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He recalled that one of his proudest moments was in 1963 when Baker took a stand and refused 

to silence the voices of SNCC members. McDowell reported the story in the following way. 

Before the March on Washington, she had called and was meeting with all these people, 

Joe Riles, lawyer and White dude out of Washington, one of them. She was telling them 

‘no’ that she was not going to restrict what we said [inaudible]. This was long before the 

March on Washington happened. They were trying to get Ms. Baker to influence what we 

were going to say at the March. And she said no; she was not going to do that. She said, 

‘you go to hell.’ And she said ‘I helped them develop these strong voices, and I am not 

going to do anything to shut them up.’ Yes, that was the proudest time for me. Cause she 

said: ‘I helped them develop their strong voices, and I will not tell them to shut up.’ 

(McDowell, personal communication, November 5, 2013)  

  

 McDowell also recalled a time in the early 1960s when activists needed to hear the truth 

about the risks of organizing in the Deep South. He reported that:  

People talked about being killed. But we played that down every time. We had to reject 

that idea. But then, we knew being killed was a real sound possibility. So we told 

ourselves this was the sacrifice. That’s what I got from Ms. Baker. We got that from Ms. 

Baker.  (McDowell, personal communication, November 5, 2013)    

  

 As guiding principles, trust and respect were the two values McDowell, Chisolm, and 

Zenith referenced when recalling their experiences with of Baker. McDowell recalled a 

conversation with an Orangeburg, South Carolina minster who spoke favorably about Baker’s 

character. McDowell reported that conversation in the following way: 

So the minister, who was Matthews in Orangeburg, said: ‘Well, you may be skeptical 

about Dr. King but he is [inaudible]. You can ask any Black person in the world about Ella 

Baker. And you can bet your life on her word.’ I trusted him. And I trusted anybody he 

trusted...And so, when he said you can depend on Ella Baker, that’s when I said okay. So, 

when we went to Raleigh, that’s when I met Ms. Baker, at Shaw. (McDowell, personal 

communication, November 5, 2013)     

 

 Chisolm recalled SNCC’s formative years and their willingness to trust and accept 

Baker’s guidance. He and others recognized there was much they did not know but was eager 

and willing to learn from Baker—a person whom they trusted and respected. He said of her: 

“She was one of the advisors who gave us some direction. And we were young people who 



117 
 

 

wanted to listen to what she had to say” (personal communication, September 13, 2013). 

Chisolm also referenced Baker’s competence and leadership prowess—those that enabled an 

individual to chart a way forward and pursue it tenaciously. He said of Baker: 

She led with determination, doggedness, and with the ability to achieve goals. Ms. Baker 

was a good orator. She wasn’t Martin Luther King or Malcolm X. But I think the kind of 

leadership that Ms. Baker showed was a kind of determination, doggedness, and the 

ability to really pursue a goal which I think was great for SNCC. (Chisolm, personal 

communication, September 13, 2013) 

 

 Like McDowell and Chisolm, Zenith shared similar impressions of Baker and referenced 

the respect people had for her, as well as for her intellect.  

There was something very majestic about her. So, you knew as soon as she said 

anything, she was a person you should listen to. She had incredible presence...Since she 

didn’t babble all of the time, when she had something to say, you would listen. 

Everybody stopped to listen to her. Now, she didn’t thrust herself on you. And I mean, it 

was not a ‘me, me, me’ thing. But as I said, she was not a sweetie pie either, just sitting 

there saying, ‘Oh, I love you. Hug, hug, kiss, kiss.’ I mean that was just anathema to her. 

She was a very dignified lady. I think her intelligence has not really come to bear. I 

mean she was very, very thoughtful. She analyzed things. She didn’t just say, ‘Oh, this 

sounds good.’ She thought about things over. (Zenith, personal communication, October 

16, 2013) 

 

 Berkeley reported that Baker’s leadership comprised a range of skills.  

She was a person who was both an intellectual and someone who could sit down and 

drink Jim Beam with someone with an eighth grade education, or a third grade 

education, or no education. A rare, rare skill; she was so dignified; self-possessed. 

(Zenith, personal communication, October 16, 2013)   

 

 Zenith also intimated that Baker’s supervision of others was a manifestation of her 

principles and courage. The sense of Zenith’s report is that Baker expected staff to honor their 

commitments, to perform the job for which they were hired, and to honor the organization’s 

attendance policy. Zenith said of Baker: “somebody told me recently that she would tell the 

staff: ‘You are coming in too late. You are not doing your job.’ She was not a sweetie pie but 

she definitely was very approachable (Personal communication, October 16, 2013). 



118 
 

 

 Several participants referenced Baker’s keen sense of equality and fairness. Berkeley  

mentioned the way Baker embraced racial and class differences and appreciated the potential of 

all forms of diversity. She said of Baker: 

She was comfortable with Whites as well as Blacks, with all classes. She understood about 

race, class, and gender. How rare is that? She never, you just couldn’t find bias or 

prejudice in her—which would have been a reasonable thing. It just wasn’t there. I mean 

she was of course very conscious of all the variables. But she transcended them. She 

didn’t carry a grudge. It wasn’t like she hated White people, I mean, which would have 

been a reasonable response to what was going on. (Berkeley, personal communication, 

October 16, 2013)     

 

 Both Zenith and McDowell contextualized Baker’s personal courage when referencing her 

community organizing. Zenith highlighted Baker’s travels on behalf of civil rights organizations 

and, by extension, the Movement, which Zenith intimated represented a portrait in courage. She 

said of Baker:  

I told Joanne [Grant] that I hope you put into the movie that a single Black woman 

traveling around in the South in those days when lynching was going on around is truly 

breathtaking, at least to me. It was pure unadulterated courage... She also gave speeches 

all around...She stepped out there when other women didn’t. (Zenith, personal 

communication, October 16, 2013)    

 

McDowell recalled SNCC’s planning of their first voters’ registration campaign and the 

states they decided to target. He said: “Ms. Baker had been in all of these places that other 

people didn’t go, including rural counties in Mississippi, Georgia, and South Carolina” 

(Personal communication, November 5, 2013).   

Baker’s competence, skills, and talents represented a consistent theme across most 

interviews. For example, several participants contextualized each of these qualities when 

recalling her efforts during the Movement. Berkeley recalled that Baker remained current on 

political trends, adept in history and politics. Berkeley said of Baker: “She knew her history 
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and political trends. She was very sophisticated politically (Personal communication, October 

16, 2013). 

 Much like two other participants, Berkeley compared Baker’s leadership style to that of 

male movement leaders whom they believed lacked certain important leadership qualities. She 

said:   

Ella combined qualities in a way that was rare. You just didn’t find them. So for example, 

you might have a Martin Luther King, who was a brilliant orator, who could inspire 

people with his oratory. You know, he was a great speaker. Or you might have a Jim 

Forman, who was a brilliant strategist. Or Bob Moses, who would take on the belly of the 

breast, and who was a fiduciary. But Ella Baker combined all of it. And that’s what made 

her so unique. (Berkeley, personal communication, October 16, 2013)    

 

 Zenith provided several perspectives on Baker’s competence in community organizing, 

communications, and problem-solving. She also referenced Baker’s thoughtful analysis of 

issues. Zenith said of Baker: “She had perfect speech; she did not have a trace of any local 

accent. Her vocabulary and pronunciation were perfect. In my mind, she could have easily gone 

on the stage. She was “very deliberate in her speech” (Personal communication, October 16, 

2013). Zenith also mentioned another unique talent of Baker: “She was very gifted, a gifted 

organizer. She wasn’t just a new edge, hippy dippy person; she simply knew that certain jobs 

needed to be done and she did them” (Personal communication, October 16, 2013). 

 Custer reported that one of Baker’s leadership characteristics was “respecting everyone’s 

opinion, listening to what all had to say and her indomitable courage to take a different road 

mirrored her leadership to me” (Personal communication, October 4, 2013).  

Thinking and Acting Strategically 

 Underpinning this major category are participants’ views on Baker as a strategist. 

Several participants noted the way she continually looked to the future, focused on achieving 

goals, and analyzed information to determine how best to position for success whatever 
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organization she was affiliated with. Berkeley recalled, for example, how Baker refused to 

confine herself to the present and thought in futuristic terms. She said of Baker: 

She took a long view of things but she thought strategically about steps to move 

forward...She bonded with anyone who was willing to create quality, great quality. She 

didn’t have anger as her motivator. She had, I don’t know what to say; she had the 

idealism and the pragmatism moving her forward. She got up every morning knowing 

who she was and what she wanted. And what she wanted was justice for Black people. It 

was really simple. So when you have a single aim, life is simple. Or it is not simple, but 

you are focused, you’re not diverted, you’re not distracted; you don’t get off course. 

You keep your eye on the prize. She really did that. There was just no wavering or 

confusion, no chaos; she was steady as a rock. 

 

She knew when the moment was, when the people in her community, when the Black 

people were ready to move. And that’s doesn’t sound like much, but it’s really 

everything. When she looked at those kids, she knew this was something that only 

happens every hundred years. She knew and so she positioned herself so that she could 

keep this flame alive. And that’s what she did. (Zenith, personal communication, 

October 16, 2013) 

 

 Custer recalled Baker’s competence as a strategist and problem-solver. She said of Baker: 

“She was a brilliant strategist, fearless in choosing projects, and traveling to where she might be 

of help. She was always ready and able to give personal support to any problem SNCC people 

might be having” (personal communication, October 4, 2013). 

Impacting Lives, Influencing Outcomes 

 This category describes some of the strategies Baker used to influence SNCC and 

Movement outcomes. Participants highlighted the way Baker’s leadership not only impacted 

their earlier lives but their lives even today. All participants had much to share about Baker’s 

influence on them personally and its impact on SNCC and the Movement. In this category, 

Chisolm provided the lengthiest and richest descriptions of Baker’s influence on his thinking 

and that of others which, in turn, impacted Movement outcomes. Other participants reported 

similar experiences.  

 Chisolm recalled the 2013 March on Washington, which reminded him of Baker’s  
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philosophical belief in the power of ordinary people.   

You know, when we would have our own discussions, you know, like we went to 

Southwest Georgia the other day...Rather than just talking about quotes of the most 

famous SNCC people and the other people, people at the Georgia event wanted to make 

sure that the people who really made the most difference in the local communities and 

who really bore the brunt of the struggle were the ones who were lifted up. That’s what 

Ms. Baker taught us. 

 

I think, I think that, you know, Ms. Baker’s view about how you show the world when we 

were 19 and 20 still is the view we’ve adopted today….So, I see Ms. Baker, when you 

think about the Civil Rights Movement, you know. I went to the March on Washington the 

other day. I saw, you know, I didn’t get into the Lincoln Memorial area. I got there late 

you know. But there were more than 50,000 people outside the Lincoln Memorial area. 

They were talking to themselves; they didn’t feel pressed to get into the Lincoln Memorial 

area. They were talking to each other about their issues. People were marching up and 

down with their signs. People were conversing and so forth.  

 

And you know, at the end of the day, the March on Washington was successful not 

because of those people who were on the podium, you know, making the speeches, and 

giving all sort of pronouncements. The March on Washington the other day was 

successful because all these people  came and were talking among themselves about what 

needed to be done and where they needed to go, you know, kind of agreeing to join 

together to make it happen. So I mean, you know, I think at that point, we came to 

understand that leadership it is not at the podium. Leadership is the agreement of the 

people, who are suffering the most; people whose existence is really impacted by what is 

going on; who want to make change because they are not going to live in those 

circumstances anymore. Ms. Baker taught us that. And we viewed the world as she did. 

That’s how we see everything. (Chisolm, personal communication, September 13, 2013) 

  

 Chisolm also recalled the way Baker leveraged her influence for good. His sense was that 

she led through influencing others. He said of Baker: 

I think that she didn’t have the organizational base. So, you know, my sense is that Ms. 

Baker was a great influencer. She didn’t have an organization; she didn’t have the 

platform; but she was able to influence a lot of people who made a difference. (Chisolm, 

personal communication, September 13, 2013)    

  

 Chisolm also recalled that Baker served as the protector of SNCC in that she safeguarded 

it from the personal agendas of a few prominent civil rights leaders. He said of Baker: “I guess 

the first impact that Ms. Baker had on SNCC, probably one of the most profound impacts 

was...you know influencing SNCC not to become a youth organization of the SCLC or any  
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other major organization” (Chisolm, personal communication, September 13, 2013). 

 Finally, Chisolm reported on the way Baker shaped SNCC’s worldview and encouraged 

them to reimagine leadership. He described Baker as the influencing force behind SNCC. He 

said the following of Baker: 

But I think of the most, of all the advisors, Ms. Baker probably had the most influence. 

Because I think her view that ‘strong people don’t need strong leaders’ really helped to 

define the way SNCC looked at the world; that SNCC through its forward efforts, you 

know, really had a view that what we were trying to do was organize the communities 

and, you know, allow the people there to do their own leadership. I mean, I think that was 

probably the most profound discussion. 

 

I would say that the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee was her greatest 

success. Within that context, you know, Ms. Baker was part of the generation before us. 

She was able to transfer her philosophy and skills to a generation that went beyond her, 

and we’re hopefully trying to transfer it to people who’ve come after us. Now, we are 

saying that Ms. Baker stopped really doing a lot of stuff in 66, you know, here in 2013, we 

are still talking about what she’s done. You could go to people besides me who knew her 

and they would have the same kind of view of Ms. Baker. (Chisolm, personal 

communication, September 13, 2013)    

 

Like Chisolm, McDowell recalled Baker’s influence and impact on him, SNCC, and the 

Movement. He reported that SNCC took to heart her advice and guidance, which they used to 

initiate, plan, and execute. He said of Baker: 

She made us. And we made changes in so many ways, like in how we worked. And we 

did what we said we were going to do...she created our values, or helped create our 

values. They really came from her. (McDowell, personal communication, November 5, 

2013) 

 

They [SCLC and NAACP leaders] were convinced that a lot of what we were saying 

and doing was coming from Ms. Baker, which was true. We had no problem with how 

and what she was saying and the way she was guiding. We all were accused of it: ‘You 

listen too much to Ms. Baker.’ (McDowell, personal communication, November 5, 

2013) 

  

  McDowell also recalled the way Baker influenced male-female relations and interactions 

in SNCC—that is, the way male SNCC members viewed females and their contributions. He 

suggested that Baker modeled the way they should treat each other.  
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We, in SNCC, became less sexist...because of Ms. Baker. The way we were with the 

women in our movement was because of Ms. Baker. We knew we had these really tough 

women, like Ruby Doris Smith, who was really tough, and the Ladners. Dorie was then 

and still is today one of my favorite people in the world because she is tough. Connie 

started with Ms. Baker back at the SCLC, the Y, and another organization. (McDowell, 

personal communication, November 5, 2013)    

 

 McDowell speculated about the impact Baker might have on young African- Americans 

today had she lived. He believes she was passionate about many things, and that today’s young 

adults of color could learn a lot from her.  

I just sort of wish she was still around. Because they don’t understand how much of her, is 

in that [inaudible]. You can go a couple of places where there are Ella Baker schools and 

centers. And I thought, I wish they had just been around to see, to see her and meet the 

woman whose name is plastered on those schools. And so, I’ve seen many women today 

who speak of the Women’s Movement and Ms. Baker. It’s sort of like it’s like jazz going 

to a jazz concert. There are always seventy-five White women to two Black women who 

talk about Ms. Baker. Black women don’t know anything about her... just like most people 

don’t know who Ms. Baker really was; never heard her voice; experienced the passion of 

her beliefs. And yes, that’s one thing: it was passion that she had. At the 50th anniversary 

of SNCC in Raleigh, there was a group of kids from that school in Los Angeles, and they 

were like 5th graders. And I thought: I wish they had just been able to talk with the 

woman who made this school possible. (McDowell, personal communication, November 

5, 2014)     

 

 Berkeley referenced Baker’s great fortitude and the actions she took to ensure the survival 

of the Movement. She said of Baker:  

She was the mother of the Movement. Without her, we would not have survived... 

Everybody knows that she wanted bottom-up organizing. That’s common knowledge...But 

when she died, I couldn’t even I wasn’t even able to go to the memorial service because I 

was so distraught. I was just devastated. It was like losing a very important person in my 

life.  In other words, I sort of ran away from the pain. I mean, her picture is on my wall 

right now, right now. No, my feelings have not changed about her. I just thank God I had 

her. She was such strength for. (Berkeley, personal communication, October 16, 2013)     

 

 Both Zenith and Berkeley provided a perspective on Baker’s impact during the 

Movement. To Zenith, Baker was the guiding force and represented a vital organ in SNCC. 

Zenith said of Baker: 

 She was kind of the heart and soul of the Freedom Summers and then the Mississippi  
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Democratic Party...When she was traveling in the 1940s for the NAACP, she wasn’t really 

getting people on the streets either but she was keeping a whole network alive. She kept 

them alive. (Zenith, personal communication, October 16, 2013) 

 

 Berkeley recalled the times when Baker had to facilitate resolutions to internal conflicts 

among SNCC members. She said of Baker: “She saved SNCC from falling apart more than once 

when they disagreed and somehow held them together” (personal communication, October 16, 

2013). Custer’s statements were more personal; she and Baker were close friends. Custer said: 

“When I think of her, I am inspired and my heart is filled with love” (personal communication, 

October 4, 2013). 

Providing Philosophical Grounding 

 Several themes comprise this category: laying the philosophical foundation, redefining 

values, and shaping worldviews. Several participants reported on Baker’s philosophies and the 

way others operationalize them today. Of all participants, Chisolm devoted the most time 

explaining the way Baker grounded him and SNCC philosophically. He said of her:  

Well, I mean, as I said earlier, Ms. Baker defined the working philosophy, you know, the 

philosophical basis for SNCC. So people in SNCC, even today, any conversation I have 

had with people is what we talk about. I mean, I worked on the SNCC Legacy Project’s 

communications with a lot of SNCC people, and you know, we talked about Ms. Baker’s 

fundamental belief that one, ‘strong people don’t need strong leaders;’ and two, ‘that you 

have to recognize that the people who are most important are the people who are...at the 

bottom of the discussion.’  

 

Her view of the world and her philosophy is still operational, as we go into the New Year. 

You know, in 1963, we had the March on Washington. But next year, we will have 

Freedom Summer. And we are going to be doing a lot of stuff that is different. You know, 

[19]63 was celebratory. Next year, we are organizing now to advance the Movement. So, I 

mean, my sense is that her influence, you know, probably at the end of the day because it 

was not captured and bottled will probably be more profound as we go forward. (Chisolm, 

personal communication, September 13, 2013) 

 

 By way of example, Chisolm highlighted Bob Moses’ Algebra Project. He noted that it is  

based on Baker’s philosophies of “bottom-up” organizing and her belief in the potential of  



125 
 

 

every person. Chisolm stated:   

You know, Bob Moses has what is called the Algebra Project, and basically his view 

comes, the Algebra Project is based on the philosophy and the teachings of Ms. Baker, 

which says, that what you have to do is deal with the bottom quartile and teach them 

algebra and bring them into the classroom and give them math literacy that would allow 

them to perform and function at, you know, every level. (Personal communication, 

September 13, 2013)    

  

 And finally, Chisolm personalized the impact of Baker’s teachings on him. He said of her:   

So my sense is that the kind of grounding that Ms. Baker gave us, and gave  

me, you know, from the early days are things that have been constant. I mean, they were 

so fundamental in terms of the way we saw the world. They have not changed. I mean, 

they have not changed at least for me. At the end of the day, things haven’t changed but 

have gotten better. Her philosophy is used in different circumstances, at least for me. 

(Chisolm, personal communication, September 13, 2013) 

 

 McDowell reported on a conversation with another SNCC member about “old times” as 

he recalled Baker’s typical response to them whenever they “griped” about some action of an 

older civil rights leader. McDowell said:  

Because you know when she was the head of the New York Chapter, they were always 

saying, remember back then when Ms. Baker would tell us that ‘if someone is willing to 

support you, is going the same way you are going, you should accept their help.’ 

(McDowell, personal communication, November 5, 2013) 

 

Zenith referenced Baker’s philosophical influence on SNCC and other activists. She 

believes this influence manifested in the way SNCC viewed and reacted toward others. Zenith 

said of Baker: 

I’m sure SNCC was very affected by that. Her feeling that way, and her talking about it 

all the time…If not, they probably wouldn’t have reacted toward Mrs. Hamer the way 

they did. I’m sure. We all knew that Mrs. Hamer was talented; yes, Fannie Lou Hamer. 

(Personal communication, October 6, 2013)    

 

Overcoming Obstacles 

 Comprising this category are reports of four of five participants regarding the obstacles  

Baker encountered during a certain periods as a civil rights and political activist.  Several 

participants noted sexism as the social obstacle she faced—not only outside the boundary walls 



126 
 

 

of the Movement but also within the Movement itself. The two male participants provided rich 

and lengthy descriptions of their observations and perspectives. Of the three female participants, 

one chose not to answer the interview question which inquired about gender, class, and racial 

inequality within the Movement. Chisolm described the ways in which women’s contributions 

were devalued, if not ignored—including those of Baker. He intimated that sexism prevented 

Baker from playing a public leadership role.  

Ms. Baker was unusual because in the Civil Rights Movement, whether we like it or not, 

the fact was that women were not playing any serious roles in leadership...Given that she 

was a woman, it was very, very difficult for her to play a serious role, to get the credit 

she was due. So even though she helped the NAACP, and even though she helped King, 

and worked with him on the SCLC, none of them wanted to give her due because there 

was no room for a woman to be in a leadership role in those things. (Chisolm, personal 

communication, September 13, 2013)     

  

Like Chisolm, McDowell recalled Baker’s experiences and reactions to sexism in the 

SCLC and NAACP. He suggested that this social barrier misplaced women, muted many of 

their voices, and that the replacement of Baker at the SCLC meant that the voices of female 

leaders continued to remain unfamiliar to male movement leaders. McDowell provided the 

following report. 

I think when Ms. Baker left the NAACP in the 50s, she probably was one of the most 

powerful Black women in the country as Director. And ...there’s no doubt in my mind 

that there were men in the national NAACP who just felt she should go because she was 

a woman.  

 

Most of them, like Wyatt Walker and Martin, had definite issues with strong women. 

They didn’t, as Ms. Baker said, ‘they didn’t overcome; they wouldn’t overcome a 

woman having equal rewards.’ I think that was the problem from the get go. 

So, anything she said was always taken with a grain of salt. I think that’s why for 

example, she got replaced in SCLC with Wyatt Walker, that [expletives deleted] was a 

man’s man.  And see, Ms. Baker, as a woman, and I don’t think that crowd [inaudible], 

these so-called “men about town” were used to a woman with a voice. Cause’ I always 

had the feeling she was sort of misplaced in SCLC.  Yeah, she would talk about not 

being a woman of the cloth. They considered her of questionable religious background 

[inaudible]. So if she were on the Usher Board of one of their churches, I think they 

would have had to pay a little more attention to her rather than an independent 
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[inaudible]. I think that was her problem at SCLC. She was marginalized but not as 

much in the NAACP but especially in the SCLC.   

 

I talked to Ms. Baker about it. And then Ms. Baker said, ‘well, they are not used to 

women speaking up. These are men, minsters who are not use to people standing up and 

talking back to them—especially if you have a loud voice like myself and tell them to go 

to the devil.’ (McDowell, personal communication, November 5, 2013)     

 

Zenith talked about Baker’s dedication to fighting for racial justice and rejecting 

discrimination. From her perspective, Baker was a “dedicated race fighter, a race woman.” 

Zenith continued by sharing the following additional thoughts. 

You know, of the number of people who heard of her, twenty five times as many heard 

of Walter White. So, I believe sexism had an awful lot to do with that. I don’t think in 

those days the women, quote, unquote, leaders were few and far between. And Dorothy 

Height got to her position because she was the leader of a women’s group [inaudible] 

and category. An organization where the men were the stars, I think the women did a lot 

of the work.  

 

In the milieu that she [Ella Baker] came from, I think she probably would have learned 

that there were certain things she could say and certain things she couldn’t say. And in 

Fundi, she said, you know, that great quote where she would tell those ministers, ‘no,’ 

she would say ‘no’ [Laughter]. And they were completely shocked that a woman would 

say no. I think sexism had a lot to do with it.  

 

She obviously was very gifted. She was very brilliant. As I said, she was incredibly 

well-spoken. Obviously, they didn’t use her as a spokesperson. And nobody did actually. 

That’s why when Joanne [Grant] was making the movie; she had difficulty getting a lot 

of quotes of her [Ella Baker]. And the reason why is because of sexism; she was seldom 

in the public eye. Now that was a ridiculous mistake. Somebody who is completely 

knowledgeable, and spoke beautifully, and was very smart, but they didn’t use her in 

that way. (Zenith, personal communication, October 6, 2013)     

 

Though Berkeley did not highlight sexism as a social obstacle that Baker encountered, 

she instead addressed Baker’s paradoxical attitude about feminism. Berkeley intimated that 

Baker prioritized the Movement over concerns about feminism or other gender issues. Berkeley 

said of Baker: “She wasn’t into feminism. But she understood that kind of thing. She just wasn’t 

going to work on it because that wasn’t her mission. But she was going to promote women 

leaders” (personal communication, October 16, 2013). 
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Chapter Summary 

Like Chapter 4 before it, this chapter tells the second part of the Ella Baker story 

through the lived experiences of the five research participants. Their stories answer Research 

Question 2: What are the primary characteristics of her leadership philosophy and leader-

behaviors?   

Within this chapter is a presentation of the five major categories and subcategories that 

emerged from the data. Those include: leading with principles, competence, and courage; 

impacting lives, influencing outcomes; thinking and acting strategically; providing 

philosophical grounding; and overcoming obstacles. Participants told the story about a woman 

of principles, courage, competence, and great influence. They experienced Baker as the 

stabilizing force behind SNCC because of her efforts to foster cohesiveness and a spirit of 

community within the student organization. She spoke truth to power--regardless of the person 

or his or her formal position or role. To participants, Baker was “thoughtful” and analytical,” a 

person who acted strategically in the way she planned and selected projects.  

Additionally, participants characterized her as an individual who looked forward and 

whose principles they and others embraced—even today. Sexism was a social obstacle Baker 

encountered, which she navigated during a time when women were marginalized and their 

leadership and contributions discounted. Despite this social impediment, participants argued 

that her impact on SNCC and the Movement was incalculable. Her leadership influenced the 

lives of an untold number of individuals.  Since impact and influence are different constructs, 

participants provided many examples in these areas. One participant mentioned the schools and 

centers that bear her name today, as well as a national mathematics program, the Algebra 

Project, whose foundation rests on Baker’s community organizing philosophy. These and the 
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previous examples illustrate the reach of her impact and influence.  Both inspired and motivated 

people to take actions they would not have otherwise.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Moving toward the Theorization of Ella Baker’s Leadership 

Answering Research Question 3 

The study of leadership is not a new field of scholarship. Yet, leadership and the role of 

leaders continue to be the subject of relentless research and debate. Even among the most astute 

scholars, the definition of leadership seems to vary wildly. But when explored in the context of 

social movements, such as the Civil Rights Movement, leadership becomes even more difficult 

to theorize (Morris & Staggenborg, 2002). This difficulty arises from the notion that leadership 

within social movements is a “complex phenomenon that remains relatively unexplored 

theoretically,” primarily due to limited empirical research on which to base a robust assessment 

(Morris, 1984, p. 537). Morris and Staggenborg (2002) posit that this “lacuna results from a 

failure” on the part of social movement scholars “to fully integrate agency and structure in 

theories of social movements” (p. 1).  

This postulation suggests that merely focusing on leadership or even on the leader 

overlooks the importance of human agency, structural opportunities, and obstacles to collective 

action (Barker, Johnson, & Lavalette, 2001). It is precisely this type of scholarly debate on 

leadership in the context of social movements which evidences the need for further research. 

The upcoming sections and ultimately this research study served this purpose.  

A Step towards a Holistic View of Leadership 

Frequently, questions about leadership yield numerous and sometimes ambiguous 

responses. Though myriads of leadership definitions abound, they frequently fail to reflect the 

range of diverse viewpoints or provide alternatives to our contemporary understanding of the 

concept. Several scholars (Astin & Leland, 1991; Barker et al, 2001; Lerner, 2009; Preskill & 
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Brookfield, 2009; Rost, 1993; Ruth, 2006) corroborate this thesis with great precision. For 

example, Ruth (2006) observes that leadership must be viewed within a social context—since it 

is a human process concerned with the triangle of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of the 

people involved in the leadership process.   

Leadership and liberation are inextricably linked in that the connection between a leader 

and participants is their shared history and involvement in a dynamic relationship (Ruth, 2006). 

While Astin and Leland (1991) agree with Ruth’s argument that leadership is a process, they 

add the importance of recognizing that such a process “takes place when a certain combination 

of elements comes together where something needs to be done and enough people want to do it, 

and there's the right combination of the people that have the ideas and the people who 

understand the process.” (p. 1).  

Though sharing Astin and Leland’s (1991) viewpoints on leadership, Hellriegel, 

Jackson, and Slocum (2002) articulate it more concisely when they write that leadership 

“involves influencing others to strive to achieve one or more goals” (p. 404). From the 

perspective of Preskill and Brookfield (2009), defining leadership must be done in the context 

of social action. They argue that leadership empowers others to achieve their social change 

agendas to dismantle hegemonic social structures and systems, which have long denied people 

the chance to utilize their skills and abilities.  

When asked for her views on leadership during a 1995 interview for the summer edition 

of A Magazine of Feminism, Spirituality, and Politics, Gerda Lerner responded in the following 

way:   

My concept of leadership is embodied by somebody like Ella Baker…who was the 

foremost organizer of the civil rights movement; yet, until recently, hardly anybody 

knew her name. Leader of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP) in the 1940s, Executive Secretary of the Southern Christian 
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Leadership Conference (SCLC) in the 1950s, founder and chief source of inspiration for 

the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in the 1960s, this African 

American woman was the guiding spirit and the organizing genius behind the civil rights 

movement. (Lerner, 2009, p. 180)   

 

Parker (2004) explores leadership through a feminist lens while emphasizing social 

change and human emancipation. She writes that the ultimate goal of leadership is to refine 

“human communities” (Parker, 2004, p. 25). Viewing leadership in this context raises the 

specter of leadership as a “localized, negotiated process of mutual influence that would 

theoretically accommodate the multiple, often contradictory viewpoints and paradoxical 

situational challenges of [the] 21st century” (Parker, 2004, p. 25). In discussing the four 

elements of his leadership model, Rost (1993) argues that leadership concerns the “influence 

relationship among leaders and followers who intend real changes that reflect their mutual 

purposes” (p. 102). Rost observes that the four elements, which comprise his leadership 

frameworks, are: (1) multidirectional, non-coercive influence; (2) exclusive relationship 

between leader and followers with active participation of followers; (3) intention of leaders and 

followers is to forge real change; and (4) mutuality of purpose among leaders and followers.  

Unquestionably, leadership is a complex construct. This complexity makes 

reconceptualizing Ella Baker’s leadership possible only when explored from multiple 

perspectives. The discussion that follows emphasizes the diverse meanings and functions of 

leadership. In some respects, these diverse perspectives supplant traditional leadership 

paradigms—though a few others share similarities. Reviewed next are bridge leadership, group-

centered leadership and participatory democracy, collective leadership, non-positional 

leadership, Black leadership, transformational leadership, grassroots leadership, servant 

leadership, and liberation leadership. Each framework uses a different lens through which to 

explain Baker’s leadership.  
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Bridging the Social Gap with Bridge Leadership 

As a distinct form of grassroots community organizing, Robnett (1999) was among the 

first scholars to analyze the complexities of women’s leadership roles within the Civil Rights 

Movement and to offer a theoretical framework for understanding them. Using a qualitative 

research approach, which encompassed twenty-five telephone interviews with women civil 

rights activists, Robnett’s (1999) model provides a different perspective on the leadership of 

Baker and other women activists.  

According to Robnett (1999), sexism within the Movement was the then current reality 

of women. Its pervasiveness created a substructure for women, which Robnett (1999) calls 

bridge leadership. This type of leadership is best understood as "an intermediate layer of 

leadership whose tasks include bridging potential constituents and adherents, as well as 

potential formal leaders to the movement" (Robnett, 1999, p.191). In the Movement, bridge 

leaders served as the "stepping stones necessary for potential constituents and adherents to cross 

formidable barriers between their personal lives and the political life of civil rights movement 

organizations" (Robnett, 1999, p. 19). The exclusion of women from formal leadership positions 

is what incentivized Baker and other women civil rights activists to adopt alternative and more 

strategic ways to lead. Bridge leadership provided them that vehicle. Robnett (1999) cautions, 

however, that not all bridge leaders were women—though the leitmotif is that women held a 

larger share of these positions than men. And the majority of these leaders were African-

American women. 

Within the bridging leadership framework are three variants: professional bridge leaders, 

community bridge leaders, and indigenous bridge leaders (Robnett, 1999, pp. 20-21). A 

woman’s background and social activism experience determine the frame in which her 
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leadership role fits. For example, professional bridge leaders, such as Baker, have significant 

experience in grassroots activism and generally are not in the public eye (Robnett, 1999). These 

leaders had frequent and extended affiliations with various civil rights organizations, and they 

did not restrict their involvement to a single cause. Professional bridge leaders recognized that 

“resources, charismatic leaders, hierarchical structures, deposited action frames, and political 

opportunities were not sufficient to sustain or even mobilize a movement” (Robnett, 1999, p. 

202). Instead, these types of leaders advocated a different organizing philosophy 

Community bridge leaders were individuals with a narrow set of grassroots organizing 

experience, such as that acquired through work for a specific organization or locale (Robnett, 

1999). These leaders appealed to the emotional state of the African-American community and 

persuaded them to join the Movement. Russell (2011) postulates, however, that community 

bridge leadership positions “were not fixed identities, but rather roles women assumed when 

situations required them to do so and in order to support political frames and ideologies of 

social movements” (p. 31). 

On the other hand, indigenous bridge leaders were individuals known within the 

community and trusted for their self-determination—especially during times of community 

crises (Robnett, 1999). These leaders worked closely with community bridge leaders and served 

as the first point of contact for community bridge leaders when they arrived in a new city. 

Mainstream bridge leaders were usually White women who partnered with community bridge 

leaders to secure broad support for the Movement from White institutions and organizations 

(Robnett, 1999). White women had greater access to the institutionalized patriarchal system 

while White men pursued acts of inhumanities to sustain it. 
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Linking Group-Centered Leadership and Participatory Democracy 

Several scholars (Brookfield & Holst, 2011; Butler, 2008; Charles, 2011; Crawford et al, 

1990; DeLaure, 2008; Mueller, 1990; Payne, 1989, 1995, 2007; Preskill, 2005; Ransby, 2003a) 

point specifically to Baker’s philosophy as emblematic of group-centered leadership. The 

practice of group-centered leadership includes “discourse, debate, reflection, consensus, and 

protracted struggle; it is a viable approach to empower ordinary people to foster justice,” to 

transform their social conditions and themselves individually (Butler, 2008, pp. 33-34). This 

paradigm incorporates tenets of participatory democracy (Crawford et al, 1990), a concept 

based on broad participation in the decision making process, democracy, egalitarianism, 

dialogue, and critical thinking (Butler, 2008; Crawford et al, 1993; Payne, 1989, 1995, 2007; 

Preskill & Brookfield, 2009; Ransby, 2003a; Ross, 2003). Both group-centered leadership and 

participatory democracy decentralize power and decision-making responsibilities from a single 

leader to the group as a whole (DeLaure, 2008; Mueller, 1990; Payne, 1989, 1995).  

In her essay, “Ella Baker and the Origins of Participatory Democracy,” Mueller (1990) 

writes that Baker's vision of participatory democracy comprised three components:  

•  The involvement of people in decisions that will affect their lives; 

•  The minimization of hierarchal structures and the consequent emphasis   placed on 

expertise and professionalism as criteria for leadership; and 

• A call for direct action as the antidote for fear, alienation, and intellectual 

detachment. (as cited in Crawford et al, 1990, pp. 51-52)       

 

Thus, decision making flows from the bottom-up as opposed to from the top-down. In 

many respects, group-centered leadership and participatory democracy are interdependent with 

each relying on and informing the other. Such an approach places “the ego needs of 

leaders…beneath the developmental needs of the group” (Payne, 1989, p. 896) and recasts the 

role of the leader to that of facilitator (Crawford et al, 1990). Unquestionably, group-centered 
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leadership is antithetical to leader-centered leadership. It eliminates and renders inconsequential 

the need for or appeals of charismatic leadership. This emphasis on broad participation and 

decentralization stems from Baker’s earlier views on grassroots organizing.  

Engaging community members in the decision making process not only decentralizes 

power and develops participants’ leadership skills but it also creates an environment in which 

all people can participate—especially women who frequently were excluded from the process. 

Baker rejected the notion that men, and by extension religious leaders, in the Civil Rights 

Movement were the only individuals capable of making sound decisions (Elliott, 1996; Ransby, 

2003a; Robnett, 1999). Rejecting this notion is evident in the emphasis Ella Baker placed on 

group-centered leadership and participatory democracy not only in the Civil Rights Movement 

but also in the SNCC and other civil rights organizations in which she played a leadership role. 

The single leadership principle that best illustrates this philosophy is Baker’s insistence that 

people impacted directly by a decision ought to be involved in the process which leads to that 

decision. Butler (2008) echoes this viewpoint and adds that Baker’s theory of group-centered 

leadership is best understood when viewed through the prism of participatory democratic 

leadership. Like group-centered leadership, group participation and democracy are foundational 

principles of participatory democratic leadership.  

For instance, in an organization or grassroots movement in which a leader practices 

participatory democratic leadership,  

• Everyone in the human family has some inherent value, strength, and something to 

contribute. 

• Ordinary people have the capacity to transform their social conditions, from the 

simplest to the most difficult, dangerous, and complex conditions. 

• Local people have tacit knowledge gained through direct experience; they should be 

at the forefront of decisions and initiatives they ultimately will have to live with.  

• Ordinary people must rely on themselves to change things in social and institutional  
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 systems that adversely affect them; they must actively engage in the creation of a 

just system. 

• Participatory democracy is situational; there must be genuine participation and 

deliberation; through the democratic process of fairness and inclusion, those who are 

often excluded and marginalized will have a potent and equal voice at the table. 

• Ordinary people must take direct action and be prepared to endure until they 

accomplish their vision or goals. (Butler, 2008, pp. 33-34)  

  

While participatory democratic leadership is heralded as an effective leadership style, its 

shortcomings must not be overlooked. In situations where the role of a group is unclear or 

timeliness is critical, this leadership construct can cause communication failures resulting in 

uncompleted tasks and/or activities (Cherry, n.d.). It also is possible that not all group members 

are equipped sufficiently with the knowledge needed to participate fully in the decision making 

process. Nonetheless, group-centered leadership and its underlying principles of participatory 

democracy are useful in infusing into grassroots movements a sense of cohesiveness, 

opportunities for leadership development, creativity and innovation, and accountability. All of 

these represent forces for significant social change.  

Understanding Collective Leadership 

Ella Baker and Septima Clark were principally responsible for modifying the concept of 

collective leadership during the Civil Rights Movement, which emphasizes the engagement of 

the oppressed in a transformational process that enables them to shape their own future (Payne, 

1995). Baker’s philosophy significantly influenced the development of collective leadership; 

she provided a form of imprimatur for this type of leadership. Expanding on these arguments, 

Preskill and Brookfield (2009) note that “Ella Baker was the most influential theorist of and 

practitioner in collective leadership” (p. 95). In fact, her early childhood indoctrination in the 

traditions of community activism and resistance to cultural hegemony fueled Baker’s passion 

for pursuing a communal approach to leadership (Grant, 1998; Parker, 2004; Payne, 1995;  
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Preskill & Brookfield, 2009; Ransby, 2003a).  

From Baker’s perspective, collective leadership represented for African-American 

women the central motif of “resistance and transformation” and “community building” (Parker, 

2004, p. 56).  The first such tradition involved “developing and using voice (your own and 

others) as a mechanism to invite participation in a collective effort; and, second, working 

against the intrusion of hierarchy” (Parker, 2004, p. 56). The literature is replete with examples 

of instances in which Baker rejected hierarchical organizational structures, which from her 

perspective impeded dialogue, collaboration, and participation. Ella Baker expressed this 

philosophy directly when she said:    

Everyone has a contribution to make. Just as one has to be able to look at a sharecropper 

and see a potential teacher, one must be able to look at a conservative lawyer and see a 

potential crusader for justice. (Parker, 2004, p. 56; Payne, 1995, p. 89)      

 

Researchers frequently use the terms collective leadership and group-centered leadership 

interchangeably. This is understandable since both shift the focus from the leader to the 

collective whole. Collective leadership emphasizes the development of leadership skills in 

ordinary people (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009)—which, like the group-centered leadership 

model—rejects the notion of leader dependency or leader centeredness. Instead, collective 

leadership promotes self-efficacy and leader empowerment as guiding principles and provides 

tools for effective leadership. Unity and accountability are essential ingredients of collective 

leadership (Walter & Smith, 1999). Absent either criterion, leaders are less likely to interact 

effectively with group members or achieve successful outcomes.   

Another differentiating feature of collective leadership is its area of emphasis. Collective 

leadership emphasizes learning. When combined, both learning and leading function within a 

coexistent and interdependent process (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). Neither can function 
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without the other, since embedded in the leadership process is a focus on learning rather than on 

leading. Group members, including the leader, learn from their collective experiences (Preskill 

& Brookfield, 2009) as opposed to the leader functioning solely as teacher. From this learning-

leading approach, both group members and the leader leverage their collective experiences to 

design and launch effective grassroots campaign (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). 

Based on this, the most impactful leaders are those who pursue an agenda of “developing 

leadership in others [rather] than in getting recognition for their individual achievements” 

(Preskill & Brookfield, 2009, p. 96) Adopting such a philosophy means both group members and 

leader operate as partners. They collaborate on movement strategies and assume equal 

responsibility for decisions. Moreover, mutual respect resides at the core of collective leadership 

(Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). In this context, respect means “seeing again, to regard with new, 

more penetrating eyes,” which as Baker instructs, means creating the public space for ordinary 

people to “[become] more acutely aware of their own intelligence and power” (Preskill and 

Brookfield, 2009, p. 97).   

While Parker (2004) and Payne (1995) make these points in their work on the character 

of collective leadership, none crystallizes the objectives and possibilities of this framework 

more than the 2007 publication released by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, titled The Collective 

Leadership Framework: A Workbook for Cultivating and Sustaining Community Change. The 

Foundation established the Kellogg Leadership for Community Change (KLCC) initiative in 

2001 in response to widespread concerns about the absence of a leadership framework that 

addresses evolving community challenges. This relatively new initiative, elucidated in a 60-

page workbook, moves the analysis of collective leadership a step further by exploring a 

framework for facilitating community change. The publication’s corporate authors instruct that 



140 
 

 

due to the changing nature of many communities, their increasing complexities and inter-

connectedness, learning to share power and resources are an imperative if communities expect 

to sustain the type of change that benefits all community residents (W. F. Kellogg, 2007).  

Based on the KLCC initiative, the importance of a collectivist approach is critical for 

communities—especially those where discriminatory and oppression are the reality of 

community members. The premise is that challenges inside these communities require leaders 

who are able to leverage the “gifts and talents” of all community members (W. F. Kellogg, 

2007, p. 12). The quality and effectiveness of decisions are greatly improved when the decision 

making process incorporates the voices of the entire community.  

The KLCC framework provides the following multilevel definition based on three 

underlying principles.  

• Collective leadership is relational:  the group as a whole is a leader in the community 

just as members within the group can be leaders within the group. 

• Collective leadership is fluid: it emerges out of specific situations, the process of 

defining vision and setting direction, as well as exercising influence over other 

people and organizations; it becomes a shared function of the group. 

• Collective leadership is transformational: it begins with a belief in and a 

commitment to social advocacy and social justice. (W.K. Kellogg, 2007, pp. 3-4)     

 

Leveraging the power of collective leadership presents certain challenges for community 

leaders. They must be able to cross social boundaries, such as those related to age, race, culture, 

and religion, as well as “those among organizations and those fostered by issues that divide the 

population” (W. K. Kellogg, 2007, p. 12). Doing so requires leaders to bring people together in 

ways that help arrest old internal conflicts, recommit themselves to the values and cultures of 

their communities, and challenge old assumptions. 

Non-positional Leadership  

 A large body of research exists today, which debunks the myths that men rather than  
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women have the facilities to be strong leaders. Numerous recent studies address this 

misconception, giving rise to a growing interest in non-positional leadership. It has begun to 

receive increased attention in research areas such as academia (Astin & Leland, 1991; Kezar, 

2002; Renesch, 2002) and leadership development (Charles, 2007; Petty, 1996). A primary 

reason for its appeal is a growing view among women scholars and leaders that non-positional 

leadership more accurately characterizes women’s leadership style.  

Scholarly literature traditionally equated leadership with hierarchal authority and power 

(Astin & Leland, 1991; Kezar, 2002; Renesch, 2002). Individuals with the most impressive 

titles and the highest ranks generally made decisions for the group, including developing the 

vision and directing organizational or group activities. Non-positional leadership shifts the 

emphases from a gendered to non-gendered paradigm (Astin & Leland, 1991; Kezar, 2000, 

2002). In addition to its incongruence with traditional leadership models, non-positional 

leadership strives to understand how the diverse worldviews of people influence their 

understanding of leadership (Astin & Leland, 1991; Kezar, 2000, 2002).  

This paradigm finds resonance in positionality—an epistemological theory that is useful 

in examining whether the position and titles people hold influence what they know and how 

they know it (Kezar, 2002). Positionality emerged during the late 1980s and early 1990s as an 

improvement upon feminist standpoint theory (Houle, 2009). Positionality observes that 

“women enact, think about, and interpret leadership differently from traditional images [and] 

models ... those based on the experiences of White men in positions of authority” (Kezar, 2002, 

para. 2). 

As a form of descriptive and normative theory, feminist standpoint theory is a method of 

knowledge-making, which “begins with the lives of the least powerful and counts their 
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knowledge claims as among the more adequate and less partial descriptions of phenomena 

[resulting] in better knowing” (Houle, 2009, p. 174). Using standpoint theory to arrive at 

positionality allows for a more comprehensive examination of women’s leadership across a 

broad spectrum of ascribed statuses such as gender, race and ethnicity, age, social class, 

occupation, and/or formal roles within an organization (Kezar, 2000). Because of these unique 

statuses, “people have multiple, overlapping identities and thus make meaning from various 

aspects of their identity,” including views about leadership (Kezar, 2000, p. 726).  

In addition, positionality has properties of both diversity and democracy, which 

transcend the type of knowing that arises from power conditions, such as those in which the 

dominant or majority class lives (Collins, 2000; Houle, 2009; Kezar, 2002). In essence, the 

knower impacts what is known—that is, the way she or he perceives and understands 

leadership.  

During the last decade, 131 doctoral dissertations were stored in the ProQuest 

Dissertations & Theses Database that use non-positional leadership as the theoretical framework 

for examining women leadership and that of oppressed groups in influencing social or 

organizational change. For example, Petty (1996) examines non-positional leadership within a 

horizontally structured organization and relates its characteristics to those of Ella Baker’s 

leadership and SNCC’s organizational structure. Two novel leadership concepts emerged from 

that study: centerperson and core-leader. Charles (2007) uses non-positional leadership to 

examine political activism within social movements through exploring Ella Baker’s life 

narrative and role in the SNCC. The significance of Charles’ research is its focus on social 

change in the United States which, she argues, was due in large part to the efficacy of non-

positional, grassroots leadership within a nonhierarchal organization.  
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While the number of dissertations defended and stored in ProQuest and the two previous 

examples of relevant studies illustrate the increasing appeal and application of non-positional 

leadership, there are many other such examples. Consider Kezar’s (2002) ethnographic study, 

which investigated non-positional leadership using a diverse sample of thirty-six community 

college faculty and administrators. The study sought to determine how gender, race, ethnicity, 

and the formal positions women hold influence their understanding and images of leadership. 

Study results revealed that participants’ viewed status as a factor in determining whether they 

defined leadership as non-positional or positional (Kezar, 2002). Both minority and nonminority 

study participants generally highlighted oppression as influencing their personal philosophy of 

leadership. And overwhelmingly, participants characterized their leadership philosophy using 

descriptors such as collective, collaborative, nonhierarchical, non-positional, empowerment-

based, nondirective, facilitative, and team oriented (Kezar, 2002).  

A foundational principle of non-positionality is group participation. However, both 

Kezar (2000) and Tierney (1989) question the notion that broad participation creates among 

group members a sense of inclusiveness, or that all group members have a common reality and 

understanding of leadership. This skepticism finds some resonance in Astin’s and Leland’s 

(1991) qualitative study on women’s leadership, which explores the factors that equip women 

leaders to wage successful organizational change initiatives. The study results identified three 

leader-categories: predecessors, instigators, and inheritors (Astin & Leland, 1991). Predecessors 

are women who hold formal, traditional leadership positions as early as the 1950s and who have 

held such positions as college presidents or deans of women’s colleges. Instigators are social 

pioneers who paved the way for social change through “the patriarchal structure of existing 

institutions” and provided leadership, served as a mentor to others, and served as role models 
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(Astin & Leland, 1991, p. 33). Finally, inhibitors are young women appointed to formal 

leadership positions in the 1970s or who were mentored by a few instigators. In addition to 

these results, several basic tenets of non-positional leadership also emerged: (1) leadership is a 

collaborative process; (2) power is different from control; (3) power is the ability to energize 

others; and (4) the social, cultural, and historical context is the strongest influence on leadership 

(Astin & Leland, 1991).  

Clearly, many factors—such as social, structural, and the leader-behavior of leaders—

influence women’s views on leadership. This suggests that non-positionality represents another 

critical aspect of leadership that has grown in significance due to the changing needs of people, 

communities, organizations, and ultimately society. There is reason to assume its appeal will 

continue to grow in the foreseeable future. 

Black Leadership 

African-Americans have a rich history of leadership dating as far back as the 

Southampton revolt of 1831, which abolitionist Nat Turner orchestrated, led, and paid the 

ultimate price in the process (Greenberg, 2003). African-Americans have pursued an array of 

approaches to overcome the historical weight of racial injustice and the consequent indignities it 

bred. Rather than succumb to racial oppression, they chose to engage in collective action and 

looked within “their own ranks” for leadership (Gordon (2000, p. xiv). Though there were many 

courageous and morally driven heroes and heroines who succeeded Turner, Black leadership 

was on clear display when Southern African-Americans engaged in collective social action and 

launched the modern Civil Rights Movement. These civil rights activists understood leadership 

as a catalyst for social change—their liberation from the hegemonic and racially oppressive 

systems, which reflected their reality for centuries.   
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Occasionally, the terms Black leadership and African-American leadership are used 

interchangeably to describe the same construct. This current study follows that convention as 

well. The term Black is not simply an adjective modifying the noun leadership. Neither is it 

simply a phrase intended to create confusion about the traditional connotation of the words 

Black and leadership. Rather, when combined, Black leadership describes a certain way of 

leading, a different perspective on leadership, and thus a specific approach to leadership. As is 

the case within the White community, there is not a monolithic leadership style within the 

African-American community. Gordon (2000) observes that “although Black leaders share a 

common destiny, values, [and respect] human dignity, they differ markedly in ideologies, 

leadership styles, and tactics” (p. xiv). 

Black leadership originated within the African-American community and contributed to 

maintaining its social life, including encouraging agency, personal and group accountability, 

and group advancement (Walters & Smith, 999). Few scholars illustrate this point more adeptly 

than Gordon (2000), Davis (2007), and Marable (1998). For example, in his book, Black 

Leadership for Social Change, Gordon (2000) discusses the critical role Black leadership 

played in igniting sweeping social changes in American during the last two centuries. Other 

scholars (Gordon, 2000; Keiser, 1997; Marable, 1998; Walters & Smith, 1999) who consider 

leadership in the context of sociopolitical activism find resonance in the postulations of Astin 

and Leland (1991), which observe that the historical and racial perspective of the leader cannot 

be excluded from a theoretical exploration on leadership. This is especially felicitous for Black 

leadership. According to Gordon (2000), Black leadership must be considered “as part of 

American leadership history…. [but it]…is different from the American ‘dominant culture’ of 

leadership” (p. xiv). While these factors are critical to understanding Black leadership, it is  
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fitting at this point to ask: what then is the character of Black leadership?   

Unveiling the Character of Black Leadership 

Views diverge on the nature and character of Black leadership. That which is undisputed 

is that any exploration of Black leadership must consider the unique perspectives of African-

Americans (Walters and Smith, 1999). This viewpoint emphasizes the importance of 

positionality when pursuing research in the area of Black leadership. Collins (1990) expands 

this postulation by adding that the perspectives of African-Americans must also include the 

social location or border space they have occupied or currently occupy, which intersects to 

generate a distinctive group history or group experience. Social location and border space 

represent the social sphere the powerless have occupied historically.  

In defining Black leadership, Gordon (2000) posits it is “a group reaction of peoples of 

African descent in America to their oppression, engendered by the psychology of slavery” and 

whose “desire to be free human beings in the world's greatest democracy was their driving 

force” (p. 17). This definition establishes a process, which is understood as “Black self-

determination, a search for the realization of the ‘American Dream’ for all Black Americans” 

(Gordon, 2000, p. 23). 

Traditionally, leadership within the African-American community reflected a 

“charismatic or dominating political style” with leaders possessing “a powerful, magnetic 

presence and the ability to articulate deeply held grievances and hopes among their people” 

(Marable, 1998, p. xiii). These leaders possessed strong organizational skills and the ability to 

inspire group members who, in turn, were willing and able to promote their ideas. However, 

Walter and Smith (1999) assert that a prerequisite for any individual aspiring to lead in the 

African-American community must have membership within that community, possess the same 
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cultural orientation, and the ability to advocate for the needs and aspirations of  community 

members.  

On the other hand, Davis (2007) instructs that Black leadership is “a dynamic internal 

conflict over values, resources, and legitimacy as well as a simultaneous conflict with the 

dominant community, a dominant community that is frequently involved in a patron-client 

relationship with leadership factions within the community” (p. 62). Based on the history of 

African-Americans in the United States, both definitions seem to incorporate a level of truth. 

While arguing for a more democratic political system, Marable (1998) posits that unlike 

decades passed, African-Americans have the ability to “move away from the charismatic, 

authoritarian leadership style, [and] paternalistic organizations toward the goal of ‘group-

centered leaders’ and grassroots empowerment…instead of leadership from above, democracy 

from below” (p. xvii).   

This model of leadership advocates total community engagement in a process of 

togetherness whereby one voice is not any more valuable than another. It is a process in which 

all voices have the opportunity to be heard and ability to influence. 

Transformational Leadership 

A large number of scholars extol the virtues of transformational leadership. Sociologist 

James Downton first coined this concept in 1973 (Northhouse, 2010), which leadership theorist 

James MacGregor Burns further developed in 1978 to describe an effective relationship 

between leaders and followers (Homrig, 2001). According to Northhouse (2010), 

transformational leadership is a “process that changes and transforms individuals" (p. 130). 

Through this process, leaders and followers form a harmonious relationship which leads to 

increased motivation and morality for both. Charisma, individual attention, and intellectual 
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stimulation are behavioral factors generally associated with transformational leaders (Gibson et 

al, 2003).  

Bass (1990) provides an instructive analysis of the way transformational leadership is 

used generally in the African-American community. He writes that: 

The needs and experiences of the black population may dictate great emphases on 

transformational leadership…Leaders of black movements are characterized by their 

satisfaction of mutual problems and the resulting injustices. They focus much on group 

identity and the need for a sense of community. While leaders in the white mainstream 

more often direct their attention to conserving resources and the status quo, leaders of 

minorities, such as the blacks, must more often be transformational in their concern for 

social change, as well as for unmet social needs for inequalities in the distribution of 

opportunities. (Bass, 1990, p. 745)        

 

There are two foci of transformational leadership. The first is it emphasis on the needs of 

followers by focusing on mentoring, coaching, and empowering them to achieve (Einstein & 

Humphreys, 2001; Gibson et al, 2003). The second is its emphasis on leaders developing and 

maintaining followers’ trust achieved through consistent behaviors toward followers, building 

confidence by sharing in the success of goal achievement(s), and heightening in followers a 

desire to succeed are ways a leader gains trust (Einstein & Humphreys, 2001). What matters 

most to a transformational leader is the self-actualization of followers (Einstein & Humphreys, 

2001). Inspiring and stimulating followers to unite to achieve mutually established goals is 

another characteristic of transformational leadership. In essence, transformational leaders 

empower followers to embrace self-actualization as an important collective objective and to 

move beyond their own self-interest for the good of the group or community. 

 Oftentimes, transformational leadership and charismatic leadership are believed to exist 

along a continuum. According to Hansbrough (2012) and Northhouse (2010), the two 

paradigms differ in important ways. Charismatic leadership incorporates both personalized and 

socialized leadership. Personalized leaders, such as former dictators Benito Mussolini and 
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Adolph Hitler, used power for personal gain while socialized leaders, such as Mahatma Gandhi 

and Nelson Mandela, used power to empower others (Hansbrough, 2012). To make clear the 

distinctions between the two groups, Northhouse (2010) uses the term pseudotransformational 

leadership, which refers to “leaders who are self-consumed, exploitive, and power-oriented with 

warped moral values” (p. 173). While leaders in both categories are regarded as charismatic, 

only socialized leaders are considered transformational (Hansbrough, 2012).  

Just as there are dissimilarities between transformational leaders and charismatic 

leaders, there also are important similarities. Both constructs begin the leader-follower 

relationship with a sense of responsibility for the growth and development of followers (Bass, 

1999; Einstein & Humphreys, 2001; Gibson et al, 2003; Shamir, 1999). Transformational 

leaders strive to influence for the better the behavior of followers, the organization, and its 

processes while modeling the desired behavior, communicating the vision, and displaying 

confidence in followers (Bass, 1999; Einstein & Humphreys, 2001; Gibson et al, 2003; Shamir, 

1999). These leaders are concerned about long range, as opposed to short range problems and 

issues (Shamir, 1999).  They instill in followers confidence; they encourage followers to re-

imagine the future and question social norms; and they empower followers to seek their full 

potential. Furthermore, transformational leaders integrate creative insight, persistence and 

energy, and intuition and sensitivity to the needs of others for a better society (Sharmir, 1999).  

As with any leadership model, transformation leadership has several weaknesses. It 

lacks conceptual clarity, is oftentimes viewed as an all-inclusive approach to leadership rather 

than a matter of degree, and frequently associates leadership with the personality of the leader 

rather than behaviors that aspirants can learn (Nemiro, Beyerlein, Bradley, & Beyerlein, 2008; 

Northouse, 1997). Equally important to note are the strengths of this leadership concept, which 
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includes its efficacy in influencing for the good a change process which enables followers to 

transform their behaviors in ways that benefit themselves and the group directly.  

Grassroots Leadership as a Call to Action 

Grassroots leadership has a well-established history in the United States. In many 

respects, this form of leadership represents a call to action to engage collectively for the greater 

good. Therefore, grassroots leadership plays a vital role in organizing and mobilizing 

communities (Tierney, 1983; Tandon, Azelton, Kelly, & Strickland, 1998; Boehm & Staples, 

2005). This type of informal leadership generally unites a community, serves as the liaison to 

politicians and government officials on issues that matter to the community. Grassroots 

leadership also creates an environment in which community members can identify with the 

community and feel a sense of belonging 

Kezar and Lester (2011) argue that grassroots leadership operates at the local level and 

is informal rather than formal. In social movement literature, grassroots leadership is the 

“stimulation of social change or the challenge of the status quo by those who lack formal 

authority or delegated power, or institutionalized methods for doing so” (Kezar & Lester, 2011, 

p. 9). Two distinctive features characterize grassroots leadership. It is associated with grassroots 

activism and observable in the way ordinary people pursue a range of social issues (Kezar, 

2012) such as those related to women’s rights, marriage equality, climate change, and nuclear 

disarmament are a few examples.  

Among the many stellar examples of grassroots leadership, few are more crystallizing 

than what occurred during the Civil Rights Movement. Grassroots activism and leadership 

resulted in major social and legislative victories—which enfranchised African-Americans and 

other historically marginalized groups through the enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 



151 
 

 

and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. These successes made it possible for many African-

Americans to enter the mainstream of American society, participate in the political franchise, 

and access professions previously foreclosed to them.   

Though grassroots leadership offers many advantages for social change initiatives, 

Kezar (2012) cautions that this form of leadership is fragile and can fail overtime if grassroots 

leaders are unable to secure long-range support and institutionalize the results of their change 

agendas. In fact, the activism of the seamstresses, sharecroppers, maids, cooks, day laborers, 

teachers, ministers, railroad workers, nurses, and others who participated in the Civil Rights 

Movement illustrates the positive effects of grassroots leadership (Cobb, 2002). The 

socioeconomic background, race, religion, class, or gender of the activists was not 

determinative of their participation.  

Characteristics of grassroots leaders. Just as grassroots leadership emerges within a 

community, so do grassroots leaders. These leaders typically do not self-appoint. Because they 

are informal leaders, grassroots leaders generally lack authority or power over the community or 

its residents (Kezar & Lester, 2011). Rather, these leaders engage from the bottom-up and in 

cooperation and solidarity with the community and its residents (Kezar, 2012; Kezar & Lester, 

2011). In essence, grassroots leaders represent the purist form of a facilitator. Their primary 

objective is to work collaboratively with the communities they represent to help develop an 

agenda that maps a mutually acceptable course of action to alter the status quo.  

In describing the role of grassroots leaders, Kezar (2012) clarifies that “grassroots or 

bottom-up leaders are individuals without positions of authority who make change without 

formal power” (pp. 775-6). The worldviews of these leaders are different from leaders 

appointed to formal positions—that is, formal leaders. Unlike formal leaders who receive 
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various forms of rewards and recognition from their employers, grassroots leaders typically do 

not receive either. Neither do these leaders receive remuneration for work they perform on 

behalf of the community (Kezar, 2012). They oftentimes volunteer their time.   

Furthermore, grassroots leaders function within a nonhierarchal organizational structure 

with little or no association to formal organizations (Kezar & Lester (2011). These leaders must 

create their own organizational structure, as well as provide their own support and network 

systems (Kezar & Lester, 2011; Prindeville, 2002). Generally, grassroots organizations are 

structurally and ideologically democratic and tend to value equality, participation, and 

consensus. 

Serving Others through Servant Leadership 

Though little empirical research exists today to support a theory of servant leadership 

(Bowman, 1997; Farling, Stone, & Winston, 1999), the concept of servant leadership has gained 

popularity during the last two decades. Robert Greenleaf first introduced the concept of servant 

leadership in his 1970 seminal essay, “The Servant as Leader”  (Northhouse, 2012; Spears, 

1996, 2010), but later expanded his exploration of the concept in a 1977 essay titled “Servant 

Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power and Greatness” (Bowman, 1997; 

Greenleaf, 1977; Spears & Lawrence, 2004). In both essays, Greenleaf (1970, 1977) argues for 

a different type of leadership model—one which makes serving others a first priority of 

leadership. 

For Greenleaf and Spears (2002), “the great leader is seen as a servant first, and this 

simple fact is the key to his [or her] greatness” (p. 21). From Greenleaf’s perspective, servant  

leadership begins in a specific way.  

It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious 

choice brings one to aspire to lead…The difference manifests itself in the care taken by 
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the servant-first to make sure that other people’s highest priority needs are being served. 

(Greenleaf, 1977, p. 27)       

 

From Spears’ (1996) perspective, servant leadership “emphasizes increased service to 

others; a holistic approach to work; promoting a sense of community; and the sharing of power 

in decision-making” (p. 33). The strength of this leadership concept is its focus on the 

knowledge acquisition, growth, and autonomy of followers (Spears & Lawrence, 2004). Servant 

leadership does not simply refer to a style of leadership but rather a way of living for those who 

choose to serve others. According to Greenleaf (1977), the litmus test for determining whether a 

set of leader-behaviors comport with the principles of servant leadership begins with answers to 

the following questions:  

Do those served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, 

freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? And, what is the 

effect on the least privileged in society? Will they benefit or at least not be further 

deprived? (p. 27) 

 

Though generally anecdotal, some scholars argue that answers to these questions are 

implicit in the behaviors authentic servant leaders exhibit (Bowman, 1977). While Greenleaf 

(1970, 1977) discusses numerous ways to express the essence of serving others, he failed to 

elucidate these. Other scholars, however, used Greenleaf’s writings to develop a profile of a 

servant leader. For Spears 1996), ten characteristics best personify such a leader: listening, 

empathy, healing, awareness, conceptualization, foresight, persuasion, stewardship, 

commitment to the growth of people, and building community” (pp. 27-29). 

The prevailing characteristics of a servant leader differ among scholars. For example, 

Hayden (2011) writes that the philosophical foundation of servant leadership is grounded in 

values—most of which are associated with Christian values. Servant leadership is concerned 

with leader-behaviors that focus on the needs and concerns of followers (Bowman, 1997; 
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Farling, Stone, & Winston, 1999; Greenleaf, 1970, 1977; Northhouse, 2012; Spears, 2010; 

Spears & Lawrence, 2004). And servant leaders place the needs, aspirations, and interests of 

followers above their own. These types of leaders strive to transform followers by empowering 

them to reach their full potential (Bowman, 1997; Farling, Stone, & Winston, 1999; Greenleaf, 

1970, 1977; Hayden, 2011; Northhouse, 2012; Spears, 2010; Spears & Lawrence, 2004). People 

follow servant leaders freely because they trust them.  

The grassroots organizers and community activists involved in the Civil Rights 

Movement understood that their activism was not only for their own individual freedoms but 

also for the freedoms of others. Beyond all else, the primary objective of a servant leader is 

serving others. 

Achieving Social Transformation through Liberation Leadership 

Understanding the concept of liberation leadership generally requires some knowledge 

of history. Context matters, since liberation leadership is steeped in history. Consider that the 

social struggle for the liberation of African-Americans from oppressive sociopolitical and 

economic systems served as the mantra of the modern Civil Rights Movement (Levy, 1998; 

Lewis, 2012) as well as for the Black freedom movements of centuries passed. It was through 

the intervention of liberation leadership that a road map to social change emerged.  

Liberation leadership is a relatively unknown paradigm. A couple of scholars offer a 

definition of this construct. Noer (1997) argues liberation leadership “facilitates the 

development of the learning response in individuals…[that]…frees people to invest their energy 

in meaningful and satisfying work that increases organizational productivity and personal 

development” (p. 163). In his unpublished doctoral dissertation, Courting Strategy Management 

through the Intervention of Liberation Leadership, O’Donovan (2007) describes liberation  



155 
 

 

leadership as a concept geared toward social justice and learning. It is a   

Process in which leaders are not seen as individuals in charge of followers, but as 

members of a community of practice, i.e. people united in a common enterprise who 

share a history and thus certain values, beliefs, ways of talking, and ways of doing 

things. (p. 30)        

 

By this, O’Donovan (2007) means the aim of such a process is to create a sense of 

collective oneness between the leader and the people involved in the group or community. Ruth 

(2006) agrees that when contextualizing leadership within a liberation framework, it indeed is a 

process but one that requires “building close relationships within which we listen deeply to 

people’s thinking about and feelings so as, together, to think clearly about what is happening in 

the current situation and what needs to happen to address the issues facing us” (p. 16). Ruth 

(2006) adds that liberation leadership is not concerned with the position an individual holds but 

rather his or her leader-behaviors, the way the leader relates to people, and the recognition that 

“everyone is a potential leader” (p. 37). 

Though liberation leadership is a nontraditional leadership framework, a more indepth 

review of its character provides greater clarity. An excellent starting point is Willie’s (1983) 

historical analysis of liberation leadership in the article, “A Theory of Liberation Leadership.”  

It establishes a linkage between education and leadership by equating the tenets of liberation 

leadership to the leadership of the Hebrew prophet Moses, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther 

King, Jr.   

According to Willie (1983), these liberation leaders were among the greatest crusaders 

for the rights of the oppressed and marginalized. Some of the most influential ethnic and racial 

leaders emerged from affluent sectors of oppressed societies; they were members of a small 

cadre of the most highly educated who assimilated successfully in the dominant culture (Willie, 

1983). For example, the aforementioned leaders were educated in the ways of their respective 
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dominant cultures: for Moses, within the cultural space of Pharaoh; for Gandhi, within the elite 

British culture; and for King, within the cultural trappings of a prestigious New England 

university. 

While each leader lived during a different epoch, with differing mores and possibilities, 

and was influenced differently by his respective environment, Moses, Gandhi, and King were 

educated within what W.E. B. DuBois refers to as a “double culture” (as cited in Willie, 1983, 

p. 6). By this, DuBois meant that such a leader “becomes a marginal person who knows and 

understands the ways of life of the…dominant and subdominant power groups” (as cited in 

Willie, 1983, p. 6). This sensitivity endows liberation leaders with insights into the world of 

their oppressors, which enabled individuals like Moses, Gandhi, and King to identify with the 

oppressed while using their knowledge of the dominant culture to spearhead sweeping social 

change.  

In many respects, the direct nonviolent actions of these men were the quintessence of 

double-consciousness. DuBois observed that gaining knowledge within a double-culture leads 

to double-consciousness. Bray (1984) conceptualizes double-consciousness within a 

psychological paradigm and posits that the concept represents a “psychological dichotomy 

which results when an individual lives in a culture, such as the black community; yet must be 

aware for his [her] survival of the workings and expectations of a dominant culture” (p. 57).  

Though the social space in which oppressed and marginalized groups have been forced to 

live, liberation leadership enables them to challenge the paralyzing grasp of double-consciousness. 

DuBois clarifies this perspective when he wrote that double-consciousness evokes in the 

dominated and marginalized a  

sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul 

by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his 



157 
 

 

twoness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; 

two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being 

torn asunder. (DuBois, 1994, p. 2)         

 

In the case of Moses, Gandhi, and King, education placed prominently in their 

sociopolitical victories, which they achieved on behalf of the oppressed and marginalized. Not 

only were those victories linked to their leadership but also occurred, as Willie (1983) notes, only 

after each man made a double-choice. By this, Willie (1983) means they rejected “vain glory” and 

the oppression of a race of people. In the absence of making a double-choice, Moses, Gandhi, and 

King’s privileged knowledge and influence could not be characterized as “leadership for 

liberation…which must be cultivated and mediated by personal choices” (Willie, 1983, p. 4).  

From O’Donovan’s (2007) work, I identified the following characteristics of liberation 

leadership. 

• Emphasizes inclusive fellowship, community and communion, with an overriding 

concern for the welfare of learners 

• Focuses on relational rather than individual 

• Views influencing behaviors as the exclusive core of all relationships 

• Subscribes to a process conducive to social change initiatives whose aim is to forge 

significant change 

• Embraces diverse opinions and differing interpretations of meaning 

• Values a participatory democratic decision-making process 

• Emphasizes tenets of distributive leadership whereby all members play a leadership 

role 

• Encourages members to establish long-range goals and objectives 

• Encourages members to recast and use creative ways to achieve desired outcomes.  

 

Much like most leadership frameworks, liberation leadership is a complex social 

construct—though historical evidence has shown that those who subscribe to its principles 

typically have done so in the name of freedom and justice. Through the use of liberation 

leadership, the oppressed and marginalized are able to chart their own course in life and 

ultimately determine their own destiny. It was Greene (1988) who argued that “the modes of 

seeking liberation differ along with the means of resistance. What is common to all is a 
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determination to act (sometimes at any cost) against what is experienced as oppression, coercion, 

injustice, exclusion, [and/or] neglect” (p. 24). Unquestionably this was the motivation of the tens 

of millions of African-Americans who fought for their rights during the Civil Rights Movement. 

Significance of the Leader’s Role  

Discussions about leadership rarely take place in a vacuum—that is, independent of the 

leader and his or her role. Leaders play a vital role in an organization and, most definitely, in 

social movements. At few other times in American history has this been more evident than during 

the Civil Rights Movement. But just as there is not a unified definition of leadership, there also is 

not unanimity among scholars about the definition and attributes of a leader.  Marable (1998) 

wrote these words:  

Leaders are essentially individuals who have the ability to understand their own times, 

who express or articulate programs or policies that reflect the perceived interests and 

desires of particular groups, and who devise instruments or political vehicles that 

enhance the capacity to achieve effective change. In very limited ways, leaders imprint 

their personal characteristics or individual stamp on a given moment in time. Leaders do 

make history, but never by themselves, and never in ways that they fully recognize. (p. 

xvi) 

 

In discussing the historical struggle of African-Americans to overcome racial oppression, 

Gordon (2000) offers for comparison several definitions of a leader. Beginning this comparison, 

Burgess (1962) views a leader as “an individual whose behavior affects the patterning of behavior 

within the black community at a given time” (as cited in Gordon, 2000, p. 22). Ladd (1966) and 

Hamilton (1981) use a racialized prism through which to consider the role of a leader. For Ladd 

(1966), an African-American leader is a "person able to make decisions affecting the choice of 

race objectives and/or the means utilized to attain them" though to Hamilton (1981), such a leader 

is "one who is racially black in a leadership role and who speaks and acts on matters of specific 
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(but not necessarily exclusive) concern to Black people as a direct purpose of occupying that role" 

(as cited in Gordon, 2000, p. 22). 

On the other hand, Thompson (1963) uses what he calls a "functional approach to 

leadership" in which the leader is an individual actor who identifies in a visible way with the 

Black agenda to achieve a set of pre-established objectives (as cited in Gordon, 2000). For 

Holden (1973), leaders are "those who seek (or claim to seek) the interests of the whole black 

population…Such persons purport to lead by defining for blacks how they should relate to 

whites” (as cited in Gordon, 2000, p. 22).  Morris and Staggenborg (2002) place the definition 

of a leader in a social movement context. They argue that leaders “inspire commitment, 

mobilize resources, create and recognize opportunities, devise strategies, frame demands, and 

influence outcomes” (p. 1).  

Finally, Preskill and Brookfield (2009) offer a slightly different perspective, one which 

focuses on the role of leaders in the context of adult education, and a concept discussed later in 

an upcoming section. Preskill and Brookfield (2009) regard a leader as a teacher whose primary 

responsibility is to pave the way for collective learning and critical reflection. In this respect, a 

leader must be able to create an environment conducive to leadership development.  

Despite this range of perspectives on the role of leaders, those closest to Baker frequently 

heard from her this frequent rejoinder: “My theory is strong people don’t need strong leaders” 

because they [have] the capacity within themselves to self-direct” (Cantarow et al, 1980, p. 53; 

Crawford et al, 1993, p. 51; Bobo, et al, 2004, p. 79). Developing leaders within marginalized 

communities was a goal Baker sought to achieve. Doing so laid the foundation for broad 

community organizing throughout the Deep South, which helped claim the civil rights of African-

Americans and other socio-politically oppressed groups. 
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Discussion 

 The thesis of this study began with the postulation that none of the five leadership 

frameworks inculcates the multidimensionality of Baker’s leadership. While these frameworks 

and their associated elements share some commonalities with Baker’s participants-reported 

leader-behaviors, the linkage between the two data sets diverge in significant ways. Table 5 

below presents participants’ responses to Interview Question 7 within the Interview Guide and 

Protocol of this study. That question inquired about Baker’s leadership attributes—specifically, 

what five attributes best describe her as a leader?   

 Participants’ responses illuminated further Baker’s leader-behaviors and leadership 

philosophy. No participant constrained him or herself to articulating only five leadership 

attributes. Data presented in Tables 5 and 6 aided in comparing and contrasting Baker’s 

participants reported leader-behaviors to the primary characteristics of the five leadership 

frameworks frequently used to explain Baker’s leadership. The comparison that follows 

illuminates the points of convergence and divergence.  For example, in the case of professional 

bridge leadership, Robnett (1999) argues that the nature of Baker’s role during the Movement is 

consistent with the characteristics of professional bridge leadership. Both participant-reports 

confirm Robnett’s postulation. Indeed, Baker was an experienced grassroots or community 

organizer who amassed a wealth of knowledge during her more than five decades of civil rights 

activism. She worked for several civil rights organizations but did not confine her activism to 

only one social cause.  Baker promoted a different type of organizing philosophy but also 

understood that hierarchical structures and charismatic leaders were ineffective in sustaining a  

mass movement. Baker was also trusted within the Black community. All of these, Robnett (1999) 

instructs, are key elements of professional bridge leadership. 
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Table 5 

Participant-Generated Leadership Attributes of Ella Baker 

 

Berkeley Chisolm Custer McDowell Zenith 

     

     
Articulate speaker but 

held back 

Dogged determination 

 

Very sympathetic Very 

compassionate and 

loving 

Viewed herself as a 

facilitator, a 

technician 

Promoted others and 

gave them voice 

Excellent orator Brilliant strategist 

and speaker 

Concerned about 

how you develop 

Someone who got 

people together 

Understood the potential 

of every person; worked to 

get the best out of all of us   

A great influencer;  

able  to pursue and 

achieve goals; clear 

understanding of the 

objective 

Fearless in choosing 

projects 

 

 

Concerned about 

people being 

prepared 

 

 

Someone who 

opened doors for 

others 

 

 

Was aware of what was 

needed without being 

antagonistic or vitriolic 

Leader in warfare; 

had foresight 

Ready and able to 

give personal 

support 

She wanted you 

to know what 

you’re talking 

about 

A defender of 

young people 

Dignified and self-

possessed 

Patient and 

understanding 

Kind and loving Didn’t need to be 

seen or paid 

attention to 

A critic who spoke 

her mind 

Politically sophisticated Bold and fearless 

 

Courageous but a 

good listener 

She had faith in 

people 

Could be stern 

when needed 

Shied away from publicity Ability to relate to 

people around her 

Valued 

relationships 

She could see 

things that 

nobody else 

could 

Possessed 

unadulterated 

courage 

Led from the bottom-up Motivated people to 

do extraordinary 

things in situations 

that were extremely 

dangerous 

Respected everyone’s 

opinion 

She gave us our 

values 

Harbored no 

thoughts of self- 

enrichment 

Book smart but 

practical; pragmatic and 

idealistic 

Goal-oriented Listened to what 

all had to say 

She spoke her mind Able to keep a 

whole network 

alive; she kept 

them alive 

Accepting of people’s 

strengths as well as 

their frailties 

 Possessed 

indomitable courage 

to take a different 

road 

She was very 

impactful 

Played the role of 

mentor 

Took a long view of 

things and steps for 

moving forward 

 Willing to listen to 

all opinions 

Excellent leader; 

very smart 

 

Was focused, not diverted, 

not distracted; kept her 

eyes on the prize 

 Had a sense of 

humor 
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 While this leadership framework clearly aligns with several of Baker’s participants- 

reported leadership characteristics, there also are areas of omission. Participants reported that 

the core foundation of Baker’s leadership comprised the following leader-behaviors:   

• Using patience as a pedagogical tool to develop leadership skills in others, i.e. 

encouraging critical thinking, empowering others to exercise agency  

• Displaying humanity and humility, i.e. harboring no interest in self-enrichment, 

exhibiting genuine concern for others, viewed herself as a facilitator rather than a leader 

• Leading with principles, competence, and courage, i.e. speaking truth to power, acting 

boldly, courageously, and strategically 

• Providing philosophical grounding, i.e. laying a philosophical foundation for others, 

redefining their values, and shaping their worldviews 

• Enabling people to act, i.e. using her knowledge, personal relationships, and networks to 

facilitate the way forward 

• Organizing from the bottom-up 

• Decision-making through broad participation, i.e. valuing inclusivity and diversity of 

thought, legitimizing and giving voice to others 

• Overcoming social obstacles, i.e. gender and class discrimination  

 

 These interpretive findings confirm that professional bridge leadership does not 

incorporate any of these participant-reported leader-behaviors. Consequently, this framework is 

not representative of Baker’s leadership. With few exceptions, the same pattern holds when 

comparing Baker’s reported leader-behaviors (see Table 5 above) to the primary characteristics of 

collective leadership, group-centered leadership and participatory democracy, grassroots 

leadership, and servant leadership (see Table 6 below). These leadership frameworks are most 

often associated with Baker’s leadership, and Table 6 highlights their salient characteristics.  

 Consistent with Baker’s leader-behaviors, collective leadership focuses on leadership 

skills development, rejects the notion of leader-centeredness, encourages self-efficacy, consensus 

decision-making, and encourages challenges of the status quo (Tandon, Azelton, Kelly, & 

Strickland, 1998; Tierney, 1983; W. F. Kellogg, 2007). The degree of dissimilarity between the 

two stem from the lack of emphasis collective leadership places on the leader displaying 

humanity and humility; leading with principles, competence, and courage; providing 
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philosophical grounding; and overcoming social obstacles. Of Baker’s eight participants reported 

leader-behaviors, there is convergence between only four collective leadership characteristics.  

Table 6 

Leadership Frameworks Used to Explain Baker’s Leadership 

Bridge 

Leadership 

Collective 

Leadership 

Group-Centered 

Leadership and 

Participatory 

Democracy 

Grassroots 

Leadership  

Servant 

Leadership 

     
Functions as an 

intermediate layer of 

informal leadership 

Supports leadership 

skills development 

Emphasizes participatory 

democracy 

Focuses on 

organizing and 

mobilizing 

communities 

Emphasizes  

service to others 

Bridges people to 

the Movement 

Rejects leader 

dependency and 

leader-centeredness 

Decentralizes power 

and decision-making 

Fosters a sense 

of belonging  

Promotes a sense 

of community 

Enables women to 

play informal 

leadership roles 

Promotes self-

efficacy and leader 

empowerment 

Values bottom-up 

decision-making 

Promotes 

identification 

with the  

community  

Shares 

responsibility for 

decision-making 

Persons known and 

trusted within the 

Black community 

Emphasizes unity, 

partnership, and 

 accountability 

Emphasizes the principle 

of social justice 

Encourages 

challenges of 

the status quo 

Focuses on 

knowledge 

acquisition, 

growth, and 

autonomy of 

followers 

Enables women to 

support political 

frames and 

ideologies 

Emphasizes learning 

as well as collective 

learning 

Values inclusivity Relates to 

grassroots 

activism 

Emphasizes 

listening, empathy, 

healing, and 

awareness 

Emphasizes self-

determination 

Responsibility is 

shared between 

leader and followers 

Recasts the leader’s 

role to one of facilitator 

Is a type of 

informal 

leadership 

Takes a holistic 

approach to work 

Promotes a different 

organizing philosophy 

Mutual respect is a 

core principle 

Emphasizes  discourse, 

debate, reflection, and 

consensus 

Posits that 

everyone has 

inherent talents, 

can make a 

contribution, and 

must actively 

engage to create a 

just system. 

Emphasizes 

foresight, 

conceptualization 

persuasion, 

stewardship, 

commitment to the 

growth of people, 

and building 

communities 

Acknowledges the 

limitations of 

hierarchies  and 

charismatic leaders to 

forge social change 

 

Encourages 

challenges of old 

assumptions 
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  Much like collective leadership, group-centered leadership and participatory democracy, 

grassroots leadership, and servant leadership share many of Baker’s leader-behaviors. Despite 

their strong alignment, these three frameworks share many of the same points of divergence as 

collective leadership. For example, group-centered leadership and participatory democracy 

emphasize (1) discourse, debate, reflection, and consensus; (2) participatory democracy; (3) 

bottom-up decision-making; (4) social justice and inclusivity; (5) decentralization of power; and 

(6) the leader’s role functioning as facilitator. All of these characteristics are consistent with 

Baker’s leader-behaviors.  

 The areas in which the two diverge are: leading with principles, competence, and courage; 

providing philosophical grounding; enabling people to act; and overcoming social obstacles. 

Rather than aligning with only four of Baker’s leader-behaviors, as collective leadership does, the 

comparison revealed that group-centered leadership and participatory democracy align with five 

of her eight leader-behaviors. These comparisons provide convincing evidence that none of the 

five leadership frameworks, which previous scholars used to explain Baker’s leadership fail to 

reflect the full range of her leader-behaviors. 

 This study now turns its focus in the upcoming section to answering the final research 

question. Doing so required the use of the findings discussed in previous sections of this report, as 

well as the eleven data categories and subcategories.      

 Answering the Final Research Question 

This dissertation began with a clear, yet provocative, thesis: that previous scholarly works 

in the field of movement leadership fail to encapsulate the multidimensionality of Baker’s 

leadership. Proving this thesis required answering the three research questions that guided this 

study. Chapters 4 and 5 answered Research Questions 1 and 2. This current chapter section 
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answers Research Question 3, which asks: What leadership framework(s) best reflect and 

encapsulate the multi-dimensional character of both her leadership philosophy and leader-

behaviors?  Answering this question required comparing and contrasting several sets of data.  

The first data set included findings presented in the previous sections of this chapter. 

Baker’s leader-behaviors (see Table 5), which research participants articulated, and this study 

used to develop its data categories and subcategories, comprise the second data set. The third data 

set reflects the primary elements of liberation leadership. Comparing these data was useful in 

determining the leadership framework that best encapsulates Baker’s leadership philosophy and 

leader-behaviors. Table 7 below illustrates that comparison. The interpretive results of the 

previous comparisons led to an interesting finding: that liberation leadership is more closely 

aligned with Baker’s leadership philosophy and leader-behaviors than any other framework 

discussed and compared in earlier sections of this dissertation. Though the primary characteristics 

of liberation leadership are enumerated in Table 7 above and discussed in a previous section of 

this chapter, it is useful to revisit its foundational elements. These and the primary elements of 

Baker’s leadership are inextricably linked.  

Recall that the aim of liberation leadership is achieving for the oppressed social justice 

and learning (O’Donovan, 2007; Noer, 1997; Ruth, 2006). Its focus is on the leader’s behavior 

rather than on the leader or the position he or she holds. The foundational underpinning of 

liberation leadership is that every person is a potential leader (Ruth, 2006). This, indeed, was 

the bedrock of Baker’s leadership philosophy, which she consistently enacted. One research 

participant referred to Baker as an egalitarian teacher (McDowell, personal communication, 

November 5, 2013). By this he meant Baker believed all people were learners, capable of 

functioning as leaders, and deserved the chance to contribute to their own liberation. She also 
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understood that without skills and knowledge, achieving these goals would be precarious, if not 

impossible.  

Table 7 
Comparison of Liberation Leadership and Baker’s Participants reported Leader-Behaviors 

 

Liberation Leadership  

 

Participants’ Descriptors of Baker’s Leader-

Behaviors  

  
Proposes a way forward Used personal relationships and networks to pave the way 

forward for SNCC 

Takes initiative Self-actualized and possessed a “dogged determination” 

Takes principled stands Took principled stands speaking truth to power 

Organizes people Organized people and communities using a bottom-up approach 

Inspires others Inspired and motivated SNCC to take action it would not have 

otherwise 

Develops potential in others Emphasized leadership skills development 

Challenges social systems; questions fundamental 

values 

Organized, planned, and led campaigns that dismantled 

oppressive social systems 

Inspires a shared vision Inspired a shared vision of racial and social equality  

Strives to understand the wider context Was “analytical, took the long view” and acted strategically 

Emphasizes “inclusive fellowship...embraces 

diverse opinions” 

Gave voice to and legitimized all viewpoints  

Views influencing behaviors as the core of all 

relationships 

Influenced the lives of SNCC and other movement actors and 

impacted Movement outcomes 

Focuses on the “well-being of learners” Exhibited a strong sense of humanity during her interactions with 

others  

Values participatory democratic decision-making  Espoused and practiced  participatory democracy 

Emphasizes “tenets of distributive leadership,” 

where  all members play a leadership role 

Empowered others to lead; delegated leadership responsibilities 

Encourages long-range planning Encouraged SNCC to plan ahead, e.g. controversial speakers, 

voters’ registration campaigns, etc. 

Encourages members to use creative ways to 

achieve desired outcomes 

Used patience as a pedagogical tool for teaching critical thinking 

and creative problem-solving 

  
 

Sources:  O’Donovan, S. (2007). Courting Strategy Management through the Intervention of Liberation 

Leadership.  Retrieved from https://hydra.hull.ac.uk/assets/hull:744a/content 

Ruth, S. (2006). Leadership and liberation: A psychological approach. New York, NY: Routledge.     

 

  

In fact, an important aspect of Baker’s leadership philosophy was her belief that 

race, gender, and/or class was not determinative of the capacity of people to learn, lead, or 

participate in their own liberation—their enfranchisement, quest for freedom, or 

emancipation. Unlike most leaders, whether accepting of the leader label or not, Baker saw 

and recognized the nexus between these four constructs and oppression. An important 
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aspect of Baker’s leadership philosophy was her belief that race, gender, and/or class was 

not determinative of people’s capacity to learn, lead, or participate in their quest for 

liberation.   

Participants routinely referenced Baker’s high level of patience when meeting or 

interacting with them and the SNCC. She used patience as a pedagogical tool to train and 

prepare young activists to challenge oppressive social systems and to assume a leadership role 

while doing so. Baker understood that acquiring new skills and knowledge was the only way 

African-Americans would achieve liberation.  From Baker, SNCC learned the importance of 

human agency; problem-solving through critical thinking; decision-making using the principles 

of participatory democracy; conflict resolution skills to resolve internal disagreements; and 

strategic planning to launch voters’ registration campaigns and organize the African-American 

community in the Deep South states.  

Much like Baker’s leadership, liberation leadership is multi-dimensional. It is a process 

in which there are no leaders but rather members of a community who share a history, certain 

values, beliefs, and ways of doing things (O’Donovan, 2007). According to one participant, 

Baker did not view herself as a leader but rather a facilitator—a facilitator of social change 

(Zenith, personal communication, October 16, 2013). While she may not have contextualized 

the role she played in this way, participants provided compelling reports which stand in stark 

contrast.  Indeed, Baker was a unique kind of leader; she was a liberation leader.  

Consistent with the prerequisites for liberation leadership, Baker was a member of the 

African-American community, which movement literature traces her lineage back to the slavery 

period. Her grandparents were former slaves and, presumably, so were their ancestors. Baker’s 

goal was the same as other African-Americans during the modern civil rights era: to be free,  
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free to exercise their full constitutional rights. 

Moreover, liberation leadership posits that this type of leader proposes a way forward, 

takes initiative and principled stands, organizes people, and inspires them to pursue their freedom 

objective. The primary data of this study are replete with evidence of Baker’s leader-behaviors 

and philosophy in each of these areas. For example, she was not reticent to speak truth to power, 

which is indicative of a principled leader. One participant recalled the time Baker rebuked the 

efforts of older civil rights leaders who wanted to sanitize the 1963 March on Washington speech 

that a SNCC member was scheduled to give. In a Freirean manner, Baker refused to allow SNCC 

members to remain trapped in the culture of silence; she knew the young activists had the 

capacity to view their world critically; to do so in a dialogical exchange with others; and to 

understand the inherent contradictions in their own social realities and those of the African-

American race. They, of course, were African-Americans who understood from their own lived 

experiences the human toll of oppression. For Baker to have acquiesced to the overtures of senior 

civil rights leaders would have perpetuated the culture of silence for SNCC and, by extension, 

African-Americans—rendering them unable to continue challenging Jim Crow laws.   

It is well documented and verified by the data of this study the ways in which Baker 

paved a way forward for SNCC. The significance of her efforts in this regard only became 

evident a couple decades ago. She paved the way for others by sharing with them her wealth of 

knowledge and providing them access to her large network of friends and supporters. Both 

facilitated SNCC’s safe passage across many racially hostile parts of the Deep South. Without 

access to Baker’s connections, SNCC may not have succeeded in registering tens of thousands 

of voters or survived their registration campaign trips to southern states. Racial violence, 

including lynching, was still sanctioned by the Jim Crow code, which some African-Americans  



169 
 

 

viewed not as a code but rather as law.  

Liberation leadership is also about inspiring a shared vision. From the time Baker planned 

and organized the 1960 Youth Conference in Raleigh, North Carolina, and SNCC elected her its 

adult advisor, she and SNCC shared a common vision. That vision was to achieve racial and 

sociopolitical equality for African-Americans—which the Movement realized, in part, due to 

Baker’s belief that liberation required those involved in the freedom struggle to be knowledgeable 

and skillful. This was one of the most important roles she played. Baker indeed was the Fundi of 

the Movement—the individual in the African-American community who transferred her 

knowledge and wisdom to those she mentored and trained to be effective activists and organizers.  

Another element of liberation leadership is its philosophy that influencing behaviors is  

the core of all relationships. Some participants recalled Baker’s leadership influence on their 

lives and how it impacted the outcome of the Movement. Two such examples pertain to her 

influence on male-female relations, both internal and external to SNCC, which influenced for 

the good the way male SNCC members interacted with and valued the contributions of their  

female peers. Baker modeled the behaviors she wanted the young activists to emulate.   

As a liberation leader, Baker led with principle, competence, and courage. She thought 

and acted strategically and understood the essentiality of these leadership qualities to movement 

success. Baker also provided the philosophical grounding for participants and SNCC by 

teaching them the benefits of bottom-up organizing, decision-making based on critical thinking 

and participatory democracy, and people development. She demonstrated awareness that 

without such indoctrination, participants and SNCC members would not be able to envision 

liberation and a path for achieving it. When combined, all of these are tenets of liberation  

leadership and reflect the core of Baker’s leadership and philosophy. 
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Discussion, Summary, and Recommendation 

 

 Reconceptualizing Baker’s leadership within the context of the Civil Rights Movement 

was not a small scholarly pursuit, although the richness of the study data illuminated the path I 

ultimately followed. In addition to achieving its multiple purposes, this study contributes to 

existing literature on social movement leadership by modifying an emerging theory on liberation 

leadership in order to incorporate Baker’s participant-reported leadership philosophy and leader-

behaviors. These new elements are those other leadership models fail to incorporate. 

 Except for the unpublished dissertation of O’Donovan (2007), which sought to determine 

the response levels of primary school principals to strategic management principles, no known 

study has fully developed a liberation leadership framework that reconceptualizes leadership 

within the context of the modern Civil Rights Movement and that militates against social 

oppression. Not only did this research study introduced liberation leadership as new framework 

based on empirical evidence but it also illustrated how this leadership model can effectively 

challenge oppressive social systems and structures. 

Liberation leadership is grounded in the theoretical traditions of both adult education and 

Black feminist thought. Where adult education is interwoven into the fabric of social movements 

and represents a source of new knowledge for the oppressed (Dykstra & Law, 1994; Foley, 1999; 

Holst, 2002, 2009; Kilgore, 1999), Black feminist thought focuses on activism, empowerment, and 

gender equality. This latter theory holds that race, gender, and class are interlocking systems of 

oppression, and that African-American women have a unique standpoint on oppression (Collins, 

1990, 1998). This distinct perspective enables them to locate their own lived experiences within 

those of other similarly situated individuals or groups. The reason is African-American women 

share a collective identity by virtue of their socio-historically marginalized status in society 
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(Collins, 1990, 1998). Their cultural experiences afford them a special type of perspective on their 

own oppression and the social structures that caused and sustain it. Black feminist thought 

highlights the intersectionality of race, gender, and class oppression (Collins, 1990, 1998). 

 As with most new theoretical developments, there is always a backstory that inspires an 

idea or discovery. The backstory regarding the development and/or modification of the liberation 

leadership model for this current study was filled with serendipitous finds. The first serendipitous 

moment was discovering that many articles, books, and recorded interviews with Ella Baker 

contained the word liberation—oftentimes more than once. It was not the frequency at which the 

term appeared in secondary data sources that inspired the me but rather how using a simple term, 

such as liberation, is often more effective for developing and telling a story—the story about the 

research findings of this study. 

For example, Ransby (2003) describes Baker’s pedagogical approach in several ways—one 

of which as “teaching for liberation based on the need to empower ordinary people to dig within 

themselves and their collective experiences for the answers to social and political questions” (p. 

359). Ross’ (2003) book, Witnessing and testifying: Black women, religion, and civil rights, in 

which Baker’s contributions to the Movement is a primary focus, believes the act of “racial uplift” 

has “implications for liberation” (p. 3). And Collier-Thomas and Franklin (2001) argue in Sisters 

in the struggle: African-American women in the Civil Rights Movement that a relationship exists 

between “literacy and liberation” (p. 113).  

These are only a few of the works on the Movement and/or Baker in which one or more 

authors emphasize the concept of liberation. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines liberation 

as “a movement seeking equal rights and status for a group” while also referencing the women's 

liberation movement. From these and other data consulted and/or used in this study, a clear and 
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potent theme emerged—one that aligned and supported the data collected during the study. The 

data supported the thesis that among other characteristics, liberation leadership is transformative 

and has a liberating effect.  

Furthermore, the findings of this study provide us different ways or prisms through which 

to view and understand Baker’s leadership and, ultimately, liberation leadership. Looking 

through the first prism reveals an image of liberation leadership that rests on a tripartite 

foundation with three free-standing pillars: social action, pedagogy, and transformation. The first 

pillar, social action, represents Baker’s community organizing and the voters’ registration 

campaigns that SNCC launched during the early 1960s, while under Baker’s tutelage. The pillar 

of pedagogy emphasizes Baker’s pedagogical approach to teaching and the emphasis she placed 

on developing the whole person. She not only taught the young activists how to make decisions 

using critical thinking and participatory democratic principles but also how to lead with 

principle, humanity, humility, and courage.  

 Transformation is the third pillar supported by personal and societal transformation. Much 

like Freire’s (1993) postulations about critical pedagogy, liberation leadership transforms the way 

the oppressed view their world and their role within it. This framework emphasizes the 

development of critical consciousness as a means for understanding the world and its social 

contradictions. Liberation leadership enables the oppressed to reimagine their realities in order to 

view forms of oppression in a different light. Doing so increases the potential for achieving 

liberation for themselves and others. This transformation begins within an incubator for learning, 

which exists inside social movements, such as the Civil Rights Movement. There, movement 

actors acquired new knowledge and skills—which enabled them to exercise human agency, to 

believe in their personal efficacy and in their ability to effectuate social change. At the end of such 
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a process, societal transformation occurred—not by happenstance but due to the dismantling of the 

oppressive social systems that separated the oppressed from their constitutional and human rights.  

Table 9 

Reimagination of the Liberation Leadership Process 

 

A second way to understand liberation leadership is to imagine that it exists on a 

continuum, beginning with community organizing and ending with liberating freedoms for the 

oppressed. Between these two points is where the leader carries out the true essence of liberation 

leadership. This type of leadership follows a circular path, with inputs and outputs at each point. 

Table 9 above illustrates this process through a reimagination of liberation leadership, which  

recasts it to include Baker’s leader-behaviors.   

 Within the modern Civil Rights Movement, organizing the African-American community 

represented the first input of the liberation process. It served as a prelude for Baker’s leader-

Community 

Organizing 

•   Organizing the Community 

•  Galvinizing the Community around a Shared Vision for Racial Equality 

Training 

People 

•  Problem Solving through Critical Thinking and Participatory Democracy   

•  Modeling Humanity, Humility,  Courage , and  Principled Leadership 

•  Planning Strategically for the Short- and Long-Term 

Philosophical 

Grounding 

•  Seeing  Hidden Talents and Potential in People 

•  Respecting  and Valuing Diversity--Gender, Race, Class, and Perspectives 

•  Organizing from the Bottom 

Impacting,  
Influencing 
Outcomes 

•    Achieving Liberation through Legislative Actions 

•   Remembering and Enacting the Teacher's Teaching 

•   Influencing  Lives  and Impacting Outcomes  of  a Social Movement 
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behaviors she displayed throughout the Movement. Shared vision is the second input. Baker 

galvanized SNCC and other activists around a common vision, which they developed 

collectively through a participatory democratic process. Theirs was a vision of racial equality 

and, ultimately, liberation. That vision remained immutable and stable and was made possible 

because liberation leadership diverts the focus from the leader to the entire group—the 

community of civil rights activists, which Baker and SNCC played a crucial role in organizing.  

The third input in the liberation process advocates praxis when initiating a demand for 

liberation. Embedded within this vision is a demand for freedom. It was Frederick Douglas who 

reminded us that “power concedes nothing without a demand” (1857). Praxis concerns reflection 

and action that enable the oppressed to challenge and transform oppressive social systems. This 

is the type of praxis that supported Baker’s training of participants and other SNCC members.   

 Philosophical grounding is the fourth input; it acknowledges that the leader’s role is to  

create and foster an environment where the potential of ordinary people to make a difference can 

be acknowledged and nurtured. Baker’s famous dictum, “strong people don’t need strong leaders,” 

is an example of the type of grounding she provided participants and other SNCC members. This 

along with the previous four inputs, led to the output of the legislative abolishment of Jim Crow 

laws and restoration of the constitutional rights of African-Americans, including the right to vote.

 It is highly instructive to consider that the four inputs of the liberation process not only 

impacted the outcome of the Movement, but it also influenced the lives of many people. Baker 

gave voice to SNCC and other activists whose voices had been muted by the heavy weight of 

social injustice. Several participants still recall today, some fifty years later, the life-changing 

lessons they learned from Baker. They continue today to enact these principles in their personal 

and professional lives.   
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Summary 

This study had a clear purpose: to reconceptualize the leadership of Baker during the 

modern Civil Rights Movement; to develop a leadership framework in which her community and 

political activism naturally fits; and to place her style of leadership in a broader framework of 

research—focusing primarily on the role of leadership in social activism.  

Five research participants comprised the study sample: two African-American males who 

are SNCC veterans and three White females, all of whom are veteran civil rights activists who  

worked closely with SNCC. African-American women are not represented in the study.  

Six major categories and five subcategories emerged from the primary data of this 

study—gathered through telephone interviews and a single in-person interview. These categories 

include: developing people for social change; leading with principles, competence, and courage; 

impacting lives, influencing outcomes; thinking and acting strategically; providing philosophical 

grounding; and overcoming obstacles. Comprising the five subcategories are legitimizing and 

giving voice, training through patience, encouraging critical thinking, enabling people to act, and 

displaying humanity and humility. 

 While some aspects of Baker’s leadership align with those of bridge leadership, collective 

leadership, group-centered leadership and participatory democracy, grassroots leadership, and 

servant leadership, her leadership philosophy and leader-behaviors are more closely aligned with 

liberation leadership. This leadership framework can be understood as resting on a foundation 

beneath three pillars: social action, pedagogy, and transformation. Liberation leadership is not a 

linear process; it carries with it a number of inputs and outputs. Community organizing, people 

development, philosophical grounding, influencing lives and impacting outcomes are the inputs 

that led to liberation—representing the ultimate output of liberation leadership. 
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 Finally, this dissertation documents a comprehensive story about Baker’s leadership as 

experienced and reported by the five research participants of this study. Notwithstanding her 

focus on community organizing and training SNCC members to become leaders, the data provide 

new insights into Baker’s leadership. The first insight concerns her deep concern and respect for 

people, as evidenced by her reported humanistic interactions with others. Participants described 

her as an individual who met people where she found them, not where she wanted them to be. 

Baker connected with people in their own space—primarily because she was a member of the 

African-American community and could identify with their lived experiences. Community 

membership is a perquisite for liberation leadership.  

Recommendation 

 This study presents a compelling argument for liberation leadership as the framework that 

best reconceptualizes Baker’s leadership philosophy and leader-behaviors. Where other leadership 

models have failed to do so, liberation leadership encapsulates the multidimensionality of her 

community organizing and political activism. This study merely scratches the surface in 

furthering our understanding of the implications of liberation leadership. Despite the absence of 

African-American women participation in this study, the efficacy of liberation leadership lies in 

its usefulness to help address a variety of complex social problems by organizing, training, and 

empowering those directly impacted to take collective action.  

For example, future researchers could explore the efficacy of liberation leadership in  

decreasing the rate of poverty, homelessness, and/or urban violence in the United States. All of 

these are forms of oppression for which empirical evidence has shown liberation leadership to 

be a plausible approach for reducing their pervasiveness in this country and the levels of 

societal suffering that accompany them.    
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Appendix B 

 

[Electronic Letter of Invitation] 

 

Dear _ [Prospective Participant] __: 

  

I write to request your participation in a research study on Ella Baker and her leadership during 

the Civil Rights Movement. This study is an essential program requirement for the doctorate in 

educational leadership at the University of St. Thomas (Minnesota), College of Education, 

Leadership, and Counseling. 

 

You were selected as a possible study participant because of your affiliation and work with the 

Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee. I obtained your name from the SNCC Public 

Mailing List, which organizers developed for SNCC’s 50th Anniversary Conference.  

 

Based on the length of your work with SNCC, I assume you may have known and interacted 

with Ms. Baker and might be willing to answer a few questions regarding her leadership 

philosophy and leader-behaviors. I invite you to participate in this important research study. 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary and will require less than two hours of your time. Within 

this timeframe, I would like to interview you by telephone asking only 15 questions. All 

interview questions will pertain to Ella Baker’s leadership philosophy and leader-behaviors. The 

interview itself should not last longer than one hour. But during the following week, I will send 

you a transcript of our interview and ask you to review and confirm its accuracy. 

 

As an expression of my appreciation for your voluntary participation in the study, you will 

receive a $50 gift card redeemable at a national retail store selected by me—such as 

Amazon.com, Barnes and Nobles, Target, Best Buy, etc. I will send all gift cards through the 

U.S. Postal Service within two months following the end of my research study but not later than 

March 1, 2014. Eligibility criteria for the $50 gift card include: 

 

  (1)  Participation in a one-on-one telephone interview with me—the   

   researcher; and 

 (2)   Continuation in the research study until its completion. 

 

If you agree to participate in this study, please reply to this e-mail no later than November 6, 

2013. After receiving your affirmative response, I will send you a copy of the University of St. 

Thomas Consent Form. The University of St. Thomas requires all research participants to 

confirm their consent in writing to participate in the study. The Consent Form will also provide 

greater details about my doctoral research study.  



196 
 

 

I appreciate you taking the time to read and respond to my e-mail inquiry. I hope you will agree 

to participate. Please send me an e-mail if I can answer any questions to help you reach an 

informed decision. Alternatively, you may contact me at 651/332-0876 (Business) or 651/735-

3579 (Residence). I look forward to receiving your response.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

Edna R. Comedy, MBA, ABD 

Doctoral Student Researcher 

University of St. Thomas 

College of Education, Leadership, and Counseling  

 

 

  



197 
 

 

APPENDIX C 

 

Electronic Participant Follow-Up Memorandum 

 

Dear _____________________: 

 

I write to follow-up on our recent e-mail communications regarding participation in my doctoral 

research study on Ms. Ella Josephine Baker. You may recall from a previous e-mail that my 

research focuses on Ms. Baker's leadership philosophy and style, as exhibited during crucial 

periods of the Civil Rights Movement. 

 

Please forgive me for sending a third e-mail. I do not mean to bother you, as I am sure you are 

extremely busy and likely have received numerous requests of this nature from a countless 

number of scholars. However, your participation in my particular research study is essential to 

the development of a new and unique leadership theory, which not only incorporates Ms. Baker's 

leadership style but also its various components, e.g. her leadership vision, commitment to 

training others, and community organizing--just to name a few. 

 

Based on the literature, only you and a few other civil rights leaders interacted with Ms. Baker 

frequently enough during the 1960s to help me answer the three research questions that 

undergird my study. My data collection strategy is to gather as much primary data as possible to 

ensure the picture that emerges from my study is both comprehensive as well as factual. 

 

Again, I request your participation. Agreeing to do so will not represent a long-term commitment 

for you. Rather, participation merely requires a maximum of two (2) hours of your time--

comprising a one-hour telephone interview during which I will ask only fifteen questions--all 

centered on Ms. Baker's leadership--and subsequently approximately thirty (30) minutes to 

review a transcribed copy of our telephone interview that will take place two weeks after our 

telephone interview. 

 

Please respond promptly to let me know whether or not you are willing and/or able to participate. 

I thank you for your consideration. 

 

Edna R. Comedy, SPHR, MBA, ABD 

Doctoral Student Researcher 

University of St. Thomas 

2115 Summit Avenue 

St. Paul, MN 55115 

Telephone: 651.332-0876 

Facsimile: 651. 925-0645 
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Appendix D 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM  

UNIVERSITY OF ST.  THOMAS  
 

Reconceptualizing Leadership through the Prism of the Civil Rights Movement: A 

Grounded Theory Case Study on Ella Baker 

IRB Log Number #465192-1  

I am conducting a doctoral research study on Ella Baker’s leadership philosophy and leader-

behaviors as exhibited during the modern Civil Rights Movement. I invite you to participate.   

 

You were selected as a possible participant because of your affiliation and work with the 

Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and/or other civil rights organizations 

during the 1960 through 1965 timeframe. I obtained your name from the SNCC Mailing List, 

which organizers developed and used to plan SNCC’s 50th Anniversary Conference. Based on 

the length of your work with SNCC, I believe you may have interacted with Ms. Baker and may 

be willing to answer a few questions about her leadership philosophy and leader-behaviors.  

 

Please read the remaining sections of this form and send me any questions you may have about 

the study. 

 

This research study is being conducted by Edna R. Comedy, under the faculty direction of Dr. 

John D. Holst, College of Education, Leadership, and Counseling at the University of St. 

Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota.  

 

Background Information 

 

The purpose of this research study is three-fold: to reconceptualize the leadership of Ella Baker 

during the modern Civil Rights Movement; to develop a leadership framework in which her 

community and political activism naturally fits; and to place Ella Baker’s leadership style into a 

broader framework of research—focusing primarily on the role of leadership in social activism. 

Because of the explanatory nature of this current study, achieving these objectives is an 

important research endeavor because of its usefulness in closing the research gap in current 

literature on Ella Baker’s leadership.  

 

Procedures 

 

If you agree to participate in the study, you will need to agree to a one-hour telephone interview 

with me at a mutually convenient time. The interview will be recorded and transcribed. You 

will be asked to review a copy of the transcribed interview to ensure the record is completely 

accurate.  Data accuracy is essential, as the interview represents one of several primary data 

sources of my research study.  
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Participation in this study is strictly voluntary and will take approximately two hours of your 

time. Within this timeframe and during the interview, I will ask you 15 questions—all 

pertaining to Ella Baker’s leadership philosophy and leader-behaviors, the source of your 

knowledge about Ella Baker, and the length of your relationship with her. The interview itself 

should not last longer than one hour. But during the following week, I will send you a transcript 

of our interview and ask that you review and confirm its accuracy. If you identify in the 

transcript an omission or misstatement, simply notify me using my contact information below. I 

will make the necessary correction immediately and send you a second draft of the transcript for 

your review and final approval.  

 

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study 

 

This study has minimal risks to you and others who elect to participate in this study.  Two 

potential risks of your participation in the study are that of personal identification and the 

disclosure of personal and sensitive information during the one-on-one telephone interview with 

me. To minimize these risks, I will treat all information you share with me confidentially and 

will not share it with another individual. Additionally, I will use a numbering system—the key 

to which is known only to me. When quoting any of your interview responses, your name will 

not be associated with them. Instead, you and other participants will be identified as “Participant 

One,” Participant Two,” “Participant Three,” etc. The key for deciphering the numbering 

system will be stored securely on my personal laptop, which requires a security access code 

known only to me—the researcher 

 

There is one direct benefit you will derive from participating in the study. To show my 

appreciation for your voluntary and uninterrupted participation in the study through its 

completion, you will receive a $50 gift card redeemable at a national retail store of my choice 

within two months after the study ends by November 15, 2013.  

 

Compensation 

 

To demonstrate my appreciation for your voluntary participation in the study, you and other 

participants will receive a $50 gift card redeemable at a national retail store of my choice—such 

as Amazon.com, Barnes and Nobles, Target, Best Buy, etc. I will mail all gift cards through the 

U.S. Postal Service within two months following the end of the research study but not later than 

November 15, 2013. Eligibility criteria for the $50 gift card include: 

 

(1)  Participation in a one-on-one telephone interview with the researcher (Edna R. 

Comedy); and 

 (2)   Continuation in the research study until its completion. 

 

Confidentiality 

 

Records of this study will be kept strictly confidential and secure.  In any sort of report I 

publish, I will not include information that will make it possible to identify you in any way.  

The types of records I will produce during the study include a tape recording of each one-on-

one telephone interview, which I will copy onto a computer flash drive; and a transcribed copy 



200 
 

 

of each interview. All data collected during telephone interviews will be stored on my personal 

laptop computer, which requires a security code to gain access. I am the only individual who 

uses this laptop and who has knowledge of the security access code.    

 

To further preserve the confidentiality of each research participants, I will use a numbering 

system known only to me. I will use this system not only during the data collection process but 

also when reporting my research findings and results. Specifically, when quoting participants 

and/or paraphrasing one or more of their statements, I will reference each participant as 

“Participant One,” Participant Two,” “Participant Three,” etc. The key to deciphering the 

numbering system will be securely stored on my personal laptop, which again is password 

protected and used exclusively and solely by me. All functions related to data collection and 

analysis will be performed by me. I will not utilize the services of a professional transcriber or 

data entry clerk. 

 

Therefore, the workflow for my interview data will follow a linear path: I will copy data from 

the digital recorder to a flash drive, perform all transcription work, and enter interview data into 

the NVivo software program. No one other than myself will have access to the data. As a 

precautionary measure, I will also request each interviewee or participant to keep confidential 

all information he or she provides me or the questions I request him or her to answer. Of course, 

as a researcher, I can only make the request; I cannot ensure or enforce compliance.  

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study 

 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate 

will not affect your current or future relations with me or the University of St. Thomas.  If you 

decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time up to and until October 30, 2013.  To 

ensure your voluntary participation in this study, you also are free to skip any questions I may 

ask, which you find uncomfortable. 

Should you decide to withdraw, data collected about you will not be used in this research study. 

I will also send you a confirmation letter acknowledging your decision to withdraw from the 

study. Only participants who remain in the study through its completion and participate in a 

one-on-one telephone interview with me will receive a $50 gift card. 

 

Contacts and Questions 

 

My name is Edna Comedy.  You may ask any questions you have now.  If you have questions 

later, you may contact me at (651) 332-0876, (651) 735-3579, or via e-mail at 

come6601@stthomas.edu.  You also may contact my dissertation committee chairperson, Dr. 

John D. Holst, at (651) 962- 962-4433 or jdholst@stthomas.edu or the University of St. Thomas 

Institutional Review Board at 651-962-5341 with any questions or concerns. The mailing 

address of the University of St. Thomas is: 2115 Summit Avenue, St. Paul, MN 55105. You 

will receive a copy of this form for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I  

mailto:come6601@stthomas.edu
mailto:jdholst@stthomas.edu
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consent to participate in the study.  I am at least 18 years of age.   

 

______________________________   ___________________________ 

Signature of Study Participant     Date 

 

  

______________________________   ___________________________ 

Signature of Researcher      Date 
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Appendix E 

 

Interview Guide and Protocol 

 

 

1. In what year and venue did you meet Ella Baker? 

 

2. Please describe the frequency of your interactions with her? What were the purpose and 

nature of those interactions?  

 

3. Please describe the role you played during the Civil Rights Movement. 

 

4. Based on your own personal knowledge of Ella Baker, what role did she play in the 

Movement? 

 

5. When you think about the Civil Rights Movement, how would you describe the 

leadership style most frequently displayed during the Movement?  

 

6. In what ways, if at all, did Ella Baker’s leadership mirror the type of leadership you 

observed during the Movement? Why? 

 

7. What five attributes best describe Ella Baker as a leader? 

 

8.  Please provide a few examples of Ella Baker’s behaviors toward you and/or others that 

you feel provide a glimpse into her leadership style? 

 

9. From your perspective, what were a few of her leadership successes? Shortcomings? 

  

 a.   What factors do you believe contributed to those successes and/or shortcomings?   

 

10. Describe a particular time when you were the proudest of Ella Baker.   

 

11. In what ways, if at all, did Ella Baker’s gender, personal traits or attributes advantage or 

disadvantage her in the Civil Rights Movement? 

 

 a. Please provide a few examples. 

 

12. In what ways, if at all, do you feel the passage of time may have influenced your views 

about Ella Baker, her leadership philosophy and/or leader-behaviors? 

 

 a. If so, to do what factors do you attribute this change in your perspective? 

 b. What are the most notable changes? 

 

13. Are there other civil rights activists you believe I should talk with and who has first-

hand knowledge of Ella Baker’s leadership? 
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14. Describe for me Ella Baker’s pedagogical approach when teaching or training 

community and student activists. 

 

15. Is there anything more you would like to share with me about your Ella  Baker’s 

leadership?  

 

Thank you for your time and generosity. I sincerely appreciate you taking time from 

your day to talk with me today and for agreeing to participate in my research study. May I 

contact you again if I have questions while transcribing the tape of our interview? Data integrity 

is an extremely important aspect of my research study. If you wouldn’t mind, I also would like 

to send you a copy of the interview transcript to ensure it accurately reflects your comments as 

well as your intent. If you determine it does not, I would appreciate receiving your editorial 

changes. I will incorporate your recommended changes and send acceptable, I will send you a 

revised version for you to review again. If you this approach is via e-mail during the upcoming 

week a copy of the interview transcript. Please confirm for me your e-mail address.  

Are there any questions I can answer for me? If you think of any later and would like to 

discuss them, please contact me. You can send me an e-mail at come6601@stthomas.edu or call 

me at 651/735-3579. Thank you again for your time and participation. 

  

mailto:come6601@stthomas.edu
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Appendix F 

 

Chronology of Ella Baker’s Community Organizing, Political, and Human Right Activities  

 

December 15, 1903  Born in Norfolk, Virginia 

 

1927 Moved to New York and worked as a waitress 

1929-1931 Hired as a member of the editorial staff of the American West Indian News and 

the Negro National News 

1931 Served as Executive Director of the Young Negroes Cooperative League 

(YNCL) and is active in the consumer cooperative movement 

1934 Joined staff of the 135th Street Branch of the New York Public Library 

1935 Served as Publicity Director for the Sponsoring Committee of the National 

Negro Congress (NNC) 

1936 Hired as consumer education instructor for the Works Progress Administration 

(WPA) 

1937-1940 Worked for the National Association of Consumers as a fundraiser  

1937-1940 Appointed Education and Publicity Officer for the Harlem’s Own Co-

Operative 

1941 Joined the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) as Assistant Field Secretary 

1943 Appointed as NAACP Director of New York Branches 

1946 Joined the staff of the New York Urban League 

1947 Hired as fundraiser for the New York City Cancer Society in the Education and 

Outreach Office 

1953 Competed unsuccessfully for the New York City Council on the Liberal Party 

ticket 

1954 Rejoined the staff of the New York Branch of the NAACP as chairwoman of a 

special committee. 

1955 Co-founder of In Friendship—a support group for Southern school 

desegregation school desegregation and the Montgomery, Alabama bus 

boycott 
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1956 Appointed to the Commission on School Integration by the New York City 

Mayor 

1957 Co-founded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and served 

as head of the Crusade for Citizenship Unit 

1960 Orchestrated the formation of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC)  

1960-1966 Appointed by SNCC members to serve as adult advisor to the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

1960 Served as Human Relations Consultant for the YWCA (Young Women’s 

Christian Association) 

1961 Co-founder of Operation Freedom 

1962 - 1967  Appointed as consultant to the Southern Conference Educational Fund (SCEF) 

1964 Oversaw the Washington, D.C. and Atlantic City, N.J. offices of the 

Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) 

1965-68 Appointed as consultant to the Executive Council of the Episcopal Church 

1971 Appointed Associate Director of the Coalition of Concerned  

 Black Americans 

1972 Elected vice-chair of the Mass Party Organizing Committee and board member 

of the Puerto Rican Solidarity Committee 

1985 Received honorary doctorate from the City College of New York 

December 13, 1986   Died in Harlem, New York 

 

Sources: Joanne Grant. Ella Baker: Freedom Bound, (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1998) 

  

Barbara Ransby. Ella Baker and the Black freedom movement: a radical democratic 

vision (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003) 

  

“The Ella Baker Women’s Center for Leadership and Community Activism,” 

(http://ellabakerwomenscenter.org/about_us.html) 

  

“Guide to the Ella Baker Papers,” www.nypl.org/sites/default/files/archival 

collections/... /scmmg630.pdf) 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographic Data (n=5) 

 

Participants (in 

Pseudonyms) 

Race Gender Organizational Affiliation First Interaction 

with Ella Baker 

     

     

Carla Custer White F NSA-Southern Student 

Human Relations 

Project and SNCC 

1960 

Colin McDowell African- American M SNCC 1960 

Corbett  Chisolm African- American M SNCC 1960 

Darlene  Zenith White F Student Conference 

Educational Fund 

and SNCC 

1962 

Debra Berkeley White F NSA-Southern Student 

Human Relations  

Project and SNCC 

1961 
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Table 2 

Sample of Open Codes 

 

  

  
Providing guidance Organizing people 

Facilitating way forward Delegating responsibilities 

Displaying humanism Fighting inequality 

Asking questions Shaping worldview 

Reshaping landscape Discouraging individualism 

Protecting students Defining leadership 

Modeling behaviors Disliking self-promotion 

Engaging others Keeping fire burning 

Exhibiting patience Affirming people 

Communicating effectively Forward-looking 

Listening Motivating people 

Displaying courage Knowing people   
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Table 3 

Samples of Data Categories Resulting from Axial Coding 

  

  
Guiding activists Legitimizing others 

Promoting collectivism Influencing outcomes 

Empowering others to learn Focusing on relations 

Believing in ordinary people Encouraging critical thinking 

Connecting to people’s emotional needs Rejecting “leader” label 

Organizing people so they could organize others Taking the long view 

Training through modeling Rejecting top-down leadership 

Authoring their lives Nurturing and mentoring 

Offering a vision Demonstrating competence 

Managing tensions Inspiring and motivating people 
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Table 4 

Major Categories and Subcategories 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Research 

Questions (RQ) 

 Major Categories  Subcategories 

     

       RQ1  Developing People for Social Change   • Legitimizing and Giving Voice 

• Training Through Patience  

• Encouraging Critical Thinking  

• Enabling People to Act 

• Displaying Humanity and 

Humility 

    •  

     
RQ2  • Leading with Principles, 

Competence, and Courage 

• Thinking and Acting Strategically 

• Impacting Lives, Influencing 

Outcomes 

• Providing Philosophical Grounding 

• Overcoming Obstacles 

  

  •    

     
RQ3  Identifying the Baker Leadership 

Framework 
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Table 5 

Participant-Generated Leadership Attributes of Ella Baker  

Berkeley Chisolm Custer McDowell Zenith 

     
Articulate speaker 

but held back 

Dogged 

determination 

 

Very sympathetic Very 

compassionate and 

loving 

Viewed herself as a 

facilitator, a technician 

Promoted others and 

gave them voice 

Excellent orator Brilliant strategist 

and speaker 

Concerned about 

how you develop 

Someone who got people 

together 

Understood the 

potential of every 

person; worked to 

get the best out of all 

of us   

 

A great influencer;  

able  to pursue and 

achieve goals; clear 

understanding of the 

objective 

 

Fearless in 

choosing projects 

 

 

 

 

Concerned about 

people being 

prepared 

 

 

Someone who opened 

doors for others 

 

 

Was aware of what 

was needed without 

being antagonistic or 

vitriolic 

Leader in warfare; 

had foresight 

Ready and able 

to give personal 

support 

She wanted you to 

know what you’re 

talking about. 

A defender of young 

people 

Dignified and self-

possessed 

Patient and 

understanding 

Kind and loving Didn’t need to be 

seen or paid 

attention to 

A critic who spoke her 

mind 

Politically 

sophisticated 

Bold and fearless 

 

Courageous but a 

good listener 

She had faith in 

people 

Could be stern when 

needed 

Shied away from 

publicity 

Ability to relate to 

people around her 

Valued 

relationships 

She could see 

things that nobody 

else could 

Possessed unadulterated 

courage 

Led from the 

bottom-up 

Motivated people to 

do extraordinary 

things in situations 

that were extremely 

dangerous 

Respected 

everyone’s 

opinion 

She gave us our 

values 

Harbored no thoughts of 

self- enrichment 

Book smart but 

practical; pragmatic 

and idealistic 

Goal-oriented Listened to what 

all had to say 

She spoke her mind Able to keep a whole 

network alive; she kept 

them alive 

Accepting of people’s 

strengths as well as 

frailties 

 Possessed 

indomitable 

courage to take a 

different roads 

She was 

very 

impactful 

Played the role of mentor 

Took a long view 

of things and steps 

for moving forward 

 Willing to listen to 

all opinions 

Excellent 

leader; very 

smart 

 

Focused not diverted, 

not distracted; kept 

her eyes on the prize 

 Had a sense of 

humor 
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Table 6 

Leadership Frameworks Used to Explain Baker’s Leadership 

Bridge 

Leadership 

Collective 

Leadership 

Group-Centered 

Leadership and 

Participatory 

Democracy 

Grassroots 

Leadership 

Servant Leadership 

     
An intermediate 

layer of informal 

leadership 

Supports leadership 

skills development 

Emphasizes 

participatory democracy 

Focus is on 

organizing and 

mobilizing 

communities 

Emphasizes  service to others 

Bridged people to 

the Movement 

Rejects leader 

dependency and 

leader-centeredness 

Decentralizes power and 

decision-making 

Fosters a sense 

of belonging  

Promotes a sense of 

community 

Enabled women to 

play informal 

leadership roles 

Promotes self-

efficacy and leader 

empowerment 

Values bottom-up 

decision-making 

Promotes 

identification 

with the  

community  

Shares responsibility for 

decision-making 

Persons known and 

trusted within the 

Black community 

Emphasizes unity, 

partnership, and 

 accountability 

Fosters social justice Encourages 

challenges of 

the status quo 

Focuses on knowledge 

acquisition, growth, and 

autonomy of followers 

Enabled women to 

support political 

frames and 

ideologies 

Emphasizes 

learning,  including 

collective learning 

Emphasizes inclusion Relates to 

grassroots 

activism 

Emphasizes listening, 

empathy, healing, and 

awareness 

Emphasize self-

determination 

Responsibility is 

shared between 

leader and 

followers 

Recasts the leader’s to 

facilitator 

Is a type of 

informal 

leadership 

Takes a holistic approach to 

work 

 Mutual respect is a 

core principle 

Emphasizes  discourse, 

debate, reflection, and 

consensus 

 Emphasizes 

conceptualization, foresight, 

persuasion, stewardship, 

commitment to the growth of 

people, and building 

communities 

 Encourages 

challenges of old 

assumptions 
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Table 7 

Comparison of Liberation Leadership to Baker’s Leader-Behaviors 

Liberation Leadership  

 

Participants’ Descriptors of Baker’s 

Leader-Behaviors  

  
  

Proposes a way forward Proposed way forward for SNCC 

Takes initiative Self-actualized and possessed a “dogged determination” 

Takes principled stands Took principled stands and spoke truth to power 

Organizes people Organized people and communities which 

enabled others to act 

Inspires others Inspired and motivated SNCC and others to take action 

that they would not have otherwise 

Develops potential in others Emphasized people development 

Challenges social systems; questions 

fundamental values 

Organized, planned, and led campaigns that dismantled 

oppressive social systems 

Inspires a shared vision Inspired a shared vision of racial and social equality  

Strives to understand the wider context Was “analytical, took the long view” 

Emphasizes “inclusive fellowship; embraces diverse 

opinions” 

Gave voice to and legitimized all viewpoints  

Views influencing behaviors as the core of all 

relationships 

Influenced the lives and outcomes of SNCC and the 

Movement more broadly 

Focuses on the “well-being of learners” Displayed humanity  during interactions with others  

Values participatory democratic decision-making  Espoused and practiced  participatory democracy 

Emphasizes “tenets of distributive leadership,” where  all 

members play a leadership role 

Empowered others to lead; delegated leadership 

responsibilities 

Encourages long-range planning Encouraged SNCC to plan ahead, e.g. controversial 

speakers, voters’ registration campaigns, etc. 

Encourages members to use creative ways to achieve 

desired outcomes 

Encouraged critical thinking, creative problem-solving, 

and reimagination of issues 

  

 

Sources:   O’Donovan, S. (2007).  Courting Strategy Management through the Intervention of Liberation Leadership.  

 Retrieved from https://hydra.hull.ac.uk/resources/hull:744 

 Ruth, S. (2006). Leadership and liberation: A psychological approach. New York, NY: Routledge. 
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Table 8 

McComb Project: 1960 Voters’ Registration Statistics for McComb, Mississippi 

 

 

County Number of Adult Blacks Number Registered Registration 

Percentage 
Pike County (McComb)  

8,000     

 

200 

 

2.5% 

Amite County 5,000     1    0% 

Walthall County 3,000     0    0% 

    

Note: Based on 1960 Census data. Blacks comprised 42 percent of the 12,000 McComb, Mississippi 

residents. McComb is the largest city in Pike County, Mississippi 

Source: Civil Rights Movement Veterans Website,  http://www.crmvet.org/tim/timhis61.htm# 

1961mccomb 
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Table 9 

Reimagination of the Liberation Leadership Process 

 

 

    

 

 

 

Community 

Organizing 

•   Galvinizing the Community around a Shared Vision for Racial Equality 

Training 

People 

•  Problem Solving through Critical Thinking and Participatory Democracy   

•   Modeling Humanity, Humility, Competence, and Courage as Essential leader-behaviors 

•   Planning Strategically and Long-Range 

Philosophical 

Grounding 

•  Seeing the  Hidden Talent and Leadership Potential in all People 

•   Respecting  the  Value of Diversity--Gender, Race, and Class 

•   Organizing from the Bottom up 

 

Impacting,  
Influencing 
Outcomes 

•   Remembering and Enacting the Teacher's Teaching 

•    Impacting in a Material Way the Outcomes  of  a Social Movement 


