
Chapter 13: Lost in New York

Chapter 13: Lost in New York delves deeply into a significant turning point in John Lewis’s life, during a
time when the civil rights movement faced profound internal divisions. The rise of Stokely Carmichael
within the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) created a sharp divide, as his focus on Black
Power and self-reliance sharply contrasted with the earlier, more inclusive principles of nonviolent
resistance. His speeches and actions, which celebrated Black pride and autonomy, sparked backlash,
especially from white donors and allies who had supported SNCC. The organization received a flood of
criticism, with some letters expressing disappointment and others veering into outright racism. Despite
Carmichael’s attempts to clarify his position, the tensions only deepened, particularly when he linked Black
Power to a radical transformation of Western civilization. This alienated a significant portion of the SNCC’s
original leadership, including John Lewis, who felt increasingly disconnected from the direction the
movement was taking.

As the rift grew, SNCC experienced the loss of several key figures who were disillusioned by the
organization’s new militant approach. Media coverage further soured public perception of the group,
focusing on Carmichael’s provocative statements and the riots sparked by police violence against Black
citizens. The violence that followed further tarnished SNCC’s reputation and led to decreased funding. This
period marked a critical moment of self-reflection for Lewis, who had always believed in nonviolence as the
cornerstone of civil rights activism. As the movement moved towards more radical methods, he struggled to
align himself with a new direction that contradicted his deeply held principles of peaceful protest and unity.
His concerns grew as the focus shifted from a collective struggle for justice to an increasingly divisive,
individualistic stance that seemed to ignore the broader unity that had once united the civil rights community.

Amidst the unraveling of SNCC, Lewis found himself turning towards a new chapter in his life. Moving to
New York in the early 1970s, he began working with the Marshall Field Foundation, which brought financial
stability and allowed him to step away from the turmoil of the civil rights movement at that time. While the
new job offered a comfortable salary, it didn’t come without its own emotional challenges. Lewis found
himself experiencing a deep sense of loneliness in the sprawling city, far removed from the tight-knit
relationships he had formed in the South during his years of activism. Even though he had the opportunity to
engage in meaningful work and was surrounded by the vibrancy of New York, he still reflected on his past
involvement with SNCC and the trajectory of the civil rights movement. He struggled with feelings of
alienation, as the ideological shifts within the movement weighed heavily on him, especially as the traditional
routes of activism seemed to be crumbling. Yet, through this time of introspection, he reaffirmed his belief in
the power of grassroots work and the importance of continuing the fight for justice, even if the methods and
strategies were changing.

During this period, Lewis also focused on completing his degree from Fisk University, showing his
dedication to personal growth and education despite the challenges he faced. He also continued to reflect on
the relationship between organized religion and civil rights activism, considering the spiritual dimensions
that had always guided his efforts. His time in New York became one of self-discovery, as he not only
grappled with his growing disillusionment but also started to consider his next steps in the movement.
Despite the struggles, he remained committed to his vision of a civil rights movement that was rooted in
unity and inclusiveness, a stark contrast to the divisiveness that had begun to take hold within SNCC. In the
end, this period of reflection and personal growth laid the groundwork for his return to the political stage,
where his dedication to justice would continue to define his legacy.


