The Student Protest Movement
The Port Huron Statement
The civil rights struggle and the continuing Cold War inspired many young people who came of age in the
1960s to take a radically critical look at U.S. society. One of the earliest and most thoughtful expressions
of this incipient youthful radicalism was the Port Huron Statement, drafted by Tom Hayden and adopted
by the fledgling Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) at its national convention at Port Huron,
Michigan, in 1962.

We are people of this generation, bred in at least modest comfort, housed now in universities,
looking uncomfortably to the world we inherit.
When we were kids the United States was the wealthiest and strongest country in the world; the
only one with the atom bomb, the least scarred by modern war, an initiator of the United Nations
that we thought would distribute Western influence throughout the world. Freedom and equality
for each individual, government of, by, and for the people — these American values we found
good principles by which we could live as men. Many of us began maturing in complacency.
As we grew, however, our comfort was penetrated by events too troubling to dismiss. First, the
permeating and victimizing fact of human degradation, symbolized by the Southern struggle
against racial bigotry, compelled most of us from silence to activism. Second, the enclosing fact
of the Cold War, symbolized by the presence of the Bomb, brought awareness that we
ourselves, and our friends, and millions of abstract "others" we knew more directly because of
our common peril, might die at any time. We might deliberately ignore, or avoid, or fail to feel all
other human problems, but not these two, for these were too immediate and crushing in their
impact, too challenging in the demand that we as individuals take the responsibility for
encounter and resolution.
While these and other problems either directly oppressed us or rankled our consciences and
became our own subjective concerns, we began to see complicated and disturbing paradoxes in
our surrounding America. The declaration "all men are created equal..." rang hollow before the
facts of Negro life in the South and the big cities of the North. The proclaimed peaceful
intentions of the United States contradicted its economic and military investments in the Cold
War status quo.
We witnessed, and continue to witness, other paradoxes. With nuclear energy whole cities can
easily be powered, yet the dominant nation-states seem more likely to unleash destruction
greater than that incurred in all wars of human history. Although our own technology is
destroying old and creating new forms of social organization, men still tolerate meaningless
work and idleness. While two-thirds of mankind suffers under nourishment, our own upper
classes revel amidst superfluous abundance. Although world population is expected to double in
40 years, the nations still tolerate anarchy as a major principle of international conduct and
uncontrolled exploitation governs the sapping of the earth's physical resources. Although
mankind desperately needs revolutionary leadership, America rests in national stalemate, its
goals ambiguous and tradition-bound instead of informed and clear, its democratic system
apathetic and manipulated rather than "of, by, and for the people."
Not only did tarnish appear on our image of American virtue, not only did disillusion occur when
the hypocrisy of American ideals was discovered, but we began to sense that what we had
originally seen as the American Golden Age was actually the decline of an era. The worldwide
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outbreak of revolution against colonialism and imperialism, the entrenchment of totalitarian
states, the menace of war, overpopulation, international disorder, supertechnology — these
trends were testing the tenacity of our own commitment to democracy and freedom and our
abilities to visualize their application to a world in upheaval.
Our work is guided by the sense that we may be the last generation in the experiment with living.
But we are a minority — the vast majority of our people regard the temporary equilibriums of our
society and world as eternally functional parts. In this is perhaps the outstanding paradox; we
ourselves are imbued with urgency, yet the message of our society is that there is no viable
alternative to the present. Beneath the reassuring tones of the politicians, beneath the common
opinion that America will "muddle through," beneath the stagnation of those who have closed
their minds to the future, is the pervading feeling that there simply are no alternatives, that our
times have witnessed the exhaustion not only of Utopias, but of any new departures as well.
Feeling the press of complexity upon the emptiness of life, people are fearful of the thought that
at any moment things might be thrust out of control. They fear change itself, since change might
smash whatever invisible framework seems to hold back chaos for them now. ....

An End to History
Mario Savio, a graduate student in philosophy, was a leading spokesman for the Free Speech Movement
at the University of California at Berkeley in 1964. In the fall of that year, the university administration
responded to a wave of student protests in the San Francisco Bay by issuing an order requiring that
students move the information tables for their various student and political organizations to off-campus
locations. The Berkeley administration's rationale was that these tables were promoting "off-campus
issues" on university property. The students countered that no such distinction existed between issues
that were legitimately "on-campus" or "off-campus" in nature, and they staged a series of protests (on
campus) in defense of free speech. Berkeley administrators responded with an unexpected recalcitrance,
refusing to fully acknowledge the legitimacy of the students' position regarding free speech on campus.
The Free-Speech Movement's confrontation with the Berkeley administration it inspired a wave of political
enthusiasm and commitment among college students nationwide. Savio's speech articulates the growing
sense among the students that their university administration was in fact incapable of accommodating
dissenting ideas and acknowledging alternative points of view.

Last summer I went to Mississippi to join the struggle there for civil rights. This fall I am engaged
in another phase of the same struggle, this time in Berkeley. The two battlefields may seem
quite different to some observers, but this is not the case. The same rights are at stake in both
places—the right to participate as citizens in democratic society and the right to due process of
law. Further, it is a struggle against the same enemy. In Mississippi an autocratic and powerful
minority rules, through organized violence, to suppress the vast, virtually powerless, majority. In
California, the privileged minority manipulates the University bureaucracy to suppress the
students' political expression. That "respectable" bureaucracy masks the financial plutocrats;
that impersonal bureaucracy is the efficient enemy in a "Brave New World."
In our free speech fight at the University of California, we have come up against what may
emerge as the greatest problem of our nation—depersonalized, unresponsive bureaucracy. We
have encountered the organized status quo in Mississippi, but it is the same in Berkeley. Here
we find it impossible usually to meet with anyone but secretaries. Beyond that, we find
functionaries who cannot make policy but can only hide behind the rules. We have discovered
total lack of response on the part of the policy makers. …
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The most crucial problems facing the United States today are the problem of automation and
the problem of racial injustice. Most people who will be put out of jobs by machines will not
accept an end to events, this historical plateau, as the point beyond which no change occurs.
Negroes will not accept an end to history here. All of us must refuse to accept history's final
judgment that in America there is no place in society for people whose skins are dark. On
campus students are not about to accept it as fact that the University has ceased evolving and
is in its final state of perfection, that students and faculty are respectively raw material and
employees, or that the University is to be autocratically run by unresponsive bureaucrats.
Here is the real contradiction: the bureaucrats hold history as ended. As a result significant parts
of the population both on campus and off are dispossessed, and these dispossessed are not
about to accept this a-historical point of view. It is out of this that the conflict has occurred with
the University bureaucracy and will continue to occur until that bureaucracy becomes
responsive or until it is clear the University cannot function. …
Many students here at the university, many people in society, are wandering aimlessly about.
Strangers in their own lives, there is no place for them. They are people who have not learned
to compromise, who for example have come to the university to learn to question, to grow, to
learn—all the standard things that sound like clichés because no one takes them seriously. And
they find at one point or other that for them to become part of society, to become lawyers,
ministers, businessmen, people in government, that very often they must compromise those
principles which were most dear to them. They must suppress the most creative impulses that
they have; this is a prior condition for being part of the system. The university is well structured,
well tooled, to turn out people with all the sharp edges worn off, the well-rounded person. The
university is well equipped to produce that sort of person, and this means that the best among
the people who enter must for four years wander aimlessly much of the time questioning why
they are on campus at all, doubting whether there is any point in what they are doing, and
looking toward a very bleak existence afterward in a game in which all of the rules have been
made up, which one can not really amend.
It is a bleak scene, but it is all a lot of us have to look forward to. Society provides no challenge.
American society in the standard conception it has of itself is simply no longer exciting. The
most exciting things going on in America today are movements to change America. America is
becoming ever more the utopia of sterilized, automated contentment. The "futures" and
"careers" for which American students now prepare are for the most part intellectual and moral
wastelands. This chrome-plated consumers paradise would have us grow up to be wellbehaved children. But an important minority of men and women coming to the front today have
shown that they will die rather than be standardized, replaceable and irrelevant.
Discussion Questions:
1. The Port Huron Statement is a call for action, but to whom, or for whom, is Hayden speaking?
2. What aspects of the US situation does Hayden and the SDS find most deplorable?
3. What does Savio identify as perhaps the “greatest problem of our nation”?
4. Compare and contrast the two speeches. Are there any similarities and/or differences in tone,
audience, intent, and message?
5. Considering together the statements by Hayden and Savio, what can we learn about the
nature of American universities at the beginning of the 1960s? What is the relationship (real
and perceived) of the universities to the society at large?
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