial disparities in criminal justice, and for the
power of the Obamas as the “symbol of black people’s everyday, extraordinary
Americanness.” However, he unequivocally faults the president for trusting too much in
the “goodwill” of the nation, to the extent that “he ultimately believed [his country] to be
a force for good in the world…Obama, his family, and his administration were a walking
advertisement for the ease with which black people could be fully integrated into the
unthreatening mainstream of American culture, politics, and myth. And that was always
the problem.”13 Other black intellectuals have followed suit with even more intense
critical analyses. Keeanga-Yamattha Taylor emphasizes how “the roots of the current
movement against police brutality [can be traced to] the raised expectations of the
Obama campaigns, as well as Obama’s ensuing silence on the critical issues facing African
Americans.” The ‘post-racial’ narrative combined with the visible success of individual
black Americans like the Obamas, she charges, then worsened those conditions, as they are
“used to justify dismantling the state’s capacity to challenge discrimination.”14

8

Thus, we are now surveying the academic field from what might be called an unnerving
‘post-post-racial’ present. Matters of race and black lives are again at the forefront of
societal and scholarly debates, as narratives of progress, successes, and failures are
increasingly unsettled.15 Scholars and activists alike are revisiting the past from this
vantage point and have found that the turmoil of the late 1960s and 1968 in particular is
an apt window into contemporary race relations. This of course does not mean that
today’s realities are essentially those of half a century ago or that interpreters of the
present should not be wary of “how 1960s-oriented frameworks run aground when
applied indiscriminately to narratives of racial violence in the new millennium.”16
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However, by holding up the struggles of 1968 as a mirror to the present, persisting racial
inequalities are highlighted as well as the ways in which the 1960s continue to inform and
inspire explanations of and resistance to the status quo in the 21st century. After all, as
Mark Twain allegedly quipped, “history doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.”

1. It Rhymes: Reverberations of 1968
9

As for many other protest movements, 1968 was a crucial year in the development of the
black freedom struggle. While the judicial and legislative gains of previous years were
implemented at the national and local level in the United States, emboldened activists
and ordinary citizens continued to confront festering social problems as well as the
hegemony of white, mainstream culture. The Fair Housing Act was established by
Congress and the Supreme Court made careful moves forward in school integration with
its decision in Green v. County School Board of New Kent County. But schoolboards and white
teachers in places like Ocean Hill-Brownsville squared off with black residents who
demanded community control over schools, while Pan-African nationalists experimented
with independent education. A sweeping, multiracial Poor People’s Campaign inspired
the building of a ‘tent city’ of 3,000 residents on the Washington Mall. Black Panthers and
other activists confronted heavily armed police forces as well as the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI), which targeted black organizations that it deemed “subversive” under
the COINTELPRO program. Protests that turned violent grabbed headlines on a frequent
basis, especially surrounding the Orangeburg Massacre, the Democratic National
Convention, and the trial of the ‘Chicago Seven.’ Part of a wave of urban unrest that
characterized the 1960s as a whole, the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. Left mass
destruction, injury, and death in its wake when riots swept over more than a hundred
urban areas.17 On the cultural front, the Black Arts Movement (BAM) was in full swing, the
first Black Studies programs were established, and the Black Power salute gained
worldwide recognition after the Mexico Olympics. International developments were
important in other ways too, as black leaders continued to strengthen the movement’s
involvement with US foreign relations and anti-colonial struggles. For example, Martin
Luther King had strongly denounced the Vietnam War with his seminal “Beyond
Vietnam” speech in 1967. Around the same time, Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Turé)
traveled to Europe, Africa, and the Caribbean. In 1969, he permanently left the US for
Guinea, where he became a spokesman for pan-Africanism.18

10

Meanwhile, fatigue with racial unrest coincided with a growing desire among the general
population for an end to the social and political upheavals that also accompanied many of
the other ‘rights revolutions’ of the decade. Moderate and more conservative politicians
increasingly campaigned on law and order, often using a ‘colorblind’ rhetoric that
evolved into the ‘post-racial’ narrative that is still with us today. Movement activists at
the time struggled to come up with an effective response, especially because a growing
segment of the black middle class joined such calls. These included teachers, preachers,
judges, police chiefs, and politicians who were ready to join the electoral playing field
opened up by the 1965 Voting Rights Act or to reestablish themselves as the gatekeepers
of the race.19 The presidential election of Richard M. Nixon became the opening salvo of a
new conservative era. Whether Nixon himself can be considered a conservative is up for
debate, but several of his tactics, such as the southern strategy, became useful tools for
future conservative candidates to counter the gains of the 1960s black freedom
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movement and the expansion of the postwar welfare state. As a result, the dream of a fullscale “revolution of values” that Martin Luther King had consistently called for in the
final year of his life was never to be realized.20
11

***

12

The legacies of 1968 are very much with us today. They continue to assert themselves as
living history on many fronts: from the interpretations of and actual responses to current
events by politicians, activists, and ordinary citizens on a local, national, and
international scale to the scholarship that arose as a consequence of the establishment of
Black Studies programs. Moreover, they are reflected in the inspiration, memory, and
mythmaking drawn from that time that inform present-day (perceptions of) race
relations and black activism. These in turn shape interpretations of “the path from 1968
to Trump’s election” that scholars, activists, and critics (ab)use to explain, justify, or
resist today’s status quo. Samuel Moyn’s recent criticism of Mark Lilla’s popular book The
Once and Future Liberal (2017), which seeks to explain why American liberals continue to
lose ground to rightwing and populist movements, is a case in point. According to Moyn,
Lilla pays too little attention to the role of economics and politics in the creation of
structural inequalities when he criticizes the Left for stubbornly clinging to the identity
politics of its late 1960s predecessors. Far more important, in Moyn’s view, is the way in
which free market ideology came to dominate the entire political spectrum with the 1968
“crossroads, when neoconservatism and neoliberalism arrived.” The answer to Trump
then, is not Lilla’s insistence that “spokespeople for oppressed groups…soft-pedal their
indictments of white supremacy for strategic purposes, so long as white males are needed
for Democrats to win elections,” but a “contemporary New Deal” program that truly
addresses structural justice for all and ensures that “markets serve more than the rich.”21

13

How the ‘1968-to-Trump’ narrative is understood thus impacts the solutions that
scholars, activists, and politicians seek for the current state of affairs, which includes an
increasingly grave social reality for many racial and ethnic minorities. Recent studies
have convincingly shown that structural racism, that is, disparities between black and
white Americans that have become institutionalized, continues to shape American
society. This is visible in the overrepresentation of (young) black males in prison
populations and the effects of felony disenfranchisement on the black electorate22; the
consequences of historic structural injustices (including redlining, resistance to school
integration, gentrification and white flight, among others) that have now cemented
ghettoes as a perpetual—rather than a mere provisional—fixture in the American
landscape23; decreased accessibility to the electoral process due to gerrymandering, voter
repression tactics, and court-cases like Shelby County v. Holder (2013); and continued
racialized calls for ‘law and order’ and military-style policing of black communities that
were set in motion by the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968 and other
measures adopted as a response to black protest.24 What is more, despite clear
improvements in income, college graduation rates, and overall life expectancy, it is
striking how many markers of progress have returned to—or even exceed—(pre)1960s
levels, like in school segregation, racial wealth disparity, and the declining state of the
black family as measured by, for example, decreased financial security and an increase in
female headed households.25 Even the government’s and public’s response to the current
national opioid crisis reveals the enduring disparity between black and white addicts in
terms of provided empathy, available treatment, and punishment that largely date back
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to these law-and-order campaigns and the subsequent War on Drugs of the 1970s and
1980s.26
14

These unresolved tensions of the past and new ones are now bursting into the open.
Groups like Black Lives Matter (BLM) and the Movement for Black Lives (MBL), a
nationwide coalition of over 50 organizations aimed at representing and ameliorating the
grievances of black communities, have brought the continuing problems of police
brutality, state-sponsored violence and surveillance, economic injustice, and lack of
community control back to attention. The same is true for the protests in Ferguson,
Baltimore, and elsewhere, some of which were accompanied by violence. The latter has
revived 1960s debates among activists and scholars over the “politics of respectability,”
that is, the belief that adherence to accepted, often middle class, norms of behavior and
protest will lead to inclusion in mainstream society, and whether to see violent upheavals
as a sign of criminality or a form of political action.27 Likewise, groups like MBL echo
criticisms in the black radical tradition, articulated most notably in the 1960s in relation
to the war in Vietnam by the Black Panther Party, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC), and Martin Luther King, of what Aziz Rana has labelled “national
security citizenship”—the notion that minority groups can “earn inclusion” through the
embrace of military service and American foreign policy—particularly when this support
comes at the expense of solidarity with other marginalized groups around the world. 28

15

Within the United States, such solidarity with “the oppressed everywhere” is now
replicated in a new wave of ‘rainbow movements,’ predominantly against economic,
social, and racial injustice (e.g. Fight for $15; the New Poor People’s Campaign; Moral
Mondays; Equal Justice Initiative; prison reform organizations), environmental racism
(e.g. Dakota Access Pipeline; the Environmental Justice Movement), the deportation of
undocumented immigrants (e.g. United We Dream; the Dream Defenders), and a host of
other issues ranging from free speech on campuses to sexual harassment and gun
violence. Martin Luther King’s nine-year-old granddaughter even gave his vision a
contemporary twist by pronouncing her dream of “a gun-free world” at the National Mall
during the 2018 March for Our Lives.29

16

In the cultural field, the artistic expressions, protest cultures, and radical symbolism of
1968 have gained renewed currency. The 1960s Black Arts Movement has inspired a new
generation of artists, while the anthem protests of NFL athletes such as Colin Kaepernick
fit a tradition of athletic activism that includes Tommie Smith and John Carlos’ Black
Power salute at the 1968 Olympics—topics that are further developed in the contributions
to this special issue of, respectively, Jeffrey Ogbar and Douglas Hartmann. Over the past
few years, the cultural representations and symbolism of 1960s Black Power activism also
reached large and even international audiences through venues like the London Tate
Museum’s 2017 “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power” exhibition and mass
media events such as Beyoncé’s 2016 Super Bowl performance. Beyoncé’s rendition of her
song “Formation” for the halftime show, featuring a dance crew sporting Afros and
dressed in leather jackets and black berets, was reported to be a tribute to Black Lives
Matter and the 50th anniversary of the founding of the Black Panther Party. The
performance was both celebrated as a political act and denounced as divisive and antipolice in the mainstream media.30 It also renewed debates among scholars who have
raised concerns about the silencing of black artists who celebrate their history, as well as
debates on the commodification of Black Power by black artists.31
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17

Meanwhile, responses to current activism, even at times from well-meaning whites,
blacks, and movement veterans, mirror the resistance activists in the 1960s encountered.
Both generations of activists, Theoharis reminds us, were and are “accused of being
reckless, unreasonable, and inflexible, out for their own gain, and un-American.”32 The
latter has translated among others in renewed forms of state repression of black activism,
with the FBI even introducing the term “black identity extremism” as a category of
domestic terrorism threats, a move reminiscent of its 1960s COINTELPRO program. 33

18

Paralleling the shift from idealism to disillusionment and white backlash in the 1960s, the
high optimism surrounding Obama’s election has dissipated within ten years. 34 It has now
been replaced by a shocking spike in hate crimes and emboldened white nationalist
organizations, with the 2017 deadly clashes in Charlottesville as a tragic low point. 35 How
the election of Donald Trump fits into this development is a much-debated question. TaNehisi Coates has for instance dubbed Trump “the first white president” because he is the
first president “whose entire political existence hinges on the fact of a black president.”
Drawing an implicit parallel with the Nixon election, he argues that Trump was elected by
a new ‘silent white majority’ to undo Obama’s political accomplishments. While
acknowledging that Trump voters can be many things at once, he argues that
explanations emphasizing economics or resentment of a “condescending Washington
elite” do not account for his widespread support among whites from all demographics.
Furthermore, those explanations downplay his supporters’ willingness to accept Trump’s
racist pronouncements and policies as collateral damage. As such, alternative
explanations for Trump’s victory help muddy the waters so “no deeper existential
reckoning would be required.”36 Coates’s blunt analysis has met with abundant praise as
well as equally blunt dismissals from commentators with a variety of political
backgrounds. For example, self-proclaimed “anti-Trump conservative” David French
criticizes Coates for overemphasizing racism and for not taking into account voters’
dislike of Hillary Clinton; fundamental disagreements over Obama’s policies, most notably
concerning health care; and Obama’s favorability ratings by the end of his second term. 37
Whereas it may be too early to come to a balanced assessment of the causes and
consequences of Trump’s election, it is fair to say that the debate over the degree to
which racism was a factor in itself illustrates the difficulty of discussing race in an
allegedly post-racial world.

19

While the above has centered on the United States, it is important to note that the larger
issues raised here are pertinent for other parts of the world that grapple with similarly
unresolved and unsettling legacies from their racial histories, as also shown in the article
by Laura Visser-Maessen in this edition. For example, US debates surrounding the taking
down of Confederate statues are mirrored in Europe, where Afro-European movements
are taking the lead in removing, among others, names of buildings and streets associated
with past surveyors of white supremacy, slavery, and colonialism.38 Likewise, Black Lives
Matter has its duplicates on this side of the Atlantic. These European organizations are
contesting police brutality against racial minorities and other forms of structural racism,
as well as claiming solidarity with their sister organizations in the US and victims of
police brutality there.39 Similar movements are visible in the non-Western world,
particularly Africa.40 While these movements have to be evaluated in their own
situational contexts, many are connected to their American counterparts—be it through
personal networks, language (such as the global adoption of “woke”), tactics, inspiration,
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and messaging, or simply by taking advantage of the awareness US-based groups have
raised—and vice versa.41

2. Making Sense of the Rhymes: Surveying the
Academic Field
20

While academic interest in race relations and the struggle for black freedom has been
fairly consistent, it may be said that scholars’ focus has shifted, both preceding and
following the societal developments just noted. Although interest in the ‘classic’ phase of
the civil rights movement, the years 1954 to 1965, remains strong, recent scholarship also
shows a renewed interest in the ideologies, strategies, (perceived) radicalism, and
cultural icons of the late 1960s. Debates on the “long civil rights movement,” a concept
that was first introduced by Jacquelyn Dowd Hall in 2005, and the influence of “Black
Power Studies” as popularized by Peniel E. Joseph in subsequent years have fueled this
shift.42 Anniversaries of key moments—not just 1968—may also have promoted such
popular and scholarly interest through conference themes or publications, such as Black
Power 50 (2016) that commemorates the fiftieth year since the slogan gained wide-spread
popularity.43 These revisionist studies constitute a reconceptualization of Black Power—
one that moves away from the traditional interpretation that saw the nonviolent, rightsbased movement of the ‘classic’ civil rights era as the pinnacle of African American
activism and considered Black Power as a symptom of its decline and splintering. To
reconcile Black Power’s heterogeneous objectives and approaches, these revisionist
interpretations additionally treat its emergence in a broader framework of black political
and cultural nationalism and self-empowerment that started well before and lasted well
beyond the late 1960s and beyond the players that earlier scholars tended to confine it to.

21

As Jeffrey Ogbar, one of the earliest proponents of such a new interpretation and
contributor to this special edition, argues in Black Power (2004), it were organizations such
as the Black Panthers and the Nation of Islam that “did the most to foment the cultural
shifts that reconfigured politics and identity in America.”44 Moreover, thanks to the fact
that by the late 1960s, the “masses of black people […] embraced black power,” the
movement changed American religion, music, education, and politics “from the bottom
up.”45 Like many of the studies that have come after, Black Power shows that these
organizations existed in a complex, and often mutually beneficial, relationship to the
older civil rights organizations and influenced other rights-based movements with its
forceful call for black self-determination.

22

More recent studies have added ever more complex and layered understandings of Black
Power. In his effort to map this field, Peniel Joseph identifies several strands. Among
these are works that develop connections to grassroots mobilization and activist
networks in both the North and South or continuities with earlier black nationalist
movements. Other scholars emphasize the intersections between race and class. This has
led some to explore connections to the larger struggle for social and economic justice,
including the work of welfare, union, and prison reform activists. Others have
foregrounded the tensions between nonviolence and self-defense in black politics and
culture, or the influence of Black Power philosophies on campus protests as well as
educational reform. The international dimensions of Black Power form another
subcategory, as exemplified by the acclaimed African Americans in Ghana (2006) by Kevin
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Gaines which analyzes the connections between Black Power and anti-colonialism and
Pan-African movements. Still others have aimed to foreground the movement’s
intellectual legacy and practical and political achievements, which have mostly been
neglected at the expense of its cultural politics. Or they aim to broaden understanding of
some of the movement’s key figures and organizations—as does the work of Joe Street,
another contributor to this issue, on the Black Panther Party—and to add new, forgotten
ones. Such revisions additionally help illuminate larger questions regarding the perceived
radicalism of Black Power groups, like Claude Clegg’s 2014 characterization of Nation of
Islam as a conservative organization.46 Finally, gender-based interpretations of
developments in the perception of black masculinity as well as the rise of black feminism
could be said to constitute a subfield of Black Power Studies in its own right. 47
23

As outlined below, scholars are now also moving beyond the Black Power Studies
paradigm in order to investigate connections between the (late) 1960s and present-day
race relations, while being fully aware that arguments about historical continuities
cannot be stretched too far. After all, 2018 is not 1968. Scholars must consider, in Bernard
Harcourt’s words, how all “practices of revolt” are “situated” in time and locality.48 This
also goes for the articulations and meanings of freedom, as Sundiata Keita Cha-Jua and
Clarence Lang have argued in their insightful critique of the ‘long civil rights movement.’
49
Particularly overusing “the Sixties as a persistent historical touchstone,” Lang has
warned in a different publication, can do more harm than good, as it “has encouraged a
poverty of thought about the contemporary challenges we face as citizens, residents,
activists, and scholars desiring progressive social change.”50

24

Nowadays, as the scholars in the forum Fifty Years Since MLK point out, understanding
racial paradigms accordingly must include questions deriving from new realities in a
number of areas. Brandon M. Terry and Christian G. Appy point to the influence on black
protest of the War on Terror and shifting geopolitics, as technological advances and
political capital have strengthened rather than diminished “the U.S. imperial footprint
and assertion of military power” on the planet. Among other things, these have altered
ideas of American exceptionalism and strengthened racism through a new deference to
the military and veterans as “icons of heroic victimhood” who defend the US from
seemingly “outrageous and inexplicable attacks from nonwhite countries and cultures.”
Moreover, the demographic growth, successes, and (perceived) failures of other minority
groups, particularly Asians, Latinx, and Muslim people, in recent years should be
considered in relation to (changing) interpretations of multiculturalism and black
protest. Barbara Ransby and Andrew Douglas meanwhile draw attention to the
heightened effects of racial capitalism, referring to the ways in which economic
exploitation and racist ideologies justify and reinforce each other, and of the politics of
respectability in (re)shaping today’s protest culture. Numerous other new developments
need to be considered as well, including changed stereotypes of blacks, shifts in gender
ideology, and the changing socio-economic circumstances of the white working class. 51

25

Scholars who aim to connect the (late) 1960s to the present must also take into account
that despite actively building on past traditions and networks of activism, many black
activists today—faced with new conditions ranging from internal leadership dynamics
and untrodden political and judicial terrains to the use of social media—also relish in
maintaining generational splits from an older movement. To gain a sense of their unique
contributions, some even insist that the modern freedom struggle “isn’t your
grandfather’s civil rights movement.” They point among others to the fact that the
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movements of the past reproduced sexual and gender inequalities within their own ranks
and depended on models of charismatic, male leadership that tended to obscure the roles
of and specific repressions facing black women and the black LGBTQ community. The
organization Black Lives Matter therefore posits the liberation of black queer and trans
persons as the crucial factor in reshaping the methods and goals of the black freedom
struggle. Simultaneously, the organizational practices of the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee and the mentorship of Ella Baker therein are often quoted as
being among the primary sources of historical inspiration for activists in the BLM
network.52
26

Clearly, a complex collage of real and perceived lessons and failures of the past continues
to inform present-day activists and their observers. By extension, in their day-to-day
work, political imagination, and sense of agency, Jeanne Theoharis argues, many of
today’s black activists are impeded by the misuses of 1960s civil rights history regardless,
as over time the “scope of its vision has been narrowed in the service of those in power.
The diversity of people who conceived, built, and led that struggle has been diminished,
in part because their example offers such a potent challenge to where we are today.”53 Yet
the eerie familiarity between Martin Luther King’s insistence that “our very survival
depends on our ability to stay awake, to adjust to new ideas, to remain vigilant and to face
the challenge of change”54 and contemporary calls by BLM and other groups to “stay
woke” underscores the necessity of engaging the living past in the present.

27

Doing so, however, is easier said than done. Considering these ‘new realties’ together with
historical continuities (as well changing understandings of those histories and
continuities) leads to complex questions about how we understand the present in relation
to the past—and vice versa. Such complexity is compounded by the fact that these
questions are not, indeed should not be, a purely academic affair. Scholars, activists, and
scholar-activists debate these questions amongst themselves, with family and friends as
well as with journalists, politicians, and other commentators. Many voices in these
debates furthermore explicitly or implicitly express a desire for unearthing a “useable
past,” that is, the ways in which understandings of history (academic history writing, but
also memory and commemoration) can be employed for political and social ends by
framing current realities or in determining a meaningful way forward.

28

Especially for many activists and scholars desiring progressive social change, recent
events, particularly the emergence of BLM and Donald Trump, have rendered a sense of
urgency and legitimacy to such endeavors. The activist community for instance has
fueled these debates in multiple ways. In them, connections with the (late) 1960s have
arisen organically, from 1960s movement veterans insisting on their relevancy for the
new movement to current activists’ needs. Scholar Jeanne Theoharis for example records
having countless conversations with such activists and other sympathizers in search of
“fuller histories—uncomfortable, sobering histories—that hold a mirror to the nation’s
past and offer far-reaching lessons for seeing the injustices of our current moment and
the task of justice today” to sustain them.55 Likewise, social movement historian Robin
D.G. Kelley experienced “literally hundreds of students” of all backgrounds “come
running to my courses, questioning their liberalism, seeking out more radical critiques of
racial capitalism” after having read the work by Ta-Nehisi Coates. 56 This desire is also
visible in the many attempts to ‘#ReclaimMLK’ staged by contemporary activists to revive
the civil rights leader’s radical legacy.57

European journal of American studies, 14-1 | 2019

10

Race Matters: 1968 as Living History in the Black Freedom Struggle

29

Scholars and scholar-activists have followed suit, often in mutually beneficial roles. The
last years of Martin Luther King’s life are for instance increasingly ‘rediscovered’ in
scholarly publications,58 at times with the explicit purpose of aiding current activists in
reclaiming his fight against the “triple evils of poverty, racism, and militarism” as a
meaningful model for today’s struggles. Or Dr. King’s life is revisited to counter his ‘soft’
image that has emerged as a result of his ‘canonization’ and that is often used to critique
current protest groups like BLM.59 Likewise, roughly the past five years have seen a
remarkable acceleration in publications that deal with civil rights memory,60 the building
of black inner-city communities, and fights against racial capitalism and systemic racism,
particularly outside the South.61 Among these, books and memoirs dealing with police
brutality, criminal justice reform, and Black Lives Matter often engage the 1960s to
answer larger questions regarding the long-standing animosity between police and black
communities, the causes and effects of riots, the (perceived) relationships between race,
gender, and crime and the narrative power of such (alleged) interrelations, and
(memories of) past protest traditions and struggles.62

30

Publication houses and scholars’ internal struggles as citizens to understand (and
influence) today’s world push them further to explore such connections. Theoharis
explicitly draws a connection between concern over the Trump presidency with her
desire to write her 2018 monograph A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses and
Misuses of Civil Rights History, noting how “[w]e need this history more than ever.”63 Many
contributors to the Fifty Years Since MLK-issue of The Boston Review explicitly or implicitly
express similar motivations. Margaret Edds added a special epilogue—dramatically
entitled “2016”—to her book on the mid-20th century work of the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) on behalf of school desegregation to lament
the Trump administration’s gutting of school diversity programs and to remind readers
of how the NAACP’s lessons can inform new activism.64 Other scholars and scholaractivists in the field regularly write op-eds on contemporary events, like Russell Rickford,
Barbara Ransby, Michelle Alexander, and Peniel Joseph. Michael Eric Dyson even turned
his into a book-length publication.65

31

Likewise, Professor Clarence Lang published Black America in the Shadow of the Sixties (2015)
after the University of Michigan Press specifically requested he develop his “ideas about
the contemporary scene.” He agreed, having been transformed by his own experiences
teaching in prison, witnessing Obama’s election, the conservative backlash in his home
state Kansas, and the 2014 racial upheavals in Ferguson. His belief that “the field of
African American history, if used critically, can be a vital tool both in reinterpreting the
recent past and clarifying the political necessities of the early twenty-first century” drive
these analyses. As such, he explicitly explores “the impact of the Sixties on the cultural
symbols and outlooks that influenced black adolescence in the 1980s, young adulthood in
the 1990s, and, for many of us, subsequent careers in academe,” including his own. Yet he
devotes most of his work to the post-1960s rise of neoliberalism and its effect on the black
community. This is a matter of professional survival too, he argues, noting how black
scholars increasingly work in higher educational institutions devoted to “corporate
planning models” and “a neoliberal logic that seeks to erase historical memory itself,”
including by showing little concern for safeguarding black scholarly professional
organizations and institutions.66

32

Lastly, the ways in which the black freedom struggle in the United States is connected to
struggles for racial equality around the world, as noted above, also expresses itself
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internationally in activists’ and scholars’ interest in the history of the 1960s. Limiting
ourselves to the European context, one illustrative example is the 2018 Martin Luther
King Day event in Amsterdam that brought together black American and Dutch activists,
artists, and scholars to consider race relations in the Netherlands and to reflect on the
questions posed in Dr. King’s 1967 book Where Do We Go from Here.67 Moreover, “[b]lack
intellectual infighting” over the relevancy of past lessons for the contemporary black
freedom struggle, for example between Coates and Cornel West, has spread from
academia into international mainstream media outlets, such as The Guardian. 68
33

Questions as to the ways in which such events and incidents initiate or sustain
transnational dialogues of black activists may offer fruitful ideas for future research by
(European) Americanists. Britta Waldschmidt-Nelson and Marcia Chatelain have noted
how predominantly British and German historians have already begun using “the US civil
rights movement as a sounding board for comparing and contrasting racial and ethnic
tensions among European populations of color.” This makes sense, considering that postWorld War II growth and activism of black communities in Europe,
naturally led to comparisons to the black civil rights movement in the US.
Additionally, the movement’s idealism and commitment to democracy also
prompted young Europeans to consider the future of their respective nation’s
commitment to these principles.69

34

Part of these investigations are several excellent studies focused on the European
sojourns of black American movement leaders.70 Other promising work is being done by
groups like the Black Diaspora and Germany (BDG) network71 and scholars working in the
growing fields of Black British and Black German Studies and Black European Studies.
Nonetheless, many questions remain about the sustained links, both past and present,
between black activists and the theories and practices of the black diaspora in the North
Atlantic region that warrant future exploration.

35

In conclusion, the readers of this special issue of the European Journal of American Studies
are invited to consider several interrelated questions as they turn to the articles in this
volume: How can the events of 1968 and the late 1960s more generally be understood in
relation to long-term continuities or fundamental breaks in the history of the black
freedom struggle? How do they challenge traditional understandings of racial progress
and (radical) black activism both during the 1960s and beyond? How do they enrich our
understanding of 1968 activism, including the relationship of Black Power to a host of
other movements—old and new, domestic an international, within and outside of the
sphere of black activism? Finally, what questions and potential answers do they raise
about the nature and possible future trajectories of contemporary black activism?

3. Race Matters: The Articles
36

Seven scholars from across Europe and the United States were invited for this special
issue to critically engage black activism in the year 1968, either by tying it in to historical
debates on (dis)continuities in the black freedom struggle, or by revealing long-term
effects that continue to reverberate today. The results highlight traditions, innovations,
and legacies in black protest and activism from US, transatlantic, and interdisciplinary
perspectives and can be grouped into three broad categories.

37

Firstly, Dr. Joe Street and Prof. Caroline Rolland-Diamond assess breaks and continuities
in black activism through the lens of, respectively, the Black Panther Party and Black
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Power on Chicago campuses. Their articles evaluate alliances within the black freedom
movement as well as across racial boundaries and connect local struggles to national and
international developments. The article by Street offers new insights into the Black
Panthers’ “Free Huey” campaign, which started in 1968 and ran through Huey P.
Newton’s trial for the murder of a police officer and his imprisonment. Street examines
how the campaign transformed the Black Panther Party (BPP) into one of the most visible
political organizations of the era and turned Newton into a living martyr in the eyes of
radicals around the world. The campaign stands out because its success was rooted in its
ability to both reflect and define 1968 radical black protest culture and because it allowed
the BPP to create new links with other radical groups. Yet, Street argues, “Free Huey”
also revealed ambiguities in the Black Panthers’ ideology and would contribute to its
eventual decline.
38

Rolland-Diamond’s contribution explores the political context of Chicago in 1968 to build
upon previous scholarship on black student activism. She argues that such activism
contributed to the rise of Black Studies and Black Power, but must also be understood in
connection to the activism of Latinx and radical white students as well as local
neighborhood groups. As such, her work uncovers new connections between student and
non-student activists in the urban North and the manner in which they collectively tried
to reinvent the meaning of democracy in the ‘long’ Sixties. This article presents black
student activists as a vital force within the broader Black Power movement while it also
expands our understanding of the complex and mutually reinforcing connections
between Black Power and other activist movements during the late 1960s.

39

Another group of articles presents research by Prof. Douglas Hartmann, Prof. Jeffrey
Ogbar, and Dr. Laura Visser-Maessen. These articles together explore the intersections of
cultural and political activism in 1968 and explicitly engage questions of continuity,
memory, and legacies in the present. By extension, all three provide a window into 21 st
century black activism and its future trajectory by problematizing notions of racial
progress over the past fifty years. Hartmann argues that the US is going through a new
era of black athletic activism. Through an analysis of the historic Olympic protest of 1968
and 21st century black athletic activism, he contextualizes and deepens our
understanding of the unique features of this new wave of activism and its broader societal
and theoretical significance. His comparative analysis accordingly sheds light on how and
why today’s activist athletic movement is the biggest of its kind in American history and
on what its strengths and shortcomings are.

40

Ogbar explores the 1960s beginnings of the Black Arts Movement (BAM) as the cultural
wing of the Black Power movement. Focusing especially on black artistic creativity on
television, he traces BAM’s influence through time. Ogbar shows that an explosion of
black artistic expression in the 21st century exceeds the depth and reach of BAM while
still adhering to its fundamental political sensibilities. Visser-Maessen illuminates the
ways in which 21st century black activists have used the almost universal whitewashing
of Martin Luther King’s radical legacy after his 1968 assassination to their advantage. She
analyses the elements of King’s legacy that American black activists have sought to
retrieve during the #ReclaimMLK campaigns as a window into the heart of what these
activists aim to achieve and what obstacles and openings they see in getting there. To
spur the aforementioned question of the ways in which the black freedom struggle in the
US is connected to struggles for racial equality in Europe, she also zooms in on the way
current black activists in western Europe, particularly in the United Kingdom and the
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Netherlands, use King legacy projects to advocate and justify anti-racism activism in their
own, allegedly ‘color-blind’ societies. She demonstrates how these European activists
follow their American counterparts in selectively tying King legacy projects to his final
years and the ‘sanitization’ of his legacy, as this advances their specific goals best. She
thereby underscores how 21st century local race relations indeed must be understood in a
larger framework that incorporates wider global and historical issues, forces, and trends.
41

However, as Jacquelyn Dowd Hall has argued, the black freedom struggle must be
understood in conjunction with what she calls the “long backlash.”72 The final group of
articles therefore explores white conservatives’ responses to black activism and features
contributions by Dr. Rebecca Brückmann and Dr. Maarten Zwiers. Brückmann analyzes
the continuing grassroots activism of Citizens’ Councils in Louisiana after the 1964 Civil
Rights Act. She analyzes the compatibilities between Massive Resistance and the surge of
conservatism at the end of the 1960s. Her work demonstrates how these movements were
mutually reinforcing through a much needed local case study of how the New Right
depended on the infrastructure, culture, and traditions established by older, white
supremacist groups and how the latter in turn adapted theirs to those of the former. As
such, her work serves as a worthwhile reminder for scholars to view 21st century
resistance to black activism not just through a contemporary prism, but in relation to a
longer history of white supremacist movement and specifically through its conversion
with the conservative movement in the late 1960s.

42

Finally, Zwiers builds on recent research into the role of emotions in politics to offer a
new interpretation of the white backlash against liberal reforms in the late 1960s.
Through an intersectional analysis of the role of race, class, and gender in the 1968
presidential campaign, Zwiers demonstrates how the politics of emotion explain George
Wallace’s strong showing in that race—setting the stage for a style of conservative politics
and rhetoric rooted in masculine authoritarianism that has proven to be effective until
this day. It thus complements Brückmann’s findings on the importance of the South and
of the 1960s convergence of white supremacist, conservative, and populist movements for
understanding today’s right-wing movement at a local and national level.

43

Together, these articles tie in with the need for current scholarship to aid in telling that
“more robust and fuller history we need for today.”73 In the insightful issue Fifty Years
Since MLK, Brandon M. Terry has emphatically argued to let “the weight of the past”
indeed serve as “an aid, not an obstacle, to understanding new features of our racial
order.”74 It is our hope that this special issue of The European Journal of American Studies
helps towards realizing this vital imperative.

44

Proper names:
Ella Baker, John Carlos, Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Turé), Hillary Clinton, Ta-Nehisi
Coates, Alicia Garza, Henry Louis Gates, Colin Kaepernick, Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Beyoncé (Knowles), Huey P. Newton, Richard M. Nixon, Barack Obama, Tommie Smith,
Donald Trump, Mark Twain, George Wallace, Cornel West.
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