
Chapter 12: Revolt at Kingston

Springs

Chapter 12: Revolt at Kingston Springs provides an insightful account of a critical
turning point in John Lewis’s life and his role within the civil rights movement during
the mid-1960s. In May of 1965, Lewis penned a powerful essay for the New York

Herald Tribune, calling for the civil rights movement to place greater emphasis on
political power and action. Drawing inspiration from Bayard Rustin, who had long
advocated for addressing systemic inequalities in jobs, education, and housing through
political engagement, Lewis made the compelling argument that meaningful change
for Black Americans could only occur when they held political office. He strongly
believed that without Black representation in politics, the challenges faced by African
Americans would continue to be ignored, and the conscience of political parties would
remain devoid of the issues most critical to Black communities.

While Lewis’s perspective on the need for Black political involvement found resonance
with some within the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), it also
sparked varying responses. Activists like Stokely Carmichael, Bob Mants, and Judy
Richardson began organizing key initiatives aimed at empowering Black voters,
notably in areas like Lowndes County, Alabama. Another notable political campaign
came from Julian Bond, who ran for the Georgia legislature. Bond’s campaign created
division within SNCC, with some members feeling it was a vital step for Black political
engagement, while others, like Lewis, supported it for its potential to spark further
momentum for African American political representation. Despite the differing views
within SNCC, Lewis believed that Bond’s victory could set a powerful precedent for
greater involvement in politics by the African American community.



The passage of the Voting Rights Act in August 1965 was a significant milestone in the
civil rights movement, and Lewis’s attendance at the signing ceremony marked a
culmination of the efforts he had worked toward for years. President Lyndon B.
Johnson’s emphasis on the enforcement of the Voting Rights Act was a critical point for
Lewis, who understood that the law’s success would depend not just on its passage but
on its active and persistent implementation. However, as the law’s passing did not
immediately change the realities on the ground, Lewis faced further challenges in the
form of arrests during protests for Black voter registration in Georgia. These protests
highlighted the ongoing struggles African Americans faced in securing their voting
rights, even after landmark legislation had been passed. The continued unrest and
growing frustration in urban areas, fueled by police brutality and economic inequality,
led to the eruption of riots in several major cities. While Lewis empathized with the
causes behind the riots, he remained firm in his stance that violence was not the
answer and advocated for peaceful, organized protests to achieve lasting change.

Despite the victories achieved through the Voting Rights Act, deepening philosophical
divides emerged within SNCC about the movement’s future direction. These
differences were further exacerbated by the growing discontent with the Vietnam War,
with some civil rights activists questioning how to reconcile their efforts in fighting for
racial equality with the U.S. military’s actions overseas. Amidst this turmoil, Lewis
began to notice a shift in the movement’s ideological landscape as more militant
factions, including those led by Carmichael, started to gain ground. The push for Black
Power and more radical approaches to achieving civil rights created a divide that left
Lewis feeling disconnected from the organization’s evolving priorities.

The turning point came during a key SNCC meeting in Kingston Springs, Tennessee,
where Lewis’s leadership came under challenge by Carmichael, who advocated for a
more aggressive, confrontational approach to the movement. In a shocking turn of
events, Lewis lost his position as chairman of SNCC to Carmichael, marking the end of
an era of leadership that had been defined by nonviolence and inclusivity. Lewis’s
defeat in this election was not just a loss in terms of organizational power, but it also
felt like a personal betrayal, as it represented the increasing departure from the ideals



he had fought for. The rise of Black nationalism and the shift in focus from racial
harmony to more radical forms of activism left Lewis uncertain about his future role in
the civil rights movement. Although he continued to grapple with the evolution of the
movement and his place within it, Lewis’s unwavering commitment to justice and
equality remained at the core of his identity, even as the civil rights landscape was
rapidly changing around him.


