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BLACK YOUTH 
ACTIVISM AND THE 
RECONSTRUCTION OF 
AMERICA: LEADERS, 
ORGANIZATIONS, 
AND TACTICS IN THE 
TWENTIETH CENTURY  
AND BEYOND 
By Sekou Franklin

Since the early twentieth century, young people 
have been instrumental in reconstructing American 
political culture and the social and political life of African 
Americans.1 From the NAACP Youth Council and the 
Southern Negro Youth Congress in the 1930s and 1940s 
to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and 
Student Organization for Black Unity in the 1960s and 
1970s, young people were the frontline activists during the 
two major protest waves of the twentieth century. Young 
Blacks then helped to propel the Pan-African and Black 
feminist movements of the 1970s, as well as the Free 
South Africa Movement/Student Divestment Movement 
of the 1980s. The Black Student Leadership Network was 
another group that set up dozens of freedom schools in 
low-income communities during the first half of the 1990s. 
In the second decade of the twenty-first century, young 
people affiliated with the Movement for Black Lives Matter 
protested racialized violence and police killings of African 
Americans.  

This article provides an overview of Black youth 
activism from the 1930s to the twenty-first century. It 
gives special attention to four periods of Black youth 
activism: Black youth activism from the 1930s-1940s; 
the modern Civil Rights Movement and Black Power 
Movement between the 1950s-1970s; the Free South Africa 
Movement/Student Divestment Movement in the 1980s, 
followed by Black Student Leadership Network and other 
youth-oriented movements; and grassroots youth activism 
in the twenty-first century such as the Movement for Black 
Lives Matter. Through a diverse array of organizations 
and movement networks, young Blacks have immersed 
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themselves in or launched numerous social movement campaigns since the 1930s. As indicated in Table 1, some initiatives 
were spearheaded by independent formations such as the economic justice campaigns led by the Southern Negro Youth 
Congress; the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee’s efforts to form the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party; the 
Student Organization for Black Unity’s mobilization campaign in support of historically Black colleges and universities; 
and the Black Student Leadership Network’s freedom schools. Other groups such as the NAACP Youth Council and the 
AFL-CIO’s Union Summer program operated under the umbrella of its national organization. Still, a loose network of 
activists coordinated other initiatives such as the Youth Marches for Integrated Schools, Freedom Rides of 1961, Free South 
Africa Movement/Student Divestment Movement, and Juvenile Justice Reform Movement activities.   

Table 1.  Black Youth-Oriented Movement-Building Initiatives, 1930s-2015

Organizations/Movements/Networks Year(s) Sample of Activities/Initiatives

NAACP Youth Council 1936-present
•	 voting rights
•	 anti-poll tax campaign
•	 boycotts, sit-ins, marches

Southern Negro Youth Congress 1937-1949

•	 tobacco workers’ strike
•	 labor schools, citizenship schools
•	 Right to Vote Campaign
•	 Abolish the Poll Tax Week
•	 youth legislatures

Youth March for Integrated Schools
(Organized by national civil rights leaders) 1958 & 1959 •	 school desegregation rallies

Student Sit-In Movement 1960 •	 50,000 students protesting segregated 
businesses & public accommodations

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 1960-early 1970s

•	 local community organizing 
•	 voting rights initiatives
•	 desegregation campaigns
•	 freedom schools
•	 Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party

Freedom Rides  
(Organized by the Congress of Racial Equality, 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, & 

Nashville Students)

1961 •	 protests of segregated bus stations and 
transportation facilities

Student Organization for Black Unity 1969-1975

•	 Black People’s Union Party
•	 North Carolina Black Political Assembly
•	 clothing centers & food buying clubs
•	 campaign to save historically Black colleges 

and universities
Free South Africa Movement/

Student Divestment Movement/ 1980s •	 shantytowns, boycott & protests at more than 
100 colleges and universities

Black Student Leadership Network 1991-1996
•	 freedom schools
•	 National Day of Action Against Violence 
•	 anti-childhood hunger initiatives

AFL-CIO’s Union Summer Program 1996-present •	 local unionization & economic justice 
campaigns

Juvenile Justice Reform Movement 1990s-mid 2000s
•	 advocacy initiatives to close youth prisons
•	 opposed zero-tolerance policies, organized 

anti-violence/mentoring programs

Black Lives Matter/
Movement for Black Lives Matter

2013-present

•	 protest state violence & police killing of 
Blacks 

•	 organize “die-ins” & sit-ins
•	 promote restorative justice initiatives and 

criminal justice reforms
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This select list of organizations and networks does 
not fully explain all of the groups that have spearheaded social 
movement activities since the 1930s. Yet still, the list is quite 
exhaustive and offers a snapshot of three types of groups and 
networks that mobilize young Blacks in support of social 
justice causes: youth-led organizations; multigenerational/
intergenerational organizations in which older activists or 
umbrella, adult-led organizations play significant roles; and 
network-affiliated movement initiatives that involve a loose 
collection of activists and organizations. These initiatives, 
beginning with young activists in the 1930s and 1940s, are 
discussed in the remainder of this article. 

Black Youth Activism in the 1930s-1940s

 	 The Great Depression politicized Black youth and 
their adult allies in the 1930s. Mary McLeod Bethune, 
the director of the Negro Division of the National Youth 
Administration, drew attention to the Great Depression’s 
impact on Black youth. In 1937, she sent a letter to President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt stating that while the United States 
“opens the door of opportunity to the youth of the world, it 
slams it shut in the faces of its Negro citizenry.”2 In the late 
1930s, she organized the National Conference on Problems 
of the Negro and Negro Youth and the National Conference 
of Negro Youth. The American Council on Education’s 
American Youth Commission also sponsored a series of 
studies on Black youth in the Depression era. The studies 
found that poverty and racism of the period deepened the 
alienation of young Blacks.3  

Thus, the 1930s experienced an upsurge of Black 
youth militancy as demonstrated by the establishment of 
the NAACP Youth Council and the Southern Negro Youth 
Congress. Even before the creation of the NAACP Youth 
Council in 1936, Black students in the 1920s revolted 
against the conservative leadership of historically Black 
colleges and universities (HBCUs).4 In the early 1930s, 
young activists volunteered in local campaigns coordinated 
by the NAACP and other groups. In New York, civil rights 
activist Ella Baker teamed with George Schuyler5 to form 
a youth economic cooperative called the Young Negro 
Cooperative League in response to the economic crises 
of the Great Depression. Also, Black and white youth 
organizations in New York, assisted by the NAACP, formed 
the United Youth Committee in order to rally support for 
the National Labor Relations Act and an anti-lynching bill 
in Congress. 

Juanita Jackson, the first national youth director 
of the NAACP Youth Council, was one of the most 
influential young activists of the 1930s. Historian Thomas 
Bynum writes that as director, “she believed that Black 

youth, in particular, should be at the forefront of [the civil 
rights] struggle and have its voice heard in improving its 
own plight.”6 Prior to the appointment, she was involved 
in the City-Wide Young People’s Forum (CWYPF) in 
Baltimore, Maryland.  The group assisted NAACP activist 
Clarence Mitchell with racial desegregation campaigns, and 
mobilized Baltimore’s Black youth around a “Buy Where 
You Can Work” campaign that targeted local department 
stores.7 

The Southern Negro Youth Congress (SNYC) was 
the most radical youth organization of the 1930s and 1940s. 
In 1937, the SNYC assisted 5,000 Black tobacco workers 
in Richmond, Virginia, who went on strike and formed 
the Tobacco Stemmers and Laborers Industrial Union.  It 
then organized labor youth clubs and labor and citizenship 
schools in cities such as Nashville, Tennessee; New Orleans, 
Louisiana; and Birmingham and Fairfield, Alabama.  

In addition, SNYC activists advocated for voting 
rights such as the Right to Vote Campaign in 1940, as well 
as issued reports that publicized racial violence.  SNYC 
affiliates set up committees to pay the poll taxes levied 
against southern Blacks and organized the Abolish the 
Poll Tax Week in 1941.8 Another SNYC initiative was the 
development of youth legislatures in Alabama and South 
Carolina that outlined positions on labor policy, foreign 
affairs, and voting rights. 

The SNYC eventually collapsed because of 
organizational fatigue and after it was targeted for political 
repression during the early years of the Cold War. By the end 
of World War II, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
initiated a secret surveillance campaign of SNYC affiliates 
in a dozen cities.9 Additionally, the SNYC had to answer 
repeated claims by the House Un-American Activities 
Committee (HUAC) in Congress that it was a Communist-
front organization.10 

Overall, movement activism among young Black 
activists was influenced by the shifting political contexts 
of the 1930s and 1940s. The Scottsboro case encouraged 
young people to take more authoritative positions against 
racial segregation and voting rights. The Great Depression 
in the 1930s radicalized young Blacks as well as their adult 
counterparts, and made them receptive to left-oriented and 
progressive economic justice measures. World War II and 
the anticommunist hysteria during early stages of the Cold 
War also shaped Black political attitudes and intensified 
the political repression of Black youth radicals. Although 
activism waned among young Blacks in the late 1940s, 
it experienced a rebirth a decade later. By the late 1950s 
and continuing to the 1970s, young people were at the 
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forefront of the civil rights revolution—America’s “second 
reconstruction”—and as discussed in the next section, 
played an instrumental role in expanding the boundaries of 
racial inclusion.   

Black Youth Activism after World War II 

The post–World War II generation grew up under 
different circumstances than young people of the 1930s. The 
social and political consciousness of the activist generation 
were shaped by the Brown v. Board of Education case in 
1954; Emmitt Till’s murder by Mississippi segregationists 
in 1955; the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955/1956; 
the Little Rock desegregation campaign in 1957; and the 
Youth Marches for Integrated Schools in 1958/1959.  Cold 
War politics further altered the landscape as political 
elites became increasingly concerned about the negative 
portrayal of race and American democracy within the larger 
international arena.11  

The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC) is considered the most important student/youth-
based formation of the post–World War II era. It emerged 
in the aftermath of the 1960 student sit-in movement that 
encapsulated the South. Ella Baker, who was then on the 
staff of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, 
urged the organization and other allies to sponsor the 
Southwide Leadership Conference. Out of this conference, 
student leaders organized a temporary organization that was 
later called SNCC.   

During its first five years, SNCC concentrated much 
of its activities on eliminating racial desegregation and 
voter disenfranchisement. In addition to its participation in 
the freedom rides, the youth group set up freedom schools 
and initiated community-organizing campaigns in the rural 
South beset by racial terrorism. In fact, it was common for 
SNCC members to immerse themselves in a community for 
a couple of years and organize, while simultaneously urging 
local residents to shape the programs that were relevant to 
that particular community. SNCC’s philosophy, as Baker 
noted, was “through the long route, almost, of actually 
organizing people in small groups and parlaying those into 
larger groups.”12 According to Bob Moses and Charlie Cobb, 
both former SNCC activists, SNCC’s organizing approach 
“meant that an organizer had to utilize everyday issues of 
the community and frame them for the maximum benefit of 
the community.”13 This strategy allowed SNCC to expand 
its membership beyond the ranks of student and youth 
members. It created a pathway for incorporating older and 
poorer constituents into the organization. In the late 1960s, 
SNCC also attempted to build alliances with the Black 
Panther Party and the National Black Liberators. Though 

these efforts failed, they represented the types of creative 
organizing strategies that SNCC experimented with during 
its years of operation.  

The Student Organization for Black Unity (SOBU) 
was a youth-based formation that was founded in 1969 
in Greensboro, North Carolina. The group had close ties 
to local networks and institutions such as the Greensboro 
Association of Poor People (GAPP), Malcolm X Liberation 
University, and Foundation for Community Development, 
and youth activists from North Carolina A & T University. 
SOBU’s signature initiative occurred in 1969 when it 
assisted the protest efforts of students from Greensboro’s 
Dudley High School.  

SOBU’s energies were dedicated to organizing 
high school and college students; building alliances with 
prisoners; working on Black political parties such as the 
Black People’s Union Party of North Carolina; implementing 
survival programs in impoverished communities; and 
establishing clothing centers, food-buying clubs, and 
community service centers. These activities were amplified 
in SOBU’s bi-monthly newspaper, The African World, 
which had a circulation of 10,000 people.     

The most important years for SOBU occurred 
between 1971 and 1972 when it sponsored several regional 
conferences with the purpose of building a national Pan-
African student and youth movement.  It started local 
affiliates in New Haven, Connecticut; Houston, Texas; 
Kansas City, Kansas; Omaha, Nebraska; Denver, Colorado; 
and a dozen other cities. After merging with the Youth 
Organization for Black Unity (YOBU), the group launched 
a campaign to save Black colleges and universities from 
being “reorganized” and eliminated.

Despite the emergence of Black power and groups 
such as SOBU, militant youth activism faded in the 1970s. 
SOBU collapsed in 1975 and the Black Panther Party’s 
influence declined by the late 1970s. Young activists were 
the targets of political repression, most notably surveillance 
and infiltration by the FBI and COINTELPRO. The elections 
of Richard Nixon in 1968 and 1972 signaled a conservative 
resurgence that culminated with the ascendancy of Ronald 
Reagan as president in the 1980s.  

Furthermore, the decline of Black youth militancy 
was partially due to the victories of the Civil Rights 
Movement such as the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965.  These victories expanded opportunities 
for members of the post–civil rights generation to articulate 
their grievances in the voting booth in ways not experienced 
by previous generations of African Americans. They also 
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led to the development of a new Black political class, as 
indicative of the growth of Black elected officials by 640 
percent between 1970 and 2000. Yet as political scientist 
Robert C. Smith asserted in his acclaimed work We Have 
No Leaders: African Americans in the Post–Civil Rights 
Era, the resources and energy of Black politics shifted away 
from popular mobilization initiatives that were central to 
Black youth activism to institutionalized politics and other 
forms of elite mobilization.14  

The post–civil rights generation became 
increasingly fragmented along socioeconomic lines. While 
a thriving Black middle class was situated at one end of 
the spectrum, a significant portion of African Americans 
lived in America’s ghettos and were most harshly affected 
by public health epidemics.15 Indicative of these epidemics 
were the proliferation of crack cocaine, the spread of AIDS, 
gun violence, and high incarceration rates. For example, 
20 percent of Blacks born from 1965-1969—the years 
immediately following the passage of the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965—were likely to have served time in prison by their 
early thirties. This trend far outpaced Black men who came 
of age during the Civil Rights Movement, as 10.6 percent 
born from 1945-1949 were likely to have been incarcerated 
by their early thirties. Overall, the Black male incarceration 
rate was six times higher than that for white men born 
during the early stage of the post–civil rights era.16 

Youth Activism and the Post–Civil Rights Generation 

Even though popular mobilization declined after 
the mid-1970s, the post–civil rights generation spawned 
new youth-based movements and organizations that 
targeted racial, economic, and social injustices. In the mid-
1980s, students of color and progressive whites organized 
protests on college campuses against the apartheid regime 
in South Africa. Students set up campus-based shantytowns 
or makeshift “shacks” that symbolically represented the 
“living conditions of many Black South Africans.”17 The 
protests pressured universities to relinquish their business 
ties to corporations that had financial investments in South 
Africa.  Some divestment initiatives were coordinated by 
multiracial coalitions, while others were predominantly 
Black. For example, the Progressive Black Student Alliance 
organized against South African apartheid and other foreign 
policies such as the U.S. interventions in Grenada and 
Nicaragua.

 	 Other young activists of the post–civil rights era 
cut their teeth in local organizing initiatives in cities such 
as New Haven, Connecticut, in the mid-late 1980s. The 
youth movement, or “Kiddie Korner” as it was called, 
was fostered by a coalition involving the Greater New 

Haven NAACP Youth Council, the African American 
Youth Congress (initially called the Black Youth Political 
Coalition), Elm City Nation, Dixwell Community House, 
and the Alliance of African Men. The coalition organized 
anti–gang violence initiatives, ran electoral organizing 
campaigns that eventually elected the city’s first Black 
mayor, and mobilized youth around equitable education 
policies. 

One important organization that emerged in the 
post–civil rights era was the Black Student Leadership 
Network (BSLN). The formation of the BSLN began in 1990 
when Lisa Y. Sullivan, a community and political activist 
in New Haven, urged prominent civil rights activists such 
as Marian Wright Edelman, founder and president of the 
Children’s Defense Fund (CDF), to assist Black student and 
youth activists in the development of a mass-based Black 
student and youth activist organization. In 1991, Sullivan 
and others organized a Black student leadership summit 
at Howard University that recruited student and youth 
activists from around the country.  After much deliberation, 
the summit attendees officially founded the BSLN. The 
BSLN’s parent organization was the Black Community 
Crusade for Children (BCCC), which operated as an arm 
of the CDF. For the next six years until its collapse in 1996, 
the BSLN linked a national advocacy campaign with local 
political and community initiatives in an effort to combat 
child poverty, political apathy, and public health epidemics.  

Through its Ella Baker Child Policy Training 
Institute and Advanced Service and Advocacy Workshops, 
the BSLN trained over six hundred Black students and 
youth in direct action organizing, voter education, child 
advocacy, and teaching methodology. The organization 
developed freedom schools in dozens of urban and rural 
cities and teamed with child advocacy groups to spearhead 
anti–childhood hunger initiatives. Beginning on April 4, 
1994, the BSLN and local community activists launched 
its National Day of Action Against Violence (NDAAV) 
in concurrence with the observance of Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr.’s assassination. The NDAAV activities, occurring 
in forty cities in 1994 and dozens more in 1995 and 1996, 
highlighted community-based strategies for reducing gun 
violence and police misconduct. 

Among the more interesting set of youth and 
intergenerational initiatives emerging in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s was the Juvenile Justice Reform Movement 
(JJRM). JJRM campaigns in Louisiana, Maryland, 
California, and New York set out to reverse zero-tolerance 
measures, shut down youth prisons that were known 
for human rights abuses, and end the disproportionate 
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confinement of Black and Latino youth in the juvenile justice system. These initiatives were coordinated by youth- and 
adult-led advocacy organizations such as Project South, Youth Force of the South Bronx, New York’s Justice 4 Youth 
Coalition and Prison Moratorium Project, Baltimore’s Reclaiming Our Children and Community Projects, Inc. organization, 
Correctional Association of New York, Critical Resistance, Juvenile Justice Project of Louisiana, Families and Friends of 
Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children, and Maryland Juvenile Justice Coalition.

Similar to the BSLN, JJRM activists made an extensive effort to develop community-based responses to youth 
violence and crime. They developed what scholar-activist Sean Ginwright calls a “radical healing” approach that integrates 
community organizing, self-development, and consciousness-raising activities into a holistic approach to social justice.18 In 
most cities where youth spearheaded campaigns to challenge mass incarcerations, the same youth groups were also at the 
forefront of rites of passage and violence reduction programs.      

Moreover, the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) made a concerted 
attempt to mobilize young people, especially Black students, from 1989-2005. It created Union Summer in 1996, which 
placed young people as frontline organizers for locally based campaigns, including nearly a thousand interns in its first 
year. Modeled after SNCC’s Freedom Summer of 1964, the Union Summer program intentionally recruited Black students 
through its HBCU plan that was first established a decade earlier as part of the AFL-CIO’s Organizing Institute. Blacks 
made up the majority of non-whites during the program’s latter years and students/youth of color (Blacks, Latinos, Asians) 
comprised the majority of Union Summer organizers.  

Black Youth Activism in the Age of Black Lives Matter

The most recent wave of Black youth and young adult activism has focused attention on criminal and juvenile 
justice reform. In 2007, young activists joined prominent civil rights leaders in mobilizing support for six Black youth 
in Jena, Louisiana, who were incarcerated as a result of a violent dispute between Black and white teenagers. The Black 
youth faced the prospect of a hundred-year collective sentence, yet a similar punishment was not proposed for their white 
counterparts. As such, thousands of activists gathered in Jena on September 20, 2007, to protest the decision. 

Six years after the Jena 6 case, young activists coalescing under the umbrella of the Movement for Black Lives 
Matter protested Stand Your Ground laws, as well as racialized and police violence targeting Blacks. The movement began 
with the Twitter hashtag #Blacklivesmatter, started by Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi in response to the 
killing of Trayvon Martin and the Florida court’s exoneration of his killer, George Zimmerman. The movement blossomed 
after the killings of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and Eric Garner in Staten Island, New York, as protests and “die-
ins”—death reenactments in which protestors lay down in the street to dramatize the killings of Blacks by law enforcement 
officials—broke out across the country. Though young Blacks made up a large number of the protesters, the movement has 
also galvanized non-Black protestors.

The Movement for Black Lives Matter is composed of dozens of groups and activists.  These include the official 
organization of Black Lives Matter and other well-known youth and young adult groups such as the Dream Defenders of 
Florida, Million Hoodies Movement for Justice in New York, Organization for Black Struggle in St. Louis, Gathering for 
Justice/Justice League NYC, and Black Youth Project 100 in Chicago. From July 24-26, 2015, these groups, along with 
hundreds of young activists, convened in Cleveland, Ohio, at the National Convening of the Movement for Black Lives.  

The Movement for Black Lives Matter has attempted to reshape the dialogue around race, class, and the criminal 
justice system. It has further challenged the respectability narrative that deems the Black poor and youth as pathological 
and denies them community recognition. This narrative reflects what political scientist Cathy Cohen calls the “secondary 
marginalization” of the Black poor who are routinely the targets of social stigma by the Black middle class.19  Accordingly, 
the Movement for Black Lives Matter situates marginalized youth, including women and LGBT youth, at the forefront of 
social activism. 

By all accounts, activists and groups at the forefront of the Movement for Black Lives Matter have a policy window 
or political opportunity to advance serious reforms of a broken criminal justice system. There is already evidence that the 
resistance has made a difference.  State and local legislative bodies sponsored racial profiling measures in 2015. Congress 
approved the Death in Custody Reporting Act of 2014, and the US Justice Department announced new rules to reduce racial 
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profiling by federal law enforcement officials.  

In August 2015, activists and researchers affiliated 
with the Movement for Black Lives Matter released a 
national platform called Campaign Zero that outlined ten 
policy recommendations for reforming police departments. 
These activists then garnered commitments from three 
presidential candidates in the Democratic Party (former 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Vermont Senator Bernie 
Sanders, and former Maryland Governor Martin O’Malley) 
to develop comprehensive restorative justice measures if 
elected president.   

Furthermore, the Movement for Black Lives Matter 
has fueled racial justice protests on college campuses. Taking 
a cue from the street protests of 2014, young activists from 
the University of Missouri at Columbia led a semester-long 
campaign during the fall 2015 semester protesting racial 
incidents at the college. After a hunger strike by a graduate 
student activist and a threatened boycott by the university’s 
football team, the University of Missouri president and 
chancellor resigned for not effectively responding to racial 
incidents on campus. Afterwards, a wave of college-based 
protests blossomed across the country.  

Lessons Learned: Understanding and Advancing Black 
Youth Activism 

This overview of Black youth activism from the 
1930s to the 2000s underscores important lessons about 
how young people participate in grassroots mobilization 
initiatives, and the central role that Black youth have played 
in American politics. First, the tradition of Black youth 
activism provides models of political engagement that are 
distinguishable from institutionalized and electoral politics, 
which have become more pronounced in the post–civil rights 
era. Indeed, the tradition of Black youth activism serves 
as a reminder that although electoral and institutionalized 
politics are vital and important, they are not the only way to 
understand how African Americans can set public agendas 
and address social justice issues.  

The second lesson is that movement bridge-
builders or the leaders of movement infrastructures play an 
instrumental role in fueling Black youth activism. They can 
generate opportunities for young activists to participate in 
movement campaigns through the use of creative organizing, 
or strategies that are intentionally designed to elevate the 
social and political status of Black youth such that they 
become vehicles for popular mobilization. As highlighted in 
Figure 1, movement bridge-builders use several strategies to 
position youth activists at the forefront of social movements 
and politically salient initiatives. Some bridge-builders 

use framing to develop narratives that explain a particular 
problem that has relevance to marginalized groups. For the 
purposes of mobilizing youth, these narratives identify a 
problem, assign blame to it, and then propose solutions to 
resolving the problem.20 For example, the Black Lives Matter 
frame has been useful in fueling youth protests against 
racialized killings by law enforcement officials.  It has even 
been an agenda-setting instrument in the 2016 presidential 
campaigns as Democratic Party candidates Hillary Clinton, 
Bernie Sanders, and Martin O’Malley aligned their criminal 
justice platforms with Black Lives Matter. 

Movement bridge-builders will also intentionally 
position Black youth at the forefront of a particular policy 
debate, as did Mary McLeod Bethune to pressure the federal 
government to adopt economic justice measures for African 
Americans during the Great Depression. This is accomplished 
by using a strategy called “positionality” that intentionally 
alerts grassroots organizations, nonactivists, and adult allies 
about political decisions or regressive policies that affect 
young people. The objective is to dramatize the impact of 
these decisions and policies on young people and create 
opportunities for intergenerational collaborative initiatives. 
This then positions young activists as the group that is best 
positioned to resolve these challenges. For example, the 
local campaigns to reform juvenile justice systems used 
positionality to garner support for young activists among 
street workers, educators, child advocates and other activists 
who were unfamiliar with the dimensions of juvenile justice 
policies. These campaigns alerted local groups and leaders 
about abuses in youth prisons and the harmful impact of 
zero tolerance policies.   

Movement bridge-builders will further link the 
interests and collective identities of local activists and 
adult-led groups—or what are referred to as indigenous 
networks—with the goals of young activists. The intent 
is to create opportunities for young people to unite their 
interests with indigenous networks, as well as activate 
or appropriate these networks such that they can support 
youth-based movements. As an example, the AFL-CIO 
leveraged (or appropriated) local labor unions in order to 
garner their support for the Union Summer program. In 
1996, Union Summer placed one thousand young people 
(Blacks comprised 20 percent of this group) in internships 
with labor unions and community-labor coalitions in 
twenty-seven sites across the country. The young people 
bolstered fledgling economic justice campaigns. In Miami, 
where Blacks made up two-thirds of the young activists, 
the Union Summer affiliate assisted with a boycott of the 
Miami Herald newspaper; conducted eighty house visits 
as part of campaign to support nursing home workers; and 
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visited over fifty drugstores requesting that they not sell 
agricultural products from farms where the United Farm 
Workers led a unionization campaign.

In general, the central role of movement bridge-
builders is essential to understanding how youth-based 
movements are sustained. Bridge-builders sow the seeds of 
Black youth activism by identifying strategies and tactics 
that allow youth to become vehicles for popular mobilization 
initiatives. They help youth acquire the resources to sustain 
activism and connect young activists to indigenous groups 
and seasoned activists. They also help to develop the 
leadership capacity of young people. 

The significant role of movement infrastructures 
in cultivating Black youth activism is another important 
lesson of this overview. These included youth-led 
organizations such as the Southern Negro Youth Congress, 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, and Student 
Organization for Black Unity, as well as those affiliated 
with the Movement for Black Lives Matter. Others joined 
adult-led and network-affiliated youth organizations such as 
those that led the juvenile justice initiatives in the 1990s and 
2000s. Still, some activists belonged to multi-generational/
intergenerational infrastructures such as the Black Student 
Leadership Network.  Movement infrastructures (youth-
led, multigenerational, network-affiliated) facilitate youth 
involvement in social justice initiatives. Youth-based 
initiatives require resources, linkages with indigenous 
organizations, and political education, all of which are 
coordinated by movement infrastructures. Movement 
infrastructures also establish norms and standards for 
democratic deliberation among young activists. Thus, 
movement infrastructures that are cohesive and democratic 
are more likely to minimize internal conflict and mediate 
philosophical divisions between competing activists.      

The fourth lesson of this overview underscores 
how Black youth are shaped by the political, social, and 
economic conditions of their respective time periods. The 
Great Depression of the 1930s politicized Black youth 
during this period to embrace more militant economic 
justice initiatives and to support labor unions; Cold War 
politics impacted young activists in the 1950s and 1960s 
by allowing them to make a direct connection between the 
struggles for racial democracy in the United States and 
the promotion of democracy in the international arena; 
and the conservative movement’s resurgence between the 
1960s and the 1980s heightened the racial or oppositional 
consciousness of young Blacks during this period. 

The social, political, and economic conditions are 
equally important for understanding youth activism in the 

age of the Black Lives Matter Movement. Black youth 
and young adults in the twenty-first century have been the 
disproportionate targets of state violence, racial profiling 
practices such as the Stop-and-Frisk policing approach in 
New York City, and Stand Your Ground measures including 
Florida’s law that legalized the killing of Trayvon Martin. 
These policing practices have converged with a broader 
mandate by municipal officials to remake cities into 
attractive destinations for middle-class residents. Large 
cities are increasingly displacing Blacks and gentrifying 
moderate-income residents. They are also downsizing 
public sector programs and institutions (housing, schools, 
jobs, utilities), which is adversely affecting poor Blacks 
and Black youth.  Policing practices are thus reinforcing 
a displacement ethos that is increasingly carried out at the 
expense of moderate-income and young Blacks. These 
conditions have amplified the concerns of young activists 
affiliated with the Movement for Black Lives Matter.

Overall, Black youth activism has been an important 
vehicle for addressing racial, economic and social injustices. 
Young activists raised awareness about Black poverty 
during the Great Depression and laid the groundwork for the 
repeal of state and local poll taxes in the 1940s. Black youth 
participation in marches, sit-ins, freedom rides, and local 
organizing initiatives from the 1950s-1970s challenged 
racial terrorism in the South. Black youth-based formations 
are also credited with the passage of seminal civil rights laws 
in the 1960s, including the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965. By the 1980s, Blacks and multi-
racial networks organized protests at more than one hundred 
universities in order to end racial apartheid in South Africa. 
A decade later, the Black Student Leadership Network and 
the AFL-CIO’s Union Summer program set up dozens of 
freedom schools, organized labor initiatives, and called the 
nation’s attention to systemic poverty. The Movement for 
Black Lives Matter has also been instrumental in advancing 
anti–racial profiling platforms and addressing state violence 
against Blacks. 

	 In addition, academicians (social scientists and 
education specialists) have an important role to play in 
supporting Black youth activism. If youth-based movements 
are going to be viable responses to inequality in the twenty-
first century, then Black social scientists must be integral 
to this struggle. There are multiple roles that they can play, 
including assisting young activists with press releases, op-
eds, strategies, fundraising initiatives, and research. During 
the protest waves of the 1930s-1940s and the 1950s-1970s, 
there was a partnership between resistance movements 
and hybrid academicians (or scholars who had one foot in 
movements and the other one in the academy). Ira De Reid, 
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E. Franklin Frazier, and Charles Johnson belonged to a cadre of Black scholars commissioned by the American Council on 
Education in the 1940s to study the challenges facing Black youth. Their pioneering studies provided a broader context for 
shaping radical youth organizations such as the Southern Negro Youth Congress. 

The National Conference of Black Political Scientists was also established in 1969 as an outgrowth of the Civil 
Rights and Black Power Movements. More recently, Black political scientists have been on the frontlines of the Movement 
for Black Lives Matter.  Political scientist Cathy Cohen at the University of Chicago assisted youth with the formation of 
the Black Youth Project 100, one of the lead organizations in the movement. As the co-founder of the Black Lives Matter 
affiliate in Los Angeles, Professor Melina Abdullah has organized protests against the Los Angeles Police Department, 
which has one of the highest rates of killing defenseless unarmed Blacks in the nation.  

Altogether, the collective experiences of activists, grassroots organizers, and academicians suggest that a deeper 
level of engagement from adult allies and movement bridge-builders is needed to sustain movement activism among Black 
youth. This engagement should marshal the necessary resources to facilitate social movement-building activists among 
young Blacks. It should find new opportunities for political mobilization and social justice activism, as well as connect young 
people to Black indigenous networks and social justice infrastructures. If this engagement persists, then it can potentially 
organize a critical mass necessary to transform the American body politic and create a more just world for everyone. And in 
taking up this work, Black youth activists can continue to be at the forefront of ongoing social justice struggles. 

Dr. Sekou Franklin is an associate professor in the Department of Political Science at Middle Tennessee State 
University (MTSU). He has published works on race and political opinion, social movements and community 
organizing, and state and local politics.  He is the author of After the Rebellion: Black Youth, Social Movement 
Activism, and the Post–Civil Rights Generation (NYU Press, 2014).  He has also worked with numerous 
grassroots organizations in Tennessee including the Nonviolent Resistance and Social Justice Committee, 
Democracy Nashville, and the Urban EpiCenter. 
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CRITICAL PEDAGOGY FOR 
BLACK YOUTH RESISTANCE 
By Tyson E. J. Marsh

	 The rich history and tradition of Black intellectual 
radicalism, protest, and critical praxis draws upon and 
informs multiple epistemological spaces while also 
occupying a variety of physical places and contexts, both 
historically and in the present. The politics of place and 
space are woven throughout the Black radical tradition 
and struggle for social justice, as white supremacist state-
sanctioned violence (i.e., the maintenance and reproduction 
of white racial and economic supremacy through violent and 
racist state-sanctioned laws, policies, and practices enforced 
through Ideological and Repressive State Apparatuses), both 
overt and covert, has required that Black folk take a creative 
and critical approach in locating and creating spaces and 
places to organize, strategize, and mobilize. As Lefebvre has 
written, “Space has been shaped and molded from historical 
and natural elements, but this has been a political process. 
Space is political and ideological. It is a product literally 
filled with ideologies.”2 While Black radicals such as W. 
E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, and Richard Wright carved 
out intellectual spaces for the political work of challenging 
white supremacy, Septima Clark, Ella Baker, and Fannie 
Lou Hamer engaged in critical public pedagogical work in 
the struggle for civil rights in more formal, physical spaces 
and institutions. Combining the former and latter, scholar-
activists Angela Y. Davis, Kathleen Clever, and others have 
situated their political work within the tradition of critical 
public intellectualism. 

Marc Lamont Hill3 has identified cultural criticism, 
policy shaping, and applied work as three critical spaces in 
which educational researchers engage in public intellectual 
work. However, in acknowledging the marriage between 
racism and capitalism, we must also begin to position 
Black youth as public intellectuals in the struggle against 
white supremacist state-sanctioned violence. Undertaking 
this work requires that we acknowledge the way in which 
dominant culture serves to silence Black youth while 
simultaneously co-creating spaces with them to critique and 
respond to the culture of systemic violence as it manifests 
itself in schooling and formal/informal sites of education. 
Within a top-down education reform and policy context 
in which Black youth are the last ones consulted, if at all, 
we must work with them in carving out spaces to inform 
education policy, within the policy-making process when 
possible, and through activism when that is the only viable 
venue. In relation to applied work, we cannot discount 
that throughout the history of the Black radical tradition, 
progress would not have been made without youthful 


