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SCLC Was Made Up Entirely Of African American ministers and church leaders
committed to nonviolent protest as a means to combat racial segregation and inequality
during the Civil Rights Movement. In contrast, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC) was primarily composed of young, college-educated students and
activists who sought a broader range of tactics and a more radical approach to achieving
racial justice. Understanding the fundamental differences between these two pivotal
organizations reveals the diversity of strategies, leadership styles, and philosophies that
contributed to the success of the Civil Rights Movement in the United States.

---

Overview of the SCLC and SNCC

Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)
The SCLC was founded in 1957 in Atlanta, Georgia, by prominent African American
leaders including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Ralph Abernathy, and others. Its core
philosophy centered on utilizing the moral authority of the church, especially the Black
church, to lead nonviolent protests and civil disobedience campaigns. The organization
aimed to mobilize Black churches across the South to challenge segregation laws and
promote voting rights, economic justice, and racial equality through peaceful means.

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)
The SNCC was established in 1960 by college students at Shaw University in Raleigh,
North Carolina, during the Greensboro sit-in protests. It represented a younger, more
radical wing of the Civil Rights Movement, emphasizing direct action, grassroots
organizing, and challenging systemic injustices beyond just legal segregation. Over time,
SNCC evolved from a nonviolent, student-led organization to one that experimented with
more confrontational tactics and a broader social justice agenda.

---



Primary Differences Between the SCLC and SNCC

Leadership and Composition

SCLC: Made up entirely of African American ministers, pastors, and church leaders.
The leadership was predominantly composed of individuals with religious
backgrounds who leveraged their moral authority and community influence to
galvanize support.

SNCC: Comprised mainly of college students, young activists, and community
organizers. The leadership was more diverse in age and background, often
emphasizing youth empowerment and grassroots engagement.

Philosophy and Approach to Protest

SCLC

Focused on nonviolent resistance rooted in Christian doctrine and moral persuasion.

Relied heavily on the moral authority of the church to sway public opinion and
influence policymakers.

Organized large-scale demonstrations like the Birmingham Campaign and the Selma
Voting Rights marches.

SNCC

Initially adhered strictly to nonviolence but became more open to direct, sometimes
confrontational tactics.

Emphasized grassroots organizing, voter registration drives, and sit-ins as tools for
social change.

Often adopted more militant stances as the movement evolved, especially in the
mid-1960s, advocating for Black Power and self-determination.

Strategic Focus and Activities



SCLC

Targeted legal segregation policies through peaceful protests, court cases, and
lobbying efforts.

Focused on mobilizing church communities and religious leaders to advocate for civil
rights.

Held mass rallies and prayer marches to inspire moral outrage and societal change.

SNCC

Engaged in direct action campaigns such as sit-ins, Freedom Rides, and voter
registration efforts in the Deep South.

Prioritized empowering local Black communities to take ownership of their struggle.

Later in the movement, supported more radical initiatives like Black Power and
radical self-defense.

---

Impact and Legacy
The different makeup and philosophies of the SCLC and SNCC contributed to their unique
roles within the Civil Rights Movement.

Impact of the SCLC
- Played a crucial role in landmark events such as the Montgomery Bus Boycott
(1955-1956), which helped desegregate public transportation.
- Led the marches from Selma to Montgomery, which directly influenced the passage of
the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
- Demonstrated how moral authority and religious leadership could effect systemic
change.

Impact of SNCC
- Pioneered grassroots organizing, making civil rights activism more inclusive and
community-based.
- Facilitated voter registration campaigns in the South, increasing Black political
participation.
- Inspired subsequent movements advocating for Black Power, economic justice, and



independence from traditional civil rights strategies.

---

Evolution and Divergence
Over time, both organizations experienced internal shifts and ideological divergences.

SCLC’s Evolution
- Maintained a relatively conservative stance focused on nonviolence and legal change.
- Continued to work closely with religious institutions and political leaders.

SNCC’s Evolution
- Became increasingly militant and radical, especially under leaders like Stokely
Carmichael.
- Embraced Black Power ideology, emphasizing racial pride, economic empowerment, and
self-defense.
- Some members distanced themselves from nonviolence, leading to internal conflicts.

---

Conclusion
The primary difference between the SCLC and SNCC lay in their composition, leadership,
and strategic approaches towards achieving racial equality. The SCLC was made up
entirely of African American ministers and church leaders who emphasized moral
persuasion through nonviolent protest rooted in religious doctrine. Conversely, SNCC was
primarily composed of young, college-educated activists who prioritized grassroots
organizing, direct action, and, eventually, more militant tactics. Both organizations played
vital roles in shaping the Civil Rights Movement, complementing each other’s efforts and
broadening the scope of activism. Their diverse strategies underscored the multifaceted
nature of the struggle for justice and equality in America, demonstrating that change
could be achieved through both moral suasion and direct action.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions



What was one of the primary differences between the
SCLC and SNCC in their approach to civil rights
activism?
The SCLC primarily focused on organized, nonviolent direct action led by established
leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., while the SNCC emphasized more grassroots, student-
led protests and direct action.

Was the SCLC made up entirely of a specific group or
demographic?
Yes, the SCLC was made up mainly of African American ministers and church leaders who
organized and led nonviolent protests and civil rights campaigns.

How did the organizational structure differ between the
SCLC and SNCC?
The SCLC was a hierarchical organization led by prominent ministers and leaders,
whereas the SNCC adopted a more decentralized, student-led structure that empowered
local activists.

In what ways did the membership composition of the
SCLC differ from that of the SNCC?
The SCLC's membership primarily consisted of established African American religious
leaders and community figures, while the SNCC was made up largely of young students
and college activists.

Did the SCLC focus on a particular geographic area
compared to the SNCC?
Yes, the SCLC primarily operated in the Southern United States, focusing on statewide
campaigns, whereas the SNCC was more involved in local and regional student-led
protests across various Southern states.

What was the primary method of activism used by the
SCLC?
The SCLC mainly used organized, nonviolent protests, marches, and sit-ins to achieve civil
rights goals.

Was the SCLC a grassroots organization?
No, the SCLC was more of a top-down organization led by prominent ministers and
leaders, unlike the SNCC which was grassroots and student-led.



What was one of the core philosophies that
distinguished the SCLC from the SNCC?
The SCLC emphasized nonviolent resistance rooted in religious and moral principles,
whereas the SNCC was more willing to engage in direct, sometimes more militant, action
for civil rights.

Additional Resources
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Understanding the Civil Rights Movement requires examining the key organizations that
propelled change during the 1950s and 1960s. Among these, the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC) stand out as two pivotal groups with distinct philosophies, strategies, and
compositions. A significant difference between them was that the SCLC was made up
entirely of ministers and religious leaders, which deeply influenced its approach to
activism, emphasizing moral authority and nonviolent protest rooted in Christian
principles. This blog explores the fundamental differences between the SCLC and SNCC,
focusing particularly on the composition of the SCLC and how it shaped their respective
roles in the Civil Rights Movement.

---

The Origins and Foundations of the SCLC and SNCC

Before delving into their differences, it’s essential to understand how these organizations
formed and what motivated their creation.

The Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)

Founded in 1957 by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Ralph Abernathy, and other prominent
African American ministers, the SCLC aimed to harness the moral and spiritual authority
of religious leaders to combat racial segregation and injustice in the South. The
organization was rooted in the church community, emphasizing nonviolent resistance
inspired by Christian teachings.

The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)

Established in 1960 by young activists and students, including John Lewis, Ella Baker, and
Diane Nash, SNCC originated from student-led protests against segregated facilities,
notably at the 1960 Greensboro sit-in. It aimed to empower young people to lead direct
action campaigns, focusing on grassroots organizing, voter registration, and challenging
segregation through direct, often confrontational methods.

---

Composition and Leadership: The Fundamental Difference



The SCLC Was Made Up Entirely Of Ministers and Religious Leaders

A defining characteristic of the SCLC was its exclusive composition of clergy and religious
figures. This religious foundation influenced many aspects of its operations:

- Moral Authority: The SCLC leveraged the moral authority of ministers to rally
communities and garner support.
- Nonviolent Philosophy: Rooted in Christian doctrine, the organization promoted
nonviolence not only as a tactic but as a moral imperative.
- Church as a Hub: Churches served as organizational centers, meeting places, and
sources of logistical support.
- Leadership Style: Leadership was often hierarchical, with ministers guiding strategic
decisions based on moral and spiritual considerations.

Why Did the SCLC Comprise Entirely of Ministers?

The decision to include only religious leaders was strategic. During the 1950s, the African
American church was a central institution in Black communities, serving as a social,
political, and spiritual anchor. By mobilizing clergy, the SCLC tapped into existing
community trust and moral authority, which proved crucial for mobilizing mass
participation in nonviolent protests.

The SNCC Was Made Up Mainly Of Young Students and Activists

In contrast, the SNCC was characterized by its youth-driven membership, comprising
students and young activists. Its leadership was more diverse in terms of backgrounds and
perspectives, including:

- Grassroots Organizers: Focused on empowering local communities and students.
- Direct Action Tactics: Emphasized sit-ins, freedom rides, and marches to challenge
segregation.
- Decentralized Structure: Allowed for more flexible and spontaneous activism compared
to the hierarchical structure of the SCLC.
- Focus on Voter Registration and Social Justice: Aimed to directly confront segregation
and disenfranchisement.

---

Philosophical and Strategic Implications of Their Compositions

The Religious, Moral Approach of the SCLC

Since the SCLC was made up entirely of ministers, its strategies were deeply rooted in
moral appeals grounded in Christian principles. This had several implications:

- Emphasis on Nonviolence as a Moral Choice: The organization promoted nonviolence not
just as a tactic but as a moral high ground rooted in faith.
- Use of Sermons and Religious Rhetoric: Leaders often delivered sermons and speeches
emphasizing justice as divine law.
- Community Building through Churches: Churches served as essential spaces for
planning, education, and mobilization.



The Youthful, Activist Spirit of SNCC

The SNCC’s composition fostered a different approach:

- Direct Confrontation: Students believed in challenging segregation head-on through sit-
ins, marches, and protests.
- Decentralized Decision-Making: Allowed for quick responses to local issues and
empowered young activists to lead.
- Focus on Empowerment and Voter Rights: Aimed to build political power at the
grassroots level, often working in communities where traditional leadership was absent or
hesitant.

---

Impact of Composition on Their Strategies and Outcomes

SCLC’s Approach and Achievements

- The SCLC’s religious composition helped it mobilize large segments of the Black
community, especially through church networks.
- Notable campaigns like the Montgomery Bus Boycott (1955-1956) showcased the
effectiveness of moral appeals and organized, disciplined protests.
- The organization’s leadership often negotiated with political authorities, seeking
incremental change through moral persuasion.

SNCC’s Approach and Achievements

- The SNCC’s youthful energy and direct action tactics led to high-profile protests like the
Greensboro sit-ins (1960) and the Freedom Rides (1961).
- Its decentralized structure and emphasis on local activism allowed it to adapt quickly to
different contexts.
- The organization played a crucial role in voter registration drives, particularly in rural
Southern communities, leading to increased political participation.

---

Key Figures and Their Backgrounds

Leaders of the SCLC

- Martin Luther King Jr.: Minister and theologian whose faith-based leadership defined the
organization.
- Ralph Abernathy: Minister and close associate of King, emphasizing spiritual leadership.

Leaders of SNCC

- John Lewis: Student leader and later U.S. Congressman, known for his bravery in
protests.
- Ella Baker: Civil rights activist who emphasized participatory democracy and grassroots
organizing.
- Diane Nash: Student leader who played a pivotal role in sit-ins and freedom rides.



---

Broader Cultural and Political Influences

The Religious Foundation of the SCLC

- The organization’s religious makeup aligned with broader Black church traditions, which
had historically been a source of community resilience and activism.
- The moral authority of ministers helped bridge the gap between spiritual life and social
activism, creating a compelling moral case for civil rights.

The Youthful Energy of SNCC

- The organization embodied the spirit of a new generation seeking immediate change.
- Its activism reflected broader social movements of the 1960s, emphasizing direct action,
civil disobedience, and challenging authority.

---

Conclusion: Why Composition Matters

The primary difference—the fact that the SCLC was made up entirely of ministers and
religious leaders—had profound implications for its leadership style, strategies, and
overall approach to civil rights activism. This composition rooted the SCLC in moral
authority, church networks, and nonviolent protest inspired by Christian doctrine.
Conversely, SNCC’s youth-led, grassroots composition fostered a more confrontational,
decentralized, and immediate activism approach.

Both organizations played vital roles in advancing civil rights, but their differing
compositions shaped their unique identities and methods. The SCLC’s religious foundation
provided moral clarity and community cohesion, while SNCC’s youthful activism brought
energy, spontaneity, and direct action to the movement. Recognizing these differences
helps us appreciate the diverse strategies and leadership styles that contributed to the
success of the Civil Rights Movement.

---

The contrasting compositions of the SCLC and SNCC exemplify how leadership
backgrounds and organizational structures influence social movements. Their legacy
continues to inform activism today, highlighting the importance of aligning strategy with
community roots and moral authority.
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