


BLACK 1968

Initially, the 1960s was a time of understandable optimism. The civil rights 
movement and the legislation it inspired suggested an end to institutionalized 
racism in the United States, while in the Global South, the emergence of 
independent states anticipated political liberation and increased prosperity. 
So, when racial discrimination, entrenched privilege, cold war politics, and 
!scal reality dashed these hopes later in the decade, the world experienced a 
wave of protests. Conventional narratives of 1968 focus on student strikes, 
revolutions and coups, assassinations, and the reactionary backlash that 
they inspired.

The chapters of Black 1968 reveal the imperfectly documented and 
heretofore unrecognized bonds that led peoples of African descent around 
the world to articulate new global conceptions of Blackness as a way to 
mount local challenges to racism, segregation, colonialism, economic 
exploitation, generational authority, and cultural chauvinism.

This book will be of interest to general readers interested in the global 
1968 as well as scholars of Blackness and global history.

Timothy H. Parsons is a social historian holding joint appoints in the 
departments of History and African and African American Studies at 
Washington University.
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“We Are Not White. We Don’t Want to Be White.”: Washington 
University’s Black Radical Awakening

“We needed to be in!ltrated into the entire Washington University system,” 
said Patricia Reid Lewis Taylor, class of 1973.1

In a year characterized by global upheaval, African Americans found 
themselves at the center of what many believed was a worldwide revolution, 
and Black students summoned the courage to assert themselves on white col-
lege campuses—effectively reconstituting American higher education. For 
these Black students, there was much at stake, with their socioeconomic 
well-being and their physical safety perhaps their paramount concern. 
Nevertheless, Black Washington University (WashU) students, like their 
Black counterparts nationwide, were willing to sacri!ce their lives for racial 
equity. As one student recounts:

My mother was a single parent … But I remember when I !rst heard about 
the incident, I didn’t go into the administration building. Part of it was 
that I knew that eighteen years young, that in the back of my mind, that 
my mother spent some dollars to get me here to Washington University … 
So, for the !rst two days of the demonstration—of the sit-in—I was not 
there. But on that third day, something just washed over me, and I said “I 
can’t just stay in this dormitory. This is not right.” So, I remember going 
to the administration building.2

Oliver Green, a second-year MBA student, was the one who opened the 
door for him, and the undergraduate student stayed for the duration of the 
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“We Don’t Want to Be White.”

sit-in. He felt welcomed even though he was “two days late.”3 To the Black 
students who had slept in WashU’s administrative building’s (Brookings 
Hall) accounting of!ce for two nights prior, the arrival of another Black 
face proved to them that they were not alone. Indeed, they were a part of 
something bigger; a new spirit of revolution was sweeping the globe, and the 
basement of Brookings was the place to be. One had to be there to be on the 
right side of history.

Prior to 1968, Washington University in St. Louis, a private institution 
with a wealthy and predominately white student body, was ostensibly calm 
during the era of student unrest. Although there were student dissidents, 
there was an atmosphere of ignorance to the institutional racialized hostility 
enacted by white administration, faculty, and students. 1968, however, was 
an in"ection point in the shifting racial climate of the campus. Following 
other Black collegiate protests, the “Brookings Occupation” marked the 
moment in which Black students actively and audibly voiced their discontent 
with the university’s hostility.

The occupation of Brookings Hall on December 6, 1968, was a challenge 
to the anti-Black racism that was deeply ingrained in the university, the St. 
Louis community, American society, and indeed the wider world in the tur-
bulent years of the long 1968. The university administration, campus police, 
and white students created a racist climate that ultimately forced Black stu-
dents to take the drastic step of occupying the main administration building 
on campus (as so many other Black American college students did in 1968). 
These students articulated their grievances in their Black Manifesto, with 
ten demands revolving around the restructuring of the white racial hierar-
chy at Washington University that subjugated Black students. By asserting 
agency over their own educational experience, they left an invaluable legacy 
for future generations of Black students at Washington University by paving 
the way for the unit that would become the African and African American 
Studies Department.

The Brookings Occupation was successful in that it marked the begin-
ning of a shift in the campus’s racial climate. It challenged the university 
hierarchy, which forced Black students into the margins—often being seen 
and treated as spectacles and tokens. The Black Manifesto also called for 
better treatment for Black staff (not solely faculty members) and members 
of the broader Black St. Louis community who were, according to the Black 
students, considered by the university to be essentially nonhuman research 
subjects. It focused on establishing a Black Studies program in which Black 
students would increase their awareness of their own history and foster a 
campus-wide consciousness regarding the (global) Black condition. The 
Black Studies program would be taught by Black faculty and include racially 
relevant curricula—a complete disruption and transformation of the domi-
nant idea of Blackness as a de!cit, which was taught during the period prior 
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to the occupation. The students’ physical occupation of the institutional 
heart of the WashU administration was a calculated effort to disrupt the 
entrenched white character of the campus by demonstrating their resolve, 
sophistication, and understanding of the struggles of global Blackness.4

The participants revealed in their recollections of the occupation that most 
Black students were primarily concerned with combatting the immediate 
day-to-day racism they experienced at Washington University (although they 
were aware of larger regional and national expressions of Black resistance). 
Though most Black students on campus were largely focused on community 
matters and national tensions, there were Black students with a wider focus 
on the Black international arena. One such student was Robert Johnson, 
a member of the nascent Black MBA cohort at the time, who informally 
assumed a central leadership role in the movement. Johnson’s past experi-
ences with radical Black diasporic organizing began during his undergradu-
ate education at Lincoln University, which introduced him to international 
Black history and current events. His experience also served as a key bridge 
that linked Black students participating in the occupation to a long history 
of Black resistance that was taking on new meaning in the turbulence of the 
1960s. Johnson’s international perspective, Black students’ lived experiences 
from across the country, and the dissemination of information through an 
international array of newspapers and print outlets contributed to a greater 
sense of urgency and instilled a feeling of obligation on the part of Black 
people everywhere to protest their oppressive conditions wherever they were 
encountered. Global Blackness—as an entity in which Black people through-
out the Black Diaspora valued an intracommunal expression of Black pride 
and care—fundamentally shaped the Brookings Occupation and its rever-
berations across the Washington University campus, connecting the moment 
to a larger worldwide Black student movement.

African American Radical Mobilization in the Long 1968

American liberalism and colonial notions of race and racism of the Cold War 
era were altered by the widespread unrest marking the 1960s.5 The euphoria 
of African independence and the limitations of the Civil Rights Movement’s 
presence in the public sphere intensi!ed radicalism among African American 
activists that led them to interrogate the oppressive infrastructure of a fal-
tering American liberal democracy.6 White America’s (especially the gov-
ernment’s) claims to an “equal” society were proved to be a farce by Black 
Power activists. As the decade progressed, Black Americans’ skepticism of 
the intentions and actions of the US government was exacerbated by anti-
Black violence and heightened state repression.

During the long 1968, there was widespread unrest among student dissi-
dent movements within the United States, speci!cally Black college students. 
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On predominately white university campuses, Black students felt a strong 
sense of anger and thirst for transformation as they navigated their respec-
tive institutions. The students refused to accept the culture of white-per-
petrated racism stemming from the institutionalized white supremacy that 
existed within predominately white colleges and universities.7 However, it is 
important to note that Black student rebellion did not begin in 1968; police 
brutality perpetrated against Black students in the South and at Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) earlier in the decade engendered 
Black nationalist sentiments among Black college students. According to 
Ibram X. Rogers, 1963 was “the seminal year of black nationalist organ-
izing at prestigious and urban HWCUs, with moderately large African 
American populations stimulated and angered by the southern civil rights 
atrocities, colonial struggles, and northern and western racism.”8 Following 
this period, radicalism increased among Black students nationwide due to 
the continued hostility against Black college students at HBCUs.9 Their 
anger with institutions and its campus police was harnessed and actual-
ized into organized protests. Black college students gradually developed a 
greater consciousness regarding their oppressed condition and decided to 
act through tangible protests. Meanwhile, Black students at San Francisco 
State University were the !rst at a predominately white insitution (PWI) to 
directly protest a university administration that embodied the institutional-
ized anti-Black racism on campus.

Within different universities across the country, Black students demanded 
better conditions and opportunities. Violence manifested itself in various 
forms—both tangibly (i.e., physical violence) and intangibly (i.e., epistemic, 
such as curricular). The reality of the situation that Black students found 
themselves in was that they were not safe on white college campuses. Student 
uprisings broke out across the country and often led to confrontations 
between Black students and school administrators who were often supported 
by the state or campus police. In their efforts to respond to the speci!c issues 
on their respective campuses, the students employed different strategies. In 
the case of Washington University, the Black collegiate protests were ignited 
by a particular instance of anti-Black police brutality against a Black male 
student—leading to what would become the Brookings Occupation.

“We Were Just There”: Black Students’ Lives before the Occupation

The racial climate of Washington University radicalized many Black stu-
dents. Alumni of Washington University who participated in the occupation 
vividly recall their perspectives on the racial climate of the campus prior to 
the occupation. Their oral histories differ as each student, at the time, expe-
rienced speci!c forms of racial aggression or neglect—due to their personal 
circumstances. Despite these individual differences, there was a collective 
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sense of frustration on the part of the Black students during the period that 
would shape their actions and galvanize the support of Black faculty, staff, 
and community members.

A sense of “linked fate” and group reliance resided at the very heart of the 
small Black community that existed on the WashU campus at the time.10 This 
sense of linked fate and group reliance, which stretches back to centuries of 
enslavement, was being forged by Black students prior to the occupation. In 
the weeks leading up to the protest, Black students laid the groundwork for 
this collectivity by establishing the Association of Black Collegians (ABC) 
and the Black Collegian newspaper, a publication that discussed issues and 
happenings on campus, the nation, and the world from the perspective of 
Black people. The multiple geographical foci of the Black Collegian re"ected 
the Black students’ larger understanding of the global unrest, particularly 
regarding global Blackness, that marked the long 1968.

The !rst issue of The Black Collegian, published on November 8 of that 
year, carried an article entitled “Black Victory in Mexico!” lauding the efforts 
of John Carlos and Tommie Smith at the 1968 Mexico City Olympics.11 
This was the famous protest in which the two student-athletes raised black-
gloved !sts in symbolic support of the Black Power movement.12 Re"ecting 
on the event, the student author stated that “The Olympics itself, was a 
breathtaking display of Black Power.”13 The coverage and discussion of the 
Olympic protest in The Black Collegian illustrates the ways Washington 
University students were also tuned to what Adam Green calls “moment[s] 
of simultaneity” in Black America.14 Carlos and Smith won not only med-
als but also the allegiance of Black students on the Washington University 
campus and beyond.

The Brookings Occupation was not the !rst protest staged by Black 
Washington University students. In 1967, just days before the Black student 
protests in Mexico City, Black students marched to the Board of Trustees’ 
homes “in order to inform the board about the concerns of the Black stu-
dents on campus. The executive committee accepted the invitation and a 
position paper was written and delivered.”15 Similarly, on November 5, 
1968, Black students walked out of their classrooms expressing what they 
described as disdain with the “liberal ‘face’” that the university donned 
but did not practice.16 This strike brought Black students closer together—
revealing their political potential—“making them a more uni!ed force to be 
reckoned with.”17 As a result, Black students were already comfortable with 
protesting on the campus as a uni!ed collective group. This set the stage for 
their largest protest that would occur only a month later in December 1968.

The majority of white students and the university itself were not prepared 
for a uni!ed and organized Black presence on campus. Patricia Reid Taylor, 
a !rst-year student majoring in nursing, described the racial atmosphere on 
campus leading up to December 6 as being characterized by isolation and a 



 “We Don’t Want to Be White.” 23

lack of connection to the larger campus community.18 Taylor believed Black 
students were admitted to the university to meet a “quota.”19 Similarly, 
Oliver Green felt that Black students were “just there.”20 These feelings of 
the alumni represent the isolation and disillusionment some Black students 
felt on campus. White students’ complicity and/or their perpetration of rac-
ism exacerbated the problems that Black students experienced. Even so-
called “progressive” white students in the Students for a Democratic Society 
(SDS) were largely patronizing toward their Black peers. At the time, SDS’ 
protests were primarily aimed at abolishing the campus’s Reserve Of!cers 
Training Corps (ROTC) on campus, but they also adopted an egotistic atti-
tude toward Black students, whose lead they refused to follow.

Many students in the occupation cited the lack of Black faculty and poor 
working conditions for hourly wage Black employees as motivation for 
their participation. Their concern for the treatment of these Black employ-
ees bolsters the central argument that a sense of “linked fate” drove the 
Occupation21. In addition to these concerns, several of the Black male par-
ticipants cited consistent gendered-racial harassment by the Washington 
University Police Department (WUPD). Dr. Johnson stated that Black stu-
dents were frequently stopped on their way to class, passing through the 
underpass that links residential buildings to the rest of campus.22 WUPD 
frequently claimed that they were alerted of “suspicious” persons on cam-
pus, and in such a racist environment, the Black students carrying books and 
other scholarly-identifying materials was not enough to substantiate their 
belonging. The campus was not the only space in which Black students were 
subjected to racial violence. The surrounding neighborhoods of University 
City and Clayton were hubs for racist sentiment and discriminatory treat-
ment toward Black people. There seemed to be no escape from this racial 
violence that disrupted the quotidian lives of Black college students simply 
trying to take courses and graduate.

Despite these oppressive experiences, Black students did !nd community, 
which was forged in part as a result of this oppression. ABC meetings pro-
vided space for Black students to gather and share their experiences about 
the racism they faced while also building community through the spread of 
Black joy and kinship. Elbert Walton Jr., an MBA candidate, stated that he 
intentionally avoided interaction with white students by inhabiting predomi-
nately, if not solely, Black spheres (such as ABC). Walton recalled, “I didn’t 
have white friends. I didn’t run around with white people or interact with 
white people except when required—the professors were white.”23 Within 
the context of an overwhelmingly white university, these Black spheres were 
few, but they were welcoming. Several students recalled that African stu-
dents were also active in the Washington University Black community.24 
Though their population was essentially very small, their intra-diasporic 
communication provided new insights for African American students on 
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the Black world for African American students—speci!cally on the issues 
plaguing the African continent in the period of political independence. 
Johnson recalls that although he made previous connections with African 
students at Lincoln University, he found camaraderie with African students 
as they “shared” struggles—albeit in different material ways.25 According 
to Clarence Lange, members of ABC were also active in the St. Louis com-
mittee for Africa, an organization in the St. Louis community that “raised 
funds for African liberation movements and sponsored public forums and 
the larger Diaspora.”26 As a result, it would come as no surprise to anyone 
when Oliver Green cited the inclusion of Senegalese and Kenyan students 
participating in the Occupation, demonstrating the power of Black transna-
tional solidarity.27 In this way, the students implicitly embraced an idea of 
Blackness that was characteristically pan-Africanist.

The Brookings Occupation was not planned far in advance. In fact, it 
was a rapidly organized response to a December 1968 encounter between 
Washington University police and Elbert Walton Jr., who served as the vice 
chair of the Association of Black Collegians. Walton was unjustly arrested 
and brutalized at the hands of campus police after a traf!c violation. 
Recalling the altercation, Walton remembered seeing their lights "ashing 
behind him as he drove on Forsyth Boulevard—a street that is not a part of 
the campus’s domain. He stated:

Since they were just [campus] security guards … I didn’t know where they 
was going … I told them “You ain’t the police. You can’t give speeding 
tickets [for off-campus infractions]. You just work for WashU … You have 
no authority at all, to give me a ticket, even if I was speeding.” So, I just 
walked on.28

In response, Walton remembered, “[campus police] ran up and grabbed me 
and wrestled me to the ground and put their handcuffs on me.”29 Upon his 
altercation with WUPD, Walton claimed that he refused to show any identi-
!cation of his enrolled status at the university as he believed that the police 
would eventually get “in trouble” because he was a registered student.30 As 
he sat in the WUPD of!ce with his undergraduate jacket on, Walton’s action 
had created an opportunity for strategy on the part of Black WashU stu-
dents. He had coincidentally set the stage for a spectacle that he believed 
would greatly tarnish the reputation of WUPD. However, the depictions of 
the violent incident in the news parroted WUPD’s narrative of events and, 
by proxy, protected the university’s reputation rather than admitting institu-
tional failures around race of focusing on the individual who had been bru-
talized. The Black-owned and operated Chicago Defender’s December 19, 
1968, issue contained a statement by the assistant police director at the time, 
claiming Walton was “foaming at the mouth.”31 Another of!cer claimed 
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him to be a “wild man.”32 WUPD’s language was clearly racially charged, 
but their statements also corroborated the stories cited by Black students 
regarding harassment and violence at the hands of WUPD. Black students 
saw Walton’s arrest as more than a traf!c dispute, as a manifestation of 
what today is considered “racial pro!ling.” They believed that it pointed to a 
larger problem surrounding the treatment of Black students on campus and 
hostility perpetrated by WUPD.

After word of Walton’s arrest spread on campus, Black students occu-
pied the WUPD of!ce that same afternoon (December 5, 1968).33 There, 
Black student protestors were met with hostility by ideologically opposi-
tional whites—both students and non-students. According to the December 
9, 1968, issue of Student Life, Washington University’s student newspaper, 
“At this time, a group of about a dozen white students was standing near the 
police of!ce. One of them, an unidenti!ed WU letterman … shouted ‘Let’s 
get them out of there! C’mon join me! ... They don’t belong there.’” The 
article also claimed that a campus police of!cer attempted to enter the of!ce 
with force, essentially attempting to disrupt the Black students’ staged sit-
in.34 These violent actions perpetrated by white students and white campus 
employees further highlight the hostile environment that Black Washington 
University students were thrust into. They also highlight the Black students’ 
courage and will to organize, as they responded to the hostility with collec-
tive and audacious action.

Struggling to Learn and Learning to Struggle: The Brookings Occupation

“Where’s the heartbeat?” Patricia Taylor remembered the Black students 
asking themselves when planning their next steps in the protest.35 After stag-
ing an overnight sit-in at the WUPD of!ce, Black protesting students silently 
passed the press begging for questions outside the of!ce and moved to the 
basement of Brookings Hall. At Washington University, Brookings Hall is 
the administrative epicenter of administrative functioning and houses per-
haps the most prestigious of!ce at the university: the Chancellor’s of!ce. 
Thomas H. Eliot held the role at the time of the occupation and thus held 
immense power and in"uence over the campus. Contemporarily, Brookings 
Hall is still the focus of every campus brochure and promotional image. It is 
widely considered the most beautiful building on campus due to its exterior 
architecture. Essentially, Brookings Hall was the place in which power was 
cultivated and housed on the campus; it was the perfect target. What hap-
pens when such a space is co-opted as a sphere of resistance by those oppo-
sitional to the institution?

The Black students walked into Brookings Hall, entered the account-
ing of!ce on the lowest level, and made space for themselves. Dr. Johnson 
understood the accounting of!ce to be a “critical” site—further making the 
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strategic nature of their protest.36 Johnson recalled the Black student protes-
tors informing the accounting staff that they were not there to disrupt their 
work, yet the staff still “panicked” and left the of!ce upon seeing the Black 
students enter.37 After the university staff deserted the accounting of!ce, the 
basement of Brookings Hall became the site of profound learning and strug-
gle—not just for Black students but for the entire campus and surrounding 
communities. In this way, “the basement” doubles as a metaphor for what 
Stephano Harney and Fred Moten refer to as “the Undercommons”—a site 
of fugitive planning and collective Black study.38

After settling in the basement, Black students immediately began to plan, 
study, and strategize. Their strategic and collective decision-making over 
the following nine-day period would rupture Washington University—spot-
lighting the racist and economically exploitative role it played in the greater 
St. Louis region. Mindful of their fundamental relationship to the univer-
sity, they developed a system in which students alternated shifts to continue 
attending courses. They leaned on their connections to Black St. Louis com-
munity members, who provided food and ardently supported their mission. 
Expressing a broad conception of Blackness, all Black students were wel-
comed and actively participated in the occupation and creation of the Black 
Manifesto. Even though the Black students strategically decided that they 
could not leave Brookings until they properly publicized the reasons why 
they had staged their occupation, the front-page headline of the St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch (December 6, 1968) read, “White and Negro Groups Hold 
Separate Sit-iIns in Washington U. Building.”

In what some deemed an act of opportunism, the campus’s predomi-
nately white SDS took over the chancellor’s of!ce on the upper level of the 
building.39 Members of SDS entered with close to 100 students the night 
prior—while Black students were confronting verbal harassment and threats 
of physical violence from white students gathering just outside the occupied 
campus police’s of!ce. According to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, Chancellor 
Eliot made a “makeshift of!ce” within the building and “spent most of the 
day gravitating between protest groups.”40 Unlike the Black students quietly 
strategizing in the basement, white students were more rambunctious from 
the beginning. They raised a white "ag with the words “Join Us” written on 
it eventually numbering close to 300.41

As one would assume, two student groups protesting the university in 
the same building would eventually cross paths. White students in SDS 
claimed to stand in solidarity with Black protestors in the basement, but 
their solidarity proved to be questionable after Johnson took to a mega-
phone and stated that if the white students were truly in support of the 
Black student protestors, they would evacuate the building.42 White students 
ardently refused. While re"ecting on this interaction over !fty years later, 
Johnson stated that he felt that the white students were “piggybacking on 
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their actions.”43 He recalled that the Association of Black Collegians, like 
SDS, was opposed to the Vietnam War and that there were similarities in the 
problems they identi!ed within society.44 However, Johnson claimed that 
the Black students’ speci!c grievances needed to be publicized—leading him 
to demand their evacuation.45 The white students were viewed by reporters, 
administrators, and subsequent historians as being disorganized, possessing 
a level of uncertainty, and far less coordinated than the Black student protes-
tors.46 The condescending attitude of SDS was exhibited by their belief that 
they could speak on behalf of Black students, despite their lack of knowl-
edge regarding the speci!c issues confronting Black people at the university. 
By the next day, white SDS protestors’ numbers dwindled to around thirty 
students. However, by the next morning, December 7, 1968, Black students’ 
numbers steadfastly remained the same.

Chancellor Eliot’s response to the Brookings Occupation differed from 
that of many university presidents at the time. There was no employment of 
police to curb the protest—as was the case at other universities across the 
nation including San Francisco State, Kent State, and South Carolina State 
University.47 Eliot did not immediately push for the punishment of the of!c-
ers involved in Walton’s arrest and brutalization, claiming, “one injustice 
cannot be balanced by another and result in justice.”48 He stated that there 
must be an of!cial hearing for the of!cer involved, much to the dismay and 
discontent of Black student protestors.49 However, Chancellor Eliot toler-
ated the occupation stating, “America has a race problem. We have had one 
for many years.”50 Although “many years” is a large understatement of the 
history of anti-Black violence in the United States, Eliot continued:

Many black students coming to a predominately white university like 
Washington University are thrust into an almost totally white commu-
nity. Despite all the good in the world it is dif!cult to !nd … a faculty or 
administration that grasps [the Black American experience: Black history, 
Black culture, or Black outlook] … Black students here are protesting for 
what they believe is right. [So] long as there is no disruption, they can be 
said to be demonstrating for us all … a new level of understanding and 
awareness.51

Eliot’s response to the Occupation of Brookings Hall by Black students was 
tolerant for the period—especially considering the historical context of the 
widespread violence employed against Black students and Black Americans. 
More broadly, Eliot’s focus on the Black students’ protest as an awaken-
ing to the white campus community hints at a level of racial consciousness 
that he himself publicly acknowledged at the moment. This, then, begs the 
question: Why did Black students have to sacri!ce their academic careers 
and time while facing threats of violence for this statement and subsequent 
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change to be implemented? The late nature of Eliot’s response was not only 
late but also reactionary. Why had he failed to be forceful about shifting 
the hostile racial dynamics of the campus prior to the occupation? His com-
ments illustrated a swift response to the circumstances and optics of the 
occupation rather than outright admissions of the harms the university had 
in"icted on its Black student (and larger Black) population. Moreover, his 
statement regarding disruption—or lack thereof—present in the occupation 
favored “peaceful protests” over “violent protests.” The attempt to !nd (il)
legitimacy was rooted in a historical (and contemporary) fear of Black retal-
iation to white-perpetrated anti-Black violence. Despite Eliot’s statement, 
Black students continued to stay in the accounting of!ce for the entire nine 
days until their demands were, in their eyes, suf!ciently met—further indi-
cating a gap between Eliot’s public proclamations and private intentions.52

(De)constructing the Black Manifesto

The Black student protestors’ typewritten “Black Manifesto,” produced dur-
ing the Brookings Occupation (publicized December 11, 1968), is perhaps 
the clearest articulation of the Black students’ grievances with Washington 
University to date. The Manifesto followed a shorter “Black Position 
Paper” published on December 6, 1968—the day Black students moved into 
Brookings Hall.53 The Manifesto was structured around ten different points 
pertaining to the Black community both on- and off-campus:

• “Institution of a Black Studies Program”
• “Employment and Promotional Policy Regarding Black People”
• “Financial Aid for Black Students”
• “Increased Black Enrollment”
• “General Awareness and Sensitivity of the Administration, Staff, and 

Faculty”
• “University Research of Which Black People Are the Objects”
• “Permanent Of!ce and Meeting Facilities”
• “Dormitory and Off-Campus Housing”
• “The Slavery to Segregation Course, the So-Called ‘Afro-American 

History’ Course, General Studies 302”
• “General Amnesty.”

Each of the demands articulated speci!c points about the university’s mal-
treatment of Black people on- and off-campus. However, when taken collec-
tively, the demands, if adequately addressed, also had the potential to shift 
the racial order of the highly segregated St. Louis region.54 Black students 
were clearly outlining ways WashU could begin to operate as an institu-
tion that advanced educational, employment, and housing opportunities 
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for Black people on the campus, in the city, in the American Midwest, and 
beyond. However, it would be up to campus administrators to take heed and 
enact impactful racial change.

In calling for a Black Studies program, the students were demanding that 
the university acknowledge its curricular shortcomings and “reform future 
education.”55 The proposed Black Studies program symbolized more than 
solely a Black-centered curriculum—it was supposed to inform, celebrate, 
and represent Black people in a light in which Black students could see them-
selves. The students wrote, “We ask for this Black Studies Program because 
we believe it is not only necessary for our education, but for our very sur-
vival.”56 To the Black student protestors, a Black Studies program would 
be the foremost step in remedying this larger maltreatment by the private, 
white institution. Black students believed that by instituting this program, 
both Black and white students would bene!t from knowledge accumulation 
regarding the Black experience, and this would prove advantageous through 
its focus on one of the previously intentionally ignored and marginalized 
populations of American society. This speci!c demand was American-
centric, which gestured to a more focused African American consciousness 
rather than one that re"ected the pan-African constitution of the students.

“Employment and Promotional Policy Regarding Black People” man-
dated better treatment for Black staff—such as the library workers and 
groundsworkers—by the university. It was a radical call for increasing fair 
labor practices/procedures due to its focus on Black staff speci!cally. This 
labor-conscious lens represents a larger critique of capitalism, re"ecting a 
notion of solidarity between Black students and Black workers that also 
emerged on college campuses across other regions of the country, includ-
ing Rutgers, Duke, and San Francisco State.57 This solidarity was typically 
strengthened by the fact that outside of the students, workers were the larg-
est population of Black people on campus (as the Black faculty were mini-
mal), and many of the workers came from the same local communities that 
raised students like Walton.

“Financial Aid for Black Students” aimed at supporting Black students 
on a more realistic level rather than through a menial !nancial aid pack-
age. To the writers of the Manifesto, “Black students reach the status of 
independence through different processes and at an earlier time than white 
students.”58 This quotation airs the economic realities of African American 
life and “independence” as pertaining to !nancial need. This need was due 
to limited employment opportunities for African Americans and required 
African American children to mature prematurely to !nancially support 
themselves and their families.

“Increased Black Enrollment” required the university to bolster its Black 
student enrollment from 1.8% to 25% by 1969.59 Such a demand would 
move the university closer to re"ecting the city in which it resided, which 
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was 38% Black at the time.60 “General Awareness and Sensitivity of the 
Administration, Staff, and Faculty” pressed for what would contemporarily 
be titled “sensitivity training” for white members of the campus community 
to complete. This training, in the form of a seminar, was perceived as a 
necessary “burden” that ABC would undertake for the greater good of the 
campus.61 They believed they were the most equipped members of the cam-
pus community to lead this seminar, and they challenged the university’s 
outsourcing of white educators on race stating, “We remind the university 
that it need not go to Harvard to de!ne experiences in ghetto situations. 
Why not allow ghetto residents to address with their own expertise the 
seminar participants? For such expertise, remunerations should be made.”62 
The challenge cut to the very core of deeper epistemological questions about 
race, knowledge, legitimacy, and authority.

Black students demanded that the university become conscious and car-
ing toward a larger Black St. Louis community. In “University Research of 
Which Black People Are the Objects,” Black student protestors condemned 
the inhumane treatment of Black St. Louisans as research “objects” and 
their exclusion from access to the wealth that the university possessed, while 
the university manipulated the Black community residents for its own gain.63 
Employment opportunities, sensitivity training, access to university wealth, 
and collaboration with Black community organizations were all evidence 
of the fact that Black Washington University students were looking out for 
their own. There was a feeling of kinship that extended from ABC to the 
immediate surrounding Black community in St. Louis, embodying “linked 
fate.”64

Although Black students demanded a Black Studies program, there was 
already a Black history course taught at the university at the time—albeit a 
problematic one. “The Slavery to Segregation Course, the So-Called ‘Afro-
American History’ Course, General Studies 302” was the target of this 
speci!c demand. The course solely posited the history of Black people in 
America as beginning with the Transatlantic Slave Trade, and Black students 
did not think that it accurately represented their experiences at the time.65 A 
Black Studies program would instead orient Black students and faculty at the 
forefront of education regarding Blackness and the Black experience. Most 
Black students claimed that they were primarily locally conscious. Despite 
this, Black students’ condemnation of the incorrect history taught in the 
course aligns with similar protests unfolding across the African Diaspora.66

“General Amnesty,” self-explanatory in its name, rightly claimed that 
the Occupation was an “enlightenment” of the campus community and 
required that the university not implement academic or “psychological” 
punitive consequences and harms aimed toward Black student protestors 
post-Occupation.67 Although Black students stayed peacefully in Brookings 
Hall for nine days, some were apprehensive. There was a level of dif!culty 
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in participating as Black students had much at stake that they did not want 
to lose their achievements thus far. This is where the “General Amnesty” 
portion of the Manifesto enters as a crucial protector of Black students—
providing safety where the University did not.

“We just kind of made our home there,” Oliver Green recalled.68 Along 
with the sense of linked fate within the demands of the Manifesto, there was 
a level of communal care present during the Occupation. Accounts of the 
construction of the “Black Manifesto” illustrate an image of Black student 
collaboration. Jonathan Weaver was one such contributor to the Manifesto. 
He recalled that his mother was an English teacher, so he provided gram-
matical and editorial help to the writing process.69 When asked about the 
Manifesto, several students recall it being a group effort, with all Black 
protestors writing portions and proofreading together. Many participants 
remembered that Black faculty and staff were in support of their protest, 
including the large population of Black groundskeepers, custodians, and 
dining workers.70

Campus Life Post-Occupation

On December 15, 1968, the Occupation ended. Black students left Brookings 
Hall after negotiations with Chancellor Eliot and the administration, who 
promised to meet six of the ten demands made by the Black student pro-
testors. They did not agree to: “Employment and Promotional Policy 
Regarding Black People,” “Financial Aid for Black Students,” “Increased 
Black Enrollment,” and “University Research of Which Black People Are the 
Objects.” Although Black students ended their Occupation, they were not 
necessarily content with the results. Johnson recalled that he was not satis-
!ed as not all demands were met.71 He felt that the university was intention-
ally delaying racial progress and implementing various demands.72 Weaver 
claimed that Eliot was “unfortunately” ill-equipped to handle the situation.73 
Even with the promise for a Black Studies program, Eliot’s March 6, 1969, 
open letter to the campus administration, staff, and faculty displayed appre-
hension: “[The administrative committee's] task, with respect to personnel, is 
of course made harder by the sudden proliferation of Black Studies programs 
on campuses all over the country.”74 Using the national student demands for 
Black Studies as a ruse, Eliot was already making excuses for the university 
to slow the pace of institutional change that he promised. Moreover, the 
fact that the university refused to implement the demands pointed toward a 
larger issue. Washington University’s administration rejected the demands 
pertaining to Black people who fell outside the “student” designation. Not 
only did the administration reinforce the kind of hierarchical thinking that 
Black students sought to challenge, but it also had class implications for the 
immediate St. Louis region. It reinscribed white supremacist ideas that had 
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long permeated America’s (and St. Louis’s) labor history. In addition, the 
decision further legitimized practices of white violence that objectify entire 
Black communities as sites of research extraction as opposed to agents in 
their own right. Needless to say, the rejection of the “non-student desig-
nated” demands would prove to be a blown opportunity for the university.

There were also positive reactions to the administration’s response. 
Despite a general discontent with the outcome, Johnson was (and remains) 
pleased with the institution of a Black Studies program—one that is now a 
full academic department at Washington University—as well as an increase 
in Black faculty and Black students in diverse areas of study. Freida Brown, 
who is currently an interim vice-chancellor at United States International 
University–Africa in Nairobi, stated that “to the Chancellor’s credit,” he let 
the Black student protestors remain in the building and voice their opinions 
with a peaceful, non-violent resolution.75

The mixed reactions to the administration’s reply to the Occupation 
and Black students’ demands reveal the complexities of Black protest. In 
the period of Black Power and “Black Is Beautiful,” there was cause to cel-
ebrate the “wins” of having six demands met. However, administratively 
and culturally, the Black experience—one that Chancellor Eliot claimed that 
the white university needed to acknowledge and embrace—was denied full 
legitimacy and cast aside as these rejected demands would have changed the 
racial infrastructure of the campus and a greater St. Louis region to a more 
equitable one.

The Occupation’s Larger Implications in a Black 1968

The Brookings Occupation at Washington University was part of a global 
Black rebellion in 1968. Although the majority of Black student protestors at 
Washington University had a primarily local and national focused concept 
of Black rebellion, their actions were a uniquely Midwestern contribution 
to the concept of Black 1968—a remarkable year of global resistance on 
the part of people of African descent. The widespread campus protests that 
erupted in the long 1968 that demanded the institution of Black Studies pro-
grams and better treatment for Black collegiate community members nation-
ally were rooted in the concept of Black collective protest and mobilization 
of liberatory practices. The collectivity marking the Brookings Occupation 
is a testament to the Black protests’ capacity for enacting institutional-level 
change. In the case of Washington University, the Black student protestors 
challenged the institution to change, and their actions would be part of the 
broader efforts to transform American higher education. Furthermore, their 
actions embodied a global Black refusal of oppressive authoritative regimes 
at the time—whether that be on a local, national, or international level—
that connected the Black Diaspora in some capacity.
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Dr. Johnson’s knowledge of a diasporic Black struggle emanating from 
his undergraduate education at Lincoln University is perhaps the best 
example of how Black students understood their struggle to be connected 
with Black transnational and global decolonial struggles. In a December 
15, 1968, St. Louis Post-Dispatch article, Johnson stated, “We are a peo-
ple with no boundaries, geographically we are a struggling people—black 
Americans, Asian, Africans, and students around the world.”76 Johnson and 
his colleagues put the Black radical tradition into practice as they mobi-
lized in support of Black life on the Washington University’s campus and in 
its surrounding community. However, Johnson himself had a more radical, 
worldly praxis. He identi!ed with the “third-world,” and he understood the 
occupation in relation to broader global struggles. Washington University’s 
students sought to racially reconstitute the academy and subsequently pro-
vide a better environment for Black students in a racially transformed aca-
demic atmosphere.

Over !fty years after the establishment of the Black Studies program at 
Washington University, the Department of African and African American 
Studies now exists as a standalone, degree-granting department—in accord-
ance with the wishes of Black student protestors of 1968. In recent interviews, 
Black alumni stated that they believed that the university still has a lengthy 
path in front of it regarding racial justice and equity. Their disappointment 
with the racist events still occurring on the campus can be placed in a meta-
phorical box with many other grievances that contemporary students have 
with the university.77 However, that does not mean that the Black student 
protestors of 1968 did not enact institutional change. These students forced 
the university to reckon with its racist practices and environment. Through 
looking back into the events that occurred from December 5 to 15, 1968, 
speci!cally, Black Studies is not only oriented as a means to interrogate the 
Black condition but is also posited as a conduit for Black students’ expres-
sion. The fact that this text itself is a tangible manifestation of Black Studies 
on a smaller level proves the importance of the interdisciplinary !eld. Black 
Studies is more than an area of study: it is a nuanced epistemological and 
tangible entity that contains multitudes and has different iterations. It can be 
a degree, it can be a means of inquiry, and it can be a home. The Washington 
University 1968 Brookings Occupation actualized Black radical ideals in a 
white sphere. The occupation and its reverberations, both historically and 
contemporarily, symbolize Black protest as being intracommunal—linked 
by the bonds of a transgressive Black kinship.
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