DEMOCRACY AND EMPOWERMENT:
THE NASHVILLE STUDENT SIT-INS

By Rindi Douglas

During the 1960s across the South, African-American college students launched a sit-in
campaign in southern restaurants that spread to 100 cities in a six-month period. The campaign
Jocused national attention on their grievances and led to several Supreme Court decisions

' T interpreting the First Amendment.

€€ tudent Sit-Ins of the 1960s”
Sis aprocess drama struc-

o tured around the Nashville
lunch counter sit-ins of 1960. It was
developed and presented as a team’
effort by Josh White Jr. and me: as part
of a special curriculum project on the
First Amendment to the Constitution.
This lesson is part of my larger passion

. for teaching about the American
culture of democracy. '

The story behind the development
of “Studeiit Sit-Ins of the 1960s” asa
process drama activity goes like this: In
1991 I was listening to National Public
Radio when I heard a $pecial report

. from the American Bar Association

: R G honoring the 200th birthday of the Bill
of Rights. The teport disclosed that two-thirds of adult Americans cannot correctly
identify the Bill 6f Rights, and that only one in ten knows that it protects individuals from
the power of the staté. A disturbing thought. What hope is there for sustaining and improv-
ing-our democracy if two-thirds of the voting age citizéns don’tknowanything about it?
But we have.all been “taught” the Bill of Rights in school, sometimes over.and over again.
Why doesn’t anyone remember? I started thinking about ways to teach the Bill of Rights
that might “stick.” My interest in process drama and enthusiasm for the whole learning
experignce inherentin roleplaying convinced me that “living through” these Bill of Rights
issues could provide a memorable foundation for understanding this crucial documient.

'The next step was to seek funding to develop an educational program using process
drama to explore the First Amendment, the cornerstone of the Bill of Rights and Ameri-
can democracy. Because I had been teaching primarily in Detroit inner-city schools, I also
wanted the program to appeal to African-American students. Episodes in the evolution of
our society that we habitually label as African-American history are significant expres-
sions of the foundations of democracy and deserve an important place in the total curricu-
Ium for all American students, whatever their cultural origins. This led me to the next
crucial choice in the process—a working partner.

I had already collaborated with Josh White Jr., the African-American folk musician,
~writing music for a cultural project for the Detroit Historical Museum. In our conversa-
tions about work, I shared my enthusiasm for using drama in the classroom, and he
expressed an interest in participating in this process and learning about the work. We had
also talked at length about music as a kind of “bonding agent” in the learning process—
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rour personal memories, impressions
istory, and commitment to ideas can
n be triggered by a song. I ap-

ched Josh about collaborating on the
ect, and we agreed to be a team.

We both felt that this working
ership would present an excellent
hing model in the classroom—a
lé/female and an African/European
scent collaborating team. The classes
ould perceive that the First Amendment
ritage was “our” collective history,
cially important common property. We
te also intrigued by the prospect of
perimenting with music as a way of
nding students to the learning experi-
We agreed we would use both

song “Get Together” by the Youngbloods

‘Student Meeting

sh welcomes students to the first organizing meeting for the student sit-ins. He

plains the plan. Students will occupy seats at lunch counters that have previously been
served “for whites only.” He describes the possible reactions of the police and the
otential for violence, at the same time explaining the concept of nonviolence. Then Josh
introduces the character Diane Nash, who was an actual student activist in the 1960s-

d a student at Fisk. I take on this new role and explain the relationship between
nviolence and the goal of the sit-ins, which is to take the lunch counter issue to ¢court.
there is any violence from us,” Diane explains, “they will prosecute us and we won’t
¢ able to test the law. If we remain absolutely passive, then we’ll have the best chance
for a court judgment in our favor.” Next on the meeting agenda, a student is asked to.
come forward and read a list of nonviolent tactics: Do show yourself friendly, at the-
‘counter at all times. Do sit straight and always face the counter. Don'’t strike back or

‘ curse back if attacked. Don’t laugh out loud. Don’t hold conversations. Don’t block -

You may choose to face physical assault without protecting yourself, hands at the
ides, uncienched; or you may choose to protect yourself, making it plain that you do not
iritend to hit back. If you choose to protect yourself, practice positions such as these:

* To protect the skull, fold the hands over the head.

°  To prevent disfigurement of the face, bring the elbows together in front of the
T eyes.
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1k ;-“freeze frame plcture or ta cau of defensive nonviolent teohmques the
b fore the contact occurs (we'demonstrate what one might look hke to get -

' themselves physmally dnd hol | hei

¢ meeting: and, -designating aline across
ice: Afly students with private reasons
ere-thie potential for bodily harm. is greatest
Vamzed as.support workers, making
repared ositin tomorrow should
Y- rernam behmd we will give them

- We congratulate the students on'
" the floor, tell them they now have
why they cannot partlc1pate on the
will need to remain behind the Ii
phone’ calls helping w1th off.
step across the line. We note
alternate roles to play later

The Slt-lns

The meet:mg is adJ oum’ d
downtown. We s

g, and students are loaded into buses to ride
‘formition, rows of two or three divided
by an a:lsle Josh boards ‘and urges'the students to join in singing
on their way downtowi 15 4 Song; ANt Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around,” an
adaptation of an old spiritual that was used by the Freedom Marchers in Georgia in 1962.
He plays the gu1tar softl whll Iread the words of John Lewis, a student activist who had

. ap_tist Churoh, to be organized into small
_nters‘ =_Wt: took our seats in a very orderly,

& restaurant and designate a kitchen area for them.

Tlme Passe_ N

We organize three .photographs” or tableaux of the f1rst day of the student sit-ins in these
time intervals: the first hour, the fifth hour, the tenth hour. The first-hour students look alert,
concentrated, and the waitresses generaily show astonishment, outrage, disgust. At the
fifth hour the postures begin to sag, as students lean on each other and variously show
they are hungry and thirsty. Waitresses often pick ways to taunt the demonstrators, like
eating and drinking in front of them. The tenth—hour students sink way down, fall asleep,
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erly bored. We ask the watching
s:0 supply captions for people in
cture and ask “What might this

thinking?” The students speak
hts of the demonstrators alond.

final picture, we'then ask some
vatching students to play specta-
Tooking through the windows, and
‘the police, artiving with their billy
bs:'We organize one final picture.
klers and police enter the restaurant
smoyve the students from their chairs;
idents call out nonviolent positions
.as “chain” or “dominoes” from the
ertableaux and freeze in defensive
tions. This last picture is a stark
st to the static tedium of the
s version; suddenly the whole
isphysically alert and focused.

In'this series of frozen moments, the
of the student sit-ins is realized in both visual and kinesthetic terms Wntmg about
xperience later, some students will recall the boredom and tedium of the long wait;
others talk about the tension, fear, potential danger, and the feelings of being
nerable. Several students will mention the importance of fighting for rights, even ifitis:

‘ her Developments

me allows we continue exploring the drama. Dependmg on the tendencies expressed 7
1¢ students so far, we may focus on the parent-child or parent-university relationship.
ag ten students and announce that have been arrested, isolating them in the. corner

e room. We allow them one phone call. This they improvise in pairs. Their ideas are
n.shared with the larger group. Next, concerned parents may meet with the dean to
uss the sit-ins. What position should the parents and university take about the stu-

ts’ actions?

Another direction for the drarma is to focus on follow-up de01s1on~makmg by the .
rganizers themselves. Demonstrators may meet to decide what strategies to pursue
the arrests. What can be done to support and replace those in jail? Can we find
leadership? How will we handle the growing interest of the media? White students
y arrive form the North on a bus and want to sit'in, too. The demonstrators meet to
de whether or not to allow this.

We:always try to end the session in the following way: We tell everyone that there were
too‘many long and boring days of sitting in. Students couldn’t talk to each other much.
riting was often the only outlet, the only thing to do. They wrote notes to each other, to
parents or friends about what they were doing, what it meant to them, and how they felt
about it. We ask each student to write such a letter and, when they are finished, to leave
it'iri the center of the room. Then we ask each to find a letter that is not theirs, select the
ost important sentence, and gather in the center of the room. -

“. While Josh plays the guitar, we ask for an unpromptu choral reading from the stu-
dents using parts of the letters as text and joining in at the moment in the reading their
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Jinstinct tells them is the- r'ight'point for their message. A range of feelings
emerge—boredom from sitting in, pride, fear, anger, relief that nobody got
hurt. And we hear statements of comrmtment as weil

*-Déar Morher You ha

; __e twe—hour session, students have a first-hand encounter with the history of the.-
ights Movement of the 1960s. They join in the struggle that is a metaphor for the”

1 ‘encan ‘éxperience—fighting for a place at the table of democracy. The

: nveys the:importance of First Amendment rights in sustaining a just society.
s‘ are an mspmng lesson in empowerment A group of collcge students i

S *Many indicate new knowledge about “how hard 1t was for Blacks, the
‘they felt and were treated.” Others indicate surptise at the serious-
What rea}ly happened in the ’605 was not all about drugs. '

affirm the belief that everyone should have equal rights. Some students focus on leanung _
from the process itself: “I learned about the thinking that’s involved.... You have to fight
for what you 'want.... We can change things that are wrong without v1olence ... You see.
from othier points.of view what life was like, almost like you knew their thoughts.”

~ Asked if this kind of teaching can help students to learn, responses were overwhelm-
meg positive—113 yes, one maybe, and zero no. Why? Students describe process drama

“a fun.way. to Jearn.... You’re living it.... It makes you think.... Use your imaginatien...
Actmg out-helps:you remember more because you participate.... You experience.it-
instead of just:being told.... Being involved in situations helps you understand.... You learn
better, *cause staring at books puts:you to sleep.... It’s not like school. I think T could learn
more this way in a day than I could in a week of school.”




irst Amendment
.are only 46 words in the First Amendment to the
'tutlon of the United Stafes.

C ngress shall make no law respectmg an establishment
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or.
bridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the
f the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition
rnment for a redress of grievances.”

Sit-Ins
unit of study will be enriched by selected readings. We
irst-hand accounts of this struggle, such as Juan

ams’ Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights

rs 1954-1965 and The Civil Rzghts Reader Baszc

gveloping the unit is Voices of Freedom: An Oral
ory. of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s
1gh the 1980s, by Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer
Sarah Flynn (1990).

The following extracts from Voices of Freedom
ov1de a vivid picture of the events of the time:

il Rights Movement:

we had decided to be respectful of the opposition, and try to keep issues geared
towards desegregation, not get sidetracked. The first sit-in we had was really
funny, because the waitresses were nervous. They must have dropped two -
usand dollars’ worth of dishes that day. It was almost a cartoon. One in
particular, she was so nervous, she picked up dishes and she’d drop one, and
she’d pick up another one, and she’d drop it. It was really funny, and we were
sitting there trying not to laugh, because we thought that laughing would be
insulting and we didn’t want to create that kind of atmosphere At the same
time we were scared to death.

_olm Lewis, a student at the American Baphst Theological Seminary, who had been
rained in nonviolent protest:

The first day nothing in terms of violence or disorder happened. This continued
for a few more days and it continued day in and day out. Finally, on Saturday,
February 27, when we had about 100 students prepared to go down—-it was a
very beautiful day in Nashville—we got a call from a local white minister who

- had been a real supporter of the Movement. He said that if we go down on this

‘particular day, he understood that the police would stand to the side and leta
group of white hoodlums and thugs come in and beat people up, and then we

- would be arrested. We made a decision to go, and we all went to the same
store. Tt was a Woolworth in the heart of the downtown area, and we occupied
every seat at the lunch counter, every seat in the restaurant, and it did happen.
A group of young white men came in and they started pulling and beating

- primarily on the young women.
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ne Nash, who was a student at Fisk Umvcrs1ty when she became mvolved in’ thc.'l_ _

he sit-ins were really highly charged, emotionally. In our nonvielent workshops,” g




_ They put lighted cigarettes down their backs, in their hair, and they were really .

: :beatlug people. Ina ‘short time police officials came in and placed all of us under
‘arrest, and not d smgle member of the whlte group, the people that were
‘opposmg our: s1t—1n, was. arrested.

: 'That w_as the fll‘St time that T was arrested Growing up in the rural South, you
... learned it was. no' a tl_ung to do. To goto jail was to bring shame and disgrace on .
the. famlly' But for me it was like bemg involved in a holy crusade, it became a
badge of ionor. I think it was in keepmg w1th all we had been taught inthe
'workshops solfelt _efy good, in the sense of nghteous mdlgnatmn about being
. arrested; but at the same time I felt the commitment and dedication on the part of
' the students.

in, we were surpnsed and. dehghted to hear of other c1t1es '
I think we started. feelmg the power of the idea whose
we did the thmgs we did, we had no inkling that the

gcome as Wldespread as it did. I remember realizing that we
governors, ]udges, p011t1c1ans businessmen, and 1
1only 22 yea:rs old, what do I know, what am T domg‘?’
iable. So. when we heard these newscasts, that other cities
teally helped. Because there were more of us. And it was

The Movement had a way of reachmg ms1de you and brlugmg out thmgs that
even you didn’t know were there. Such as courage When it was time to go to
was mixch too busy to bé afra1d ‘

Excerpts :om Votces of Freedom.are copyright © 1990 by Blackside, Inc. Reprinted with permission from
He and Steve Fayer, Voices of F reedom (New York Bantam Books, 1990), .

Copynght © 1997 by Hememann Reprmted by penmssmn from Rindi Douglas, "Democracy and Empower—
ment: The Nashville Student Sit-Ins,” Dreamseekers: Creative Approaches to the African -American Heritage,
ed: Anita Manley aud Cecﬂy O’Neﬂl (Portsmouth N.H.: Heinemann, 1997) Th.lS readmg is excerpted from
the fu]l chapter. L
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