
THOUGHTS ON CIVIL RIGHTS ORIENTATION
OXFORD, OHIO

In a New York Times magazine article in November 1963, there was an article
reporting on the mood of students. Questions were asked of eight editors of college
newspapers across the country from the East to the West coasts. One of the questions
was "Do undergraduates care about issues in the outside world?" Five of the eight
editors seemed to believe that the present generation of college students was inter
ested in the immediate future, their own personal lives, a place of security, a per
sonal niche, detachment and personal achievement, and a philosophy of individualism.
Three of the editors are quoted as saying that there was an increasing concern for
the world outside the university, that students were as interested in Vietnam as they
were in the football team, and that the university was a place to question and to
probe.

The Western College campus -has been the scene of an orientation for - approxi
mately 700 students and some adults from college campus across the United States and
Canada who are interested in working for Civil Rights in the state of Mississippi.
The orientation period was organized by the Commission on Race and Religion of the
National Council of Churches at the request of COFO. COFO is the title given to
the Council of Federated Organizations in the state of Mississippi which is working
for Civil Rights for the Negroes in that state. In addition to representatives
from the National Council of Churches and COFO, there have been leaders from the
National Training Laboratory on Human Relations to work with the students.

In the winter issue of the Alumnae Bulletin, I wrote of the interest which
Western College students seem to be showing to an increased degree in matters con
cerning the world. One of the factors which led me to the conclusion that Western
College students were not isolated on this beautiful campus and removed from the
major trends of present day society was the fact that there was discussion and
thought and questioning about the matter of Civil Rights. Many evenings I sat at
table in the Alexander Dining Hall with students who were talking about volunteer
ing their services to work in the Freedom Schools in Mississippi this summer to
teach remedial reading to the young people who came out of the cotton fields. As
I listened to them talk about the need to do something at home as was being done
overseas by the Peace Corps, I sensed a real identification with the rights of
individuals. I also listened to students talk about the need to do something in
the United States to better the image which the world has of us and the way in
which we deal with our domestic problems. I was alarmed as I imagined thousands
of students from many campuses of the United States migrating to the state of
Mississippi during the sum~er months. I thought of them being there without
supervision, without inotruction, 'without a frame of reference, without support,
and I was frightened by the i~plication of what seemed to be their own spontaneity
and good will a~d good intentions without direction. Therefore, it was with an
enormous sense of relief that I heard the request from the Commission on Race and
Religion of the National Council of Churches that the Western College campus be
rented this summer for two weeks to this group for an orientation period for
students who were going to Mississippi. It seemed to me that at last adult
leadership had caught up with the students and that an attempt-;ould be made to
provide them with the proper kind of orientation for their belief in the rights
of individuals and the dignity of man. Each student who came to this campus
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during the month of June had to provide enough money to take care of his or her
needs during the summer months, to provide transportation to and from Oxford, to
and from his home to Mississippi, as well as guaranteed bail in his home community
in case of an emergency. They heard clergymen, lawyers, doctors, and Civil Rights
leaders. They learned from these people what the realistic situation was which
they would be facing if they had the courage to follow their convictions to Miss
issippi. They learned what the local ordinances were in the communities to which
they would be assigned for their Civil Rights projects. They learned about their
rights under arrest. They were told now to take care of their health. They were
instructed in how to protect themselves from physical violence without retaliating 
most of all, they were instructed in non-violent techniques, ways of response, means
of communication, the real dangers which lay ahead, and in so far as anyone is able
to do so, they were told about the reality and nearness of death. If they came with
stars in their eyes, it was only a matter of a few hours before they were disspelled.
What they undertook was a serious commitment to life, even to the extent of being
willing to die for it. Surely anyone who would have prevented them from learning
what was ahead would have had to do it with an awareness that he was acting against
the dignity of man and the rights of individuals. The students were going to Miss
issippi. They could have gone without instruction, without briefing, without pre
paration, but they would have gone. Those of us who have some responsibility for
them could not stop them, whether we be parents or educational officials. The stu
dents were going to Mississippi. The only decent and humane thing which could be
done was to accept their commitment and help them to be ready to meet it.

The orientation sessions during the two weeks in June weeded out from the
group those who came for adventure, who were emotionally disturbed, or who were
rabblerousers. Minors were not allowed to go. Those who went, leaving the Village
of Oxford for the State of Mississippi, were responsible, sober, mature students.
They knew they might die. But they were willing to die. They were not primarily
concerned for their own personal security, their own personal niche, their own
personal lives, their own immediate future. They were not detached and indifferent.
They were committed, dedicated young people, with a surprising amount of self
discipline, awareness, and a frankness about their own fear. And, thank God, they
believe in something which transcends their own egocentricity, something which could
demand their life, something which was bigger than they. Whether or not you believe
in what they were doing, whether or not you believe the time was ripe, whether or
not you believe that one particular state in the Union should have been singled
out, they were going to Mississippi. There was courage, and there was wisdom
enough to give them the support, the information, the techniques of non-violence
which they needed. They did not go to demonstrate. They did not go to start a
revolution. They did not go to break laws. They were instructed in the laws and
ordinances of each community so that they would not violate them. They were not
trained in civil disobedience. They were trained in non-violence by leaders for
whom it was a way of life as well as a technique. They went to help register adult
human beings so that they could exercise their right to vote. They went to teach
remedial reading and writing and arithmetic in the Freedom Schools. They went to
work in civic and community and playground activities. They went knowing that there
are individuals who believe that what goes on in one state of the Union is of no
concern to "outsiders". They went knowing that they were hated by many. And be
fore most of them left the town of Oxford, they knew already that three of their
group were missing.



-3-

The students and others who went with them know that racial prejudice, in
justice and intolerance, and the humiliation of anyone individual for any super
ficial reason, can only· lead to the genocide of people as it did in Europe in the
1930's. At least some people care that it does not happen here but know that it
could happen here, and that the chief ingredient which contributes to it is in
difference.

Any college which states in its college catalogue that it is a Christian
college would have disregarded that belief if it had refused these young people
the opportunity for the orientation which they needed. The love of God and the
belief in the dignity of man is basic to a Christian commitment. If we do not
have the courage to do it ourselves and to witness in this way, perhaps we have
the courage to support those who take the risks. What they have gone to do is not
gl~morous or romantic and it may not accomplish anything. But the right to do it
is a God-given right and may mean more to the history of mankind than all the
battlefields of the world. Of course their hosts resent them, of course they should
be certain that there is no intolerance and injustice in other areas, but this is no
argument against their concern. Better that they volunteer to work for the rights
of man than that they be drafted to fight for the rights of man. It will be a long
hot summer. We pray that it will not be a bloody summer. Those of us at Western
College have no call to be proud. Instead, we need a humble prayerfulness and
t huukfulness that on this campus dedicated youth could learn, could accept, and
could believe. Hofefully the beauty and the strength of these two hundred acres
end the hours they have spent walking and talking and listening here will rein
force their courage, will provide them with the moral support to help them through
the long hot summer. The students who went to Mississippi have accepted respon
s i sility to participate in the maintenance of a ciVilization. They are not free
fro~ restraint; they will have more restraints than they have ever known. They do
r-ot go expecting to enjoy it or to rebel. They go with compassion and an under
st 2uding of both sides of the issue. This is both relevant and appropriate.

Phyllis Hoyt
Dean of Students

June 26, 1964


