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OLD WINE IN NEW BOTTLES

The Mlssissippi Leglslature, elected by the whites
of the state, met in a aspecial session from June 14 to July
July 9, and passed a package of elewen bills and resoclutions
concerning voter registration and several others on a variety
of right-wing 1ssues.s The same leglslators who last year
pagsed a packet of laws desligned to terrorize the civil
rights movement in the state, this year seems to ha ve
voted to open voting to Negroes. What do this year's laws r
represgent, and why did the LEglslature approve them?

For the last four years, of course, Negroes in Missiassippi
have been organizing to stand up to the peovle who make
them poor, star@e thelr children and erush their sould.
Because thousands of poor people in Mississlippl were getting
out of their"place" and refusing to cooperate with_the
rulers of the state and because public opinion in 4he
country supported them, the federal govérnment was forced
at least to pretend to do something to guarantee citizens
thelr rights. The Justice Department filed suits againast
about three=fourths of the county registrars, who were
preventing Neégroes from voting, and investigated some
complaints of beatings and discrimination in public places,
and the PResldent sald he condemmed violence. MNurderers
and bombers, however, were not punished, and they continue
to do thelr work,

Meanwhile, the Freedom Democratiec Party challenged
the right of the five Missigsippl Congressmen to sit in
Congress. & short time after, following weeks of brutality
and mass arrests In Selma, the President told Congress
they should pass another law, to allow legroes to vdte,

The leadership In Misslassippi was at work, too., The
Misslssippi Economic Council (MEC), an organization of
businessmen who act as a state Chamber of Commerce, began
to lssue statements urging whites in the astate to stop
beatlngs and killings and to obey the law of the land,

Other organizatlions in the state then issued statements
agreeing with the MEC, ; g

The state's Negro teachers, meeting in Jackson during
this perlody heard their president, C.J., Duckworth, complain
that educated Negroes coudd not wvobe in Hissiasippi. The
state NAACP announced that it would conduct a summer project
of voter registration by drawing on educated adults, who
would be more "respectable" than the COFO workers of
the year before, Jnd state and natlonall officials of
the NAACP threatened to pull out of the COFD with the
comment that 1t had become dominated by 8SICC and was too
radical,

When the President proposed his voting rights blll,
the governor urged all whites to register if they hadn't
done so, to offset Negro registration, HE then began
to talk of calllng a speclal session of the leglslature
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to revise the state's voting laws which had so sfiten been
challenged in federal courts, The Voting Rights Bill
then before Congreass would alsc strike down most of the
leral devices used to stop Negroes from voting, and it

eatened to bring in "federal registrars", who could
be expected to reglster Negroes.

Johngon and the other leaders of the state, then,
were faced wlth a problem: how can we control the Negro
vote and prevent 1t from threatening our power to run this
state the way we want to, for our benefit?

Defiance of the law and encouragement of vlolence
had not worke@-=-it had only made things worse, because people
began to reallize throughout the state and the country '
how desperate the leaders were to stop Negroes from
voting, They began to reallze that the power of the most
"distingulshed" and powerful men in the state depended
on keeping their opponents from having any politlecal
power, d4nd the movement Just grew stronger,

OCpening the sesslon on June 14, Governor Johnson
gsald he had called it to place "ourselves in the most
advantageous position possible".to counter what he called
a "&1Ecrim1nutnrﬁ, harsh, punitive and, in my opinion,
unconstitutional™ voting rights act then before Congress,
after attacking the federal bill which 1s supposed to help
Negroes vote, he proposed his own set of billls which,
Judging from HBwspaper accounts of thelr provislons seemed
roughly the same as the federal bill., They aren't, but
more on that later, '

The bills were drawn up, according to the Greenwood
Commonwealth of June 19, 1965, in secret cnferences
stretching over two or three weeks, by attorneps Charles
Clark, Robert Cannada and Dan Shell, all of Jaclkgon,
Cannada and Shell are nmembers of the Jackson White Cltizens
Council, They are also prominent lawyers whose law firms
repreaent the following companles:

SHELL - Mississippl Chemical Corp., Lawyers Title
Insurance Corp., First Missiassippi Corp., Pan american
Petrolcum Corp,, The City of Jackson, U.S. Fldelity &
Guaranty CGo., Tho Fed.ral Land Bank of New ORleans, and
many othcr companies prominont in Misslisslppl; and

- American Teleophone and Telegraph Co.,
General Elcctric Co,, Dr, Popper Bottling Co,, Dolta
Cotton 0il & Fortilizor Co,, Groyhound Corp., and about
25 other prominont Mississippl and U.S. Gorporations,.

The third lawyer, Charleg Clark, may or may not be a
Citlzens Council roprosentative, but his law flrm sconms
to be in the same league with the other two. They reprosent,
among many others, First National Bank of Jackson, First
National City Bank of New York (third largest bank in the
country), Metropolitan Life Insurance Co., The Standard 01l
Co, ,0f Califormia, Cheysler Corp., Southern Rallway System,
the duPont Co,, Alcoa, the Amcrican Tobacco Co,, and tele-
vision station WLBT, which was recently placed on probation
by the Federal Communications Commission for presenting
blatantly blassed news coverage,
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It should be clear from this that, whatever was the
real purpose of the Leglslature in passing Johnson's voting
bills, the state's.bigunbss leadership, the Citizens Councils,
and at least part of the political leadership of Mississippi
were cooperating wlth one another,

But it's no quite so sinple as that, for the leaders

. of ‘all major groups in power 1ln Mississippl seen to be divided

on how best to hold on to thelr power, -

This became clear dutng debate on Johnson's proposals.
Supporters sald that shce Congress would, with Lyndon
Johngon's backing, certalnly pass a votidg rights bill,
Misslesippl should attempt to keep control of reglstration
by lmitating the federal proposals.. They clained that if
Johnson's proposals were not passed whites would have to
stand Mississippl's rigid qualificatlions, while Negroes w
:ould flood the voting rolls with the help of federal regls~

rars,. ‘ : : -
Opponents of the governor's recommendations sald that
the flederal government would do what it wanted anyway, and
i1t was best to make them force the state to cooperate,

Both sides, obviously, wanted to preserve the atmos-
phere of "states' rights" and racism which they have
always used to-divide the people of the state./ The dlsagree-

- ment could hardly be described as one bétween conservatives

and noderates, It was mainly a matter of strategy.
IT's easy to see how meaningless are the laws which

- the Mlsslsslppl legislature passed if the background of

the leglslators is examined, There was so 1little difference
in‘beth the arguments and backpgrounds of those who voted
for and against that it would seen that they chose up dides
at random, For '‘example, ¥hen the House voted on a bill to
do away wlth the requirement of "good roral character" and
Imowledze of the constitution", 75 members voted yes and
voted no,

Now, 1f this blll were really golng to result in
nore lNepro voters, onewwould expect bepresentatives fron
counties with a black majority to vote ageinst it, This
wag not so, for 12 voted yea and 12 voted no,

Or look at the State Senate and its vote on-a consti-
tutional amendment which would "relax state voting require-

-nents" (Greenwood Commonwealth, June 22, 1965)¢ of the 19

senators from Black Belt counties, seven voted yes and
twelve voted no, while the overall vote was 24-22, Of the
seven known members of the Citizens Council in the Benate,
four voted yes and three voted no, Of the 29 senators

from where less than 5% of the Negroes over 21 were rogls—
tered, thriteen voted for and sixteecn voted against.

Of the 20 senators fron countles with no towns larger than
2500 peopley, nine voted yes and eleven voted no, Of the

27 senators from countlies where more than half the famllies
earn under $3000 a year, fifteen voted yes and twelve voted
0o, 1=
. Back in the House, those who appEpently .graduated

fron college,; acecording to the Legzislative Handbook of 1964,
voted 42-23 for the bill, while The Wholo house v&Ee%jin
about the same proportion, .- : ; =0 »
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. The only characterlstic of all the ones checked out
which seemed to have anything to do wlth determining how
nenbers of the House voted, 1s age:s A4ll twelve House
members over 65 voted for the blll, desplte the saying that
0old people are usually col uansarvati?a. :

None of the usual theories about the causes of racism
seenn to work here--low Iincone, high proportlon of Negroes,
low urbanization, age, even Clitizens Councll membership.
This could neamr one of two thingg, or both: elither
the leglslation involved no real issues pitting rich.
against poor, black agalnst whilte, rural against.urban
and so on; or the individualsleglelators representing
‘different interests were aiviaad. There are sone signs
of divislon:

1) Although two of the three .lawyers who drafted the
leglislatlion eventually apppoved by the leglslature are
Citlzens Councll members, the Greenwood Clitlzens Council
for one publicly opposcd passage of the leglslation,

2) Although the businessmen who form the Miseissippil
Econonle Council scem to have initlated the present serileg
of statements agalnst violence and defiance of the law,
House members who belong to local OGhambers of Commefce
or Jaycee pgroups voted much llke the House as a whole,
Twenty-four voted yes and thirteen voted no, The same is
true of lawyers and farmers as separate groups.

3) Even Af this year's vote is compared with the ?otaa)
of last year, there ls no pattern, Uf the saventy reprege-
entatives who voted last year for the "genocide" bill
(providing that the mothers of 1llogitimate children
gerve prison terms of be sterilized), rorty voted for

"polaxing voter registration prcaedurea s and thirty
voted against, Even the genocide bill's sponsora voted °
three to four on the voting bill,

How that the legislature has passed the governor's
voting bills, what can the eivil rights movemant_axpect of
ther? While they are deseribed in the press as being
quite liberal, there are some catches,

l, & new reglstration eppllication asks for name,
date of blrth, cltlzenshlp, and all addresses for the
past two years with datea; and applicants rnust swear they
will "bear allegiance" to the state and national constitutions,
The catch 1s that 1f the appllicant nales a nlstake he
can be charpged with perijury.

2« T0 become a voter a person nust be able to read
and write, and filling out the application for reglstration
1s consldered proof of literacy. After the apP11¢atian
is filled out the reglstrar marks it "approved" or M"not
approved", but the worlting of the new law could be taken
to naig that tho applicant must actually ask to be registered
a8 well.

3. Everyone over 21 who has lived in the state for two
years nuy vate except "idiots, Insane persons, ond .Indlans
not taxed", and perso convicted ‘of certain felonles,

The cateh. is that the law stlll ‘requires paynent of a poll
tax for two years, and the wording of the law is vazue =
enouzh so that it ig difficult to tell whether one can
pay poll taxes without belng reglstered, or reglater
before paying poll taxes. 4 reglstrar who wanted to
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prevent Negroes from voting could conceivably do so on

a technicality such.as this, AT e T

- © '}, New laws have repealed the requirement for "know=
ledge of the constitution” and.for "good moral character”,

' Piblidatioh of the names of ap»licanhas before aporoval

is no longer required, and registered ‘voters may no longer
challenge applicants, Illiterate voters ca no longer be
"helped" in the voting booth, . .« : !

5. A proposed constitutional amendment: is to be submitted -
to the votera of the state on August 17. ‘It ctianges the

‘state constituion to conform with the laws deseribed above,
Attorney General Patterson has already ruled that even

if the amendmaht is not given majority aoproval by tue
state's voters, the other laws will still apply.

The constitutional amendment, thanks to HRep. 'Jilliams
of Coahoma County and his supporters in the opposition,
provides also that at any time in the future the legis=-
‘latiire may add any "qualifications" for voting it sees i,

The strategy behind this last provision is apparently
based on the idea that the federal voting rights act
will be in affeczlanly for five years, at which time
Negroes could apain be taken off the voting rolls.

"hmile the legislators of: iiississippi were going
through the motions of suddenly apnroving of Hegro voting,
they struck back at the forces whieh are conspiring to
bring some democracy to thd state of lMississippi.

One supvorter of the bill, Sen. Ed Pittman of Hattiesburg
(Cov. Johnson's)home tnwnj. gaid that the committee set

up to study further revisions in voting .laws "might help

us solve the problems created by the two<party system in

the state.," His uncle, Claude Pittman, was last month def=
eated for reelection to mayor .of Hattiesburg by a Republican,

The legislators ended up passing a:raft of resolutions
and bills which reovedded tncir truc political oninions,
They recommended, among other things, that the State Sov=
ereignty Commission (official segregation agency which
diiring the special session charged Communists were run-ing
the civil rights movement in the state) be reactivated and
furnished with more state money. They asked Congress to u
outlaw the Communist Party and to investigate the civil
rights movement for Communist influence, They approved
a provosed amendment to the .S, Constitution to permit
‘gtates to apportion state legislatures on the basis of
factors other than population, which would usually mean
continued domination by small rural counties, They also
approved a vroposed amendment to prevemt dny foderal
control of schools, which would. probably meoan continued
segregation, And they spent more than ©220,000 to finish
up a state Police Academy, which has alrsady cost 800,000,
lieanwhile the Jackson Daily Mews (June 21, 1965) carried
a picture of Jackson's new riot squad of 16 men,

M Other bills passed permitted state vocational schnols
to usedsgtate  funds even when they lose federal aid by
refusing to desegregate, commended the federal govermment
for its poliecy in Vietnam, provided jail sentences amd
fines for demonstrating near courtrooms and various

state government buildinps, and allowed Benton Countiy
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to levy a special tax to cover the eipense of fedcral
court. suits; And as school desegregation plans were
announced in Jackson, legislators approved a resolution
_urging use ‘of a 186l law permitting segregation of students
by sex (to protect Negro boys from white girls?).

. Perhaps the most open retaliation against the federal
‘government was a proposal to tax contractors at the federsl
gpace center in southeast iiississippi, The bill was
originally written to tax »rivate industries as well but
was quickly changed to cover only the apace center when
businessmen complained, The bill was finally withdrawn
when federal officials complained, The proposed tax
would ultimately have cost V.%. taxpayers about 1.5
million a year, -

Legislators did offer more tax{exemptions to businesses
“'entering the state without the benelit of an existing
tax exemption program, and they instructed the committee
studying voting laws to study bond issues, another form
of subgidy for buslnassea.)'The'lagialature of iiissisgsippi
managed to cover an amazing number o f right-wing causes in
a short four weeks, e :

~_ Conservative politicians and newspaper and magazine
writers will probably call this special session proof
that fississippi has finally "ecome to its senses" and
will use the new voting vills as an execuse not to enforce
the voting rights act and other federal authority to
ensure rights denied for two centuries, But to do that
they will have to ignore and distort the continued
bombings, shootings,carrests and other signs of the
l{ississippi distatorship., FEwven so, the Jackson Daily
llews reported on July 3 that more than 50 crosses vere
burned in the state between 9:30 and 10:30 p.m. the

night before, in what was described as a revival of the KXK,

They will have to ignore the fact that it is still
no crime in isaissippi to kill a Negro. They will
have to ignore the fact that the sheriffs, registrars,
mayors, legislators, and almost all other of"icials in
the state will remain in office until 1967 and 1968,
while former governor J.U, Coleman sits in judgment
upon his life-long friends in tilssissippi with the
approval of President Johnson.and the 7.S, Senate.

They will have to irnore the fact that, with one eye
on a future when more legroes will vote, the national
Democratic Party 1s quietly picking ‘out cooperative ilegro
"leaders" such as Aaron fAenry and setting them up in
positions of "influence", ' _ g

They will ignore these facts unless the people of
Mississippi prevent them, s

,/./’.‘z‘-fx John Perdew

‘lanta, Geo
%Iw«ii%‘:*’f 1068
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