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Black Student Unions, 1965-75 

ABSTRACT . 

This paper examines the black student union in white colleges
and universities Burin; the past decade. The. career of black stu-
dent unions in this period.is discussed in terms of Owo broad issues. 

First, what have.been the principal functions', activities ad 
goals ,of black student unions, and whet has been their impact in terras 
of ch tn' es within colle-:es and universities? Several functions served 
by these' student organizations are suggested. 'The Meals and change •-
oriented activities of . black student ùniióris, 'it `is argued here, have 
centered on five general areas. ImOlementatién of these meals and the 
impact of black student union activities in the white college and uni-
versity havé been variable, both in degree arid permanence. Reasons for 
this variability are indicated.. 

Second, what factors have beeh involved in the apparent decline 
of clack student unions' in recent years? 'Two sets, of influences seem 
important in this re*ard, those external to the black student union
and the black student population, and'those.which are internal to the 
union and to black students. Such•internal factors are stressed ¡If 
this paper, with emphasis riven to four: the character of the black 
student union as a particular kind of social.raovement organization; 
hetereeneity and internal divisions within the black student popula--
tion,on.any campus; internal dynamics within black student unions; and 
student "battle fatigue." 

A final cautionary rote is sounded, indicating°t'.at despite ap-
parent decline and a seemingly apolitical stance in many colleges and 
universities, black student unions have not disappeared, and retain 
the capacity for renewed vitality and activism. 
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One of the most common current features of predominantly 

white colleTes And universities is thè presence of some black 

student orrani2ation, significantly different Prom the more tra-

ditional fraternity ór student government types. Thou;h called by 

a variety of.names, they all share certain traits: exclusively. 

black in membership, monolithic  in aprearance, highly self conscious 

and apparently motivated primarily by sociopolitical concerns. 

However, despite their near-universality, black student uni$ns 

are or recent origin. Among the. first such organizations were: the 

black student union at Columbia (formed in 1963); the ljnrvard African 

and Afrp-American Society (also formed, in 1963); the Cornell Afro-

Amërican Society. (fórmed in 1965); and the Black Student Union at 

A San Francisco. State (formed'in 1966 out of a previously existing group,

the Nec;ro Students Association).1 

-Thus, it has been roughly  ten years or so since black Student 

unions appeared as a national campus phenomenon. beginnin; in 1965-66, 

they spread rapidly to campuses of all types.2 By the late 1960 , black 

student unions, and the movement they embodied, had become central 

features of the period,, while their actions have been a principal ele-

merit ,in cha;e-oriented ef(orIs on campus during the past decade.

A number of factors in combination may be seen as influential

.in the development of the black,student,union. Though too numerous 

to discuss here, they include: the creation of "critical mass" of 

black students in the white colle e; their particular traits, especially 



political beliefs; black students' experience of disjuncture, aliena-

tionand inauthenticity in the white institution; and off-campus develop 
monts in the larger black community.3 

however, our concern in this paper is with indicating some of 

'the si,rnificance of the black student union in the past (both for black 

students and =for the white college)', and some reasons for the apparent 

decline exoerienced.by black student unions in recent years., hence, 

the focus here is on reviewing some of the functions, activities and 

impacts of thé black student union during; its most active years, and 

reviewing some of the internal factors which seem to have played a role

in its current decline. 

Functions, Activities and Impacts of the shuck Student Union 

As several observers have indicated, black student experiences 

of.ihe white collee or university are likely to be stressful and 

alienating for many students. The .union may have served (and may 

continue to do so) in several ways to mitigate the strain of being in 

the white setting, as well as to meet other black student needs.

First, it..nrày perform irony of the functions of the peer group. It 

may provide a place and a Troup which is not.white, and therefore one 

in which relaxation, security and "escape from the pressures of  the

university arc ostensibly possible. 

Further, the or':anization may help in the individual adjustment" 

of black students to the calle':e. rt,may be a source and sponsor oß 

alternate educational experiences to those offered elsewhere on campus. 

hot only does the union provide a varietfÿ of social, cultural and 

recreational events, it also often provides a fgrum, formal or informal, 

for discussion of' social-and politica5. issues. In its role as forum, 
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thc union frequently has provided a kind of collective reinforcement

and legitimation for beliefs and behavior, especially those critical 

of 'white society' in general and the white college in particular. 

At the same time, the unión often has also attempted to play 

a "coercive" or controlling role (consciously or not) in the realm

of beliefs and behavior, rewarding the expression of certain views

and actions,' and ne,:vLively sanctióninf; otin3rs. This insistence. on 

ideological and behavioral conformity can be, and often has been, a

•major fbrce for disunity, a point to which we shall return shortly. 

In addition,,the union may be impörtant'in black students' sense 

of collective competence and ability'to achieve their objectives as a 

a group. By its- very existence it can be (and often has been in the 

-•psst). a tan^ible symbol of ideolo :ical beliefs àbout black unity and 

solidarity. Further, the union may provide a continuin sqnse of,cor= 

porateness. This is inrp9rtant'in maintaining a sense of efficacy•in• 

cpnfrontini: and mana.;in,g ,the social -and political world of the college ' 

or university. 

.Finally, the union has been, and remains, the vehicle through 

which disctent with the college is expressed and student efforts

at producing change in the institution are generally channeled. In 

short, the black student orfanization has been the vehicle' for protest 

and the heart of the black student movement since 1965. 

The coals and demands put forth by black student unions, despite 

differences in language and detail, have stressed several aims: 1) in-

crea in^; the ntimber cf blacks in-the collere or university at all' 

levels, from student to top administrator; 2) curricular changes and 

aduit,ions; 3) achieving some kind of black control in the above, and 
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in the affairs of the institution; 4j increasing, collee sensitivity 

and service to the local off-campus black comMunity (if any); and 

el.minatinr, institutional racism within the university' or college inso-

far as this• is possible. 

  The success of black student unions in achieving these aims has 

varied widely from campus to campus. In°almost all cases there has 

been increased recruitment and admission bf blackstudepts.5 however, • 

this'~increase se~. ms to have been much more ambi2;o úsly maintained in 

.the:.1970's,with .evidence for both continued increase and for si rfifi-

cant decrerise in black enrollment.6 

Black student efforts,' in conjunction with Federal Affirmative'

Action requirements., have resultedin more black faculty and adminis-

trators in white colleges and universities. However, attacks on Af-

firmative Action from many quarters combined w¡th an apparent waning. 

of governmental vigor in implementing equal rights efforts of 4.1 hind$ 

raise the possibility that these hirin_ gains may not be increased 

or even maintained in comin'T years. 

Nationally, blackstuderts seem to have been rather successful "

in getting at least some changes and additions to curricula. By the

end of the 1970-71 school year, 62% of all American colleges and uni-

vers.itiesOffered some kind of pro?ram of black, Third World, or ethnic 

studies (Bayer .and Astin, 1971). By the era of the 1971-72 school 

year, half 'of all colleges and universities offered at least one black 

studies course (Allen, 1974), and one hundred ei:hty-two offered de;;rees 

in black studies (Obatala, 1974). However, stuaents failed to achieve 

black studies pro^;rams on some campuses (r".xum, 1974)ç some programs 

have folded, and despite the vitality of some (Wilkins, 1975), .many 

others are in serious, difficulty. Once again, the question Of the 
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permanent intitutionalization in the white cólle,e of gains and' 

changes achieved by black student efforts must be raised.

In many collees and universities black students.sou.rht to • 

gain some kind of black (often student) voice in the affairs of the

institution. ihou,;h such efforts represented a rather direct challeng 

to thee. status quo in the colleg e, as long as the role black students-

sou-ht to nlay was an initiating arid consultinT;/adVisory one, uy and 

large colleges havehad-relatively little difficulty. in taking steps-

to meet'or respond to these interests. ('Phis is not to Say, of course, 

that colleges did not often resist initially sueh•aims of black_stu-

dents.) 

However, where black students were not content with a'merely 

advisory role in new programs and in institutional affairs and sought

either total"black control or a significant voice in control in such 

'programs, etc., -they met with very Attie success.- Indeed, in those 

few instances where such power was conceded to slack students (e.g. 

all-black dormitories, or participation in hiring and promotion de-

cisions), such gains have been very short-lived. 

Ihcrease in the service and sensitivity of the white college 

or university tot he lecal off-campus black community has been a fre-

quent goal of black students In Vincent Harding.os words (19b9: 142),

"it its best the black student organization became a-means' of uevelopin4;

strategies of service to the local black community." However, as 

.th other black,student efforts during the peak period of activism 
college-initiated 

in white colleg es, the responses and changes in relation's-between the 

college and local black comi,.unities have been more limited,lesu per-

manent and often different than students intended. 

Finally, a major goal of black-.student _unions in the late 1960s 



was the elimination, or at' least significant reduction, of institu-
white

tional racism within the college or university. As with other black

student efforts, the accomplishments in this regard are ambiguous

!and problematic. On the one hand,  perhaps some ground has been gained.

The are .more black students, faculty and admihistrators than at the

stint of 'the debade.; curricular changes and new programs have been. 

institutèd, and many-of thé more overt racist and discriMinltory prac-

tices on campus have, been reduced. at the same•timo, .rac ss, instgt u - .

tional,and personal, is still an important fact óf life'on campus..

,Certainly black'students continue to perceive and ekperiénce the v:bite 

college or,univcrsity in these. terms (boyd, 1974; Walters, 1974; Y'an-

kelovidh', 1972)-. 

To cónclude: ten years of'shifttng effort and activity by black% 

student unions hoye produced real, thou:;h variable success in.student 

admissions, faculty and 'staff recruitment, and curricular and program-

matic changes. Community outreach goals were more limitedly and less

successfully fulfilled, while institutional racism remains a:sighifi-

cant, if.less, visible,• reality on campas. In important respects, 

black student unions through their activist efforts have played, a 

major part in developments in white colleges over the last decade, 

despite the fact that_r:any of the fundamental structures and processes

'of these schools remain larely unchang ed. 

In the last few years black students seem to have adopted a 

more careerist, individualistic and privatistic, though not necessari-

ly less""militant" stance (Boyd,'1974;-Walters, 1974)..Black student 

unions have become loss political and-less activist, in sohe insti-

tutions declining nearlÿ to.the point of disintegration (Exutn,'197k). 

For many black students the union scams-muçli less salient, its poli-



tical power and effectiveness much reduced. In many respects the

blç.ck student union seems to have been transformed, into,an grf;aniza-

tion more cónccrned With cultural and soctal.activities'than with 

political activism and efforts to chante the university: where

Ws' transformation has riot been total, the union'seems to serve • 

primarily a pOlific:el "watchdog;" function--the importance  of which

ought not to be underestimated       --strivingto maintain sains already made. 

The fina( Section of -this paper examines some of the various reasons 

for the decline of the black,student union from the 1967-71 period, 

perhaps the period of its. peak-activity, strength and si„nificance. . 

Factoi's in tk}á Decline of the Black Student Unión8 

Several factors have been instrumental  in the decline of the

black student union ana Its transform€tion fróm an activist, poli-

tically oriented organization into the essentially cultural, social

, 'and recreational organization'it 'seems to have become on many •cam-

puses.9 .Here we concentrate on those which arg•inte:rriái to the • . • 

organization, t1'ouzh it should be stre5sed'that external factors 

may be just • as si,;~rlifieant in” prgducin; the outcome under discussion. 

Four such internal factors seem especially important: 1) the charac-

.ter of the >black student union Is a•movcnent organization; 2) the' 

,hetero.,;eneity and intbrnal division within thé black student popu-

lation in any college; - 3) internal dynamics and processes within the 

the union; and 4.) 4battle fatigub." 

First, black student unions are what 'Laid and Ash (1966) term exclu-

si•ve eoci 1 movement orranizátions 'Such organizations have rigid 

criteria for membership, demand a high level of initial commitment,

a high level of continuing involvement,     and a high level of ideological



eónToru~ity: 'A si.nific•znt result of this is that "exclusive organiza= 

tions ,are• more° likely than inclusive organizations to be beset by'

schisms," largely .because in'c],usive organisations hâve "looser cri 

teria of affiliation and of doctrinal orthodoxy" and do not demand

such conutant participation and involvement in organizational activi-

ties (Zald f.nd Ash, .19Gó 331¡.. , 

Black student unions clearïy.,have been exclusive organizàtions 

of this type; many attempt to- f Inain 'so at present. The prirn.ry mem-

bership requirement, being black, was and is inflexible;   almost as 

inflexible has ,been the expectation that all black students pn campus ° 

should belong, at least nominally, to the union. A continuing com-

'mitment tó' the orgañiz:ition And itS program was expected and required

áfter'•entry. The pressureq for ideolo;ical and behavioral conformity • 

which occurred, and may still occur, in black student unions and which

have ofteninvolved "blacker-than-thou" tames (cf.° Donald•, • 1970; 

Mapper, 1973), may.be seenas additional indication of the character. 

of the black student union as on exclusive movement or organization.

A major problem in such movement organizations as blaok stu-

dent unions,.. is that constant pressures fór commitment, ideological -

and behavióral conformity tend, over the long run, to lead to discon-

tent, 4actipnalism; and disaffection, problems which have plagued 

black student unions-around the country. In short,.one source of,the 

decline of the black student union hasbeen its bhar~acter as an ex.. 

clusive organization.

Second, the• tendency to schism inherent in exclusive organizations

is likely to be enhanced when the population from which organizational 

teMbers.are drawn is itself highly heterogeneous (Z ld and Ash, 1966). 

D.espite.tle often.monolithic appearancc of the black student Union, 
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and despite the commonly held stereotype that all black students 

come from the same kind of backrsound--the.black .stwdent. population 

in any white colleg e or university is a highly heterogenous one.

The heterogeneity of the black student population may be seen 4s 

an additional factor'in the decline of the black student union in 

reeent,ycars throd7h the enhanced potential' for dissensus inherent 

in such diversity.

Among thevarious dimensions of this.heterogeneity, certain , 

ones seem particul-tr'ly important as potential, and actual, sources 

of dissensus: difference, in socioeconomic background, i.e. class 

differences (cf. Boyd, 1974; Donald, 1970; Walters,' 1974; Willie 

and McCord,.1972); gender (cf.. Donald, 070, 1971);); differences 

' in political beliefs (cf. ¿dwards, 1970; Trot,. 1970); differenoes 

3n the'de-,ree t _) which individuals'•carecrist orientations and mo-

bility aspirations take precedence over or supplant political beliefs

and a willin;ness to cngar.b in direct on-campus'' political activity
cf.. 
(Edwards,.1970; Obatala, 1972; Walters, 1974); and on some campuses,

ethnic differences (cf. Exum, 1974). 

Third,, riven a heteroepeous membership base and a character 

as an exclusive or!;anization,.constant nressures.for consensus and 

conformity within the black student union have probably been inevi-

table rind universal. However, this "passion for unanimity"'(to bor-

row a term from Schein, 1969) served over the long run to enhance

rather than to reduce internal division. For onething, some members 

may 'be lost throu;h. a kind of° "excommpnication" for "heresy,' or, 

"apostasy." Others ceme to resent such pressures, creating both mani-

fest and latent alienation from the.union. 

Further, since union success in achievi-n ; change goals has 



rarely been total on any c4rnpus, some 'members may have become dis-

affected as a result of failure to achieve important group goals.

In addition, when faces with intramural friction, diverse interests

an.L pressures for conformity simultaneously, many students. appear 

to have resplved the-conflict between individual and collective norms 

in favor of their own individual, often careerist, interests. In this

situation whore individual and rroun needs may be highly incongruent, 

constant pressures for solidcerity may in the end create greater dis-

sension, particularly if not accompanied by effective means through

individual interests might be satisfied.1) A consequence is even more 

disagreement within the unión, especially over goals and tactics. 

Fourth and finally, observers•of social movements have often 

noted.that a very frequent occurrencé in social movements is a kind 

of "battle fatigue" (Coles, 1964; Turner and Killian, 1972), especially 

likely when the d&scovery is .made that much of the relevant reality 

âne sou'ht•to chr:.n1e remains fundamentally unchan„ed even after much 

,effort and important'"victories"; and 2) the organiz .tion or Croup

which spearheaded :itctivism is suffering int~rnal.difficulties of con-

sensus and goal setting.

Such battle fatigue has been an almost universal experience at

one tt^e or another for black stucierits... The consequence for students 

is exhaustion, frustration and often, withdrawal from the 'field of 

battle," acconpinied by much bitterness. This fatiaueand.bittbr 

withdrawal sevra to.have been a major factor•in the decline of the 

'black student union in recent years. It may also help explain recent 

research firdin s which Chow current levels' of discontent, alienation 

and criticism of the white colle;e anon; black students to be as high 

now As during the late 1960s, but without the activism which accompanied



such feelin;s a few years v;o (cf. boyd, 1)74; Walters, 1974). 

Summary and Coaclucion 

Black student unions h ve been a central and nearly universal feature

in white colleges and universities during the past ten years. 'In' 

this paper we have examined some of their important functions, activi-

ties and impact on the white colle;e, and factors producin^; their 

carrent state of decline. In suggesting factors leading to this-

lessened visibility, political• activism, rnd m rrinal viability, our 

discussion has focused primarily on black students' traits, the charac-

ter of the union and certain internal dynamics within it, and the

"battle fati,cue'i experienced by many -students. In short,. we hate 

stressed internal factors which have influenced the decline. of the 

uniox~.i

Finally, we should be cautious about interpreting the current

,, apparent absence of activisii and decline ot.tho_black student union 

as the end of the story. !or should it be taken as an indicator that. 

the ultimate fate of black student unions is either to disappear, or 

to become osimply" a social oráanitItion like Other, more traditional 

student groups. Recent research on nationwide samples'of black 

students in a variety of institutions indicates that black student

are still markedly alienated and disaffected from white society.and 

the white colle;;e (Boyd, 1974; Walters, 1974). This disaffection 

may turn to activism, and may serve to revitalize black student union's 

wherever strop~ly salient issues arise.12 P'r'otests'by black stùdents 

at Boston College, Brandeis, Brown, City College of New York, Cornell, 

Harvard, Hunter College, the University of Michigan and the University 

of California at Santa Barbai-a durin.; the serin. of, 1975; at the Uni-
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verzity of Alabama at Tuscaloosa, Berkeley, UCLA and the University 

of California at San Diego during the fall of 1975; and at the Uni-

versity of tiassaChusetts at Amherst during the spring of 197b--all 

indicate the potential on any campus for a rte-vitalized black stuacnt 

union anti black student movement. 



FOOTNOTES 

1. áf..Barlow and Shapiro (1971); Pi.nkney (1975); Strout and 
Grossvo,;el (1971). 

2. The development of black student unions was so rapid that by 
December, 1966, a northeastern regional conference of black stu-
dents and black student organizations       held at Columbia University 
w:s attended by three hundred aele ;ates representing black student 
unions and stuuerts at thirty coIle es and universities (Pinkney, 
1975). 

3. cf. Anthony (1971); 'Barlow and Shapiro (1971) Donald (1970e 1971);.
Edwards , (19'70) ; ßxum (1974) ; Hedegard and Brown (1969) ;d l'iatthews 
and Prothro . (1969) ; Napper (1973) ; Willie and i•icCord. (1972) . 

4. Boyd (1974); Donald (1970, 1971); Exum (1974); Hedegard and 
Brown (1969); Proctor (1970); Walters (1974); Willie and McCord 
(1972); Wisdom and Shaw (1970). 

5. Before,the mid-1960s, there were relatively, few black students in 
white colleges and universities. By 1968, 64%, by' 1970, 66% and 
by 1972-73, 75.; of, all black.college students were enrolled in 
white colleges .and universities +(Blackwell, 1975; Hechinger, 1971) . 
Recent figures from HEW and .the. Bureau of the Census indicate that 
black student enrollment.has crown every year since 1965. For ex-
ample, government and other statistics show, that there were 236,000 
black men in colle,e. in 1969, 422,800' in 1975e and that black col--.-
le;e enrollment in the fall of 1974 was 19% higher than in the fall
of 1973 (Freeman and Hollomon,• 1975; Winkler, 1975).. 

6. While there is much evidence for continued increases in black en-
rollment'in white institutions, there is also much evidence which 
indicatps that black enrollment peaked in 1972; when .blacks were 
8.7,'0 of all students,,and has fallen since 'then: to 7.8% ” 
of all stuaents in 1973, at+d 7.4% of all'students in,1974-75. 
Black freshman enrollment dropped from 13;6 of all freshmen in 1972 
to 9% in 1973• Total.black enrollment appears to have aropped 
some 15;6 between 1972 and 1974, most importantly for black males 
(American Council on education, 1973;Harvard Magazine, 1975; A. 
Henderson and J. Henderson, 1974; V. henaerson,'1974;'Institute 
for the Study of Educational Folicy, 1975) . In short, though the
evidence is ambiguous, it indicates that increased black admission
may not have.been fully sustained since 'the fall-off in black stu-
dent activism in recent years. 

7. Here we are referrinT, to service efforts different and separate 
from those undertaken by individual stuuents or by student groups 
acting either on their own or as part of an on-campus student -
service organization. 

8. Since 1971, a dramatic decline in student activism, both white 
and black, h'ts occured in American colleges and universities.



Ih general terms, the decline. of student activism may be at-
tributed to several factors: the end of the draft; a new gene-
ration on campus with different political socialization; the. .-
re.alization•th.at campus activism 'in itself- has not brou ht about 
fundamental change either in the university or the larger society, 
and is not likely to; a ti' htenine job market in un economy ex-
periencin r both inflation und recession simultaneously; and the 
rising costs of ethcatiora, makini• education a more serious 

commitment,.at least in economic terms. Further, 
if critical miss has been a factor in the deyelopment.of•the 
black- student union, then what appears to be declining black en-
rollmt,nt since 1972 may be seen as an additional element in the 
decline of union. 

9. Declint as used in this discussion refers to: loss of ;:embers; 
loss of solidarity '.nd consensus along;•with.increased factionalism 
within the or: anization; reduced, ' if not .the comüle.te absence of.; 
activist efforts on campus; greatly lessened role as arbiter and
symbol.of black student belief and action; reduced political power 
on campus, though not necessarily total loss of effectiveness 
(cf. Ob:ataIa, 1972); 

O. Donald (1970, 1971) ; Edwards (1.970) ; D:xum (1974) ; •Gamson (1968, 
1925) ; -Napper (1973)'; Turner-and Lillian , (1972) ; bald' arui Ash (1966), 

11.However, it mray be argued that certain other' factors external to 
black stuuents ver se have been equally important in.tfais uecline. 
Briefly, these hay be summarized as: 1) conflict between the-role 
of stuuent. on the one hand, and the role of member of the black 
student union on the Other;.2)'.constant turnover of stuaent•popu-
lation.; an.r• the problems of continuity, shared'expericnée and so--

,. cialization.it presents; 3),value conflicts between-the sociopoli- o 
'tical "black" values stressed-by the union, and, the more careerist, 
unie.:rslistic •ar:d/or individualistic values fos.terd by the uni-
versity; 4) the, availability of other roups and activities on cam— 
pus to which black students may give their time, energy and alle-
giance; 5) Treat asymmetry in power th4 resources bet%eeA students 
and university authorities; •6)' both the successes ana tac,failures 
of activism; 7) the, ultimately effective social control efforts of. 
uni.v.tsity.authoritids; 8) the fraTAentation-of the lar.er ciyil 
  rights movement along with the decline in political and ideological
consensus which his occurred a:.:onÇ off-campus blacks during the • 
last ten years; 9) the current economic sitúation in the lamer • 
soeietÿ creatin- fin nci•al (and oth%:r):• pressures wt:ieh- reinfórc 
a careerist and vocationalist, ra tncr than political, orientation • 
amont black stuuents; and 10) lessened media coverage of black stu-
dent activities ,(bf. B cy,er anai,Astin, 1971). 

12.Such issues include: perceived drastic reductions in -financial"
aid; greatly ueclinih ; black enrollment; threats to the ekistence 
of black-oriented programs already established, or to -promised 
pro Tams Wr ich have yet to be implemented; CIA recruitin_; efforts 
aimed at minorities; as•well as a variety of other issues, both 
nati-nal and local.. 
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