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Students for a Democratic Society:
A Successful Failure?

The Students for a Democratic Society, or SDS, were characterized by their fervent, enthusiastic discontent, their lofty ideals, and their incapacitating lack of organization.  The group, both nationally and locally, undoubtedly strayed far from its foundations, a downward spiral culminating in the SDS’ ultimate factionalization and collapse.  Despite its unfortunate an ungraceful demise, the SDS has left a legacy that still benefits us, in one way or another, today.

The SDS' founding manifesto, the Port Huron Statement (PHS) is the product of several months’ worth of discussion, writing, and revising by the SDS’ founders.  Tom Hayden, a member of the Chicago Seven and now a California Senator, penned the majority of the Statement, which met with final approval at the SDS national convention in Port Huron, Michigan, June 11-15, 1962.


The purpose of the Statement was to officially document the concerns and purpose of the SDS, whose initial 60-some members found themselves “looking uncomfortably to the world we inherit.”  The SDS’ hopeful idealism is foreshadowed even in the Statement’s opening “introductory note.”  In contrast to the staunchly codified, red-tape regulations of the institutions the group desired to combat, the PHS’ malleability is stressed:  “... [it is] a living document open to change with our times and experiences.  It is a beginning.”


This open-ended flexibility is further manifested in the SDS’ foundational tenet of “participatory democracy.”  In many ways, this concept was at the root of all the SDS’ actions and all it hoped to accomplish.  The tenet essentially holds that individuals should take part in determining the social decisions that impact their lives, and that society should be organized so as to facilitate this participation.  The SDS endeavored to “wrest control” of their destinies, and held out the high hopes of eventually having an impact on the structure of our society as a whole.


But don’t we already live in a democracy?  Isn’t this a free country?  According to the SDS, no.  The PHS alludes strongly to the rampant apathy that its authors felt was overcoming the country’s youth.  “Apathy toward apathy,” even.  Politics are not profitable, and not worth the risk of failure; according to the Statement students are more concerned with study schedules and “two nights each week for beer,” than they are with the state of the world, which they see as “inevitable.”


These observations are not kind to the socially and politically listless fellow students that the original SDS members found themselves surrounded by.  But the kids themselves were not to blame.  The PHS points the finger at increasingly powerful, bureaucratic institutions, blaming them for the apathy of the masses.  Universities are singled out in particular--the authors of the PHS were college students, and state that they first began recognizing the ills of society while attending college.  They view the college campus as a microcosm of society as a whole.  


They cite “in loco parentis theory” as a major cause of student inaction.  The university acts as a “moral guardian,” preparing the student for citizenship by extracting the creative spirit of the individual.  Obviously, this is quite contrary to what the SDS believed the university ought to be doing, that is, assisting in the open cultivation of personal intellect.  The PHS goes so far as comparing the (then) modern college experience to watching a television set-- “passing on the stock truths of the day.”


The PHS criticizes the study-beer-class-study-girls rut that most students fall into as alienating, placing the student in his own little world, oblivious to more relevant concerns.  The Statement also accuses universities of selling out (perhaps necessarily, due to under-funding) to “huge foundations and other private financial interests”; this makes universities “more commercial, but less disposed to diagnose society critically, less open to dissent.”  Isolated and belittled by the powers that be, students “accept elite rule within the university, which prepares him to accept later forms of minority control.”  


Despite its disapproval of the general condition of the university, the PHS still holds out hope for its potential-- it compliments the scattered numbers of students who at the time had already begun demonstrating, breaking free from the grasp of apathy and alienation.  The Statement notes that “the university is in a permanent position of social influence,” that it is “a crucial institution in the formation of social attitudes,” and central in “organizing, evaluating, and transmitting knowledge.”  Together, these qualities make the university an ideal potential base from which to launch a “movement of social change.”


In the body of their statement, the composers of the PHS set incredibly high goals for themselves, and for society as a whole.  They not only complain about the current state of things, they adamantly advocate change.  “The United States’ principal goal should be creating a world where hunger, poverty, disease, ignorance, violence, and exploitation are replaced as central features by abundant reason, love, and international cooperation.”  They want the media to change, political parties to change, corporate accountability policies to change, allocation of resources to change, bigotry to change ... the list goes on.  How is all of this possible?  The writers describe “men as infinitely precious and possessed of unfulfilled capacities for reason, freedom, and love ... [they] have unrealized potential for self-cultivation, self-direction, self-understanding, and creativity.”


Even if the apparently enlightened men of the SDS could utilize a fraction of this amazing potential, would they be able to effect widespread structural and social change?  Refreshingly, the PHS is quick to address its seeming exaggerations.  Its authors realize that many may see the SDS’ lofty set of goals as “a juvenile hallucination,” but they insist that fear of failure is not a valid reason to never try in the first place.  Furthermore, the authors do not, in fact, expect a serious change to be completed via university activism alone.  The SDS’ more realistic hope is to “awaken its allies” throughout the country and outside of university campuses, and through “genuine cooperation, locally, nationally, and internationally,” break the “crust of apathy.”


“If we appear to seek the unattainable,” the Statement closes, “then let it be known that we do so to avoid the unimaginable.”  A sense of urgency and potential doom permeates the PHS.  At the time, the “unimaginable” future it speaks of was truly that-- unthinkable and impossible to calmly accept.  With the Cold War going strong, and policies of deterrence rather than disarmament remaining intact, members of the SDS openly considered the possibility of a nuclear shootout destroying mankind as we know it.  “Our work is guided by the sense that we may be the last generation in the experiment with living.”  

The PHS asserts “we find violence to be abhorrent.”  What the SDS and the rest of the New Left must do non-violently, then, is “start controversy across the land ... The ideal university is a community of controversy.”  The goal of this controversy is to “transform modern complexity into issues that can be understood and felt close-up by every human being.”  This is similar to the goals the PHS sets for the dominant political parties: undoing excessive party overlap and clarifying the menu of distinct party political agendas, thereby rousing people to participate in a democracy they can understand and relate to.


Initially, the SDS stayed true to its non-violent foundations.  In 1962, utilizing a $5,000 grant it received, the SDS National Office established the Economic and Research Action Project (ERAP), in which SDS members lived in poor neighborhoods, took surveys of residents, and used the results to rally for change.
  Participants organized rent strikes and sit-ins, eventually achieving a number of building repairs, house inspections, and code enforcements.  One of ERAP’s more successful projects, the Newark Community Union Project, was started by Tom Hayden.


Unfortunately, SDS enthusiasm for community organizing quickly waned, as interests turned to the broader goal of dramatizing society’s more general problems.
  An obvious outlet for this desire soon presented itself with the increasing hostilities in Vietnam.  This new focus on the war in Vietnam marked an important switch from “fighting the oppression of others to fighting something that had a direct effect on their lives due to the threat of being drafted.”
  This was also a shift from mere dissent to open resistance, as SDS youth burned draft cards and obstructed military induction centers.  A march on Washington was organized, after some disagreement; it occurred on April 17, 1965, and drew a crowd of about 25,000.

This march was a key turning point for the SDS.  For one thing, it drew a large number of Communists, including members of the Progressive Labor Party (PLP), who would later infiltrate the ranks of the SDS and contribute to its downfall.
  It also marked the further shift toward a more revolutionary mindset.  Despite the relevant success of the march, many SDS members, especially certain officials at the time, felt that marches were not enough, that the establishment would not listen to merely verbal dissent.

This changing mindset manifested itself at Columbia University in New York in April,  1968.  Partly in response to the increasingly dire situation in Vietnam, which included the National Security Council’s abolishment of draft deferments for graduate students,
 and partly in response to disagreeable university policies and plans, the local Columbia University SDS chapter held a rally.  The result was a six-day fiasco that involved the ransacking of the university president’s office and SDS occupation of five different university buildings.  In the end, 711 students were arrested, 148 were injured, and 120 charges of police brutality were filed.
  Members of the SDS and other activists referred to such actions as “bringing the war home.”


It is quite clear that the SDS strayed from many of the values inherent in the Port Huron Statement.  But, it is important to remember the PHS’ introductory note, that the document was by no means set in stone, and was meant to be reevaluated and revised as time passed.  If the SDS’ interests and goals changed, then the PHS was intended to change with them.

Unfortunately, it seems that the SDS’ extreme flexibility and loose structure were the main cause of its eventual demise.  The core value of participatory democracy allowed anyone and everyone to not only be a part of SDS, but to flex their muscles and make themselves heard.  This backfired at the SDS National Convention of 1968, when large numbers of Progressive Labor Party members became part of SDS.  They actually outnumbered other members, and without more defined regulations, nothing could be done to kick them out or stifle the advancement of their interests, which included the eventual overthrow of the US government in favor of a communist one.

Soon the SDS splintered further.  The main factions were the Revolutionary Youth Movement I and II (RYM I and RYM II), the PLP (which was actually known as the Worker-Student Alliance, or WSA, within the SDS), and a smaller, anarchist faction called Up Against the Wall Motherfucker, who “practiced violent disruption for its own sake.”

RYM I and the PLP/WSA emerged as the more consequential of the factions.  In the 1969 National Convention, the drama came to a head.  RYM I invited two leaders of the Black Panthers (with whom they had begun to align themselves) to speak at the convention.  When the Panthers’ speeches became extremely derogatory toward women and other SDS factions, a cacophony of opposing chants erupted.  Amidst the noise, RYM I’s leaders led their followers out of the main meeting hall.  Despite their own leaving, RYM I declared this the official dismissal of their rivals, the PLP/WSA, from the SDS.

As the other factions faded into obscurity, RYM I became more well known as the Weathermen.  In complete disregard for the SDS’ original values, the group “indulged in violent revolutionary behavior, making and setting off explosives, planning assassinations, and conducting violent demonstrations.”
  Their last big demonstration was called “Four Days of Rage,” and took place in Chicago’s Lincoln Park on October 8, 1969.
  Following this, the group was forced to go into hiding (hence a new moniker, the Weather Underground) due to numerous FBI charges filed against them for terrorist activities.  Their attempt at a revolutionary movement failed, because their extreme tactics alienated them from any large number of supporters a more gentle organization, such as the original SDS, may have been able to gain.


Due to a combination of impatience and an increasingly dire situation in Vietnam, the SDS shifted from peaceful, narrowly focused yet effective activity, to larger-scale, disruptive activity.  Participatory democracy, the group's noble founding principle, permitted outside groups to infiltrate the SDS and push their own, counterproductive interests.  An official policy that prevented any member from serving in office twice prevented any of the SDS’ founding members from staying highly involved over time. Further, the stubborn autonomy of individual chapters prevented the National Office from imposing any further, organization-wide initiatives.


The participatory democracy frame of mind unfortunately resulted in crippling disorder in the autonomous local SDS units as well.  In her research, Katie Drueding illustrates the fundamental confusion that plagued extracurricular outfits, such as the SDS chapter at the University of Oregon.  “In [a] meeting, less than a month after the group’s conception on campus, a mafor theme emerged: the defining, and re-defining, of the SDS’ goals,” she says.  “It seems that they were never quite sure what their purpose was, and so they spent a great deal of time and talk on the matter.”


This lack of an identity and goals manifested itself in some of the causes UO SDS pursued.  To be fair, they did partake in some activities that the Port Huron authors might even be proud of.  “They began sponsoring protests and teach-ins: opposing Dow Chemical's recruiting on campus, opposing Marine recruiting on campus and the presence of the ROTC, and picketing the Draft Board.”
  But they were also involved in numerous “table-ins,” protests centering on the placement and number of tables in the student union.  Drueding says, “The students invoked Berkeley's free speech movement, but seemed more than anything to be wishing for that kind of tyranny.”
  The table problem was soon amicably resolved by the administration.

Drueding points to another counterproductive distraction: an obsession with public image.  She cites numerous instances when UO SDS attempted to counter accusations that they were nothing but bell wearers, communists and hippies.
   Rather than bringng real issues to the people and making a difference in society, as was the SDS’ supposed goal, the UO chapter was focusing on a petty problem that affected only themselves.  It could be said that the group’s image does have an effect on its success, since what an activist group needs in order to advance is ever-increasing membership.  However, it also seems that by buckling down and making real accomplishment, UO SDS would have attracted more positive attention than they did by putzing around about their image.

Similar incidents occurred in local chapters across the country.  One example was at Kent State University.
  Visitingnational SDS leader Paul Rudd agreed to do an interview from a local SDSer’s apartment, to be taped and then played later on WKSU, Kent’s campus radio station.  After several takes that had to be cut due to excessive profanity, the final take was going fine -- until Rudd spoke in such a way that he contradicted a previous statement.  The SDSers got mad, stopped the interview and demanded the tape, which was handed over with some reluctance.


Unable to catch Rudd for another interview, and having had promised one to their listeners, WKSU ran a brief news item explaining what had happened.  The local SDSers were angered by this, and six of them stormed the restricted station building, interrupted the live broadcast, and demanded equal air time.  Some of the intruders began wandering through offices and attempting to abscond with certain station memos.  The campus police were called, and were able to convince the SDSers to leave peacefully, in exchange for copies of the memos they wanted.

This event is a significant illustration of SDS members getting rowdy, causing a disturbance, and demanding freedom to speak and be heard … but not in order to an form of political or social statement.  Rather, it seems a desperate attempt to mend a blow to the SDS’ public image.  And of course, this blow originated from the fact that Rudd was unable to a) complete a short interview without cursing like a sailor, or b) express his and the SDS’ views without fouling up and contradicting himself.


Indeed, much of the bad press about the UO SDS seemed to attack the group’s misdirection and insufficiency as an agent of social change.  In an Oregon Daily Emerald fictional, satirical column that Drueding cites, the author pokes fun at the SDS’ leaderless structure – “the meeting had no particular form and the floor generally belonged to whomever could talk the loudest.  The meeting sounded a little like a chicken yard in a hurricane.”
  (Sounds like a milder version of SDS national conventions, where communist outsiders, black panther supporters, and disruptive anarchists squabbled the SDS apart.)  He goes on to mock imaginary SDSers arguing over what to blow up – the ROTC building or the EMU.  Then they complain that other campus groups always get the credit that the SDS deserve.  They finish by lamenting that they can’t hold rallies anymore, because they always use the same speech and by now the audience knows it by heart.  Finally the dissappointed author decides to join a frat instead of the SDS.  It’s more exciting.
  


The irony of this column is put into further perspective by comments from Barbara West, Special Counsel to President Frohnmayer.  West was not an SDS member, but knew many UO SDS members in the late 60s.  She saw the hectic state of their organization first-hand.


West says that the first problem that the SDS faced was that it was playing with non-traditional organizational structures.
  It acted on consensus rather than hierarchy, which meant that decisions did not get made in a timely matter.  West says that this proved to be the wrong model for SDS, because most of its goals fell under the category of immediate-term emergency.
  

Add to this a swirling haze of dope and sex, and the formula for effective action is out the window.

Another problem that West saw was a tendency to be involved in protest and activism simply because it was the cool thing to do.  “We were hot shit,” West says, in reference to her and her friends’ mindsets at the time.  She says that being a college student involved in such activities was about as cool as you could get.  Kids were getting their photos taken, getting interviewed, appearing on TV … they were stars.  And the more outrageous, the more airtime.



An underlying attraction to this lifestyle, in West’s opinion, was the incredible danger involved.  If a guy flunked out of school, he would get drafted, and then he would literally die.  If you were a woman, it could happen to your boyfriend or your brother.

In addition, penalties for drug possession were extremely harsh.  Having one marijuana seed on your person could constitute a felony conviction and jail time.  And the authorities would be more than happy to lock up anyone with long hair.


West says that for an organization to last, it can start with charisma, but most move on to bureacracy; it cannot survive on charisma alone.  The SDS could not get past charisma, says West.  A Bureaucracy was simply antithetical to the SDS’ fundamental goals.  Plus they were not capable of such, due to short attention spans, says West.

Thus, the SDS was not a success in terms of achieving its long-term goals, or as establishing itself as an organization with any sort of future.  But, says West, not all organizations necessarily need to do that.  The SDS did make a name for itself, in its own dramatic, chaotic, intense way.
  Perhaps SDS’ most important contribution, says West, was as a model to future organizations, of what to do, and more importantly what not to do.

Some modern Leftist groups, at least, have learned what works.  

“The International Action Center has built momentum since the 1991 Iraq war through an antisanctions campaign and was ready to roll after September 11, convening its new antiwar coalition, International ANSWER, within days. It was ANSWER that organized the surprisingly large October 26 rallies in San Francisco and Washington, with groups like Peace Action coming along for the ride.”

Today, antiwar groups can convene within a matter of days.  Perhaps it has something to do with the internet, but the SDS used to argue to no end as to whether doing things such as marching on Washington were even worthwhile.  It is fairly clear that the groups mentioned here follow some sort of hierarchical structure.  Participatory debate just cannot breed such swift results.


The anti-sweatshop movement a few years ago in universities across the country is another example of today’s quickly mobilizing activists. 

“The campus antisweatshop campaign began to pick up speed when a dozen students returned from the Union Summer experience of 1997 to their home campuses of Duke, Harvard, Illinois and Georgetown with newly honed consciousness and organizing skills. After a year of arduous organizing and growth, they got together last July and formed the United Students Against Sweatshops (USAS).”

Again, organization and action are key.  This group had a single goal and pursued it vigorously, 

and the sweatshop issue spread like wildfire.
  Inaction , squabbling and wanting issues to be there just for the sake of having something to protest – these are the reasons SDS, at least at UO, developed a bad public image.  The USAS seems to have figured that out, and acted accordingly.


On the other hand, singular, attainable accomplishments may not have been what SDS was all about.  As Barbara West hinted, SDS and its surrounding movement may have been just as much about challenging norms, introducing new ideas, an altering culture, as it was about politics and the real world.  If this is true, then perhaps SDS succeeded.  After all, protest and questioning the system is regarded as permissible today, even if a lot of us don’t choose to.  Tom Hayden and Dick Flacks write:  “Some of the agenda has been fulfilled:  The cold war is no more, voting rights for blacks and youth have been won, and much has changed for the better in the content of university curriculums.  Yet our dreams have hardly been realized.”


This is clear; the world still has a long way to go, perhaps as far or further than ever.  A Cold War mentality is reinstated with the War on Terrorism.  The poor are poorer and the rich are richer.  And racism still runs rampant.  Luckily, people of all ages are still joining in the good fight, and doing so with a rich history to learn from.  Perhaps the best lesson to be learned from the SDS generation is level-headedness.  “We sort of know we can't make a difference without appealing to other people,” says one high school activist during a meeting.  “We're not, like, bombing buildings." This prompted another student to mockingly write “BOMB” as the next item on the meeting agenda.
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